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T

he world of data is growing
exponentially. A little more
than ten years ago, in 2009,
the total amount of digital information
exceeded one zettabyte—a hundred
million times more than what the
world’s largest library, the U.S. Library
of Congress, can hold. Since then, the
amount has doubled every second
year. The vast majority of this data is
unstructured, particularly forms of text,
images, video, and audio.

This uncharted
data provides
a tremendous
opportunity—and an
equally massive challenge
—to companies worldwide. On
the one hand, the vast data universe
contains information about almost any
aspect of the contextual environment,
including such that could be of critical
importance to the environment and
business. On the other hand, this valuable
information is unorganized and dispersed,
so collecting, structuring, and making
sense of it requires time and resources.
Thus, having tools and processes in
place for continuously and effortlessly
extracting strategic decision support
from data worldwide has a real
competitive advantage. By using AI

to review tens of thousands of policy
documents, academic research papers
and consumer expressions on social
media, companies and investors can
identify growth opportunities, or at
the very least, keep track of current and
future trends.
COVID-19 and Sustainability:
Growing Interest From Investors
Since the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP) introduced the
17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) in 2015, companies and industry
stakeholders are taking an interest in
making people, the planet, and profit
work harmoniously. The COVID-19
pandemic made many leaders in the
sustainability community nervous,
fearing a blow to the world economy
that would make business leaders and
investors neglect sustainability goals.
Fortunately, this has not been the case:
around the world, people seem to →

35

AI for a Better World

COVER STORY More than a Market

have taken COVID-19 as a wake-up call,
realizing something must be done.
Investors, in turn, are pivoting toward
increased investments in agriculture and
healthcare, among others.

More and more private companies and investors
are joining the search for new business models and
technologies – ones that align with the SDG and eco
the mantra of ‘doing well by doing good.’

More and more private companies and
investors are joining the search for new
business models and technologies—ones
that align with the SDG and eco the mantra
of ‘doing well by doing good.’ Recent
examples include Temasek and BlackRock
committing to invest USD 600 million in
firms working to reduce carbon emissions,
and Envision Group and Sequoia Capital
China setting up a carbon-neutral
technology fund worth USD 1.52 billion.

Since 2016, policy reforms in this area
started setting up the framework and
rules for developing the green bond
market, insurance, lending, and other
green and sustainable financial products
and services. At the sectoral level, line
ministries have also supported the
government’s efforts toward high-quality
development, focusing on leveraging
the policy potentials to accelerate
innovation and technology to achieve
sustainability in many areas.

AI in China
The Chinese Government has demonstrated
a proactive response to the UN 2030
Agenda since the beginning. The
Government’s target of ‘common
prosperity’ and climate change agenda
are very much aligned with the SDGs,
as reflected in the recent announcement
that China is committed to achieving
carbon neutrality before 2060.
Unlike in many other countries, in China,
regulators are the main drivers behind
the shift toward sustainable investment.
This is particularly evident in green
financing, where in recent years, China
has become a pioneer in policies to
green its economy and financial system.
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Uses of AI for Sustainability
An increasingly important use of AI is
Natural Language Processing (NLP).
NLP refers to the branch of computer
science concerned with giving
computers the ability to understand
text and spoken words in the same way
humans do. It combines computational
linguistics—rule-based modeling of
human language—with statistical,
machine learning, and deep learning
models. Together, these technologies
enable computers to process human
language in the form of text or voice data
and to ‘understand’ its full meaning,
complete with the speaker or writer’s
intent and sentiment.

NLP drives computer programs that
translate text from one language to
another, respond to spoken commands,
and summarize large volumes of text
rapidly—even in real time. Most people
interacted with NLP in the form of voiceoperated GPS systems, digital assistants,
speech-to-text dictation software,
customer service chatbots, and
other consumer conveniences.
But NLP also plays a growing role in
enterprise solutions that help streamline
business operations, increase employee
productivity, and simplify mission-critical
business processes. For example:
An international company looking
to understand its customers might
need to conduct hundreds—if not
thousands—of in-depth interviews with
industry stakeholders worldwide. With
the help of NLP, all these transcripts
can be analyzed quickly and in different
languages, saving money and manpower
and producing valuable data.
A different—yet equally fascinating
—use of AI can be found in farming.
A successful use case is Pinduoduo’s
Smart Agriculture Competition, where

four IT teams competed with traditional
farmers for four months on growing
strawberries. Data analysis, intelligent
sensors, and greenhouse automation
helped the scientists win: data scientists
produced 196% more strawberries
by weight on average compared to
traditional farmers.
The AI revolution is not limited to
these unique examples—it happens
across many industries. Industry 4.0
technologies such as AI are forecasted
to bring huge productivity gains—as long
as they receive government support.
According to an analysis from Accenture
and Frontier Economics, by 2035, labor
productivity in developed countries could
rise by 40% due to the influence of AI.
The above examples are real cases
of how various organizations use
AI-driven research in their efforts to better
understand what new technologies and
business models are gaining traction.
There are many other examples of how
AI can be used to explore sustainabilityfocused investment opportunities.
These methods are likely
to grow and claim their
own space in a future
of more impactful
and sustainable
industries. ■
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