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In his first speech as United Nations Secretary-General, Anténio Guterres summarized his
priorities in three words: “prevention, prevention, prevention.” We might look back on this time
and reinterpret his priorities as “data, data, data.”

Not long after Secretary-General Guterres took office, the UN was confronted with a global health
crisis. Data drove statistical modelling in COVID-19 research, informed global health guidelines,
and was relied upon to measure and determine everything from ideal global supply routes for
Personal Protective Equipment, to the number of guests allowed at events. On the heels of the
pandemic, global debt levels skyrocketed. The UN called for, among other things, more data to
support debt transparency and debt workouts.! The pandemic and new regional conflicts saw
worrying increases in misinformation and disinformation. Again, the call was for greater
transparency, monitoring and accountability supported by better data governance. The Artificial
Intelligence revolution is just another milestone in a series where the UN has focused its efforts
on the benefits and harms of data use.

A recent UN study notes that while “data has become a critical resource ... it is not always as
valuable as it could be, since there is no well-defined approach to managing and using it.”? Efforts
to govern, share, and re-use data remain fragmented, and limit our ability to predict and respond
to hazards, measure poverty and vulnerabilities, and anticipate changes to the natural
environment.? The Secretary-General’s focus on data is warranted.

Data has tremendous potential: it can stimulate development, improve ownership of and
innovation in new technologies, and minimize inequalities. To realize this potential, the UN and
its Member States must have effective platforms for multistakeholder cooperation. These
platforms must be driven by a common cause: they should aim for the widest possible
distribution of data benefits, while reducing harms arising from irresponsible or deliberate
misuse of data.

Some progress has been made in recent years. Regional data initiatives like the European Union’s
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and proposals from ‘minilateral’ coalitions (for
example the G7 and G20) are leading the way, promoting interoperability by accelerating the
adoption of common data governance principles. These initiatives reflect the values, priorities,
and capabilities inherent to specific geographies, as well as their industries and policymaking
communities. These initiatives are stepping stones to greater global coherence in the data policy
landscape, but are not sufficient.

This is a time for greater ambition.

1 United Nations, Liquidity and Debt Solutions to Invest in the SDGs: The Time to Act is Now (United Nations, 2021). Accessible at:
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/sg-policy-brief-on-liquidity-and-debt-solutions.pdf.
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3 Haishan Fu, “Data for Development Impact: Why We Need to Invest in Data, People and Ideas,” World Bank Blogs, 13 February 2019,
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/data-for-development-impact-why-we-need-to-invest-in-data-people-and-ideas.
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A new sense of urgency is required to ensure we do not miss or lock away the benefits of the
data century. We need a global vision for data cooperation that can stimulate international
investment, bridge capacity gaps between developed and developing nations, leverage specialist
expertise in the private sector, and reduce barriers to data sharing. As noted in a recent UN policy
paper, “bringing consistency to the data policy landscape is an enormous task that will require
collaboration between all States.”*

This challenge can be tackled within the next year.

In 2024, UN Member States will have a unique opportunity to articulate a vision of global data
governance. They will come together over the next 11 months to negotiate a Global Digital
Compact, a global handshake on norms, principles, and actions to safeguard digital development
and harness its potential for the public good. We argue here that the Global Digital Compact can
be the launch point for an ‘International Decade for Data’ covering the period 2025-2035. This
international decade represents a global commitment to improving consistency and coherence
in the data policy landscape.

Capitalizing on the Data Opportunity

Frameworks that support safe and systematic data sharing are needed to support economic
transformations in developed and developing countries; facilitate analysis for preparedness,
planning, and prevention; and more generally support innovation and the delivery of global
public goods. Data sharing and re-use is especially important in a crisis-prone world, and will play
a key part in minimizing future risks.

There is no shortage of examples that illustrate the benefits of pooling and sharing data — it helps
prepare for and respond to catastrophic weather events, improves understanding and prediction
of mass population movements, and keeps different private and public actors accountable.® It is
also an engine of economic growth. The International Monetary Fund describes data as a key
input in modern economic production alongside land, capital, labour, and oil.® Value is generated
by reducing information asymmetries, improving efficiency, enhancing predictability, and
through new services developed by data-driven companies, e-commerce, or social welfare
organizations.

4 United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination, International Data Governance — Pathways to Progress (United Nations
System, 2023). Accessible at: https://unsceb.org/international-data-governance-pathways-progress.

5 “Georgetown and UNHCR Collaborate on Big Data and Forced Displacement Project,” Georgetown University, 23 March 2023,
https://www.georgetown.edu/news/georgetown-and-unhcr-collaborate-on-big-data-and-forced-displacement-project/.

6 Yan Carriere-Swallow and Vikram Haksar, “The Economics of Data,” International Monetary Fund Blog, 23 September 2019,
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2019/09/23/the-economics-of-data.
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“What we have not yet done is harness data at scale, make
them globally accessible and use them to inform national and
international development plans and programmes as well as
public-private partnerships, e-commerce, technological
entrepreneurship and capital investments.”

Our Common Agenda Policy Brief 5: A Global Digital Compact
— An Open, Free and Secure Digital Future for All (May 2023)

We acknowledge that data can also be misused to undermine these goals. Data has been
manipulated to fuel conflict, hasten division, and undermine public trust in science.” There are
also legitimate concerns that poorly regulated data flows will compromise basic human rights,
bias major technology leaders over new market entrants (economic rents generated through
data monopolies reduce competition and economic opportunity), and undermine legitimate
political processes.

The deployment of sophisticated artificial intelligence (Al) systems was a sudden, surprising
development for most people. Al systems trained on mass data sets give us the ability to interact
with and manipulate information in remarkable new ways.®2 This has sparked a wave of
innovation—see, for example, the advances in synthesis and modelling of RNA-protein
interactions and other advances in the life sciences. However, it also facilitates new harms, such
as the ability to create deep fake videos in minutes through a process so simple that it is
contributing to a doubling of harmful deep fakes every six months. New Al technologies have
exposed a significant divide between those that are able to harness data for public interest or
economic gain and those that lack the access and capacity to do so.

7 See, Adam Day and David Passarelli, Governing Uncertainty (United Nations University Centre for Policy Research, 2021). Accessible at:
https://unu.edu/cpr/project/governing-uncertainty; Jevin D. West and Carl T. Bergstrom “Misinformation In and About Science,” Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, Vol 118 Issue 15 (2021). Accessible at:
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1912444117.

8 Catherine Bernaciak and Dominic A Ross, “How Easy Is It to Make and Detect a Deepfake?” Carnegie Mellon University Software Engineering
Institute Blog, 14 March 2022, https://insights.sei.cmu.edu/blog/how-easy-is-it-to-make-and-detect-a-deepfake/.
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Diversity in data governance
The lack of coherence in the data policy landscape has several root causes: (i) diversity in State
priorities and values; (ii) uneven public sector capacity; and (iii) the absence of a global vision.

Figure 1. Mapping of regulations on cross-border data flows
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Public sector policymakers have struggled to anticipate these challenges and define incentives to
overcome them. This is in part due to the rapid pace of change in the technology sector. It is also
symptomatic of under-investment in public sector capacities.

Africa lags considerably behind in its statistical capacity and ability to use data for decision
making. There are diverse reasons for this—brain drain, underinvestment, and infrastructure
deficits, among others. Indeed, while there are growing data and innovation hubs in many parts
of Africa, there is still only one data scientist in Africa for every 14 in the Global North.® This
under-investment is widespread and affects public administrations in advanced economies too.
However, in the latter cases, we are seeing rapid and sizeable corrective investments in the form
of new programmes to build digital talent in the public sector. Several countries (Singapore,

9 Juan Lavista Ferres, “Closing the Climate Data Divide in the Global South,” Microsoft On the Issues, 7 November 2022,
https://blogs.microsoft.com/on-the-issues/2022/11/07/climate-data-divide-global-south/.
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Canada, the United Kingdom) have launched digital academies to ensure that public
administrations are not left on the sidelines of the digital revolution.?

The United Nations took several years to develop a consistent position on the issue of data
governance, but recent UN initiatives signal a decisive policy pivot in the Organization. The UN is
not only improving data sharing and analysis within the Organization, but also beginning to offer
normative guidance for the international community.

The Secretary-General committed in his UN 2.0 strategy to upgrade skills, approaches, and
understanding of data with a view to improving how the UN collects, handles, governs, and uses
data from more diverse sources for better insights and action. This vision of a retooled
multilateral system builds on an earlier UN data strategy released by the Secretary-General in
2020 with the goal of generating more value from the UN’s wealth of data.!! The Complex Risk
Analytics Fund (CRAF'd) is yet another example of UN innovation. The CRAFd initiative
strengthens the quality of data-derived insights by translating risk information into effective crisis
action that better aligns anticipatory, prevention, and recovery responses to complex risks in
fragile and crisis-affected settings.!?

More recently, the UN Chief Executives Board for Coordination—a gathering of UN agency and
programme heads convened by the Secretary-General—endorsed a common position for the
United Nations on the topic of data governance. In the International Data Governance - Pathways
to Progress report, the UN calls for an international, multi-stakeholder process that can build
toward an international data governance mechanism, such as a global data compact. The paper
offers several pathways to achieve this objective. What follows is a complementary action the
international community can take to support efforts in this direction.

10 Tiago Carneiro Peixoto, Kai Kaiser, and Olivia Rakotomalala, “Governments Aren’t Getting Enough Digital Skills,” World Bank Blogs, 2
November 2022, https://blogs.worldbank.org/governance/governments-arent-getting-enough-digital-skills.

11 United Nations Secretary General, Data Strategy of the Secretary-General for Action by Everyone, Everywhere with Insight, Impact and
Integrity (United Nations, 2020). Accessible at: https://www.un.org/en/content/datastrategy/index.shtml.

12 See Complex Risk Analytics Fund: https://crafd.io/.
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A Vision for Multi-stakeholder Collaboration: The
International Decade for Data

An International Decade for Data can increase awareness and collaboration in the data policy
landscape. Distinct from mandated institutions or treaty-making initiatives, the UN has used
international decades to promote coordination between States, the private sector, technical and
scientific communities, academia, and civil society organizations on specific issues of global
concern. As of 2023, the UN has implemented 52 international decades on a variety of issues,

ranging from road safety to disaster risk reduction.

International decades affirm a commitment to action and coordination in areas that do not
benefit from sufficient international attention or where coordinated action is essential to
advancing a global goal. Notable successes were registered during the International Decade for
Women (1976-1985), the International Water for Life Decade (2005-2015), and the International
Decade for Deserts and the Fight against Desertification (2011-2020).

Figure 2. Overview of select International Decades
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Table 1. Sample achievements — International Decades

Issue Years Achievement
International Decade | 1976- e Shed visibility on women’s unpaid labour by
for Women 1985 increasing the collection of gender-based data.!3

e Increased awareness of women’s health globally,
particularly as it relates to maternal mortality.*

e Reshaped traditional approaches to development by
adopting a gender-based perspective, accounting for
the needs and aspirations of women affected by
development projects.

e Contributed to the eventual establishment of the
United Nations Development Fund for Women in
association with the UNDP.®

International  Water | 2005- e Halved the proportion of people without sustainable

for Life Decade 2015 access to safe drinking water by 2010.

e Led to the United Nations General Assembly
recognizing access to water and sanitation as a
human right

e Contributed to the development of an SDG target
dedicated specifically to ensuring the availability and
sustainable management of water and sanitation for

all.1e
International Decade | 2011- e Led to the development of the framework of land
for Deserts and the 2020 degradation neutrality
Fight against e It was included as a central theme of the SDG15
Desertification target by achieving land degradation neutrality by
2030

e Improved scientific knowledge about the drivers and
processes of desertification

e Delivered progress in the development of technical
solutions to address these issues.!’

13 Judith P Zinsser “The United Nations Decade for Women: A Quiet Revolution,” The History Teacher Vol 24 Issue 1 (1990). Accessible at:
https://www.jstor.org/stable/494202?0origin=crossref.

14 Emily Santora, “The Impact of the Safe Motherhood Initiative from 1987 to 2000,” Arizona State University Embryo Project Encyclopedia, 2
May 2020, https://embryo.asu.edu/pages/impact-safe-motherhood-initiative-1987-2000.

15 Hilkka Pietila, Engendering the Global Agenda: The Story of Women and the United Nations (NGLS, 2002). Accessible at:
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=e7cbb6c40204d5b4cda5987f530f92687f77d9d8.

16 Reza Ardakanian, “Why a New Water Decade is Key to Meeting the World’s Development Needs,” Our World, 19 August 2016,
https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/why-a-new-water-decade-is-key-to-meeting-the-worlds-development-needs.

17 LC Stringer “Reviewing the International Year of Deserts and Desertification 2006: What Contribution Towards Combating Global
Desertification and Implementing the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification?” Journal of Arid Environments Vol 72 Issue 11
(2008). Accessible at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0140196308001742; Gregory Fuchs, Sandra Neumann, and
Rebecca Noebel, The Role of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration (G1Z, 2022).
Accessible at: https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2022 en UN%20Decade Policy%20Paper%202 UNCCD.pdf.
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An International Decade for Data can build on the momentum generated by existing data
governance initiatives such as GDPR, the Data Free Flow with Trust (DFFT) initiative launched by
the Government of Japan, and the UN Chief Executives Board for Coordination’s call for a global
multilateral framework for data governance. An international decade would create space for
convergence on difficult issues of definition, scope, or regulatory application, and support
progress on nexus challenges, such as rights-respecting data frameworks, the effective
management of synthetic data, and private-public sector data sharing.

International decades are a unique way to address global challenges. An International Decade for
Data promotes networked cooperation, incentivizing partnerships and networks by efficiently
directing resources toward common goals, including the elimination of capacity and information
gaps. International decades represent a visible, stable platform for regular, systematic
information sharing over the medium-term. The ten-year time horizon results in greater
cooperation by identifying issues of common concern and leaving sufficient time to work out
solutions through an interactive engagement process.’® The high degree of multi-stakeholder
cooperation is a hallmark of previous international decades. It was key to the success of the
International Decade on Water Supply and Sanitation (1981-1991), the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction (1990-1999), and the Water for Life Decade (2005-2015).

The sudden surge in Al regulation and policy increases the urgency of an International Decade
for Data. Many Al risks and opportunities will be addressed in global governance initiatives
focused on data—training data, data security, and data sharing, among others. The more
regulations, principles, forums, and governance frameworks multiply, the harder it will be for
small public administrations and small companies to navigate the new data policy landscape. To
constructively contribute to emerging data governance frameworks, they will need a space that
promotes open dialogue and trust. The International Decade for Data can provide this space,
while also serving as a testing ground (a sandbox) for innovative approaches to collaboration.

Economists extoll the virtue and value of mission-oriented economies. A State that sets clear
goals in support of an ambitious mission can more productively steer resources and partners to
achieve high-impact outcomes.'® The Apollo Mission is frequently taken as an example of
effective multi-sectoral cooperation that embraced innovation, experimentation, and
organizational dynamism. Backed by considerable public and private investment, it generated
positive spillovers for the public and private sectors and gave humanity its first glimpse of the
earth, which led to a profound shift in environmental and social consciousness. An International
Decade for Data can provide a mission orientation for the international community, and create
space for accelerated action and ownership by all stakeholder groups underpinned by a common
commitment to improving consistency and coherence in the data policy landscape.

18 Framework conventions, such as the UNFCCC, convene signatories in formal meetings of the Conference of the Parties, though such
gatherings privilege State participation over multistakeholder dialogue.

1% Mariana Mazzucato, Mission Economy: A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism (Allen Lane, 2021). Accessible at:
https://marianamazzucato.com/books/mission-economy.
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Figure 3. Timeline of select International Decades
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The case for coordinated action on data is clear. In a time of geopolitical rivalry and
fragmentation, multistakeholder collaboration on data governance can provide an opportunity
for the UN and the international community (including the private sector, civil society, technical
and standards communities, academia, and local governments, among others) to reassert the
value of effective multilateral cooperation. The International Decade for Data is a realistic and
achievable aspiration for the 2024 Global Digital Compact. If adopted, the 2024 Summit of the
Future will launch a transformative decade for global data governance.
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