
The African Data Fund

Financing Africa's Civic Data Infrastructure:

How Sovereign Data Systems and Strategic Philanthropy Can Accelerate

Democratic Participation and AI Readiness Across the African Continent

Ezekiel Takam*

Revised edition, 2026

Abstract

Africa enters the global AI era with a structural data de�cit. The continent is home to more
than 1.4 billion people and over 2,000 languages, yet that diversity is largely absent from
the systems now mediating governance, public discourse, and economic planning. Across
surveyed large language models only about 42 African languages have any support (Hussen
et al., 2025); even ambitious interventions such as SERENGETI, which expanded modelled
coverage to 517 language varieties from a prior baseline of roughly 31 (Adebara et al., 2023),
do not close the gap, because nominal coverage is not the same as task performance: the
AfroBench suite (64 languages, 15 tasks, 22 datasets) �nds systematic shortfalls relative to
high-resource languages (Ojo et al., 2025). A substantial continental response is under way,
anchored by a proposed $60 billion Africa AI Fund and a new Africa AI Council (African
Union & Smart Africa, 2025), but none of these instruments is structured to �nance Africa's
civic data (census and disaggregated public indicators, voter registries, subnational gover-
nance data, and indigenous-language corpora). That de�cit is less a passive gap than the
predictable output of a three-way incentive-structure failure: such data is too unpro�table
for commercial capital, frequently inconvenient for incumbent governments whose account-
ability it would increase, and of no commercial interest to the foreign platforms that already
extract Africa's behavioural data and hold it o�shore. We propose the African Data Fund
(ADF): a philanthropically anchored, independently governed mechanism, established in
partnership with TrustAfrica, that �nances only the civic-data value chain (gathering, cu-
ration, sovereign storage, and accessibility), as a focused complement to, not a duplicate
of, the $60 billion fund. We advance the relationship between civic-data su�ciency and
democratic health as a proposition the fund is structured to test, not an established fact,
and we set out the mandate, governance, a theory of change with an evaluation plan, and an
indicative, internally reconciled �nancial architecture that grows from a $5 million ignition
round to a $50 million target by 2035.
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