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The rise in artificial intelligence and machine learning in recent 

years has captured the imagination of entrepreneurs, policymakers 

and development professionals, given the potential of these new 

technologies to transform societies, power economic growth and 

bridge the information divide. This issue of Africa Development Insights 

surveys the potential benefits of AI for sustainable development, 

highlights some key challenges such as algorithmic bias, and traces 

the policy steps UNDP and its partners can take to maximize the 

benefits while minimizing the risk for African economies and people.  
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Zero Hunger 

• Enhance crop yields 
• Reduce resource usage

Good health and wellbeing 
• Create new treatments and 

medications. 
• Enhance patient care, 
• Reduce clinician burnout,
• Improve overall outcomes

Quality Education

• Make learning more accessible
• Personalize learning
• Improve learning e�ectiveness

A�ordable and Clean Energy

• Aid carbon-zero transition
• Apply smart grids, micro-grids
• Manage electricity supply and 

demand e�ciently

50% 
Of Africa’s 2024 GDP, if African businesses 
could capture 10% of the global AI market.

Entrepreneurs throughout the African 
continent are using Gen-AI to increase 
work productivity and expand 
economic opportunities.
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Artificial Intelligence for Development

What are the key 
steps organizations 
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Generative AI is a subfield of AI that automates 
the creation and analysis of content including 
text, images, videos, and music, through models 
such as Large Language Models (LLMs) like 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT that are trained on extensive 
datasets gathered from the internet and other 
information sources.1

AI's potential to revolutionize data analytics 
for businesses, empower Africa's young and 
growing population with personalized education 
tools, and accelerate progress across sectors 
like agriculture and healthcare could address 
critical challenges and transform Africa’s future.2

PwC projected that by 2030, AI could boost the 
global economy by roughly $15.7 trillion (14%): 
$6.6 trillion from increased productivity and $9.1 
trillion from consumption side-effects.4 

Accounting for the fact that AI development 
remains in the initial stages in Africa, PwC 
projected Africa’s economy to reach roughly 
$1.2 trillion while China’s, North America’s, and 
Europe's would reach $7 trillion, $3.7 trillion, and 
$1.8 trillion respectively.4.

 

What is generative AI and how can it impact economic development in 
Africa?

To what extent would AI add to the global and African economies?

I. Analysis

A UN Economic Commission for Africa report 
published in 2021 projects that AI could boost 
Africa’s economy by $1.5 trillion, (half the continent’s 
2024 GDP) if African businesses could capture 
10% of the global AI market.5

It is estimated that by 2025, Generative AI will 
reach a market value of $60 billion and constitute 
30% of the overall addressable market for AI6.

Entrepreneurs throughout the African continent 
are using Gen-AI to increase work productivity and 
expand economic opportunities3:

•	 DeepChain: A protein design platform built 
by Tunisian AI startup InstaDeep that utilizes 
LLMs trained on vast data sets of amino acids 
to produce diverse predictions of protein 
shape, function, and structure. 

•	 VulaVula: A customized model with expertise 
in underrepresented South African languages 
trained by South Africa’s Lelapa AI.

•	 FinanceGPT: A platform supporting 
collaborative financial research and analysis 
created by South Africa’s IPOXCap.

1

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://query.prod.cms.rt.microsoft.com/cms/api/am/binary/RW1hXBV
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.policycenter.ma/sites/default/files/2023-07/PP_13-23%20%28Jaldi%20%29.pdf
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SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

AI is enabling farmers to enhance crop yields while reducing resource 
usage, particularly water.2

Healthcare organizations and hospitals are leveraging AI to create new 
treatments and medications. This technology aids doctors and nurses 
in enhancing patient care, reducing clinician burnout, and improving 
overall outcomes2. 

Zipline is revolutionizing medical supply delivery in Africa through AI-optimized drone 
routes, starting with Rwanda in 2016 and expanding to Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, and 
Côte d'Ivoire, to overcome geographical barriers to healthcare2. 

Kenya, in partnership with Amref Health Africa and Microsoft's AI for Good Lab, is 
using AI technology and strategic policies to combat child malnutrition by detecting 
malnutrition hotspots and improving decision-making and intervention accuracy 
across sub-Saharan Africa2. 

How would AI affect SDGs in Africa ? 

SDG 3 Good health and wellbeing 

2

In 2021, the Egyptian government launched the AI-powered Hudhud app to provide 
farmers with crop disease identification and tailored agricultural advice in Arabic, 
supporting digital transformation and improving food security across 70% of Egypt's 
farmland2. 

FarmVibes.Bot uses AI to support 500,000 smallholder farmers in Africa by providing 
personalized agricultural information and services through USSD, SMS, and WhatsApp, 
enhancing productivity and income with crop advisories, pest diagnoses, market 
insights, and carbon market participation. 

Google AI's 'Nuru' helps Tanzanian farmers diagnose early cassava plant diseases 
on cellphones without the internet, enhancing food production for over 500 million 
people.4 

South African AI start-ups like MySmartFarm, Aerobotics, Drone Clouds, and 
FarmDrive address agricultural issues including disease diagnosis, price prediction, 
marketing, expert consultation, and financial services access.4
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Eduvos, South Africa's largest independent private higher education institution, uses 
Dynamics 365 to enhance operations and learning, reducing student enrollment 
time from 90 days to nearly instant, cutting costs by 90%, and driving a 50% annual 
enrollment growth, with a goal of reaching 20,000 students by 20242. 

What is the extent/impact of algorithmic/AI bias? 

In schools across Africa, AI can transform education by making learning 
more accessible, personalized, and effective, benefiting both educators 
and students6. 

AI is increasingly being recognized for its 
potential to help African countries transition 
to a carbon-zero future, particularly through 
applications in smart grids and microgrids that 
operate independently of a main grid and can 
use AI software to efficiently manage electricity 
supply and demand.7 

Algorithmic bias occurs when model training data 
reflects prejudice against social groups, causing 
stereotypes to be embedded and amplified in 
algorithms9.  

One of the root causes of algorithmic bias is 
the lack of representative data from population 
segments, which can lead to discrimination and 
violation of rights10. 

Algorithmic bias towards Africans is pervasive in 
facial recognition, eligibility for loans, predicted 
violence and crime rates in black communities, 

SDG 4: Quality Education 

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 

3

and racial discrimination in terms of expectations 
(e.g., lower statistical expectations of educational 
attainment)9. 

In 2022, it was reported that 40% of Africa’s 
population had access to the internet.11 

In January 2024, 860 million people in Africa 
lacked access to the internet, with Eastern Africa 
having the largest number of non-internet users 
at 360 million people12. This data poverty is a 
strong indicator for how algorithmic bias may 
affect people across the African continent.  

AI can also be used to help identify the root 
causes of supply and demand imbalances, 
find cost reduction opportunities, enhance 
safety and reliability adjustment schemes, and 
develop more accurate weather forecasts and 
predictions.7,8
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What are the key steps organizations like UNDP could take to support 
African countries in this area? 

Create a unified standard for evaluating the 
societal impact of AI systems. 

For example, UNDP could independently 
maintain a scorecard for AI development fairness 
to ensure that AI initiatives are transparent about 
the data they gather and train on. 

Was the training data collected in a privacy 
conscious way? Can owners of the training data 
remove their data from the training set at will? 
Is consent required to collect the training data? 

Is the data consciously gathered? What steps 
were taken to avoid bias by ensuring the training 
data is representative? 

Are there human review systems in place to 
regularly check the accuracy and fairness of 
the AI system? Is there an appeals process that 
includes a human in the loop? 

Are there feedback mechanisms by which users 
can raise concerns? Is there sufficient monitoring 
of these feedback systems? 

Establish guidelines for AI governance. 

AI-related policy activities should be integrated 
into broader initiatives focused on privacy, 
security, data access, intellectual property, 
human rights, and cross-border data interchange, 
with diverse stakeholders collaborating on a 
coherent action plan13. 

African governments should prioritize 
partnerships and knowledge-sharing with other 
governments, regional organizations, academic 
institutions, and industry players to boost AI 
initiatives through shared governance practices, 

resources, and expertise13.

African governments and partners should 
identify and mitigate AI risks by prioritizing 
ethical AI education, raising awareness of AI 
harms, and committing to continuous research 
to track emerging threats and provide early 
warning support13. 

Ensure economic benefits of AI stay within 
Africa:  

Advances in AI are powered by vast amounts 
of costly compute. Africa would benefit from 
securing compute to conduct training and 
research domestically, so that Africa can become 
more self-sufficient rather than paying large 
compute costs to providers in the United States 
or China. Africa can follow Europe’s example 
of utilizing domestic AI research hubs such as 
Mistral to keep the AI growth within the continent 
and compete globally.  

To develop domestic AI research talent, African 
governments should ensure that economic 
policies are friendly towards technology. 
Governments can allocate funds for research, 
hosting conferences that bring talent together, 
and partnering with promising companies. 

Invest in better AI education and training of the 
next generation of African AI leaders. UNDP 
can lead the way with suggested curriculum 
materials, teacher training courses, and teacher 
evaluation rubrics for sharing current best 
practices and encouraging student creativity 
and initiative.  



Africa Development Insights | Artificial Intelligence for Development

5

COUNTRY SPOTLIGHT
Tanzania

Artificial Intelligence in Tanzania

Across Africa, governments and regional bodies, including the African Union, are 
embracing Artificial Intelligence (AI) as a vital enabler for economic growth that holds 
the promise of bridging the global development divide. The commercial roll-out of 
large language model (LLM) chatbots such as ChatGPT and Copilot since the end 
of 2022 has further amplified that promise with the technology now poised to help 
catalyse solutions to some of development’s most intractable challenges including 
lack of access to finance, low education and skills levels and high rates of childhood 
mortality. 

An increasing number of countries in the region have already developed national 
AI policies to accelerate its deployment at scale by addressing the ecosystem 
challenges that could impede adoption. This includes the continent’s wide digital 
and infrastructure divide and skills shortage, the latter being particularly urgent if 
Africa is to develop appropriate AI models tailored to local needs and avoid pitfalls, 
such as the technology’s ability to reinforce harmful biases or spread misinformation, 
that are beginning to curtail its deployment in advanced economies. 

These efforts are helping to mobilise global partnerships and resources including 
the $100 million Fund launched at the end of 2023 by the US, UK, Canada and Gates 
Foundation to help develop AI programming in sub-Saharan Africa and enhance its 
governance.

In Tanzania, the government is still in the beginning stages of drafting its dedicated 
national AI strategy, which seeks to maximize its use to advance national development 
whilst balancing the risks of unfettered AI. Nonetheless, local innovators have 
already begun tapping AI’s potential. For instance, Mtabe, an education start-up 
funded by UNDP’s FUNGUO programme is using AI to solve the low completion 
rates in secondary school education by providing access to remote tutoring and 
learning to students who cannot afford textbooks or internet access. UNDP is also 
supporting the government of Zanzibar to use AI to collate and process data on 
tourist sentiment to provide real time analysis that can help enhance decision 
making and resource allocation in the sector. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-unites-with-global-partners-to-accelerate-development-using-ai
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II. RBA Economists Network 
Selected Research

Assessing and Strengthening Local Governance for 
Inclusive Development in South Sudan (2024) 
Ligane Sene, Senior Economist, UNDP Sierra Leone, Liberia, 2024.  

This study sheds light on economic governance processes in the states and 
administrative areas of South Sudan to enhance good economic decision-
making. Focusing on the roles of finance ministries, revenue authorities and 
legislative assemblies and highlighting economic governance and development 
partnerships, this study provides a detailed assessment of the status of economic 
governance, the extant challenges, nd the pathways forward. This study also 
reviews legal frameworks, reports, interviews, and witness accounts to decipher 
gaps and recommend ways forward. 

Global South scholars call for new legal debt relief 
structure - The East African 
Ali Zafar, Economics Advisor, Ethiopia, UNDP Ethiopia Working Paper series, April 6, 2024 

At a conference in Accra, scholars from the Global South highlighted issues such 
as over-optimistic growth projections and inadequate consideration of climate 
shocks. They called for a system that involves private creditors and enforces 
substantial debt reductions to ensure sustainable solvency for indebted countries. 
The role of China as a major creditor was also emphasized, urging changes in 
debt restructuring negotiations. 

Contemporary Issues in African Trade and Trade 
Finance: The CFA Franc Zone: Fixing the Outdated 
System  
Ali Zafar, Economics Advisor, Ethiopia, UNDP Ethiopia, December 2023 

The article examines the CFA franc zone, highlighting its outdated institutional 
features and underperformance in growth and development. It identifies four 
fundamental problems: an overvalued exchange rate, lack of adjustment 
mechanisms for shocks, discrimination against the rural sector, and insufficient 
financial intermediation. The paper proposes macroeconomic policy options 
to modernize the system, including greater exchange rate flexibility, improved 
competitiveness, export-led growth, realigned incentives for agricultural 
producers, and enhanced credit support for the economy.

https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/global-south-scholars-call-for-new-legal-debt-relief-structure-4580750
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/global-south-scholars-call-for-new-legal-debt-relief-structure-4580750
https://www.afreximbank.com/reports/contemporary-issues-in-african-trade-trade-finance-ciat-vol-8/#:~:text=The%20Contemporary%20Issues%20in%20African,and%20economic%20development%20in%20Africa.
https://www.afreximbank.com/reports/contemporary-issues-in-african-trade-trade-finance-ciat-vol-8/#:~:text=The%20Contemporary%20Issues%20in%20African,and%20economic%20development%20in%20Africa.
https://www.afreximbank.com/reports/contemporary-issues-in-african-trade-trade-finance-ciat-vol-8/#:~:text=The%20Contemporary%20Issues%20in%20African,and%20economic%20development%20in%20Africa.
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Men Hold the Key to Gender Equality – But not in the 
Way You Expect 
Weyinmi Omamuli, Senior Economics Advisor, Tanzania, February 2024 

This article explores the critical role of gender equality in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), emphasizing the economic and social benefits of equal 
participation of women, with gender equality potentially adding up to US$28 trillion 
in global GDP by 2025 according to a 2015 McKinsey & Company report. It highlights 
the need for a shift in conceptualizing and measuring gender equality, focusing on 
patriarchy and men's roles, and calls for comprehensive strategies involving both 
men and women to address root causes and promote women's economic autonomy, 
using examples from Africa and Bangladesh to illustrate potential positive changes. 

Many countries are bouncing back from the pandemic 
but the poorest are not, according to the latest United 
Nations Development Programme’s Global Human 
Development Report 2023-24   
Rogers Dhliwayo, Senior Economist, UNDP South Africa, April 2024 

The report emphasizes the widening gap in human development, with the Human 
Development Index (HDI) at record highs in some regions, but not reaching 
pre-pandemic levels in the poorest countries. It calls for global cooperation, 
investment in public goods, and addressing key challenges like climate change 
and technological advancements to promote equitable development and reduce 
disparities. 

Opening Roundtable on the Franc Zone and the Future 
of African Economic Integration – IDEAs 
Ali Zafar, Economics Advisor, Ethiopia, UNDP Ethiopia Working Paper series, March 27, 2024 

At a conference in Accra, scholars from the Global South highlighted issues such 
as over-optimistic growth projections and inadequate consideration of climate 
shocks. They called for a system that involves private creditors and enforces 
substantial debt reductions to ensure sustainable solvency for indebted countries. 
The role of China as a major creditor was also emphasized, urging changes in debt 
restructuring negotiations. 

https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/many-countries-are-bouncing-back-pandemic-poorest-are-not-according-latest-united-nations-development-programmes-global-human
https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/many-countries-are-bouncing-back-pandemic-poorest-are-not-according-latest-united-nations-development-programmes-global-human
https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/many-countries-are-bouncing-back-pandemic-poorest-are-not-according-latest-united-nations-development-programmes-global-human
https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/many-countries-are-bouncing-back-pandemic-poorest-are-not-according-latest-united-nations-development-programmes-global-human
https://www.networkideas.org/ideas-conferences/debt-crisis-conference/2024/03/opening-roundtable-on-the-franc-zone-and-the-future-of-african-economic-integration/
https://www.networkideas.org/ideas-conferences/debt-crisis-conference/2024/03/opening-roundtable-on-the-franc-zone-and-the-future-of-african-economic-integration/
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SDG Push: Interrogating and Advancing Development 
Interventions in South Africa   
Rogers Dhliwayo, Senior Economist, UNDP South Africa, Ramos Emmanuel Mabugu, March 2024   

This article argues that as South Africa grapples with escalating pressures on natural 
resources, gender inequality, and risks for vulnerable populations, the government 
is prioritizing transformative structural change to meet the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The SDG Push Framework provides an economic policy roadmap 
aimed at overcoming high inequality, poverty, and unemployment, advancing the 
National Development Plan (NDP) targets within current fiscal constraints. 

Policy Brief 2- Harnessing Behavioural Insights to Tackle 
Complex Development Challenges    
Rogers Dhliwayo, Senior Economist, UNDP South Africa, May 2024 

This policy brief argues that the effectiveness of public policies depends significantly 
on individual responses and the extent to which these policies account for real 
human behavior. By analyzing how people make decisions and their inherent 
biases, behavioral insights offer a means to go beyond traditional methods, thereby 
improving policy design and execution to tackle complex development challenges 
more effectively. 

The General Relativity of Fiscal Space: Theory and 
Applications  
Jacob Assa, Senior Economist and Strategic Advisor,UNDP Africa, Marc Morgan, April 2024 

This paper contends that fiscal space is relative to a country’s macroeconomic 
conditions, drawing on John Maynard Keynes's ideas and an analogy to Albert 
Einstein's theory of special relativity. It operationalizes four macroeconomic 
determinants of fiscal space—unemployment, inflation, productive capacity, and 
monetary sovereignty—using data from 151 countries, and introduces a novel 
Monetary Sovereignty Index, which, combined with other indicators, helps compute 
a Fiscal Space Index, revealing significant variations in fiscal space across countries 
and regions. 

https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/sdg-push-interrogating-and-advancing-development-interventions-south-africa
https://www.undp.org/south-africa/blog/sdg-push-interrogating-and-advancing-development-interventions-south-africa
https://www.undp.org/south-africa/publications/policy-brief-harnessing-behavioural-insights-tackle-complex-development-challenges
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:176185
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:176185
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Unpacking the Economics Crisis in South Sudan (UN, 
WB, AfDB, IMF)
Ligane Sene, Senior Economist, UNDP Sierra Leone, Liberia, April 2024.  

South Sudan’s economy is facing several headwinds driven by high inflation, 
currency depreciation, limited foreign reserves and declining oil production. The 
magnitude and duration of the crisis will depend largely on how the situation in 
Sudan evolves and how quickly the oil transportation system is restored. 

UNDP Ethiopia Quarterly Economic Profile January 
2024 | United Nations Development Programme 
Ali Zafar, Economics Advisor, Ethiopia, UNDP Ethiopia, Working Paper series

The UNDP Ethiopia Quarterly Economic Profile highlights the country's economic 
growth, which ranged between 4.5% to 7.2% in 2023. Key issues include a 
significant decline in foreign reserves, a high fiscal deficit, persistent inflation, and a 
considerable debt overhang with a recent downgrade in credit rating.  

Will Generative Artificial Intelligence Revolutionize 
Africa’s Development?  
Weyinmi Omamuli, Senior Economics Advisor, Tanzania, January 2024 

This article explores the transformative potential of generative artificial intelligence 
(gen AI) for Africa’s development, highlighting its capacity to accelerate progress in 
agriculture, healthcare, and education. Despite significant economic opportunities, 
Africa faces challenges like limited digital infrastructure, inadequate AI investment, 
and job displacement risks. The article emphasizes the need for strategic 
investments in digital infrastructure, education, and local AI start-ups to fully harness 
gen AI’s benefits.  

9

https://undp.org/ethiopia/publications/undp-ethiopia-quarterly-economic-profile-january-2024
https://undp.org/ethiopia/publications/undp-ethiopia-quarterly-economic-profile-january-2024
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III. Research Tracker

Artificial Intelligence: Revolution in 
Africa: Economic Opportunities and Legal 
Challenges 

Abdessalam Jaldi, July 2023 

The article proposes a comprehensive agenda for 
reform within the World Bank Group, advocating 
for increased African representation in leadership 
positions and decision-making processes. 
It emphasizes the necessity of addressing 
historical inequalities and power imbalances 
to ensure fair global governance, stressing the 
importance of collaboration between African 
nations and other stakeholders for meaningful 
reform and sustainable development across the 
continent. 

Generative AI in Africa: How African startups 
are building for the new AI revolution

Emeka Ajene, October 2023, Afridigest  

African startups are integrating generative AI to 
innovate across various sectors. Five startups are 
highlighted: InstaDeep (protein design), Lelapa 
AI (local language support), Mazzuma (smart 
contract code), IPOXCap (financial analysis), and 
minoHealth (medical imaging). These ventures 
aim to position Africa as a significant player in 
the global AI landscape by addressing local 
challenges with AI-driven solutions. 

How AI is impacting policy processes and 
outcomes in Africa  

Charles Asiegbu and Chinasa T. Okolo, May 16, 
2024, Brookings

This article explores the increasing adoption of AI 

across various sectors in Africa, emphasizing the 
need for effective AI governance. It highlights the 
Malabo Convention as a key legal framework for 
data protection, urging integration of AI policies 
with broader initiatives like privacy, security, and 
data access. 

South Africa and Artificial Intelligence 

Nihmal Marrie, Igor Lakic, Caio Anteghini, Asif 
Valley, Benjamin Rosman, Martin Bekker, and 
Lexi Shongwe, September 28, 2023,  Bonston 
Consulting Group 

The article "South Africa and Artificial 
Intelligence" by BCG examines the potential of AI 
and Generative AI to address key challenges in 
South Africa, focusing on healthcare, education, 
financial inclusion, and agriculture. It highlights 
how AI can enhance decision-making and drive 
societal benefits while discussing the risks and 
responsible use of these technologies. The 
report aims to highlight transformative use cases 
and outline an ideal environment for leveraging 
AI's benefits in South Africa.  

The Promise and Perils of Generative AI: 
Case Studies in an African Context

Chinasa T. Okolo, October 2023, Research Gate 

Generative AI in Africa shows promise by 
enhancing creativity, education, and economic 
opportunities but also poses risks like 
amplifying existing inequalities and creating 
ethical dilemmas. Case studies reveal both the 
transformative potential of AI in sectors such 
as healthcare and agriculture and the critical 
need for ethical frameworks and local context 
considerations.

https://www.policycenter.ma/sites/default/files/2023-07/PP_13-23%20%28Jaldi%20%29.pdf
https://www.policycenter.ma/sites/default/files/2023-07/PP_13-23%20%28Jaldi%20%29.pdf
https://www.policycenter.ma/sites/default/files/2023-07/PP_13-23%20%28Jaldi%20%29.pdf
https://afridigest.com/generative-ai-in-africa/
https://afridigest.com/generative-ai-in-africa/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-ai-is-impacting-policy-processes-and-outcomes-in-africa/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-ai-is-impacting-policy-processes-and-outcomes-in-africa/
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2023/south-africa-and-artificial-intelligence
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/374505020_The_Promise_and_Perils_of_Generative_AI_Case_Studies_in_an_African_Context
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/374505020_The_Promise_and_Perils_of_Generative_AI_Case_Studies_in_an_African_Context
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