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New Zealand claims world first in setting standards
for government use of algorithms

Exclusive: Statistics minister says new charter on algorithms -
used from traffic lights to police decision-making - an ‘important
part of building public trust’

Charlotte Graham-McLay in Wellington
Mon 27 Jul 2020 19.00 BST
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New Zealand’s government says it is the first in the world to produce a set of

standards for how public agencies should use the algorithms that increasingly drive
decision-making by officials about every area of public life.

The increasing application of algorithms by governments around the world -
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by law enforcement, immigration, welfare and health agencies - has proved
controversial in recent years. Critics claim that decision-making driven by lines of
code can be inaccurate and discriminatory and that their use is often kept secret
from the public.

A Dutch court ruled in February that an automated surveillance
system to detect welfare fraud was unlawful - a decision that
provoked debate about the need for greater scrutiny in other
nations.

Digital dystopia:

how algorithms . . . . .
punish the poor New Zealand is no exception: a 2019 review of algorithm use in

the public sector had found “huge variability as to the extent of
e Read more

the use and how they were being used”, said James Shaw, the
statistics minister and co-leader of the left-leaning Green party.

He said algorithms determined matters from the seemingly innocuous - such as
when the traffic lights changed on a central Wellington street - to the more serious,
including police decision-making for frontline officers, and their use was expanding.

The New Zealand charter, which the Guardian has viewed, was due to launch on
Tuesday with 19 government agencies as initial signatories. In it, departments
pledge to be publicly transparent about how decision-making is driven by
algorithms, including giving “plain English” explanations; to make available
information about the processes used and how data is stored unless forbidden by
law (such as for reasons of national security); and to identify and manage biases
informing algorithms.

Agencies must also consider te ao Maori, or Indigenous, worldviews on data
collection - in New Zealand, Maori are disproportionately represented in the justice
and prison system - and consult with groups affected by their equations.

“Part of this is driven by the fact that because people are now increasingly aware of
how Facebook operates and the extent to which our lives are shaped by the use of
and the manipulation of data,” Shaw said, referring to the way social media
companies use algorithms to direct users towards content. “This is a really
important part of building public trust in government institutions.”

Departments committed to the charter included New Zealand’s
_ accident compensation scheme - which was criticised in 2017
for using algorithms to detect fraud among those on its books -

and the corrections agency, which has deployed algorithms to

New Zealand . . . s . . . .
scientists invent determine an inmate’s risk of reoffending. The immigration
‘S’;;‘t::rr:lo warning agency, found in March to be profiling applicants by algorithm,
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But other bodies that have been the subject of high profile cases
in which critics decried the use of algorithms - including the police, who came
under fire from privacy advocates in 2019 for introducing facial recognition
technology without announcing it, and the country’s spy agencies - were not among
the signatories.

A spokesman for Shaw’s office said no agency had ruled out the charter and that
others were expected to sign on later.

The standards do not include an enforcement mechanism. Shaw said he hoped that
within months agencies that had signed the charter would provide information on
their websites explaining how algorithms were used, even supplying source code -
and that if they did not, the public could demand it.

Colin Gavaghan, a law professor at the University of Otago, was involved in the 2019
review that suggested an independent regulator to oversee the use of algorithms by
agencies - a move the government has stopped short of in its charter. He said there
was “plenty to like” in the new standards and he hoped they could serve as a
blueprint for other governments.

“As ever, the devil’s in the detail and that means implementation,” he said. “We still
feel like some kind of oversight and regulatory body that should have an all-of-
government remit seems like a good idea.”

Gavaghan praised a point in the charter that required agencies
to provide a channel to appeal against decisions informed by
algorithms, but added that “people might not always know”
they had been subject to such decisions, even under the new

New Zealand
government standards.

deploys nude 'porn

gg‘ors' inwebsafety  Shaw said he believed the document was a world first - no other
government had produced standards that would cover all
9 Read more algorithms used by every signatory agency.

« This article was amended on 29 July 2020. Because of an omission in material
supplied by the government, an earlier version said that the immigration agency
was not among the signatories to the algorithm charter. The Ministry of Business
Innovation and Employment, which includes the immigration agency, had not
responded to a request for clarification before publication. In fact the ministry has
signed the charter.
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factual information, and analysis that has authority and integrity. That’s why,
unlike many others, we made a choice: to keep Guardian reporting open for all,
regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay.

As an open, independent news organisation we investigate, interrogate and expose
the actions of those in power, without fear. With no shareholders or billionaire
owner, our journalism is free from political and commercial bias - this makes us
different. We can give a voice to the oppressed and neglected, and stand in
solidarity with those who are calling for a fairer future. With your help we can
make a difference.

We’re determined to provide journalism that helps each of us better understand
the world, and take actions that challenge, unite, and inspire change - in times of
crisis and beyond. Our work would not be possible without our readers, who now
support our work from 180 countries around the world.

Every reader contribution, however big or small, is so valuable for our future.
Support the Guardian from as little as $1 - and it only takes a minute. Thank you.

P Paypal

Support The Guardian 9 VISA

Topics
New Zealand
Artificial intelligence (Al) / Computing/ news

f v @ in 2 0O @

Related stories

+ Al expert calls for end to UK use of ‘racially biased’ algorithms

12 Dec 2019

44 Don't trust algorithms to predict child-abuse risk

19 Sep 2018

The Guardian view on Al in social work: algorithms don't have all the
answers

17 Sep 2018

[ - = - P - - a_ = -

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/28/new-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms 4/6


https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/dec/12/ai-end-uk-use-racially-biased-algorithms-noel-sharkey
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/sep/19/dont-trust-algorithms-to-predict-child-abuse-risk
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/17/the-guardian-view-on-ai-in-social-work-algorithms-dont-have-all-the-answers
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/17/power-algorithms-technology-regulate
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=202314643182694&href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms&CMP=share_btn_fb
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=New%20Zealand%20claims%20world%20first%20in%20setting%20standards%20for%20government%20use%20of%20algorithms&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms&CMP=share_btn_tw
mailto:?subject=New%20Zealand%20claims%20world%20first%20in%20setting%20standards%20for%20government%20use%20of%20algorithms&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms&CMP=share_btn_link
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?title=New%20Zealand%20claims%20world%20first%20in%20setting%20standards%20for%20government%20use%20of%20algorithms&mini=true&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms
http://www.pinterest.com/pin/find/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms
whatsapp://send?text=%22New%20Zealand%20claims%20world%20first%20in%20setting%20standards%20for%20government%20use%20of%20algorithms%22%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms&CMP=share_btn_wa
fb-messenger://share?link=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms&app_id=180444840287&CMP=share_btn_me
https://support.theguardian.com/int/contribute?REFPVID=kdf0nnan1psxw4c1suoo&INTCMP=gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-30-06_EPIC_COUNTRY_NAME__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_V2_JOINING&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-30-06_EPIC_COUNTRY_NAME__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_V2_JOINING%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_EPIC%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-30-06_EPIC_COUNTRY_NAME__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_V2_JOINING%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%222020-30-06_EPIC_COUNTRY_NAME__NO_ARTICLECOUNT%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22V2_JOINING%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22kdf0nnan1psxw4c1suoo%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fjul%2F28%2Fnew-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms%22%2C%22isRemote%22%3Atrue%7D
https://www.theguardian.com/world/newzealand
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/artificialintelligenceai
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/computing
https://www.theguardian.com/tone/news

03/08/2020 New Zealand claims world first in setting standards for government use of algorithms | New Zealand | The Guardian
44 We hold people with power to account. Why not algorithms?
Hannah Fry

h@_ 17 Sep 2018 580

44 Algorithms may outperform doctors, but they're no healthcare panacea
Ivana Bartoletti

26 Jul 2018 ®| 154

44 We created poverty. Algorithms won't make that go away
Virginia Eubanks

13 May 2018 579

The algorithms that are already changing your life
3 Nov 2017 ™ o3

44 Algorithms outdo us. But we still prefer human fallibility
Rafael Behr

23 Aug 2017 ™ 404

Most popular

Across The Guardian In World News

Manchester Covid outbreak 'a warning to complacent white middle class'
Man feared murdered is found alive in woods after nearly five years

Live / Trump and his company under investigation by New York district
attorney, filing suggests - live

Outcry in Sweden after 12-year-old-girl killed by stray bullet
Spain's scandal-hit former king Juan Carlos to go into exile

Live / Coronavirus live news: US treasury to borrow $947bn to aid recovery
Accrington murder trial: boy killed woman and moved body in bin, court told
Few workers heed Boris Johnson's plea to get back to offices

Trump calls Birx's dire warning on widespread coronavirus in the US
"‘pathetic’

C RNV Wi -

l " Russians hacked Liam Fox's personal email to get US-UK trade dossier

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/28/new-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms 5/6


https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/17/power-algorithms-technology-regulate
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jul/26/tech-healthcare-ethics-artifical-intelligence-doctors-patients
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/may/13/we-created-poverty-algorithms-wont-make-that-go-away
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/03/from-health-to-crimefighting-ai-has-brought-us-to-the-threshold-of-a-new-era
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/aug/23/algorithms-human-fallibility-technology-machines
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/03/coronavirus-80-new-cases-trafford-among-white-community
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/aug/03/man-feared-murdered-found-alive-in-woods-cambs-ricardas-puisys
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/live/2020/aug/03/us-politics-coronavirus-bailout-senate-donald-trump-joe-biden-tiktok-covid19-live-updates
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/03/outcry-in-sweden-after-12-year-old-girl-killed-by-stray-bullet
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/03/spains-scandal-hit-former-king-juan-carlos-to-move-abroad
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2020/aug/03/coronavirus-live-news-global-cases-near-18m-as-melbourne-braces-for-further-lockdown-measures
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/aug/03/woman-killed-and-put-in-wheelie-bin-by-16-year-old-in-lancashire-court-told
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/aug/03/boris-johnson-plea-get-back-to-work-falls-on-deaf-ears-in-birmingham-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/03/trump-birx-pathetic-criticism-nancy-pelosi-coronavirus-comments
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/aug/03/classified-documents-on-us-uk-trade-talks-hacked-from-liam-fox-emails

03/08/2020 New Zealand claims world first in setting standards for government use of algorithms | New Zealand | The Guardian
V4

Most commented

Who else would be more useless as a peer? They're in, said Boris
John Crace

Most shared
Man feared murdered is found alive in woods after nearly five years

World » Europe US Americas Asia Australia Middle East Africa Inequality

( Sign up

Contribute &>  Subscribe —>

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/28/new-zealand-claims-world-first-in-setting-standards-for-government-use-of-algorithms 6/6


https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/aug/03/classified-documents-on-us-uk-trade-talks-hacked-from-liam-fox-emails
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/aug/03/who-else-would-be-more-useless-as-a-peer-theyre-in-said-boris
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/aug/03/man-feared-murdered-found-alive-in-woods-cambs-ricardas-puisys
https://www.theguardian.com/world
https://www.theguardian.com/world/europe-news
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news
https://www.theguardian.com/world/americas
https://www.theguardian.com/world/asia
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news
https://www.theguardian.com/world/middleeast
https://www.theguardian.com/world/africa
https://www.theguardian.com/inequality
https://www.theguardian.com/help/contact-us
https://www.theguardian.com/info/complaints-and-corrections
https://www.theguardian.com/securedrop
https://workforus.theguardian.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/info/privacy
https://www.theguardian.com/info/cookies
https://www.theguardian.com/help/terms-of-service
https://www.theguardian.com/help
https://www.theguardian.com/index/subjects/a
https://www.theguardian.com/index/contributors
https://theguardian.newspapers.com/
https://www.facebook.com/theguardian
https://twitter.com/guardian
https://advertising.theguardian.com/
https://jobs.theguardian.com/?INTCMP=NGW_FOOTER_INT_GU_JOBS
https://discountcode.theguardian.com/
https://support.theguardian.com/contribute?INTCMP=footer_support_contribute&acquisitionData=%7B%22componentType%22:%22ACQUISITIONS_FOOTER%22,%22componentId%22:%22footer_support_contribute%22,%22source%22:%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%7D
https://support.theguardian.com/subscribe?INTCMP=footer_support_subscribe&acquisitionData=%7B%22componentType%22:%22ACQUISITIONS_FOOTER%22,%22componentId%22:%22footer_support_subscribe%22,%22source%22:%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%7D
https://www.theguardian.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree
https://www.theguardian.com/sport
https://www.theguardian.com/culture
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle

