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Concept Note 

Leveraging Big Data and Artificial Intelligence to Strengthen National STI Roadmaps for the SDGs 

- Special Session at the 6th International Forum on Big Data for Sustainable Development Goals (FBAS 2026 

(FBAS 2026) 

Date: 8 September 2026 

Location: Beijing, China 

Organizers: 

 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) 

 International Research Center of Big Data for Sustainable Development Goals (CBAS) 

 CAST-UN Consultative Committee on Disaster Risk Reduction 

 International Society for Digital Earth 

 

Background and Rationale: 

As countries enter the final phase of implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, there is an 

increasing need to leverage science, technology and innovation (STI), together with big data and artificial intelligence 

(AI), to support evidence-informed policymaking, strengthen productivity and resilience, and accelerate 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda.  

National STI Roadmaps provide an actionable framework for aligning scientific capabilities, technological innovation, 

data systems, institutions and investment with national development priorities. Across the roadmap cycle, data and 

analysis can help countries diagnose challenges, assess STI capabilities, define targets, compare alternative 

pathways, formulate programmes and investment priorities, and monitor and update implementation. Yet many 

developing countries continue to face gaps in data availability, analytical capacity, digital infrastructure, institutional 

coordination, national capacities, and sustainable financing. 

For Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and coastal developing countries, the stakes are particularly high. The 

science-policy interface is where evidence either becomes action or becomes a report on a shelf. This distinction is 

not academic, it can shape whether a coastal community receives early warning of a storm surge in time to prepare, 

whether a freshwater stress signal reaches the agency that can act on it, and whether a national strategy, a blue 

economy and improved livelihood, is grounded in real-time conditions or written from outdated assumptions. 

The blue economy offers a focused and policy-relevant application lens. For Small Island Developing States and 

coastal developing countries, sustainable fisheries and aquaculture, ports and maritime logistics, coastal tourism, 

marine renewable energy and ecosystem services can generate employment, livelihoods, public revenue and 

economic diversification. These opportunities are nevertheless constrained by climate and coastal risks, ecosystem 

degradation, illegal or inefficient resource use, and fragmented governance. Better evidence is therefore essential 
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to enable countries to identify where and how strategic investments can support sustainable blue economy 

development. These priorities align closely with the Antigua and Barbuda Agenda for SIDS (ABAS), which recognizes 

science, technology, innovation and digital transformation as key enablers for strengthening national capacities, 

advancing sustainable blue economy development and building resilient economies. ABAS does not treat data, 

science, and digitalization as side issues, it treats them as implementation infrastructure for climate action, 

biodiversity protection, ocean stewardship, disaster risk reduction, and resilient prosperity itself. 

Countries can leverage big data, AI and geospatial intelligence to strengthen each stage of the national STI Roadmap 

cycle. Satellite imagery, Earth observation, ocean and climate observations, vessel-tracking and electronic fisheries 

records, coastal maps, administrative data and socio-economic indicators can be integrated to reveal resources, 

risks, assets and patterns of economic activity. AI and advanced analytics can support governments by improving 

forecasting, anomaly detection, classification, optimization and scenario analysis. Applied to three connected areas 

- sustainable marine resources and fisheries; ports, logistics and coastal assets; and spatial planning, climate 

resilience and nature-based solutions - these tools can reduce operating and transaction costs, protect productive 

assets, improve public and private investment decisions, and support new blue-economy value chains and skilled 

employment. 

The goal is not external dashboards that analyze island realities from a distance. It is national and regional systems 

that strengthen the capacity of statistical offices, ministries, universities, and communities to ask their own 

questions and act on their own evidence. The question, then, is not whether the technology works in a laboratory, 

it is whether it works in a policy conversation. This depends on three design choices that are fundamentally 

governance choices rather than merely technical ones: 

Usability: A scientist may need a full model report. A minister often needs a short brief that names the risk, the 

timeline, the options, and the trade-offs. AI can ingest data in any format, synthesize it, and compare and 

contextualize inputs across sources. It can translate complex outputs into decision-relevant insights, but only if 

that translation is co-developed with policymakers from the start. A system built only for technical users will not 

reach the decision table. 

Scale: A coastal community, a national ministry, and a regional negotiating block may all need the same evidence, 

but at very different levels of detail. Digital indicator systems should make this possible, so the same underlying 

data can travel from a town adaptation plan to a national strategy, to a regional or global negotiation. When 

evidence cannot travel across these levels, decisions in one space lose connection to reality in another. 
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Trust: Policymakers need to know what the data can tell them, what it cannot tell them, and where uncertainty 

remains. AI systems that overstate certainty erode trust rather than build it.1 And in SIDS, where one decision can 

affect a large share of the population, trust is not a soft factor. It is a precondition for action. 

When digital technologies are usable, multi-scale, and trustworthy, the science-policy interface can shift from a 

periodic handoff to a continuous conversation. The next step is to connect digital indicators to clear policy triggers: 

when a coastal-risk threshold is crossed, when groundwater stress reaches a defined level, when an STI skills gap 

becomes visible enough to redirect training investment, the indicator should not only inform a report, but it should 

also activate a decision. 

The central challenge is therefore not simply to deploy more digital technologies, but to enable countries to 

integrate existing data, institutions and technical capabilities into operational national STI Roadmap systems. The 

national or local Roadmap systems need to be implemented under a national STI integrated governance system that 

builds synergy among all actors and stakeholders in the ecosystem. Furthermore, the system needs to be 

measurable with Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to determine the impact of such system on the country’s 

sustainable development. This is an area of significant opportunity for AI. By enabling the ingestion of mass 

unstructured data, AI can build, fix and shorten data pipelines, strengthening the integration of data, institutions 

and technical capabilities. Thus, STI Roadmaps can translate digital evidence into policy priorities, institutional 

responsibilities, investable projects, financing arrangements and measurable development outcomes. 

Under the FBAS 2026 theme, “Inheriting the Future: Innovations in Digital Intelligence for Global Sustainable 

Development,” the session will examine this technology-to-economy pathway through the priority lens of blue 

economy and digital transformation for accelerating progress across multiple SDGs, while also drawing lessons 

relevant to other national development sectors that rely on evidence-informed STI roadmaps to achieve the 2030 

Agenda. The session could also explore how digital intelligence and AI can strengthen implementation of the ABAS 

Monitoring and Evaluation Framework through improved data collection, indicator production, analysis and 

reporting. AI can ingest data in any format, without prior preparation, and reconcile it with the monitoring 

framework. Even where no data processing systems exist, evidence can be rapidly incorporated. More advanced AI 

systems can also proactively discover, store and present data in a usable format. 

 

Objectives: 

1. Explore how countries can leverage big data, AI and geospatial intelligence to support diagnosis, priority-

setting, pathway assessment, implementation, monitoring and updating across the national STI Roadmap 

cycle. 

 
1 Two technical developments are improving AI reliability. First, we can now build tooling that transparently uses and 

cites sources, and can report "not enough information" where data are insufficient, addressing a primary source of 

hallucination. Second, we can improve reliability by constraining the AI response to sample from a narrower 

distribution, reducing variability across users and ensuring greater consistency in responses to the same question. 
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2. Clarify the pathways through which digital intelligence can improve national economies, including productivity 

gains, lower operating and disaster-related losses, better investment allocation, job creation and economic 

diversification, and strengthen strategic resilience in the face of fast-changing socio-economic realities as AI 

penetration accelerates across sectors, in ways that remain difficult to predict. 

 

 

Themes/Sub-themes: 

The overall theme of the session remains “Leveraging Big Data and Artificial Intelligence to Strengthen National STI 

Roadmaps for the SDGs.” Blue economy transformation will serve as a priority application lens for connecting digital 

innovation with national policy, investment and economic outcomes. 

The sub-themes include: 

 AI and Big Data across the STI Roadmap Cycle: Using predictive analytics, anomaly detection, optimization 

and scenario analysis to strengthen diagnosis, priority-setting, policy design, implementation and monitoring. 

A mapping of AI applications in STI, its efficacy and its relationship to workflows would be a valuable 

contribution to the session.  

 Integrated Geospatial and Marine-Climate Data Systems: Combining Earth observation, ocean and climate 

data, administrative records and socio-economic indicators to map resources, risks, infrastructure, ecosystems 

and economic activity. 

 

 

Key Activities: 

Expert Presentations 

Experts from research institutions, universities, governments, international organizations and think tanks will 

present methods and operational experience in AI, Big Earth Data and geospatial intelligence for STI Roadmaps. 

Contributions may cover integrated marine-climate data systems, AI-assisted forecasting and anomaly detection, 

digital fisheries, port and logistics optimization, coastal-risk modelling, technology assessment and economic 

valuation. Presentations will emphasize practical pathways for translating complex analytical outputs into decision-

relevant insights co-developed with policymakers. 

Case Study Sharing 

Selected country and sectoral cases will show how digital evidence has been incorporated into national planning, 

investment and implementation. Particular attention will be given to Small Island Developing States and coastal 

developing countries, including experience in ocean observation, fisheries monitoring, decision-support platforms, 

early warning, resilient coastal infrastructure, nature-based solutions and the preparation of investable blue-

economy projects. Cases will illustrate how the same underlying data can travel from town adaptation plans to 

national strategies to regional negotiations, maintaining relevance at each scale. 

Policy and Investment Dialogue 

A moderated dialogue will connect technical possibilities with policy choices and economic results. Policymakers, 

scientists, economists, technical experts and development partners will discuss how STI Roadmaps can convert data 

into national priorities, institutional arrangements, financing strategies, scalable programmes and indicators for 

measuring productivity, employment, diversification, resilience and avoided losses. The dialogue will address the 

three critical tests for digital technologies at the science-policy interface: usability (built for the decision table), scale 

(evidence that travels), and trust (honest about uncertainty). Discussion will also explore how AI-derived tools and 
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insights can help ABAS and the 2030 Agenda move from commitment to implementation, and from implementation 

to measurable outcomes. 

 

Expected Outcomes 

1. Enhanced understanding of how big data, AI and geospatial intelligence can strengthen each stage of the 

national STI Roadmap cycle, with particular emphasis on SIDS and coastal developing countries. 

2. Recognition of the governance, institutional, capacity and financing requirements for responsible and 

scalable deployment of digital intelligence in national STI Roadmap systems. 

3. Concrete partnership opportunities and actionable recommendations for strengthening science-policy 

interfaces, ensuring that digital innovations are designed with decision-makers, accessible across scales, 

and grounded in the lived realities of island and coastal communities; and identifying opportunities for 

collaboration with the SIDS Centre of Excellence to strengthen national capacities in digital innovation, STI, 

data and decision-support for implementation of the Antigua and Barbuda Agenda for SIDS (ABAS). 

4. A shared commitment to ensuring that digital innovation for SIDS is designed with SIDS, governed by SIDS, 

and accountable to SIDS, moving from data to decisions, and from monitoring to meaningful action. 

 


