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National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)

International Open Data Day, 5 March 2025

uLwazi Node's open data platform on the frontline in earth
observation and environmental data management

Open Data Day on 5 March 2025, is an annual commemoration of open data all over the
world coordinated by the Open Knowledge Foundation which works across 40 countries.
Open data is digital data that is made available with the technical and legal characteristics
necessary for it to be freely used and reused. The National Science and Technology
Forum (NSTF) takes this opportunity to honour and highlight the 2024 NSTF-South32
Data for Research Award winner, the uLwazi Node team. (uLwazi meaning ‘knowledge’.)
This prestigious national recognition was awarded to team uLwaz Node for the
management of a metadata repository that facilitates the FAIR (Findable, Accessible,
Interoperable, and Reusable) publication, discovery, dissemination, and preservation of
earth observation and environmental data in South Africa (SA), certified by the
CoreTrustSeal in 2023.

The International Open Data Day: Open Data Day is an opportunity to show the
benefits of open data and encourage the adoption of open data policies in government,
business and civil society. The day is celebrated to promote transparency, innovation,
and collaboration. It highlights the value of open data, bringing many different people
from different backgrounds together to share and use data freely. This day was proposed
and founded in 2010 by public policy entrepreneur David Eaves. All outputs are open for
everyone to use and re-use because sharing information can lead to new discoveries,
insights, and possibly, solutions to pressing regional/global issues like healthcare, urban
planning, and environmental protection. The day also supports the sustainable
development goals (SDG’s), highlighting the role of data in achieving these objectives.

Recognising the outstanding contributions of uLwazi Node of SAEON’s Open
Data Platform (ODP)

The uLwazi Node team won the 2024 NSTF-South32 Data for Research Award. The
award was received by Manager Leo Chiloane, for South African Environmental
Observation Network (SAEON) ODP at the 2024 NSTF-South32 Awards Gala Dinner held
in Cape Town and Johannesburg simultaneously on Thursday 11 July 2024. The award is
made for advancing the availability, management, and re-use of research data by an
individual or a team. uLwazi Node won the award for the management of a metadata
repository that facilitates the FAIR publication, discovery, dissemination, and preservation
of earth observation and environmental data in South Africa (SA), certified by the
CoreTrustSeal in 2023.

From left to right: Prof Glenda Gray (NSTF Awards Adjudicator), Mr Leo Chiloane and two members of
the OPD, and Mr Mmboneni Muofhe, Deputy Director-General: Technology Innovation from the DSTI (far

right)

“The system supports national data mobilisation initiatives, including the South
African Risk and Vulnerability Atlas and the Marine Information Management
System, co-developed with the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the
Environment (DFFE). We are dedicated to providing useful geographic
information to those making SA a better place, explains Chiloane.”

uLwaz (meaning ‘knowledge’) is one of the seven nodes of SAEON, a business unit of the
National Research Foundation (NRF). The Node was established in 2018 to support data
management and the development of information platforms and decision-support tools for
government departments. It provides online tools for research data infrastructure to
support decision-making across various sectors. These tools help stakeholders such as
government, academics, and NGOs to understand geographic relationships between
resources, people, and risks in SA.

SAEON has been developing data management systems since 2008, supported by the
NRF and the Department of Science, Technology and Innovation (DSTI). The ODP
supports open science and is designed for searching, visualising, and downloading
datasets, offering features like citation generation and GIS (geographic information
system) data mapping. At its core, it functions as a search engine, transforming metadata
records to support full-text searches.

The portal enables real-time access, concurrent usage, and efficient data management,
benefits that would be impossible or impractical in an analogue system. Looking ahead,
the portal is set to enhance its capabilities with advanced analytics and data exploration
features, reinforcing the value of digital technologies/platforms over traditional methods.

“By integrating and publishing data and associated products in an
understandable and accessible manner we hope to facilitate the decision-
making process and allow for a defensible response to a range of social,

economic and environmental drivers in SA.”

The ODP hosts data from multiple organisations, including government and academic
institutions, and allows the creation of community or theme specific access to a curated
sub-collection. Notable funded portals include the South African Risk and Vulnerability
Atlas and the Bioenergy Atlas. The ODP also supports several projects funded by the
DFFE, such as the Marine Information Management System (MIMS) and the Climate
Change Information System (CCIS). Therefore, this platform is not just a repository, it
serves as a bridge linking researchers, policymakers, and the public to essential Earth
observation and environmental data, driving positive social, economic, and environmental
change.

Additionally, SAEON issues Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) for its datasets through
DataCite, ensuring that data is discoverable in international catalogues and can be cited
in scholarly publications. At its foundation the Node is bound to equitably and ethically
providing datasets, open for all to ensure its longevity, this also largely entails building
strong strategic partnerships globally, diversifying fundraising and remaining dynamic.

“Portions of its metadata are visible in global systems such as the Global Earth
Observation System of Systems (GEOSS), International Oceanographic Data
and Information Exchange (IODE) and DataCite.”

The team stated that they hope the NSTF-South32 Data for Research Award will increase
awareness and attract key partnerships. The team aims to foster a community where
researchers not only use data but also share their derived data products, promoting
continuous collaboration and innovation, especially in SA where data management efforts
tend to be siloed.

Mr Chiloane concluded: “For us, success isnt just about people using our
data. It's about fostering a community where researchers can share their
derived data products back, creating a cycle of collaboration and innovation.”

About the NSTF (National Science and Technology Forum): NSTF is an independent
non-profit stakeholder body and network — a civil-society forum of over 140 organisations
involved in science, engineering, technology (SET) and innovation in SA.

Join the NSTF’s conversations on social media:
e LinkedIn: National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)

e Facebook: @NSTFSA
X @NSTF_SA

YouTube: National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)

Instagram: @nstf_sa

TikTok: nstf_sa
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About the NSTF

The National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF), established in 1995:

is a broadly-representative stakeholder body for all science, engineering and technology (SET) and
innovation organisations in South Africa

gathers stakeholders around burning issues of national and global interest, across the public and
private sectors, including matters of public policy

includes a network of professional societies in SET and STEM education (STEM = science,
technology, engineering and mathematics) - the NSTF proSET membership sector.

recognises, awards and profiles the outstanding contributions of individuals and groups to SET and
innovation through the prestigious NSTF Awards

runs and supports collaborative projects and youth outreach, including recognition of top
performance in mathematics and science, role modelling, bursaryand STEM career information

runs and supports the STEMulator.org which attracts youth and educators to
Explore>Discover>Learn the world of STEM including careers. (Established by NSTF proSET)
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