
Data-Informed Societies Achieving Sustainability: 
Tasks for the Global Scientific, Engineering, and Medical Communities

The U.S. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and

Medicine, hosted a two day workshop on 9-10 September

2021 on “Data-Informed Societies Achieving Sustainability:

Tasks for the Global Scientific, Engineering, and Medical

Communities”. The workshop explored how the global

scientific, engineering, and medical communities could

better facilitate the effective use of data to advance

sustainability in the context of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

The workshop brought together participants from

governments, the private sector, academia, and

nongovernmental and international organisations involved in

data and the SDGs. Prof Himla Soodyall (ASSAf EO) was
invited to participate in a panel discussion on the “Role of

big data in our digital future”. Topics covered during this two-
day workshop included:

Day 1

Session I: Big data, Digitalisation, and COVID-19

Panel 1: COVID-19, Big data and digitalisation: lessons learned and ways forward

Panel 2: Big data and digitalisation for promoting equity and equality in sustainable efforts

Day 2

Session II: Big data, digialisation and the Sustainable Development Goals

Panel 3: Digitalisation, Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) and the SDGs: What should be measured and how?
Panel 4: Role of big data in our digital future

The workshop offered speakers and participants an opportunity to review the way data is changing the way we do

things. Philip Bourne described data as the “new oil or soil” demonstrating how integral it has become in our economic

landscape. However, “big data is not a magic bullet” and when a SWOT analysis is done, one realises that the strengths

are linked with endless possibilities, promotion of interdisciplinarity and predictive modelling, with opportunities like

levelling the playing field, creating an open environment, building trust on solid evidence and being drivers for change.

At the same time we were reminded that one should also be cognizant of the weaknesses. AI was seen as being over

hyped, only meaningful when translated into action and that data were usually “messy, noisy and non-conclusive”. A

few threats were identified like those associated with biases, disputes, lack of timing - it seemed to be more technical

than social; issues related to security, and being able to sustain an open data ecosystem. However, it was noted that
data equaled money and this equaled propriety.

Talking about global partnership for SDG data, Clair Melamed highlighted the need for academics, governments and

the business sector to work collaboratively using data tools to drive the SDGs. She reported that there were barriers and

pitfalls across the globe. Quoting William Gibson, she said “the future is already here – it is just not evenly distributed”.

“Inequalities were seen in different societies and at different speeds” she added. Responding to the question “What

future do we want?”, she noted that people should be at the center of it all. She added that focus should be directed

towards developing the skills of people who could use data; how people are affected by data (harms, digital

payments, use of data); and creating a system with power to use the system (agency). Furthermore, she noted that

markets were drivers of inequalities – companies drive innovation, investments, and which tools are rolled out, - and that

their ecosystem was built differently. In her view, data is knowledge and knowledge is power. She emphasised, that
whatever is done should be done for social good.

The lived reality of the inequalities experienced was articulated in the presentation by Sheela Patel from India. Working

at the coalface of the community, she mentioned that “poor people have learnt that they have to produce data to

substantiate their needs”. She added further that they experienced challenges when the community provided data to

the government because it was different to what the government accepted. Also, data collected by communities were

not acceptable by the global institutes. The concept of open data was not equal to all. She argued for a “serious, long-

term commitment to change the plight of the poor”. If you considered their experience with data and combined that
with politics of exclusion, she felt that “their experience went counter to the aspirations of the SDGs”.
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There were several other interesting presentations made over the two-day workshop that is not possible to cover in this

report. Given that Prof Soodyall spoke in the last session, she used her 5 min on the panel to respond to some issues
discussed previously and to share some perspectives from South Africa and ASSAf at the workshop.

• Reported that the Africa Open Science Platform which was launched in Alexandria, Egypt in 2019 should offer

African scientists an opportunity to support each other and leaving no one behind in the open science space. She

also noted that this initiative needed to be supported to ensure sustainability.

• With respect to the COVID-19 pandemic, she applauded the efforts of the CSIR in setting up the dashboard as

part of the National Policy Data Observatory to collate national data on the pandemic across all provinces to the

local municipality level.

• The pandemic has also created inequities in South Africa in the education space since there are still many people

who cannot afford paying for data or have computational support to be schooled virtually. This created a further

divide adding to the woes of the poor.

• She also added her concern for what was possible using data, citing the Togo example mentioned at the

workshop, and had concerns about security issues with personal information, even though the POPI Act came into

effect on 1 July 2021 in South Africa.

• ASSAf was working on a Code of Conduct for Research to support the scientific community to address the

protection of personal information for research as outlined in the POPI Act.

• H3ABioNet (Pan African Bioinformatics Network) was a resource that was supported by the H3Africa (Human

Heredity and Health in Africa) Project that has contributed enormously to supporting genomic research on the

African continent as well as enhancing capacity for the unique skills required in managing and working with large

genomic datasets.

Please check this link for more details on the workshop and forthcoming reports  

https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/09-09-2021/data-informed-societies-achieving-sustainability-tasks-for-the-
global-scientific-engineering-and-medical-communities-a-virtual-workshop
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