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Session Note

Background

Science, technology and innovation (STI) play a central role in addressing global challenges and accelerating progress
toward the SDGs. However, the global context in which STI systems operate is undergoing rapid and complex
transformation. Technological breakthroughs, geopolitical tensions, climate risks, economic disruptions, and the growing
influence of digital technologies such as Al are reshaping the landscape for scientific research, innovation governance,
and international cooperation.

The world is at a pivotal moment for sustainable development. With several planetary processes already under
increasing pressure, aligning science and innovation with pathways that support a “safe and just corridor” for humanity
(meeting essential human needs such as water, food, energy, health, and infrastructure while remaining within
environmental limits) has become increasingly urgent. Accelerating SDG progress will require systemic transformations
across key sectors, including energy, water, food systems, and the built environment, supported by robust science-policy
interfaces and effective governance. In particular the Global Sustainable Development Report 2023 highlights six
transformative shifts that were identified as especially important for achieving the SDGs: human well-being and
capabilities; sustainable and just economies; sustainable food systems and healthy nutrition; energy decarbonization and
universal access; urban and peri-urban development; and global environmental commons.

Recent developments highlight both the opportunities and the vulnerabilities of global STI systems. Advances in frontier
technologies (including Al, biotech, advanced materials, Earth observation systems, and digital infrastructures) hold
significant potential to accelerate sustainable development. At the same time, these technologies raise new challenges
related to governance, equity, trust, and risk management. Uneven access to technologies and digital capabilities risk
deepening existing global inequalities, while emerging governance gaps may undermine efforts to align innovation with
sustainable development objectives.

The institutional environment for science itself is also evolving. In some contexts, researchers face increasing constraints
related to shrinking research funding, political pressures on scientific independence, and declining trust in science. At the
same time, the global research landscape is changing rapidly. Scientific output from low- and middle-income countries
(LMIC) has been growing significantly, with research publications from LMIC-affiliated authors increasing by around 11
per cent per year, much faster than in high-income countries. However, major disparities remain in research funding,
infrastructure, mobility of researchers, access to science, and participation in global knowledge networks, particularly for
least developed countries. Strengthening inclusive global research collaboration and ensuring equitable access to science
and technology will be critical for advancing sustainable development.

Addressing these challenges requires stronger foresight capacities, improved governance frameworks, and more
effective international cooperation. Governments and institutions are increasingly exploring the use of STl roadmaps,
technology foresight, scenario analysis, and adaptive risk governance approaches to anticipate emerging risks and
opportunities. Such tools can help decision-makers navigate uncertainty, guide responsible innovation, and ensure that
emerging technologies are developed and deployed in ways that support equity, environmental integrity, and public
trust.



The multilateral system has an important role to play in shaping global STl governance. Initiatives such as the UN
Technology Facilitation Mechanism (TFM), its Inter-Agency Task Team on STl for the SDGs (IATT) and the 10-Member-
Group contribute to strengthening global dialogue, knowledge-sharing, and collaboration on science and technology for
sustainable development. The UN Commission on Science and Technology for Development and regional and STI forums
and thematic initiatives also provide valuable insights into emerging challenges, regional priorities, and opportunities for
innovation. The Pact for the Future (with its chapter 3 on science, technology and innovation and the Global Digital
Compact), the Global Dialogue on Al Governance, the Al4Good Summit, and the STl elements in the Sevilla Commitment
(FfD4 outcome document) provide an expanding space for dialogue.

Against this backdrop, this session will explore how STI systems can better anticipate and respond to systemic risks and
opportunities in an era of rapid change. It will examine the governance of emerging technologies, including Al, the role of
science diplomacy in a fragmented geopolitical landscape, and the importance of strengthening trust, institutional
capacity, and global cooperation in STI systems.

Bringing together perspectives from regional and global STl initiatives, UN entities, the scientific community, and policy
experts, the session aims to contribute to shaping a forward-looking agenda for science, technology, and innovation that
supports resilience, equity, and sustainable development to 2030 and beyond.

Objectives:

This forward-looking session will consider how STI can help decisionmakers anticipate and respond to systemic risks to
sustainable development in an era of rapid change, while also navigating key trade-offs, closing critical knowledge gaps,
and leveraging emerging opportunities. Discussions will address strengthening foresight, governance, trust, planning
through STl roadmaps, and international cooperation to steer innovation, including artificial intelligence (Al), toward
resilience, equity, and sustainability to 2030 and beyond. Finally, the session will bring together insights from other STI-
related forums and activities, including IATT, 10-Member-Group, and scientific stakeholders. The overall objectives of the
session fall under two interrelated, broad themes:

e Strengthening international STl cooperation for the SDGs

o Highlight the role of international cooperation and science diplomacy in supporting sustainable
development and achieving the SDGs.

o Strengthen dialogue on science autonomy, trust in science, and enabling environments for research
aligned with sustainable development and the SDGs.

o Examine key trade-offs and knowledge gaps in aligning STI systems with SDG priorities, including
tensions between innovation speed and inclusiveness, technological advancement and environmental
limits, and national priorities and global public goods.

o Bring together insights from TFM intersessional work, including IATT, 10-Member-Group, regional and
thematic STI forums, global initiatives, and the scientific community, on SDG implementation.

¢ Discussing action on emerging STl issues in the age of generative Al

o Explore how Al and related STI systems can anticipate, adapt and respond to systemic risks and rapid
global change, while unlocking new opportunities for accelerating SDG progress through innovation,
productivity gains, and enhanced decision-making.

o Discuss governance and cooperation approaches for Al and related emerging science and tech issues to
inform the upcoming global dialogues on Al governance.

e Cross-cutting objective

o Identify emerging opportunities in the evolving STl landscape, including frontier technologies, new forms
of collaboration, and growing scientific capacity in LMICs, and how these can be leveraged to accelerate
equitable and sustainable development outcomes.

Format

The session will be guided by a moderator and comprise a kick-off presenter for one panel which engages with
respondents on two themes that build on each other - starting from a broader view of international STI cooperation for
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the SDGs in times of STI systems under pressure, and leading into a deeper look at the evolution of Al and its meanings
for sustainable development.

Guiding questions:

e STl systems under pressure - strengthening international STl cooperation for the SDGs

o How can international science cooperation, diplomacy, and equitable global research partnerships better
support collaborative and integrated SDG solutions and systemic action, while addressing key trade-offs
between national priorities and global public goods?

o How can the autonomy, safety, and credibility of science be protected in an increasingly complex political
and economic environment while strengthening trust in science and evidence-based policymaking?

o How can funding systems, research institutions, and STI4SDG roadmaps evolve to better support long-
term scientific research, innovation, and the global public goods needed to achieve the SDGs, including
addressing persistent knowledge gaps and inequalities in access to science and technology?

o What are the most important policy-relevant insights from TFM intersessional work in the past year?
What should be prioritized at the global level between now and 20307?

o What key trade-offs and tensions (e.g., speed vs. safety, innovation vs. inclusion, short-term gains vs.
long-term sustainability) must be managed to align STI systems with sustainable development?

e From insights to action on emerging STl issues in the age of generative Al

o What is the role of generative Al in driving STI systems under pressure and in devising STI solutions for
the SDGs, including its potential to unlock new opportunities for innovation, productivity, and inclusive
development? Which actions are needed to make Al work for the world’s SDG aspirations?

o What should we expect from the evolution of Al and its impacts in the next few years, including both
opportunities and risks?

o What governance and policy approaches are showing results in aligning Al and related emerging STI
issues to sustainable development, while strengthening foresight and anticipation of systemic risks?

o Which insights should be offered to inform the upcoming global dialogues on Al governance? What
should be prioritized at the global level between now and 20307



