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Navigating Digital Sovereignty in
African Digital Cooperation with Korea and China:
An exploratory review

April 24, 2026
Hanah Zoo

Institute for Global Social Responsibility (IGSR),
Graduate School of Global Cooperation, Hallym University

01 Introduction

* Africa's digital transformation is increasingly mediated by external actors
* donors, multilateral institutions, and private tech firms

* Digital ODA is now recognized as a mechanism for rule-setting, not merely
service provision, but who builds and operates infrastructure shapes who
controls data flows, standards, and governance norms

* donor-side strategies (Carver, 2025), technology transfer failures (El-Kadi, 2024),
and China's Digital Silk Road (Heeks et al., 2024)

* But recipient agency is frequently invoked but rarely studied as an object
of inquiry (Heeks et al., 2024; van der Lugt, 2021)

* how do recipient-country governments actively navigate, select, and contest terms
when multiple donors are simultaneously present?
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02-1 Digital Cooperation and ODA (1)

* Digital ODA (or D4D)

* |CT infrastructure, e-government, cybersecurity, digital financial services, Al, data
governance, skills training.....

* digital-for-development” paradigm in which digital technologies, data, business
models, and state-citizen interfaces are no longer peripheral to development
practice (Heeks, 2023)

* What it implies
. ?[fJSCE; receives ~37.9% of global bilateral ODA for digitalization (Gualberti & Wilcks,
1
* 'Chinese technology stack’: international & national telecom, devices, web services,
application platforms (e-commerce, smart cities) (Heeks et al. 2024)
* digital infrastructure investments come 'bound up with' informal norms,
mechanisms, and formal laws/regulations/standards (Erie & Streinz, 2021)

02-1 Digital Cooperation and ODA (2)

* Digital Cooperation: the governance shift
+ Usually framed as neutral coordination: standards, interoperability, mutual security

+ States moving 'from multi-stakeholderism to digital sovereignty' (Pohle & Thiel,
2020): state power strengthened, in tension with open-internet norms

* Who can set rules, who owns/operates infrastructure, who controls data
flows?

+ Digital ODA is not merely technical assistance, it is a domain where governance
architectures and power relations are established




H1MA OXIE 0lZ2312t HDP Nexus

02-3 Digital Sovereignty

» Digital sovereignty is not a single concept (Braun & Hummel, 2024)

* Institutional power (governance power)

* Regulatory authority, rule-setting capacity, enforcement legitimacy. Sovereignty via policy &
institutional capacity-building (Ifeanyi-Ajufo, 2023; Falkner et al., 2024)

* Embodied power (Technical / Operational autonomy)
+ Ability to run and secure systems independently
* Structural power {dependency control)
* Control over infrastructure, interoperability, vendor lock-in, data localization

+ 'Sovereignty-as-a-service' risk (Grohmann & Barbosa, 2025): Big Tech reframes sovereignty as
wendor-configured compliance

* Digital Sovereignty in Digital ODA
* Sovereignty via institutional capacity building (governance power)
* Sovereignty via technical capacity building (operational autonomy)
* Sovereignty via dependency control {structural vulnerability)

03 Digital Cooperation and Digital Sovereignty

* When digital cooperation is promoted through ODA or partnerships, does
it primarily expand collective problem-solving capacity, or does it
redistribute control in ways that reduce autonomy?

* Sovereignty-building through (and against) external support
* digital cooperation can be sovereignty-reinforcing if it helps build domestic
institutional/technical capability rather than locking states into dependence
* How sovereignty can be “repackaged” by powerful providers

* Donor or partner support for cloud, platforms, cybersecurity tooling, and
“sovereign cloud” initiatives can inadvertently shift sovereignty from political-
institutional control to vendor-configurable compliance

1-5
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03-3 Research Setting: Ethiopia

* Do Ethiopian state actors and shared stakeholders instrumentalize donor
heterogeneity to extract better terms — or are they captured within
separate dependency relationships?

¢ The role of 'common stakeholders' as brokers/translators/gatekeepers is

theoretically significant but empirically understudied (Heeks et al., 2024: Carver,
2025)

Karean DDA Stresm Chinese Digrtal Stream

= KOICA projects: 1CT capacity-building, o Huawel & 2TE: 35,/4G/5G Infrastricture,

e-government advsary, Single Ministry of innowvation data centers, Telebir

Window, vacational training & Technalogy (MinT) = Luban Workshops & ICT academies at
= Univessities & technical calleges (LG + I Telecam Ethlapian universities

Electranics partnershiph = Statebank loans < ted to Chinese

+other lacal actors..

® Governmeant Counterpart ministnes Contractorn:
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1 'vid«u'd title desznpban tags channel_id  pubdched st durstion wew_ count like_count  comment count  channel_name country
2 |LOn27-5069Q  Unwarted Neighbor - Mark Urwanted Neighbor - Matk mark angel comedy mark ar UCGmZI0IVI 2024-12-30T PTEMSS 1341 4566 167 MarkhegelComedy NG
1 mHOvade  For Wheres UCCmZaBI 2004-12-30T PT73 B4GI031 1] 1684 MarkargelComedy NG
[ .JLCKX‘IQMJI: Eneenyfs jallof rice sk UCCmIURIW 2004-12-307 PTIMAS a0z 1] 7 MarkhrgelComedy NG
5 [TtibdddM  TROUBLE IN PARADISE | LIVI Joshua 35 excited to introduc mark angel comedy mark ar UCQmZIBIY 2024-12-27T PTIM40S 225753 4237 348 MarkdngelComedy NG
& wiThHSGEA  Samz Mark Angel & - HOU: Sama Mark Angel & - HOU mark angel comedy mark ar UCQmEIBIV 2024-12-25T PTISMAS Jezese 8435 681 MarkangelCamedy MG
|aKSEBREQUSM  Mathematics Competiion - Mathematies Campetition - mark angel comedy mark ar ICGmZURIN 2004-12-237 PTIIM3ES 364485 B2 SET MarkirgelCamedy G
BHDAI  Lfe of @ colebrity UCQmIIBI 2084-12- 237 PR3ZS 13038 [} M5 MarkdegelComedy NG
5 GUBRYTRPEK  DUSINESS FOCUS | LVING W Mr, Patrick is a8 set to shine mark angel comedy mark ar UCQmEZIBI| 2004-12-207 PTEM3TS 207656 376 26 MarkdrgelCamedy NG
1D WKEQHFNDY By Force Nanvy & - HOUSE By Forte Nanny & - HOUSE mark angel comedy madk ar UCGmAZSEIV 034-12-187 PRUMATS  30123¢ L] 653 MarkArgeiCamedy NG
1 TN Yaur cheap perime L UCCmIIBIN 2034.12.177 PTISS 9458 ] 62 MarkhegeiComedy NG
12 |SUanCKA  AFRICAN HOME: TOP FIVE {5 This s The Compilation OF Tsamspedy ssmspedy comed' UCUocO0t0 2024-12-297 PTZHMME 2006783 15150 77 Sam3pedy NG
TP-Uiashds  AFRICAN HOME: CHRISTMASIN This Episade. Djo Gat The samspedy semsnedy comed: UCUReOCD J004-12-257 PTATM2TS 4819124 56960 3430 SamSpedy G
aNPiWialys  AFRICAN HOME: FITNESS TR: Get ready ta laugh with this samspedy samspedy comed: UCUecO0t0 J004-12-177 BTZIMAS 5524300 57456 AT08 SamSpady NG
S8eRE EdFAg  AFRICAN HOME WE LISTEN, Get ready to laugh with this samspedy samspedy comed UCUecOto 2084-12-097 PTIEMIS 10161663 124228 5209 SamSpedy MG
TEUewIeDT04  AFRICAN HOME: MONEY HE|In This Episade. The Crimira samspedy samspedy comed: LCUecO0 2024- 12-037 PTZIMGSS 2206921 32078 1967 SamSpedy NG
(WEllgqg¥1A  AFRICAN HOME: MOKEY HEIIn this episade, Cjo's longtir samspedy samspedy comed: UCUoeDto 2024-11-267 PTIEM2TS 3066874 4181 121 Sambpedy NG
ETOirCotts Suspect Challenge Gone Wre Suspect Challenge » samapedy samspedy comed: UCUScOH 2024- 11-23T PT56S 00766 98305 1526 Sembpedy NG
\IPQTYaTSKe  FADING FACES - NGOTI EZE(A young mar's i takes a o samspedy samspedy comed: UCUooQXo 2024-11-117 PTIHSM: 1679645 36538 4768 SamSpedy MG
SwpkBGDN:  AFRICAN HOME: HALLOWES!In This Episads, Oje Whils U camspedy samspady comad UICUSCO0M 2004-11.041 PTI0MS. 2037238 61133 2633 SamSpecdy NG
21 TodBYdEQSBA  AFRICAN HOME DJO'S SHO In This Episode, Oje Tumed samspedy samspedy comed: UCUcOGto 2024 10.297 FT4IMA2S 4707841 55603 346 amSpedy MG
JSGZKBRKY  UGA w5 Shagpi fast pan) & UCGBorhNU, 2024-12- 237 PT36S 208643 18845 187 official BRODA SHAGG! NG
3 BVXDHE-0  IGE v Shaggi (part ) LICGBarhN W 2024-12-297 PTIMIS NTITS T8 50 aficial BRODA SHAGG! NG
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