


When news of the venture between Accenture and Telstra, which 

will be 60 per cent owned by Accenture and last for seven years, 

was revealed by The Australian Financial Review in mid-January, it 

was noted around the world. 

Frederic Giron, the Hong Kong-based head of Forrester Research's 

Asia-Pacific technology and digital team, described the 

arrangement as "a clever strategy" that reflected a significant shift 

in how big companies were thinking about Al. 

"This isn't just about making existing processes faster or more 

efficient; it's about reimagining how work gets done in the first 

place," Giron wrote in a note. 

Many companies want to use AI tools [https://www.afr.com/link/follow-

20180l01-p5luqn] such as chatbots to become more efficient and 

reduce the number of people they employ. 

Telstra is among them, and last year it axed thousands of jobs 

[https://www.afr.com/companies/telecommunications/telstra-axes-2800-jobs

in-restructure-20240521-p5jfa9] as it tried to cut costs and increase 

profits. But it is going further than some of its peers: it wants to 

apply AI to everything it does, and is investing $100 million 

annually over seven years to reinvent itself. 

The telco group is not, however, going down the same path as 

Korean telecoms group SK Telecom, which is taking financial 

stakes in AI start-ups such as America's Anthropic (the developer 

of the Claude AI assistant), and aspires to derive one-third of its 

revenues from AI by 2030. 

And it does not want to become "an AI company", Kim Krogh 

Andersen, Telstra's group executive for product and technology, 

told the Financial Review in an interview. 

"Telstra is a telco and a connectivity company," Andersen stresses. 

"It's not our intention to sell AI, and it's not our intention to sell AI 

services." 

But Telstra thinks it can strengthen its position as Australia's 

biggest telco company by becoming an "AI leader". 

"Every part of our business will be redefined by AI," Andersen says. 
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The consulting group's investment comes as US President Donald 

Trump loosens restrictions on the development of AI 

[https://www.afr.com/link/follow-20180l01-p5lvlr]. In January, he revoked 

orders made by president Joe Eiden that had sought to protect 

Americans' privacy and stop the technology being used to 

discriminate against people. 

Dayle Stevens, who co-runs the Al joint 

venture with Arnab Chakraborthy, says 

Telstra needs Accenture's global expertise. 

The pay-off for Accenture will be pitching the 

experience it gains working with Telstra, which it 

considers a "brand leader" in Australia, to other 

clients. 

Andersen says Accenture will "invest heavily upfront" 

in the joint venture. Accenture declined to specify 

how much money it was tipping in. 

Accenture made sure the venture was backed by both 

its chief executive, Julie Sweet, and Telstra boss Vicki 

Brady, who have worked with each other since Brady's 

appointment to the CEO job in September 2022 before 

deciding to go "all in" with Telstra. 

"When you do something like this, it's like a marriage," says 

Chakraborty. "It's a very bold vision and it is not easy." 

The trust developed between the two companies over their 

decades of working with each other was also "extremely critical," 

he adds. 

"For this kind of partnership to succeed, where we are also putting 

skin in the game on both sides, you need trust. And trust is not 

built on a day, or a few months, or even just a few years, it requires 

decades of experience of working together." 

'Not just a commercial deal' 

Chakraborty remains a US employee of Accenture while he is in 

Melbourne and works with the joint venture's co-CEO, Telstra's 

Dayle Stevens, another specialist in data and AI who is also based 

in Melbourne. 

Stevens says that Telstra "couldn't work out how to go fast enough" 

on AI and data on its own. "The idea for the joint venture didn't 

start with 'let's create a joint venture'. It started with, 'this is the 

problem we're trying to solve'," she explains. "It's not just a 

commercial deal, it's a key part of both organisations' strategies." 
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