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SDGs are a roadmap to achieve a healthy, prosperous and fair future for all. They were adopted by the United Nations Member States in 2015 as a universal call to address the global challenges we’re facing today from poverty to climate change. SDGs include a framework of 17 goals, 169 targets and 244 indicators. 

•The question is how do we know if we are on track for reaching these targets and indicators? Where do we need policy changes and improvements?�



Main Issues around Data
Traditional sources of data have some issues such as the 
high costs, infrequent data collection cycles, lack of spatial 
variations across a country, openness, accuracy, etc.

68% of the 93 environmental SDG indicators lack data

We need data not only to measure progress to date, but 
also to make timely decisions to improve people’s 
wellbeing today and tomorrow



As a new data source, citizen science has a role to play!
WeObserve SDGs and Citizen Science Community of Practice (SDGs CoP)!

Register the SDGs CoP here: https://www.weobserve.eu/weobserve-cop4-sdgs/

https://www.weobserve.eu/weobserve-cop4-sdgs/
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SDGs CoP Objectives

• Understand the opportunities and challenges for
the use of data from citizen science/citizen
observatories for SDG monitoring; and

• Advance our knowledge of how citizen science
and citizen observatories can help behaviour
change towards achieving the SDGs.



Mapping citizen science 
contributions to the 

UN Sustainable 
Development Goals

Sustainability Science (in review)



Public 
Participation

• Five models on degree of
participation (Shirk et al. 2012):
From projects, where citizens
primarily contribute data to
initiatives citizens design the
research with scientists.

Voluntary 
contribution

• Contributions on voluntary basis;
no professional background or
disposable income. Active
contribution with the purpose of
involvement in a citizen science
activity.

Knowledge 
production

•Production of scientific knowledge
and clear research outcomes that
include monitoring & observation.

Citizen Science



Methodology (in review)





The SDG indicators where citizen science projects are ‘already contributing’ (in green), ‘could contribute’ (in yellow) or where there is 
‘no alignment’ (in grey). The overall citizen science contributions to each SDG are summarized as pie charts. Black borders around 
indicators show the overlap between citizen science and EO, as identified by GEO (2017) 

Results (in review)



Examples of Citizen Science 
Projects that are ”already 

contributing” to SDG 
Monitoring 
(in review)



14.1.1 Index of coastal eutrophication and 
floating plastic debris density

• UN Environment, the custodian agency for this indicator, has
recently developed a methodology that uses citizen science
data as a primary source of information for measuring marine
plastics on beaches and shorelines:

• https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-14-01-
01.pdf

• Litter Intelligence is a large-scale citizen science program led
by Sustainable Coastlines. The initiative collaborating with the
Ministry for the Environment, Stats New Zealand and the
Department of Conservation since the design phase of the
program in 2016. The results are included in the official
environmental report 'Marine 2019' produced by the Ministry
for the Environment and Stats New Zealand (Counting on the
World to Act, SDSN TReNDS).

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-14-01-01.pdf
https://litterintelligence.org/
https://countingontheworld.sdsntrends.org/


9.1.1 Proportion of the rural population who 
live within 2 km of an all-season road

• This indicator is about the Rural Access Index (RAI) and it measures the
share of a country’s rural population that lives within 2 km of an all-
season road (defined as a road that is motorable in all weather
conditions).

• OpenStreetMap is an online crowdsourced community-driven project to
create an open, editable, and free map of the world.

• Metadata for indicator 9.1.1 refers to OpenStreetMap as an alternative
source of data for countries that do not have sufficient road location
information available or it is completely missing.

• In addition, measuring the RAI using OpenStreetMap in 120+ countries
is a work in progress at the World Bank. Hence, citizen science is already
contributing to this indicator.

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-09-01-01.pdf
https://www.openstreetmap.org/about


Other Examples &  Tools

1.5.2 Direct economic 
loss attributed to 

disasters in relation to 
global gross domestic 

product 

15.1.1 Forest area as a 
proportion of total 

land area 

6.3.2 Proportion of 
bodies of water with 
good ambient water 

quality 

3.3.3 Malaria 
incidence per 1000 

population



Some indicators could be more amenable to 
citizen science than others. This include:

• Environmental SDG indicators 
(https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27627/MeaPro
g2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y);

• Indicators that could benefit from observations such as bird and 
biodiversity monitoring (15.1.2, 15.4.1) or monitoring of land use and land 
cover changes (15.1.1, 15.2.1);

• Indicators that could be supported by spatial data, e.g., monitoring of 
water quality (6.3.2) or air quality (3.9.1), disease threats (3.3.3), post 
disaster damage assessment (1.5.2) or open spaces in cities (11.7.1); 

• Indicators that could be supplemented through self-reporting such as 
sexual violence (16.1.3) or perception of safety (16.1.4);

• More generically, indicators measuring issues that raise a concern among 
citizens and communities are more amenable to citizen science. The reason 
for this may be these issues affect or could affect their health, environment 
and quality of life.

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27627/MeaProg2019.pdf%3Fsequence=1&isAllowed=y


Building awareness and sharing experiences on the use of citizen
science for the SDGs;

Developing case studies or success stories where citizen science
data have been used in innovative ways by NSOs;

Identifying criteria for ensuring data quality or data quality
assurance procedures;

Integrating citizen science into the methodologies of SDG
indicators;

Promoting consistent data collection across citizen science
initiatives through aligning definitions with global definitions; and

Supporting open citizen science data that are formatted using
standards.

Way Forward



https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-019-
0390-3

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-019-0390-3
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