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Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Australian
Government’s inquiry into the National Cultural Policy — Revive, with particular reference to the
Committee’s terms of reference concerning “the opportunities, risks and challenges for Australia’s arts
and creative sectors associated with emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al)”.

Regional capitals are already recognised as some of the most liveable communities in Australia,
offering cultural experiences that are deeply connected to place. They provide opportunities for
creativity that are uniquely regional: grounded in heritage, enriched by diversity, and driven by strong
community engagement.

RCA strongly supports the vision set out in Revive. The five pillars of the policy; First Nations First,
A Place for Every Story, Centrality of the Artist, Strong Cultural Infrastructure and Engaging the
Audience are principles that regional capitals live every day. Our member councils deliver the
libraries, theatres, galleries, museums, festivals, heritage programs and community arts that make
culture accessible to over 9 million Australians.

Cultural programs and facilities also drive tourism and economic growth. Cultural and heritage visitors
spend around 40 per cent more per trip than the average traveller, and regional festivals, exhibitions
and performances attract visitors from across state and national borders. Investment in regional
cultural infrastructure therefore delivers not only social and cultural dividends but also substantial
economic benefits for local communities and the nation.

Regional councils collectively invest more than $1.8 billion each year in cultural infrastructure and
programs. Unlike state and national institutions, however, regional facilities rarely receive recurrent
operational support. This reliance on local government funding creates vulnerability, as councils must
sustain services with limited and overstretched budgets.

Al and other emerging technologies are arriving at a time when these facilities are already under
strain. They offer powerful tools to preserve stories, expand accessibility, and engage new audiences,
but also pose risks: the homogenisation of cultural content, the loss of local identity, the
misappropriation of Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property, and the erosion of creative
livelihoods. Without deliberate action, these risks could widen inequities between metropolitan centres
and regional communities.

RCA believes this Inquiry is a critical opportunity to ensure that regional voices are central to how
Australia responds to Al in the cultural sector. With the right investment, safeguards and national
leadership, regional capitals can continue to be liveable, creative and culturally rich places, delivering
on the promise of Revive and ensuring that technology strengthens; rather than diminishes,
Australia’s cultural life.

27 A

Cr Kevin Mack
Acting Chair
Regional Capitals Australia
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About Regional Capitals Australia

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) was formed in 2012 to represent the interests of Australia’s 51
regional capital cities. It currently has 22 members.

Our purpose is to ensure that regional capitals are recognised as central to the nation’s liveability,
identity and future growth. We advocate for policy settings and investment that reflect the essential
role our cities play as service and cultural hubs for regional Australia. RCA works to narrow the gap
between metropolitan centres and regional capitals, ensuring fairer access to resources and
opportunities for the communities we represent.

Regional capitals’ role in Australia’s cultural landscape

Regional capital cities are cultural anchors for their regions. Together they service a catchment of
more than 9 million Australians. They are home to major galleries, libraries, museums, theatres,
festivals and heritage programs. These institutions are not only accessed by residents of the city
itself, but by people from surrounding towns and rural communities, often across vast distances.

Cultural exhibitions and programs in regional capitals also drive tourism, economic activity and
regional growth, attracting visitors from across Australia and overseas. By presenting unique local
stories alongside national and international exhibitions, regional capitals extend Australia’s cultural
reach and generate significant social and economic dividends.

Building cultural strength for the future

Regional capitals are recognised as some of the most liveable communities in Australia, with cultural
experiences deeply connected to place. But sustaining this role requires investment and policy
support aligned with the five pillars of Revive.

Funding inequities remain the greatest structural challenge. The Cultural Funding by Government —
Australia, 2021-22 Overview reported total expenditure of $8.3 billion:

e $3.16 billion (38%) from the Commonwealth
$3.32 billion (40%) from states and territories
$1.82 billion (22%) from local government

That 22 per cent represents more than $1.8 billion annually from local government; much of it
invested directly by regional councils into libraries, galleries, museums, theatres and cultural
programs. Yet unlike national and state institutions, regional facilities rarely receive recurrent
operational support.

Case studies highlight this disparity; the Art Gallery of NSW received $40.6 million in 2023—24 for
operations, while the National Gallery of Australia received $118 million across operations and
maintenance. By contrast, the Regional Arts Fund nationally provided just over $6 million in the same
period. For regional households, the real cost of accessing state and national institutions also
includes transport and accommodation, putting these opportunities out of reach for many.
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The result is that local government in regional capitals has become the default funder of last resort.
For example, Albury City provides three-quarters of the Murray Art Museum’s operating budget, a
pattern replicated across many regional cities.

Emerging technologies such as Al will require new investment in digitisation, infrastructure, staff
training and safeguards. Without addressing underlying inequities in cultural funding, there is a risk
that Al will widen the gap between metropolitan and regional institutions.

Pillar 1 — First Nations First

The National Cultural Policy — Revive places First Nations First at the heart of Australia’s cultural
future. Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) strongly endorses this priority. Regional capitals are central
to delivering First Nations cultural programs: many are custodians of Indigenous collections, operate
galleries that showcase First Nations art, and manage libraries, archives and heritage sites that hold
cultural material of national significance. Councils also partner with Traditional Owners to deliver
festivals, cultural education and community programs that sustain living culture and create
opportunities for the next generation of artists.

Opportunities

Used responsibly, Al could help strengthen the visibility of First Nations voices in Australia’s cultural
landscape. Opportunities include;

e Language preservation and revitalisation; tools that can document, translate or teach
Indigenous languages in culturally appropriate ways.

e Digitisation of archives; making fragile or remote collections more accessible to Indigenous
communities and the wider public.

e Education and interpretation; creating engaging and interactive ways to share culture, such
as Al-enabled storytelling or interpretation of heritage sites.

Risks

RCA members are deeply concerned about misappropriation of Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual
Property (ICIP). More than half ranked ICIP as a top-three risk, with many describing this as an area
of “high concern.” Very few councils reported having formal ICIP protocols in place for digital or Al
procurement, highlighting a critical policy and capacity gap.

Key risks identified include:

e Misappropriation of ICIP: cultural material being ingested into Al training datasets without
consent, attribution or benefit-sharing.

e Distortion and erasure: Al systems that reproduce biased or incomplete data risk
misrepresenting First Nations cultures or erasing their distinctiveness.

e Loss of custodianship: communities may lose control over how cultural knowledge is stored,
accessed or reused when dependent on external platforms.
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These concerns were echoed in case studies. For example, Albury City Council emphasised the need
for ICIP safeguards in cultural programming, while the Fraser Coast Regional Council strongly
questioned whether Al could ever respect the authenticity of Indigenous voices if not tightly regulated.
City of Greater Geraldton highlighted the danger that homogenised Al outputs could obscure or
appropriate First Nations art forms.

If no action is taken, there is a serious risk that emerging technologies will widen the inequities
between metropolitan institutions and regional communities in how First Nations culture is supported
and protected. Larger cultural organisations may have the capacity to implement safeguards, but
regional capital councils, despite being custodians of significant cultural material, will likely lack the
resources or expertise to do so. This creates the risk of unintended harm: material being digitised or
shared without the proper protocols, trust being damaged, and communities disengaging from cultural
institutions.

1. Embed ICIP protections in Al regulation to prevent misappropriation and distortion of Indigenous
culture.

2. Provide model protocols and training so regional councils can work with Traditional Owners in
digital and Al projects.

Pillar 2 — A Place for Every Story

Every regional capital holds many stories, and each city has its own unique cultural narrative. These
stories are told in different spaces; in the exhibitions curated by galleries and museums, in the
collections safeguarded by libraries and archives, in the heritage embedded in landscapes and
buildings, and in the festivals and public art that bring people together. They are also expressed in the
lived traditions of communities that make up the social fabric of regional Australia.

Together, these cultural expressions form a rich mosaic of place-based stories that are central to
identity, belonging and community pride. They connect people to their history, give meaning to the
present, and shape the aspirations of future generations. They also attract visitors, with cultural
exhibitions and events in regional capitals drawing audiences from across the country and beyond,
supporting tourism and strengthening regional economies.

The principle of A Place for Every Story within Revive is therefore particularly relevant for regional
capitals. Artificial intelligence and other emerging technologies offer new ways to preserve, interpret
and share these stories, ensuring that they reach wider audiences. But without safeguards, there is a
risk that technology could blur or even erase the distinctiveness of local voices, undermining the very
diversity that Revive seeks to uphold.

Opportunities

Examples of Al use are emerging. Tweed Shire Council has trialled AR/VR projects in its libraries to
create interactive experiences of local heritage. Albury City Council has emphasised the role of digital
collections in expanding access to community history, while the City of Greater Geelong is embedding
Al tools into cultural strategy to extend the reach of regional narratives. RCA members highlight
strong optimism about Al's potential to amplify and protect place-based stories through;
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e Digitisation and discovery: Al can make local collections more accessible by automating
cataloguing, improving metadata, and making archives easier to search. For small libraries and
museums holding extensive local history collections, this could unlock material that has long been
hidden.

e Amplification of regional voices: translation, captioning, and personalised discovery tools can
carry regional stories to broader audiences. In doing so, they can ensure that local voices reach
beyond their catchments of more than 9 million Australians and contribute to the national story.

e Heritage preservation: Al-assisted restoration and reconstruction tools can help safeguard
fragile artefacts, artworks and documents that are vulnerable to time and environmental
pressures.

e Innovative storytelling: immersive technologies such as Al-enabled augmented and virtual
reality can provide new ways to interpret stories of place, creating interactive cultural experiences
that engage both residents and visitors.

Risks

RCA members expressed significant concern that Al could dilute or distort the distinctiveness of
place-based stories. More than half of our members ranked “homogenisation of cultural content;” the
fear that stories may feel less original, less local, and more generic as a top risk.Risks identified
include;

e Loss of authenticity: Al-generated content that blends or generalises cultural material could
weaken the sense of connection between story and place.

e Centralisation of control: reliance on proprietary Al platforms risks shifting custodianship of local
stories away from communities and into the hands of large technology providers.

e Inequity of access: larger, well-funded institutions are better placed to use Al, leaving smaller
regional councils at risk of being left behind.

e Community trust: if residents perceive their stories are being represented through automated or
inauthentic processes, councils risk damaging the trust that underpins cultural participation.

These risks were particularly highlighted by councils such as the Fraser Coast Regional Council,
which questioned whether Al could ever reflect the authenticity of local stories without erasing their
originality or misrepresenting their meaning.

1. Fund digitisation and storytelling projects in regional capitals to preserve and amplify local voices.

2. Investin open, community-led Al tools that ensure regional stories remain authentic and under
local custodianship..

Pillar 3 — Centrality of the Artist

The Revive policy makes clear that artists and creatives must be placed at the centre of cultural life.
Regional capitals are critical to this commitment. Councils in these cities are not only managers of
cultural infrastructure, but also direct investors in artists and creative practice. They fund residencies,
provide studio and rehearsal spaces, commission public art, and deliver festivals that showcase both
local and touring work. Many councils also run grants programs and mentoring initiatives that help
sustain the livelihoods of artists and creative workers. In regional contexts, RCA members are often
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the largest and most consistent supporters of artists, ensuring that creativity remains visible and
accessible.

This support aligns with community values. Research such as A View from Middle Australia
demonstrates that Australians see the arts as essential: building community, defining identity,
stimulating creativity, improving mental health, and enriching children’s education. For regional
communities, these benefits are particularly important. Local arts programs are not just entertainment;
they are central to wellbeing, belonging and local identity.

Opportunities

RCA members see Al as both a creative tool and a catalyst for new forms of practice. While adoption
is still at an early stage, many highlighted the potential for experimentation, cross-disciplinary
collaboration and deeper audience engagement. Members also noted that artists are eager for
opportunities to build skills so they can use Al responsibly while protecting their work.Opportunities
include;

e Creative experimentation: Al can expand artistic imagination, generating new forms, styles and
approaches.

e Cross-disciplinary practice: technologies such as Al and AR/VR open opportunities for
collaboration across visual arts, music, literature, and performance.

e New audience connections: Al-enabled tools can personalise engagement and create
interactive experiences that deepen audience participation.

e Capacity building: A large share of councils emphasised the importance of training
opportunities, noting that artists want to learn how to use Al responsibly while protecting their
work.

Councils are observing artists experimenting in Al. Wodonga City Council has observed local writers
and artists testing Al as a creative tool, sparking important community debate about its value. Tweed
Shire Council is exploring immersive digital installations that combine traditional and new artforms.
These early projects show both the appetite for experimentation and the need for guidance and
resources. The majority of RCA members also highlighted the demand among creatives for
workshops, advisory services and peer learning opportunities.

Artists want to know how to:

e Use Al responsibly and creatively;
e Protect their work from misuse;
e Navigate copyright and intellectual property law in the Al era.

Risks

Copyright and authorship issues were consistently ranked as a top risk, with more than two-thirds of
RCA members identifying uncertainty over ownership of Al-generated works and training data as a
major challenge. Respondents also warned of the potential displacement of creative work, with
several councils noting fears that “Al outputs may undermine the authenticity of local creativity.”
Councils also expressed concern that the benefits of Al would be captured by large technology
companies, not local artists. These findings highlight both a legal and economic gap that risks leaving
artists unprotected and undercut by new technologies. Concerns included;
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e Copyright and authorship: Councils consistently identified uncertainty about ownership of Al-
generated works and use of training data as a major risk.

e Impact on livelihoods: Strong concerns about creative work being displaced or devalued by
automated outputs.

e Erosion of originality: Homogenised, Al-driven art may undermine the authenticity of local
creativity.

e Equity of benefit: Councils fear that the economic value of Al will be captured by large
technology companies, not local artists or communities.

1. Protect artistic livelihoods by reforming copyright/IP frameworks for Al-generated works.

2. Fund training and specialist advisory services on copyright, authorship and ICIP, giving artists
confidence that their work is protected.

Pillar 4 — Strong Cultural Infrastructure

Regional capitals depend on strong cultural infrastructure to deliver the libraries, museums, galleries,
archives, theatres and community spaces that sustain creative life outside the metropolitan centres.
These facilities are more than local amenities; they serve the wider catchments of more than nine
million Australians and anchor participation in cultural life. They also generate significant economic
and tourism benefits, with cultural and heritage visitors spending around 40 per cent more per trip
than the average traveller."

Opportunities

RCA members consistently recognised the potential of Al to strengthen the cultural infrastructure they
operate; from libraries and museums to theatres and archives. They emphasised that if properly
supported, Al could make collections more discoverable, improve accessibility, streamline
administration and enhance preservation. RCA members are optimistic that these technologies can
extend the reach and impact of regional cultural facilities. Opportunities include;

e Collections management and discovery; improving cataloguing, metadata and searchability in
libraries, galleries, archives and museums.

e Accessibility and inclusion; enhancing translation, captioning, reading support and assistive
tools to broaden participation.

e Administrative efficiency; streamlining tasks such as grant processing, approvals and reporting,
allowing staff to focus more on cultural programming.

e Heritage preservation; supporting restoration, digitisation and long-term protection of fragile
artefacts and archives.

e Immersive storytelling; enabling interactive and engaging audience experiences through Al-
supported AR/VR and digital interpretation.

! Tourism Research Australia, Cultural and Heritage Tourism in Australia, 2019.
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Risks

RCA members highlight that funding inequity and resource strain are the dominant risks in adopting
Al. Nearly every member cited lack of funding and staff capacity as a primary challenge, confirming
that overstretched local budgets cannot absorb the additional costs of technology adoption, training
and system upgrades. Many also pointed to the risk of “vendor lock-in,” where reliance on proprietary
platforms escalates long-term costs and reduces flexibility. It was also emphasised that regional
facilities often lack the ICT infrastructure or connectivity required to adopt Al responsibly. Without
national support, these risks create a widening digital divide between metropolitan and regional
cultural institutions.

e Funding inequity; local government already contributes over $1.8 billion annually to cultural
activities (22 per cent of total government cultural expenditure)?, yet regional facilities lack
sustained operational support from higher levels of government.

e Resource strain; overstretched council budgets limit the ability to invest in technology
upgrades, staff training and system maintenance.

e Vendor lock-in; reliance on proprietary platforms risks escalating costs and dependency on
single providers.

e Digital infrastructure gaps; limited ICT capacity and poor connectivity in some regions
create barriers to adoption.

e Community trust; risk of disengagement if Al-driven programs are seen to replace, rather
than enhance, authentic cultural experiences.

1. Provide sustained operational funding for regional cultural facilities alongside project-based
grants.

2. Invest in digital infrastructure and connectivity upgrades to ensure equitable access.

Pillar 5 — Engaging the Audience

Regional capitals are where culture and community meet. Through libraries, festivals, exhibitions,
public art and heritage programs, councils provide opportunities for residents and visitors to engage
with the arts in ways that are grounded in local identity and connected to place. Ensuring that these
opportunities remain inclusive and authentic is central to the success of Revive.

Opportunities

Councils see Al as an opportunity to broaden participation in cultural life and ensure more people can
connect with regional stories. There is strong support for Al applications that improve accessibility,
personalise engagement and extend the reach of local culture. RCA members also identified ways Al
could enhance audience interaction, providing new points of contact and strengthening community
relationships.

2 Office for the Arts, Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications,
Cultural Funding by Government, Australia, 2021-22 Overview, p. 3.
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e Improved accessibility; captioning, translation, text-to-speech and reading support tools can
make cultural programs more inclusive for people with disability, culturally and linguistically
diverse (CALD) communities, and older residents.

e Personalised engagement; Al can help tailor communications and recommendations to better
connect people with events, exhibitions and programs.

e Broader reach; digital platforms supported by Al can extend the audience for regional stories,
enabling participation from surrounding towns and even national or international audiences.

e Community interaction; chatbots and virtual assistants can provide new points of contact,
supporting customer service and enhancing participation in cultural programs.

Risks

Councils expressed strong concern that audience engagement could be undermined if Al is not
managed responsibly. The risks identified below could alienate communities rather than engaging
them, unless safeguards are established.

e Bias and misrepresentation; Al systems risk reinforcing stereotypes or underrepresenting
minority voices, undermining diversity.

e Misinformation and authenticity; deepfakes and synthetic content create risks for audience
trust, particularly if cultural material is misused or distorted online.

e Exclusion; groups without digital access, including some First Nations communities, low-income
households and older residents, risk being left behind if engagement becomes overly technology-
driven.

e Privacy concerns; collection and use of audience data by Al systems raises questions about
consent and safeguarding of personal information.

e Community trust; if cultural programs are perceived as inauthentic or “machine-made,” councils
risk alienating the very communities they are seeking to engage.

1. Fund the responsible use of Al for accessibility, ensuring captioning, translation and assistive
tools are widely available in regional facilities.

2. Support digital inclusion initiatives so that vulnerable audiences in regional communities; including
First Nations people, older residents and low-income households are not excluded from
participation.

Conclusion & Recommendations

Artificial intelligence and emerging technologies are reshaping the cultural landscape at a time when
regional councils already shoulder a disproportionate share of cultural funding. Without intervention,
these inequities will deepen, leaving regional communities behind. With the right safeguards,
investment and leadership, Al can strengthen; not weaken, the cultural life of regional Australia.

To ensure that the ambitions of Revive are realised in practice, and that regional voices are central in
shaping Australia’s cultural future, RCA recommends a national policy response built around ten

priorities:

1. Legislate copyright and IP reform to establish clear frameworks for Al-generated works,
ensuring artists’ rights and fair compensation.
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2. Mandate fair use of training data by requiring transparency of datasets and introducing
mechanisms for consent and remuneration.

3. Develop and enforce ethical Al standards that embed equity, diversity and inclusion principles
across cultural applications of Al.

4. Fund training programs and establish Regional Al & Culture Hubs to democratise access to
Al tools and expertise for small and regional institutions.

5. Legislate cultural safeguards by protecting Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property (ICIP)
and embedding cultural protocols into funding and procurement processes.

6. Invest in open-source and community-led Al tools to reduce reliance on proprietary platforms
and ensure cultural custodianship remains in public hands.

7. Provide sustained operational funding for cultural infrastructure, complementing project-
based grants, to relieve pressure on local councils and ensure continuity of services.

8. Expand digital inclusion programs so vulnerable groups — including First Nations
communities, older people and low-income households — are not excluded from cultural
participation.

9. Prioritise investment in digital connectivity through broadband and mobile upgrades in
regional Australia, ensuring communities can adopt Al responsibly and equitably.

10. Establish a national coordination framework to align cultural policy, Al regulation and sector
capacity-building, embedding regional voices in decision-making.

By adopting these measures, the Government can ensure that Al strengthens; rather than
undermines. the cultural life of regional Australia. Regional capitals stand ready to deliver on the
vision of Revive: a place for every story, and a story for every place.

Rachael Sweeney

Secretariat

Regional Capitals Australia

0422 067 858
secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org
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