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Artificial intelligence �AI�
Australian DishBrain team wins $600,000 grant to
merge AI with human brain cells
Team exploring field of synthetic biological intelligence hopes to
create ‘better AI machines’ � despite concerns over the ‘existential
risks’ of such technology
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Research into merging human brain cells with artificial intelligence has received a
$600,000 grant from defence and the Office of National Intelligence (ONI).

The research team, led by Monash University and Cortical Labs, is the one that created
DishBrain – brain cells capable of playing the vintage video game Pong.

Associate prof Adeel Razi, from the university’s Turner Institute for Brain and Mental
Health, said their work “merges the fields of artificial intelligence and synthetic biology
to create programmable biological computing platforms”.
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Hundreds of thousands of live, lab-grown brain cells learn how to
do different tasks – such as playing Pong. A multi-electrode array uses electrical
activity to give the cells feedback about when the “paddle” is hitting the “ball”.

The researchers wrote in an article, published in the science magazine Neuron, that a
synthetic biological intelligence “previously confined to the realm of science fiction”
could be within reach.

Sign up for Guardian Australia’s free morning and afternoon email newsletters for
your daily news roundup

Razi said the team won the ONI and Department of Defence National Security Science
and Technology Centre grant because a new type of machine intelligence that could
“learn throughout its lifetime” was needed.

Such intelligence would improve machine learning for technology including self-
driving cars, autonomous drones and delivery robots, he said.

“This new technology capability in the future may eventually surpass the performance
of existing, purely silicon-based hardware.

“The outcomes of such research would have significant implications across multiple
fields such as – but not limited to – planning, robotics, advanced automation, brain-
machine interfaces, and drug discovery, giving Australia a significant strategic
advantage.”

Brains are good at lifelong learning, which is needed to gain new skills, adapt to
change, and apply existing knowledge to new tasks, while artificial intelligence suffers
from what researchers call “catastrophic forgetting”. AI forgets information from
previous tasks when it starts new ones.

The DishBrain research aims to understand the biological mechanisms behind ongoing
learning.

“We will be using this [national intelligence and security discovery research] grant to
develop better AI machines that replicate the learning capacity of these biological
neural networks,” Razi said.

“This will help us scale up the hardware and methods capacity to the point where they
become a viable replacement for in-silico computing [using simulations].”

The news comes as AI leaders call on the government to recognise “the potential for
catastrophic or existential risks from AI”.
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I hope you appreciated this article. Before you move on, I was hoping you would
consider taking the step of supporting the Guardian’s journalism. 

From Elon Musk to Rupert Murdoch, a small number of billionaire owners have a
powerful hold on so much of the information that reaches the public about what’s

The organisation Australians For AI Safety has written a letter to industry, science and
technology minister, Ed Husic, signed by academics and industry heads.
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Husic has announced a government review of AI, saying “what we want is modern laws
for modern technology”.

The letter calls on him to “recognise that catastrophic and existential consequences are
possible”, to work with the global community to manage the risks, to support research
into AI safety, and to “urgently train the AI safety auditors that industry will soon
need”.

Spokesman Greg Sadler said Australia was “falling behind” when it
came to paying attention to AI dangers.

“What’s alarming is that even deliberate and methodical bodies like the United Nations
have recognised the potential for catastrophic or existential risks from AI, but the
Australian government won’t,” he said.

Husic said when launching the review that using AI safely and responsibly was “a
balancing act the whole world is grappling with”.

“The upside is massive, whether it’s fighting superbugs with new AI-developed
antibiotics or preventing online fraud,” he said.

“But as I have been saying for many years, there needs to be appropriate safeguards to
ensure the safe and responsible use of AI.”
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happening in the world. The Guardian is different. We have no billionaire owner or
shareholders to consider. Our journalism is produced to serve the public interest –
 not profit motives.

And we avoid the trap that befalls much US media – the tendency, born of a desire to
please all sides, to engage in false equivalence in the name of neutrality. While
fairness guides everything we do, we know there is a right and a wrong position in
the fight against racism and for reproductive justice. When we report on issues like
the climate crisis, we’re not afraid to name who is responsible. And as a global news
organization, we’re able to provide a fresh, outsider perspective on US politics – one
so often missing from the insular American media bubble. 

Around the world, readers can access the Guardian’s paywall-free journalism
because of our unique reader-supported model. That’s because of people like you.
Our readers keep us independent, beholden to no outside influence and accessible to
everyone – whether they can afford to pay for news, or not.

If you can, please consider supporting us just once from $1, or better yet, support us
every month with a little more. Thank you.
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Editor, Guardian US
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