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INTRODUCTION 

Connecting the Dots: August 2026 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu 

Edition 2 of Connecting the Dots: 5 pieces for August 2026. 

Where compliance, risk management, digital innovation, and bottom-line growth intersect. 

This edition brings together 5 pieces first published in Connecting the Dots on LinkedIn, 

each carrying the date it first appeared. Republished pieces appear as they were first 

published, with their original images; facts, figures and links are as they stood on that 

date. 

In this edition 

• Will Humanity Survive the Age of AI? 

• The biggest lie about leadership? That it’s about giving direction. 

• The biggest lie about careers in the AI era? 

• When the Watchdog Guards Its Own Secrets: A Crisis of Integrity in Australia's VET 

Regulator 

• Cheating death: how science is rewriting our fate... 

Thank you to every reader who subscribes, shares and responds. 

Warm regards, 

Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu 

Author, Connecting the Dots 
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CONNECTING THE DOTS 

Will Humanity Survive the Age of AI? 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 6 December 2025 

History is marked by transformative periods that create a clear divide 

between the world before and after. 

 

The Silent Takeover: How AI is Redefining Work, Worth, and 

Our Collective Future 

History is marked by transformative periods that create a clear divide 

between the world before and after. 

Here is an anatomical illustration of a human heart from Britannica. An artwork of this 

detail would have taken an artist days to complete: 
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Copyright belongs to Britannica, photo used for illustration purpose only. 

And this is an AI-generated human heart system: 
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Created by ChatGPT and Fotor 

The same applies to.... 

Video editors...whose intricate timelines once demanded days of cutting, splicing, colour 

grading, sound balancing and painstaking frame-by-frame corrections. Today, AI tools can 

analyse footage, identify key emotional beats, match them to soundtracks, stabilise shots, 

correct lighting and produce fully coherent first-cut drafts in minutes. 

writers and researchers.... tasks that once involved poring over books, conducting 

interviews, evaluating sources and crafting carefully formed arguments can now be 

initiated with a single instruction to an AI system. First drafts, reference lists, proofreading 

and even stylistic refinements can be automated. The definition of originality is shifting, 

and the value of human insight must now be distinguished from machine-assembled 

prose. 

musicians and sound engineers.... where AI can compose full tracks, mimic voices, master 

audio and generate entire orchestral arrangements without a single instrument being 

physically played. The line between human creativity and algorithmic pattern synthesis 

grows thinner by the day. 

customer service roles..... where call centres once operated with large teams of human 

agents, generative AI chat systems can now handle enquiries, troubleshoot issues, 

escalate matters, translate languages and provide 24/7 service without breaks, wages or 

fatigue. Human empathy remains a unique asset, but the volume of work requiring it is 

shrinking. 
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marketing professionals...................... whose campaigns traditionally relied on 

brainstorming sessions, focus groups and long lead times for production. AI tools can now 

predict audience behaviour, generate slogans, write copy, design collateral, A/B test 

variations and optimise entire campaigns in real time. 

educators and trainers...... lesson planning, marking, content creation, learner analytics 

and personalised feedback are increasingly being automated. The role of the educator is 

shifting from content deliverer to human mentor, ethical guide, critical thinker and 

designer of learning experiences that AI cannot replicate. 

The same applies across almost every sector: finance, healthcare, logistics, 

law, architecture, cybersecurity, administration, HR, engineering and even 

scientific discovery. Anywhere there is data, pattern recognition or 

decision-making, AI is stepping in, amplifying human capability while 

simultaneously challenging long-standing assumptions about the meaning 

of skill, labour and value. 

The Industrial Revolution was one such era, ushering in an age of machines that 

replaced human muscle, forever altering how we live and labor. 

 

Today, we stand at a similar inflection point, but this revolution targets a different 

domain: the human mind. 

Artificial intelligence is not merely augmenting our tools; it is automating decision-making, 

creativity, and analysis at a speed and scale that has no historical precedent. 

This transformation is not confined to the factory floor or the farm; it is a silent takeover 

of both blue-collar and white-collar professions. This article will analyse the sheer scale of 

AI-driven job displacement across industries, dissect the contentious debate around "AI as 

theft," and explore the profound economic and social consequences of this shift. We are, it 

will be argued, being replaced faster than we realise. 
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The Automation of Everything: No Profession Is Safe 

 

To navigate this new era, it is strategically critical to understand the sheer breadth of AI's 

impact on the labor market. Unlike previous technological shifts that primarily disrupted 

specific sectors, generative AI is a general-purpose technology. Its influence proliferates 

nearly instantly across borders, threatening a vast spectrum of jobs, from the creative 

arts to highly regulated professions like finance and law enforcement. This universal reach 

makes the current transformation fundamentally different and far more disruptive. As we 

trace AI's encroachment into our professional lives, we uncover a deep-seated ethical 

conflict over the very methods used to create these powerful new tools. 

The Creative Crisis: Artists, Designers, and Writers 
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The creative industries, once thought to be insulated by the uniquely human capacity for 

imagination, are now on the front lines of AI-driven disruption. Platforms like Leonardo.Ai 

have become powerhouses of automated creation, with its community of over 1.2 million 

artists generating more than 1 billion images and 2.7 million videos. These tools, 

along with competitors like OpenArt, are not just for artistic experimentation; they are 

integrated directly into commercial workflows for marketing, graphic design, and video 

generation. 

 

The impact is tangible and immediate. Copywriters, for instance, are experiencing a 

significant downturn as clients experiment with AI for routine drafting. Freelance writers 

report as much as a 45 percent drop in lead generation, a clear signal that the market 

is changing. This shift repositions the human role from one of pure creation to one of 

oversight, strategy, and editing, a valuable but fundamentally different and likely smaller-

scale profession. The copywriter's role is evolving from a creator of original text to a 

strategic director of AI-driven content, responsible for prompt design, editorial oversight, 

and ultimate accountability for the final message. 

http://leonardo.ai/
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The White-Collar Reckoning: Programmers, Finance Professionals, and 

Analysts 

 

The silent takeover is perhaps most pronounced in the realm of white-collar work, where 

"cognitive displacement" is reshaping entire professions. In software development, 

generative AI now handles core programming tasks like writing boilerplate code, 

debugging simple functions, and scaffolding basic applications. The consequence is a 

dramatic shift in labor dynamics: what once required a team of junior coders can now be 

accomplished by a single senior engineer equipped with an AI assistant. While this can 

accelerate development, it comes with critical trade-offs. One study on LLM-assistants 

found a negative correlation (r =, 0.45) between increased development throughput and 

the quality of the resulting code, suggesting a dangerous compromise between speed and 

reliability. 
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In the finance sector, a similar transformation is underway. AI models now read earnings 

reports, classify regulatory filings, and propose investment strategies. The human 

worker's role is shifting from "crunching numbers" to "interpreting outputs." This creates a 

new division of labor that rewards hybrid capabilities, the ability to speak both AI and 

finance, and devalues traditional, siloed expertise. The most valuable professionals are 

becoming those who know when not to trust the model. 

Blue-Collar and Service Sector Disruption 2.0: Chefs, Police, and 

Warehouse Staff 

 

While AI’s impact on knowledge work is profound, its integration with robotics is also 

accelerating the transformation of manual and service-based jobs. In the food industry, 
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companies like Chef Robotics are positioning automation as a necessary solution to 

chronic labor shortages. By deploying AI-enabled robots for food preparation, one client, 

Cafe Spice, was able to boost its output by 2-3 times. This industrial model contrasts 

with a more nuanced "co-bot" approach in gastronomy, where robots are assigned 

repetitive "backstage" tasks like chopping vegetables, while humans handle the final, 

more artistic elements of a dish. 

Even policing, a profession built on human judgment, is not immune. AI is automating 

core tasks like traffic enforcement, paperwork, and the identification of suspicious 

behavior through predictive algorithms. Facing budget cuts and staffing shortages, police 

administrators are increasingly viewing these technologies as "force multipliers" that 

change the nature of the job on the ground by offloading routine and administrative work 

to machines. 

The Core Controversy: Innovation, Imitation, or Outright Theft? 

 

At the heart of the AI revolution lies a profound ethical and legal challenge: the debate 

over how AI models are created and whether their very existence is predicated on 

intellectual property theft. This controversy is not a niche concern for lawyers and artists; 

it strikes at the core of the digital economy, questioning whether AI development is a 

legitimate form of innovation or a system built on systemic, uncompensated copyright 

infringement that threatens the livelihoods of creators worldwide. The resolution of this 

debate will determine the future rules of engagement for an entire technological 

paradigm, moving from the foundational ethics of data to the quantifiable economic 

consequences for the global workforce. 
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The Legal Battleground and the "Copyright Theft" Claim 

 

A wave of high-profile lawsuits has brought this conflict into the courtroom. Publishers 

including The New York Times and MediaNews Group have filed suits against OpenAI 

and Microsoft, alleging that their AI models were trained by unlawfully copying and 

ingesting vast quantities of copyrighted journalistic work. The controversy ignited further 

with the revelation that the Book3 dataset, used to train major LLMs, allegedly contained 

thousands of pirated Australian books. Author Richard Flanagan starkly described the act 

as "the biggest act of copyright theft in history." This sentiment is widespread among 

creators; a survey by the Media, Entertainment & Arts Alliance (MEAA) found that 75% of 

creative professionals are concerned about the theft of their intellectual work by AI 

technologies. 

The Exploitation of Labor: An Ethical Minefield 

Beyond the legal arguments of copyright infringement lies a deeper ethical claim of labor 

exploitation. A prominent argument, articulated in a Reddit discussion, frames the issue in 

stark terms: "Artists labour is being exploited without their consent to harm their 

interests." This perspective sees the uncredited use of creative works not just as a 

violation of property rights but as a direct attack on the livelihoods of the very people 

whose work fuels the technology. This sentiment was a driving force behind the historic 

2023 strikes by the Writers Guild of America (WGA) and the Screen Actors Guild 

(SAG-AFTRA). A core demand of the unions was to establish clear restrictions on the use 

of AI, both for generating scripts and for reproducing actors' likenesses without consent or 

compensation, highlighting the fear that their own creative labor was being used to train 

their replacements. 

The Counter-Argument: Is AI Just Learning Like a Human? 

In their defense, AI companies and their supporters argue that the training process is 

analogous to human learning. This viewpoint, also found in online debates, suggests that 
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AI models learn patterns and styles from vast amounts of publicly available data in much 

the same way a human artist is inspired by viewing the work of others. Proponents frame 

this as a form of "transformative use" that does not violate copyright because the model 

learns general concepts rather than storing and reproducing exact copies. Platforms like 

OpenArt build on this idea, arguing that generative AI democratizes art creation, 

making it accessible to everyone regardless of their traditional artistic skills and paving 

the way for innovative new expressions. 

The Economic Shockwave: Analysing the "Jobpocalypse" 

 

The disruption caused by AI is not a distant forecast; it is an economic reality unfolding 

now. To grasp its magnitude, we must move beyond anecdotal evidence and examine the 

quantitative forecasts and structural economic shifts that are challenging long-held 

assumptions about technology's relationship with labor. This section presents the sobering 

statistics of displacement and the underlying economic forces that are not only eliminating 

jobs but also widening the gap between the skilled and the unskilled, forcing a critical re-

evaluation of economic orthodoxies that have defined the past century. The data reveals a 

story not just of job loss, but of a fundamental change in the qualitative nature of our 

economy and society. 

The Sobering Statistics of Displacement 

The scale of the projected job loss is staggering. A report from Goldman Sachs estimates 

that generative AI could replace the equivalent of 300 million full-time jobs globally. 

This echoes an influential 2013 study by Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael Osborne, which 

calculated that 47% of total U.S. employment was at high risk of automation. This 

looming threat has given rise to the neologism "Jobpocalypse," a term recently coined 

by the Financial Times to capture the widespread anxiety about a future of mass 

technological unemployment. This is not mere speculation; a recent survey of business 

leaders revealed that 41% reported that AI was already allowing them to cut staff, 

confirming that job replacement is an active, ongoing strategy in the corporate world. 

The Widening Gap: Skill-Biased Technological Change 

Beyond outright job losses, AI is accelerating a decades-long trend of rising income 

inequality through a phenomenon known as skill-biased technological change (SBTC). This 

economic concept describes how technological advancements favor skilled labor over 

unskilled labor, increasing the demand, and wages, for the former while suppressing them 

for the latter. 

As illustrated in the chart below from a paper published by the Munich Personal RePEc 

Archive, the widening gap is clear: the solid black line representing the "Skill Premium" 
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shows a dramatic upward trend, driven by rising wages for skilled workers (dashed line) 

while wages for their unskilled counterparts (dotted line) have flatlined for nearly four 

decades. This growing divergence is a primary driver of economic inequality, creating a 

workforce bifurcated into those who command technology and those who are displaced by 

it. 

The Faltering Safety Net: Is the Luddite Fallacy Still a Fallacy? 

 

For centuries, the dominant economic view has been that technology does not cause long-

term unemployment. This idea, known as the "Luddite fallacy," posits that while some 

jobs are destroyed by innovation, "compensation effects", such as lower production costs, 

new industries, and increased demand, will inevitably create new jobs to replace them. 

However, recent evidence suggests this long-held belief may no longer hold true in the 

age of AI. 

A groundbreaking study from the Brookings Institution on the freelance market 

provides a powerful challenge to this orthodoxy. Researchers found that the introduction 

of generative AI has led to persistent and growing declines in both employment and 

compensation for creative and writing professionals. The magnitude of this impact is 

comparable to the disruption caused by industrial robots in manufacturing. This data 

suggests that, for the first time, a general-purpose technology is displacing cognitive labor 

faster than the economy can create new, comparable roles, raising the alarming possibility 

that this time, the Luddite fallacy is proving to be a fallacy itself. 

Reshaping Society: Beyond Job Losses 

The AI revolution is more than an economic event; it is a societal one. Its consequences 

extend far beyond unemployment statistics to fundamentally alter our social structures, 

legal principles, and ethical norms. This technological shift forces a re-evaluation of what 

constitutes expertise, fairness, and progress itself, creating new tensions and exposing 

long-standing hypocrisies. As we grapple with these changes, it becomes clear that the 



CONNECTING THE DOTS Edition 2 | August 2026 

Connecting the Dots  |  Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu Page 16 

path forward requires not just economic adjustments but a deeper consideration of the 

society we wish to build, leading to urgent discussions about potential solutions and 

adaptations. 

The Deskilling of Expertise 

Even in professions that are not entirely replaced by AI, the technology threatens to de-

skill human workers by automating core competencies. A compelling analysis in the UCLA 

Law Review examines this phenomenon in policing. As AI systems take over tasks like 

surveillance, data analysis, and identifying suspicious behavior, they erode the specialized, 

experience-based skills of human officers. This deskilling has profound legal 

consequences, as it undermines the Fourth Amendment's premise of judicial deference to 

police expertise. If an officer's "reasonable suspicion" is increasingly based on an 

algorithmic output rather than years of accumulated street knowledge, the legal 

foundation for that deference begins to crumble, calling into question a cornerstone of 

search and seizure law. 

The Hypocrisy of Progress 

The current wave of anxiety over AI has exposed a stark social hypocrisy. As one 

commentator in a Reddit discussion on r/economy pointedly observed, for decades society 

was largely indifferent as automation displaced millions of blue-collar workers in factories 

and warehouses. The dominant narrative was one of "efficiency" and "progress," with the 

onus on workers to simply "adapt." But now that AI threatens white-collar and creative 

jobs, the tone has shifted dramatically to one of alarm and ethical hand-wringing. The 

commentator's critique is cutting: "Where was all this 'empathy' when millions of 

blue collar workers lost their jobs to machines in the last 50 years? Nobody held 

a TED talk about their 'dignity.'" This highlights a class-based bias in our conversations 

about technological disruption, where the perceived value of work appears to depend on 

the color of the collar. 

Algorithmic Bias and Injustice 

Beyond job displacement, AI poses a direct threat to social justice by perpetuating and 

amplifying existing biases. A prominent example is the use of predictive policing systems. 

According to an issue brief from the NAACP, these AI tools are trained on historical crime 

data, which is itself a product of discriminatory policing practices that have 

disproportionately targeted communities of color. By treating this biased data as objective 

reality, the algorithms create feedback loops that recommend increased surveillance and 

policing in the very same communities, thereby reinforcing and legitimizing historical 

injustices. The NAACP notes there is "mounting evidence" that these technologies 

"worsen the unequal treatment of Americans of color by law enforcement," 

turning a tool of supposed efficiency into an engine of systemic discrimination. 

Navigating the Transition: Resistance, Adaptation, and Redefinition 

In the face of such profound disruption, society is at a critical juncture. The response to 

the AI takeover is not monolithic; it is a complex and evolving landscape of strategies 

ranging from legal challenges and legislative action to workforce adaptation and radical 

new policy proposals. These efforts, some aimed at control, others at adaptation, will 
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collectively shape the future of work and determine whether this transition leads to 

greater prosperity or deeper social instability. Examining these emerging responses 

provides a roadmap of the choices we must make to navigate this new world. 

The Push for Regulation and Rights 

A growing consensus is emerging that the unchecked proliferation of AI requires a formal 

regulatory response. In the U.S. Congress, bipartisan legislation has been introduced to 

study AI's economic effects and, crucially, to require employers to report when AI was a 

"substantial factor" in mass layoffs. This mirrors efforts globally, most notably the 

European Union's AI Act, which establishes groundbreaking rules for AI systems, 

including a mandate for transparency in the data used to train models. At the same time, 

new legal frameworks are being proposed to protect individuals from specific AI-driven 

harms. The proposed ELVIS Act in the U.S. for example, is designed to create new 

federal intellectual property protections for an individual's voice and likeness against 

unauthorized AI replication. 

The Future of Work: A Human-AI Hybrid? 

 

As AI automates routine tasks, a new paradigm of human-AI collaboration is emerging, 

creating a demand for a workforce with new skills. Articles from the Brookings 

Institution and StockIQ describe a shift away from manual or purely cognitive roles 

toward hybrid jobs that require skills in AI oversight, interpretation, and prompt 

engineering. Instead of being replaced, many workers will find their responsibilities 

transformed. This evolution is giving rise to new job titles that did not exist a few years 

ago, such as "model risk officers" who audit AI decisions for fairness and accuracy, and 

"conversational system trainers" who fine-tune the behavior of large language 

models. The future of work may be less about competing with AI and more about 

collaborating with it effectively. 



CONNECTING THE DOTS Edition 2 | August 2026 

Connecting the Dots  |  Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu Page 18 

A Call for a New Social Contract 

 

The prospect of mass technological unemployment and accelerating inequality has 

reinvigorated calls for a new social contract, with Universal Basic Income (UBI) 

emerging as a leading policy proposal. UBI, a system of regular, unconditional cash 

payments to all citizens, is seen by some as a necessary safety net in an economy where 

the value of human labor may be permanently diminished. A compelling academic paper 

from the Munich Personal RePEc Archive lends weight to this idea. The study found 

that a UBI system would have improved U.S. social welfare in 2010 and concluded that 

this result was primarily motivated by the need to counteract the effects of skill-

biased technological change. As AI continues to widen the gap between the skilled and 

the unskilled, UBI is increasingly being debated as a pragmatic solution to ensure 

economic stability and a dignified life for all. 
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A Choice, Not an Inevitability 

 

The AI revolution is not a hypothetical future scenario; it is a present-day reality, silently 

and swiftly restructuring our world. Its universal threat to employment is eroding the 

stability of both blue-collar and white-collar professions. Its foundational methods are 

mired in an unresolved ethical and legal crisis of "AI theft," questioning the very definition 

of innovation. And its economic and social shockwaves are already being felt through 

widening inequality, the deskilling of expertise, and the amplification of systemic biases. 

We are witnessing a transformation that challenges the centrality of work itself as the 

foundation of our economy and society. The central task before us is not to halt 

technological progress but to consciously and collectively steer it. This demands more than 

adaptation; it requires demanding a new social contract for an era of unprecedented 

change, ensuring that the immense wealth generated by this revolution serves humanity 

as a whole. The future is not an inevitability to be passively accepted, but a choice to be 

actively made. 
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CONNECTING THE DOTS 

The biggest lie about leadership? 

That it’s about giving direction. 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 10 December 2025 

Leaders are taught they need to: 
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• Talk more 

• Be in every meeting 

• Have all the answers 

• “Drive” people harder 

But real leadership, especially in Aussie workplaces, isn’t about talking more. 

It’s about designing an environment where good people can do great work. 
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In reality, great leadership comes down to three things: 

 

1️⃣ Clarity Most teams aren’t lazy. They’re confused. 
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Clarity means: 

↳ Everyone knows the goal 

↳ Everyone knows their role 

↳ Everyone knows what “good” looks like 

Think: A team that can name the top 3 priorities for this quarter without checking a slide 

deck. 

2️⃣ Psychological Safety If people don’t feel safe to speak up, you will never see the real 

risks early. 

 

Psychological safety means: 

↳ People can disagree with you without fear 

↳ Bad news is shared early, not buried 
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↳ Questions are welcomed, not punished 

Think: A junior team member in Sydney feeling comfortable saying, “I don’t think this will 

work, can we look at the data again?” 

3️⃣ Removing Friction Most performance problems aren’t people problems. They’re 

system problems. 

 

Removing friction means: 

↳ Fixing broken processes 

↳ Cutting unnecessary approvals 

↳ Clearing politics and roadblocks 

↳ Giving people the tools and authority to do the job 

Think: A leader who spends less time giving motivational speeches and 

more time getting in the trenches to remove bottlenecks. 

Removing Friction is also a pillar that most directly requires understanding and providing 

training on compliance, risk management, and quality assurance. 
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Here's why: 

Compliance: Inefficient or non-compliant processes are a major source of friction. 

Understanding compliance requirements is essential to designing systems that are both 

legal and efficient. 

Risk Management: Identifying and addressing systemic risks (broken processes, lack of 

approvals, etc.) is a core part of removing friction. A leader needs to understand risk to 

know which bottlenecks are most critical to clear. 

Quality Assurance: Fixing broken processes and ensuring people have the right tools are 

directly tied to quality assurance. These actions are designed to reduce errors and ensure 

the output of the team consistently meets the standard of "good" defined under the Clarity 

pillar. 

This is why so many “leadership programs” miss the mark. They teach presentation skills 

and personal branding… but skip clarity, safety and friction. 
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The companies winning in Australia aren’t led by the loudest voices. They’re led by 

people who quietly build environments where others can thrive. 

👉 Which of these three, clarity, psychological safety, or removing friction, is 

most missing in the leaders you see day to day? 
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CONNECTING THE DOTS 

The biggest lie about careers in the 

AI era? 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 11 December 2025 

There was a time when learning was something you finished. 

 

 

School. TAFE. University. A qualification, a certificate, a degree. 

Then you were “done”. 

Not anymore. 
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In the AI era, the most valuable skill isn’t what you know. It’s how quickly you can learn, 

how bravely you can unlearn, and how often you’re willing to relearn. 

Learning is no longer a phase at the start of life. It is the price of entry for every stage 

that follows. 

To learn means staying curious, asking better questions, seeking new skills and new 

understanding. To unlearn means letting go of what once worked but no longer does. It 

means releasing assumptions, habits and professional identities built for a world that has 

already changed. To relearn means rebuilding your knowledge with updated tools, 

updated thinking and updated capability, again and again. 

This cycle is now the core competency of the modern career. 

Because AI is not slowing down. Entire industries are shifting faster than curriculums can 

catch up. Software evolves in weeks. Practices evolve in months. Job descriptions evolve 

in real time. 

The people who thrive will not be the ones who cling to what they were taught. They will 

be the ones who can reset, rethink and reinvent without fear. 

Learn. Unlearn. Relearn. 

In a world moving this quickly, it is no longer just advice. It is survival. It is opportunity. 

It is the new skill for life. 

The biggest lie about careers in the AI era? That doing everything “right” will keep 

you safe. 

For years, young people were told a simple formula for success. 

• Study hard. 

• Choose the correct qualification. 

• Complete the requirements. 

• You’ll be fine. 

That advice made sense before AI reshaped the world of work. But the environment 

shifted faster than the systems preparing young people for it. 
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The rapid advancement of technology has surpassed anything traditional 

education has ever experienced. 

What changed? Time collapsed. 

Tasks that once took humans several days can now be completed by AIin a matter of 

minutes. 
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Today, AI can: 

• Plan, code and delivera working app in a single afternoon 

• Design full websites, layout, copy, images, branding, end to end 

• Draft reports, policies and documentation to a solid first-draft quality 

• Analyse data, build dashboards and generate insights automatically 

• Create campaigns, emails, landing pages and social content on demand 

• Act as an assistant for testing, debugging and optimisation 24/7 

Entry-level work once meant keeping a graduate productively occupied for an entire week. 

Now it often means asking, “What can AI produce in the next ten minutes?” 

They were prepared, just not for the world they stepped into. 

Good academic results. 

1. A relevant tertiary qualification. 

2. Projects, internships, volunteer work. 

3. A carefully polished CV. 

They were ready, or so they thought. 

And yet, in market after market: 

• Entry‑level roles have dropped dramatically, some estimates show declines of 

over 70% in certain fields 

• More than half of employers report letting go of recent grads within the first year 

It isn’t a question of intelligence or effort. It isn’t about motivation. 

It is that the education and training system failed to teach the capabilities that the new 

world values most. 
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• Adaptability 

• Resilience 

• The ability to work with AI, not compete against it 

• Comfort with ambiguity, change and non‑linear career paths 

This isn’t a generation that failed. It’s a system that prepared them for a world that no 

longer exists. 

 

Knowledge is cheap. Adaptability is priceless. 

In a world where AI can: 

• Store and retrieve more information than any human. 

• Write code faster than most entry-level developers. 

• Produce content at unmatched scale. 

Success is no longer about holding the most knowledge. 

It is about the capacity to: 

• Ask better questions 

• Frame problems clearly 

• Combine human judgement with AI capability 

• Build relationships, trust and collaboration 

• Keep learning, unlearning and relearning, for life 

The future of work in Australia (and everywhere else) won’t be kind to people who only 

know how to follow instructions. It will reward those who can solve, connect and 

adapt. 
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So what needs to happen now? 

Educators, employers and parents face a confronting but necessary shift. 

We must stop preparing students for tasks that AI already performs faster and more 

accurately than humans. Instead, we need to prepare them for the capabilities only 

humans can excel in. 

This means designing learning and workplaces that prioritise: 

• Human-centred skills such as communication, empathy and teamwork. 

• Problem-solving where AI is a partner, not a threat. 

• Authentic, real-world projects instead of exam-only assessment. 

• Space to experiment, fail, adjust and grow. 

But before solutions come the hard questions. 

How many university and vocational education programs in Australia and across the globe 

effectively integrate AI capabilities, literacy, and AI-assisted problem-solving into their 

curriculum? 

How many qualifications still train people for tasks that take AI minutes to complete? 

How many assessments reward memorisation rather than judgement, creativity or 

strategic thinking? 

How many educators have been formally trained to use AI as a teaching partner, not 

simply treated it as a cheating risk? 

How many RTOs and universities still promote “job-ready skills” based on frameworks 

created before AI reshaped the employment landscape? 

How many industry advisory groups update their recommendations at the speed AI is 

transforming work? 
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How many internships involve work that could be fully automated? 

How many employers expect graduates to thrive in AI-integrated environments when their 

training never simulated such conditions? 

How many institutions measure adaptability, resilience and lifelong learning rather than 

simply tracking grades and attendance? 

How many graduates genuinely know how to prompt, evaluate, collaborate with and 

challenge AI instead of fearing it? 

How many parents still believe a degree guarantees stability in a world where stability is 

no longer assured? 

How many policymakers acknowledge that our systems were designed for a labour market 

that dissolved almost overnight? 

How many leaders are prepared to redesign learning around capability instead of content? 

How many of us are willing to let go of what we once believed a “career pathway” looked 

like? 

And perhaps the most confronting question of all: If we all 

recognise that the world has changed, why hasn’t our education 

system kept pace? 
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CONNECTING THE DOTS 

When the Watchdog Guards Its Own 

Secrets: A Crisis of Integrity in 

Australia's VET Regulator 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 12 December 2025 

If you have a story to share about wrongdoing in the VET sector, Higher 

Education, or regulatory framework, I’m here to listen. Whether you 

choose to share your story openly or anonymously, I can help bring it to 

light. Rest assured, nothing will be published without your 

written consent.To ensure your experience is presented accurately and 

responsibly, I will need concrete information and verifiable facts. 

 

If you have a story to share about wrongdoing in the VET sector, Higher 

Education, or regulatory framework, I’m here to listen. Whether you 

choose to share your story openly or anonymously, I can help bring it to 

light. Rest assured, nothing will be published without your written 

consent.To ensure your experience is presented accurately and 

responsibly, I will need concrete information and verifiable facts. Together, 

we can shed light on critical issues and advocate for the transparency and 

fairness this system urgently needs. 
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There is a cancer eating at the heart of Australia’s vocational 

education and training (VET) regulatory framework. 

It is not the non-compliance of training providers. It is not the quality of assessment 

materials. It is not even the perennial debates about funding models or student outcomes. 

It is the regulator itself. 

What I am about to describe is not speculation. It is not the bitter complaint of an 

aggrieved party. It is the documented reality of how Australia's national VET regulator 

handles Freedom of Information (FOI) requests, manages conflicts of interest, and 

conducts itself when its own officers become the subject of scrutiny. 

It should concern every citizen who values the accountability of public institutions to the 

people they are meant to serve. 

The Regulatory Framework 

Australia’s national vocational education and training (VET) regulator is a Commonwealth 

agency created by the National Vocational Education and Training Regulator Act 2011. Its 

job is to register and monitor training providers, approve scopes of registration, and take 

enforcement action where it believes the quality or integrity of training is at risk. In 

practice, it exercises immense power over registered training organisations (RTOs), 

students’ qualifications and access to public funding. 

The federal Freedom of Information Act 1982 (Cth) is one of the few tools that individuals 

and organisations can use to look back the other way. It gives any person the right to 

request access to documents held by Commonwealth agencies, subject to limited 

exemptions. When those agencies refuse access, or only provide heavily redacted 

material, their decisions can be reviewed by the Office of the Australian Information 

Commissioner (OAIC), an independent body set up to oversee FOI, privacy and 

information policy. 

Alongside FOI rights sit basic public‑sector obligations. Commonwealth officials are bound 

by the Australian Public Service (APS) Code of Conduct and Values, which require them to 

act impartially, honestly and in the public interest. The Public Governance, Performance 

and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA Act) imposes further duties on Commonwealth entities 

to manage public resources properly and with appropriate systems of risk and internal 

control. Most regulators then layer their own conflict‑of‑interest and decision‑making 

policies on top of this legislative foundation. 

When a regulator mishandles FOI, ignores conflicts of interest or allows the same officer to 

be both an adversary and a gatekeeper of information, it is not simply breaking internal 

rules. It is cutting across this broader legal and ethical architecture that is supposed to 

keep public power under scrutiny. 

Modern Regulatory Principles 

Modern Australian regulatory bodies, whether in VET, higher education, health, or finance, 

are expected to embody values such as: 
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• Transparency and procedural fairness (per the Public Service Act 1999 and APS 

Code of Conduct). 

• Clear separation of powers and functions (to avoid conflicts of interest). 

• Accountability to external oversight bodies like the OAIC, Ombudsman, and 

parliamentary committees. 

• Proper records management and disclosure under FOI laws. These principles 

underpin integrity frameworks across all Commonwealth entities. 

Do the outlined behaviors, such as withholding FOI materials, tolerating 

unacknowledged conflicts of interest, combining adversarial and disclosure 

roles, and failing to respond to agreed scope items, contradict these 

standards? 

Independence and Conflict of Interest 

A modern regulator should: 

• Maintain functional independence between roles such as enforcement, legal 

defence, and information access. 

• Require formal conflict declarations whenever an officer has previous involvement 

with a subject of regulatory action. 

How does the situation described, with one officer acting as both General 

Counsel and Head of FOI/Privacy, represent a structural conflict of interest? 

Does this arrangement breach core governance expectations under the 

PGPA Act (2013), which mandates adequate internal controls to prevent 

such overlaps? 

Accountability and FOI Handling 

Under the Freedom of Information Act 1982, regulators are obligated to process 

requests lawfully, fairly, and transparently. Best practice requires: 

• Detailed reasoning for exempted documents. 

• Clear evidence that privilege claims (s.42) were independently verified. 

• Complete correspondence addressing each agreed scope item. 

Failing to address entire scope items, providing blank templates in lieu of 

actual declarations, or relying excessively on privilege without independent 

review contradicts the spirit and intent of the FOI framework. 

The Architecture of Impunity 

Imagine, if you will, the following scenario. 

An applicant lodges a Freedom of Information request with a government regulator. The 

request seeks documents about a senior officer's involvement in matters concerning the 

applicant, audits, investigations, litigation, and complaints. Standard accountability 

mechanisms that exist precisely because power must be subject to scrutiny. 
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The applicant specifically requests conflict of interest declaration forms. After all, if an 

officer has been involved in adversarial proceedings against someone for years, surely 

declarations would exist documenting how that conflict was identified and managed. 

The response? No such declarations exist. 

Not "the declarations are exempt." Not "the declarations are withheld under legal 

privilege." No. The regulator's position is that, despite years of documented adversarial 

involvement, litigation, investigations, and regulatory actions, no officer ever declared a 

conflict of interest in relation to this applicant. 

Let me be unequivocal: this finding is either an indictment of the regulator's conflict of 

interest framework or an indictment of the officers who failed to comply with it. There is 

no third interpretation that reflects well on the institution. 

The Dual-Role Problem: A Case Study in Structural Conflict 

The documents that have emerged from this FOI process reveal something extraordinary, 

and extraordinarily troubling. 

A senior officer held dual roles within the regulator: General Counsel and Head of 

FOI/Privacy. Pause and consider what this means in practice. 

As General Counsel, this officer's function was to defend the regulator in litigation, provide 

legal advice on regulatory decisions, direct litigation strategy, and affirm affidavits in 

tribunal proceedings. This role is, by definition, adversarial to parties challenging the 

regulator's decisions. 

As Head of FOI/Privacy, the same officer's function was to supervise decisions about what 

documents are released to the public, oversee the processing of FOI requests, and direct 

claims of legal professional privilege. 

Now imagine that a citizen lodges an FOI request seeking documents about this very 

officer's conduct. Documents about the litigation this officer directed. Communications this 

officer participated in. Decisions this officer influenced. 

Who supervises the FOI decision? Who directs the privilege claims? Who determines what 

is released and what is withheld? 

If your answer is "surely not the same officer whose conduct is under 

scrutiny," then you understand the fundamental principles of administrative 

fairness better than this regulator appears to. 

The Self-Interest Paradox 

The conflict here is not subtle. It is not technical. It is not a matter requiring sophisticated 

legal analysis to identify. 

When an officer has a direct professional interest in limiting disclosure of documents 

showing their conduct, that officer cannot simultaneously supervise disclosure decisions 

about those same documents without creating an irreconcilable conflict between their duty 

of impartiality and their personal interest. 

The documents released in this FOI matter reveal the officer in question was: 
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• Directly involved in tribunal litigation against the applicant 

• Affirming affidavits on behalf of the regulator as respondent 

• Directing claims of legal professional privilege over documents in FOI matters 

• Supervising FOI decision-making on requests concerning their own conduct 

This is not a theoretical concern. Consider the practical implications: 

An officer leading litigation has every professional incentive to limit disclosure of 

documents that might undermine their litigation position. That same officer, supervising 

FOI decisions, has the authority to determine what documents are released about their 

own conduct. That same officer can claim legal professional privilege over communications 

they personally participated in. 

The fox is not merely guarding the henhouse. The fox is conducting 

the safety audit of the henhouse, writing the report on henhouse 

security, and deciding what portions of that report the farmer gets 

to see. 

The Section 42 Shield: Legal Privilege as a Weapon 

Of particular concern is the deployment of section 42 of the Freedom of Information Act, 

the legal professional privilege exemption, in this matter. 

The FOI decision withheld eighteen documents in their entirety under this provision. 

Twenty-seven more received only partial access. The descriptions provided are generic to 

the point of being meaningless: "Internal email." "Various." 

Legal professional privilege exists for sound policy reasons. It protects the ability of 

organisations to seek and receive candid legal advice. It shields litigation strategy from 

disclosure to opposing parties. 

But privilege is not a magic wand that can be waved over any document that might prove 

embarrassing. The Office of the Australian Information Commissioner's guidelines are 

clear: section 42 applies only to communications made for the dominant purpose of 

obtaining legal advice or in connection with litigation that is reasonably apprehended or 

pending. 

When the officer directing privilege claims is the same officer whose communications are 

the subject of those claims, we have departed entirely from the realm of legitimate 

privilege protection. We have entered the realm of self-interested obstruction dressed in 

legal clothing. 

The question I pose to this regulator is simple: Who reviewed these privilege claims? Was 

any independent assessment conducted to verify that the claims were properly made? Or 

did the institution simply accept the determinations of an officer who had every personal 

and professional reason to maximise the scope of those claims? 

The Missing Scope Item: Incompetence or Evasion? 

Administrative process failures can be forgiven when they are acknowledged and 

corrected. What cannot be forgiven is the systematic failure to address legitimate requests 

followed by silence when that failure is identified. 
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The FOI request in question had four agreed scope items. The regulator accepted these 

items. They were documented in correspondence. They formed the basis of the processing 

work. 

Item 1 sought documents identifying roles, positions, and official capacities held by the 

relevant officer connected to the applicant, audits, investigations, litigation, compliance 

matters, related deliberations. 

The decision does not address this item. At all. 

No documents were released. No exemptions were claimed. No section 24A finding was 

made stating that no such documents exist. The scope item simply disappeared into an 

administrative void. 

This is not a minor procedural oversight. This is a complete failure to respond to a 

legitimate request that was specifically agreed upon by both parties. 

One interpretation is incompetence, that the processing officers simply forgot to address 

an entire scope item. If so, this raises serious questions about the quality controls in the 

regulator's FOI function. 

The alternative interpretation is more troubling: that the scope item was deliberately not 

addressed because the responsive documents would reveal information the regulator 

preferred to conceal. 

I do not know which interpretation is correct. But I do know that both interpretations 

reflect poorly on an institution that is supposed to model the compliance standards it 

enforces on others. 

The Blank Template Gambit 

There is an almost comic quality to one aspect of this FOI response, though the humour is 

bitter indeed. 

The applicant requested conflict of interest declaration forms mentioning their name or 

their organisation. The regulator's response was to provide blank template forms. 

Not completed declarations. Not redacted versions of declarations with sensitive details 

removed. Blank templates. 

This is the regulatory equivalent of asking for financial statements and receiving a sample 

Excel spreadsheet. It technically responds to the word "form" while completely failing to 

address the substance of the request. 

The message this sends is clear: we will give you the appearance of compliance while 

providing nothing of actual value. We will satisfy the letter of our obligations while 

eviscerating their spirit. 

The Unanswered Questions 

Throughout the processing of this FOI request, the applicant made repeated inquiries 

about whether conflict of interest checks had been conducted on the officers handling the 

request. These questions were not rhetorical. They were directly relevant given that: 
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• The request concerned an officer who had been involved in matters adverse to the 

applicant 

• That officer supervised the FOI function 

• The subject matter included conflict of interest policies and declarations 

These questions were never answered. Not refused on stated grounds. Not deferred 

pending further consideration. Simply ignored. 

In any properly functioning administrative system, such questions would receive 

responses. Even a response stating "we do not comment on internal processes" would 

acknowledge that the question had been received and considered. 

Silence is not a response. It is an abdication of the basic courtesy owed to citizens 

engaging with public institutions. 

The Fabricated Link Charts: A Pattern of Conduct 

The FOI matter exists within a broader context that must be understood to appreciate its 

full significance. 

Documents circulated by this regulator have included what can only be described as 

fabricated "link charts", diagrammatic representations purporting to show connections 

between individuals and organisations. These charts included family members of the 

applicant who have no involvement whatsoever in vocational education or the regulatory 

matters at issue. 

These materials were not internal working documents. They were circulated within the 

industry. They were provided to clients of the applicant's organisations. 

The creation and dissemination of such materials raises profound questions about the 

regulator's conduct: 

• What evidentiary basis existed for including individuals with no connection to VET 

matters? 

• Who authorised the creation of these materials? 

• Who approved their distribution outside the regulator? 

• What assessment was made of the reputational harm that would result from circulating 

unsubstantiated allegations about family members? 

The FOI request sought to understand which officers were involved in decisions to create 

and release this material. The response has been obstruction, delay, and the deployment 

of legal privilege claims to shield exactly the communications that would answer these 

questions. 

These “link charts” are not just colourful diagrams. In regulatory and law‑enforcement 

settings they are treated as intelligence products: visual tools that purport to show who is 

connected to whom, which entities sit at the “centre” of a network, and where risk is 

thought to concentrate. When a person appears on such a chart, the implied message to 

anyone who sees it is simple: this individual is part of the problem. 

When family members with no role in VET suddenly appear in those diagrams, the issue is 

not merely one of taste or poor drafting. It suggests that basic safeguards, such as 

checking whether a person has any actual involvement in the regulated activity, have not 
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been applied. It blurs the line between legitimate regulatory intelligence and guilt by 

association. And once such a chart is shared beyond the agency, the reputational damage 

to those wrongly included is almost impossible to unwind. 

The unanswered questions here are therefore not academic. Any credible regulator should 

be able to show who commissioned the charts, what source material they relied upon, 

what checks were made before they were circulated, and what processes exist to correct 

the record when people are wrongly drawn into a web of supposed associations. The fact 

that formal FOI processes have not yet produced clear answers to these basic questions 

goes to the heart of how seriously the regulator takes its obligations to deal in evidence, 

not innuendo. 

At a minimum, when a regulator becomes aware that it has circulated flawed material of 

this kind, it should notify everyone who received it, withdraw the document, and put in 

place stronger safeguards on the creation and approval of similar products. Anything less 

signals to the sector that a lower standard of accuracy and fairness applies when the 

regulator is collecting information than when it is demanding evidence from the providers 

it oversees. 

Before looking at what this behaviour says about the regulator’s culture, it is worth 

separating fact from interpretation. The FOI correspondence, decision notices and released 

documents show, on their face, the absence of conflict declarations, the combination of 

adversarial and FOI roles in a single officer, the reliance on legal professional privilege to 

withhold large sets of documents, the failure to address an agreed scope item, and the 

circulation of link charts that include uninvolved family members. From those concrete 

features of the record, I draw the conclusions that follow about how power is being 

exercised inside the institution. 

What This Reveals About Regulatory Culture 

Individual failures can be addressed through individual accountability. Systemic failures 

require systemic examination. 

What this FOI matter reveals is not merely that one officer may have failed to declare 

conflicts of interest, or that one FOI decision was deficient. It reveals a regulatory culture 

in which: 

Self-protection is prioritised over transparency. When the regulator becomes the 

subject of scrutiny, every available mechanism is deployed to limit disclosure rather than 

demonstrate accountability. 

Structural conflicts are tolerated rather than prevented. Allowing a General Counsel 

to simultaneously supervise FOI decisions creates conflicts that any competent 

governance framework would identify and prohibit. 

Compliance with internal policies is not monitored. The absence of conflict of 

interest declarations despite years of adversarial involvement suggests either that policies 

are inadequate or that compliance is not enforced, neither option reflecting well on the 

institution. 
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Administrative fairness is a requirement for others. The regulator enforces rigorous 

standards on training providers regarding governance, conflict management, and 

procedural fairness. Yet when those same standards should apply to the regulator itself, 

they appear to evaporate. 

Why This Matters for Students 

It is easy to treat FOI processes, conflict‑of‑interest registers and internal governance 

charts as dry machinery that only lawyers and compliance staff need to worry about. But 

when those systems fail inside a VET regulator, the consequences are ultimately borne by 

students, apprentices and trainees. 

A regulator that cannot manage its own conflicts may pursue some providers more 

aggressively than others for reasons that have little to do with risk or quality. That can 

mean high‑performing RTOs tied up in unnecessary disputes while genuinely poor‑quality 

operators slip through the net. Students at those weaker providers pay the price in the 

form of inadequate training, unsafe workplaces, and qualifications that do not hold up 

when they try to move jobs or change industries. 

Similarly, when FOI is treated as a battleground rather than a mechanism for 

accountability, patterns of error or bias in regulatory decision‑making are harder to detect 

and correct. Problems that could have been fixed early, with transparent 

acknowledgement and course correction, instead harden into long‑term practice. Over 

time, this erodes trust not just in the regulator but in the value of VET qualifications 

themselves, something Australia can ill afford in an economy that depends on skilled 

trades and practical training. 

The Broader Implications for the VET Sector 

Every training provider in Australia operates under the regulator's watchful eye. 

Compliance audits. Registration renewals. Scope additions. Complaint investigations. At 

every stage, providers must demonstrate that their governance frameworks are sound, 

their conflicts are managed, and their processes are fair. 

What message does it send when the regulator itself cannot demonstrate these things? 

What credibility does a compliance finding have when it comes from an institution that 

cannot, or will not, show that its own officers comply with basic conflict of interest 

requirements? 

How can providers trust that regulatory decisions affecting their livelihoods are made 

impartially when the evidence suggests that impartiality is not uniformly practiced within 

the regulator itself? 

These are not abstract questions. They go to the legitimacy of the entire regulatory 

framework. A regulator that demands standards it does not itself meet is not a regulator 

worthy of respect, it is an instrument of institutional hypocrisy. 

What Reform Requires 

The problems identified in this matter are not problems that can be fixed with a revised 

policy document or an internal memorandum. They require structural change. 
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Separation of functions. The roles of General Counsel and Head of FOI/Privacy must 

never be held by the same officer. These functions are inherently incompatible when the 

same person is expected to both defend the organisation and ensure transparent 

disclosure about its conduct. 

Independent FOI processing. Where FOI requests concern senior officers, decisions 

must be made by personnel with no reporting relationship to those officers. Structural 

separation is not optional, it is essential. 

Mandatory conflict declarations. Any officer involved in matters adverse to an 

individual must be required to declare that involvement when subsequent decisions 

concerning that individual arise. "No declarations exist" should never be an acceptable 

finding when years of adversarial involvement are documented. 

External oversight. Where internal processes have demonstrably failed, external review 

mechanisms must be strengthened. The Office of the Australian Information 

Commissioner has a role to play, but its effectiveness depends on referrals being made 

when warranted. 

Cultural change. Perhaps most importantly, there must be a cultural shift within the 

regulator toward understanding that accountability is not an attack, it is a requirement of 

legitimate authority. Transparency is not a threat to institutional integrity; it is the 

foundation of it. 

Who Needs to Act 

Some of the changes described above could be implemented tomorrow by the regulator’s 

own leadership: separating FOI and privacy from in‑house legal, tightening 

conflict‑of‑interest procedures, and ensuring that FOI decisions about senior officers are 

escalated to staff who do not report to those officers. These are matters of governance 

design, not parliamentary time. 

Other reforms require direction from outside. The responsible Commonwealth department 

and minister can insist, as a condition of continued budget and policy support, that the 

regulator demonstrate a clear structural separation between its enforcement, legal and 

information‑access functions. If necessary, Parliament can amend the VET regulator’s 

enabling legislation or the FOI framework to spell out that certain roles must never be 

combined in the same individual. 

External oversight bodies also have a role. The OAIC can scrutinise patterns in how 

exemptions such as legal professional privilege are used, and whether FOI processes are 

being used to shield conduct rather than expose it. The Commonwealth Ombudsman and 

parliamentary committees can examine whether the regulator’s internal culture and 

systems are consistent with the standards expected of other public agencies. 

What RTOs and Practitioners Can Do Now 

While those structural issues are addressed, providers and practitioners are not powerless. 

There are practical steps that can be taken immediately: 
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• Frame FOI requests precisely. Specify timeframes, officer roles and subject matter 

as clearly as possible. Ask directly whether conflicts of interest were considered in 

relation to the decisions you are seeking documents about. 

• Escalate when needed. If an FOI decision appears to ignore agreed scope, over‑use 

exemptions or dodge conflict‑of‑interest questions, take the matter to internal review 

and, if required, seek review by the OAIC or assistance from the Commonwealth 

Ombudsman. 

• Keep meticulous records. Document all interactions with the regulator, meeting 

notes, phone calls, directions given, and any informal “guidance” that later appears in 

formal decisions. These records become critical if you need to challenge a decision or 

demonstrate patterns of conduct. 

• Work collectively. Industry associations, peak bodies and advocacy networks can 

aggregate experiences, identify common issues in FOI handling or conflict 

management, and press for sector‑wide reforms that are much harder to ignore than 

individual complaints. 

Reform will not come from a single case. It will come when enough providers, students 

and staff insist that the body regulating compliance must itself be subject to clear, 

enforceable standards of fairness and transparency. 

The Measure of an Institution 

The true character of any institution is revealed not by how it treats those over whom it 

has power, but by how it responds when that power is questioned. 

Confident institutions welcome scrutiny because they have nothing to hide. Healthy 

institutions acknowledge errors because they understand that perfection is not expected, 

only honesty. Legitimate institutions apply to themselves the same standards they enforce 

on others because they understand that authority not grounded in fairness is merely force 

wearing a suit. 

What we see in this matter is an institution that deploys every available mechanism to 

resist accountability, that tolerates structural conflicts that would be immediately 

condemned if found in a training provider, that fails to comply with its own policies while 

enforcing those same requirements on others, and that treats citizen requests for 

information as adversarial actions to be defeated rather than legitimate exercises of 

democratic rights. 

This is not the conduct of a confident, healthy, legitimate institution. It is the conduct of 

an organisation that has lost sight of why it exists. 

The regulator exists to protect students, to ensure quality training, to maintain the 

integrity of Australia's VET system. It does not exist to protect its own officers from 

scrutiny. It does not exist to win litigation at any cost. It does not exist to deploy legal 

mechanisms as shields against accountability. 

Until this regulator can demonstrate, not merely claim, but demonstrate through its 

actions, that it holds itself to the standards it enforces on others, it will lack the moral 

authority its role demands. 
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And the VET sector will continue to suffer under the administration of an institution that 

has forgotten the difference between power and legitimacy. 

--- 

Sukh Sandhu is the CEO of Career Calling International, Executive Director of CAQA 

(Compliance and Quality Assurance), and Editor-in-Chief of VET Sector Magazine. He is a 

doctoral candidate researching compliance and auditing challenges in Australia's 

regulatory framework. The views expressed in this article are his own. 
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CONNECTING THE DOTS 

Cheating death: how science is 

rewriting our fate... 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 12 December 2025 

I recently had a conversation with a friend about the fragility of the 

human condition. He's a geriatrician who has spent his career dealing 

with the realities of aging. 

 

I recently had a conversation with a friend about the fragility of the human condition. He's 

a geriatrician who has spent his career dealing with the realities of aging. Reflecting on my 

own background, I studied both medical and non-medical subjects back in Year 11/12, but 

that was several years ago ha ha. I found our discussion to be incredibly engaging and 

insightful. 

You might expect him to be resigned to our fate. After all, he confronts the body's limits 

every day. But his perspective was startlingly different. He didn't speak of managing the 

end, but of indefinitely postponing it. 

We debated the shifting boundaries of medicine and science. He offered a perspective that 

completely reframed my understanding. This led directly to a realisation. 

There was a time when death was considered certain. 

Not metaphorically. Not philosophically. Literally. 

You were born, you aged, and one day your body failed. That was the contract. Silent, 

universal, unquestioned. 
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For thousands of years, humanity organised its religions, its ethics, its laws and its 

ambitions around that certainty. Civilisations rose knowing their architects would not live 

to see their decline. Parents raised children knowing they were temporary custodians. 

Leaders ruled knowing time would eventually dethrone them. 

Death was not a possibility. It was a schedule. 

That assumption is now cracking. 

Quietly. Scientifically. Relentlessly. 

And for the first time in human history, we are forced to ask a question that once 

belonged only to myth and madness: can we reach a point where we do not die? 

Not through fantasy. Not through faith. But through engineering. 

The short answer is uncomfortable in its honesty. True immortality, the kind where 

nothing can ever end you under any circumstance, is almost certainly impossible. The 

universe itself does not permit forever. Physics is unforgiving. Entropy always wins in the 

end. 

But something far more radical is emerging in the space between biology and technology. 

Death may no longer be mandatory. 

For most of human history, we misunderstood why we die. We thought ageing was 

natural. Inevitable. Written into our DNA as destiny. What science is now revealing is far 

more confronting. Ageing is not a programmed outcome. It is accumulated damage. Cells 

misfire. DNA degrades. Repair systems fail. Not because they must, but because they 

were never optimised for centuries of use. 

Ageing, it turns out, is a hardware problem. 

And hardware problems can be fixed. 

In nature, death by ageing already fails to apply universally. Some organisms simply do 

not grow old. The hydra does not deteriorate with time. The so-called immortal jellyfish 

can revert its cells back to a youthful state and begin life again. These are not miracles. 

They are biological strategies. 

They tell us something profound. Senescence is not a law. It is a design limitation. 

Scientists are now targeting that limitation directly. Telomeres, the protective caps at the 

ends of our DNA, shorten every time a cell divides. When they are gone, the cell stops 

functioning. 
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This ticking clock has long defined our lifespan. Today, gene therapies are being 

developed to reset that clock. To extend telomeres. To give cells the equivalent of a fresh 

battery rather than a countdown. 

At the same time, research into cellular repair is reframing medicine itself. Instead of 

treating disease after it appears, the focus is shifting toward preventing the damage that 

causes disease in the first place. Cancer, neurodegeneration, organ failure are increasingly 

seen not as separate enemies, but as symptoms of the same underlying decay. 

This is where futurists use a word that feels almost illegal to say aloud. 

Amortality. 

Not invincibility. Not eternal life. Simply a state where you do not die from age or disease. 

You could still die from trauma, from accidents, from extreme events. But the slow erosion 

that defines human ageing would stop. 

For the first time, the question becomes not “how long do humans live?” but “how 

carefully do they live?” 

Yet biology, even repaired biology, remains fragile. Which leads us to an even more 

unsettling possibility. 

What if the body is not the final container of the self? 

If the hardware cannot be preserved forever, perhaps the software can. 

The human mind is not a mystical fog. It is a physical pattern. Eighty-six billion neurons. 

Trillions of connections. Electrical signals forming memory, personality, identity. 
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In theory, if that pattern could be mapped and replicated, the self could persist 

independently of the body. 

This is known as digital immortality. 

The philosophical challenge arrives immediately. If you replace every neuron in your brain 

with a synthetic equivalent, one by one, are you still you? Or does identity vanish 

somewhere along the transition? The Ship of Theseus problem is no longer academic. It 

becomes personal. 

Yet if continuity of consciousness is preserved, if experience does not break, the 

distinction between biological and synthetic becomes increasingly irrelevant. A mind that 

can be backed up, transferred, restored is no longer bound to a single fragile vessel. 

Destruction no longer equals erasure. 

But even here, the universe asserts its authority. 

Probability is merciless. Given enough time, even the most cautious existence approaches 

inevitable catastrophe. Live long enough and the odds of an unrecoverable event trend 

toward certainty. And beyond probability sits a colder truth. The second law of 

thermodynamics. Entropy always increases. Stars burn out. Energy disperses. The 

universe itself is running down. 

There is no credible physics that allows anything to survive the heat death of the cosmos. 

Forever is not available. 

But centuries might be. Millennia, possibly. Timescales so vast they collapse our current 

understanding of a human life. 

And this is where artificial intelligence changes everything. 

Not as a convenience. Not as a tool. But as a multiplier of possibility. 
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Human biology advances slowly because humans are slow. Research takes decades. Trials 

take years. Error is expensive. A superintelligent AI does not share those constraints. It 

does not tire. It does not forget. It does not guess. 

It calculates. 

Protein folding, once one of biology’s great unsolved puzzles, was cracked by AI in a way 

no human mind could achieve alone. 

 

What took fifty years of collective effort collapsed in a fraction of that time. That was not 

the finish line. It was the opening signal. 

A sufficiently advanced AI could analyse an individual genome, predict cellular failure 

before it begins, and design interventions with surgical precision. Medicine stops being 

reactive and becomes preventative at the molecular level. 

This compresses time itself. 

What takes humanity ten years, AI could do in days. What takes generations, AI could 

simulate in weeks. Entire lifetimes of research can be stacked, layered and accelerated. 

This is how we approach what futurists call longevity escape velocity. The moment where 

medical progress extends life faster than time consumes it. Each year alive buys more 

than a year of future life. 

At that point, death stops being scheduled. 

It becomes optional. 

But power without alignment is dangerous. A superintelligent system tasked with 

eliminating disease without moral constraints could arrive at conclusions no human would 

accept. Dead cells do not get cancer. Optimisation without values is a threat, not a 

saviour. 
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The future of extended life depends not just on intelligence, but on wisdom. On restraint. 

On deeply human definitions of wellbeing. 

And so we arrive back at the real question. 

Not whether we can avoid death. 

But whether we are ready for a world where life is no longer short. 

A world where careers are not linear. Where learning is never finished. Where identity is 

not anchored to age. Where responsibility extends across centuries, not decades. 

There was a time when learning was something you finished. 

School. TAFE. University. A qualification, a certificate, a degree. 

Then you were “done”. 

Not anymore. 

In a future where life can stretch far beyond its historical limits, the most dangerous 

assumption is that you ever arrive. Learning becomes survival. Adaptation becomes 

ethics. Growth becomes duty. 

If death retreats, meaning must expand. 

We may never escape the universe’s final silence. But we are closer than ever to rewriting 

the human timeline in between. 

And that changes everything. 
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