Nigeria's ambitious AI initiatives face infrastructural challenges
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The Nigerian government, under the leadership of Dr. Bosun Tijani, Minister of Communications, Innovation, and Digital Economy, has embarked on multiple initiatives aimed at establishing the country as a central player in the artificial intelligence (AI) landscape. These initiatives reflect a growing recognition of AI's potential to transform various sectors and drive economic growth.
Recent developments include a substantial investment of N2.8 billion from technology giant Google, dedicated to enhancing AI talent development in Nigeria. This investment complements an earlier commitment of N100 million to establish the National Centre for Artificial Intelligence and Robotics (NCAIR) AI Fund. This fund aims to promote research and development within the AI domain, nurturing local expertise and innovations.
However, the journey to becoming an AI hub is not without its challenges. Critics have raised concerns about Nigeria’s existing infrastructural hurdles, particularly issues such as inconsistent power supply and limited internet access. These obstacles could hinder the country's ability to make substantial advancements in the AI field, thereby affecting the efficacy of the government’s ambitious plans.
Despite these infrastructural concerns, Nigeria's efforts in the AI sector have garnered global interest, indicating a pivotal moment for the nation’s digital economy. At the recent 2024 African Economic Conference (AEC) in Gaborone, Botswana, the conversation around AI's potential in Africa was a focal point. Natalie Jabangwe, Executive Secretary of the Timbuktoo Foundation, articulated that while there is significant enthusiasm for AI, the foundational technological infrastructure in Africa remains inadequate to leverage these advancements effectively. “There is a big buzz and hype about AI, but do we have the technological infrastructure to derive and gain the benefits of this evolution? No, not really,” she stated.
Furthermore, Alain Ndayishimiye, who oversees AI and Machine Learning at Rwanda’s Centre for the Fourth Industrial Revolution, echoed similar sentiments regarding the challenges faced in AI adoption, citing infrastructural and regulatory constraints that have stymied progress in Rwanda.
Dr. Pedro Conceicao, a co-author of the forthcoming 2025 Human Development Report (HDR), remarked on the potential for Africa to unlock significant benefits via AI, contingent upon the implementation of appropriate policies and infrastructure. His insights underscore the importance of addressing foundational issues to fully harness AI’s transformative capabilities.
In summary, while Nigeria's initiatives illustrate a proactive approach to fostering AI development and attracting global investment, the underlying infrastructural challenges pose a significant barrier that must be addressed for the country to achieve its ambitions in the realm of artificial intelligence. The dialogue among African leaders and experts at the AEC highlights a continental awareness of the need for strategic actions to enable the digital transformation driven by AI.
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