Tech giants collaborate to boost African languages through AI
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Africa, encompassing 20% of the Earth's land mass and housing over 2,000 languages, is recognised as the second most linguistically diverse continent. However, the continent has frequently been perceived as lagging behind in efforts to preserve, integrate, and promote its languages within contemporary services. Few global corporations have made strides to address this disparity, highlighting a significant opportunity for growth and innovation in the region.
Amidst the burgeoning advances in artificial intelligence (AI), the recognition of the importance of African languages is increasingly spotlighted. French telecommunications operator Orange SA is reportedly partnering with tech giants Meta and OpenAI to craft language models specifically designed for African languages. This initiative, as reported by Reuters, is set to commence in early 2025 and will initially focus on two West African languages: Wolof and Pulaar. The objective is to integrate these languages into OpenAI’s "Whisper" and Meta’s "Llama" frameworks, which could effectively bridge language gaps for approximately 22 million speakers in the area.
Additionally, Orange plans to widen the scope of this initiative to other vital sectors, including public health and education, to serve non-commercial purposes. An existing agreement allows the telecom group direct access to OpenAI’s models in Europe, which is expected to facilitate the project's progression, capitalising on OpenAI's leading status in the AI domain.
The potential for Meta in this venture is underscored by the significant user bases of its platforms in various African nations. For instance, Egypt and Nigeria rank among Facebook's largest markets with user statistics of 46.2 million and 38.6 million respectively, according to insights from Statista. This deeper engagement within these regions could yield substantial benefits for Meta and other tech entities aiming to penetrate emerging markets.
Historically, the complexity of language has presented notable challenges. The multitude of variations and rules within different languages has made it difficult even for native speakers to navigate them effectively. Consequently, new product deployments focusing on language usually target a limited number of widely spoken languages without extensively addressing regional dialects.
However, with the rapid evolution of artificial intelligence, there is a significant potential for innovation to overcome these longstanding barriers. The unfolding of this joint project is anticipated with interest by many as it promises to offer users the ability to engage in meaningful interactions with technology in their native languages. The capacity to communicate effectively with devices could enhance user experience dramatically, particularly for individuals such as non-English speaking residents who might find such developments beneficial in their daily lives.
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