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Of the 7,000 languages spoken worldwide, 
Africa is home to a third of them, making it 
the most linguistically diverse continent.1 
Despite this diversity, African languages 
are under-represented in Natural Language 
processing (NLP), a subfield of artificial 
intelligence and computational linguistics 
concerned with enabling computers to 
understand, generate, and manipulate human 
language.2 

NLP techniques are fundamental to the digital 
tools and platforms we use daily. They are 
deployed to detect spam, predict what we 
are typing, moderate content we post online, 
recognise our speech and convert it into text 
or to perform an action, for example, with 
voice assistants. Large Language Models 
(LLMs) deploy NLP techniques, and they 
represent a significant advancement in the 
field. They are trained in  large amounts of 
datasets and perform a wide range of tasks.3 
They power Generative AI models and are a 
key component of the content moderation 
operations of social media platforms. 

High quality datasets that are free from 
biases, inaccuracies, and errors are essential 
in the field of NLP, and large language 
datasets are necessary for the development 
of LLMs. These datasets are needed for the 
training of machine learning models, and 
when high quality data sets are scarce, there 
are wide implications for people and their 
human rights. For instance, their content can 
be censored because a model misunderstood 
it to be a violation of platform policies or 
harmful content. Advocates for African 
languages, digital rights, and accessibility 
understand the implications this has in 
content moderation. 

7000
languages spoken

worldwide, Africa is home to

Of the

1/3
of them, making it the most

linguistically diverse continent.

NLP 

Natural Language Processing

Natural Language Processing: (NLP): A subfield of computer science and linguistics 
concerned with understanding and analysing human language. Widely deployed in many of 
the technologies and software people use on a daily basis, NLP combines statistical models, 
machine learning, and linguistic rules to perform a wide range of tasks including sentiment 
analysis, machine translation, and text classification. 
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A number of factors are behind the under-
representation of African languages in NLP, 
including a colonial past that marginalised 
African languages,4 a painful legacy that 
post-colonial rulers continued by retaining 
European languages as official or semi-
official languages, and not taking adequate 
measures to preserve local languages.5 NLP 
systems were also not built to meet the 
needs of many African languages which 
are structurally different from English, a 
dominant high-resource language in NLP,6 or 
have various substantial dialectal variations. 
Another challenge is the lack of access to 
modern computing power and cloud services 
necessary for training models.7 

All these obstacles exclude African languages 
from the NLP field. As researchers on the 
challenges and opportunities of NLP in low-
resourced Senegalese languages noted: 
“Despite their societal importance and 
widespread use in daily communication 
and media, these languages remain largely 
excluded from the digital and scientific 
landscape of NLP. This gap poses a 
dual challenge: the risk of technological 

marginalisation of major linguistic 
communities, and the missed opportunity to 
harness NLP for advancing locally grounded 
research, especially in the social sciences”.8

The African Union has recognised the 
language challenge in its Continental 
African Intelligence Strategy, which includes 
high level recommendations to promote 
investment in NLP in Indigenous and local 
African languages.9 The Strategy’s fifth guiding 
principle ‘Inclusion and Diversity’ states 
that “the production, development, use and 
assessment of Al in Africa will be inclusive, 
non-discriminatory, leaving no one and no 
place behind and benefiting everyone, and 
respectful of the diversity of African people, 
cultures, languages, gender dimensions and 
nations”.

To address this gap, civil society and 
academic initiatives have been launched 
across the continent. Masakhane, “a 
grassroots organisation whose mission is to 
strengthen and spur NLP research in African 
languages, for Africans, by Africans”10 has 
been building open and high-quality data 
sets that support African language. This 
includes text and voice datasets in East 
African languages to support “building natural 
language processing models that range from 
spell and grammar checking, sentiment 
analysis, topic modeling, text summarization, 
misinformation and fake news detection, 
machine translation and automatic speech 
recognition models”.11 Another project by the 
Maskhane community resulted in “the first 
large, publicly available, high-quality dataset 
for named entity recognition (NER) in ten 
African languages”.12 An important task in 
NLP, NER is not only essential for automated 
products and functions like spell-checking 
and voice assistant but “it also enables 
identifying African names, places, and 
organizations for information retrieval”.13

In another initiative, Code for Africa runs an 
AI Sandbox with its self-hosted LLMs allowing 

"We have a lot of people on these social 
media platforms who are communicating 
in local languages. And so, you find that 
some of the content that is in local 
languages cannot be detected by the 
platforms... Moderation systems will 
also not address content that is in local 
languages. Sometimes you find harmful 
content being disseminated widely or 
being amplified by algorithms. The lack 
of investment in training the models in 
local languages means that users will be 
affected."

— Victor Kapiyo, senior researcher at 
CIPESA
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partners to prototype and experiment with 
AI models in a secure environment and with 
the support of a team of engineers.14 AI 
sandboxes are isolated testing environments 
where developers and researchers can 
experiment with AI and trial new models. 

Despite the lack of high-quality data and 
challenges in access to infrastructure and 
computing power, civil society in Africa has 
been experimenting with building their own 
small models, trained on small datasets and 
for specific purposes rather than the general-
purpose LLMs. Civil society is “leveraging AI 
for advocacy, factchecking, monitoring (of 
elections, hate speech and disinformation), 
digital literacy, public accountability, and 
community engagement”, according to 
CIPESA’s 2025 State of Internet Freedom 
Report, which assessed implications of AI on 
digital democracy in 14 African countries.15

She mentioned as an example, Zuzi, an 
“African, and trauma-informed” AI chatbot 
developed by South African organisation GRIT 

to provide information on the rights and legal 
services available to survivors of gender-
based violence.16 

In other examples in Tunisia, independent 
media outlet Nawaat launched Nawaat 
Chronicles,17 an AI‑enhanced archive platform 
allowing readers, researchers, students and 
journalists to easily access and search an 
archive of over 22 years of independent 
journalism on Tunisia in Arabic, French, and 
English. In Kenya, Mzalendo Watch has been 
developing AI tools to facilitate access 
to parliamentary data and proceedings.18 
The latter is one of several other examples 
of CSOs across the continent, including 
in Nigeria, South Africa, and Zimbabwe, 
developing AI tools to facilitate access to and 
analysis of official documents and improve 
transparency.19 In Senegal, Jangat, an AI-
powered platform, allowed voters to compare 
the electoral programmes of candidates in 
the 2024 election.20

“I have been able to see a lot of opt-in by 
citizens, opt-in from a point of civic duty 
or civic participation, where individuals 
are just using their knowledge on building 
technologies as computer scientists, as data 
scientists, some self-taught, some [are] young 
people who do not even have jobs, to really 
showcase how technology can be used to 
create social cohesion and civic engagement 
or public participation here in Kenya and 
other countries”, said Mwendwa. She added 
that it is unfortunate that participation and 
creativity are “inhibited” by government 
restrictions such as app restrictions and 
network shutdowns, as was the case during 
the Tanzanian election in 2025. “Africa can 
also harness the power of these same AI 
technologies to grow our democracies, our 
economic opportunities. At the same time, 
that same prowess is being used against 
them [African youth], communicating two 
very different things for young people who are 
just trying to seek opportunities”, she added.

“In the women’s sexual health and 
reproductive sector, a lot of the 
organisations have been able to draw 
patterns based on intake of complaints 
or issues to do with women’s SRHR 
[Sexual and Reproductive Health and 
Rights] issues. And they have been able 
to conduct research both, qualitative and 
quantitative, and some have built small 
models. You hear them saying we have 
built this app, we have built this tool to just 
see if it can teach women to do this, and 
when you explore some of these tools, one 
or another, you find that actually you see it 

is based out of data they have collected”.

— Irene Mwendwa, Nairobi-based 
consultant on technology, AI and law
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Palestinians in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories (OPT) feel the impact of AI 
technologies deployed by Israel to control 
and subjugate them. Israel deploys biased 
and flawed algorithms to monitor what 
Palestinians are saying online under the 
pretext of preventing terror attacks,1 and 
thereby criminalising Palestinians’ calls for 
resistance to the occupation and an end to 
the genocide.2 In the West Bank, networks 
of facial recognition track and monitor 
Palestinians,which hinders their freedom of 
movement, association, and right to peaceful 
assembly. The surveillance can also restrict 
their rights to access health services, engage 
in entrepreneurial activities, and worship 
freely.3 In the genocide in Gaza, the Israeli 
military has used machine learning tools that 
rely on mass (biometric) surveillance to track, 
generate, and bomb targets,4 in gross violation 
of International Humanitarian Law (IHL), in 
particular military necessity, proportionality, 
distinction between combatants and civilians, 
and precaution.5

The private sector, including tech companies, 
has been benefiting from the Israeli 
occupation and the genocide in Gaza.6 For 
example, the Israeli military and the apartheid 
regime rely on cloud storage provided by 
tech giants, including Google, Amazon, and 
Microsoft, to collect massive amounts of 
data on Palestinians through surveillance and 
privacy-infringing practices.

Local, regional, and international civil 
society has engaged in different tactics and 
strategies to investigate and document the 
impacts of these technologies on Palestinians 
and hold the developers, deployers, and 
enablers to account. 

He added that, “targeting Israel is not an easy 
task. We do not do that. We do not engage 
Israel. Israel is committing war crimes. We 
are engaging the companies who are seen 
to be complicit in those war crimes by 
providing assistance when it comes to AI”. 
The organisation has also advocated at the 
EU level to call for stricter controls on exports 
of EU-manufactured technologies to Israel, 
which are then deployed against Palestinians. 

Tech workers also have been organising 
through campaigns such as No Azure for 
Apartheid7 and No Tech for Apartheid 
to demand that Microsoft, Google, and 
Amazon end their cloud storage contracts 
with the Israeli government. Campaigns 
include internal petitions, sit-ins, walk-
outs and public pressure. In some cases, 
employees have faced retaliation8 for their 
activism, including termination, doxxing, and 
surveillance9. Activists have also protested 
at events such as the United Nations AI for 
Good Summit in Geneva in July 2025, calling 
out those actors that have enabled Israel’s 
AI-assisted genocide against Palestinians in 
Gaza”10 as well as at a Google event11 at the AI+ 
Expo in Washington D.C.12

“We are looking at a situation where Israel 
is using AI tools in a horrendous, horrifying 
way and we are calling for accountability 
for any company or anyone who is 
providing them with this assistance. It is 
how we attempt to hold Israel accountable 
for war crimes and especially if we are 
able to impact the private companies who 
are involved in providing assistance to 

power Israel’s AI systems and tools”

— Jalal Abukhater, Policy Manager at 
7amleh, regarding his organisation’s 
approach to AI accountability in the OPT. 
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Sustained pressure has paid off, in some 
cases, with Microsoft announcing in 
September 2025 that it had terminated 
an infamous Israeli military unit’s access 
to “specific cloud storage and AI services 
and technologies”, although the company 
still provides other services to the Israeli 
military.13 The unit in question, Unit 8200, 
runs a massive surveillance program that has 
“collected, stored, replayed and analyzed 
millions of civilian phone calls from Gaza and 
the West Bank”, as documented by a joint 
investigation between the Guardian, Israeli-
Palestinian publication +972 Magazine and the 
Hebrew-language media outlet Local Call.14

In addition, civil society groups and 
researchers successfully pushed for a 
ban on fully autonomous weapons at the 
UN Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons,15 with the UN Secretary-General 
calling for Member States to set clear 
regulations and prohibitions on such systems 
by 2026.16 Strategic litigation has been used 
as a path of resistance against European 
governments for their exports of weapons 
to Israel, for example, in the UK17 and the 
Netherlands.18 

Despite these efforts, and evidence of the 
impacts of these technologies, accountability 
remains elusive. Globally, amid an unchecked 
AI race, there is a lack of willingness to 
institute protections from AI’s most salient 
harms. For Palestinians in the West Bank and 
Gaza, the occupation deprives them of the 
most basic protection, including due process 
and self-determination. AI accountability 
starts with holding Israel to account for its 
occupation and war crimes, as Abukhater 
reiterated: 

“There is no infrastructure to protect people, 
to regulate the use of AI tools. A big obstacle 
is that we are under occupation, there is no 
sovereignty, there is no self-determination. 
People are not able to just go to a court 
and say that my rights are being violated 
by the use of this AI system, and this court 
would listen to us, there is no such thing. 
The AI in Palestine is being used to commit 
crimes against humanity in a systematic 
and regular way. So, for us, accountability 
starts with accountability for Israel not just 
on AI, but to hold Israel accountable for the 
illegal occupation of occupied territory. We 
call on countries to respect their obligations 
and duties towards not supporting Israel’s 
occupation, and there is an ICJ court ruling 
that ordered Israel to cease or end the 
occupation, and third countries have a 
responsibility to respect the ICJ orders. So for 
us, the issue of accountability is much larger 
than just AI itself”.

Sustained pressure,
tangible results

July 2025
Activists protest at the UN AI
for Good Summit in Geneva,
and at a Google event at the
AI+ Expo in Washington D.C.

September 2025
Microsoft announces it
terminated Unit 8200's access
to "specific cloud storage and
AI services and technologies"

2026
Deadline set by the UN
Secretary-General for Member
States to establish clear
regulations and prohibitions on
fully autonomous weapons
systems



﻿

Case Study: AI Accountability in the Context of Genocide and Occupation 5

The AI technologies of repression that 
Israel deploys to subjugate and control 
Palestinians and commit genocide in Gaza 
have even wider repercussions for the entire 
world. Israel’s military industrial complex, a 
leading exporter of military and surveillance 
technology around the world, has long made 
Palestine a testing ground for its latest 
weapons and technologies of repression, 
including border and surveillance systems, 
and spyware and attack drones. Palestine 
is “Israel’s workshop, where an occupied 
nation on its doorstep provides millions of 
subjugated people as a laboratory for the 
most precise and successful methods of 
domination”, wrote Antony Loewenstein in his 
book, The Palestine Laboratory.19

As Dima Samaro, a Palestinian lawyer 
and researcher, and director of Skyline 
International for Human Rights, told CIVICUS 
in an interview in July 2025, “Gaza serves 
as a warning”.20 “As militarised AI becomes 
normalised, the language of ‘precision’ 
and ‘efficiency’ masks atrocity. The lesson 
from Gaza is clear: when AI-powered 
machines control who lives, human rights 
die. This transcends Palestine’s tragedy – it 
foreshadows everyone’s future”, she added. 

Despite the obstacles and the lack of 
resources, civil society groups and activists 
in Palestine and beyond continue to demand 
accountability and justice through public 
campaigns, strategic litigation, disruptive 
actions, worker campaigns and boycotts. 
The different campaigns and coalitions that 
have emerged from this fight need sustained 
support in the face of powerful governments 
that refuse to regulate dangerous AI systems 
and an industry with the resources and 
influence to undermine any form of regulation 
that could reign in their technologies and 
therefore affect their profits. 

“Gaza serves as a warning. As militarised 
AI becomes normalised, the language 
of ‘precision’ and ‘efficiency’ masks 
atrocity. The lesson from Gaza is clear: 
when AI-powered machines control who 
lives, human rights die. This transcends 
Palestine’s tragedy – it foreshadows 

everyone’s future”

— Dima Samaro, Palestinian lawyer  
and researcher, director of Skyline 
International for Human Rights.

“The obstacles we are facing is that we are 
going up against very big, large companies, 
huge companies. And our concerns are 
not really backed up by institutions or a 
regulatory body that is actually influential 
or powerful. We are talking as a civil 
society with very limited resources on 
those big issues, but we are facing a 
larger problem when it comes to lack of 
regulation, lack of infrastructure and lack 
of capacities to influence the policies on 
the AI tools that are used here”

— Jalal Abukhater, Policy Manager at 
7amleh
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In December 2024, the Federal Senate in 
Brazil approved AI-related legislation, Bill 
No. 2338/2023. This comprehensive law 
sets out principles, rules, and mechanisms 
for regulating AI in a way that is aligned 
with fundamental rights and democratic 
values. It adopts a risk-based approach 
to AI governance, similar to the EU AI Act, 
establishing three tiers of AI systems.1 
Systems that pose excessive risk shall be 
prohibited; high risk shall be heavily regulated; 
and other systems must meet basic 
requirements of regulation. The legislation 
also mandates assessments of algorithmic 
impact for high-risk systems and human 
oversight and strict requirements for AI use 
in the public sector. It further establishes 
several rights for individuals interacting with 
AI systems, including the right to explanation 
and the right to contest decisions that 
significantly impact them. 

This law was first proposed in 2023 but had 
to be reviewed and voted on by the House 
of Representatives and adopted by the 
President. It is still unclear when it will be 
adopted and how the bill will look before it 
is adopted. However, the law is considered a 
win for civil society in Brazil which has been 
advocating for human rights-based regulation 
of AI.2

In fact, another bill that was first proposed to 

regulate AI in the country, draft Bill no.21/2020 
adopted “a very light touch and minimalistic 
approach” with “several substantial gaps, 
being either laconic or vague as regards some 
key elements such as risk assessment and 
oversight mechanisms”.3 This bill “ was really 
favoured by the industry,” said Yamin Curzi,  
a professor at the Centre for Technology 
and Society at Fundação Getulio Vargas 
(FGV) Law School in Rio de Janeiro. “But of 
course, civil society pushed a lot against 
this, because it would not give the process 
of accountability and the due process that 
we needed to have, actually, governance 
of the AI systems. We would have only the 
industry regulating itself. So then, civil society 
pushed against this. We had a lot of push 
by civil society organizations back then and 
a lot of debates, also in academia”. As a 
result of the civil society pressure , including 
Coalizão Direitos na Rede (CDR), a coalition of 
51 academic and civil society organisations 
in defense of digital rights,4 Brazil’s Senate 
launched multistakeholder public hearings 
and consultations for a substitute bill. 

As part of its efforts, CDR, which has 
conducted campaigning and advocacy on AI 
regulation in the country, published petitions,5 
sent letters to lawmakers,6 submitted input 
for an alternative bill,7 and engaged directly 
with members of parliament. 8 CDR has also 

academic and civil 
society organisations 
form the Coalizão 
Direitos na Rede (CDR)

51

Prohibited: systems
that pose excessive risk

Heavily regulated:
high-risk systems

Basic requirements: all
other systems

At a glance:
Bill 2338/2023
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conducted legal analysis and campaigned 
for a ban on the use of facial recognition 
technology in public spaces.9 

While civil society has been successful in 
pushing back against the initial AI draft bill 
and shaping a more robust alternative, a long 
road still lies ahead, as the tech industry and 
lawmakers can still undermine human rights-
based regulation of AI. Already the version 
of Bill No. 2338/2023 that was approved by 
the Senate in December 2024 had been re-
shaped. For example, under pressure from 
technology companies, algorithmic systems 
to recommend content were not listed under 
the high-risk category and most references 
to ‘information integrity’ or ‘freedom of 
expression’ were removed after Big Tech 
companies and members of the opposition 
equated such references with ‘censorship’.10 
Pressure came not only from Big Tech 
companies, as Laís Martins, a Brazilian 
investigative journalist based in São Paulo, 
wrote for Policy Tech Press: “Advocates for a 
weaker regulatory approach (or no regulation 
at all) were joined by Brazilian industry groups 
and data center executives, all echoing a big 
tech narrative that regulation would hinder 
innovation. To some extent, their efforts were 
successful in weakening what started out as a 
very ambitious bill”.

“Both bills are still alive because people 
are trying to push for AI regulation also 
with this principled logical approach still 
nowadays…Bill 2338/2023 is being discussed. 
It was approved in the National Chamber, 
but because when the Senate approves 
a bill, it goes back to the National Deputy 
Chamber for revisions, and then again 
goes to the Senate, to be sent out to the 
federal government for final ratification, 
before it is signed to be enforced. They try 
to retrieve some of the due process rules 
because of the lobby of big tech, especially 
by Microsoft, but also, AI enterprises and 
associations of industries, especially linked 

to the agribusiness here in Brazil because we 
have tons of AI deployments in agribusiness”, 
asserted Professor Curzi. 
While civil society continues the fight,11 they 
face obstacles in their advocacy efforts: 
“most of these [government] agencies are 
based in Brasilia, the capital of Brazil. Civil 
society is not there. Civil society is in Rio, in 
Sao Paulo, in the Northeast but not in Brasilia. 
It is really expensive to have a lawyer. It is 
really expensive for them to do advocacy all 
the time. And for the enterprises, it is not. 
They go all the time there, they have this 
capacity of being in private spaces with the 
regulators..and they established links to and 
relationships with these people [regulators 
and lawmakers]”, Curzi declared.

In the meantime, Brazilians belonging 
to excluded groups, including Black 
and Indigenous people, continue to 
face discrimination in AI systems. Facial 
recognition cameras are widely deployed 
in public and private spaces with little 
protection, transparency, and oversight, 
thus posing risks to privacy, freedom of 
expression, and freedom of association. 
Brazil’s civic space was rated as obstructed 
by the CIVICUS Monitor in 2025, a rating it has 
retained since 2018. 

“It is really expensive to have a lawyer. 
It is really expensive for them to do 
advocacy all the time. And for the 
enterprises, it is not. They go all the 
time there, they have this capacity 
of being in private spaces with the 
regulators.”

— Yasmin Curzi, professor, Centre for 
Technology and Society, FGV Law School.
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The Digital Democracy Initiative (DDI) is a 
programme to safeguard inclusive democracy 
and human rights in the digital age. It focuses 
on supporting local civil society in the Global 
South, particularly in countries undergoing 
democratic regression and where civic space 
is under pressure.

For more information visit: 
digitaldemocracyinitiative.net

CIVICUS is a global alliance of civil society 
organisations and activists working to 
strengthen citizen action and civil society 
throughout the world. 

For more information visit:
civicus.org
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