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Digital sovereignty for Africa?

Africa today is at yet another pivotal moment in its history (in series of many in its
pre-modern and modern times). If the continent fails to navigate the Al transition correctly,
the technological gap between Africa and the rest of the world may (irreversibly) widen.
Therefore, the collaborative Programs like this one (Certified Economic Diplomat,
developed by the Ghana’s IEF Institute together with its European think-tank, academic,
media and inter-cultural partners) matters so much. Spotifying the challenge is a half way
to its solution.



The current situation is not promising. Africa's data is stored abroad. For example, the whole
continent has fewer data farms than the Netherlands. Knowledge about Africa is also shaped
beyond the continent, with, for example, less than 2% of Wikipedia editors coming from the
continent. The modern Al system must reflect Africa's wisdom gathered over centuries. The
continent needs urgent action to safeguard and promote its data, knowledge, and wisdom
for the Al era as part of the common cultural and knowledge heritage.

Data dilemma

Africa's data infrastructure needs to be more developed. The entire continent has fewer data
farms than the Netherlands, a stark indicator of the digital divide. This lack of infrastructure
forces African countries to store their data abroad, traditionally in Europe and North
America, and increasingly in China. This practice raises significant security and privacy
concerns and limits Africa's ability to leverage its data for economic growth and innovation.
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Data localisation, the practice of managing data on a national level, is gaining traction
globally. African countries can use data to foster local innovation and economic growth by
investing in local data centres and data localisation policies.

Knowledge gap

The digital knowledge divide is another critical issue. Less than 2% of Wikipedia editors are
from Africa, significantly underrepresenting African perspectives and knowledge. This



https://www.diplomacy.edu/resource/report-stronger-digital-voices-from-africa/digital-rights-in-africa-national-overview/?diplo-deep-link-text=Digital%20rights%20in%20Africa%3A%20A%20brief%20national%20overviewhttp%3A%2F%2Fwww.diplomacy.edu%2Fresource%2Fdigital-rights-in-africa-national-overviewLaws%20and%20policies%3A%20Focus%20on%20privacy%20and%20data%20protectionAccelerated%20digital%20transformation%20processes%20and%20increasing%20cross-border%20trade%20within%20and%20beyond%20the%20African%20continent%20call%20for%20strengthened%20and%20harmonised%20legal%20frameworks%20to%20ensure%20adequate%20protection%20of%20data%20and%20privacy.%20Civil%20society%20organisations%2C%20for%20example%2C%20are%20concerned%20that%20a%20lack%20of%20such%20frameworks%20encourages%20extensive%20data%20mining%20and%20extraction%20of%20data%20for%20business%20without%20consideration%20for%20the%20human%20rights%20impacts.%C2%A0Some%20governments%20share%20similar%20concerns%3A%20In%20its%20National%20Digital%20Master%20Plan%2C%20Kenya%20notes%20that%20one%20data-protection-related%20concern%20in%20need%20to%20be%20addressed%20is%20the%20mining%20of%20data%20by%20%E2%80%98specific%20multinationals%E2%80%99.Over%20the%20last%20few%20years%2C%20the%20drafting%20and%20coming%20into%20effect%20of%20data%20protection%20laws%20has%20been%20accelerated%20across%20Africa%20%28Figure%2031%29.%20A%20few%20examples%20include%3AAlgeria%3A%20Law%20on%20the%20Protection%20of%20Natural%20Persons%20in%20the%20Processing%20of%20Personal%20Data%2C%202018Egypt%3A%20Personal%20Data%20Protection%20Law%2C%202020Kenya%3A%20Data%20Protection%20Act%2C%202019Namibia%3A%20Working%20on%20a%20draft%20for%202022Nigeria%3A%20Nigerian%20Data%20Protection%20Regulation%2C%202019%C2%A0Rwanda%3A%20Law%20No.%20058%2F2021%20Relating%20to%20the%20Protection%20of%20Personal%20Data%20and%20Privacy%2C%202021South%20Africa%3A%20Protection%20of%20Personal%20Information%20Act%2C%202013%C2%A0Data%20protection%20laws%20in%20Kenya%2C%20Rwanda%2C%20and%20South%20Africa%20share%20some%20of%20the%20elements%20of
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Community_Insights/Community_Insights_2020_Report

disparity not only skews the global narrative but also deprives future generations of a
comprehensive understanding of Africa's rich history and culture.

African governments and institutions must actively encourage and support local content
creation to bridge this knowledge gap. Initiatives like training programs for Wikipedia
editors, grants for digital content creators, and partnerships with global tech companies can
help amplify African voices in the digital space. Additionally, integrating digital literacy into
the education system will empower the next generation to contribute to and shape the global
knowledge economy.

Africa's wisdom

Africa's wisdom, deeply rooted in oral traditions and cultural practices, is at risk of being
overlooked in the AI era. Al systems, predominantly developed in the West, often fail to
reflect African cultures and values. This oversight can lead to biased and culturally
insensitive Al applications, further marginalizing the African continent.

By incorporating traditional values such as Ubuntu into AI developments, Africa can ensure
that AI platforms and systems reflect the continent’s cultural values, including the high
relevance of communal values.

Actionable steps for Africa

Invest in data infrastructure: African governments must prioritize the development of local
data centres and cloud services. Public-private partnerships can be crucial in mobilizing the
necessary resources and expertise.

Enact data localisation policies: Implementing data localisation laws can ensure that
sensitive data remains within national borders, enhancing security and fostering local
innovation.

Promote local content creation: Governments and institutions should support initiatives
encouraging local content creation, such as training programs, grants, and partnerships with
global tech companies.

Integrate Al and digital literacy into education: By incorporating digital literacy into the
education system, Africa can empower the next generation to contribute to the global
knowledge economy.

Incorporate traditional wisdom such as Ubuntu ethics into AI Governance: African nations
should actively participate in global Al governance forums and advocate for including
Ubuntu ethics in Al development.



https://www.diplomacy.edu/blog/ubuntu-ethos-african-insights-for-ethical-ai/%20Ubuntu

Future developments

Africa stands at a crossroads in the digital age. The continent’s young population and
significant potential for digital and societal development hold a promising digital future.
Africa can secure its digital interests and preserve its rich cultural heritage for future
generations by taking proactive steps to safeguard its data, knowledge, and wisdom.

The time to act is now. Africa must invest in data infrastructure, promote local content
creation, and incorporate its unique cultural values into AI governance. Only then can it
truly harness the power of the digital revolution and shape its own digital destiny.
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