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Essay: 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is reshaping every facet of modern life, from how we communicate and 
conduct business to how we approach healthcare, agriculture, and education. AI will contribute up to 
$15.7 trillion to the global economy by 2030 (PwC, 2017). However, this rapid technological 
advancement is not experienced equally globally, with underdeveloped regions struggling to harness 
AI's benefits, particularly across Africa. Despite great potential, many African countries risk being left 
behind if they do not act to close the technology gap (World Bank, 2022).  

The Growing AI Divide 

The transformative possibilities of AI are boundless. North America and China are poised to benefit 
the most from AI, given their advanced digital infrastructures, robust research and development 
spending, and innovative ecosystems (PwC, 2018). The Canadian government, for instance, launched 
a Pan-Canadian Artificial Intelligence Strategy in 2017, investing $125 million in AI research to attract 
and retain top academic talent and encourage collaboration between Canada's main AI research hubs 
(Government of Canada, 2017). Similarly, the European Union's coordinated plan on AI highlights an 
investment of over €1.5 billion from 2018 to 2020, focusing on supporting research in AI and 
collaborative innovation across member states (European Commission, 2018). 

By contrast, African countries must deal with structural barriers that hamper AI adoption. Data 
indicates that less than 1% of global AI research output originates from African institutions, further 
underscoring the continent's limited involvement in cutting-edge AI developments (Brookings, 2022). 
This disparity stems from several factors, including inadequate high-speed internet coverage, minimal 
funding for technical education, and a shortage of local expertise. Regional infrastructure deficits and 
low digital literacy rates substantially impede the integration of AI into African economies (UNCTAD, 
2021). As a result, the digital divide is evolving into an "AI divide", an increasingly worrisome gap 
where developed nations maintain their global economic lead while African nations risk further 
marginalisation. 

The AI gap does not merely denote a technological shortfall. The world stands at a critical inflection 
point with AI. While it’s expected to contribute US$15.7 trillion to the global economy by 2030, only 10 
percent of this will be felt in the Global South (UNDP, 2024). This stark projection underscores the 
pressing need for AI-inclusive policies, lest nations grapple with worsening poverty, growing 
unemployment, and diminished access to healthcare and education. The potential losses are 
significant, and without substantial interventions, Africa's economic future might be shaped more by 
exclusion from the global AI boom. 

North America is set to capture 26% of the global GDP increase attributed to AI by 2030, whereas 
Sub-Saharan Africa may contribute as little as 3% (McKinsey, 2023). Such forecasts underscore a 
bifurcated global economy in which advanced countries advance more rapidly while African states 
remain stuck in lower-value economic activities. The need for global AI inclusion is a crucial necessity, 
and we risk ending up in a grim winner-takes-most scenario if adequate efforts to support this are not 
made (World Economic Forum, 2020). 

The patent landscape further illustrates this disparity. Over 70% of AI-related patents filed in 2022 
originated from the United States, China, Japan, and South Korea. In contrast, the entirety of Africa 
accounted for fewer than 1% of total AI patent filings (WIPO, 2023). The venture capital (VC) funding 
ecosystem tells a similar story: while there has been recent growth in AI-related startups across the 
continent, African AI startups receive only around 1% of global AI venture capital (BCG, 2022). Most of 
this limited capital is funnelled into tech hubs in countries like South Africa, Kenya, and Nigeria, 
leaving others with negligible investment to kick-start AI research and development. 
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The Role of Data in AI Disparities 

AI systems rely heavily on data to learn, adapt, and perform accurately. However, many of these data 
sets originate from Western environments, reflecting Western demographics, languages, and socio-
economic realities. This over-representation of Western data can result in biased AI systems and is 
less effective when deployed in underrepresented regions. Underrepresentation in training data for 
African languages leads to flawed models that often produce unintelligible translations or perpetuate 
cultural stereotypes (Masakhane Project Report, 2023). 

Underrepresentation of African Languages and Cultures 

Natural Language Processing (NLP) models exemplify the challenge of limited data representation. 
Tools such as ChatGPT, Google Translate, and other translation systems struggle with African 
languages like Yoruba, Zulu, or Xhosa. Machine translation systems consistently fail to capture 
nuances of African dialects, often generating literal or nonsensical translations (Masakhane Project 
Report, 2023). This linguistic exclusion is not merely an inconvenience; it hampers access to global 
information, limiting educational and economic opportunities. Language barriers reinforced by AI-
driven language tools can exacerbate existing inequalities by cutting off entire communities from 
knowledge and digital services (UNESCO, 2024). 

Biased Algorithms in Hiring and Financial Services 

Bias in AI systems is particularly detrimental in decision-making tools like hiring algorithms, loan 
approvals, and medical diagnostics. Algorithms trained on Western-centric data risk discriminating 
against communities in developing countries where social, economic, and cultural norms differ 
significantly (Science, 2022). The same phenomenon can occur in fintech. Default risk assessment 
models relying on Western credit-scoring norms can systematically reject creditworthy African 
individuals with alternative but unrecognised forms of collateral and income (IMF, 2021). 

Limitations in Agriculture and Healthcare 

Data scarcity also curtails the development of targeted AI solutions in agriculture and healthcare. In 
agriculture, AI-driven platforms that leverage satellite imagery and machine learning to optimise 
irrigation, pest control, and yield predictions are highly successful in North America and Europe. In 
Africa, however, such platforms often fail to achieve similar results due to limited, outdated, or 
incomplete datasets on local soil conditions, crop varieties, and weather patterns. Context-specific 
data is essential for AI-driven farm management tools, and Africa remains underserved, creating 
significant inefficiencies (Agricultural Systems, 2023). 

Similarly, while theoretically promising, AI-based healthcare diagnostics require local medical data, 
such as disease prevalence, genetic information, and patient demographics, to function effectively. 
Without incorporating region-specific epidemiological and clinical data, AI tools risk misdiagnosis or 
underdiagnosis in African populations (WHO, 2022). The stakes are high, and mis-calibrated AI-based 
diagnostics can lead to erroneous medical advice, exacerbating already strained healthcare systems. 

How Data Collection and Inclusion Can Reduce the Gap 

1. Developing Local Data Repositories 

Creating and maintaining local data repositories is pivotal in reducing the AI divide. Governments, 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and private firms can collaborate to collect, store, and curate 
datasets that accurately represent Africa's linguistic, cultural, and socio-economic diversity. Projects 
like Kenya's Open Data Initiative are critical in this regard. Making data freely accessible to the public 
and researchers fosters innovation, transparency, and economic development (Kenya Open Data 
Initiative, 2021). Similarly, Nigeria's data-for-AI partnerships aim to pool resources from various 
sectors to build extensive databases that could serve as training material for localised AI applications. 
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2. Enhancing Data Sovereignty 

Data sovereignty entails ensuring that data originating in Africa remains controlled by African 
institutions. For example, Rwanda's data localisation policy requires that critical data be stored within 
national borders, subject to Rwanda's privacy and security regulations (Rwanda Ministry of ICT, 2020). 
The African Union's Continental Data Policy also emphasises the importance of locally anchored data 
governance frameworks to spur growth in domestic AI innovation (African Union, 2022). By controlling 
the data flow, African nations can negotiate more equitable partnerships with foreign tech firms, 
demanding technology transfers and capacity-building initiatives in exchange for access to local 
datasets. 

Governmental Strategies for AI Empowerment in Africa 

Bridging the AI divide requires a multi-pronged strategy that includes regulatory reforms, targeted 
investments, and stakeholder collaborative efforts. These strategies should be tailor-made for local 
contexts yet informed by global best practices. 

1. Invest in AI Education and Training 

Education is foundational to successful AI development. Incorporating AI and digital literacy into 
primary and tertiary school curricula can help cultivate a generation of tech-savvy professionals. 
Public-private partnerships can further facilitate vocational programs, scholarships, and online learning 
initiatives. Morocco's AI initiative, for instance, includes collaboration with international tech giants like 
IBM and Microsoft to offer machine learning training, ensuring that graduates are job-ready for AI-
driven industries (Moroccan Ministry of Industry, 2022). 

2. Promote AI Startups and Innovation Hubs 

Startups and innovation hubs serve as catalysts for local AI ecosystems. Entrepreneurship is the 
backbone of innovation in emerging markets, driving solutions tailored to local challenges (IFC, 2021). 
Governments can encourage entrepreneurial growth by offering grants, tax incentives, and 
streamlined registration processes. Kenya's iHub model has nurtured AI-focused startups addressing 
challenges from digital payments to telemedicine. The iHub's success demonstrates how a well-
supported tech hub can accelerate home-grown AI solutions and attract international investors, 
reinforcing the local AI ecosystem (iHub Annual Report, 2021). 

3. Public-Private Partnerships 

Collaboration between governments, academia, and private enterprises is essential to build a 
sustainable AI ecosystem. International tech companies like Google and Microsoft have already 
established AI research labs in Accra (Ghana) and Nairobi (Kenya). These labs provide funding, 
training, and computational infrastructure for local AI researchers. Governments can enhance these 
investments with additional incentives, such as tax breaks or subsidies for research and development 
activities. Close collaboration between public institutions and private tech firms can significantly 
expedite capacity building, knowledge transfer, and resource allocation (ACST, 2023). 

4. Develop Ethical AI Frameworks 

Ethical governance of AI is crucial to preventing discrimination, safeguarding user data, and ensuring 
equitable access. The African Union's Continental Data Policy emphasises the development of 
harmonised ethical standards that address fairness, transparency, and accountability in AI 
applications (African Union, 2022). Through legislation and regulatory oversight, African governments 
can mandate that AI tools undergo bias assessments and robust data protection measures. For 
instance, Nigeria's Draft National AI Policy outlines guidelines to ensure that machine learning 
algorithms are auditable, and that citizens' rights are upheld in AI-driven decision-making (Nigeria's 
National AI Policy Draft, 2022). 
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Implementation and Benefits 

Implementing Policies at a Local Level 

Achieving AI equity in Africa necessitates a phased approach. In the short term, governments can 
address immediate priorities like establishing open data repositories and offering free or low-cost AI 
courses in collaboration with global online learning platforms. Medium-term strategies include 
infrastructure investments like expanding high-speed internet, particularly in rural areas and creating 
AI research centres that can function as hubs of innovation and collaboration. Long-term goals involve 
fostering a robust AI ecosystem where local universities partner with international institutions, startups 
receive consistent funding and ethical frameworks are rigorously enforced to build trust in AI systems. 
Regional cooperation, such as the African Union's efforts to harmonise policies and standards, is 
crucial to creating an environment where AI can thrive across the continent rather than in isolated 
pockets (Sambuli, 2022).  

Economic and Social Benefits 

Once the right foundations are laid, the potential benefits for African societies are manifold: 

1. Healthcare Improvements: AI-driven diagnostic tools, particularly in rural regions, can mitigate the 
shortages of trained medical professionals. An AI-powered diagnostic tool for early detection of 
malaria and tuberculosis could significantly reduce mortality rates in remote areas (WHO Africa, 2023).  

2. Agricultural Advancements: Africa's economies remain heavily reliant on agriculture. AI solutions 
can enhance food security by analysing local soil data, weather patterns, and crop performance. Yield 
optimisation and precision farming could be revolutionised through data-driven insights, minimising 
waste and maximising productivity (FAO, 2022).  

3. Financial Inclusion: AI can be harnessed to extend financial services to underbanked populations. 
With mobile money solutions already gaining traction in many African countries, intelligent credit-
scoring algorithms that recognise local financial behaviours can expand credit access. Digital financial 
services, bolstered by AI, have the potential to bring millions into the formal financial sector, spurring 
entrepreneurship and reducing inequality (GSMA, 2021). 

4. Education and Skills Development: AI-powered online platforms can provide personalised learning 
experiences, bridging gaps in educational resources and teacher shortages. Adaptive learning 
technologies can help tailor curricula to individual student needs, potentially improving outcomes 
across primary, secondary, and tertiary education (UNESCO, 2024).  

Conclusion 

Technological progress must be inclusive; otherwise, it merely amplifies existing divides (Azoulay, 
2021). Therefore, governments, international organisations, private firms, and local communities must 
collaborate to build resilient AI ecosystems. While the challenges are significant, they are not 
insurmountable. With strategic policy interventions, equitable partnerships, and a collective 
commitment to inclusivity, AI can transition from being a factor of global inequality to a powerful engine 
of shared prosperity. As the African proverb states, "If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go 
far, go together." In the context of AI, going together and collaborating across borders, sectors, and 
cultures is the surest way to ensure that the Fourth Industrial Revolution benefits everyone, leaving no 
nation or continent behind. By seizing this opportunity, Africa can pave the way for a future where AI is 
a catalyst for empowerment and equitable development rather than an agent of division. 
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