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Science groups urge global accord on “Open Data in a Big Data 

World”   www.icsu.org/science-international

Four major international science 
organizations are calling for global 

endorsement of an accord to help 
ensure open access to volumes of “big 
data,” that increasingly are the basis of 
research and policymaking. Leaders of 
these organizations met on the side-
lines of Science Forum South Africa 
in December to discuss the accord and 
the plans to seek endorsements in a 
12-month global campaign. 
 The accord—developed by the 
International Council for Science 
(ICSU), the InterAcademy Partnership, 
the International Social Science Council 
(ISSC), and The World Academy of 
Sciences (TWAS) for the advancement 
of science in developing countries—
includes a set of guiding principles on 
open access to big data necessary to 
protect the scientifi c process and ensure 
that developing countries can partici-
pate more fully in the global research 
enterprise. Limits on access to big data 
knowledge, they warn, raises the risk 
that progress will slow down in areas 
such as advanced health research, envi-
ronmental protection, food production, 
and the development of smart cities.
 Geoffrey Boulton, President of 
CODATA, ICSU’s Committee on Data, 
and leader of the working group that 
developed the accord, said, “As the data 
revolution accelerates and the scientifi c 

potential of big data becomes clearer, it 
is timely that the major representative 
bodies of international science promote 
the importance of open data as a means 
of maximizing creativity, maintaining 
rigor and ensuring that knowledge is 
a global public good, rather than just a 
private good.”
 The digital revolution has created 
an unprecedented explosion in the data 
available for analysis by scientists,
policymakers, and others. Extremely 
large data sets, or big data, help 
researchers to recognize subtle but pow-
erful patterns in areas ranging across 
the sciences, from security to genetic 
research and human behavior. Such data 
will be crucial for analyzing and achiev-
ing the United Nation’s new Sustainable 
Development Goals, according to the 
Department of Science and Technology 
in South Africa. The “privatization of 
knowledge,” however, could constrain 
this research.
 The accord identifi es the opportuni-
ties and challenges of the data revolution 
as an overarching interest for global sci-
ence policy. It proposes 12 principles to 
guide the practice and practitioners of 
open data, focusing on the roles played 
by scientists, publishers, libraries, and 
other stakeholders, and on techni-
cal requirements for open data. It also 
assesses the “boundaries of openness.”

 According to the accord, “Open data 
should be the default position for pub-
licly funded science. Exceptions should 
be limited to issues of privacy, safety, 
security and commercial use in the pub-
lic interest. Proposed exceptions should 
be justifi ed on a case-by-case basis and 
not as blanket exclusions.”
 “Open access to data will be essen-
tial if developing countries are to join 
in the benefi ts of the big data revolu-
tion,” said Romain Murenzi, Executive 
Director of TWAS. “If developing 
nations are left behind, if they are 
unable to make a full contribution to 
the global research enterprise, that will 
be costly, not only for them and their 
people, but for all nations.”
 Organizers and working group 
members from about 10 countries in 
Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, 
and North America participated in the 
meetings to shape the accord. Over the 
next 12 months, the campaign will col-
lect endorsements for the accord from 
other science, education, and policy 
bodies, with fi nal results anticipated 
in the third quarter of 2016.
 ICSU President Gordon McBean of 
Canada said, “Data is the fabric of 
modern science. The challenge for sci-
ence today is to keep pace with the 
digital revolution, and for that we need 
a strong international framework set-
ting out the principles for an open data 
regime that enables all nations and 
societies to benefi t equally from the 
opportunities it presents.”  

 The program also supports funda-
mental early-stage research “if there’s a 
plausible link to defense and security,” 
Switkes said. For example, one cur-
rently funded project involves spintron-
ics materials, which hold promise for 
encryption and computing.
 A critical issue of focus for NATO 
at present is detection technologies, 
he says. That includes detecting con-
cealed explosives and weapons from 
a distance in real time without dis-
rupting the fl ow of traffi c, such as in 
mass transit. This will require novel 

materials detection methods as well 
as damage-reducing materials such as 
blast-mitigating walls and foams. 
 Grant proposals are fi rst peer-reviewed 
by an independent scientifi c evaluation 
group of about 30 experts from NATO 
countries. The recommended projects 
are then sent to a 28-member commit-
tee of NATO allies in Brussels who have 
the fi nal say. “Mostly we look for two 
things,” Switkes said. “One is scientifi c 
and technical excellence. The other is 
impact, whether it’s on something near-
term or on future work in that area.” 

 Political implications and budgets 
also have bearing on the fi nal approval 
decision. “We’ve had in the past a 
very scientific project that brought 
together scientists from all three South 
Caucasus countries, Georgia, Armenia, 
and Azerbaijan,” he said. “We love 
to have such projects, which bring 
together several of our partner coun-
tries regionally.”
 Deadlines for grant applications are 
usually in the spring, summer, and fall. 
The next deadline is May 15, 2016.
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