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South African HE Libraries as Catalysts 

for SDG Impact: Strategies for Access, 

Collaboration, and Societal Engagement



Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), 

libraries, Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), and Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a 

nexus where innovation meets purpose



HEIs & AI for Sustainable Development

HEIs are uniquely positioned to lead the charge in using AI 

to accelerate progress toward the SDGs. According to the 

UN HESI Action Group:

❑ AI is reshaping education: Generative AI tools like 

ChatGPT are prompting HEIs to rethink teaching, 

research, and administration.

❑ SDG urgency: Only 15% of SDG targets are on track for 

2030, with nearly half showing no progress or regression.

❑ HEIs as changemakers: They can harness AI to tackle 

global challenges – SDGs 1-17



Libraries as AI-Enhanced Knowledge Hubs

As academic libraries we need to evolve and provide 

repositories as dynamic engines of innovation:

❑ AI-powered services: Smart cataloguing, 

personalised research recommendations, and 

predictive analytics for Research Visibility and 

Impact.

❑ Open access & data stewardship: Libraries need  to 

champion open science and FAIR data principles, 

aligning with SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 9 

(Industry, Innovation, Infrastructure).

❑ Digital equity: By providing inclusive access to AI tools 

and digital resources, libraries  will help bridge the 

technological divide.



SA’s Academic Libraries & SDGs Impact 

Therefore all South African academic libraries should actively 

align their services and outreach with the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly through community 

engagement, access to information, and digital inclusion

❑ Promote open access to research and data

❑ Facilitate community development through 

dissemination of publicly funded research outs puts – 

publications and datasets 

❑ Encouraging sustainable practices in education and 

research



Promoting Open Access: Democratizing 

Knowledge

❑  Institutional Repositories: that archive theses, articles, 

and datasets (WiredSpace & Wits Open Data Vault)

❑  Open Journal Systems: that support platforms that 

publish institutional peer-reviewed research without 

paywalls – Wits Journals (Open Journal System)

❑  Data Stewardship: to train researchers/postgraduate 

students in FAIR data principles (Findable, Accessible, 

Interoperable, Reusable), i.e. Wits Doctoral Academy 

and GOLD (The Wits Graduate Online Learning and 

Development (GOLD) Programme)



Challenges & Opportunities
                      

Challenges:

o Funding constraints

o Digital divide

o Policy alignment – institutional/national/global 

Opportunities:

o National SDG strategies, i.e. SDGs Tracking Platform 

o AI and data analytics

o Strengthening community partnerships and

      collaborations (institutional collo



❑ Tagging and indexing research outputs with SDG-related 

keywords (e.g. “climate resilience,” “gender equity,” 

“clean energy”) helps research community to find 

relevant content faster.

❑ Linking metadata to SDG indicators allows researchers 

and policymakers to track contributions to specific goals.

❑ Enhanced cataloguing of grey literature, datasets, and 

community projects ensures that non-traditional 

knowledge is also accessible (e.g. including Archives 

and Special Collections

Improved Discoverability of Institutional 

Research Outputs (SDG resources)



Supporting Data Management & Reuse

❑Metadata for datasets ensures that SDG-related data is 

findable, accessible, interoperable, and reusable (FAIR 

principles).

❑Persistent identifiers (like DOIs and ORCID iDs) help 

track the impact of SDG research across disciplines and 

borders.

Enabling Innovation & Decision-Making

❑ Analytics from metadata can reveal trends, gaps, and 

emerging areas in SDG research.



Facilitating Interdisciplinary Collaboration

❑ Metadata harmonization across disciplines (e.g. 

education, economics, public health) enables integrated 

SDG solutions.

❑ Linked data and semantic web technologies allow 

libraries to connect diverse resources into meaningful 

knowledge graphs.

❑ Metadata-driven discovery tools can recommend SDG-

aligned collaborators, projects, or funding opportunities.

❑Metadata dashboards can help institutions monitor their 

contributions to sustainability goals.

.



❑ Embed SDG goals into library strategic plans

❑ Advocate and review open access policies at 

institutional level and benchmark global 

❑ Train faculty librarians as SDG ambassadors

❑Measure impact through SDG-aligned metrics

❑Make institutional repositories trusted platforms for 

publishing SDG-related research openly

❑ Support for open data initiatives that align with 

transparency and global collaboration

❑Guidance on publishing in open-access 

journals/datasets to increase visibility of institutional 

research

❑ Training in data visualization and GIS tools to map and 

analyse SDG progress

The Way Forward



SA HE libraries adding value to the 

academic projects - Implementation 

open publishing platforms  





21 Journals titles managed by UJ Libraries & UJ Press 



 

Expanding the research of Wits Research 

Publications 



Wits Open Data Vault: FigShare



Metadata Enrichment: Repository 

Content – CPUT vs TUT



Wits Retrospective Research Outputs 



Publications & Datasets – Research Categories

Source: 2025/08/28



Open Access Publications
Source: 2025/08/28

CPUT TUT

Total of Publications = 5314 Total of Publications = 9760



Metadata Enrichment



Wits vs. other SA HEIs – 2025: SDGs 

Rankings
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GenAI for Open Repositories & RVI



New LIS Perspective – on other Conferences



How to Make Artificial 
Intelligence Work for Africa. 
HIT Public Lecture by Prof. 
Arthur G. Mutambara
https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=ATSc6EtptT0
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