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Africa—Europe Cooperation and Digital ‘Transformation explores the opportunities
and challenges for cooperation between Africa and Europe in the digital sphere.

Digitalisation and digital technologies are not only essential for building
competitive and dynamic economies; they transform societies, pose immense
challenges for policymakers, and increasingly play a pivotal role in global power
relations. Digital transformations have had catalytic effects on African and
European governance, economies, and societies, and will continue to do so. The
COVID-19 pandemic has already accelerated the penetration of digital tools all
over the globe and is likely to be perceived as a critical juncture in how and to
what purpose the world accepts and uses new and emerging technologies. This
book offers a holistic analysis of how Africa and Europe can manage and harness
digital transformation as partners in a globalised world. The authors shed light
on issues ranging from economic growth, youth employment, and gender, to
regulatory frameworks, business environments, entrepreneurship, and interest-
driven power politics. They add much-needed perspectives to the debates that
shape the two continents’ digital transformation and innovation environments.

This book will interest practitioners working in the areas of innovation,
digital technologies, and digital entrepreneurship, as well as students and scholars
of international relations. It will also be relevant for policymakers, regulators,
decision-makers, and leaders in Africa and Europe.
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FOREWORD

This book is extraordinarily timely given the multiplicity of challenges and
opportunities facing the African continent as it deepens its transition to a digital
society and economy. As Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic
Commission for Africa (UNECA) I am in constant dialogue with African poli-
cymakers on the importance of leveraging innovation and digital technologies
to create prosperity, accelerate job growth, ensure access to finance, and position
their countries to benefit from the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The book’s
authors have brought together an important array of voices and perspectives on
new frontiers for digital transformation — and particularly for the Africa—Europe
collaboration.

The book usefully organises around politics, policies, and people. These are,
of course, building blocks for our economies and society. But politics, policies,
and people are complex. Navigating politics in the global political economy can
be a difficult terrain to navigate, especially in the current context of global polar-
isation. Africa must stake its unique claim. Policies and regulatory frameworks
are challenging to implement, while citizens need to see the benefits of digitali-
sation before they will embrace new technologies. This trust building element of
the social contract is critical.

Ultimately, politics and policies should serve the people to help improve live-
lihoods, ensure sustainable development, and create equitable opportunities, but
as the book points out in numerous chapters, that is easier said than done. I
appreciate that Chux Daniels from the University of Sussex, Benedikt Erforth
from the German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) and
Chloe Teevan from the European Centre for Development Policy Management
(ECDPM) have drawn upon authors from Africa, Asia, North America, and
Europe to inform an agenda that is critical to Africa’s future.



Foreword xix

The UNECA, along with the African Union, the African Development
Bank, the Regional Economic Communities (RECs), and other development
partners, is seeking to address many of the issues raised in the book. For exam-
ple, Chapter 4 looks at artificial intelligence (AI) and how Europe is well placed
to support a growing bio-economy potential in Africa. Last year the UNECA
supported the establishment of the continent’s first Al centre in Congo. Al will
contribute more than USD 15 trillion to the global economy by 2030 and is
expected to double the incomes of smallholder farmers; hence, its importance
cannot be underestimated.

Much of the book is focused on policies and regulatory issues. While these
topics may not always be the most exciting, they are hugely important to the
future of a digital single market (DSM) for Africa, as well as creating robust
frameworks that will incentivise investment on the continent. Authors in the
book, particularly from Africa, address the trade-offs that policymakers face,
as well as opportunities that can be created from well-informed policy deci-
sions. For example, Chapter 5 addresses potential benefits to micro, small, and
medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) from the African Continental Free Trade
Area (AfCFTA) agreement and particularly the importance for companies
of this size to digitise their businesses, and for governments to support them.
Chapter 6 looks at the linkages between digital policy and industrialisation, par-
ticularly deepening value chains and increasing competitiveness.

Likewise, Chapter 7 addresses how countries are seeking to expand manufac-
turing sectors and deepen regional value chains. Leveraging the positive impact
of digitalisation is ever more important in this era of strained global value chains.
Conversations of on-shoring and friend-shoring, which mask the emergence of
a new era of uncompetitive behaviour, mean Africa must contend with and use
technology to compete and dominate. Chapter 12 addresses the many risks that
can emerge from digitalisation, including threats to privacy, data protection, and
cybercrimes. The chapter looks at how policymakers engage with key stakehold-
ers on technology policy to ensure better informed laws and regulations.

The final chapters of the book are highly recommended for anyone interested
in the future of international development. They touch upon feminist digital
development, the importance of digital skills development, green digital transi-
tions, and entrepreneurship. Interestingly the book notes that in many cases these
are areas where there is, in principle, strong alignment between Europe and
Africa, but yet there is not always consensus on approaches and how collabora-
tion can lead to the greatest outcomes. A common future on this must build on
shared interests and objectives.

It is clear that innovation and digital policy, if well designed and implemented,
can support Africa’s economic transformation. Cooperation between Africa
and Europe can help accelerate that transformation. There are many examples
of engagement such as the AU-EU Digital for Development (D4D) Hub, the
Africa—EU summits, and private sector investment by European companies, but
more must be done.



xx Foreword

The book points to the need for deeper AU-EU digital cooperation, includ-
ing a stronger collective voice from African leaders. At the same time it high-
lights prospects for mutual benefits, ranging from shorter-term improvements in
learning or commerce, to long-term structural change in economies. For Africa
to benefit fully, this collaboration must also include innovations happening in
other geographies that are leading on aspects of the digital agenda.

And the book highlights frontiers where cooperation can lead to greater
competitiveness and economic growth for both continents. These will, in many
cases, also lead to greater development outcomes for Africa and address socio-
economic hurdles as well as the demographic transition.

I commend the authors for expanding our understanding of key challenges
and opportunities for digital cooperation between Africa and Europe, but I
believe the book actually provides an insight into the global digital agenda more
broadly. Africa must ensure its digital cooperation spans the globe, learning from
best practices and avoiding pitfalls. For those interested in the future of develop-
ment, which will be based on a digital transformation, I highly recommend they
read this book. Upon completion, they will have a greater appreciation for the
possible.

Vera Songwe
Executive Secretary, United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA),
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia



FOREWORD

This book will be an important resource. It provides a timely and focused contri-
bution around the nexus of digitalisation and international partnerships, specifi-
cally capturing the challenges and opportunities of digital cooperation between
Africa and Europe.

Digitalisation is a huge societal transformation shaping our future, in parallel
with the green transition stemming from the challenge of climate change and
biodiversity loss. The digital space has proven to be one of strategic competition.
It has brought the need for more multilateral governance and ambitious global
standards into sharper focus. The COVID-19 pandemic has also played a part in
accelerating the global digital transition by several years. It exposed the digital
divide, as societies with stronger digital infrastructure, skills, and services coped
consistently better with challenges brought on by the pandemic.

We can capitalise on the digital transition and promote accessible, inclusive,
and secure digital connectivity that puts people first, in coherence with our dec-
laration of digital principles adopted by the European Commission on May 2022.
In Africa, digital technologies have enormous potential for economic growth,
improved governance and service delivery, as well as human development.
Digitalisation has already been driving the continent’s post-pandemic recovery,
and digital trade is growing rapidly. However, challenges, such as internet afford-
ability and access, cybersecurity, and lack of e-IDs or access to e-Governance
services, remain.

Under the Global Gateway strategy, the EU is actively secking to build strong
international digital partnerships and promote a human-centred digital agenda
around the world. The strategy, launched in December 2021, is the EU’s bid to
narrow the global infrastructure investment gap, boost post-pandemic recovery,
and make the green and digital transitions a reality.



xxii Foreword

With Global Gateway, we aim to mobilise investments worth up to €300 bil-
lion in physical infrastructure in the areas of digital, climate, energy, and trans-
port but also promote enabling environments, including regulatory frameworks
and investments in areas such as education, research, and health. Global Gateway
is a positive, values-driven offer to our partners worldwide, including in Africa.
Its key objective is to replace unsustainable dependencies with sustainable links
between continents, regions, and people.

Our vision for the digital economy and society is human-centric and upholds
fundamental values. We champion an open, secure, and global internet and foster
global cooperation and multi-stakeholder alliances on research and innovation.
We envision a cyberspace where citizens can navigate with trust and security,
where young entrepreneurs can access pools of open data for driving innovation,
and where governments can ensure sovereignty over their country’s data.

In fair and inclusive digital economy, digital technologies can be great ena-
blers of sustainable development in Africa. Digitalisation can lower greenhouse
gas emissions by boosting efficiency across sectors, virtualising services, and
moving to more circular economies. Digital and earth observation services can
be leveraged for climate action and disaster risk management.

Digital businesses can create new business models and employment opportu-
nities driven by the power of data, while the digital transformation of traditional
businesses promises to increase productivity across African economies.

The digital transformation promises to enhance human development in
Africa, for example, by offering improved education opportunities, also for peo-
ple living in remote and rural areas. It opens up a plethora of opportunities and
can empower women and girls — economically, socially, politically, and cultur-
ally. However, to do so, we will have to close the digital gender gap, which is
wider in Africa than anywhere else in the world. We are working to that end
by mainstreaming digital transformation in key areas of regional and national
programming for sub-Saharan Africa, including gender, the green transition,
transport, education, and employment.

At the EU-AU Summit in February 2022, leaders from both continents con-
firmed great ambitions to boost digital connectivity on the African continent,
and between different continents, to help create open digital societies and econo-
mies. We affirmed our support to our African partners in advancing their vision
of an African digital single market. The AU-EU Digital for Development (D4D)
Hub supports African institutions to lay grounds for an inclusive and sustainable
digital transformation that benefits everyone.

Under our Global Gateway Africa-Europe Investment Package, we are roll-
ing out substantial digital infrastructure projects, with the aim of speeding up
universal access to reliable, safe, and secure internet networks for all in Africa
by 2030. We will invest in an international submarine fibre cable connecting
the EU with Africa along the Atlantic Ocean coast, in constructing networks
of fibre-optic cables across sub-Saharan Africa, and in space technologies both
for Secure Satellite Communications and for Earth Observation. We will invest
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in African data infrastructure and increase regulatory convergence to foster a
more enabling and inclusive data economy. The EU has also set up an African
European Digital Innovation Bridge to promote cooperation on digital innova-
tion, particularly in small and medium-sized enterprises and start-ups. Needless
to say, this support will go hand-in-hand with support to the development of
digital skills and literacy.

Global Gateway will cement a strong digital partnership between Africa and
Europe and help build a digitally connected world that upholds European val-
ues and leaves no one behind. Together, Africa and Europe can walk the path
of digital transformation that puts people first, grows economies, and improves
governance and services.

Jutta Urpilainen
Commissioner for International Partnerships, European Commission,
Brussels, Belgium
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DIGITALISATION FOR
TRANSFORMATION

New Frontiers for Africa—Europe Cooperation

Chux Daniels, Benedikt Erforth, and Chloe Teevan

1.1 Digitalisation, Transformation, and Cooperation

Digital technologies are transforming the lives of people in societies across the
world, shaping and reshaping policies at continental, regional, and national levels,
and impacting politics in ways that were not imagined in the past. Digital tech-
nologies, viewed as a public good, are key to fostering economic and human
development globally. As a cross-cutting theme, digitalisation, if appropriately
directed by public policies, can help achieve the United Nations Agenda 2030 and
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2015). By “transformation”
we mean three-dimensional change in relation to (a) economic, (b) social, and
(¢) environmental challenges, as articulated in the SDGs. Such transformations
are not linear, nor are their outcomes guaranteed. In Africa, for example, we
know that at the firm level the adoption of technology does not necessarily lead
to increased productivity (economic gains), and therefore may not be transforma-
tional, in that sense (ACET, 2021). Despite fundamental technological changes,
economies have not become more diverse, nor has total factor productivity
increased. In this context, therefore, achieving economic gains without exac-
erbating inequality, exclusion, and gender gaps (social challenges) or increasing
biodiversity loss and climate change (environmental challenges) requires addi-
tional policy guidance — that is, frameworks — that help establish standards whilst
reflecting local contexts and needs.

However, the perspectives and narratives on digital technologies and the
motives behind the quest for high rates of digitalisation differ across the globe
and between stakeholders. In some cases, state actors adopt digital technologies
as surveillance tools to exercise control over people, maintain power structures,
or quash opposition (see, for example, Jili, this volume). At the same time, a
small number of private sector actors have gained outsized influence through
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their control of vast amounts of personal data, which is used to predict and influ-
ence individual and societal behaviour with potentially grave implications for
personal choice and political outcomes (The Great Hack, 2019; Zuboff, 2019).
These trends have serious implications for citizens’ digital rights and on efforts
to achieve inclusive development. If not accompanied by corrective policy meas-
ures, digital technologies can increase economic exploitation and inequalities, or
deepen digital divides globally and within societies.

The transformations across societies, and the envisaged potential of such
transformations, coupled with the introduction of new policies and regulations
on digital technologies, have led to new geopolitical tensions and rivalries on
the one hand, and partnerships and cooperation on the other hand. For many
African actors, China’s ever-growing presence in Africa’s digital infrastruc-
ture 1s a welcome diversification of their international partnerships, but for the
European Union (EU) this growing presence is considered a geopolitical threat.
The EU fears China’s growing influence on Africa’s development and govern-
ance models. Recent efforts, notably the announcement of the EU’s Global
Gateway,' are testimony to the EU’s concerns and efforts to engage with this
new form of power politics (see Fritzsche and Spoiala, and Erforth and Shields,
this volume). However, these policies and their potential to succeed need to be
juxtaposed with the political realism of African leaders, who contrast propos-
als from the EU with Chinese technologies and interventions that are often
considered to be more “lucrative”, cheaper, and, in some cases, better qual-
ity. The digital realm is no different from other policy realms insofar as we
are in the middle of an era that can be best described with reference to the
rise of a multipolar disorder, which in turn challenges long-established prin-
ciples of cooperation and the functioning of the international system. These
tendencies bring the status quo and emerging powers directly into opposition
with one another. For Africa, global shifts have brought more options in terms
of partners and more negotiating space and leverage vis-a-vis external actors,
thereby potentially enhancing African agency, meaning the ability of African
actors “to negotiate and bargain with external actors in a manner that benefits
Africans themselves” (Chipaike and Knowledge, 2018). Yet, global shifts have
also caused competition between democratic and autocratic systems that fuel
distrust and open conflict.

The geopolitical tensions and rivalries, in turn, have implications on the ways
that governance, structural arrangements, narratives, ideas, and interests held
by actors (as agents) and institutions influence and shape digital technologies at
regional and national levels (Chataway et al., 2019; Daniels et al., 2020a, 2021a).
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is an example of the fragility of the current global
order. Partnerships, once taken for granted, are put into question and are ended
altogether. The transatlantic alliance is experiencing new momentum that is
likely to also affect future choices on digital partnerships, and by extension the
global digital ecosystem. It is too early to tell what the outcome of these rapidly
unfolding events will be.
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To do justice to the different narratives, ideas, and interests held by actors, we
discuss digital transformation as a so-called megatrend shaping large-scale devel-
opments in the world and in Africa in particular (Erforth and Gutheil, 2022)
to which actors react and adapt. Futurologist John Naisbitt (1982), observing
the change from an industrial to a knowledge society, characterised megatrends
as “large social, economic, political, and technological changes [that are] slow
to form, and once in place, influence us for some time”. Subsequently, further
attributes were added to the definition leading to a list of characteristics that
include longevity, ubiquity, global relevance, complexity, and irreversibility.
While longevity is relative to the reference frame one assumes, it is fair to assume
that digitalisation’s ubiquity and irreversibility will make it a lasting social struc-
ture. Structures, according to Anthony Giddens (1984), are not only the basis
for but also the result of human practices. Building on the mutually constituting
nature of structure and agency, as identified by Giddens, we understand digi-
talisation as a social force that reproduces our world order whilst simultaneously
being shaped by human action (Erforth and Gutheil, 2022).

Put differently, digitalisation constitutes an enabling frame (in both the posi-
tive and the negative sense) that reproduces social action and is equally influenced
by it. To fathom the complexity of this interaction, we advance a multi-level ana-
lytical approach, using people, policies, and politics as different layers and guid-
ing threads to orient the reader on this agency-structure spectrum. The book
covers discussions that cut across various sectors bringing human (individual
and societal) development into conversation with macro-level policy discussion
at the national, regional, continental, and bi-continental levels. The ongoing
geopolitical rivalries around digital technologies coupled with debates on digital
governance, privacy and protections, and citizens’ rights continue to influence
international cooperation and, therefore, need to be brought into conversation
with the literature on digital for development.

The conversation we propose here extends beyond academia and involves
practitioners in the discussion — both as contributors and as readers we seek to
reach. Contributions are thus arranged in a way that they allow for reflexivity
and simultaneously offer concrete recommendations. The insights in the book
are expected to help build an academic community around the nexus of digi-
talisation and international cooperation. By unpacking potential areas for digital
cooperation between Africa and Europe, and covering academic and practition-
ers’ views, the book improves the prospects of a multidisciplinary conversation
between communities that hitherto rarely speak to one another.

1.2 Two Regions, One Megatrend, Different Priorities

Digital transformation is causing major changes in both Africa and Europe, lead-
ing to new challenges. The two continents certainly share some of the chal-
lenges and opportunities, but their distinct levels of development mean that they
each have different priorities. For example, in the EU and the Global North,
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“corrective policies” may be what is needed to address digital rights or strengthen
data and consumer protection. In Africa, however, it might not be primarily cor-
rection that matters most, but rather establishing minimum standards, policies,
and regulatory frameworks that reflect local conditions and that are implementa-
ble. Therefore, understanding and responding to the distinct levels of develop-
ments, contexts, and local conditions is vital to realising the aspirations of digital
transformation in the AU-EU digital cooperation.

In Africa, digitalisation is transforming productive sectors, creating solu-
tions to social problems, and driving political mobilisation, for example, by
influencing political participation in novel ways. In 2019, 25% of the African
population had internet access. This figure is expected to rise (ITU, 2020;
World Bank, 2019). Even at today’s much lower penetration rate, mobile tech-
nologies alone “have already generated 1.7 million jobs and contribute $144
billion to the continent’s economy, or roughly 8.5% of GDP” (Allen, 2021;
GSMA, 2021). African countries have also become host to many innovation
hubs, demonstrating the continent’s entrepreneurial potential, and funding
to start-ups is on the rise (Azzioui and Sandri, 2021; Daniels et al., 2021b;
Dosso et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2021). In a comprehensive mapping exer-
cise, Afrilabs and Briter Bridges identified 643 tech hubs in Africa in 2019.
The underlying trend becomes visible when comparing this number to the
442 tech hubs identified in 2018 and 324 in 2016 (Giuliani et al., 2019; see also
AfricArena, 2021). Technologies such as mobile money have shown the poten-
tial for Africa to “leapfrog” (that is, skip technological steps in development
processes), while COVID-19 demonstrated the essential role that electronic
payments, e-commerce, and e-services (such as online banking and telemedi-
cine) could play.

Despite the progress and the expectations regarding the positive impacts of
digital technologies on Africa’s economic and social development, major invest-
ments in data, infrastructure, capabilities, and skills are needed for Africa to
harness the benefits offered by the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) — charac-
terised by its scale, speed, and complexity and the fusion of a group of technolo-
gies that include Artificial Intelligence (Al), gene editing, and advanced robotics
(UK Government, 2019).

The African Union’s (AU) Digital Transformation Strategy (DTS) for Africa
(2020-2030) articulates Africa’s vision, objectives, and priority areas of digital
policy (African Union Commission (AUC), 2020). The DTS points to the ways
that digitalisation can contribute to the achievement of the AU’s Agenda 2063,
while emphasising alignment with the Science, Technology and Innovation
Strategy for Africa 2024 (STISA-2024) (AUC, 2014). The approach adopted by
the AU emphasises the vital linkage between digital technologies, science, and
innovation, and their potential to play a role in the continent’s industrialisation
and in the roll-out of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). In
addition, the AU approach recognises the potential for digital technologies, if
effectively deployed, to contribute to addressing pressing development challenges
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such as poverty and unemployment, reducing inequality, enhancing inclusion,
and boosting the production of goods and services (AUC, 2020).

Inadequate governance of digital technologies and lack of harmonised regu-
latory regimes across borders pose barriers to businesses and leave citizens’ data
open to exploitation and abuse by a variety of actors. Further, there is the risk
of Africa becoming a battleground in the growing US—China rivalry. Adding
to this is the fear of so-called “algorithmic colonialism” or “digital colonial-
ism”, signifying that Africa might become dependent on Western-developed Al,
unsuited to the needs of local markets, while local tech ecosystems are impov-
erished (Birhane, 2020). Similar fears persist around algorithms embedded in
Chinese digital infrastructure and systems installed in Africa, for example, along
the digital Silk Road (see Chapter 2, this book). Schelenz and Schopp (2018)
describe such parallel trends as the duality of digitalisation, where technological
innovation constitutes both an opportunity and a challenge — a line of reasoning
that this book subscribes to as well.

The European Union (EU) is engaged in a race to catch up with the leaders
of the digital revolution — namely, China and the United States — and hopes to
strengthen its own digital economy with an increasingly active industrial policy,
including a growing number of planned projects and investments focused on dig-
ital technologies. Several nascent EU projects and programmes aim to advance
the EU’s digital economy and improve its competitiveness by pooling resources
and investments, in areas such as cloud computing (Gaia-X) and semiconductor
manufacturing (Gaia-X, n.d., EC, 2022a). The EU also hopes to become a global
leader in digital governance by fiat of developing the world’s most advanced regu-
latory frameworks, with a model centred on data protection and democratic val-
ues. The recent adoption of the Digital Markets Act by the European Parliament
and the Council is the latest example of the EU’s twofold strategy that consists
of strengthening the consumer’s choice and focussing on individual rights whilst
ensuring more competition (European Commission (EC), 2022b). Given that the
EU regulation mainly targets the Big Five (Google, Amazon, Meta, Apple, and
Microsoft), it not only improves consumers’ choice and safeguards competition
but also constitutes by extension a means of tackling US digital hegemony. The
new post-Ukraine invasion realignment and the strengthening of the transatlan-
tic alliance might shift this discourse again and put a stronger emphasis on shared
interests in the area of technology, data, and governance.

Just like the AU, the EU too is aware of, and wishes to harness, the huge
transformative potential that digital technology offers. To this end, the EU’s
Digital Strategy lays out four goals: a digitally skilled population and highly
skilled digital professionals; secure and sustainable digital infrastructures; digital
transformation of businesses; digitisation of public services (EC, 2021a). The
European Commission has put a strong focus on digital rights also, proposing a
Declaration on Digital Rights in January 2022 (EC, 2022¢). The EU’s goal is to
ensure that digital transformation works for European society at large, balancing
the needs of citizens (people), businesses, and governments.
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In line with the above vision, in its foreign and development policy the EU
hopes to promote a European model of digital governance, to support sustainable
development and to develop new markets outside of the EU for what is hoped
will be a growing European digital sector. The EU seeks to establish itself as a
major player in the digital economy in Africa, taking advantage of the pace and
scope of Africa’s digital transformation. As Africa works towards creating its own
Digital Single Market (DSM), the EU hopes to proactively share its experiences
and expertise in building a DSM and to influence Africa’s digital governance
model in the process (Daniels et al., 2020b, Teevan, 2021). The EU seeks to
secure its commercial interests — including easy access for its own companies to
the African market, to further its development agenda, and to promote values
such as freedom of expression and data protection. These aspirations are reflected
in the EU Digital For Development (D4D) Hub, which was launched by the
European Commission and five EU member states (Belgium, Estonia, France,
Germany, and Luxembourg) in December 2020. The majority of the D4D Hub’s
initial flagship projects focus on Africa (AU-EU D4D Hub) and seek to build on
the work of the AU-EU Digital Economy Task Force (DETF) (DETF, 2020).
These goals also fed into the EU’s Global Gateway, a strategy focused on devel-
oping a global vision for infrastructure development, which has been framed as a
counteroffer to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (EC, 2021b). Much of the suc-
cess or failure of the EU’s new digital global policy will depend on how well the
Union can translate strategic promises into tangible policies producing visible
results. Coherence across policy areas is at least as important as thorough impact
monitoring, both of which should be at the heart of European efforts during the
current budget cycle (2021-2027).

In Africa and Europe, countries and continental institutions seek to harness
the potential of digital transformation whilst dealing with its challenges. For
Africa, digitalisation and its transformative potential offer huge opportunities
as the continent seeks to achieve its development agenda as laid out in Agenda
2063. Yet, the continent is also uniquely vulnerable to the growing inequalities
of the digital age, and the exploitative practices, such as digital and data extrac-
tion, and commercialisation, that have accompanied digital technologies (Iyer
et al.,, 2021). The EU, despite its much stronger economy and industrial fabric,
has ultimately fallen behind other global powers in some aspects of digital devel-
opment. And as mentioned in the previous section, the EU is making efforts to
catch up in the development of key digital technologies, cloud computing, for
example whilst also protecting and promoting its vision of digital governance
and regulatory frameworks that is human- and citizen-centric. It sees coopera-
tion with Africa as a development imperative, but also as an economic oppor-
tunity and an avenue to greater global influence through the promotion of its
human-centric governance model.

On both continents, we see a strong emphasis being put on advancing the
potential of digital technologies to achieve development goals and foster stra-
tegic interests. For closer cooperation between Africa and Europe to become
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fruitful and add mutual value in a highly competitive field, both complementary
goals and diverging objectives need to be identified and addressed. In this book,
we examine the potential for cooperation on three levels: politics, policies, and
people.

1.3 AU-EU Digital Cooperation: A New Frontier

In official declarations and public statements, the AU and EU have identified
digital cooperation as a new priority area between both continents. In the joint
statement following the AU-EU Summit in February 2022, digital transforma-
tion was highlighted as a priority to “[support| trusted connectivity through
investments in infrastructures and an affordable and enhanced access to the digi-
tal and data economy while boosting digital entrepreneurship and skills” (AU-
EU, 2022). Although this joint statement remains a vague list of priorities, it
encompasses and reinforces different focus areas of the digital partnership laid
out in the 2019 AU-EU DETF Report, which highlighted four priority areas:
broadband connectivity, skills, support to improving the business environment
and e-services. The DETF brought together multiple actors from Africa and
Europe, including private sector actors, international organisations, donors, and
civil society organisations (CSOs), and provided an avenue for the development
of a shared vision based on mutually agreed principles. This growing interest
from the AU and EU in working together to advance digital development also
makes us examine cooperation between the AU, EU, and their Member States
in this book.

There is undoubtedly ample room for digital cooperation between the AU,
the EU, and their Member States, but there remain key differences in the ways
that they approach the politics of the current geopolitical climate. It has become
increasingly clear that the choice of digital governance models and even of part-
ners for digital infrastructure investments has wider political connotations that
are not entirely neutral (see Fritzsche & Spoiala, Chapter 2, this book). While the
EU takes a less hard line than the United States vis-a-vis Huawei and Chinese
technologies more widely, it is still focused on building a stronger and more
sovereign digital economy at home and offering an alternative to Chinese (and
American) technologies abroad that strongly caters to individual rights and the
right to privacy. This is evident in the focus on trusted connectivity in the EU’s
announcements to date related to the digital element of the Global Gateway
Initiative (EC, 2022d).

On their part, African countries have tried to steer clear of these geopo-
litical struggles or even to leverage them where possible to support their own
development agendas. Gagliardone (2019) examines how Chinese digital actors
have gained ground in this sector by working closely with governments to roll
out major expansions in internet and mobile phone access. He contrasts this
with what he considers a Western model that continues to struggle with the
dilemma of providing basic services, whilst wishing to guarantee human rights
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and freedom of expression. It is unclear how long it may be possible for African
governments to adopt a “neutral” position in the face of growing divergences
around the governance of digital and bilateral cooperation (see Jili, this volume).

Success in this new frontier of AU-EU digital cooperation demands that these
key differences are resolved in ways that foster mutual benefits and transforma-
tive change for both partners. Both Africa and Europe are keen to harness digi-
talisation and innovation in addressing their strategic and development targets
and achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Doing so will require
the right policies. Given the EU’s own experience of building a Digital Single
Market (DSM), there are clear opportunities for deepened cooperation around
the roll-out of the AfCFTA and a future African DSM. These developments
have the potential to transform Africa’s economy and speed up industrialisa-
tion, particularly if they fully integrate the transformative potential of digital
technologies in line with the ambitions of the African Digital Transformation
Strategy (see Fafunwa and Odufuwa, Banga, and El Aynaoui et al., this volume).
Yet attaining these goals will require huge steps forward in terms of regulatory
harmonisation across Africa, together with associated investments. The EU, with
its long-standing expertise on regulatory harmonisation and its own evolving
approach to digital governance, has potentially important experiences to share
with African partners. Beyond offering new forms of cooperation, the EU also
follows an interest-driven strategy in digital governance. By this we mean that in
fashioning out its digital partnerships in Africa (and elsewhere), the EU primarily
seeks to advance its interests.

Studies that examine the EU’s regulatory power highlight digital regula-
tion as one of the areas where the EU has shown leadership, and this is an area
where EU actors express the hope of having an influence on African partners.
In “The Brussels Effect”, Bradford (2020) notes the important global implica-
tions of the EU’s 2016 General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and that
legislation in South Africa and Senegal was influenced by (earlier) European data
protection standards. Bradford encourages future research to include Africa, a
hitherto under-researched region. However, this body of literature is still sparse
and requires more research to understand the scope for regulatory alignment
between Africa and Europe, but also the challenges. The question of regula-
tory alignment, norms externalisation, and the impact of new data protection
frameworks are examined in this book drawing on case studies from Kenya and
South Africa (see Erforth and Shields, and Gastrow and Adams, this volume).
The undeniable linkage between digital technologies and the norms and values
that are inherent to their algorithmic design brings to the fore a long-standing
debate on the EU as a normative power (Manners, 2002). We engage with this
debate in this book.

Ultimately, the main goal of digital development should be to lead to real
improvements in the lives of people, acting as a lever allowing greater access to
education, training, employment, and health. The AU’s Digital Transformation
Strategy outlines a clear vision for the roles that digital technologies can play
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in human development in Africa. COVID-19 led to important technological
innovations in e-healthcare, e-learning, and social protection using digital pay-
ments in Africa, but huge gaps remain in terms of the ability of citizens across
countries and even within counties to access these technologies. Achieving the
full potential of digital transformation will require major investments in digital
skills to allow all citizens to access digital technologies and make use of the
emerging services, but even doing this will require a shared understanding of
digital skills (see Bashir & Daniels, this volume). Similarly, ensuring that women
and girls are not left behind will require that the specific needs of women and
girls are integrated into the design and roll-out of digital technologies and digital
for development projects (see Sladkova & Bashir, this volume).

1.4 Organisation of the Book

To do justice to the complexity and multiple layers of the digital transforma-
tion and its impact on societies and economies in Africa and Europe, the book
adopts multiple perspectives on the topic of digital cooperation. Chapters 2—4
in the first part of the book deal with power politics in the broader sense with a
consideration of the geopolitics of digital cooperation. They elaborate on what
politics and geopolitics may mean for different models of digital development
and governance. Following an introduction to the topic, we engage with one
dominant actor and one new frontier in the digital field in order to showcase the
underlying power dynamics.

In Chapter 2, Kerstin Fritzsche and Daniel Spoiala examine digital develop-
ment cooperation between the EU and the AU and argue that the EU employs
both its Digital4Development policy and its recent infrastructure strategy, Global
Gateway, to strengthen the bloc’s strategic autonomy. The authors continue to
assess the impact of such an interest-driven approach on Africa’s digital sover-
eignty and advance a set of conditions that are necessary for the partnership to
become beneficial to both the EU and the AU. The discussion is particularly
relevant considering the EU’s Global Gateway strategy, which was published in
late 2021, at least in part as a response to the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative.

The latter is also the subject of Chapter 3. In his contribution, Bulelani Jili
examines the introduction of Chinese surveillance technologies in Kenya and
Ethiopia. Unlike most studies that focus on supply factors, the chapter explores
the quality of local and global features in the spread of Chinese surveillance
tools. It analyses surveillance technologies as a dynamic social process. Drawing
attention to the often-neglected Chinese operations in Kenya and Ethiopia helps
to deepen our understanding of how China’s growing geopolitical footprint in
Africa is mediated by local conditions and actors. The discussion also reveals the
potential of an alternative form of cooperation that takes a human- and citizen-
centric approach with potentials for enhancing local ownership.

One potential area of forward-looking EU-Africa cooperation is discussed
in Chapter 4. Eleonore Pauwels and Klaus Tilmes examine the nexus between
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Al bioinformatics, and genomics as a field of increased geopolitical competi-
tion. In the authors’ view, the main point is the need to align long-term support
(financial, knowledge) in key strategic areas with the gradual build-up of an
Africa-wide strategy and network that can now stand on its own and is open
for partnering on equal terms. According to the authors, Africa’s vibrant bio-
ecosystem can provide new impulses for innovation that Europe would be well
advised to support and draw on. With normative leadership, strategic funding
commitments, and capacity-building partnerships with the private sector, the
EU is well positioned to connect its genomic strategy with the growing bio-
economy potential across Africa.

Following the classification of the digital realm as a part of global geopoli-
tics and the assessment of the implications, the book then moves on to consider
the potential for Africa—Europe digital cooperation in different policy areas —
Chapters 5—12. The first of these areas focusses on economic development and
explores the potential of digital technologies to transform African economies.
In Chapter 5 Tunde Fafunwa and Fola Odufuwa examine the potential benefits
African micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) can expect from
the AfCFTA. The chapter explores why digitalising their businesses is necessary
for MSMEs to participate and benefit from the reduced trade barriers that the
AfCFTA will offer.

Looking beyond MSMEs as an aggregate, it is useful to consider specific sec-
tors individually. In Chapter 6, Karishma Banga examines the scope of AU-EU
digital cooperation for productive job creation in agriculture, manufacturing,
and the service sector. The author argues that although digital agricultural plat-
forms can boost productivity and access to formal work, the uptake is low in
African countries with large-scale employment gains limited. As for manu-
facturing and the service sector, the chapter’s findings suggest that increasing
cross-sector productivity is possible by shifting labour towards more productive
sectors of manufacturing and services. One way to address the diverse chal-
lenges, according to Banga, is for the AU-EU digital cooperation to focus on
facilitating digital infrastructure development in rural areas, coordinate and scale
up capacity and awareness building programmes, and foster women’s access to
technology.

The sector-related focus is further narrowed down in Chapter 7. Karim El
Aynaoui, Larabi Jaidi, and Akram Zaoui focus on how Egypt, Morocco, and
Tunisia are trying to safeguard and expand their manufacturing sectors. The
authors observe how decision-makers in the three countries seek to strengthen
their country’s respective position in global and regional value chains. The three
case studies also provide evidence for a net positive impact of digitalisation on
manufacturing and highlight the financial and technological benefits of closer
cooperation with the EU.

With Chapters 6 and 7 unveiling sector-specific challenges and opportu-
nities of digitalisation and digital cooperation, the next chapter turns to the
topic of Water that is sometimes referred to either as a common good, a human
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right, or a commodity. In Chapter 8, Tamanna Ashraf takes a closer look at
water and the infrastructure and policies that govern it. Digital water — or the
digitalisation of water — is considered a means to improve climate resilience
and human development in the world’s most water stressed regions. Making
the case for the effectiveness of digital water, the author then discusses how
the European Union Water Initiative (EUWI) is aiming to coordinate EU
and member states” funding in the field of water development to elaborate on
the benefits of additional EU support to deploy digital technologies that help
improve water quality.

EU cooperation and support is needed beyond sectors such as water.
Digitalisation, similar to the related fields of science and innovation, requires
finance, which is often scarce in the African context as governments strive to
address competing development priorities with available and sometimes mea-
gre resources. Andrew Agyei-Holmes, Bernardin Senadza, and Felix Ankomah
Asante, in Chapter 9, focus on tax and resource mobilisation. The authors
show how the introduction of digital tools in tax collection systems is driv-
ing improvements in revenue collection, helping to address existing challenges,
and the importance of stakeholder engagement. These and other challenges that
remain in the finance, tax and resource mobilisation systems provide opportuni-
ties for AU-EU digital cooperation.

Addressing development challenges, by harnessing opportunities that digitali-
sation presents, requires attention to rights and local ownership. Human-centric
regulatory frameworks and trust in existing digital ecosystems are quintessential
to this objective. In Chapter 10, Benedikt Erforth and Charles-Martin Shields
analyse the EU’s promotion of interests through the so-called “human cen-
tric” model of digital governance. Using Kenya as an illustrative case study, the
authors argue that the EU’s desire to use regulatory externalisation to achieve
the concept of human-centric digitalisation assumes that African partners’ social
and political notions of privacy align with the EU’s. The authors conclude that
the EU’s externalisation of regulatory frameworks on digital transformation cre-
ates new opportunities for commercial cooperation with Africa. However, these
prospects must be balanced with the political and social aspects of regulation to
achieve the wider governance and human rights goals of EU cooperation.

The EU’s regulatory cooperation, influence, and power in Africa goes beyond
Kenya; it includes countries such as Senegal, Nigeria, and South Africa. In
Chapter 11, Michael Gastrow and Rachel Adams, deepen the discussions on this
theme. Central to the discussions in this chapter is an investigation of how South
Africa has engaged with the EU in its pursuit of strengthened local capabilities,
and alignment with international changes in the regulation of data and digital
technologies. In this context, Michael Gastrow and Rachel Adams juxtapose the
emergence of data privacy and data protection regulation in both jurisdictions. A
clear lesson from the discussion in this chapter is that the regulation of the digital
environment needs to be rapid and responsive — or risks falling behind changes
in the technological and political spheres.
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In continuing the discussions on privacy, policy, and people, Joe Abah, Krista
Baptista, Connor MacKenzie, and Anand Varghese, in Chapter 12, examine the
development process for national-level digital policies, regulations, and bills that
seek to maximise the benefits of digital technology and mitigate its risks, such as
threats to privacy. With Nigeria as the focus, they present a detailed analysis of
how policymakers engage with key stakeholders on technology-related policies,
regulations, and bills. Their insights help deepen the readers’ understanding of
how actors and institutions, including the recently formed AU-EU D4D Hub,
can assist African countries in developing citizen-centric and inclusive digital
policymaking processes.

As the entirety of this book has argued, digital transformations have a signifi-
cant impact on human development. To this end, Chapters 13—16 examine the
impact of digital governance on people by assessing its implications for economic
development and social progress.

In Chapter 13, Sajitha Bashir and Chux Daniels analyse the EU’s
Comprehensive Strategy with Africa, which prioritises digital skills in three
of its five thematic areas. Despite the existence of such formal declarations, the
analysis indicate that the conditions do not yet exist for a meaningful coopera-
tion between the AU and EU in the area of digital skills due to lack of concep-
tual clarity and agreed consensus on what is meant by digital skills. Further, the
authors stress the need to develop the entire ecosystem for digital skills train-
ing, including infrastructure, connectivity, training of teachers, and local digital
content, in the education and training sectors. Progressive AU-EU collabora-
tion in building digital skills must focus on these areas.

Learning is an essential aspect of capacity building and inclusion, as Niyanta
Shetye et al., discuss in Chapter 14. By focusing on new and emerging trends
in the cooperation between the AU and the EU, this chapter highlights low-
cost and effective digital learning solutions and argues that in addition to digital
technology transfer, innovation and investments are needed in building a learn-
ing-centred support for green transitioning and digital cooperation. In response
to ICTs becoming a catalyst for transformative learning, the authors provide
insights on how constructive AU-EU cooperation and co-learning can pave
ways for societal transformations, particularly in rural communities.

Despite many efforts, education systems, especially in STEM, continue to
leave some segments of the society behind — especially women and marginal-
ised communities. In Chapter 15, Zuzana Sladkova and Sumbal Bashir explore
ideas around Feminist Digital Development. The authors echo the point made in
various chapters of this book that Africa and Europe are embracing a new era of
development cooperation that is digital. However, questions remain about the
ability of the EU to effectively deliver on the promise of a value-based digital
partnership, as well as the willingness of African partners to overcome the trust
deficit from the past and to work with the EU towards a common vision for
digital transformation. Still on the concept of female inclusion, Francine Beleyi,
in Chapter 16, focusses on the importance of African female entrepreneurs,
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showing that dedicated digital networks are vital for supporting thriving busi-
nesses and job creation. According to the author, digital networks can facilitate
access to peer support, mentorship, and business training, which help to boost
women’s confidence and capabilities to run more successful businesses.

In summary, the book opens with ideas on global politics and the impli-
cations on digital transformation, shifts to policies and regulations on digi-
talisation as they relate to economic development, and ends with discussion
on the important roles that digitalisation plays in human development, that
is, the impact of digital revolution on people. Overall, the rich insights pre-
sented in the book point to three key messages: (1) the necessity for a deeper
AU-EU digital cooperation, (2) the prospects for mutual benefits that could
result from the strategic partnership between the two regions, and (3) new
frontiers for AU-EU cooperation in digitalisation that can open further oppor-
tunities for increased competitiveness and development outcomes for both
continents. Increased digital cooperation between the AU and EU can lead
to transformative change in Africa and Europe — jobs, better health and well-
being, reduced inequality and environmental degradation, greater inclusion,
and social progress.

Note

1 Global Gateway is an EU initiative that seeks to foster a sustainable connectivity,
with the aim to invest EUR 300 billion between 2021 and 2027 in both physical and
digital infrastructure.
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THE EU-AU DIGITAL PARTNERSHIP

Between Digital Geopolitics
and Digital Sovereignty

Kerstin Fritzsche and Daniel Spoiala

2.1 Introduction

Given the dominance of the United States and China in the global digital econ-
omy (UNCTAD 2019) and the rivalry between these two countries for global
technological leadership, two dynamics can be observed.

First, countries in both the Global North and South are increasingly con-
cerned about their dependence on foreign, especially US and Chinese, digital
technologies and services, and are making greater efforts to take better control
of their own digital development. This dynamic is often associated with the
concept of digital sovereignty or related notions such as cyber sovereignty or
technological sovereignty. The European Union’s (EU) efforts to strengthen its
digital sovereignty and India’s quest for data sovereignty (Basu 2021) are just two
examples of this dynamic.

Second, international partnerships and collaborations for digital connectiv-
ity and development are forged and become important instruments for digital
geopolitics.! Digital geopolitics play a central role in the economic and techno-
logical rivalry between the United States and China (Bendiek et al. 2019). It is
evident, for example, in the G7 infrastructure initiative Build Back Better World
(B3W) announced by US president Joe Biden in June 2021, which aims to meet
the infrastructure needs of developing countries, including digital technologies
as one focal area (The White House 2021). The B3W is explicitly intended as a
measure to counterbalance China’s growing global influence through the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), which was launched in 2013. With a similar moti-
vation, and in an effort to strengthen its role as a geopolitical actor, the EU
announced a global connectivity initiative called Global Gateway in September
2021 (Kuo 2021).
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The African continent is an important focus area for these initiatives. Strong
economic growth rates in the years leading up to the COVID-19-pandemic,
young populations, a growing middle class as well as rising internet penetration
rates and the need to further improve internet connectivity have attracted the
interest of foreign investors and technology companies in many African coun-
tries, such as Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and Rwanda. African countries, being
highly dependent on foreign, especially Chinese, digital technologies and ser-
vices are bound to be affected by the geopolitical struggle over shaping the global
digital transformation (Aggad 2021). This chapter, therefore, focuses on initia-
tives for connectivity and digital development cooperation, particularly from the
perspective of digital sovereignty of African states. It takes a closer look at the
EU’s Digital for Development (D4D) approach and discusses its potentials as well
as challenges regarding digital sovereignty of African countries and how it could
be tailored to their digital development priorities.

The chapter is organised as follows: First, we provide an overview of the vari-
ous meanings of the concept of digital sovereignty and related terms, including
the notion of data colonialism. We conclude this section by outlining how digital
sovereignty is understood for the analysis in this chapter. Second, we examine
the digital policies and development priorities of the African Union (AU) and its
member states and explore African agency in shaping the digital transformation.
We argue that African countries should use their potential to act as a collective
actor to shape the digital transformation according to their development priorities
and needs. Third, we discuss the EU’s approach to digital development coopera-
tion with Africa and the opportunities and challenges of EU-AU digital develop-
ment cooperation in relation to African digital sovereignty. Finally, we conclude
with some reflections on how EU-AU digital development cooperation could be
used to strengthen self-determined digital development paths of African countries.

2.2 Grasping the Notion of Digital Sovereignty

There is no universally accepted definition of the term “digital sovereignty”,
with sovereignty itself being a highly criticised concept (Couture and Toupin
2019, pp. 4-5). The meaning of digital sovereignty is manifold. It was reframed
and shifted over time and depends highly on the context it is used in. Moreover,
the meaning of digital sovereignty depends on who is formulating its claim for
digital self-determination and which aspects are emphasised in this claim (Pohle
2020). Couture and Toupin identify five different perspectives on digital sover-
eignty, namely “Cyberspace Sovereignty”, “Digital Sovereignty, Governments
and States”, “Indigenous Digital Sovereignty”, “Social Movements and Digital
Sovereignty”, and “Personal Digital Sovereignty” (Couture and Toupin 2019,
p. 6). Pohle and Thiel structure the meanings of digital sovereignty along the
three levels of autonomy addressed in claims for digital sovereignty, namely state
autonomy, economic autonomy, and the autonomy of the individual in the digi-
tal sphere (Pohle and Thiel 2020).
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Digital sovereignty as state autonomy refers to “the idea that a nation or
region should be able to take autonomous actions and decisions regarding its
digital infrastructures and technology deployment” (Pohle and Thiel 2020, p.
8). With the global digital transformation that transcends borders and asym-
metric power relations in the digital economy, the state’s autonomy to shape its
digital transformation in a self~-determined way is increasingly challenged. State-
centred notions of digital sovereignty stand for this challenge and for the quest
to reconfigure the meaning of sovereignty of states in a networked world. Pohle
and Thiel (2020) identify two strands of the debate: while authoritarian and
semi-authoritarian states view the internet as a threat to their existing political
systems, liberal countries underscore the need for independence and control over
their digital infrastructures and policy issues (Pohle and Thiel 2020). Creemers
(2020) argues that the different approaches to digital sovereignty of China, the
United States, and Europe are due to differences in the underlying concepts of
security. He explains that China views security through the lens of information
security, therefore putting a particular focus on the control of flows of data —
while the United States and Europe share more technical approaches to security,
therefore emphasising the security and integrity of telecommunication infra-
structures (Creemers 2020). Consequently, the policy choices and actions for
digital sovereignty of China, the United States, and Europe differ. For example,
while China favours strict data localisation rules (Liu 2020), the United States
and Europe promote a more open flow of data.

This example also shows that state autonomy and economic autonomy as
elements of digital sovereignty are closely interlinked (Pohle and Thiel 2020).
Economic competition and the aspiration to reduce dependency from foreign
technology imports are important drivers for digital sovereignty policies that tar-
get the development of domestic digital sectors and structural change. Increasing
competitiveness in key digital sectors such as artificial intelligence (AI) and semi-
conductors is, for example, a key element of the EU’s striving for greater digital
sovereignty (EC 2021a). The heavy dependence on leading platform companies,
particularly from the United States, and the notion of surveillance capitalism
(Zuboft 2019) have driven the discourse on data sovereignty. Data sovereignty
can be understood as the “self-determination of individuals and organisations
with regard to the use of their data” (Jarke et al. 2019, p. 550). Moreover, this
concept can be understood in terms of data security and raises the issue of to
what extent states can have sovereignty with regard to storing and making data
available (Kaloudis 2021, pp. 6—7). It can therefore be understood as one specific
facet of digital sovereignty.

The increasing penetration of societies by data-generating and data-using
technologies, often referred to as datafication, has given rise to the notion of
data colonialism (Couldry and Mejias 2019). First and foremost, Couldy and
Mejias (2019) understand data colonialism as a new form of capitalism based on
the “reconfiguration of human life around the maximisation of data collection
for profit” (Couldry and Mejias 2019, p. 3). They argue that the struggle against
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data colonialism is bifold and includes “struggles over particular practices of
technology and struggles over knowledge and rationality” (Couldry and Mejias
2021, p. 12), meaning the narratives and imaginaries that frame the use of tech-
nologies and data. The terms “data colonialism™ or “digital colonialism” are also
used to describe the use of citizens” data in the Global South by large-platform
companies without a corresponding creation of value for developing countries
(Avila Pinto 2018). Data or digital colonialism therefore also stands for a new
form of extractivism of resources from the Global South by (mainly) Western
actors (Iyer et al. 2021).

Finally, the third dimension of digital sovereignty is that of individual auton-
omy. It highlights individuals as autonomous actors in the digital sphere, whether
as consumers, employees, or users of digital services and technologies and is an
element of the digital sovereignty discourse, especially in democratic countries
(Pohle and Thiel 2020). For example, with its people-centric approach, the EU
explicitly underpins its digital transformation policies with the aim of safeguard-
ing individual rights and privacy (EC 2021a) and therefore gives special weight
to individual digital sovereignty. The strand of the digital sovereignty discourse
related to individual autonomy in the digital realm, again, is closely interlinked
with the autonomy of the state and the economy.

In summary, digital sovereignty is a multifaceted and contested concept, given
its vast range of meanings and its instrumental use for different — often contrast-
ing policy agendas. Against this backdrop, we take a broad perspective on digital
sovereignty, acknowledging the different, yet closely interrelated dimensions of
state, economic, and individual autonomy as key elements of a holistic under-
standing of digital sovereignty. However, autonomy is not to be confused with
autarky, in particular when considering states. Indeed, strategic dependencies
can strengthen the sovereignty of states if they are deliberately chosen and are
not without alternatives.

2.3 Digital Development and Digital Sovereignty in Africa

Since the early to mid-2000s, most African countries have recognised the
increasing importance of the internet and modern information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) in achieving their development goals and have made
efforts to harness digital technologies in their interest. Only a few countries
have no digital policies or strategies in place; however, the form and depth of
such documents vary considerably (Korovkin 2019; Abimbola et al. 2021). While
some countries such as Gambia, Namibia, and Gabon for example, have inte-
grated their digital agenda into their national development plans, others, such as
Ethiopia, Botswana, Nigeria, and South Africa, have stand-alone digital policy
documents, some of them dealing with specific issues such as data and privacy,
cybersecurity or e-commerce (Abimbola et al. 2021). Nonetheless, most African
states lack a comprehensive framework for regulating and shaping the digital
transformation.
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Many African countries heavily rely on Chinese tech companies throughout
the whole digital technology stack (Bratton 2015), ranging from submarine
cables, data centres, and mobile networks to mobile devices and apps (Adegoke
2021). This is not a new development, but rather the outcome of well-estab-
lished economic relations between African countries and China (Agbebi and
Virtanen 2017). The business activities of Chinese technology companies such as
Huawei and ZTE in African countries have only subsequently been integrated
into China’s Digital Silk Road in Africa (Adegoke 2021). The role of African
countries themselves in global ICT production remains marginal (UNCTAD
2019). One of the few exceptions is Rwanda, which has built its own capacities
for the production of a smartphone, called the Mara Phone (Mwai 2019).

As for digital platforms, the African platform economy is on the rise, but still
faces many constraints such as lack of sufficient infrastructure, lack of finan-
cial inclusion and mobile payment systems, inadequate digital content, and low
internet penetration as well as consumer distrust and lack of funding (David-
West and Evans 2015). Eighty-two per cent of platforms operating in Africa are
home-grown. However, research suggests that foreign platform companies have
a significantly larger user base, which could be due to a first-mover advantage
since foreign platforms launched on average five years earlier (Johnson et al.
2020). Moreover, less than 1% of the total available global data centre capacity is
located in Africa, despite approximately 17% of the world’s population living on
the continent according to data by Xalam Analytics (Kimeu 2021). The develop-
ment of data centres has experienced a surge in recent years. For example, in June
2021 the Diamniadio National Datacenter was launched. Senegal’s government
plans to migrate all government data and digital platforms from servers located
outside the country to the new data centre, aiming to strengthen the country’s
digital sovereignty (Reuters 2021). However, commentators point to the fact
that the data centre was financed with a loan from China and built by Huawei,
highlighting China’s dominance over Senegal’s digital infrastructure (Tanchum
2022). Besides, in academia, it is a controversial issue whether data localisation
contributes to greater data sovereignty or does more harm than good to coun-
tries with a high dependence on foreign digital technologies and services that
fear losing control over their citizens’ data (Wu 2021).

In summary, African countries are highly dependent on digital infrastruc-
tures, digital services, and devices from non-African actors. Moreover, African
governments take very different normative positions towards the digital trans-
formation, ranging from approaches that heavily restrict digital innovations and
social media up to internet shutdowns to the active creation of more enabling
environments for digital developers and businesses (Ndemo 2021). Finally,
African states compete with each other in order to attract foreign investments
(Okeke 2021).

Against this backdrop, African agency in digital geopolitics mirrors the current
debate on African agency in international relations: it is multifaceted and involves
multiple actors, ranging from the AU and sub-national intergovernmental bodies
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to nations states and their leaders and representatives as well as sub- and non-state
actors (Brown 2012). Some authors argue that collective action such as imple-
menting joint strategies and pooling resources on key digital issues is important
to strengthen the role of African states in digital geopolitics and to cope with
asymmetries in the current political economy geography of digital transforma-
tion (Kathure 2021). As Chipaike and Knowledge (2018) show, Africa has acted
as a collective actor in international relations on several occasions stemming from
a sense of solidarity and sense of unity, which is deeply embedded in the princi-
ples guiding the African Union. Currently, however, the development of more
suitable framework conditions for a digital economy and society in Africa is
driven by a few front-runner countries and initiatives.

For example, in 2013, the Smart Africa Manifesto was launched by seven
African heads of state and endorsed by all heads of state and government of
the African Union in 2014 (Smart Africa 2020). The Smart Africa Manifesto
declares a “bold and innovative commitment to accelerate sustainable socio-
economic development on the continent and usher Africa into the knowledge
economy through affordable access to Broadband and usage of Information and
Communications Technologies” (Smart Africa 2013). Today, the Smart Africa
Alliance also comprises a long list of multinational tech companies, such as
Facebook, Microsoft, Intel, Orange, and Huawei, and is partnering with a broad
range of international organisations such as the African Union (co-chair), the
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the World Bank, the African
Development Bank (AfDB), the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), the Agence Francaise de Dévelopement (AFD), and
others. Guided by its vision to transform Africa into a digital single market,
Smart Africa has become one of the cornerstones of regional digital development
efforts in Africa.

The African Union has also recognised the need to step up joint efforts to
develop the digital economy in Africa and has presented a Digital Transformation
Strategy for Africa (AU 2020). It highlights the digital transformation as an
opportunity for socio-economic development on the African content and under-
scores the strategic aim of building a digital single market in Africa by 2030, in
particular in the context of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).
The strategy stresses the relevance of a digital development process, “[l]ed and
owned by Africa’s Institutions (...) embedded in Africa’s realities and unleashing
the African spirit of enterprise and creativity, to generate home-grown digital
content and solutions, while embracing what is good and relevant” (AU 2020, p.
6). Moreover, the strategy explicitly mentions the need to develop data centres
on African soil to enable the development of a local digital industry and to ensure
the data sovereignty, arguing that “soon it will be necessary to ensure localiza-
tion of all personal data of Africa’s citizens” (AU 2020, p. 11).

The debate on digital sovereignty is still nascent in African countries, and
despite gaining momentum, it remains fragmented and rarely reaches the regional
level (Teevan 2021). Still, there is increasing awareness that the continent can no
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longer ignore the issue and needs to develop appropriate regulations to ensure
state autonomy over the digital space, in particular with regard to data (Monyae
2021). The AU Digital Strategy for Africa is one of the few official documents
mentioning African data sovereignty. Another one is South Africa’s Proposed
National Data and Cloud Policy presented in April 2021, which, however, takes
a national perspective. The policy “seeks to strengthen the capacity of the State
to deliver services to its citizens, ensure informed policy development based on
data analytics, as well as promote South Africa’s data sovereignty and the secu-
rity thereof” (Ministry of Communications and Digital Technologies 2021, p.
11). Similar references to data or digital sovereignty are neither found in Kenya’s
Data Protection Act (Republic of Kenya 2019) nor Rwanda’s Law Relating to
the Protection of Personal Data and Privacy (Ministry of Justice 2021). In gen-
eral, data regulation schemes in many countries of the African Union are still
in a developing stage (Adeniran and Osakwe 2021) and even if legislation is in
place, it often lacks proper implementation (CSEA 2021). The AU Convention
on Cyber Security and Personal Data Protection, in short “Malabo Convention”,
has so far only been signed by twelve and ratified by six countries — despite being
adopted in 2014 (Velluet 2021).

Data regulation furthermore needs to find a balance between data protection
and the commercial use of data to allow African countries to reap the benefits
of the digital economy. There are hopes that the negotiations of an e-com-
merce chapter for the AfCFTA will promote a harmonisation of data regula-
tion throughout the continent and also strengthen the African Groups’ position
regarding the negotiation of binding rules for digital trade at the level of the
World Trade Organization (WTO) (Kathure 2021). In 2017, the African Group
refused to open negotiations on e-commerce rules on the grounds that already
“multilateral rules as they are, are constraining our domestic policy space and
ability to industrialize” and that “new rules would entrench existing imbal-
ances and further constrain the ability of [developing countries’] governments to
implement industrial policy and catch-up” (African Group 2017, p. 2). However,
meanwhile, several African states have expressed interest in the Joint Statement
Initiative on e-commerce negotiations, showing cracks in the joint position of
African countries (Kathure 2021). While this can be interpreted as a move by
some countries to strengthen their national interests in the emerging data regula-
tory frameworks at the international level, the implications for Africa as a col-
lective actor in digital geopolitics remain uncertain and may well weaken its
position.

2.4 EU-AU Digital Development Cooperation

The EU-AU partnership on digital development needs to be considered against
the backdrop of the EU’s own quest for digital sovereignty. Digital or technol-
ogy sovereignty has become a major concern of the EU in particular under the
Commission Presidency of Ursula von der Leyen. Past years have seen increasing
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efforts to develop regulatory frameworks for Al, data governance, and the digital
market in the EU and to strengthen key technology sectors such as the semi-
conductor industry. The overall objective of these efforts is to strengthen the
EU’s global competitiveness (EC 2020). The EU’s notion of digital sovereignty
is closely linked to the concept of “strategic autonomy”, which the EEAS out-
lined in the “Global Strategy for the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy” (EEAS
2016). The strategy already highlighted the role of international partnerships in
the EU’s security. With regard to digital sovereignty, the EU is aware that it can
strengthen its position in digital geopolitics only if it succeeds in disseminating
its standards and values for the digital transformation at the international level.
Forging international partnerships is therefore an important element of the EU’s
strategy to shaping its Digital Decade (EC 2021b). The European Commission
(EC) made clear that in order to “truly influence the way in which digital solu-
tions are developed and used on a global scale, [the European Union] needs to be
a strong, independent and purposeful digital player in its own right” (EC 2020,
p. 3). It “strives to foster a human-centric vision for the digital economy and
society across the globe” and “aims to build strategic international partnerships
and lead international negotiations on digital” (EC 2021c).

With its human-centric, or sometimes also called regulatory, approach
(Bastion and Mukku 2020), the EU offers its African partner countries an alter-
native to the liberal, market-oriented approach of the US- and the Chinese
state—led model of digital transformation. In recent years, digital development
cooperation with the countries of the Global South has become an important
instrument for putting this offer into practice. In 2017, the EC Staff Working
Paper on Digital4Development provided a first draft for a joint digital develop-
ment approach of the EU and its member states aiming “to promote information
and communication technologies in developing countries as powerful enablers
of growth, and to better mainstream digital solutions in development” (EC 2017,
p- 5). The document suggests four priority areas, namely improving connectiv-
ity in developing countries through the development of digital infrastructures
and appropriate regulation, strengthening digital skills and competencies, lev-
eraging digital technologies for entrepreneurship and job creation, and digital
technologies as an enabler for socio-economic development (EC 2017). The EC
Staff Working Document furthermore recommended to focus EU digital devel-
opment cooperation on Africa arguing that a harmonisation of digital policies
of the EU and the African countries would “contribute to developing business
relationships in the fast-growing markets of the developing world, based on co-
development and co-innovation” (EC 2017, p. 15).

In December 2018, the EU-AU Digital Economy Task Force (DETF) was
launched and, in June 2019, presented a report outlining a shared vision and key
principles for the digital transformation as well as priority areas for the coopera-
tion on digital policy issues between the EU and the AU (AU-EU DETF 2019).
These included, amongst others, the continuous development of telecommuni-
cation infrastructure in Africa, support of digital entrepreneurship, and easier
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access to funding for digital businesses. The task force also encouraged the
development of e-government services and intra-African digital trade. In the
light of the EU’s aspirations to strengthen its position as a geopolitical actor,
the digital development cooperation with Africa was further developed. In
December 2020, the D4D Hub was launched, which focuses particularly on
the cooperation with African countries and the African Union (D4D Hub
2021).

The D4D Hub hosts three main projects. Aside from the African European
Digital Innovation Bridge (AEDIB) and the Innovation Dialogue Europe Africa
(IDEA), the EU-AU Data Flagship plays a key role in building common grounds
between EU and African data policy frameworks. The EU-AU Data Flagship
supports the “development of an EU/AU joint and non-binding data framework
based on shared values and principles and with the objectives of protecting citi-
zens’ rights, assuring data sovereignty and supporting the creation of the African
Single Digital Market” (D4D Hub 2021). Under the Flagship, the German
development cooperation and the EC have started a project to develop a pan-
African data governance model and to develop two national data governance
strategies, the first one in Senegal. Keeping Senegal’s cooperation with China on
data centres in mind, it shows that African countries can choose between differ-
ent partners for different purposes and digital development projects.

Furthermore, the AU and EU foreign ministers concluded at their meet