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POLICY PAPER SUMMARY

A leapfrog catalyst for
inclusive growth and prosperity

Africais at a decisive digital moment.

Across the continent, governments are being asked to deliver more with less.
Official development assistance (ODA) is declining. Debt pressures remain high.
Public expectations are rising. At the same time, artificial intelligence (AI),
digitally enabled trade and economic competitiveness are rapidly reshaping how
countries compete, deliver services, govern data and create opportunity.

Digital public infrastructure (DPI) has emerged as an enabler that, when
done right, delivers inclusive growth and prosperity. Decision makers and

ecosystem stakeholders across the continent are beginning to recognize
DPI not just as a technology change, but a developmental imperative.

WHAT IS DIGITAL PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE?

DPI is a set of shared digital systems that are built and leveraged by both
the public and private sectors. It enables the delivery of services at societal
scale — based on secure and resilient infrastructure, and built on open
standards and specifications, as well as open-source software.

DPI consists of three foundational pillars: digital identity, digital
payments and data exchange. When these systems are designed well,
they constitute the public rails on which governments deliver services,
firms innovate and people participate in the digital economy.



WHY DPI MATTERS NOW

Africa’s development challenge is

increasingly a systems challenge.

Many people encounter challenges
with proving their identity. Public
services remain fragmented across
departments that are unable to

share data. Informal workers and
small enterprises are often cut off
from credit, insurance and formal
markets. Governments lose revenue
through unverifiable transactions and
inadequate administrative integration.

These are not isolated problems.
They are symptoms of missing or
disconnected public infrastructure.

S00m+

Africans without any form
of official identification'

82%

of Africa’s workforce in informal
employment, cut off from credit
and social protection?

The evidence confirms the scale of the
opportunity. Digital identity systems
could unlock economic value equivalent
to 3 to 13 percent of GDP by 2030.* Fast
payment systems grew transaction
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DPI addresses the frictions and

the costs that slow development.
These include the cost of verifying
identify, the cost of coordination and
the broader cost of knowledge.

When these systems connect, the
gains multiply exponentially. A farmer
accesses crop insurance because her
identity is recognized and weather data
can be verified and contextualized to
her local needs. A young entrepreneur
obtains credit because transaction
records are portable. A mother is
enrolled in health insurance because
civil registration and social protection
systems can speak to each other.

US$450bn

opportunity under AfCFTA
that fragmented digital
systems leave unrealized®

volumes by 37 percent annually

across Africa between 2019 and 2023.°
For the continent’s significant youth
population, DPI is actively dismantling
systemic barriers to employment and



inclusive growth. These examples
reflect what is already happening
when DPI is built with intent.

DPI will either help close Africa’s

structural gaps, or deepen them.
There is no neutral scenario.

Countries that invest deliberately
can unlock exponential development
gains: stronger fiscal systems,

better service delivery, expanded
financial inclusion and increased
digital trade. DPI is also essential
to building the trusted foundations
for responsible A, ensuring
productivity gains reach African
citizens rather than bypass them.

Countries that delay action or build
fragmented, vendor-locked systems
risk embedding today’s inequalities
in tomorrow’s digital architecture.

A SOVEREIGN DIGITAL

FUTURE, ON AFRICAN

TERMS

Drawing on international experience

is important, but Africa’s models must
reflect local conditions and needs.
Africa’s realities are specific: young
populations, linguistic diversity,

large informal economies, uneven
connectivity, feature-phone users,
rural communities and 55 African
Union (AU) member states with distinct
legal and institutional systems.

Africa’s digital transformation must

be African-led.

This is particularly important in the
era of Al. The countries best placed

to shape AT’s application to their
economies will be those that control
their own data — from population

and agriculture to health and trade

— within sovereign, interoperable
systems. Where data sits in fragmented
silos, proprietary vendor platforms or

foreign cloud infrastructure, countries
risk becoming consumers of Al
systems trained on different realities
and serving other priorities. DPI is
therefore not just digital infrastructure;
it is a critical data-sovereignty layer.

The evidence is already on the
continent and African governments are
already building differently. Tanzania
built its national payment switch in-
house; by 2024, the Tanzania Instant
Payment System was processing 1.5
million transactions a day,® with

45 financial service providers on

a single interoperable platform.
Rwanda’s Irembo had processed

over 30 million service requests by
2025.” Benin established the first DPI
coordination mechanism of its kind in
the ECOWAS region, mobilizing over
a third of public revenues digitally.
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TANZANIA — PAYMENTS

The Tanzania Instant Payment System
processed more than 450 million
transactions worth approximately
US$11.6 billion in 2024 — around

1.5 million a day — connecting 45
financial service providers on a

single interoperable platform

SOUTH AFRICA — SOCIAL
PROTECTION

The South African Social Security
Agency reached over 10 million
beneficiaries through digital channels
during COVID-19.8 Additionally, the
national revenue service’s electronic
filing platform auto-assesses tax returns
using data exchanged across employers,
banks and government systems.

NIGERIA — IDENTITY AT SCALE

Over 100 million people are registered
in Nigeria’s National Identification
Number system. The Bank Verification
Number has enrolled over 67 million
individuals, laying the foundation for
financial inclusion and digital trade.’

GHANA — PUBLIC-
PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP

Ghana’s Ghana Card national digital
identity programme operates under
a Develop-Build-Operate-Transfer
arrangement. The system now
supports digital identity verification
across sectors, allowing third parties
to verify identities securely.

RWANDA — SERVICE DELIVERY

Irembo, built as a public-private
partnership, had processed over 30
million service requests by 2025.
For rural people, services that once
required multiple trips to urban
centres can now be initiated from
local agents or mobile devices.

BENIN — GOVERNANCE MODEL

In 2025, Benin established the first public-
private DPI coordination mechanism in
the ECOWAS region, embedding DPI in all
government action plans and mobilizing
over a third of public revenues digitally.

MAURITIUS — INTEROPERABILITY

The InfoHighway platform connects over
600 government services, cutting multi-
day processes to a single day and saving
an estimated 10,000 government working
hours since launch.” The platform is
underpinned by a Data Protection Act
aligned with international standards

and a national Open Data Policy.

SIERRA LEONE —
FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Sierra Leone is using digital identity to
help formalize parts of the informal
economy, enabling previously informal
actors to access savings accounts and
credit. The District Health Information
System serves as a national data exchange
platform across districts, improving
coordination and decision-making.
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Open standards, digital public goods
and reusable open-source tools allow
countries to avoid vendor lock-in,
embrace reuse and retain strategic
control. Regional platforms —
including the Pan-African Payment
and Settlement System (PAPSS), the
Smart Africa Trust Alliance (SATA)
and the AfCFTA Protocol on Digital
Trade — are creating an emerging

continental architecture. If countries
align around shared principles,
standards and safeguards, digital
public infrastructure can become the
operational backbone of an integrated
digital economy estimated to be worth
US$450 billion under the AfCFTA."
This is not digital isolationism. It is
interoperability on African terms.

TRUST AND INCLUSION

ARE ESSENTIAL

DPI concentrates power. It
determines who is recognized, who
receives services, whose data is
collected and how people interact
with the state and the economy.
That makes trust essential.

Safeguards provide the guardrails that

make DPI legitimate, trustworthy and
inclusive.

Strong data protection, privacy

by design, independent oversight,
transparent procurement, grievance
mechanisms and clear accountability
are structural requirements.
Without them, digital systems can
lead to surveillance, exclusion,
discrimination or political misuse.
Rights-based DPI is both ethical

and practical: people will only use
systems they trust, and governments
need legitimacy to achieve scale.

Kenya’s experience is instructive.
When the High Court halted the
government’s Huduma Namba

digital identity rollout for failing to
complete a mandatory Data Protection
Impact Assessment, accountability
mechanisms corrected course, but at
significant political and financial cost.
Building trust from the outset is less
costly than trying to restore it later.

The Universal DPI Safeguards
Framework was developed in 2024
through a multi-stakeholder process
stewarded by the DPI Safeguards
initiative, along with the United

Nations Office for Digital and Emerging
Technologies (UNODET) and UNDP. The
Framework provides practical guidance
for embedding privacy by design,
independent oversight and inclusion
across the full DPI lifecycle, from
architecture and procurement to day-
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to-day operation, as called for by the
Global Digital Compact. Africa should
actively embrace these principles

and build with them from the start.

The measure of DPI's long-term impact
is nowt whether it works for those

already connected. It is whether it
reaches those who have been left out.

Systems that assume smartphone
ownership, constant connectivity or

formal documentation may simply
create further exclusion. Women often
face the steepest barriers. In sub-
Saharan Africa, women are 29 percent
less likely than men to use mobile
internet — the widest gender gap of any
region in the world." Inclusive, rights-
based DPI must be designed around
those furthest from power and access
— with offline enrolment, low-literacy
options and gender-disaggregated data
as standard, not an afterthought.

FROM PILOTS TO SYSTEMS

Across Africa, there is no shortage of
digital ambition. In many countries,
there are pilots, platforms, strategies,
registries, payment tools, portals
and innovation programmes. Yet too
often, they remain fragmented.

One ministry digitizes a service.
Another builds a registry. A donor
funds a technology building block.
A private provider develops a
proprietary solution. Each may
have value in isolation. But without
coordination, shared standards
and interoperability, they do not
add up to national infrastructure
or developmental outcomes.

Fragmented systems reproduce,

in digital form, the same siloed,
institution-by-institution legacy
architecture that developed economies
are now trying to unwind. Of the

55 AU member states, no country
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currently has all three DPI categories
fully operational, and only three
have two active categories.

Africa does not need more
disconnected pilots. It needs

systems that endure and deliver.

This is where the leapfrog opportunity
is seized or lost. The conditions

are specific: a young, mobile-first
population not locked into legacy
systems; high mobile penetration
relative to fixed infrastructure; large
informal economies underserved

by existing institutions and actively
demanding new solutions; and the late-
mover advantage of building on open
standards, interoperable architecture
and digital public goods from the start.
Africa has all of these conditions. But
they activate only when systems are
designed to connect from the outset:
identity linked to payments, payments



linked to data exchange and data

planning, home affairs, trade, central

exchange linked to service delivery, banks, data protection authorities,
so that each layer compounds the regional institutions, civil society,
value of the others. Fragmented pilots academia, the private sector and
cannot leapfrog. Infrastructure can. development partners. The 5Cs are

This requires whole-of-society
coordination well beyond ICT

the practical shifts that separate
digital projects that fade from
digital infrastructure that lasts.

ministries, encompassing finance,

THE 5CS: FIVE SHIFTS REQUIRED FOR DPI AT SCALE

Commitment

Political leadership and clear mandates at the centre
of government. Ministries of finance must be core
decision-makers — budget decisions determine
whether DPI is treated as foundational national
infrastructure or a discretionary technology project.

Capacity

Sustained investment in domestic technical expertise, so
countries can build, adapt and maintain systems locally
rather than remaining dependent on external vendors.

Capital

Financing across the full lifecycle of DPI, not short-

term project funding. The binding constraint is the
readiness of fundable proposals, not the availability

of capital. That gap can be closed. Financing windows
exist across the African Development Bank, the World
Bank, the Islamic Development Bank and bilateral
partners. Open standards and digital public goods also
reduce build and procurement costs from the outset,
stretching available capital further. In high-debt contexts,
concessional instruments and grants remain essential.

Community

Public trust in data protection and digital sovereignty,
established through robust safeguards before high-
stakes systems such as digital identity are scaled.

Collaboration

Governments, the private sector and civil society
designing systems together, with countries adopting
shared standards that enable secure cross-border
data exchange and regional integration.
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REGIONAL SCALE IS THE

ECONOMIC MULTIPLIER

National DPI matters. But Africa’s full

opportunity lies in regional scale.

The AfCFTA creates the policy
architecture for an integrated market.
But trade cannot move at the speed of
ambition if identity, payments and data
systems cannot connect across borders.
DPI is what converts a trade agreement
into operational reality. It can help
traders verify identity, make payments
in local currencies, comply with rules,
reduce costs and connect with buyers
and suppliers across the continent.

Regional institutions cannot compel
national uptake — but they can sharply
lower the cost of coordination. They
support harmonized legal frameworks,
shared technical standards, peer
learning and regulatory alignment.
PAPSS and SATA provide practical
continental infrastructure. The AfCFTA
Protocol on Digital Trade, endorsed

at the February 2025 AU Summit,
provides the legal architecture.
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Where one country’s capacity falls
short, the region’s collective capacity
need not. Countries that pool
expertise, adopt common standards
and coordinate procurement reduce
duplication, shorten implementation
timelines and strengthen their
collective negotiating position
against large technology providers.

This is already happening: Tanzania
and Rwanda have linked their national
payment switches for low-cost cross-
border transactions; Tanzania and
Uganda are piloting mutual recognition
of national identity numbers for cross-
border trade; and the Southern African
Development Community (SADC)

is streamlining e-KYC by linking
financial services to national digital

ID systems. The lessons generated
from these experiences are among

the most valuable assets available

to those beginning their journeys.

The task is to move from continental

vision to operational connection.




UNDP’S ROLE: MAKING
AFRICAN LEADERSHIP

EXECUTABLE

UNDP brings a clear proposition:
DPI across Africa must move from
fragmented promise to structured
implementation. UNDP’s role is not
to substitute for African leadership,

but to help make African leadership
executable — supporting countries to
translate ambition into governance
arrangements, investment-ready
programmes, institutional capacity and
systems that can endure.

WHY UNDP, AND WHY NOW?

The DPI moment requires a partner
with no commercial stake in the
outcome. Vendors sell systems.
Bilateral donors carry geopolitical
priorities. Multilateral development
banks lend against risk. UNDP
occupies a different position: present
across the continent, trusted by
governments precisely because it
does not profit from their choices and
mandated to hold the long view on
human development outcomes. In a
market crowded with actors offering
technical solutions, UNDP’s distinctive
contribution is institutional — helping
governments build the capacity to
make sovereign decisions, rather than
creating new forms of dependency.

The moment is also specific. The
AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade,
endorsed at the February 2025 AU
Summit, has created legal architecture
that did not exist two years ago. ODA
contraction is forcing governments
to find efficiency gains that only
integrated digital systems can deliver
at scale. And the Al revolution is
arriving faster than many public
institutions are able to absorb.

Through the Africa Accelerator for
Digital Public Infrastructure (AA4DPI),
UNDP works with governments to
move beyond isolated pilots towards
sovereign, scalable and inclusive DPI
systems. This means digital readiness
assessments, governance frameworks,
implementation roadmaps, domestic
capacity development and the
preparation of fundable programmes.

UNDP’s comparative value lies in
orchestration. The DPI ecosystem is
busy. What is needed is alignment.
UNDP is positioned to bridge national

priorities and global technical
expertise, the AU’s continental vision
and country-level implementation,
donor financing and domestic capacity.
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THE CALL TO ACTION

The next five years will be decisive. The The cost of delay is rising. But the
decisions taken now will determine reverse is equally true. With deliberate
whether Africa’s digital future is investment, Africa can build digital
open, inclusive and sovereign — foundations that expand opportunity,
or fragmented, exclusionary and strengthen sovereignty, improve public
dependent. Digital infrastructure, once services, unlock private innovation,
embedded, is difficult to unwind. deepen regional integration and

support a new generation of growth.

The window to shape it deliberately

is finite.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Heads of Recognize DPI as foundational national infrastructure. Establish

state and clear mandates, governance structures and delivery models.

government Ensure ministries of finance are central decision-makers.
Adequately resource independent regulators — data protection
authorities and central banks — and protect their independence.

The African Accelerate the harmonization of standards, legal frameworks

Union and and cross-border protocols. Strengthen PAPSS and

regional SATA through sustained political support. Countries at

bodies advanced stages of implementation, including Tanzania,
Rwanda, Benin, South Africa, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Ghana and
Mauritius, should actively contribute to peer learning.

Development  Shift investment away from standalone initiatives. Invest

partners instead in shared foundations and building enabling
environments. Move beyond proof-of-concept toward
structured, fundable programmes that unlock sovereign
lending and concessional finance. Align support with national
timelines and lifecycle of a DPI implementation, including
operations and maintenance. Recognize that investing
in DPI today is investing in Al readiness tomorrow.

The private Engage in ways that support open standards, transparent

sector procurement and long-term interoperability. Durable commercial
opportunity emerges from ecosystems built on trust and
inclusive access. Telecommunications operators have a particular
responsibility to extend affordable, universal connectivity.

Civil society Strengthen scrutiny, evidence, accountability and public trust.

and academia  Whether DPI systems are durable or dangerous depends on the

quality of independent oversight. Build the African evidence
base: lead the generation of evidence on what works, what fails
and how Al layered on DPI affects different population groups.
Advocate for independent grievance and redress mechanisms
as a design requirement, not a post-deployment addition.
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The full policy paper sets out the evidence, country examples,
safeguards and implementation pathways in depth.

Readers are encouraged to engage with
it alongside this summary.
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