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OVERVIEW

6U�4H`���������[OL�<UP[LK�5H[PVUZ�,U]PYVUTLU[�7YVNYHTTL��<5,7��5VY[O�(TLYPJH�6MÄJL��PU�

partnership with the Canada Hub of Future Earth, and Sustainability in the Digital Age, held a virtual, 

high-level convening on “Building Strategic Foundations for Digitally-Driven Transformations.” 

;OPZ�^HZ�[OL�ÄYZ[�VM�H�ZLYPLZ�VM�YLNPVUHS�JVUZ\S[H[PVUZ�MHJPSP[H[LK�I`�<5,7�[V�NLULYH[L�PUW\[�PU[V�

the development of the new Digital Transformations enabling subprogramme. 

The convening, facilitated by Aaron Williamson, took place over a two-hour session and engaged 

18 participants from North America representing the private sector, science and research 

communities, and civil society. During the convening, participants explored where we could 

begin to leverage ongoing work to accelerate action on the planetary crises we are facing. This 

high-level convening was conducted under the Chatham House Rule1.

After welcome remarks from the Director of UN Environment Programme’s North America Regional 

6MÄJL�HUK� [OL�,_LJ\[P]L�+PYLJ[VY�VM�:\Z[HPUHIPSP[`� PU� [OL�+PNP[HS�(NL��WHY[PJPWHU[Z�LUNHNLK� PU�

targeted discussions around questions provided by the facilitator in different groupings in break-

V\[� ZLZZPVUZ��;OL� JVU]LUPUN� JVUJS\KLK� ^P[O� YLÅLJ[PVUZ� PU� [OL� M\SS� NYV\W� VU� WYPVYP[`� HJ[PVUZ�

needed by different stakeholder groups, including the potential role of UNEP in this space. All 

participants indicated a willingness to collaborate and share data and insights to address the 

world’s most pressing problems.

This synthesis report describes the main themes of the discussions held at the convening as well 

HZ�WHY[PJPWHU[Z»�YLÅLJ[PVUZ�VU�[OL�WV[LU[PHS�YVSL�VM�<5,7�PU�SL]LYHNPUN�KPNP[HS�[YHUZMVYTH[PVUZ�[V�

enhance environmental sustainability. 

1 “When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the 

PUMVYTH[PVU�YLJLP]LK��I\[�ULP[OLY�[OL�PKLU[P[`�UVY�[OL�HMÄSPH[PVU�VM�[OL�ZWLHRLY�Z���UVY�[OH[�VM�HU`�V[OLY�WHY[PJPWHU[��

TH`�IL�YL]LHSLK�¹��MYVT!�O[[WZ!��^^ �̂JOH[OHTOV\ZL�VYN�HIV\[�\Z�JOH[OHT�OV\ZL�Y\SL�
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CONVENING THEMES

Five cross-cutting themes were distilled from notes taken during the course of the convening. 

These themes are discussed below, noting that there is overlap between the themes given that they 

were raised as interrelated points in a collective conversation and not as independent concepts. 

1. Bridging local, regional, and global gaps through data

A main point of discussion centred around the need to bridge spatial scales and data transformation 

gaps, focusing in particular on enhancing data accessibility, capacity building, and learning from 

existing data initiatives already operating across scales as promising ways forward. There was a 

willingness by participants to support UNEPs efforts in this direction. Participants discussed the 

importance of recognizing the differences between how global and local environmental data can 

be utilized in practice, noting that averaged global data are not always appropriate for addressing 

WSHUL[HY`�JYPZLZ�HUK�OPNOSPNO[PUN�H�SHJR�VM�Z\MÄJPLU[S`�NYHU\SHY�KH[H�PU�ZVTL�WHY[Z�VM�[OL�^VYSK��;V�

address this data gap, participants emphasized the need to strengthen technological solutions in 

partnership with technology companies with the goal of connecting global and local efforts. They 

also raised the need to downscale digital data and to make it easily accessible for all, especially 

in data-sparse regions. 

There was also support for bottom-up approaches, empowering local people to identify data 

ULLKZ�HUK�[V�ÄSS�NHWZ��7HY[PJPWHU[Z�Z[YLZZLK�[OL�PTWVY[HUJL�VM�KPYLJ[S`�LUNHNPUN�WLVWSL�HMMLJ[LK�I`�

WSHUL[HY`�JYPZLZ�PU�VYKLY�[V�LUZ\YL�JVU[L_[�ZWLJPÄJ�Z[YH[LNPLZ��;OPZ�PUJS\KLZ��MVY�L_HTWSL��WYVISLT�

KLÄUP[PVU�HUK�I\PSKPUN�H�ZLUZL�VM�V^ULYZOPW�̂ P[OPU�Z[HRLOVSKLY�NYV\WZ�YLNHYKPUN�[OL�\ZL�VM�KPNP[HS�

technologies to tackle environmental issues. This would enable the development of more locally 

acceptable, relevant, and personalized information and solution options. Participants emphasized 

the need to think holistically about the collection and use of data and the deployment of digital 

technologies, including impacts both positive and negative from local and regional to global 

scales. 

2. Accelerating data-sharing 

*SVZLS`�SPURLK�[V�[OL�ÄYZ[�[OLTL��HUK�WYV]PKPUN�H�WV[LU[PHS�TLJOHUPZT�MVY�HKKYLZZPUN�ZVTL�VM�

the issues raised around bridging gaps through data, data-sharing was raised by participants 

as having the potential to address the data divide among nations, regions, organizations, and 
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stakeholders. Participants emphasized the need for private sector organizations and governments 

to acknowledge the fundamental need to address data and information gaps and to collaborate 

through data-sharing initiatives. They highlighted initiatives such as the UN Global Pulse 

as particularly promising, stressing the importance of providing data access to students and 

researchers, who would then be in a position to create novel data products to address pressing 

global issues. Part of developing these products and approaches will be the consideration of the 

types of business models that can support the collection and processing of data on an ongoing 

basis. Participants noted that different organizations prioritize and utilize different types of data, 

which can help to inform the roles they can play in data-sharing initiatives and can form a starting 

point for relationship-building. Participants emphasized that, for data-sharing to yield productive 

outcomes, it is important to establish trust within the group regarding the sources and reliability of 

data as well as the goals and ultimate end-uses to which the data shared will be put. Participants 

also highlighted the need to ensure inclusiveness in data-sharing efforts, explaining that building 

both trust and willingness to engage amongst all partners was critical to increasing the relevance 

of the datasets created to different contexts and to co-developing acceptable approaches to data-

sharing. 

Participants noted that data fragmentation, in terms of quality and availability, continues to be 

H�ZPNUPÄJHU[�JOHSSLUNL� PU�HJJLSLYH[PUN�KH[H�ZOHYPUN��;OL`�LTWOHZPaLK� [OL�ULLK� [V�JVUZVSPKH[L�

efforts through partnerships in order to address this fragmentation and to leverage the best 

available data to inform data-driven decision-making. Participants also pointed to data resolution, 

frequency, and the maintenance of datasets as key points of discussion that must be addressed 

in data-sharing initiatives moving forward, as well as the need to be more thoughtful about the 

purposes for which data are produced and shared. These steps will help the private sector more 

easily identify entry points to collaborating in developing data products in a constructive manner 

to inform decision-making. 

3. Strengthening partnerships, collaboration, and trust 

Another issue raised during the convening had to do with building collaborations between 

different stakeholder groups at the digital transformation and environmental sustainability nexus. 

Participants stressed the need to accelerate relationship-building within the context of digital 

transformations and emphasized the potential of UNEP to become active in this space. A main 

point of discussion was around how to effectively engage private sector technology companies and 

other stakeholders in the sustainability space, and leverage ongoing efforts, without constraining 

helene osterman

helene osterman
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innovation. The creation of a global data commons as well as spaces for stakeholders to think 

collectively and critically about digital technologies, to build trust, and to form new types of 

partnerships, were raised as promising options. 

Participants also discussed the framing and format of potential collaborations more concretely. They 

highlighted the importance of characterizing the incentives for and objectives of collaborations, 

identifying priority areas for collaboration and complementary strengths that different stakeholders 

bring to the table, and developing metrics for the success of collaborative efforts. Participants 

suggested creating pilot projects to implement test cases for new forms of collaborations along 

these lines, building on the success of new models for collaboration forged during the COVID-19 

global pandemic. They stressed the importance of sharing successes and lessons learned in a 

more coordinated and systematic manner to collectively move forward digital transformations in 

a positive way. The development of digital public goods was also raised as a goal around which 

to build collaborative partnerships that would have positive societal outcomes. 

4. Building digital literacy

A fourth theme raised by convening participants centred around digital literacy. One aspect of this 

discussion highlighted the fact that many decision-makers cannot navigate the ever-expanding 

digital ecosystem and the vast datasets now available, creating an information overload that 

limits the utility of digital innovations for governance. There were calls for UNEP to work together 

^P[O�ZJPLU[PÄJ�PUZ[P[\[PVUZ�HUK�WYP]H[L�ZLJ[VY�VYNHUPaH[PVUZ�[V�I\PSK�[OL�KPNP[HS�SP[LYHJ`�ULLKLK�[V�

harness the potential of the digital ecosystem to strengthen environmental governance. Iterative 

O`WV[OLZPZ�[LZ[PUN��MVY�L_HTWSL��JV\SK�LUHISL�YHWPK�PKLU[PÄJH[PVU�VM�^OPJO�Z[YH[LNPLZ�HYL�^VYRPUN�

ILZ[��TH_PTPaPUN�[OL�LMÄJPLUJ`�VM�LMMVY[Z�[V�I\PSK�KPNP[HS�SP[LYHJ �̀�

In addition to decision-makers, participants also highlighted the need to engage a broader 

diversity of stakeholders in digital literacy initiatives, stressing that it will be critical to avoid 

dismissing the capacity of citizens to hold complexity in digital spaces. Participants also discussed 

the need to enhance understanding across a diversity of stakeholder groups about the relationship 

between sustainability and digital transformation. This includes creating spaces to learn about the 

opportunities of leveraging digital transformations as well as to think critically and collectively 

about the risks and challenges. One suggestion was to encourage different types of conversations 

to engage different actor groups, for example using storytelling to explore and promote digital 

solutions to planetary crises with local communities. Building capacity and trust with local 

helene osterman
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WVW\SH[PVUZ�^V\SK�HSZV�OH]L�[OL�HKKLK�ILULÄ[�VM�HKKYLZZPUN�ZVTL�VM�[OL�JOHSSLUNLZ�YLSH[LK�[V�

ÄSSPUN�KH[H�NHWZ�PU�SVJHS�LU]PYVUTLU[Z�^OLYL�SHJR�VM�[Y\Z[�PZ�J\YYLU[S`�H�IHYYPLY��7HY[PJPWHU[Z�HSZV�

discussed the importance of engaging students in this work, which could yield a more creative 

and innovative lens on digital solutions. 

5. Ensuring reflection in digital transformation processes

;OL�ÄUHS�[OLTL�LTLYNPUN�MYVT�[OL�KPZJ\ZZPVUZ�^HZ�HYV\UK�[OL�ULLK�[V�[HRL�H�YLÅLJ[P]L�HWWYVHJO�

to developing and utilizing technology, and to participating in digital transformations in general. 

Participants noted that digital technologies are not a panacea to sustainable development—they 

are not the optimal solution for every problem and can have both positive and negative impacts 

on human and environmental systems. Participants stressed the need to work together to identify 

and increase acknowledgement of the strengths and limitations of algorithms as well as the need 

to allow for space to address problems through both digital and non-digital means. This will be 

important to ensure that, ultimately, the solutions prioritized actually are the most effective way to 

meet societal needs. Participants suggested that normalizing the consideration of low-technology 

solutions in addition to or instead of high-tech options could help, as these solutions may be 

TVYL�YLSL]HU[�SVJHSS �̀�SLZZ�L_WLUZP]L��HUK�WYV]PKL�H�IL[[LY�Ä[�^P[O�L_PZ[PUN�UVYTZ��WYHJ[PJLZ��HUK�

structures. 

3PURLK�[V�[OPZ��P[�^PSS�IL�PTWVY[HU[�[V�PKLU[PM`�PUÅLJ[PVU�WVPU[Z�HUK�[V�I\PSK�V\Y�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�

of where digital solutions may inadvertently lead to negative impacts. Participants discussed the 

importance of designing solutions with human and planetary well-being as primary goals in mind. 

(Z�HU�L_HTWSL��WHY[PJPWHU[Z�UV[LK�[OL�ZPNUPÄJHUJL�VM�KPNP[HS�HK]LY[PZPUN�PU�[VKH`»Z�^VYSK��HUK�P[Z�

role in driving consumption as well as its potential to create opportunities for transformation. The 

impact of digital transformations on environmental systems was discussed, including concerns 

over the growing energy needs of operations related to information and communications 

technologies. But participants also recognized the potential of digital transformations to open 

up opportunities to measure and monitor environmental systems, providing new mechanisms 

through which to strengthen environmental governance. The pivotal point will be to ensure that 

opportunities are harnessed appropriately and thoughtfully to tackle planetary crises, in line with 

the themes discussed during this convening. 

helene osterman
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THE ROLE OF UNEP

;OL�JVU]LUPUN�HSZV�WYV]PKLK�H�ZWHJL�MVY�JVSSLJ[P]L�YLÅLJ[PVU�VU�[OL�WV[LU[PHS�YVSL�<5,7�JV\SK�

play in leveraging digital transformations for positive environmental sustainability outcomes. 

Overall, the consensus was that UNEPs role should be to act as a broker between actors and 

groups. This was discussed in two main contexts. 

1. UNEP to broker the development of a framework for data-sharing, including 
the consideration of digital environmental principles, standards, and norms

Participants stressed the importance of developing a central platform for data-sharing. They 

emphasized that UNEP could help facilitate this by working with private sector stakeholders, in 

particular from big tech companies. Key to building such a platform will be the development of 

frameworks to help guide digital transformation processes and to illustrate the different ways in 

^OPJO�[OLZL�WYVJLZZLZ�JHU�PUÅ\LUJL�LU]PYVUTLU[HS�Z\Z[HPUHIPSP[ �̀�(NHPU��WHY[PJPWHU[Z�ZLL�<5,7�

as playing a key role in this space. One challenge with data-sharing raised by participants is the 

lack of clear goals, lessons learned from best practices, principles, and standards, which are 

important for building trust amongst different stakeholders. UNEP could work collaboratively 

with researchers, governments, intergovernmental bodies, and the private sector to broker 

the development of a framework to make these types of information explicit in data-sharing 

arrangements. Given that different organizations have different data protocols, collaborative efforts 

will also be needed in order to take stock and prioritize the data needed to address planetary 

crises, to develop principles to guide data-sharing, and to ensure that datasets are interoperable 

and broadly accessible. A framework on digital environmental principles, standards, and norms 

JV\SK�HKKYLZZ�[OPZ�HUK�HSZV�OH]L�[OL�HKKP[PVUHS�ILULÄ[Z�VM�U\Y[\YPUN�WHY[ULYZOPWZ�HUK�I\PSKPUN�

JVUÄKLUJL�PU�NV]LYUTLU[�HUK�V[OLY�RL`�Z[HRLOVSKLYZ�

Participants also noted the important role of UNEP in raising general public awareness on open 

data, data-sharing, and best practices in data management. Such awareness-building can be 

best accomplished through engagement and education efforts. Building digital literacy and a 

broad understanding of the need for open data and data-sharing amongst youth, researchers, 

and decision-makers will not only help to develop the necessary capacity to create a collective, 

central data repository, but can also help to further our understanding of how different stakeholder 

groups can most effectively contribute to driving positive and inclusive actions stemming from 

digital transformations across sectors and spatial scales.

helene osterman
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2. UNEP to broker conversations between researchers, private sector 
stakeholders, decision-makers, and other stakeholders

Participants saw an important role for UNEP in orchestrating the needed conversations and 

collaborations between researchers, big tech companies, the public, and decision-makers. 

Participants encouraged UNEP to broaden its mechanisms for engaging in partnerships and 

collaborations, in particular emphasizing the need for UNEP to engage more directly with big 

[LJO�JVTWHUPLZ��<5,7�JHU�WSH`�H�WP]V[HS�YVSL�PU�PUÅ\LUJPUN�HUK�WYV]PKPUN�PUJLU[P]LZ�MVY�[OLZL�

companies to contribute to the creation of digital public goods through the development of open 

KH[H�HUK�KH[H�ZOHYPUN�HYYHUNLTLU[Z�[V�LUOHUJL�NSVIHS�HJJLZZ�[V�ÄULY�YLZVS\[PVU�KH[H��<5,7�PZ�

also in the unique position of being able to forge the connection between the needs of policy-

makers on the one hand and private sector stakeholders who are willing and able to engage 

on the other. Connecting the demand with the supply in such a way was seen as a crucial role 

for UNEP to play moving forward, and one which most other groups would likely be unable to 

perform as effectively. 

Participants also stressed the important role UNEP has to play in aligning efforts and goals across 

different partner organizations and in integrating digital transformation processes within the 

broader United Nations system. They stressed the particular importance of providing policy and 

technical support to all collaborating partners. Such support can include providing  information 

on best practices in digital environmental data policy, supporting expanded data accessibility, 

especially in data-sparse regions, and sharing insights into how best to transform data into 

L]PKLUJL�IHZLK� HJ[PVU��;OPZ� YVSL� PUJS\KLZ�^VYRPUN� HJYVZZ� KPZJPWSPULZ� HUK� ZLJ[VYZ� HUK� ÄUKPUN�

points of convergence and complementarity amongst ongoing efforts without downplaying 

innovation by any stakeholder. UNEP could also help to clarify and elaborate the roles and 

responsibilities of different partner organizations regarding data needs, data provision, and data 

maintenance, which would include supporting the development of business models. Finally, 

UNEP should ensure that no one is left behind in being able to leverage digital transformations 

and that everyone has access to high-quality data. To this end, UNEP could create a space to 

foster knowledge-sharing, where everyone—ranging from students to governments and everyone 

in between—can make their data needs known to the public and which could help connect them 

to organizations and other resources to meet these needs. 

helene osterman
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NEXT STEPS

Following the convening, and the willingness from participants to advance these conversations 

HUK�Z\WWVY[�<5,7Z�KPNP[HS�[YHUZMVYTH[PVU�WYVJLZZ��[OL�<5,7�5VY[O�(TLYPJH�6MÄJL��[OL�*HUHKH�

Hub of Future Earth, and Sustainability in the Digital Age are exploring how best to continue 

engaging this group moving forward. This team will also be developing a report expanding on 

ÄUKPUNZ�VM�[OL�JVU]LUPUN�PU�YLSH[PVU�[V�[OL�^VYR�KVUL�I`�[OL�*VHSP[PVU�MVY�+PNP[HS�,U]PYVUTLU[HS�

Sustainability (CODES) to feed into this effort as well. 

May 31, 2021


