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Concept Note

Africa Al Village - Washington, D.C. Edition

Beyond Frontier Capability: Building Practical Al Through Data, Compute, and
Investment

1. Background and Context

Much of the global Al conversation today focuses on frontier model capabilities, the race to
develop increasingly large and powerful models supported by massive computing infrastructure.

While frontier research remains essential, the majority of real-world Al impact will not come
solely from the largest models. Instead, it will come from the development of practical
applications that people can use every day, built using accessible tools, efficient models, and
locally relevant data.

Across emerging innovation ecosystems, including Africa, developers and entrepreneurs are
already experimenting with Al solutions in sectors such as healthcare, agriculture, financial
services, education, and public services. These innovators are often building high-impact
solutions with limited compute resources, relying on open models, smaller architectures, and
creative software design.

At the same time, structural barriers remain. These include:

limited access to affordable compute infrastructure
fragmented and underdeveloped data ecosystems
high energy costs for digital infrastructure

limited investment in application-layer innovation

unequal access to global Al tools and platforms

These challenges are increasingly shaping global technology competition. As Al ecosystems
evolve, questions around data governance, infrastructure access, and the economics of model
usage will determine which regions can meaningfully participate in the Al economy.
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The Africa Al Village has emerged as a platform that convenes innovators, policymakers,
researchers, and investors to explore how collaborative approaches can strengthen Al
ecosystems across regions. The Washington, D.C. edition brings this conversation to a global
policy and investment hub, creating an opportunity to deepen U.S.-Africa collaboration in Al
development, deployment, and governance.

Rather than focusing solely on frontier capability, this convening will examine how Al ecosystems
can enable practical and scalable solutions, particularly in environments where infrastructure
constraints require innovative approaches.

2. Rationale

The global Al ecosystem is currently shaped by a small number of technology hubs with access to
significant research capacity, computing infrastructur e, and capital. However, the future
impact of Al will depend on how effectively Al technologies are applied across diverse economic
and social environments.

Emerging ecosystems, including those across Africa and other regions of the Global South, offer
unique opportunities to develop Al solutions that address real-world challenges at scale. These
ecosystems are often characterized by:

e large multilingual populations
e dynamic startup communities
e pressing development challenges requiring scalable technological solutions

These conditions create strong incentives for building practical Al applications rather than purely
experimental technologies.

At the same time, global Al adoption is influenced by structural dynamics such as the cost of
model access and token usage, the availability of local language datasets, and the concentration
of compute infrastructure in a few geographic regions. Developers in emerging ecosystems
frequently face significantly higher barriers when working with frontier models, particularly
when fine-tuning models for low-resource languages.

These constraints are accelerating interest in alternative approaches to Al deployment,
including:

e Small Language Models (SLMs) tailored to specific domains or languages
e edge computing, which allows Al systems to operate closer to devices and users
e hybrid architectures combining open models with domain-specific datasets
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These approaches reduce infrastructure requirements while still enabling powerful applications.

The Africa Al Village Washington, D.C. edition will therefore focus on how data, compute, and
investment ecosystems can enable practical Al innovation and strengthen global collaboration.

3. Objectives

The convening aims to achieve the following objectives:

1. Strengthen U.S.-Africa collaboration in Al ecosystems

Facilitate dialogue between African innovators and U.S. stakeholders, including policymakers,
technology companies, research institutions, and investors, to identify opportunities for
collaboration in Al infrastructure, innovation, and governance.

2. Promote practical Al applications

Highlight real-world use cases demonstrating how Al technologies can address challenges in
sectors such as healthcare, agriculture, education, financial inclusion, and public services.

3. Explore infrastructure pathways for Al development

Examine how emerging ecosystems can develop sustainable Al infrastructure through compute
partnerships, cloud access, energy solutions, and distributed computing architectures.

4, Elevate African-led innovation

Provide a platform for startups, researchers, and diaspora technologists to present solutions and
insights from Al development in diverse and resource-constrained environments.

5. Advance policy dialogue on Al governance

Encourage collaboration between policymakers and ecosystem actors to explore responsible Al
governance, including data governance frameworks and cross-border collaboration.

4. The Three Pillars
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The Washington, D.C. 2nd edition of the Africa Al Village will anchor discussions around three
interconnected pillars that shape the Al ecosystem: Data, Compute, and Investment.

Pillar 1: Data - Building Inclusive and
Responsible Al Ecosystems

Data is the foundation of artificial intelligence. Yet many regions remain underrepresented in
global Al datasets, particularly in languages and contexts outside major technology markets.

This challenge is especially visible in low-resource languages, where limited datasets increase the
cost and difficulty of developing high-quality Al systems.

Key issues include:

limited availability of local language datasets
uneven access to training data
fragmented data governance frameworks

limited incentives for data sharing across institutions

A central policy question emerging globally is the balance between data sovereignty and open
innovation.

Some governments are increasingly prioritizing sovereign data strategies, ensuring that data
generated within their borders remains under national control. These approaches aim to protect
privacy, security, and economic value.

At the same time, Al innovation often benefits from cross-border data flows and shared
research ecosystems. Finding a balance between sovereign data governance and collaborative
data ecosystems will be critical to enabling global innovation while protecting national interests.

The convening will explore how responsible data governance, collaborative datasets, and
language resources can enable more inclusive Al systems that reflect global diversity.
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Pillar 2: Compute - Expanding Access to Al
Infrastructure

Compute infrastructure has become one of the most important determinants of participationin
the global Al ecosystem.

Large-scale frontier models require massive computing resources and energy-intensive data
centers, which are concentrated in a small number of regions. This concentration creates
structural barriers for developers and researchers in emerging ecosystems.

However, advances in efficient Al architectures are opening new possibilities.

Small Language Models (SLMs) are increasingly being used to build domain-specific Al systems
that require significantly less compute while delivering strong performance for targeted
applications.

Similarly, edge computing is enabling Al systems to operate directly on devices or local servers
rather than relying entirely on centralized cloud infrastructure. These technologies offer
promising pathways for enabling Al deployment in regions with limited infrastructure.

The convening will examine opportunities for partnerships around:

cloud infrastructure access
distributed compute networks
sustainable energy solutions for data centers

Al infrastructure investment

These partnerships will be essential for expanding global participation in the Al economy.

Pillar 3: Investment - Financing the Next
Generation of Al Applications

Despite growing interest in Al, investment in the sector remains heavily concentrated in frontier
model development and large technology firms. Much less capital flows toward application-layer
innovation, where startups and developers build Al-powered solutions that address real-world
challenges. This gap presents both a challenge and an opportunity.
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Investors, development institutions, and venture ecosystems can play a critical role in supporting

the next generation of Al entrepreneurs working on applications in critical sectors.

By investing in practical Al applications, stakeholders can accelerate the development of
technologies that directly improve productivity and quality of life across industries.

The convening will explore how capital, from venture investors, development finance institutions,

and technology companies, can support the growth of Al application ecosystems.

5. Event Format

The Africa Al Village Washington, D.C. edition will be designed as a high-level one-day
convening bringing together leaders from across the global Al ecosystem.

The event will prioritize curated dialogue and collaborative discussions rather than traditional

exhibition formats.

Key program elements will include:

opening keynote discussions

high-level panel conversations

thematic roundtables aligned with the three pillars
startup spotlight sessions featuring innovators
networking and partnership engagements

This structure is intended to encourage deeper engagement among participants and facilitate

meaningful collaboration.

6. Target Participants

Participants will include representatives from:

oD OPPL 0D

government institutions and regulators
international development organizations
technology companies and Al research labs
venture capital firms and investors
universities and research institutions
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e African startups and entrepreneurs
e African diaspora technologists and founders

1. Expected Outcomes

The convening aims to generate several tangible outcomes, including:

strengthened U.S.-Africa partnerships in Al research and innovation
increased visibility for African Al startups and innovators

[ J
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e collaborative initiatives focused on Al infrastructure development
e new investment partnerships supporting Al applications

[ J

policy insights informing global discussions on Al governance

8. Strategic Importance

Artificial intelligence is rapidly reshaping the global technology landscape. Ensuring that diverse
ecosystems can participate meaningfully in this transformation is critical to building a more
inclusive and innovative global Al economy.

By bringing together stakeholders from Africa, the United States, and the broader global
ecosystem, the Africa Al Village Washington, D.C. edition will provide a platform to explore how
data, compute, and investment ecosystems can enable practical Al solutions that benefit
societies worldwide.

The convening will highlight the role of emerging ecosystems not only as consumers of Al
technologies but as sources of innovation, talent, and ideas that contribute to shaping the future
of artificial intelligence.
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