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The ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society (ADM+S) is a new,
cross-disciplinary, national research centre, established in 2020, which aims to create
the knowledge and strategies necessary for responsible, ethical, and inclusive
automated decision-making. Funded by the Australian Research Council from 2020 to
2026, ADM+S is hosted at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia, with nodes located at
eight other Australian universities, and partners around the world.

The Centre brings together leading researchers in the humanities, social and technological
sciences in an international industry, research and civil society network. Its priority
domains for investigation are the role of automated decision-making (ADM) in news and
media, transport and mobilities, social services and health. The Centre’s four research
programs are focussed on data, machines, institutions and people: the data that
enables predictive decision-making machines; the institutions that provide regulatory
settings; and the people who design, use, imagine and adapt automated systems, and
whose lives are affected by them.

With a vision for responsible, ethical and inclusive automated decision-making the Centre’s
objectives are to:

● Generate an integrated understanding of the evolution, distribution, dynamics
and potential of ADM

● Formulate world-leading policy and practice in responsible, ethical and inclusive
ADM, for governments, industry and the non-profit sectors

● Enhance public understanding, and inform public debate on ADM
● Educate and train researchers and practitioners in this challenging new field

ADM+S Research Projects relating to just transitions
There are many parallels and interconnections between the socio-technical transitions
of automation and decarbonisation, including the role of automation in driving
decarbonisation industries and changes in energy use, and their often related impacts
on employment, equality, justice, health and sustainable development (Stanley
Foundation 2017). ADM+S researchers are working on a wide range of ADM related issues
with several research projects exploring just transitions in response to climate change
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and automation and others looking at related socio-technical transitions occurring
across society as a result of the deep structural changes in systems from long-term and
complex reconfigurations of technologies, policy, infrastructure, scientific knowledge,
and social and cultural practices.

Governing ADM Use
This project examines possibilities for democratic practice, institutions and governance
given automated decision-making (ADM). It focuses on challenges to and opportunities
for liberal and democratic institutions and governance presented by ADM. The project
aims to bridge analysis of ADM’s deployment across different domains with scholarly
literature on republican and positive freedom, the rule of law and liberal democratic
rights. Some aspects of this research relate specifically to ecological regulation with
case studies on ecological implications of data centres and big batteries.

Big batteries
Grid Scale or big batteries are seen as essential to the decarbonisation of electricity in
Australia. Indeed, there is an exponential increase in the number of grid scale batteries
being developed and deployed in the eastern states of Australia associated with our
National Electricity Market (NEM) (Vorrath 2021). Further, the way that these batteries
are integrated into the NEM depends on algorithmic equations that draw data from a
range of sources. The algorithms need to be able to anticipate sources of supply (e.g.
wind or solar) that can charge the battery and anticipate demand. This project identifies
how ADM associated with these batteries both regulates and is regulated by the NEM
and draws out the implications of their development both on the transition and on the
need for justice.

Big batteries, depending on their form, can have a high ecological impact due to the minerals
(e.g. lithium and cobalt) necessary for their manufacture as well as their limited lifespan
and as yet opaque end of life treatment. Further, the rules of the Australian Energy
Market Operator (AEMO), which govern the NEM, include a 5 minute settlement rule
governing the electricity spot (wholesale) price that tends to favour the battery
technology with potentially the highest ecological impact. At the same time, incumbent
fossil fuel interests still have influence on regulations that sustain their position, often
realised through arcane rule changes that are borne of a governance framework that
has no explicit environmental or climate impact as part of its mandate. In addition,
electricity supply as governed by the NEM transforms an essential service into a market
that rewards gaming of the rules with financial gain. Indeed, it is possible that this gain
can be realised in part through little reduction in fossil fuel generation (at least in the
short term) and at considerable risk of increasing pressure on the overall regulatory
system.

The ADM+S Big Batteries project aims to unpack these complex influences to identify how
both transition and justice can be brought into governance of the NEM.

Ecological Implications of Data Centres
A central part of data centre management is heat management: servers produce heat,
and as they are gathered in large numbers in close areas, temperatures rise raising the
risk of fire. To overcome this, data centre operators have various techniques to cool
down these facilities and avoid any risks of data loss caused by fires. The technical
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answers given by operators to heat management and their material implications on
energy networks and resources are at the heart of most of the debates concerning data
centres’ environmental consequences.

This project seeks to understand how companies, public agencies and civil society
understand and address the environmental, economic and cultural conditions and
limitations facing the establishment and management of data centres in urban areas.
The project sees data centres as highly complex socio-technical systems, with multiple
local implications on cities, infrastructures, resources and citizen well-being.

Thus, this project will ask: What shapes the environmental impacts of data centres' cooling
infrastructures? How are companies dealing with growing mistrust of their
environmental impact? Answering these questions requires investigation of three
dimensions of data centres’ creation:

(1) How does history and geography matter in operators’ localisation and technological
choices?

(2) How do data centre operators and their stakeholders negotiate to improve facilities’
environmental management? In particular, does the multiplication of data centres in a
local area produce change in local regulations and the management of infrastructures?

(3) How then do data centres companies communicate on their material impact and manage
the risks associated with it? What do local authorities think they should do to improve
planning and reduce data centres’ environmental impacts?

Considerate and Accurate Multi-party Recommender Systems for Constrained Resources
This project will create a next generation recommender system that enables equitable
allocation of constrained resources. The project will produce novel hybrid
socio-technical methods and resources to create a Considerate and Accurate
REcommender System (CARES), evaluated with social science and behavioural
economics lenses. CARES will transform the sharing economy by delivering systems and
methods that improve user and non-user experiences, business e�ciency and
corporate social responsibility.

Decentering ADM: A Review of Automated Decision-Making in the Global South This project
is a review of the current state of ADM implementation, practices and visions in
different regions in the Global South. It includes an analysis of academic and grey
literature, online resources and interviews with key stakeholders in four
underrepresented regions (Latin America, Anglophone Africa, South and Southeast Asia
and Pacific Island Archipelagos). Our focus upon decentering ADM works to challenge
dominant narratives of the discourse, practice and adoption of ADM across the world.

Other projects relating indirectly to socio-technical and just transitions include:

● Democratic Practices of Governance Given ADM: This project examines possibilities
for democratic practice, institutions and governance given automated
decision-making (ADM). It focuses on challenges to and opportunities for liberal and
democratic institutions and governance presented by ADM. The project aims to bridge
analysis of ADM’s deployment across different domains with scholarly literature on
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republican and positive freedom, the rule of law and liberal democratic rights.
Overall, the project seeks to develop a theoretically rich analysis of democracy and
freedom given ADM and apply the analysis to specific examples of current regulatory
and democratic challenge.

● Data mapping and ADM to advance humanitarian action and preparedness:
Operationalising new data partnerships and implementing data analysis to improve
non-profit and humanitarian sector work. Humanitarian organisations and other NGOs
are undergoing significant digital transformation. In a complicated digital media
environment, new analytics capabilities can improve the role and effectiveness of
organisations like Australian Red Cross in building community resilience, expanding
volunteer networks, and informing rapid response. New practices for ethically sharing
and analysing social media activity and public and open datasets can be combined
with internal organisational data analysis to produce intelligent responses and
predictive models. This project aims to operationalise new data partnerships and
implement data analysis to improve humanitarian sector work. It contributes to
developing new techniques for improving data-driven mapping of community
strengths, knowledge and resilience. The work will improve advocacy and
preparedness and enhance Red Cross’s data analytics capability.

● Public Interest Litigation for AI Accountability: If you have been harmed by bad
automated decision-making, from robots to loan assessments, what can you do to
right the wrong? What can the law do to help you? A growing number of public
controversies about discriminatory, unpredictable and dangerous automated
decision-making has raised questions about the most effective methods of
accountability. Through qualitative interviews with stakeholders (including class
action and pro bono lawyers), this project seeks to identify the opportunities, enablers
and barriers for public interest litigation to promote accountability and fairness in
automated decision-making.

● Mapping ADM Machines in Australia and Asia-Pacific: This project involves adopting
the (draft) taxonomy for automated decision-making (ADM) in undertaking a mapping
exercise of ADM machines in Social Services in Australia. A key purpose is to test and
refine the taxonomy and to provide foundational empirical and conceptual knowledge
of ADM in social services beyond Europe and North America, and into the Asia-Pacific
region. This mapping exercise will provide necessary baseline empirical
understanding of where ADM is and how it is being used. The approach will use a
critical data studies theoretical framework to develop a counter mapping of ADM
systems in social services. This approach views ADM as an assemblage of data
systems and decision making in social-political context, and aims to build knowledge
about what ADMs are being used in government, and how they are used, and who is
affected by this.

Approaches to concepts of transition and/or justice
ADM+S scholars interrogate and apply concepts of both transitions and justice in their

analysis of how to achieve responsible, ethical, and inclusive automated

4

https://www.admscentre.org.au/data-mapping-and-adm-to-advance-humanitarian-action-and-preparedness/
https://www.admscentre.org.au/public-interest-litigation-for-ai-accountability/
https://www.admscentre.org.au/mapping-adm-machines-in-australia-and-asia-pacific/


decision-making across a range of areas including transport, health, news and media
and social services.

As a multidisciplinary research centre, projects draw on a wide range of disciplines and fields
including law, ethics, science and technologies studies, media and communication,
economics and computer sciences.

Big batteries draws on the work of ADM+S investigators, Christine Parker and Fiona Haines
(2018) and their call for ‘ecological regulation’, which incorporates an understanding of
our embeddedness as a human species (with all our business, market, legal, political,
and social structures) inside ecological systems. As an alternative to the current
dominance of the instrumentally rational approach, they advocate for an ecologically
rational regulation of businesses and capitalism in order to operate within planetary
boundaries. This project also considers concepts such as energy justice (Sovacool &
Dworkin 2014; Sovacool et al. 2019) and its relationship to energy policy, decarbonisation
and the adoption of new technologies.

Issues of law and regulation for just socio-technical transitions are central to the work of
many ADM+S projects. A key concept of interest to many of the ADM+S projects is
‘algorithmic regulation’ (Yeung 2018; Eyert et al. 2020) which pays careful attention to
the regulation by ADM and how to expose this, as well as the need for regulation of ADM.
‘Algorithmic regulation refers to decision-making systems that regulate a domain of
activity in order to manage risk or alter behavior through continual computational
generation of knowledge by systematically collecting data (in real time on a continuous
basis) emitted directly from numerous dynamic components pertaining to the regulated
environment in order to identify and, if necessary, automatically refine (or prompt
refinement of) the system's operations to attain a pre-specified goal.’ (Yeung 2018)

ADM+S researchers also draw on the work of Julie E. Cohen (2012; 2019), Salomé Viljoen and
others who show the relationship ADM has with law and regulation and the way they are
co-constituted and need to be designed to enhance both ecological and social
flourishing. Viljoen (2021) points out the central importance of population-level relations
among individuals for how data collection produces both social value and social harm.

The intersection of law with media and communications, internet studies and science and
technology studies (STS) also provide a range of approaches useful for understanding
transitions and justice. Sy Taffel’s work on digital media ecologies (Taffel 2018)
emphasises both the lure of technological solutionism and the material impact of the
social, cultural, political and environmental affordances of contemporary media
assemblages. ADM+S investigator Nic Suzor (2019) provides a framework for a new
social contract to bring justice to online information governance, often a key source of
public interest information on socio-technical transitions.

Many ADM+S scholars also interrogate the way terms are used by various actors as
socio-technical transitions play out across multiple sectors and levels. For example,
terms such as ‘ecological transition’ and ‘sustainability’ are labels used by data centre
operators and energy providers in various ways.
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Key policy areas and the implications for a just transition to
decarbonisation

ADM+S researchers and research projects are deeply engaged with public policy issues
relating to the legal, ethical and responsible application of automated decision-making
across society including environmental policies, just transitions and decarbonisation.

The ADM+S Big batteries project is closely related to policies on electricity and the transition
to renewable energies. Consistent with ecological regulation, big batteries intersect
with a range of different areas of policy and regulation, environmental and social. The
challenge of the broader project is to understand how ecologically responsive regulation
can be designed so that the current complex arrangement of - often competing - rules
and regulation can be (re)designed to ensure ecological flourishing and human
wellbeing. Big batteries provide a ‘way in’ to unpacking the challenges involved in
regulatory design.

Partnerships for just transitions
ADM+S is a multi-institutional research centre with extensive academic, government,
industry and civil society partnerships and networks across Australia and around the
world. Professor Fiona Haines, a CI at ADM+S, has recently been appointed to the Future
Trends Advisory Board which advises Energy Safe Victoria (ESV) on reforms necessary
to ensure a safe and equitable access to electricity that takes account of the challenges
that arise from the transition. Other industry partners concerned with just transitions
include: The Australian Corporate Accountability Network, an alliance of academics and
NGOs aimed at ensuring business adherence to human rights both in Australia and
Internationally; the Australian Red Cross; Australian Council of Social Services; and the
Consumer Policy Research Centre.

The Australian context for a just transition to decarbonisation
The partial privatisation and widespread neoliberal market reforms to the Australian NEM

pose both opportunities but also significant obstacles to the transition. Market
mechanisms can be exploited by renewable technologies but ‘market capture’ by fossil
fuel incumbents also facilitates considerable challenge to the transition for Australia.
Further, the particular rules governing the NEM (described briefly above) risk a
transition that has considerable ecological impacts as well as financial risks that may in
turn generate and exacerbate social injustice.

The Big batteries project aims to identify the challenges of a just transition in Australia with
respect to the electricity transition in Australia and unpack them. Some of the challenges
include:

● The influence of fossil fuel incumbents on the electricity system including their
influence on government.

● The potential switch from market solutionism to technological solutionism to
ensure equitable and affordable access to electricity.
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● The technology (big batteries) together with the algorithms governing their
activity at the centre of this project are undoubtedly essential but the lack of
serious attention to the combination of broader ecological and social
implications of the technology risks a transition in this essential service that is
both ecologically damaging and socially unjust.
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