
African coun tries should be ner vous about the big tech nol ogy com pa nies sweep ing
through their economies, knock ing out es tab lished busi nesses and crush ing startups be -
fore they have had a chance to blos som. That’s the mes sage from the an tipoverty char ity
Global Jus tice Now in a re port that warns of an “e-poca lypse” across the south ern hemi -
sphere, as western �rms keen to sell so phis ti cated dig i tal ser vices use their mus cle to out -
ma noeu vre lo cal busi nesses in poorer na tions. Africa is seen as par tic u larly vul ner a ble af -
ter decades of un der in vest ment that has left many coun tries with seem ingly lit tle op tion
but to ac cept the terms laid down by the tech gi ants.

Some be lieve the big tech �rms o� er the devel op ing world a global plat -
form. But oth ers say los ing con trol of mar kets and in for ma tion to gi ant
multi na tion als will crip ple so ci eties, writes

Silicon Valley has Africa in its sights,
but not every nation wants to hand
the west its data
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“Tech com pa nies like to project a modern, pro gres sive im age to the world. But un der the
sur face, com pa nies like Google, Face book, Ama zon and Uber are pur su ing an agenda that
could hand them dan ger ous lev els of con trol over our lives and pro foundly harm eco nomic
de vel op ment in the global south,” the re port says.
In dus try bod ies deny that there are moves to es tab lish global rules that would force-feed
western tech nol ogy to devel op ing-world coun tries. They say that e-com merce lib er ates
small and medium-sized busi nesses to ex port goods they could never pre vi ously a� ord to
sell. They also say that states’ at tempts to keep data in lo cal servers pre vents tech �rms
ben e �t ing from economies of scale by housing data in vast hubs across the globe.
Chris tian Borggreen, a re searcher at the Com puter and Com mu ni ca tions In dus try As so ci a -
tion (CCIA), the Geneva-based lobby group for Face book, Net �ix, BT, Ama zon, eBay and
oth ers, says: “Forced data lo cal i sa tion is on the rise glob ally. Since the year 2000 the num -
ber of na tional re quire ments grew from 15 to 84.”
That is sig ni�  cant, he says, be cause there is a risk that coun tries that de mand data lo cal i -
sa tion “do this for pro tec tion ist or cen sor ship rea sons”. He is think ing of Rus sia and
China.
There is also a po ten tial risk of dam age to pro duc tiv ity from throw ing sand in the wheels
of global tech. The In ter na tional Mone tary Fund said last month that half of the pro duc tiv -
ity gains in the devel op ing world came from glob al i sa tion, and much of that comes from
the adop tion of western tech nol ogy.
How ever, Nick Dear den, head of Global Jus tice Now, says it is es sen tial that devel op ing
coun tries re tain their cit i zens’ data within their borders to avoid the core of their
economies be ing di rected from abroad.
The idea that they should be pas sive re ceivers of western tech nol ogy, and bor row heav ily
on in ter na tional � nan cial mar kets to pay for it, means they be come prey to the whims of
for eign busi nesses, he says.
“With out [keep ing data lo cal] it’s so much more di�  cult for coun tries to reg u late and tax
in dus tries, for them to get re ally any ben e �ts out of in vest ment with no skills, jobs or
tech nol ogy trans fer, or to nur ture in fant in dus tries. It’s the cen tral prob lem with the way
trade deals op er ate.”
Su san Aaron son, a dig i tal trade ex pert at Ge orge Wash ing ton Univer sity in Wash ing ton DC,
says �ght ing the adop tion of in ter na tional rules to pro tect lo cal data pri vacy is the wrong
ap proach. She ar gues that devel op ing world coun tries “could say to tech �rms ‘you need to
pay for our data and you need to be trans par ent about how you use it’. They haven’t so far.
They’ve ac cepted the Face book model.” Sep a rately, they could ne go ti ate com mon rules for
e-com merce.
Nick Ash ton-Hart, a trade ex pert who used to work at the CCIA, says the re port should
con sider the is sue of data sep a rately from e-com merce. Whereas Dear den con sid ers Ama -
zon, eBay, Alibaba and other trad ing plat forms as rent-seek ing op er a tors that suck money
out of the econ omy, Ash ton-Hart says they should be seen as giv ing small busi nesses in
devel op ing-world coun tries ac cess to global mar kets. Al low ing them, along with Face -
book, Google and other global op er a tors, to store data where they want to would cre ate
huge e�  ciency sav ings that could be passed on to lo cal busi nesses and con sumers.



If there is a prob lem tax ing or reg u lat ing tech nol ogy trans fers, in tel lec tual prop erty or the
sale of goods and ser vices across borders, that is an is sue of lo cal gov er nance, says Ash -
ton-Hart, who now works for the In ter na tional Cham ber of Com merce, a group that pro -
motes UK ex ports.
Like wise, govern ments can set the rules for their cit i zens’ on line pri vacy and do not need
to do it by de mand ing that global �rms main tain rel a tively small lo cal data bases. “The
big ger is sue is that more than 100 coun tries have no pri vacy laws at
‘More than 100 coun tries have no pri vacy laws at all. NGOs should be call ing them out’
Nick Ash ton-Hart, an a lyst
all, ac cord ing to Unc tad, but this isn’t ad dressed at all,” says Ash ton-Hart. “If devel op ing
coun tries want to pro tect their na tion als, that’s where to start, and NGOs should be call ing
them out for not do ing it.”
The is sue has come into sharp fo cus with the EU’s plan to im pose new data pro tec tion
rules in Europe that force com pa nies to win the con sent of users be fore stor ing per sonal
data on line, known as the Gen eral Data Pro tec tion Reg u la tion (GDPR).
It be comes law at the end of this week, and is caus ing huge anx i ety in the tech sec tor and a
back lash from small busi ness that rely on cus tomer data bases to gen er ate new busi ness.
Face book repa tri ated 70% of its in ter na tional cus tomer records to the US once it be came
clear that the servers host ing the data in Ire land would be sub ject to the rules.
Dear den says the is sue has be come press ing since e-com merce leapt to the top of the
World Trade Or gan i sa tion’s agenda last year in Ar gentina. African coun tries were par tic u -
larly alarmed at pro pos als to es tab lish a level play ing �eld that would force them to al low
trade with ma jor for eign busi nesses.
In a state ment fol low ing the meet ing, African coun tries signed up to a dec la ra tion by the
Rwan dan del e ga tion, which said the planned rules meant small busi nesses would be “least
likely to be able to e� ec tively com pete with multi na tional cor po ra tions, who have be come
global dig i tal lead ers, and have dec i mated smaller com pa nies”.
Dear den ad mits devel op ing coun tries are split, with some want ing to take what ever the
tech �rms have to o� er to spur growth.
“Some on the pro side have been talked to by the de vel oped coun tries. Oth ers think it
sounds nice but don’t know all the im pli ca tions. But WTO was a ma jor vic tory for us in that
for mal move ment on this wasn’t agreed – and that’s be cause some devel op ing coun tries,
es pe cially in Africa, fought it tooth and nail.”
Some of the most ad vanced African coun tries are the most se ri ous about pro tect ing their
do mes tic in dus tries from for eign com pe ti tion. Only last week, Kenya pulled out of a free
trade pact with China af ter it de cided the deal was too one-sided.
Tech nol ogy is seen as solv ing huge prob lems for devel op ing coun tries, from cor rup tion to
poor stan dards of ed u ca tion and health care, but the is sue of demo cratic con trol is un likely
to go away – and is likely to pre vent in ter na tional agree ment be ing reached any time soon.


