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1. Introduction

The world faces unprecedented environmental
change, a global biodiversity crisis, and an urgent
need for sustainable human development [1]. Inter-
national and national bodies have set ambitious agen-
das to help overcome these environmental challenges,
such as the United Nations’ (UN) Decade on Eco-
system Restoration, the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development, and the pending conservation
of 30% of U.S. land and ocean by 2030 (30 by 30).
Promptly assessing the status of ecosystems world-
wide is essential to evaluate whether we are meeting
these programs’ objectives and to identify where fur-
ther progress and targeted action are needed. Eco-
system assessments enable necessary understanding
of ecological status by synthesizing multiple aspects
of ecological change, including relations between
people and ecosystems. However, such assessments
have major limitations, as they are often infrequent,
multi-year projects that are difficult to repeat and
have limited in-situ and human data integration.

International organizations, national agencies,
and scientific networks are accelerating efforts to
track the state and trajectory of ecosystems to inform
these assessments [2]. Remarkable recent advances in

data collection automation, cyberinfrastructure, and
artificial intelligence (AI) offer extraordinary oppor-
tunities to surpass the limitations that hinder eco-
system assessments [3]. Yet, adopting and advan-
cing these technologies for ecosystem assessments
is prevented by difficulties in data integration, lim-
ited access to cyberinfrastructure, and an overall
lack of standardization and reproducibility in data
workflows. Surpassing these hurdles could transform
ecosystem assessments into rapid, repeatable, and
reproducible workflows that allow us to measure
our advancement towards ecological objectives, ulti-
mately improving our ability to adapt and optim-
ize management strategies and monitor conservation
outcomes to ensure long-term success.

We believe scientists, governments, international
organizations, environmental non-governmental
organizations, and tech industry leaders can take
action and leverage technology to resolve current
limitations of ecosystem assessments by focusing on:
(a) developing rapid, reproducible, and repeatable
data workflows, (b) harmonizing in situ and remotely
sensed data, (c) integrating economic and biophys-
ical data, and (d) increasing access to cyberinfra-
structure and technical knowledge. By fostering open
and strong collaborations among different disciplines
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Figure 1. Rapid, reproducible, and repeatable ecosystem assessments powered by technological advances are urgently needed to
accomplish global environmental management and conservation goals. The following points complement the sections explored
in this article: (A) automating data collection through remote sensors coupled with cloud platforms for storage and efficient
processing opens new opportunities to track large-scale biophysical change. (B) Validating and enriching remotely sensed data
with field and socioeconomic information sources will be possible by standardizing data semantics and developing platforms that
facilitate data integration. (C) Developing relevant digital resources for environmental analyses that incorporate diverse
information sources will depend on collaborations combining technological and environmental knowledge, possibly
incorporating expertise from academic, public, governmental, and private sectors. (D) Expanding environmental data analysis
and storage platforms by using open-source software and increasing interoperability and ease of use can help more ecosystem
assessments benefit from Big Data and cloud-based solutions. (E) Implementing streamlined ecosystem assessment workflows
that can be updated as new data streams become available will enable multi-scale, regular, and transparent environmental
monitoring.

and community sectors, we can accelerate the devel-
opment and adoption of the technologies needed to
conduct ecosystem assessments that will improve the
management and conservation of ecosystems world-
wide.

1.1. Rapid, reproducible, and repeatable data
workflows
Comparing ecosystem assessments across space and
time enables identification of location, magnitude,
and direction of ecosystem change, a critical step in
providing researchers and decision-makers the neces-
sary information to plan, implement and update
management and conservation strategies. However,
time-consuming data discovery, processing, and ana-
lysis pose substantial barriers to conducting an assess-
ment even once, let alone repeating it at the frequency
needed to evaluate progress towards environmental
goals and act on current information, particularly
at regional to global scales. The UN’s Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment [4] in 2005 and the Inter-
governmental Science-Policy Panel on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services Global Assessment Report
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services [1] in 2019
are examples of evaluations with slow turnaround
and compatibility challenges due to their focus on
integrating hundreds of scientific studies, each with
non-interoperable data needing years of curation to
assemble a unified assessment. Simplifying and stand-
ardizing the data collection and analysis workflows
used in ecosystem assessments is required to enable
regular and transparent environmental monitoring.

Regularly updated remote sensing data offer
powerful opportunities to track biophysical change
(figure 1(A)). Combined with AI processing meth-
ods, these data streams enable advances in mapping
the extent, distribution, and even the completeness
and functioning capacity (i.e. integrity) of ecosys-
tems. For example, analyzing 89 satellite-sensed spa-
tial data layers initiated the identification of Myan-
mar’s threatened ecosystems under the International
Union for Conservation of Nature criteria [5] and
the recently launched Biodiversity Survey of the Cape
integrates high-resolution hyperspectral imaging to
map terrestrial and marine biodiversity and ecosys-
tem integrity [6]. Considering the essential variables
for representing biodiversity and ecosystem services
[7], the Group on Earth Observations Biodiversity
Observation Network has advanced thinking on how
to standardize measurements, which is critical to cre-
ating replicable workflows.

Despite the advances enabled by high spatiotem-
poral resolution data streams and consensus build-
ing around important variables [8], key challenges
remain in efficiently processing and translating novel
data streams into meaningful indicators of ecosystem
state and change. Cloud-based workflows in which
data are accessed and analyzed on remote servers
through a cloud service provider offer one way to
accelerate these analyses. These workflows can reduce
the need for maintaining local computing resources
dedicated to downloading, storing, and processing
datasets. Cloud platforms designed for storing and
analyzing large archives of environmental spatial data
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have already been used to map and continuously
monitor forests [9, 10]. As data streams evolve, plat-
forms will need to focus on data and model interop-
erability so that both new and past data streams and
analyses are comparable, ensuring ecosystem mon-
itoring workflows can be repeated and compared
through time.

1.2. Harmonize in situ and remotely sensed data
In situ data are essential to validate information
obtained via remote sensing and enrich its use in sup-
porting detection of subtle drivers of change [11].
Automating in situ data collection and processing
whenever possible could facilitate incorporating these
data into reproducible ecosystem assessments (figure
1(B)). Internet of Things networks and edge clouds
(in which computational processes happen as close
as possible to sensors and end-users) create a possib-
ility to rapidly process data collected at remote loc-
ations, speeding processing by avoiding the need to
transfer the data to centralized servers. For example,
at the University of California’s Sedgwick Reserve,
computer scientists addressing the needs of conser-
vation land managers have developed a camera-trap
and edge cloud AI system that captures and classi-
fies photographs at the reserve [12]. Technology sec-
tors with experience implementing smart devices net-
works could be instrumental in adapting these tech-
nologies for ecological monitoring by collaborating
with ecologists and land managers.

Synergizing ground and remotely sensed data
for ecosystem assessments also generates opportun-
ities to collaborate with local communities, incorpor-
ate their knowledge, and achieve collective benefits.
Efforts in this direction include the Commonwealth
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation part-
nership between scientists, the private sector, and
traditional landowners to protect ecosystems and cul-
tural values from feral cattle by developing AI mod-
els that combine herd movement data (collected via
Global Positioning System-tracking ear tags) with
remotely sensed environmental layers [13]. Within
this partnership, traditional landowners lead on-
ground activities, develop ethical animal handling
norms, and will ultimately benefit from novel envir-
onmental monitoring tools to manage their lands.
Following the Collective Benefit, Authority to Con-
trol, Responsibility, Ethics Principles for Indigenous
Data Governance [14], to avoid data inequities and
exploitation, upcoming ecosystem assessments must
be conducted with collaboration and deep considera-
tion of the people who are part of those ecosystems.

Multi-scale monitoring programs, which integ-
rate measurements and environmental surveillance
across spatial, temporal, and administrative scales,
have great potential to assess the integrity of eco-
systems, but their design, setup, and maintenance
are costly. Substantial financial support from gov-
ernments, philanthropists, and other stakeholders is

needed to make multi-scale monitoring part of long-
term ecosystem assessments deployable across the
globe.

1.3. Integrate socioeconomic and biophysical data
Future ecosystem assessments cannot ignore human
dependence on nature or anthropogenic drivers
of environmental change. Developing indicators of
socioeconomic attributes that can be integrated
into ecosystem assessments is therefore vital to
improve monitoring of human-nature interactions
and land and seamanagement practices. For example,
researchers recently used high spatial resolution satel-
lite imagery of night lights as an indicator of eco-
nomic activity to quantitatively assess whether man-
grove ecosystems mitigate the impact of hurricanes
in Central America [15]. By comparing mangrove
widths to hurricane impact on night lights, they
found that robust mangrove belts greatly diminish
economic damages caused by hurricanes on coastal
communities. Such analyses highlight the oppor-
tunities in using remotely sensed data’s increased
resolution to monitor the social component of
coupled human-natural systems and the possibility
of incorporating ecosystem services into ecosystem
assessments.

Integrating environmental remote sensing with
census and household survey data has great potential
to characterize human interactions with nature [16].
This data integration requires broader-scale monitor-
ing of socioeconomic attributes to match and com-
bine with remote sensing methods for biophysical
ecosystem attributes. One such example is the mer-
ging of remotely sensed data on climate and land-
cover change with the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development’s Demographic and Health
Surveys, a global standardized instrument including
hundreds of social, health, and economic variables on
millions of individuals. Researchers used this com-
bined dataset to quantify impacts of protected areas
on human well-being within 34 developing countries
[17]. Recent studies have also shownhow socialmedia
data can help measure human access to nature [18]
and its relation to mental health [19]. Incorporat-
ing socioeconomic data into ecosystem assessments
could illuminate how breakdowns in human-nature
interactions may signal the onset of environmental
degradation processes and reveal potential vulnerab-
ilities to maintaining quality of life.

Going forward, a coordinated effort from gov-
ernments and global agencies to develop regularly
updatable survey methods customizable for differ-
ent regions could significantly facilitate the integ-
ration of socioeconomic information into repeat-
able ecosystem assessments. Collaboration among
different academic disciplines and the inclusion of
governmental and private sectors as crucial data
providers will be needed to further such initiat-
ives (figure 1(C)). Furthermore, similarly to sensitive
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biodiversity information (like endangered species
surveys), privacy is an issue when working with
people’s data. The high spatial resolution required
to form strong predictive relationships between
socioeconomic characteristics and ecosystem service
demand or ecosystem vulnerabilitymay preventmak-
ing some socioeconomic datasets public.

1.4. Access to cyberinfrastructure and technical
knowledge
Data preservation cyberinfrastructure and practices
have progressed significantly in recent years, notably
with the recognition of the FAIR principles, which
advocate for Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, and
Reusable digital assets [20]. However, important chal-
lenges remain in integrating various data sources
and models into ecosystem assessments. Although
these challenges are not specific to ecosystem assess-
ments, they are amplified by the often multidiscip-
linary nature of the evaluations. Programs working
towards using AI to couple data andmodels following
our understanding of complex human-natural sys-
tems include the Artificial Intelligence for Environ-
ment & Sustainability platform [21]. Initiatives like
this show how AI can make environmental modeling
more accessible by creating networks that grow as sci-
entific collaborators contribute to them.

Large cyberinfrastructures have become well-
suited for analysis and continuous integration of
data automatically collected by sensors due to recent
advances towards standardization. For example, the
development and increasing use of the SpatioTem-
poral Asset Catalog specification has simplified how
massive geospatial data collections are found and
accessed in the cloud. Assuring long-term access to
private Big Data storage and analysis cyberinfra-
structure or securing large-scale public investment
in such platforms is required to sustainably employ
them in ecosystem monitoring and deliver a greater
return on investment. Moreover, as platforms to
optimize ecosystem assessments evolve, standards for
interoperability between them will be essential. Cur-
rently, workflows that can benefit from the varied
strengths of multiple analysis platforms must over-
come incompatibility challenges, including limited
data flow between platforms and multiple storage
standards.

To maximize the reusability of observational
data for multi-scale monitoring, it is necessary to
develop flexible infrastructures and application pro-
gramming interfaces (communication mechanisms
between clients and servers) that allow both access
to Big Data repositories and integration of external
data sources [22]. Such integration has been pre-
vented, in part, by smaller field datasets frequently
relying on unrelated field methods, heterogeneous
data models, and variable metadata quality criteria,
as resources and incentives to adopt unifying stand-
ards are often limited. Developing and encouraging

the use of standardized semantics and metadata cri-
teria across data systems and disciplines will be neces-
sary to accelerate the data integration needed to per-
form multi-scale environmental monitoring.

Collaborations among environmental scientists
and software developers will help ensure that ecolo-
gical analysis platforms are designed to address end-
users’ needs. Successful community-driven advances
include the Pangeo Project [23], which leverages con-
tinuous end-users’ feedback and reviewed public con-
tributions to develop open software for Big Data
geoscience analytics. Ensuring technological solu-
tions remain open-source and can be implemented
on diverse computational infrastructures will make
them more likely to be used and expand the cre-
ation of collaborative networks (figure 1(D)). This is
exemplified by the Open Data Cube libraries, whose
development has engaged tens of scientists and soft-
ware developers worldwide and has helped multiple
countries integrate insights from remote sensing into
their national policies [24]. By expanding their cod-
ing and data analysis skills, environmental scientists
can be better positioned to fully leverage advances
in computing solutions to perform better ecosystem
assessments.

2. Conclusion

Current ecological monitoring practices place ecosys-
tems at risk of missing 2030 environmental targets
such as the Agenda for Sustainable Development or
30 by 30 and could fail to inform progress on crit-
ical global objectives like the UN’s Decade on Eco-
system Restoration. A new generation of ecosystem
assessments that are rapid, reproducible, repeatable,
and implementable at a range of spatial, temporal,
and administrative scales is urgently needed to mon-
itor our path towards these objectives. Transdiscip-
linary collaborations among computer and environ-
mental scientists, software developers, and remote
sensing experts from academic, non-profit, govern-
mental, and private sectors will be vital to creating
the new digital resources needed to monitor our rap-
idly changing environment. Owing to the accelerating
uptake of technology, we are in a unique position to
surpass current limitations of ecosystem assessments,
placing society on a path where a synoptic and con-
tinuous assessment of the state and trajectory of eco-
systems becomes a reality.

Data availability statement

No new data were created or analyzed in this study.

Acknowledgments

We thank Steven Brumby and Amy Luers for the
fruitful discussions that supported this article. We
thank the National Center for Ecological Analysis and

4



Environ. Res. Lett. 18 (2023) 011003 C Galaz García et al

Synthesis for facilitating the authors’ work on this
paper. Any use of trade, firm, or product names is
for descriptive purposes only and does not imply
endorsement by the U.S. Government.

Author contributions

Conceptualization: K B, J B, R C K, T D, C G G, B H,
N M, C N, T R, H S, D S, G W.
Funding acquisition: B H
Writing—original draft: K B, J B, R C K, T D, C G G,
B H, N M, T R, D S, G W.
Writing—review & editing: K B, J B, R C K, T D, C
G G, B H, N M, C N, T R, H S, D S, G W.

Conflict of interest

Author Trevor Dhu is currently Microsoft’s Asia Lead
for Sustainability Science. The rest of the authors
declare no competing interests.

Funding

This work was supported by a gift from Microsoft
(funding code 8-448755-17211-EC417). Heidi M
Sosik gratefully acknowledges support from the
Simons Foundation (Grant #561126). Support for
Kenneth J Bagstad’s time was provided by the U.S.
Geological Survey’s Land Change Science Program.

ORCID iD

Carmen Galaz García https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-8916-564X

References

[1] Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform On Biodiversity
And Ecosystem Services 2019 Summary for policymakers of
the global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem
services (Zenodo)

[2] Nicholson E et al 2021 Scientific foundations for an
ecosystem goal, milestones and indicators for the post-2020
global biodiversity framework Nat. Ecol. Evol. 5 1338–49

[3] Tuia D et al 2022 Perspectives in machine learning for
wildlife conservation Nat. Commun. 13 792

[4] Reid W Vet al 2005 Ecosystems and Human Well-Being -
Synthesis: A Report of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
(Washington, DC: Island Press)

[5] Murray N J et al 2020 Myanmar’s terrestrial ecosystems:
status, threats and conservation opportunities Biol. Conserv.
252 108834

[6] Biodiversity Survey of the Cape (BioSCape) 2020 A
biodiversity field campaign in the greater cape floristic

region of South Africa (available at: www.bioscape.io/
project) (Accessed 1 April 2021)

[7] Balvanera P, Brauman K A, Cord A F, Drakou E G,
Geijzendorffer I R, Karp D S, Martín-López B,
Mwampamba T H and Schröter M 2022 Essential ecosystem
service variables for monitoring progress towards
sustainability Curr. Opin. Environ. Sustain. 54 101152

[8] Schmeller D S et al 2018 A suite of essential biodiversity
variables for detecting critical biodiversity change Biol. Rev.
Camb. Phil. Soc. 93 55–71

[9] Davis C and Thau D 2014 Monitoring the world’s forests
with global forest watch Google AI Blog (Accessed 1 April
2021)

[10] Risk Map 2020 PrevisIA (available at: www.previsia.org/)
(Accessed 1 April 2021)

[11] Sparrow B D, Edwards W, Munroe S E M, Wardle G M,
Guerin G R, Bastin J-F, Morris B, Christensen R, Phinn S
and Lowe A J 2020 Effective ecosystem monitoring requires a
multi-scaled approach Biol. Rev. 95 1706–19

[12] Elias A R, Golubovic N, Krintz C and Wolski R 2017 Where’s
the bear? Automating wildlife image processing using IoT
and edge cloud systems Proc. 2nd Int. Conf. on Internet-
of-Things Design and Implementation (ACM) pp 247–58

[13] SpaceCows—using AI, space technology and cloud to
protect the Top End 2021 Microsoft news center (Accessed 1
April 2021)

[14] Carroll S R et al 2020 The CARE principles for indigenous
data governance Data Sci. J. 19 43

[15] Del Valle A, Eriksson M, Ishizawa O A and Miranda J J 2020
Mangroves protect coastal economic activity from
hurricanes Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 117 265–70

[16] Fedele G, Donatti C I, Bornacelly I and Hole D G 2021
Nature-dependent people: mapping human direct use of
nature for basic needs across the tropics Glob. Environ.
Change 71 102368

[17] Naidoo R et al 2019 Evaluating the impacts of protected
areas on human well-being across the developing world Sci.
Adv. 5 eaav3006

[18] Wood S A, Winder S G, Lia E H, White E M, Crowley C S L
and Milnor A A 2020 Next-generation visitation models
using social media to estimate recreation on public lands Sci.
Rep. 10 15419

[19] Schwartz A J, Dodds P S, O’Neil-Dunne J P M, Ricketts T H,
Danforth C M and Chen M 2022 Gauging the happiness
benefit of US urban parks through Twitter PLoS One
17 e0261056

[20] Wilkinson M D et al 2016 The FAIR guiding principles for
scientific data management and stewardship Sci. Data
3 160018

[21] Balbi S, Bagstad K J, Magrach A, Sanz M J,
Aguilar-Amuchastegui N, Giupponi C and Villa F 2022 The
global environmental agenda urgently needs a semantic web
of knowledge Environ. Evid. 11 5

[22] Bryan Heidorn P 2008 Shedding light on the dark data in the
long tail of science Libr. Trends 57 280–99

[23] Cassidy E 2020 The Pangeo project: developing community
tools for a new era of data analysis NASA Earth Science Data
Systems Program Articles (Accessed 1 April 2021)

[24] Dhu T, Giuliani G, Juárez J, Kavvada A, Killough B,
Merodio P, Minchin S and Ramage S 2019 National open
data cubes and their contribution to country-level
development policies and practices Data 4 144

5

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8916-564X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8916-564X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8916-564X
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41559-021-01538-5
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41559-021-01538-5
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-27980-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-27980-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2020.108834
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2020.108834
https://www.bioscape.io/project
https://www.bioscape.io/project
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2022.101152
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2022.101152
https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12332
https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12332
https://www.previsia.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12636
https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12636
https://doi.org/10.5334/dsj-2020-043
https://doi.org/10.5334/dsj-2020-043
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1911617116
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1911617116
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2021.102368
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2021.102368
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav3006
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav3006
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-70829-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-70829-x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261056
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261056
https://doi.org/10.1038/sdata.2016.18
https://doi.org/10.1038/sdata.2016.18
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13750-022-00258-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13750-022-00258-y
https://doi.org/10.1353/lib.0.0036
https://doi.org/10.1353/lib.0.0036
https://doi.org/10.3390/data4040144
https://doi.org/10.3390/data4040144

	The future of ecosystem assessments is automation, collaboration, and artificial intelligence
	1. Introduction
	1.1. Rapid, reproducible, and repeatable data workflows
	1.2. Harmonize in situ and remotely sensed data
	1.3. Integrate socioeconomic and biophysical data
	1.4. Access to cyberinfrastructure and technical knowledge

	2. Conclusion
	References


