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Infectious diseases, pollution, earthquakes, floods and other disasters are among the greatest 
challenges the world faces today. Each year, 15 million people die and millions more become 
seriously ill as a result of infectious diseases1. According to the World Bank2, air pollution has 
emerged as the fourth-leading risk factor for deaths worldwide. It is estimated that 1.8 billion 
people were a�ected by disaster in the last decade3.

Mobile operators can provide powerful and unique insights based on anonymised, aggregated 
network data to help solve these complex problems. Mobility data can help public health 
organisations to more e�ectively respond to epidemics or plan targeted health interventions. 
It can support emergency relief agencies to more accurately and e�ciently direct their resources. 
It can help governments better understand the impact of pollution and climate change on citizens. 

In 2017, through the GSMA, mobile operators across geographies have come together to accelerate 
and scale the business opportunity for Big Data for Social Good. The GSMA o�ers a unique 
platform to establish a common framework and best practice approaches, while respecting and 
protecting individuals’ privacy. 

How the mobile industry is harnessing big data to help 
public agencies and NGOs tackle epidemics, natural 
disasters and environmental impacts.
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Implementations

In 2017, the Big Data for Social Good Initiative convened 
public and private organisations to accelerate the mobile 
industry’s impact against the UN SDGs. 
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Air quality is a major concern for local governments in large urban areas, as it is a serious threat 
for public health. Globally, an estimated 5.5 million lives were lost in 2013 to diseases associated 
with outdoor and household air pollution4.

Air quality monitoring is currently costly for cities, as it either requires a network of fixed-point air 
quality and tra�c sensors or extensive manual surveys. 

The largest city in Brazil, São Paulo has a population of 12 million. Telefónica has developed a 
mobile Big Data solution that estimates and predicts air quality up to 48 hours in advance. 
It uses innovative machine-learning models that leverage aggregated, anonymised mobility data, 
together with data from weather, air quality and tra�c sensors. 

   

Telefonica’s project provides a unique solution to address air quality’s impact on the city and its 
habitants. Leveraging the data and insights from the operator o�ers a cheaper alternative to air 
quality monitoring and allows local government to take further preventive actions. For example, 
improving urban planning by guiding tra�c via alternative routes or issuing early health warning 
advice to a�ected populations. 
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