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1.0  Executive Summary  
 

1.1. Background and Objectives of the Meeting 

 

The Big Data and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: Achieving the 

Development Goals in the Asia and the Pacific Region meeting was held on 14-15 December 

2015 at the United Nations Conference Centre in Bangkok, Thailand. The objective of the 

meeting was to enhance understanding on the global and regional state of big data, 

including technological possibilities, policy opportunities and challenges, and to identify 

potential avenues for engagement  on big data issues at the regional level and as relates to 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda. The meeting was attended by 

56 experts from government, civil society, the private sector, academia, international 

organizations, ESCAP regional and sub-regional offices, and others. 

 

Sessions focused on (a) the opportunities and challenges of using big data for policy making 

and the 2030 Agenda; (b) existing technologies and innovative ways big data is currently 

being used; (c) the role of the United Nations in supporting the up-take of big data for the 

2030 Agenda; (d) critical leverage points for priority attention as informed by a stocktaking 

report that suggested some action points for commencing a more structured engagement of 

ESCAP around big data,  and, (e) the need for partnerships to leverage the potential of the  

‘data ecosystem’, including big data, in a holistic way. In addition, working group discussions 

focused on: the institutional framework required to scale up big data initiatives to support 

the 2030 Agenda; defining strategic opportunities for ESCAP’s engagement in using big data 

for implementation, follow up and review of the 2030 Agenda; and facilitating inter-linkages 

and information exchange between the actors and institutions of a data ecosystem. 

 

The meeting was opened by a welcome address from Mr. Donovan Storey, OiC Environment 

and Development Division, ESCAP and opening remarks from Ms. Margarita Guerrero, 
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Director, Statistics Division, ESCAP. Subsequently, a presentation was delivered by Ms. 

Katinka Weinberger, Chief, Environment and Development Policy Section, Environment and 

Development Division, ESCAP. The presentation provided important context on the history 

of the 2030 Agenda, the achievements and challenges facing the Asia and the Pacific region 

in this regards, and key leverage points where big data could support effective 

implementation moving forward. These included developing measures of progress beyond 

GDP, strengthening capacity for stakeholder engagement, creating feedback loops for follow 

up and review mechanisms, and complementing and integrating big data with traditional 

data and statistical capacities. 

 

1.2. Key Findings 

 

Big data is a value addition, not a replacement for official statistics. Big data is an 

important additional tool for sustainable development policy-making but it is not a panacea. 

It is one integral aspect of the data revolution, and its potential should be investigated 

alongside, and as a complement to, existing forms of data and traditional official statistics in 

order to bolster evidence-based policy making, follow up and review. Big data will not offer 

all the answers and cannot replace official statistics; it does offer the potential, however, to 

fill in missing gaps and create cost and human resource efficiencies. 

 

Big data is one part of a complex ‘data ecosystem’ alongside traditional information 

sources. Big data is not just large amounts of data - in order to leverage big data effectively 

for policymaking, the nature of the data and how it is created, shared, and analysed should 

be considered. This process involves many actors and institutions, creating an ecosystem 

with various functions: descriptive, predictive, prescriptive and discursive.   

 

The volume, variety and velocity of big data offers an opportunity to assess information 

holistically, across the three dimensions of sustainable development and the 17 

sustainable development goals of the 2030 Agenda. Evidence can fundamentally change 

managerial and policy behaviour and change lives. By its sheer volume, variety and velocity, 

and using technology available to consolidate and assess it, big data from diverse sources 

enables consideration of sustainability factors that cut across traditional economic, social 

and environmental silos in a way that traditional and static data collection methods could 

not. Big data can shed light on behaviours and trends in real-time, and at macro or micro-

scales, allowing practitioners to look at indicators and their measurements, and their inter-

relationships, in innovative, multi-dimensional ways.  

 

Institutional frameworks that protect and support the diversity of big data actors are 

needed to enable the effective functioning of the data ecosystem.  Above and beyond the 

institutional frameworks required to support traditional information systems, institutional 

frameworks for big data for sustainable development must take into consideration a 

multiplicity of stakeholders, across sectors, and with varying demands and purposes for 

engaging with big data. Historically, governments have acted as information creators, 

controllers and record keepers and they are the biggest data bodies that exist.  However, big 

data is collected actively and passively, by public and private sectors. Importantly, when 

data from various sources is collated, the emergent product is much more than the sum of 

its parts Stakeholders in the public and private sectors should work together to identify the 

best modalities to facilitate access to, and protection of, big (and other) data information 

and stakeholders. The strong role of governments in developing institutional frameworks to 

leverage the potential of big data was stressed. 
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Strong interlinkages and partnerships between big data stakeholders are essential for 

development and scaling up of the big data ecosystem, and need to be systematically 

nurtured. Big data has many stakeholders - organizations and people – who are already 

working on innovative projects. For many, including governments, however, technologies 

and capacities to leverage big data is a rather new phenomenon. Many existing and 

interested big data stakeholders are as yet not connected to networks, and small, isolated 

and resource intensive pilot projects are dominating the big data landscape. Those 

stakeholders active in the sphere are challenged to build trust and to collaborate with each 

other, especially given the competitiveness of securing funding. It is therefore important to 

nurture and build interlinkages between existing stakeholders to encourage strong networks 

for information, innovation, capacity and best-practice exchange. Partnerships could be 

established for skills or capacity building development; to target specific SDGs (including 

monitoring) and/or for citizen engagement.  

 

Challenges need to be acknowledged and incorporated into big data strategies and 

programmes. Big data is not neutral. There are risks involved and they need to be explicitly 

identified. Among them, the data deficit and data dissemination (how to get access to the 

data needed in order to improve policies); data governance; reliability and quality; privacy; 

big data standardized methodology; access to technology and skills. Official statistics follow 

a set of rigorous rules to validate reliability and validity, the likes of which have not been 

determined for big data. Systems of trust between stakeholders needs to be nurtured, and 

data used ethically and responsibly. Systems of data dissemination to the right target 

stakeholders who can use/produce knowledge, including its advocacy component, also need 

to be further examined; as well as systems to ensure big data collection, assessment and 

dissemination will be undertaken based on rigorous rules, much like with official statistics. 

Data privacy emerged as a key consideration, with participants calling for a unified legal and 

ethical approach, bearing in mind that Open Data and big data are two separate entities and 

issues. Capacity of government officials and other stakeholders to analyze big data and use 

the findings is also limited and needs to be strengthened in order to unleash the potential of 

big data in the policy cycle.  

 

1.3. Recommendations 

 

Participants at the meeting suggested a number of proposals to enhance the use of big data 

applications for sustainable development in the Asia and the Pacific region.  The potential 

for ESCAP, as a regional commission with analytical, capacity building, and convening 

strengths, to play a major role in facilitating the transition to policy making supported by big 

data was highlighted. The following recommendations were put forward: 

 

Map big data partners, institutions, capacities and gaps within the broader data ecosystem. 

A comprehensive repository of the state of big data in the region – including active 

stakeholders, thought leaders, pilot programmes, and best-practice institutional 

arrangements – would provide a solid baseline from which to launch targeted and strategic 

works. Building on information received from the national level, a regional mapping of big 

data applications and progress could facilitate information exchange, partnership building, 

and identification of capacity needs and gaps. Importantly, the mapping could also identify 

best-practice from small scale pilot projects and labs that have thus far tested the use of big 

data for sustainable development policy and decision making at local, national and isolated 

scales. By elevating and disseminating best-practice approaches and success stories, the 

mapping would support information dissemination, minimizing the need for further piloting 

of projects, and facilitating the scale-up, replication and sustainability of big data 
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programmes. Sharing of case studies where big data have moved from a concept, or a 

visualization, to action on the ground, will support the scale up and uptake of big data for 

sustainable development policy-making. Based on the findings, the global partnership for big 

data and the data revolution could be emulated at the regional level, including regular 

convening of key stakeholders.  

 

Incorporate big data into an SDG indicator ‘dashboard’. In order to support implementation, 

follow up and review of the 2030 Agenda, and to build on existing resources, developing an 

online ‘dashboard’ for SDG indicators was proposed. The dashboard tool would build on the 

mapping activity proposed above to identify both traditional and innovative data sources 

that are already available to support policy-making and track progress, and in so doing, also 

identify the data gaps related to goal-specific indicators. The gaps in data availability could 

serve as a guide for further investigation by key stakeholders and partners into how big data 

could be used to bridge data needs, and add value to evidence-based policy making.  

 

Create regional guidelines on ethical and effective collection, management, dissemination 

and accountability of big data. The development, in consultation with all relevant 

stakeholders, of common norms and standards for collection and management of big data 

would alleviate concerns related to privacy and individual rights. Additionally, a coordinated 

regional framework would further support bilateral and multi-lateral partnerships using big 

data for regional level decision-making, including for example, as relate to transboundary 

issues such as haze, climate change, water use and management, migration, disaster 

resilience and others. The use of innovative tools, for example an anonymization algorithm 

under development by the Agence Francaise de Developpement AfD, could be incorporated 

into regional guidelines to address privacy and intellectual property rights of big data 

producers. Key to scalability is agreement between the public and private sectors of data 

dissemination mechanisms. Importantly, future works must build on what already exists.  

 

Build capacity to engage in big data. Important capacity gaps exist, both in terms of the 

ability of institutions to process big data effectively, as well as in terms of public perception 

of the use and collection of big data. By leveraging the expertise of big data thought leaders 

in government, universities, the private sector and civil society, capacity gaps at the local, 

national and regional levels could be identified, and programmes developed to address 

them. Identifying capacity needs and gaps can also further support the mobilization of 

funding from interested external donors to support rollout of programmes. It is important 

here to move beyond discreet pilot approaches to think about scalability and sustainability – 

and the regional scale is an appropriate one in this respect. 



5 

 

2.0  Proceedings   
 

Session 1: Expert Panel – Big Data for Sustainable Development: Technologies, 

Progress and Potential 

 

The objective of the session was to set the scene on where the global and regional state of 

big data stands, including technological possibilities, policy opportunities and challenges, 

and potential for practical application as relates to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development. The session was moderated by Ms. Dias Rahwidiati, Chief Technical Advisor at 

the United Nations Global Pulse-Lab Jakarta (GPLJ). The panel was comprised of Dr. Vivi 

Yulaswati, Director, Indonesian Ministry of National Development Planning, Indonesia; Ms. 

Margarita Guerrero, Director, Statistics Division, ESCAP; Dr. Martijn Poel, Senior Consultant, 

Technopolis Group; Mr. Emmanuel Letouzé, Co-founder, Data-Pop Alliance and Mr. Brian 

Corey, Chief Operating Officer, Premise Data Corporation. 

 

Opportunities for the use of big data for policy planning and making were highlighted by the 

panel. For example, in Indonesia, where the Ministry of National Development Planning 

(BAPPENAS) has collaborated with the United Nations Secretary General’s initiative the 

Global Pulse Lab to launch the GPLJ, opportunities for big data use include: creating real-

time situational awareness at local and central government levels, enhancing early warning 

systems, and undertaking rapid evaluation of the impacts of proposed and implemented 

policies.  The impact of the use of big data has been tested through, among others, the use 

of experimental research design – including the use of social media and geo-location – and 

in partnership with national mobile operators. It is important to recognize, however, that if 

big data is to be used in policy making, that the fundamentals of the policy making exercise – 

theory, design of indicators, monitoring and evaluation feedback loops – must form the 

foundation of interventions. 

 

Big data was also identified as providing opportunities for statistical systems to respond to 

the new 2030 Agenda mandates, and to be innovative. The United Nations Global 

Partnership on Sustainable Development Data was highlighted as a key forum where 

questions on how to use new sources of data, including big data, and build partnerships to 

leverage these opportunities, could be discussed. 

 

The session also highlighted significant challenges in scaling up the use of big data for 

sustainable development policy-making – which at present has been mainly used at research 

and pilot project stages. These range from challenges of prototyping analytics software, to 

dissemination across government departments. With regards to dissemination, it was 

highlighted that challenges do not only pertain to informing or educating counterparts on 

the use of big data, but also in building trust about the reliability of the data, and around 

sensitive issues such as privacy. Overcoming the traditional systems of data collection and 

analysis, largely rooted in a ‘silo’ approach to development at the national level, was also 

highlighted as a key challenge, especially when attempting to measure ‘intangibles’. 

Traditional official statistics collection methodologies – for example, the census – are also 

difficult to integrate with new big data sources, a question that the United Nations Global 

Working Group on Big Data for Official Statistics is investigating. 

 

Similarly, issues of capacity were also highlighted by the panel. Here, a systemic approach to 

understanding the systems, capacities and partnerships that are required in order to take 

advantage of the many opportunities that big data can offer to societies and sustainable 

development policy-making was proposed. The role of national statistics offices in 
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facilitating this process, and ensuring that society can benefit from the knowledge created, 

should also be investigated and understood.  

 

One panelist highlighted that privacy issues differ in the context of big data, due to the 

various types of data sources that are amalgamated to develop information on trends. 

Privacy issues could be addressed by incorporating privacy considerations at the design 

phase of big data programmes. Important for ensuring privacy rights are that data collection 

is voluntary, and that data sources are combined in such a way as to anonymize the creators 

of the data. 

 

Engagement with the private sector, too, is an important aspect of scaling up big data 

programmes. An open dialogue between governments, stakeholders and the private sector 

on the entry points for engagement could facilitate advances in partnership building. The 

public sector has large and acknowledged unmet need for additional knowledge and 

information that can be supplied by big data, and the private sector can work in partnership 

with public sectors to effectuate win-win outcomes. In order to do so, public protocols for 

operating and engagement need to adapt to incorporate technological advances, as 

opposed to functioning along ‘business as usual’ lines. Importantly, big data should 

strengthen the public sector – considered the first place people could turn to when looking 

for information.  

 

 
Session 2: Innovations on the Ground: How Big Data is already being used for 
sustainable development 

 

The Objective of this session was to provide an overview of the existing technologies and 

types of projects that big data technologies are already supporting, including in the Asia and 

the Pacific region, and to discuss how these techniques and tools can support delivery of the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The session was moderated by Mr. Stefan Heeke, 

Adjunct Professor at Columbia University. It featured presentations from Dr. ChinChol Kim, 

Executive Principal, National Information Agency, The Republic of Korea; Mr. Rohan 

Samarjiva, Chair, LIRNEasia; Dr. Linus Bengtsson, Director, Flowminder; Mr. Thomas Baar, 

Researcher, Peace Informatics Lab, Leiden University; Mr. Lei Song, CEO, Chinasti Big Data, 

and Dr. Thomas Roca, Statistician, Agence Francaise de Development, France. 

 

The meeting heard of projects in Sri Lanka, spearheaded by LIRNEasia, where issues of 

poverty and marginalization were identified based on mobile communication – phone, 

internet and facebook – usage, combined with traditional household survey data, as well as 

remote sensing data. By using access to technology as a means to measure marginalization, 

the programme was able to map poverty along a multi-dimensional index.  

 

The meeting also heard of the pioneering work of Flowminder in the use of mobile operator 

data for development purposes – including monitoring Malaria in Tanzania, and of the 

cholera outbreak in Haiti. Here too, the work leverages existing household census data and 

remote sensing data to develop rich estimates of population vulnerability.  In this way, 

Flowminder aims to provide fundamental essential information to policy and decision 

makers: where are the vulnerable populations located, and what are their characteristics. 

Census data forms the foundation of identifying where vulnerable populations reside, while 

additional knowledge provided by big data offers potential to develop high-resolution maps 

of poverty and population characteristics to support delivery of tailored and targeted 

development services. Importantly, by using mobile data, dynamic census maps can be 

developed for real time targeted assistance, for example in the case of a disaster.  
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The Republic of Korea is considered a leader in public big data applications especially as 

relates to transportation planning at the city level, monitoring of infectious disease, 

manufacturing process analysis, and business engagement. The presentation from the 

National Information Agency highlighted how the role of data has expanded in terms of 

market created demand; an expanding supply base from industries, and increasing 

infrastructure availability. For these core reasons, the use of big data has been expanding 

both within public and private sectors in the Republic of Korea. 

  

In China, the Government has launched an “Internet+” policy to use big data to help develop 

the economy. Internet+ is designed to improve the efficiency of the market, and to help in 

building a planned economy.  The Chinasti Steel Online Monitoring platform was presented 

as a case study, and combining big data with trade and finance information was highlighted 

as a successful big data business model. 

 

Other project examples were shared by the Peace Informatics Lab, where text mining has 

been used to investigate data-informed policy and decision making strategic dialogues. 

Finally, the AfD shared how they have partnered through donor-funded big data grants and 

loans to investigate how public-private-people-partnerships (PPPPs) can be developed to use 

big data for map visualizations, analysis of poverty, and satellite data for agriculture. AfD are 

also pioneering a big data anonimyzation logarithm in an effort to address privacy concerns 

from private sector partners, and facilitate the sharing of data across stakeholders. The 

algorithm was viewed as a means to facilitate partnerships with data providers, and hinted at 

a model with similarities to open source and other open data frameworks, where data was 

viewed as a common good. 

 

Session 3: Expert inputs to ESCAP Draft Report on Big Data and the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development   

 

The Objective of this session was to garner, based on group discussions, expert comments, 

inputs, and recommendations for the draft ESCAP report on big data and the 2030 Agenda 

(circulated prior to the meeting). This session was facilitated by Dr. Abbas Maaroof, Big Data 

Consultant, ESCAP and Ms. Hala Razian, EDPS, Environment and Development Division, 

ESCAP. 

 

There was broad agreement on the recommendations of the report and key findings, and 

several proposals for areas of further investigation. The comments received have been 

incorporated into an Annex of the draft Stocktaking Report, which can be accessed at: 

http://www.unescap.org/events/call-participants-big-data-and-2030-agenda-sustainable-

development-achieving-development  

 

 

Morning Session: ‘Food for Thought’ presentation: Mr. Kalev Hannes Leetaru, 

GDELT (via Skype). 

 

Mr. Kalev Leetaru shared information about an open data platform - the GDELT platform - 

which monitors 98.4 per cent of global public media outlets across 65 languages to examine 

narratives and discourse surrounding particular events. GDELT is the largest real time open 

data platform for understanding global society. It assimilates all available open information, 

and applies complex computer algorithms to try to catalogue what has been happening 

around the world. The GDELT provides key information to help understand who media and 
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policy makers are hearing from, and how the world is reacting to events such as natural 

disasters and wars. The GDELT moves beyond a focus on data on physical events, to 

investigate narratives and emotions. The presentation served to showcase yet another best 

practice project using big data to inform policy and decision-making. 

 

Session 4: The United Nations and Big Data for the 2030 Agenda 
 

The objective of this session was to share a selection of ESCAP and United Nations entities’  

ongoing work on big data and the 2030 Agenda, and to recap objectives for the use of big 

data for policy setting, implementation, follow up and review of the 2030 Agenda. This 

session was moderated by Dr. Jonathan Wong, Regional Advisor on Science, Technology and 

Innovation at the Trade and Investment Division, ESCAP. It featured presentations from Mr. 

Keran Wang, Chief of the Space Applications Section, Information and Communications 

Technology and Disaster Risk Reduction Division, ESCAP; Mr. Sergey Tulinov, Economic Affairs 

Officer, Energy Security and Water Resources Section, ESCAP; Mr. Marko Javorsek, Associate 

Statistician, Statistics Division, ESCAP; Dr. Bruce Campbell, Global Coordinator of Data for 

Development Platform, UNFPA; Ms. Jasmine Kallayaphorn Jaruphand, Planning and 

Coordination Lead, UN Millennium Campaign; and Dr. Jonggun Lee, Data Scientist, UN Global 

Pulse Lab-Jakarta. 
 

ESCAP presented its work as the only regional commission using space applications for 

disaster risk reduction, including flagship programs such as the Regional Drought Mechanism, 

Geo-Disaster Risk Management portals to support evidence-based decision-making, 

mobilizing space-based information, and strengthening institutional capacity. A presentation 

was also made on the ESCAP Asia Pacific Energy Portal -  an online data repository of energy 

related data and policies that supports knowledge exchange, data and policy tracking, and 

research and analysis for regional and global initiatives. The final presentation from ESCAP 

highlighted ongoing works of the Secretariat to engage with global big data processes, as well 

as ongoing works to strengthen official statistics and national statistics offices in the region.   

 

Other United Nations entities also presented their works on big data. UNFPA shared 

initiatives to move beyond traditional data sources, including strengthening the use of big 

data for predictive evaluation, accountability and management, as well as addressing issues 

of inclusions in data sets. The United Nations Millennium Campaign presented the outcomes 

of the “My world 2015-data.myworld2015.org” portal that has collected information from 

over 9 million people across 194 countries. Works are ongoing to investigate how the 

platform could complement traditional data sources to monitor SDG progress at national and 

regional scales. The UN GPLJ showcased works in partnership with other stakeholders to test, 

in a safe to fail environment, how big data can support sustainable development works. This 

included projects that have used social media, radio mining, mobile data and real time bus 

location and traffic data.  

 
Session 5: Building Alliances ‐ Partnerships for Big Data 
 
The objective of the session was to explore the opportunities for increased collaboration and 

knowledge sharing among stakeholders in the big data ecosystem. Two presentations and a 

subsequent open discussion aimed to identify strategies, opportunities and challenges for 

leveraging partnerships for big data based on participant experiences. 
 
The session was moderated by Ms. Katinka Weinberger, Section Chief, Environment and 

Development Policy Section, ESCAP. It featured presentations from Ms. Waltraut Ritter, 
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Research Director, Knowledge Dialogues; and Mr. Emmanuel Letouzé, Co-founder, Data-Pop 

Alliance. 
  

Ms. Ritter delivered a brief presentation on the Open Government Partnership (OGP) – a 

peer-to-peer organization that helps to build government capacity for data management, and 

brings governments and civil society organizations together on equal footing to improve 

transparency, accountability and public participation in policy making - and its relation to the 

2030 Agenda, especially as relates to SDG 16. The Open Government Partnership investigates 

what it could mean to be an open, inclusive, accountable and effective institution as per SDG 

16, which is proposed as an appropriate vehicle for discussions on big data and its 

relationship to sustainable development. Ms. Ritter also provided some historical context on 

the engagement of governments in Open and big data – highlighting the 2008 OECD summit 

that acknowledged that data is the commodity of the knowledge community, and that open 

data is valuable, especially as reproduction costs as close to nil. She also highlighted the 

ongoing ongoing work of the United Nations Information Society since 2003. Focus areas of 

the OGP were shared, including:  budget transparency, public procurement, records 

management, natural resources management, asset disclosure and whistleblower 

protections. However, in order to reach a state of open and accountable data, much work on 

policy and institutional frameworks is as yet needed, especially in the Asia and the Pacific 

region.   

 

Mr. Letouzé discussed key questions on the value of big data in the overall data ecosystem, 

and the challenges to the growth and development of that ecosystem. He highlighted that 

big data is an anti-discipline, at the intersection of a range of skills spanning data science, the 

social sciences, policy, ethics, advocacy and others. As such, partnerships have emerged as 

essential to take advantage of the opportunities which big data presents. Stemming from the 

need for partnership is the understanding that big data must be approached as a complex 

ecosystem. Key components of the ecosystem to consider are the broader ecosystem in 

which it is situated (for example, the regional, commercial or national state systems), and the 

feedback loops within the big data ecosystem itself, which alter the ecosystem as it develops. 

The big data ecosystem also exists alongside other ecosystems, for example that of the 

official statistics community. How these two ecosystems will interact is also an important 

consideration. Mr. Letouzé concluded that the regional level provides an appropriate scale at 

which to investigate the evolutions and interactions of the data ecosystems, and to support 

their establishment. Importantly, governments must act as stewards of data, and set 

legislative and normative frameworks to guide the role of other stakeholders, who equally 

have an important role to play.  

 

Session 6: Opportunities for leveraging big data to deliver on the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development in Asia and the Pacific  
 

Breaking into three separate groups, participants engaged in a facilitated discussion on (1) 

Regional Standards, Rules, and Norms for Big Data Applications facilitated by Ms. Dias 

Rahwidiati, UN Global Pulse Lab Jakarta;  (2) Next steps for big data and the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development Asia and the Pacific Roadmap, Regional Follow-Up and Review, 

facilitated by Dr. Abbas Maaroof, independent big data consultant for UN ESCAP, Ms. Hala 

Razian, Associate Economic Affairs Officer for UN ESCAP,  and Mr. Marko Javorsek, Associate 

Statistician at UNESCAP; and (3) Partnerships: Operationalizing big data for Sustainable 

Development, moderated by Mr. Stefan Heeke, Columbia University. Across these three 

areas, break-out groups were tasked with identifying the opportunities in the Asia and the 

Pacific to leverage big data for sustainable development; the challenges in Asia and the 
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Pacific to leverage big data for sustainable development; what role ESCAP might play to 

support the scaling up of the use of big data; and finally, to identify at least three proposals 

for the ‘next-steps’ to take the outcomes of the meeting forward. Discussion outcomes are 

summarized below. 

 

Break-out Group 1: Regional Standards, Rules, and Norms for Big Data Applications 

 

The nominated rapporteur returned with a number of recommendations, foremost on the 

importance of incorporating multi-stakeholder perspectives into the standards, rules and 

norm making processes for big data applications. Developing norms and standards for 

governments to take the lead was considered more feasible than attempting to develop 

norms across private sector companies who use and produce data for various purposes. 

Multi-stakeholder engagement to develop guidelines on data collection and sharing, and the 

use of big data for development could be supported by ESCAP providing a clear definition of 

big data, as well as ensuring that issues of human rights and privacy remain at the centre of 

the discussions at the regional and national contexts. Additionally, ESCAP could play a leading 

role in building regional capacity to engage in big data, as well as in elevating and sharing 

best practices, regulations and existing initiatives. Defining big data, and its difference to 

open data and public data, was also highlighted as a key step to developing effective 

standards and norms. 

 

Break-out Groups 2: Next steps for the big data and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development Asia and the Pacific Roadmap, Regional Follow-Up and Review 

 

The breakout group discussions highlighted that it would be useful to develop data collection 

mechanisms that could be used across contexts and countries to facilitate faster and more 

efficient data collection. It was proposed that works on big data should be framed around 

specific SDGs, be anchored around the three dimensions of sustainable development, and 

take into consideration the role of big data in evaluation frameworks and indicators. New 

approaches to data collection could be beneficial and should be explored, especially for 

countries where data collection and availability may as yet be low. Collecting successful case 

studies and developing a knowledge hub could provide inspiration for replication and 

scalability of big data programmes. The group proposed that ESCAP’s focus should build on 

the substantial work undertaken for MDG monitoring, and target the use of big data to that 

end, as opposed to a broad untargeted focus.   In addition, the region could consider 

replicating global working groups to bring global outcomes closer to the regional level, and 

conversely, feed into global processes with regionally relevant proposals. 

 

Break-out Group 3: Partnerships: Operationalizing Big Data for Sustainable Development 

 

Many types of partnerships exist to support the scale up and rollout of big data programmes 

– the breakout group agreed that what is important is to define the purpose of the 

partnerships. Partnerships could be established for skills or capacity building; for specific 

SDGs (including monitoring), and/or for citizen engagement. A key step in this regard is to 

identify entry points to fill data gaps and to develop the mandates on roles and 

responsibilities for filling them, aligned to global ongoing discussions. In addition to a 

brokering and facilitation role, ESCAP could engage in data analytics and work together with 

universities, foundations, and other stakeholders to advance the big data technologies and 

knowledge fields. Crowd sourcing data might be considered to address limited resources and 

at the same time.  
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Wrap Up and Closing Remarks  
 

The last session of the meeting provided the space for final comments from participants to 

raise any issues or suggestions that had as yet not been covered. This included proposals to , 

while realizing the important opportunities offered by big data, quickly move beyond a 

limited and central focus on it, and rather shift the focus to the broader data ecosystem, of 

which big data is a part. Important in this respect is an understanding of the current state of 

play, the desired end state, and modalities for reaching it. Though this process does not 

necessarily have to be led by United Nations entities, it does have to be consistent to 

facilitate scale up. Participants emphasized their willingness to work together and build 

partnerships, share knowledge, and support the growth of the data ecosystem in the region. 

Important considerations for using big data for sustainable development were again 

highlighted, including: cost effectiveness, reliability, sustainability of data reliability and 

setting a long term framework for the use of certain data sets.  
 

Ms. Katinka Weinberger, Chief, Environment and Development Policy Section, Environment 

and Development Division, ESCAP delivered closing remarks. She stressed that though there 

are many pilots, tests, and success stories on how to use big data for sustainable 

development, these are as yet at a small scale. These pilots have proved that big data offers 

many opportunities to support sustainable development works, taking practitioners beyond 

traditional statistics, complementing traditional evidence-based policy and decision making, 

and offering a means to view sustainable development factors in an holistic, integrated, and 

connected way – including across the 17 SDGs. Msr. Weinberger re-emphasized the 

important ongoing work by governments and stakeholders to set norms and regulations to 

facilitate the transparent and accountable use of data, including big data as a separate entity 

from open data. In order to build on the progress made to date in using big data for 

sustainable development, the importance of multi-stakeholder partnerships and working 

within the context of the data ecosystem was also highlighted. 

 

All presentations and outcome documents from the meeting are available at: 

http://www.unescap.org/events/call-participants-big-data-and-2030-agenda-sustainable-

development-achieving-development  

 

 

 

 

 


