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A call to channel big data to address 
one of the word’s biggest challenges.
Ready to bring your big ideas?

The Data for Climate Action Challenge is an 

unprecedented open innovation challenge to 

channel data science and big data from companies 

to fight climate change. 

Data scientists, researchers, and innovators around 

the world are invited to apply to participate at 

DataforClimateAction.org.
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ABOUT THE CHALLENGE

As we go about our daily lives — making calls, buying goods, and posting 

on social media — we generate enormous amounts of data. When this 

privacy-protected data is aggregated and analyzed, it can show how, 

where, and why people and communities take specific actions as they 

deal with a changing world.

The Data for Climate Action Challenge invites data scientists, researchers, 

and innovators to dive into this treasure trove of information and channel 

data science to combat one of the biggest challenges facing us today 

— climate change.

Designed to support Sustainable Development Goal #13: Climate Action, 

this Challenge aims to catalyze research and development in the areas of 

climate mitigation, climate adaptation, and the linkages between climate 

change and the broader 2030 Agenda adopted by world leaders in 2015. 

Ultimately, the Challenge seeks to generate novel solutions — ranging 

from original research papers to new applications and tools — that 

could inform more responsive local policies and programmes around the 

world, and that collectively demonstrate how data-driven innovation can 

transform efforts to combat global climate change. 

A number of companies across a variety of industries are participating in 

the Challenge and will offer selected participants access to data. These 

companies are advancing “data philanthropy,” a growing movement 

whereby private companies share their data to advance the public good.

In addition, applicants may also request tools to support their research 

in their applications.

Final project submissions will be reviewed by a committee of evaluators 

with expertise in climate change and/or data science. Selected 

participants will be informed in October for a November award ceremony.

CHALLENGE PHASES

March to April 2017:  
Application Period

Individuals and teams will submit research 
proposals for innovative climate solutions 
by 17 April 2017.

April to May 2017:  
Selection Period

Approximately 100 participants 
(individuals or teams) will be selected as 
semi-finalists to be notified in May 2017.

May to September 2017:  
Research Period

Selected researchers will be notified 
and introduced to relevant resource 
contributors to gain access to data 
and/or technology and use it for 
the purposes of implementing their 
submissions as per the Terms & Conditions. 
Final projects must be submitted in 
September 2017.

September to October 2017:  
Evaluation Period

Final project submissions will be reviewed 
by a committee of evaluators with 
expertise in climate change and/or data 
science. Selected applications will be 
informed no later than 31 October 2017, 
for a November Award Ceremony.

http://www.dataforclimateaction.org/terms-and-conditions/
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WHY PARTICIPATE?

Climate change is a global problem, affecting countries and communities 

around the world. It threatens livelihoods, homes, and entire ecosystems 

and cultures — and these effects will only worsen with time. Just as 

climate change affects all of us, our collective talents and abilities are 

needed to address it.

Big data is already transforming business and society. Imagine if we could 

use it to address the effects of climate change.

The Challenge aims to demonstrate the transformative power of data-

driven innovation, mobilizing business leaders and the data science 

community to generate new approaches to climate action and sustainable 

development. It presents a great opportunity for participants to explore 

company data and conduct groundbreaking research.

The projects developed through the Challenge will add to a growing 

body of examples of the shared value of big data and public-private 

cooperation for climate action and sustainable development.

When possible, and at the sole discretion of UN Global Pulse, the 

Challenge will also aim to connect research teams with relevant field 

practitioners in order to facilitate pilot projects and operational solutions.

YOUR CHANCE TO HELP ADVANCE  
THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

At a historic UN summit in September 2015, 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) — comprising the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

— were adopted by world leaders. To achieve these goals, the global 

community will work to end all forms of poverty, fight inequalities, and 

tackle climate change, while ensuring that no one is left behind. This 

Challenge aims to advance SDG #13: Climate Action.

Read more about the SDGs.

WHAT CAN BIG DATA DO  
FOR CLIMATE ACTION?

In both the public and private sectors, 
managers rely on timely, accurate, and 
comprehensive data to identify emerging 
risks and opportunities and to make 
operational and investment decisions.

Climate action is no different. While 
traditional sources of climate data can 
describe how the climate is changing, they 
do not always illuminate what solutions 
would be most effective in reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and building 
community resilience.

New sources of big data from different 
industries and geographies can be applied 
to construct a more complete picture, 
and can enhance our understanding of 
the dynamic relationship between human 
behavior and the climate system.

Big data can complement traditional data 
sources in two main ways:

MONITORING AND IMPACT EVALUATION 
Big data can reveal the effectiveness of 
current efforts to mitigate and adapt to 
climate change, and the impacts that 
climate change is already having on 
communities.

For example, aggregated mobile data has 
been used to understand the mobility 
patterns of people affected by floods. 
This research yielded insights that could 
improve disaster relief management and 
infrastructure planning.

DEVELOPMENT OF NEW SOLUTIONS
Big data can generate insights to help 
identify novel approaches to climate 
mitigation and adaptation. For example, 
aggregated mobile data has been used 
to measure urban traffic congestion. 
Transportation companies and policymakers 
can use such insights to improve fleet 
management and transit planning, reducing 
emissions while better serving their 
communities.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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CLIMATE MITIGATION

Energy

Example Project: As energy efficiency increases or the 
mix of energy sources shifts, comments in social media 
may reflect these changes. Researchers participating 
in the Challenge could examine perceptions of energy 
cost, access, and quality stated publicly through social 
media.

Transportation 

Example Project: Researchers participating in the 
Challenge could analyze mobility patterns to reveal 
how to optimize public transit so that it better serves 
congested areas and reaches communities in need that 
may currently be unconnected.

CLIMATE ADAPTATION 

Agriculture & Food Security
Example Project: Researchers could assess the 
impacts of extreme temperatures on crops, by 
examining data from weather sensors together with 
publicly available data.

Community Resilience
Example Project: Researchers could examine
how movement patterns in communities shift before, 
during, and after a certain climate shock (such as
a drought, hurricane, or flooding). This information 
could help to understand the infrastructural impacts of 
the shock and to target relief efforts.

CLIMATE & OTHER  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

No Poverty
Example Project: Examining how mobility patterns in 
different districts shift before, during, and after extreme 
weather events could reveal the differential impacts of 
disasters on communities with low and high average 
incomes.

Good Health & Well-Being
Example Project: 1) Air quality measurements and 2) reports 
of respiratory health problems, as expressed on social 
media, could be related to either data or social media 
commentary regarding the deployment of renewable 
energy.

Reduced Inequalities
Example Project: Retail or financial data could be used to 
reveal how different segments of society prepare for and 
recover from climate shocks, and could reveal differences in 
how they are impacted in the long term.

RESEARCH THEMES & EXAMPLE APPLICATIONS

The Challenge is organized around three major themes, which align with climate action and global development priorities. The 
hypothetical example projects below can be used as inspiration for your application.
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SUPPORTING COLOMBIAN RICE FARMERS

In 2013, a group of scientists based at the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) used historical data to build a model 

that successfully predicted a 2014 drought. By sharing this prediction and advising farmers not to plant for the first of the two 

annual growing seasons, they were able to save 170 rice farmers from losses that would have amounted to USD 3.6 million. Using 

10 years of historical weather and rice crop data, the model made predictions by matching climate patterns with annual rice yields. 

This allowed scientists to create a variety of scenarios, one of which led to the drought prediction. For Colombian rice farmers, 

who typically face an average 40–50 percent range of harvest variation based on weather, the model offers a new approach to 

farming that is more predictable and stable.

LEARN MORE AT: CCAFS.CGIAR.ORG

Source: http://www.lahistoriaconmapas.com

1 dot = 2,000 hectares of rice crop

Source: http://ricepedia.org/colombia

https://ccafs.cgiar.org/research/results/cracking-patterns-big-data-saves-colombian-rice-farmers%E2%80%99-huge-losses
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CONSERVING GLOBAL FORESTS

This robust tool combines data from more than 100 public and private sources to offer near real-time monitoring of global forest 

health. Combining both environmental and human impact datasets, Global Forest Watch’s comprehensive dashboard not only 

informs conservation efforts but also serves as a valuable resource for commodity producers aiming to reduce their impact. The 

tool is being rapidly expanded and is increasingly used for decision-making by public and private organizations alike, enabling 

more responsible forestry and more accurate impact assessment. Examples of how this open source tool has been used to 

support decision-making include the PALM Risk Tool (which helps identify deforestation in the palm oil supply chain) and the Forest 

Watcher app, which puts forest data into the hands of local conservationists and officials. These officials can even document forest 

change and illegal activities from the ground, to upload later to the cloud.

LEARN MORE AT: GLOBALFORESTWATCH.ORG

Source: http://www.globalforestwatch.org

http://www.globalforestwatch.org
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USING MOBILE PHONE DATA AND AIRTIME CREDIT PURCHASES TO ESTIMATE FOOD SECURITY

This study — conducted by UN Global Pulse together with the UN World Food Programme (WFP), Université Catholique de 

Louvain in Belgium, and Real Impact Analytics — found that airtime credit purchases could serve as a proxy for food security in 

market-dependent households in an East African country. Data extracted from airtime credit purchases (or “top-ups”) and mobile 

phone activity in an East African country was compared to a nationwide household survey conducted by WFP at the same time. 

The researchers found very high correlations between airtime credit purchases and survey results referring to consumption 

of several food items, such as vitamin-rich vegetables, meat, or cereals. These findings suggest that airtime credit purchases 

could potentially be used for real-time updates on food security, which could potentially be integrated with early warning and 

monitoring systems.

LEARN MORE AT: UNGLOBALPULSE.ORG

Source: http://www.unglobalpulse.org/projects/mobile-CDRs-food-security

http://www.unglobalpulse.org/projects/mobile-CDRs-food-security
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IN COLLABORATION WITH 

Global Pulse is an initiative of the United Nations. Its mission is to 
accelerate discovery, development, and adoption of big data innovations for 

sustainable development and humanitarian action.

@unglobalpulse   |   UNGlobalPulse.org

CONTACT INFORMATION

As the largest data storage company in the world, we at 
Western Digital believe in the power of data and are passionate 
about using it as a catalyst for innovation and change. We are 
enabling an era of data abundance and insight, and are on a 
journey to illuminate what #DataMakesPossible.

@WesternDigital   |   DataMakesPossible.com

The Skoll Global Threats Fund works on a set of global 
challenges that will be exponentially more difficult to solve if 
serious progress isn’t made in the coming decade. Our mission 
is to safeguard the humanity against global threats through 
bold, intelligent, and innovative collaboration.

@SkollGlobal   |   SkollGlobalThreats.com

Questions? Email us: 

dataforclimate@unglobalpulse.org

For information on the Challenge, visit: 

DataforClimateAction.org

Social, follow #D4CA: 

@dataforclimate 

fb/UNGlobalPulse


