
Robodebt: A case study in the 
impact of digitalization on taxpayer 

rights
Prof Van Rooy

Centre for Responsible AI, UAntwerp.



Prof Dirk Van Rooy / Centre for Responsible
AI, UAntwerp.

→ Focus on ethical AI and human-machine 
collaboration.

→ Research aimed at improving decision-making by integrating behavioral 
science, technology/AI and human-centered design (Taylor, Van Rooy & Bartels, 
2022; Van Rooy, 2023; 2024; Van Rooy & Vaes, 2024)

Introduction



Introduction

Academic/consultant in 
Europe & Australia. 

At the Australian National 
University during the 
Robodebt saga.

Advocate for combining 
machine capabilities with 
human oversight to 
protect societal values 
and individual rights.



Automated debt recovery system by the Australian government.

Implemented in 2016 to recover overpaid welfare benefits through 
automated data matching.

Overview of Robodebt



Who was involved?

Australian Federal Government: Oversight and Policy Direction

⬇

Department of Human Services (DHS): Manages and Directs

⬇

Centrelink: Implements Robodebt System

⬇

Robodebt System: Automated Debt Recovery (using data from)

⬇

Australian Tax Office (ATO) (not directly involved)



How did it work?

The Robodebt system matched welfare recipients' reported income data 
from Centrelink with their annual income data from the Australian Tax 
Office (ATO) to identify discrepancies and potential overpayments.

Instead of considering the actual income earned in each fortnight, the 
system used an average of the annual income data from the ATO, leading 
to inaccurate debt calculations for individuals with fluctuating incomes.



Initiative aimed to increase recoveries of overpayments dating back to 2010.

Announced in the 2015-16 budget to save $1.7 billion over five years by 
enhancing fraud prevention and debt recovery capability.

Data-matching with the Australian Tax Office started in 1991, with increased 
automation in 2011.

Historical development



Critical changes…

In 2015, new measures reduced human oversight once discrepancies were 
identified. Previously, officers scrutinized each discrepancy case-by-case.

Responsibility for providing information shifted from DHS to individuals, reversing 
the “onus of proof”.

Number of income discrepancy investigations increased from 20,000 in 2015-16 
to nearly 800,000 in 2016-17.



Public concerns and controversy

Late 2016: Public raised concerns 
about letters from DHS advising 
significant debts for past income 
support payments.

Newspaper articles begin to 
appear.



Things start to escalate …..

Victoria Legal Aid experienced a spike in calls for legal help with Robodebt 
issues.

High-profile cases (e.g., Madeleine Masterton, Deanna Amato) highlighted 
flaws in debt calculations and led to legal challenges.



Things start to escalate further …..

Shadow human services minister requesting 
auditor general investigation.

Independent MP asking Commonwealth 
ombudsman to investigate after 100+ 
complaints.

Launch of #notmydebt website and social 
media accounts sharing contested debts.



A fiasco

November 2019: Federal Court ruled income 
averaging was unlawful.

Required government to manually recalculate 
over 500,000 individual debts.

Class action settlement: Robodebt class action, 
led by Gordon Legal, settled at a cost of around 
$1.2 billion to the government.

Included refunds of $721 million to 373,000 
people, $112 million in compensation, and $398 
million in cancelled debts.



A royal commission

Initiated by the Albanese Government on 18 
August 2022 to investigate the Robodebt Scheme.

Led by Commissioner Catherine Holmes AC SC, 
with evidence provided by victims, public 
servants, legal experts & community 
organizations.

Examined the scheme's design, implementation, 
and impact on over 500,000 Australians.

Spanned over a year, culminating in the final 
report delivered on 7 July 2023.



Lack of transparency and oversight in automated debt calculation system.

Citizens did not have access to understand how their debt amounts were 
calculated by the algorithm.

Legal framework did not clearly specify rules around using averaged income 
data versus actual fortnightly income data for calculating welfare debt.

Mechanisms leading to unfair treatment



Mechanisms leading to unfair treatment continued

Onus was put on citizens to disprove the system's calculations.

No clear process for citizens to effectively challenge or correct the system's 
outputs when they were incorrect.

Law did not explicitly require human oversight or ability to exercise discretion 
over the automated system's decisions before issuing debt notices.



Human biases and assumptions of widespread "welfare fraud" influenced 
aggressive debt pursuit without sufficient care for accuracy.

Human and institutional biases

Minister for Human Services Alan Tudge: "We'll find 
you, we'll track you down, you will have to pay those 
debts and you may end up in prison."



Human and institutional biases

Human biases and assumptions of widespread "welfare fraud" influenced 
aggressive debt pursuit without sufficient care for accuracy.

Institutional biases in trusting technology too much and dismissing early evidence 
of system flaws.

Human decision-makers ignored warnings and deflected public criticism for 
years.

More robust human oversight could have caught the system's issues earlier.



Royal commission recommendations

Legislative changes: Following the Royal Commission into the Robodebt Scheme, 
the Australian Government accepted or accepted in principle all 56 
recommendations made by Commissioner Holmes for reform.

Implementation of human oversight: Recommendations included measures to 
ensure human oversight and accountability in automated decision-making 
processes to prevent similar failures in the future.

Commitment to transparency and accountability: The government 
acknowledged the need for transparency, accountability, and adherence to legal 
standards in the use of automated systems, emphasizing the importance of 
avoiding the negative impacts experienced during the Robodebt scandal.



Key technical measures

Robust data validation and outlier detection: Identify cases where income 
averaging assumptions don't hold.

Performance monitoring and error analysis: Catch unexpectedly high volumes of 
citizen challenges or overturned debts.

Maintaining detailed audit trails: Ensure explainability over how each debt 
calculation was derived.

Human review workflows: Integrate human review for high-risk or borderline 
debt calculations.



Conclusion

The legal framework lacked sufficient transparency requirements, correction 
rights for citizens, and human oversight provisions over automated decision 
systems.

Underscores the need for socio-technical governance frameworks combining 
technical controls with transparency, human oversight, and citizen recourse 
mechanisms governed by appropriate laws and regulations.


