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This special edition takes that tradition of reflective inquiry 
into an unconventional direction. Every section of this 
Bulletin—from the editorial you are now reading to the 
feature articles, field reflections and analysis—has been 
produced through collaboration between human editors 
and artificial intelligence (AI). This was not an attempt to 
showcase technological novelty, nor an experiment in 
replacing human authorship. Rather, it was a deliberate 
choice to confront a reality already reshaping the world 
around us: AI is becoming part of the information 
infrastructure through which peacebuilding is understood, 
practised and imagined. 

The question for HAB was not whether to engage with 
AI, but how to do so critically, ethically and with a degree 

of curiosity as to what a collaborative effort between 
human beings and machines could generate. By working 
with AI as a partner in the production of this edition, the 
HAB sought to interrogate the promises and pitfalls of a 
technology increasingly woven into humanitarian systems, 
early-warning mechanisms, digital governance, climate 
forecasting and transitional justice processes. More 
importantly, the HAB wanted to demonstrate that AI does 
not—and cannot—operate independently of the people 
whose insights, experiences and values give meaning to the 
work of peacebuilding. 

The process revealed a set of tensions that became central 
to this publication. AI can write, but it cannot understand 
the moral weight of stories shared by survivors. Machine 

learning can analyse patterns, but it cannot perceive the 
histories and narratives that reside within those patterns. 
AI can translate across languages, but it cannot grasp 
the cultural subtleties that sustain relationships across 
borders. It can detect early signs of climatic stress, but it 
cannot anticipate the human negotiations that turn risk into 
cooperation. 

At the same time, AI can expand the space of what is possible 
and achievable. Machine learning can help practitioners 
capture and organise large bodies of information that would 
otherwise remain dispersed and fragmented. AI can make 
knowledge more accessible across linguistic divides. In 
addition, AI can support climate foresight in ways that give 
communities more time to prepare. AI can help storytellers 
and researchers visualise connections that might otherwise 
go unnoticed. If utilised in a careful and measured manner, 
it can increase the active participation of human beings 
in peacebuilding processes by amplifying voices that 
institutions have historically been excluded from framing 
discussions and narratives of ongoing efforts to build and 
sustain peace. 

These opportunities come with significant responsibilities. 
For the communities of the Horn of Africa—pastoralists, 
women’s peace circles, youth organisers, borderland 
networks, survivors of violence—AI must remain accountable. 
This is particularly relevant with regards to fake information 
that can be generated by AI systems. At a practical level, 
artificial intelligence systems utilize significant energy 
and resource costs, which could also impact upon the 
environment and climate, for example, due to continuous 
and ongoing deforestation which already affects the Horn 
of Africa. Data, whether generated by satellites or by human 
witnesses, must be handled with transparency, integrity and 
care. The initiative to request and secure the consent of 
human stakeholders, must be treated as a process, not a 
technical checkbox. Analytical tools must be interrogated 
for any inherent biases they reproduce, the silences they 
create and the power relations they reinforce. Ultimately, 
the authority to interpret data and to map out a course of 
action must remain firmly in human hands, grounded in 
local knowledge and the ethical commitments that have 
always guided peacebuilding in the Horn of Africa region. 

This edition therefore stands as both a product and a 
provocation. It reflects our attempt to understand AI not 
as a distant innovation, but as something already present 
in the decisions, systems and narratives that shape peace 
and conflict. The edition invites practitioners, researchers 
and communities to ask what forms of local ownership, 
governance and imagination are needed to ensure that 
technology strengthens rather than undermines inclusive 
peacebuilding processes. 

Most importantly, it reaffirms something fundamental: peace 
is built by relationships and not algorithms. Peace grows 
through trust, dialogue, accountability and empathy—the 
very elements that AI cannot replicate, but can, if guided 
wisely, help to support. This Bulletin remains committed 
to elevating the voices and experiences that shape peace 
across the Horn of Africa. In that spirit, we offer this edition 
as an invitation to reflect, engage, question and imagine 
new possibilities for the future. 

The AI tools may be new, but the work remains deeply 
human.

"The edition invites 
practitioners, researchers 

and communities to ask what 
forms of local ownership, 

governance and imagination 
are needed to ensure that 

technology strengthens 
rather than undermines 
inclusive peacebuilding 

processes."
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The work of peacebuilding in the Horn of Africa requires 
imagination and demands the ability to hold complex realities 
in view at once. In particular, peacebuilding is anchored in an 
informed understanding of community-level issues as well as the 
informed analysis of the dynamics of regional politics. In addition, 
peacebuilding on occasion requires the urgency of responding 
to immediate post-conflict crises and the patient, often fragile 
work of addressing the grievances of the past and building trust 
through slow and incremental processes for communities to heal. 
Peacebuilding requires ensuring that the voices of those whose 
lives are shaped by conflicts are articulated and represented, 
particularly in the institutional systems that are designed to build 
peace. Over the past decades, the Horn of Africa Bulletin has 
become a space where these layers of analysis and experience 
meet. The Bulletin is a space where practitioners pause long 
enough to think together about change.
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Across the Horn, the work of peace is deeply relational. 
Early-warning systems depend on trust between community 
monitors, elders, women, youth peace actors and local 
authorities. Cross-border cooperation relies on long-held 
agreements relating to access to grazing land, water and 
the ability to exercise mobility across borders. Transitional 
Justice requires moral interpretation, cultural sensitivity and 
community leadership. From a societal perspective, climate 
resilience depends on centuries-old forms of ecological 
knowledge. Even digital activism—so often portrayed as 
a modern rupture—is woven into existing social fabrics, 
amplifying rather than replacing the modalities and networks 
through which young people have always communicated 
with each other and mobilised themselves to take collective 
action. 

AI sits at the intersection of these processes. It can 
enrich the work of analysts, researchers and mediators 

by helping them see connections that are embedded in 
vast amounts of information. AI can support cross-border 
communication by enabling more immediate translation 
between languages and dialects. Machine learning systems 
can identify climatic or market anomalies weeks before they 
visibly manifest. AI can help truth-seeking bodies manage 
the sheer scale of documentation required for justice and 
accountability processes. In this regard, if AI is utilised in a 
cautious manner, these capacities can strengthen the ability 
to make real-time decisions and bring a significant amount 
of information, analysis and knowledge to bear on efforts to 
promote and sustain peace. 

Yet, AI also exposes vulnerabilities that are especially acute 
in contexts of conflict and fragility. The digital divide—
between rural and urban, women and men, youth and 
elders—risks becoming an algorithmic divide, shaping 

whose experiences are represented in datasets and whose 
experiences remain invisible. Political tensions surrounding 
data ownership, surveillance and information control can 
deepen mistrust, particularly in environments where civic 
space and freedom is already constrained. Predictive 
systems may frame mobility or communal dispute as risks 
to be controlled rather than signals to be understood and 
addressed through communal healing processes. Machine 
translations may flatten meaning in ways that may distil 
cultural sensitivities as well as alter the tone of dialogue. 
In addition, artificial intelligence can also amplify fake 
narratives and create realistic depictions of reality. More 
specifically, standardised AI models that are designed 
and coded by programmers who are far removed from 
the region where these machine learning applications are 
utilised, may misinterpret local languages, cultural cues and 
historical context. In this regard, it is worthwhile to note 
that this can lead to significant environmental and climate 
impacts of the use of artificial intelligence in the Horn of 
Africa region.  

The power of AI in the Horn, therefore, cannot be assessed 
solely in terms of its technical capabilities. Machine learning 
systems must be understood through the lens of political 
imagination: who gets to define what the future looks like 
when new tools become available, and whose perspectives 
are marginalised in that imagining? For communities 
that have faced generations of exclusion—borderland 
pastoralists, young organisers, women peace actors, 
displaced families—the question is not simply whether AI 
will be used, but whether it will be used with them, by them, 
or for them. 

This special edition argues that the role of AI in peacebuilding 
must be shaped by principles that arise from the region’s 
own experience. Knowledge must remain grounded in lived 
realities, not abstract algorithmic patterns. Decision-making 
must remain in the hands of those who are in the frontline of 
enduring and living with violence and conflict.  Technology 
must be guided by values of dignity, inclusion and justice 
rather than exclusively by efficiency and optimisation. 
The act of imagination—the ability to envision futures not 
predetermined by previous and current constraints—is, and 
must, remain a human endeavour. 

In this sense, the age of algorithms presents us not only with 
a technological moment but also with a political moment. 
This era of machine learning compels peacebuilders to 
reflect on their own authority and agency: who interprets 
information, who mediates between communities, who 
controls digital infrastructures, and who decides how 
technology is deployed. AI pushes institutions to reconsider 
how they manage and deploy data, whose languages they 
prioritise, and how they protect those whose stories are 
most vulnerable. AI challenges us to think differently about 
cooperation in a region where risks transcend borders, but 
so too do solidarities. 

At its heart, AI is a tool for pattern recognition, analytical 
interpretation and prediction. At its core, peacebuilding 
is fundamentally a practice of forging relationships that 
requires the discerning of meaning, which includes elements 
of analytical interpretation based on an understanding of 

human patterns of behaviour. The task ahead is to ensure 
that AI supports this work rather than distorting it, and that 
it amplifies local wisdom rather than overshadowing it. In 
addition, a key objective of utilising AI is to ensure that it 
broadens participation rather than narrowing it. The articles 
that follow explore these tensions from multiple angles—
cross-border cooperation, transitional justice, climate 

"This era of machine 
learning compels 

peacebuilders to reflect on 
their own authority and 
agency: who interprets 

information, who mediates 
between communities, 

who controls digital 
infrastructures, and who 

decides how technology is 
deployed."
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Artificial intelligence (AI) is often spoken about as if it were a 
force moving above and beyond the societies it touches—an 
invisible current reshaping economies, governance and daily life. 
However, in the Horn of Africa, where histories of political trans-
formation, social resilience and ecological adaptation run deep, 
AI does not operate in a vacuum or enter a blank landscape. AI 
arrives in a region where communities have long navigated un-
certainty with ingenuity; where borders are fluid rather than fixed; 
where pastoral mobility, customary systems, and civic networks 
form the backbone of efforts and initiatives to secure peace and 
security. To understand what AI might mean for peacebuilding 
in the Horn of Africa, it is necessary to not begin our analysis by 
focusing on the technology itself, but with the world into which 
it enters. 
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resilience, gender and youth inclusion, and multilingual 
dialogue—each offering insights into how the region might 
navigate the opportunities and risks that are presented by 
the incorporation and integration of artificial intelligence 
systems into peacebuilding processes. 

The Horn of Africa has never waited passively for external 
technologies to define its future. Mobile telephone 
penetration in the Horn of Africa remains significant but 
uneven. While countries like Kenya and Djibouti have 
relatively high mobile penetration rates (over 90% sim 
penetration), others such as Somalia and Eritrea lag 
significantly, with penetration closer to 40–50%. Overall, 
the region is below the continental average (85% sim 
penetration), with large rural populations still unconnected 
despite widespread coverage. Although 416 million 
Africans use mobile internet, about 64% of the population 
remains offline despite coverage availability. In the Horn 
of Africa, this gap is especially pronounced in Ethiopia, 
Somalia, and Eritrea. Nevertheless, from mobile money to 
regional mediation, from community-based early warning 
to women-led peacebuilding initiatives, the region has 
repeatedly adapted technological tools, ideas and systems 

to its own realities and values. AI should be no different. 
The question is not whether the Horn will integrate AI, but 
how it will do so in ways that safeguard human dignity, 
expand local agency and strengthen the fragile but resilient 
architectures of peace that already exist. 

This framing essay therefore opens a conversation rather 
than closing it. The future of AI in the Horn will be shaped 
not by the technology itself, but by the choices of national 
actors and institutions, communities, and peacebuilders 
who decide how to instrumentalise it and how to deploy it to 
achieve the outcomes that they desire. A degree of caution is 
necessary to ensure that AI proactively contributes towards 
illuminating pathways toward cooperation, accountability 
and resilience. In the absence of a measured and cautionary 
approach to its application, AI can be deployed to reinforce 
the very exclusions and inequities that undermine peace 
and fuel violence. 

What comes next depends on how the region chooses to 
imagine, govern and embrace the age of algorithms.
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Across the Horn of Africa, the colonially imposed borders persist 
as lines of separation. For those who live in their vicinity, borders 
are woven into the rhythms of daily life: they shape how people 
trade, move, navigate risk and maintain relationships with their 
ethnic kin on both sides. Borderland communities have long 
organised their own arrangements for mobility, resource sharing 
and security. These practices preceded the imposition of formal 
nation-state borders. In recent years, these communities have also 
become increasingly vocal in shaping policy debates on cross-
border peacebuilding, regional reconciliation and transnational 
development, offering perspectives grounded in lived experience 
rather than distant analysis.

The pressures on these borderlands persist, and are 
increasing due to a number of factors. For example: climate 
extremes are intensifying, accessibility to markets to trade 
goods can fluctuate unpredictably, and political tensions 
can escalate rapidly. Early-warning systems, especially 
those coordinated by the Inter-Governmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD) Conflict Early Warning and Response 
Mechanism (CEWARN), have played a central role in tracking 
these dynamics.1  Nevertheless, analysts and communities 
alike recognise persistent gaps: some areas remain under-
observed, data flows can lag behind events on the ground, 
and early warning does not always translate into early 
response.

Bridging these gaps requires moving beyond data to 
institutionalising dialogue. A practical model of this is seen 
in the recent revitalization of the Eastern Africa Borderlands 
Civil Society Platform (EAB-CSOP). By aligning regional 
policy with LPI’s Mobility and Movement project in the 

Ethiopia-Kenya borderlands, this initiative specifically 
accelerates the implementation of IGAD’s Informal Cross-
Border Trade – Cross-Border Security Governance (ICBT-
CBSG) Policy Framework. Such frameworks ensure that the 
lived realities of communities in Moyale and Mandera are 
not just data points, but active drivers of regional security 
policy.

These challenges have activated interest in whether AI 
might strengthen cross-border cooperation by enhancing 
efforts to anticipate emerging crises and tensions in the 
region. The expansion of satellite imagery, mobile reporting 
and data relating to communal market activities has enabled 
AI to provide new ways to synthesise information across 
vast and complex landscapes. However, technology alone 
cannot capture the social, political and economic dynamics 
that shape peace in borderlands. The communities that live 
and experience these realities must remain central to both 
interpretation and response.

ARTICLE BORDERLANDS AS SITES OF EVERYDAY 
GOVERNANCE

The Horn of Africa  borderlands are not empty and 
unpopulated peripheries. They are vibrant socio-economic 
corridors where trade, kinship and ecology intersect. 
Informal cross-border trade — predominantly managed 
by women, youth and small-scale traders — is a lifeline for 
many communities and one of the region’s most consistent 
forms of economic integration.2 These exchanges shape 
local security arrangements, influence peace negotiations 
and provide vital information about societal and political 
dynamics on the ground. 

Borderland residents routinely generate their own forms of 
early warning: traders are aware of how their market prices 
are fluctuating; pastoralists report any constraints to access 
grazing land; women’s networks monitor water scarcity; and 
youth circulate information on communal issues through 
digital platforms. These everyday practices provide insight 
into communal indicators  and opportunities to respond 
in a timely manner, which may escape formal monitoring 
systems. As governments and regional bodies seek more 

“Risk interpretation requires human 
judgment, historical context and 
knowledge of local conflict dynamics... 
AI can flag unusual patterns, but only 
people can determine their relevance."
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responsive policy frameworks, insights and knowledge 
drawn from communitiesis vital in shaping  efforts that seek 
to promote and sustain peace. 

AI has a potential role here — not as a substitute for 
human insight, but as a tool to help bring local realities to 
the fore. By integrating community-generated data with 
climate forecasts, vegetation indices or incident reports, 
AI systems can help ensure that borderland experiences 
inform national and regional decision-making, rather 
than remaining peripheral. For example, in Moyale, in 
Kenya, community weather forecasters are increasingly 
blending traditional knowledge with artificial intelligence 
to improve the accuracy and timeliness of local forecasts. 
In particular, AI systems combine satellite data, historical 
climate records, and local observations to generate rainfall 
and drought predictions, which enables farmers to plan 
agricultural activities, grazing routes, and water.3 In this 
regard, AI is clearly adding value by generating insights that 
were previously difficult to acquire without the assistance of 
predictive systems.

THE EVOLVING ARCHITECTURE OF EARLY 
WARNING

CEWARN remains the region’s primary mechanism for 
monitoring cross-border tensions. Its strength lies in the 
combination of field monitors, national analysts and cross-
border peace committees. However CEWARN’s own 
assessments have noted key structural challenges: uneven 
data coverage, delays in analysis pipelines, and the difficulty 
of linking warning to timely early response. These challenges 
and limitations are not unique to the Horn of Africa. Across 
humanitarian systems, early-warning actors face increasing 
pressure to process large volumes of information with 
limited resources.

Recent advances in machine learning offer new possibilities. 
AI can synthesise diverse datasets — satellite vegetation 
indices, rainfall anomalies, market signals and reported 
incidents — into integrated risk assessments. For example, 
studies have shown that machine-learning models can 
predict food-security turning points in East Africa with 

earlier lead times.4 If such models are cautiously applied, 
similar models could help identify when cross-border 
grazing corridors are likely to become strained or when 
sudden price fluctuations may indicate deepening tensions.

But predictive accuracy is only part of the story. Early-
warning systems must translate analytics into actionable 
insight. In borderlands, this action depends on human 
relationships: between peace committees, elders, women’s 
networks, traders, and local authorities. A warning that 
does not align with community interpretation, or that does 
not consider local priorities, is unlikely to lead to effective 
preventive diplomacy.

INTERPRETING RISK: THE LIMITATION OF 
AUTOMATION  

AI models cannot read the social or cultural interpretation 
of an anomaly. An increase in livestock prices may reflect 
distress, or it may simply reflect seasonal fluctuations. A 
vegetation index decline may signal drought onset, or it 
may correspond to traditional migration patterns. A spike in 
community reporting may indicate rising tensions, or it may 
reflect improved connectivity.

Risk interpretation requires human judgment, historical 
context and knowledge of local conflict dynamics. Elders 
understand the significance of past disputes; women and 
men recognise patterns of resource scarcity, which impact 
upon familial and household relationships; youth monitor 
digital signals and movement trends. AI can flag unusual 
patterns, but only people can determine their relevance.

This interpretive work is especially important in borderlands, 
where political sensitivities are high, volatile and where 
actions can prove to be incendiary. Communities may 
interpret state actions, trade blockades, or movement 
restrictions through the lens of past grievances, and in this 
context, an algorithm cannot detect these legacies. Without 
careful contextualisation, AI-generated alerts could lead to 
misinterpretation or mistrust — especially if communities 
are excluded from the design and validation of artificial 
intelligence and machine learning models.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS: VISIBILITY, BIAS AND 
SECURITY

Introducing AI into fragile contexts carries significant ethical 
risks and the potential for bias. A significant number of 
border areas have limited connectivity, unreliable datasets 
or sparse market reporting. AI systems built on incomplete 
data may privilege urban or connected populations while 
rendering remote groups invisible.5 In the absence of 
correction mechanisms, this societal invisibility, such as 
ethnic biases, becomes entrenched.

The second risk is the misuse of data for nefarious ends. In 
particular, mobility data, price indicators or incident patterns 
can be abused in politically volatile zones. Humanitarian and 
human-rights organisations warn that predictive systems, if 
not well governed, may be repurposed to control and coerce 
communities through military and security interventions.6 
In this regard, data must be safeguarded through access 
control, transparency, purpose limitation and independent 
oversight to ensure that it is not manipulated.

The third risk relates to promoting trust and ensuring the 
legitimacy of early-warning systems. Communities must feel 
that their information is safeguarded and used responsibly 
while analysts must be able to explain how AI-generated 
signals were generated. If AI models operate as “black 
boxes”, this can erode the trust among communities.

For these reasons, AI should be integrated into early-
warning systems through hybrid workflows. Analysts and 
community representatives should validate AI outputs 
before they transmit the information to decision-makers 
to act upon.  Communities living in the borderlands should 
participate in discussions about what data is collected, how 
it is interpreted and how insights are communicated back 
to them.

AI AS A BRIDGE BETWEEN LOCAL REALITIES AND 
REGIONAL DECISION MAKING

One of the most promising contributions of AI lies in its 
potential to strengthen the flow of information between 
community actors and regional decision-makers. 
Communities living in the borderlands often possess the 
most detailed, real-time understanding of cross-border 
dynamics — from obstacles to trading goods at the market 
blockages to mobility constraints and emerging disputes. 
However,  their insights are rarely further transmitted to 
authorities in a timely manner. 

AI-enabled synthesis can contribute towards rendering 
these marginal perspectives more central and integrated 
into key decision-making centres. When community-
reported indicators and signals align with climate forecasts, 
satellite analysis or market data, decision-makers can utilise 
this correlation to inform their actions.  In this sense, AI acts 
as a bridge and amplifies voices that have long been central 
to peace maintenance but often marginal within policy 
debates.

At the same time, AI can help communities better understand 
the broader regional context and dynamics. The translation 
of forecasts into local languages, the simplified and concise 
presentation of visual data,  and multilingual summaries can 
make early-warning information more accessible, helping 
local peace actors anticipate shifts beyond their immediate 
environment. This reciprocal flow of information would 
ultimately contribute towards a  more inclusive feedback 
loop between people and their leaders to ensure more 
participatory decision-making.
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CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION AND PREDICTIVE 
DIPLOMACY

Climate shocks, the uncertainty of market trading and 
conflict dynamics rarely confine themselves to national 
boundaries. For example, if Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia 
share access to the same rainfall forecasts, vegetation maps 
or early-warning signals, it becomes easier for authorities 
and communities to coordinate across borders. AI-
enhanced climate and conflict analysis can support such 
harmonised responses by offering shared reference points 
for political and communal dialogue. For example, cross-
border peace committees  can use jointly interpreted maps 
to negotiate grazing access or mitigate tensions that could 
arise from the need to access water resources. In this regard, 
local administrators can align humanitarian responses more 
effectively, and market traders can adapt routes proactively. 
The power of AI here is not in the prediction itself, but in its 
ability to prompt conversations that may otherwise come 
too late.
Preventive diplomacy, which is based on acting before a 
crisis escalates, is enhanced when signals are both timely 
and trusted. AI on its own cannot create this trust, but it can 
help generate the shared situational awareness on which 
trust can be progressively strengthened.

CONCLUSION: FROM TECHNOLOGY TO 
COOPERATION

AI offers new tools for strengthening cross-border 
cooperation in the Horn of Africa. Machine learning 
systems can help integrate fragmented datasets, identify 
early signs of tension and support the work of analysts and 

peacebuilders. In addition, AI’s value lies not in technological 
novelty but in its capacity to deepen understanding of local 
lived realities and strengthen the relationships that can 
enhance peacebuilding efforts.
Communities living in the borderland remain the central 
actors in shaping their own security and development 
outcomes. Their knowledge, aspirations and day-to-day 
practices form the foundation of regional stability. AI can 
support this work — but only if it is governed responsibly, 
interpreted collaboratively and used to amplify, rather than 
override, the agency of those who live at the front lines of 
peaceful change.
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Efforts to pursue truth, justice and reconciliation across 
the Horn of Africa unfold in political landscapes marked 
by layered histories of conflict, displacement and the long-
term struggle to secure dignity after violence. Transitional 
justice in the region is rarely linear, in the sense that it 
is shaped by a mosaic of local expectations, survivor 
testimonies, customary reconciliation practices and sub-
national processes that are as relevant as national initiatives. 
Across Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia, Kenya and South Sudan, 
communities hold diverse understandings of what justice 
means, how harm should be acknowledged and what forms 
of repair are possible.

The importance of rooting justice in local tradition was exemplified during the 2025 National 
Reconciliation Framework conference in Somalia, titled 'Facing the Past, Shaping the 
Future.' This high-level dialogue, supported by the Life & Peace Institute (LPI) demonstrated 
how regional frameworks, such as the African Union Transitional Justice Policy, must be 
adapted to include Xeer (Somali customary law) and mental health support. By centering 
the evidentiary landscape on survivor needs rather than just technical documentation, 
the process ensures that reconciliation remains a human-led endeavor rather than a 
bureaucratic one.This diversity is both a strength and a challenge. It reflects the region’s 
rich tapestry of cultural and moral traditions, but it also means that transitional justice 
processes must accommodate multiple narratives, legal traditions and political realities. At 
the same time, archives in the form of formal records, testimonies or digital traces are often 
incomplete, dispersed or fragile. The disruptions caused by ongoing conflict, especially 
in Sudan,1 and the scale of documentation required in Ethiopia’s national consultations, 
highlight how overwhelming the evidentiary landscape can be.2

AI has been introduced into this terrain as a tool to help organise, analyse and preserve 
large bodies of material. Human rights organisations and research institutions globally 
have begun experimenting with machine-learning techniques to identify patterns across 
vast archives, cluster testimonies by theme, or flag inconsistencies that require further 

investigation.3 These tools can help navigate complexity, 
but they must be used with care. Transitional justice is 
grounded in moral interpretation and human judgment, 
which are domains where machines have no authority.

THE FRAGMENTED LANDSCAPE OF MEMORY

Conflicts across the Horn have produced what scholars 
describe as “archival rupture”: evidence has been destroyed, 
scattered across borders, lost to displacement, or politicised 
during regime changes. In Sudan, the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) remote 
documentation has had to compensate for limited access 
to affected areas. In Somalia, clan dynamics and ongoing 
insecurity complicate systematic evidence collection. In 
Ethiopia, truth-seeking must grapple with diverse narratives 
emerging from multiple, multi-layered, regional conflicts.

Alongside these national processes, sub-national forms 
of justice remain central. Community forums, customary 
reconciliation ceremonies, elders’ councils, women-
led dispute-resolution circles and youth-led truth-telling 
initiatives carry significant moral authority in many regions. 
These mechanisms rarely appear in official reports, yet 
they shape how communities understand accountability, 
forgiveness and repair. Transitional justice in the Horn of 
Africa is therefore not only a matter of state processes, but 
of local aspirations and lived approaches — practices that 
must be documented, understood and curated if regional 

frameworks are to reflect the full landscape of justice 
provision.

AI’s introduction into this environment raises important 
questions. Can algorithmic tools recognise the nuance 
of local reconciliation practices? Can they capture the 
gendered dimensions of harm that women articulate 
differently from men?4 Can they help synthesise diverse 
local justice models into coherent insights without flattening 
cultural meaning?

These questions remind us that truth-seeking in the region 
is not simply a technical exercise but a social and political 
one. AI may assist with analysis, but memory work remains 
rooted in relationships, histories and moral imagination.

WHERE AI CAN SUPPORT THE WORK OF JUSTICE

The principal value of AI in transitional justice lies in its 
ability to help navigate scale. Truth-seeking often generates 
hundreds of thousands of pages of testimony, administrative 
documents, digital media files and incident reports. 
Machine-learning tools can cluster documents, surface 
recurring themes or highlight patterns of abuse that human 
investigators might miss in early review. Studies in global 
human rights documentation show that these approaches 
can help analysts identify trends across unstructured 
datasets.

“Can algorithmic tools recognise the nuance of 
local reconciliation practices? Can they capture the 

gendered dimensions of harm that women articulate 
differently from men?" 
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Linguistic diversity also presents challenges. Testimonies 
may be given in Somali, Afan Oromo, Tigrinya, Amharic, 
Arabic or local dialects. AI-enabled transcription and 
translation tools can help produce multilingual corpora, 
enabling national and regional actors to review submissions 
more efficiently. African Natural Languages Processing 
(NLP) initiatives such as Masakhane have demonstrated that 
language technology can support local knowledge systems 
when designed collaboratively.5 Yet these tools are only 
useful when accompanied by human verification, especially 
in contexts where meaning is embedded in metaphor, 
pacing, idiom or silence.

AI can also support the secure preservation of evidence. 
Digitisation reduces the risk of physical loss, and privacy-
preserving techniques can protect identifying details. The 
ICRC has warned, however, that metadata — timestamps, 
location data, communication patterns — can be as 
sensitive as the content itself, underscoring the need for 
robust governance and access controls.6 Where archives 
cross borders, for example, when refugees carry memory 
into neighbouring countries, AI may assist in synthesising 
evidence across national jurisdictions, though only with 
stringent ethical protections.

ETHICAL TENSIONS IN ALGORITHMIC JUSTICE

AI introduces several ethical risks into transitional justice 
work. First is representational bias in the sense that it can 
inadvertently exclude communities from its analytical 
framework. Communities with the least digital visibility, in 
particular pastoralists, displaced groups, women survivors 
of sexual violence, risk being under-represented in 
datasets used to train AI systems. If data does not reflect 
lived diversity, analytical outputs may reproduce structural 
inequalities rather than correct them.

Second is the opacity of machine decision-making. 
Transitional justice requires and is anchored on a commitment 
to transparency. Survivors and communities must be able 
to understand how conclusions are reached. However, 
machine-learning models often operate as “black boxes”, 
making it difficult to explain how clusters or categories were 
generated. This can undermine trust, particularly in contexts 

where local and national governance institutions have weak 
legitimacy.

Third is the risk of misuse of data generated by artificial 
intelligence. Digital archives can be weaponised if accessed 
by security actors or political factions. In fragile settings, 
sensitive evidence may expose survivors to reprisals, 
especially if protective measures are weak. Humanitarian 
and human-rights bodies emphasise the need for ethical 
safeguards, legal protections and strict purpose limitation7.

These concerns do not negate the usefulness of AI, but they 
highlight the need for governance frameworks that treat 
technology as a support to human judgment and not as a 
substitute.

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE FUTURE OF REGIONAL 
TJ ARCHITECTURE

Transitional justice in the Horn of Africa increasingly requires 
regional awareness. Displacement means that testimonies 
and memories can and often do cross borders. Harm may 
be experienced in one country and remembered in another. 
Reconciliation practices in pastoral borderlands — whether 
in the Karamoja cluster, the Ethiopia–Kenya border or the 
Somali regions — reveal approaches to justice grounded 
in mobility, collective responsibility and negotiated 
restitution. These practices influence how communities 
view accountability and repair.

At the policy level, regional institutions are gradually 
recognising the importance of synthesising sub-national 
reconciliation practices into broader frameworks, 
especially where cross-border harms, displacement and 
intercommunity grievances intersect.8 Efforts to draft 
regional guidance frameworks on transitional justice reflect 
an understanding that justice cannot be siloed within 
national boundaries; it must reflect the inter-connected 
realities of the Horn’s communities.

AI has a role to play here too. Its capacity to organise 
dispersed documentation, compare thematic trends across 
contexts and surface patterns that transcend national 
borders may help regional bodies recognise common 

challenges. But this value depends on ensuring that AI 
systems remain accountable to local needs and aspirations, 
rather than imposing externally defined models of justice.

CONCLUSION

AI will shape aspects of truth-seeking in the Horn of 
Africa. It can help navigate extensive archives, preserve 
fragile evidence, and reveal patterns within vast bodies of 
material. However, AI cannot interpret trauma, negotiate 
reconciliation or define what justice should mean for 
communities emerging from conflict. The authority to assign 
meaning belongs to survivors, elders, local mediators, youth 
leaders and the institutions they trust.

Transitional justice in the region will continue to draw from 
diverse local traditions, community-level reconciliation 
practices and cross-border experiences of harm and 
healing. AI can support this work only when embedded 
within systems that honour these voices and recognise their 
role in shaping the future of justice. Ultimately, memory 
is carried by people, not machines. Technology may help 
hold the record, but only communities can determine its 
significance.
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These lived experiences have long shaped how communities 
manage tensions, particularly in border regions where 
mobility and reciprocity underpin local peace. As a result of 
these intensifying climate shocks, traditional mechanisms of 
adaptation are under pressure. The 2020–2022 drought in 
the Horn of Africa region turned out to be one of the worst 
in at least four decades, and it exposed just how vulnerable 
many systems had become. As rainfall variability persists 
and extreme weather events become more frequent, the 
need for timely and trustworthy climate information has 
grown more urgent across the region. 

To ensure this information remains trustworthy, it must be 
validated by those it affects most. This was the approach 
taken during Life & Peace Institute’s Horn of Africa Regional 
Programme’s Urban Migration research in Baidoa and 
Kisumu, where community actors and policymakers 
collectively reviewed how climate shocks reshape secondary 
cities. This validation process resulted in a regional policy 
brief that reframes mobility as a dual driver of resilience and 

risk. It serves as a reminder that AI-driven foresight is most 
effective when it is embedded in the human experience of 
displacement and adaptation.

AI has emerged as a new tool in this landscape. As datasets 
expand, including satellite imagery and hydrological 
measurements to market and migration indicators, machine-
learning techniques offer new ways of synthesising climate 
information. Regional bodies and humanitarian agencies 
are increasingly questioning whether AI can extend the 
lead time between emerging environmental stress and 
actionable insight. Early evidence suggests that machine-
learning models can help identify drought patterns 
and food-security turning points earlier than traditional 
approaches. The hope is that improved foresight can allow 
communities, peace actors and governments to act before 
localised tensions escalate.4 

Yet even as AI expands analytical possibilities, climate 
knowledge in the Horn remains deeply relational. People 
interpret change not only through forecasts but through 
conversation, memory, moral reasoning and cross-border 
relationships that have long facilitated cooperation. In 
particular, communities often rely on environmental cues 
such as animal behavior, plant flowering cycles and wind 
patterns. This is already happening in places like Moyale, 
Kenya, where pastoralist communities merge AI forecasts 
with traditional cues to decide grazing routes and prepare 
for droughts. Any technological intervention that hopes 
to support peace must remain anchored in these realities 
rather than seek to replace them.

LIVES LIVED IN A CHANGING CLIMATE

Communities across the Horn experience climate change 
unevenly. In remote areas of northern Kenya, southern 
Ethiopia or central Somalia, herders note changes in wind 
patterns, plant indicators and livestock behaviour long 
before formal forecasts catch up. Along dry riverbeds in 
Somalia or the Sudan–South Sudan border zone, women 
observe the disappearance of shallow wells and the 
increased labour needed to fetch water.5 Youth rely on 
mobile-phone networks to trace market shifts or migration 

flows across borders, however, this sometimes is distorted 
by the transmission of contradictory signals from different 
authorities.

These insights rarely appear in formal climate analyses, 
yet they offer essential context for understanding how 
environmental tensions intersect with social and political 
dynamics. The reliance and incorporation of bottom-
up perspectives is necessary to ensure that the technical 
information generated by regional climate systems is 
reinforced by societal and communal insights that provide a 
comprehensive picture. AI, if integrated thoughtfully, could 
help bridge this divide by integrating diverse forms of data, 
in particular community observations, into decision-making 
processes.

AN EVOLVING LANDSCAPE OF CLIMATE-RELATED 
PEACE INITIATIVES

Over the past decade, climate–peace initiatives in 
the Horn have expanded significantly. IGAD Climate 
Prediction and Applications Centre (ICPAC) Greater 
Horn of Africa Climate Outlook Forums offer seasonal 
forecasts and convene a wide range of actors to interpret 
them6. Humanitarian agencies, including the World Food 
Programme (WFP) and the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC),7 have piloted anticipatory-action 
systems that use climate indicators to release resources 
before crisis peaks. In addition, research organisations 
and peacebuilding networks have highlighted how climate 
crises affect conflict dynamics, mobility pathways and local 
security arrangements.8 

It is evident that climate scientists, peace practitioners and 
local communities often operate within isolated systems, 
limiting the extent to which shared insights can inform 
collective action. National climate policies do not always 
account for cross-border mobility, while peacebuilding 
strategies sometimes overlook the impacts of environmental 
degradation. Regional decision-makers regularly rely 
on top-down assessments that may not fully reflect the 
experiences of those communities most affected by climate 
change.

Across the Horn of Africa, climate change has become one of the 
most defining forces shaping daily life. Climate fluctuations affect 
how people move, how they work, how they negotiate access 
to scarce resources and how they understand risk. Communities 
that depend on pastoralism, agro-pastoralism, fishing or rain-fed 
agriculture experience these shifts not through scientific charts 
but through the steady accumulation of losses. These losses 
could include: a riverbed that dries earlier each year,1 a grazing 
area where regeneration of vegetation no longer follows familiar 
patterns,2 or a market season overshadowed by rising prices and 
declining numbers of livestock.3   
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AI has begun to reduce some of these gaps. Machine-
learning models can link datasets that were once designed 
and tailored for specific analytical purposes, such as rainfall 
patterns, vegetation health, livestock prices and incident 
patterns. These datasets can contribute towards providing 
the wider context relating to emerging tensions or migration 
processes, when they are interpreted alongside community 
narratives and insights of peace actors. Ultimately, these 
benefits depend on ensuring that AI complements, rather 
than overshadows, local indigenous and tradition-based 
knowledge and peacebuilding relationships.

AI’S CONTRIBUTIONS: FORESIGHT AND TIMING

The most significant promise of AI lies in the way it enhances 
foresight. A model that integrates rainfall anomalies with 
vegetation indices and shifts in market activities can identify 
early signs of tensions long before they become visible 
on the ground. Analysts can then compare these signals 
with reports from local monitors, elders, women’s and 
youth groups. The veracity of early warning information 
is enhanced when multiple indicators align and provide 
collaborative analysis.

Humanitarian evaluations that provide livestock feed, cash 
transfers or water support, can protect livelihoods and 
reduce the pressures that often lead to localised conflict. 
In this regard, AI has the potential to widen this window of 
early action.

AI can also strengthen the coordination of interventions. 
It is evident that climate shocks rarely respect political 
boundaries, and therefore it makes sense for countries to 
engage in transnational coordination. For example, when 
Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia receive the same predictive 

signals from ICPAC or humanitarian partners, opportunities 
for cross-border cooperation increase. Peace committees, 
local authorities and community organisations have, 
in some cases, used climate maps as shared reference 
points, shifting discussions from questioning whether a 
crisis exists to debating how to respond collectively. In this 
sense, AI becomes a tool for predictive cooperation, which 
contributes towards peacebuilding, rather than predictive 
control.

THE LIMITATIONS OF AI

Even the best climate model cannot predict how people 
will respond to environmental tensions. Climate shocks 
can trigger conflict or cooperation by societal and political 
actors to initiate an intervention. A drought may trigger 
violent competition if community relations are tense, or it 
may prompt negotiated access if social cohesion is strong. 
The outbreak of floods may cause displacement in areas 
with weak governance and support systems, but the effects 
of flood-related displacement can be managed through 
local coping mechanisms in situations where societies are 
cohesive and mutually supportive.

AI lacks the contextual awareness to interpret these 
dynamics. More specifically, the outputs generated by 
machine learning systems need to be further analysed 
through the lens of local histories, political realities and 
cultural understandings. Moreover, many AI tools rely 
on incomplete datasets; for example, weather-station 
coverage is sparse in pastoralist regions, market reporting 
is inconsistent, and satellite proxies can overlook micro-
ecological variation. If predictive tools are not validated 
through community consultation, they risk misrepresenting 
local realities.

Another concern arises when predictive tools encourage 
technocratic decision-making. Climate forecasts may be 
treated as deterministic rather than probabilistic. The voices 
of elders, women or youth may be overshadowed by the 
authority of data. In fragile settings, climate-related analysis 
can even be drawn into security frameworks, raising the risk 
of coercive or exclusionary responses.9 These limitations 
underscore the need for ensuring oversight governance 
and the preservation of human interpretive authority when 
it comes to utilising artificial intelligence.

CLIMATE, MOBILITY AND JUSTICE

Environmental tension not only shapes immediate survival 
strategies but also profoundly influences longer-term 
questions of justice, belonging and accountability. The 
displacement of communities due to drought or flood 
alters the lived experience and memory of societal actors. 
Families uprooted by environmental loss may have difficulty 
participating in transitional justice processes. Disputes over 
land rights become more complex when land itself changes 
due to environmental degradation, for example, when 
pastures degrade, riverbeds shift or soil fertility declines.

Regional institutions increasingly recognise the link 
between climate resilience and peace, framing climate as 
both a security concern and a governance challenge10. 
These dynamics underscore why climate considerations 
must be integrated into broader peace and justice 
frameworks. They also highlight why predictive models, 
however sophisticated, must remain accountable to the 
experiences of those whose lives they seek to represent. 
AI can map environmental stress, but it cannot interpret its 
social meaning.

TOWARD A MORE INCLUSIVE CLIMATE-RELATED 
PEACE ARCHITECTURE

Communities in the Horn of Africa have long managed 
environmental pressures through dialogue, negotiation and 
shared responsibility. Cross-border grazing arrangements, 
reciprocal water access, and customary conflict-resolution 
systems have historically enabled cooperation even under 

conditions of severe environmental degradation. If AI is to 
support peace, it must be integrated into these relational 
systems fully and respectfully.

Climate experts, peacebuilders, humanitarian actors and 
community representatives each hold parts of the puzzle. 
AI can provide a common reference point among them, 
offering early indicators that prompt coordinated dialogue. 
The strength of any predictive tool lies in the human wisdom 
and judgment that accompanies it.

Across the region, universities and research centres are 
increasingly exploring locally grounded climate analytics. 
This shift is crucial for reducing dependence on global 
models that may not capture the region’s ecological 
nuance. Partnerships between climate scientists and 
social researchers can further ensure that climate-related 
peace analysis captures both environmental and human 
dimensions.

The task ahead is not to perfect prediction, but to ensure 
that AI foresight supports cooperation and that early signals 
lead to early dialogue, early resource-sharing and early 
mitigation.

CONCLUSION

AI will shape aspects of climate-related risk analysis in the 
Horn of Africa. It offers new possibilities for synthesising 
data, detecting early warning signs and strengthening 
coordination across borders. However, the future of 
climate-related peace work depends less on the technical 
sophistication of these tools than on how they are embedded 
within human systems of understanding, negotiation and 
solidarity.
Climate does not affect communities in isolation, climatic 
shifts also influence politics, history, identity and memory. AI 
can help illuminate this interplay, but only human beings can 
interpret its meaning. AI prediction and machine learning, 
at its best, becomes a tool for nurturing cooperation rather 
than reinforcing division. In this regard, it can function as 
a tool that supports communities as they navigate the 
profound environmental transformations already unfolding 
across the region.

“The most significant promise of AI lies in the way it 
enhances foresight. A model that integrates rainfall 

anomalies with vegetation indices and shifts in market 
activities can identify early signs of tensions long before 

they become visible on the ground." 
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The region’s peacebuilding landscape already reflects the 
centrality of women’s and youth agency. For example, 
women mediate access to water and grazing, organise 
community reconciliation efforts and maintain trade 
relationships during periods of insecurity.3 More specifically, 
Horn of Africa Platform for Women Peacebuilders and 
Mediators and the Strategic Initiative for Women in the 
Horn of Africa (SIHA) brings together women leaders who 
act as mediators in conflict situations.4 According to the 
non-governmental organisation, Agency for Peacebuilding 
these networks strengthen women’s visibility and influence 
in peace processes, ensuring gender perspectives are 
integrated into  negotiations.5 Youth operate as digital 
coordinators and early-warning intermediaries, monitoring 
WhatsApp groups, local rumours and mobility patterns. For 
example, organisations like the Horn of Africa Center for 
Peace focus on youth empowerment, linking peacebuilding 
to sustainable development goals. Youth are engaged 

in governance, advocacy, and community resilience 
programs, reinforcing their role as agents of prevention and 
peace. Both groups play vital roles in informal cross-border 
trade, a sector essential not only for livelihoods but also for 
the social glue that links communities across boundaries.6

This visibility is further strengthened through targeted 
institutional support, such as Life & Peace Institute’s strategic 
engagement with the African Women for Transitional Justice 
(AW4TJ) platform. In 2025, this collaboration culminated 
in a Continental Dialogue Workshop focused on ensuring 
women’s meaningful inclusion in reparation schemes. 
Furthermore, the program’s commitment to 'shapers' is 
seen in its practical accessibility; during climate research 
validations, the inclusion of sign language interpreters 
ensured that women and youth with disabilities could 
directly influence the policies governing their security.

It is evident that these forms of agency remain unevenly 
recognised, in particular, frameworks such as the African 
Union’s Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda and 
the UN’s Youth, Peace, and Security (YPS) resolution have 
been adopted in the Horn of Africa, and several countries 
have outlined National Action Plans (NAP). Even though 
these frameworks acknowledge women and youth as vital 
actors in peacebuilding, legitimizing their roles in mediation 
and dialogue, there is a glaring absence of women and 
youth actors at the high-level peacemaking and post-
conflict reconstruction processes. In response, in April 
2025, the Horn Centre for Democracy (HCD) and the 
Agency for Peacebuilding launched a new project aimed at 
strengthening women in mediation in the Horn of Africa7 
and with AI’s growing influence on analysis, decision-
making and resource allocation, the risk is that systems built 
on partial data may reinforce, rather than challenge, existing 
patterns of exclusion. If AI-enabled tools are to support 
peace in the Horn of Africa, they must be attentive to the 
realities of women and youth whose experiences shape 
the region’s political and economic life in ways that formal 
institutions often overlook.

This article examines how AI intersects with women’s and 
youth’s peacebuilding roles across the Horn, drawing 

attention to informal economies, cross-border livelihoods, 
community-level reconciliation, and emerging regional 
approaches to justice and governance. It argues that AI’s 
value lies not only in its analytical power but in its potential 
to support more inclusive peace infrastructures. The article 
concludes that the utilisation of AI should move beyond 
an over-emphasis on technical prediction and be firmly 
anchored on a nuanced understanding of the social context. 

LIVES AND LIVELIHOODS IN BORDERLANDS: WOMEN 
AND YOUTH INFORMING PEACE FROM THE GROUND 
UP

The Horn of Africa’s borderlands are places of movement, 
exchange and interdependence. Women and youth 
informal traders cross borders daily in search of markets, 
safety and opportunity. They negotiate with border guards, 
customs officials and community leaders;  carry information 
across communities; as well as monitor shifts in security 
long before formal systems detect them.

The insights that women and youth as cross-border traders 
possess, such as an awareness of when roads become 
unsafe, when a market feels tense, when corruption rises, 
when restrictions are enforced, constitutes a form of 
everyday early warning indicators. The Strategic Initiative 
for Women in the Horn of Africa (SIHA) has documented 
harassment, economic exploitation, and violence against 
women in conflict zones, including checkpoint abuses and 
barriers to mobility.8 The economies in conflict-affected 
areas in the Horn of Africa are unstable, women often report 
harassment, unexpected fees, the ebb and flow of local 
economies or sudden shifts in checkpoint behaviour, this 
includes verbal abuse, intimidation, and demands for bribes 
or “fees” to pass. These sudden “taxes” or fees imposed 
by militias or local authorities render the costs of doing 
trade unpredictable, which has the effect of reducing their 
earnings and discourage cross-border trade, which is often 
a vital livelihood for women and their families. Similarly, 
young traders observe mobility patterns and social media 
discourse.  Together, these experiences offer a nuanced 
picture of evolving border dynamics that rarely enter formal 
datasets.

Across the Horn of Africa, women and young people play 
indispensable roles in sustaining peace, mediating everyday 
disputes, driving economic life and shaping the flow of information 
across borders.1 Women and youth actors intervene at all levels, 
however, there is a significant lack of representation on key 
policy and decision-making platforms, and they tend to be more 
engaged at the level of  informal markets, border crossings, societal 
networks, community mediation forums and digital spaces.2 
The arrival of AI into governance, humanitarian response and 
early-warning systems raises questions about whether emerging 
technologies will amplify these contributions or obscure them.   
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AI, if designed responsibly, offers a way to bring such 
insights into the regional policy-making conversation. By 
analysing mobility patterns, border transaction records, 
incident reports and community-generated information, AI 
systems can contribute towards enhancing and reinforcing 
the knowledge that people living in the borderland already 
possess. In particular, IGAD’s Conflict Early Warning 
and Response Mechanism (CEWARN), is one of Africa’s 
pioneering regional early warning systems, which is 
increasingly utilising artificial intelligence to strengthen 
its ability to integrate and amplify the knowledge of 
borderland communities in the Horn of Africa.9 In particular, 
AI models can correlate climate data, including drought 
patterns, rainfall variability, with local reports of resource 
disputes. This helps anticipate tensions in pastoralist border 
regions like the Karamoja cluster (Uganda–Kenya–South 
Sudan) or Somali–Ethiopian border areas. In addition, AI 
can process large volumes of local reports, oral testimonies, 
and community observations, turning them into structured 
insights for policymakers.10 But if tools rely only on formal 
data, such as official trade volumes or reported incidents, 
they may overlook the spaces where women and youth 
operate most intensively.

Informal cross-border trade (ICBT), which constitutes a 
substantial share of the region’s economic activity, thrives on 
flexibility and adaptability to local conditions.11 Some women 
traders fear that formalised frameworks, such as emerging 
Cross-Border Trade or Customs Support mechanisms, may 
impose restrictions that limit their adaptive strategies to 
operate in different countries. Others welcome systems that 
provide safer, gender-responsive environments—such as the 
Women’s Desk in Busia, where gender-sensitive reporting 
mechanisms, protective infrastructure and more transparent 

procedures have enabled safer, more predictable trade for 
many.12 

AI-enabled border governance must therefore remain 
attuned to these tensions. Predictive analytics may help 
identify exploitation patterns or improve resource allocation, 
but they must not inadvertently impose formal constraints 
that undermine informal livelihoods. The challenge is to 
use AI to strengthen protection, voice and representation 
without eroding the very adaptability that allows borderland 
economies to function.

AI, VOICE AND VISIBILITY: INCLUSION IN THE AGE OF 
DATA

AI systems reflect the datasets on which they are 
programmed.13 The under-representation of women and 
youth whether in digital reporting, economic statistics or 
monitoring networks, means that their perspectives risk 
being rendered invisible in AI outputs.

This risk is particularly acute in the Horn, where digital 
divides follow lines of gender, geography and socio-
economic status.14 A significant number of women often 
have less access to smartphones, stable connectivity or 
digital financial services. In addition, youth actors may be 
digitally literate but financially constrained. The reality on 
the ground is that rural and borderland areas suffer from 
poor network coverage, leaving some communities virtually 
absent from digital data streams.

These restrictions are relevant because if early-warning 
algorithms, livelihood models or peacebuilding dashboards 
rely mainly on formal or easily collected data, they will 

skew toward the realities of urban, connected or officially 
registered populations. Informal cross-border trade, 
which includes a significant proportion of women, youth 
and lower-income households, may remain invisible in 
predictive models.15 This invisibility can lead to misallocation 
of resources, inaccurate risk assessments or policies that fail 
to reflect lived experience.

AI can also amplify voices when used purposefully, for 
example, speech-to-text tools allow oral testimonies to be 
recorded in local languages; multimodal translation tools 
can help youth and women contribute to cross-border 
dialogues; and image analysis can assist in documenting 
environmental damage or conflict impacts. But these tools 
need to be integrated into participatory processes, not 
imposed from above. Without human facilitation, AI may 
misinterpret dialects, metaphors or cultural references, 
particularly in the region’s diverse linguistic landscape16.

In peacebuilding settings, gender-based violence is often 
under-reported.17 AI tools cannot parse silence, shame or 
fear; they cannot recognise the vulnerability that shapes 
how women narrate harm. But AI can help synthesise trends 
from anonymised community reports or assist in identifying 
patterns of implied rather than explicit reporting, but it 
needs to be accompanied by human judgment.

ECONOMIC REALITIES: PEACE ECONOMIES, WAR 
ECONOMIES AND THE ROLE OF AI

Peace and conflict in the Horn are shaped as much by 
economic incentives as by political decisions.18  According to 
the Institute for Strategic Insights and Research (ISIR), based 
in Hergesia, borderlands often host both peace economies 
which are built on trade, mobility and cooperation as well 
as war economies, where taxation, predatory regulation or 
smuggling reinforce conflict actors.19

Women and youth in the Horn of Africa are simultaneously 
economic actors and peacebuilders, in the sense that their 
trade networks sustain livelihoods, while their mediation 
and dialogue roles transform economic interactions into 
opportunities for peace.20 they navigate environments 
where formality and informality blend. Furthermore, they 

regularly have to negotiate market access to markets, which 
means that they have to rely on their own risk perception 
and social networks to address challenges. In this context, 
security actors may alternately facilitate or obstruct their 
movement, consequently they have to develop effective 
survival strategies to navigate what can sometimes be a 
precarious environment. 

AI can illuminate these dynamics by identifying patterns in 
commodity flows, price anomalies, or mobility disruptions. 
Combined with climate and security data, AI tools may help 
detect where peace economies are strained due to drought 
driving competition, where checkpoint corruption rises, or 
where informal markets become vulnerable to exploitation.

However, there is a risk that AI, if used narrowly, may 
reinforce securitised economic approaches. For example, 
predictive models that identify “irregular movements” 
without understanding the nuances of informal trade could 
be misinterpreted as signs of illicit activity.21 Algorithms 
trained on incomplete datasets may conflate risk with 
legitimate mobility, inadvertently legitimising heavy-handed 
responses.22

 
To avoid this, AI tools must be grounded in local economic 
knowledge. Women’s and youth insights into informal 
markets, seasonal trade, border checkpoint practices and 
household economic strategies provide the interpretive 
depth that AI alone cannot offer.

AI AND TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE: GENDERED AND 
INTERGENERATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Transitional justice processes across the Horn of Africa 
increasingly recognise the importance of involving 
women and youth in defining truth, accountability and 
reconciliation.23 The experiences of women and youth 
actors in conflict,  as caregivers, fighters, traders, political 
actors or witnesses, inevitably shapes the narratives through 
which societies attempt to process harm.24 They  retain the 
trauma and memories of displacement, loss and survival that 
rarely appear in official archives. Increasingly, youth actors 
carry grievances shaped by marginalisation, unemployment 
and disrupted mobility.

“Women and youth in the Horn of Africa are 
simultaneously economic actors and peacebuilders, in 

the sense that their trade networks sustain livelihoods, 
while their mediation and dialogue roles transform 

economic interactions into opportunities for peace." 
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AI can support truth-seeking by assisting in the analysis of 
testimonies, digital evidence and archival material.25 It can 
help identify patterns across dispersed datasets or cluster 
thematic trends. However, it is important to emphasise that 
AI’s role must remain supplementary, because whereas 
machines can detect correlations; only human actors can 
interpret grief, moral responsibility or reconciliation needs.

AI-enabled documentation must also respect gendered 
and inter-generational differences. For example, in truth-
telling processes women may recount harm indirectly, using 
metaphor or communal framing. Similarly, youth actors 
may describe conflict in terms of economic constraints or 
lost opportunities. These narrative patterns may confuse 
automated systems if training data is not representative. 
AI tools must therefore be designed with methodological 
sensitivity and verified by teams with expertise in gender-
responsive and youth-centred approaches.

Regional transitional justice networks increasingly 
emphasise the need for inclusive participation and the 
cross-border exchange of information and insights.26 
AI can support such networks by facilitating knowledge 
exchange, translating resources across multiple languages 
and synthesising insights from dispersed experiences. In 
developing these systems, the inclusion of human voices 
must remain intentional; algorithms alone cannot guarantee 
representation.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE: AI AS A SUPPORT FOR 
AGENCY, NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR IT

According to the Horn Centre for Democracy and the 
Agency for Peacebuilding, across the Horn, women’s 
associations, youth organisations, peace committees and 
cross-border networks provide crucial connective tissue 
for peacebuilding.27 These groups share information, 
mediate problems, coordinate mobility and advocate for 
accountability. Their strength lies in relationships, trust and 
lived knowledge.28

AI can complement these communities of practice by 
providing tools that:
•	 improve access to early-warning information
•	 support multilingual dialogue
•	 help visualise climate or economic stress
•	 amplify testimonies
•	 enhance learning across borders

But AI cannot replace the human infrastructure of 
cooperation. Predictive models may flag anomalies, but only 
people can decide when negotiation is needed. Translation 
tools may bridge linguistic gaps, but only dialogue builds 
trust. Automated archives may preserve memories, but only 
survivors can articulate their meaning.

AI’s most constructive contribution will be to expand the 
space for agency. It can help women and youth articulate 
their realities to policymakers, enable community monitors 
to generate more systematic data as well as strengthen 
platforms where borderland voices inform regional 
decisions. The goal is not to automate peace but to resource 
the people who are actively building it.

CONCLUSION

Women and youth are central and not peripheral to 
peacebuilding in the Horn of Africa. Their experiences 
in borderlands, informal trade, community mediation 
and transitional justice processes shape how societies 
navigate conflict and cooperation. AI introduces both 
new possibilities and new risks into this landscape. If used 
thoughtfully, AI can help amplify marginalised voices, 
contextualise early-warning signals, and support more 
inclusive decision-making.

But AI must be designed with humility and human sensitivity. 
It must acknowledge the partiality of its datasets, defer to 
local interpretive authority, and complement rather than 
eclipse the agency of those who live closest to the dynamics 
it seeks to model. In the end, the future of peace in the Horn 
of Africa will not be determined by algorithms, but by the 
people whose resilience, creativity and knowledge continue 
to sustain it.

35 36



Life & Peace Institute

22.	  GIZ, ‘Africa-Relevant Open Datasets: Catalysing AI Innovations – A 
Comprehensive Report on the Africa Data Landscape for AI Innova-
tion’, September 2025, available at: https://www.giz.de/sites/default/
files/media/els-document/2025-10/giz-africa-relevant-open-data-
sets-102025-1.pdf?utm_source=copilot.com, accessed 24th February 
2026.

23.	   African Union , AU Transitional Justice Policy, February 2019, available 
at: https://au.int/en/documents/20190425/transitional-justice-policy, 
accessed 24 February 2026.

24.	 Monzani, Bernado, ’Women, peace and security in the Horn of Afri-
ca: Between Rhetoric and Reality’, Agency for Peacebuilding, 5th May 
2016, available at https://www.peaceagency.org, accessed 20th Feb-
ruary 2026.

25.	 Berkeley Human Rights Center, Machine Learning and Human Rights 
Documentation, 2023.

26.	 Murithi, T. ‘African Continental Free Trade Area and its Implications for 
Peace and Security’, Policy Brief No.41, Institute for Justice and Rec-
onciliation, August 2023, available at:  https://www.ijr.org.za/home/
wp-content/uploads/2023/10/800806-IJR-PB41-ACFTA-July-2023.
pdf, accessed 24th February 2026. 

27.	 Horn Center for Democracy & Agency for Peacebuilding, Strength-
ening Women’s Role in Mediation and Peacebuilding in the Horn of 
Africa Project, April 2025, available at: https://horn-center.org/hcd-
launch-a-project-aimed-at-strengthen-womens-role-in-mediation-
and-peacebuilding-in-the-horn-of-africa/3242/?utm_source=copi-
lot.com, accessed 20th February 2026.

28.	 Monzani, Bernado, & Njoroge, Shirleen, ‘Unsung Heroes of Peace: 
Strengthening the Role of Women Peace Mediators in the Horn of 
Africa’, Agency for Peacebuilding, 2025, available at: https://www.
peaceagency.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/AP_Research_Re-
port_Unsung-Champions-of-Peace_final.pdf?utm_source=copilot.
com, accessed 20th February 2026. p.3.

37



HORN OF AFRICA BULLETIN -  JUNE 2026
	 ALGORITHMS FOR PEACE: ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI) AND THE FUTURE OF PEACEBUILDING IN THE HORN OF AFRICA

ChatGPT 

A publication of the Life & Peace Institute

Speaking Across Borders: 
Artificial Intelligence, 
Language and Peacebuilding 
in the Horn of Africa

Horn of Africa Bulletin
Algorithms for peace: Artificial Intelligence (ai) and the 
Future of Peacebuilding in the Horn of Africa 
June 2026

38



Life & Peace Institute HORN OF AFRICA BULLETIN -  JUNE 2026
	 ALGORITHMS FOR PEACE: ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI) AND THE FUTURE OF PEACEBUILDING IN THE HORN OF AFRICA

ARTICLE

In recent years, AI has begun to transform how languages 
are processed, translated and mediated across borders. AI-
driven translation tools, speech recognition systems and 
natural language processing (NLP) models are becoming 
increasingly common across Africa, with major technology 
companies expanding coverage of African languages 
and regional researchers developing culturally attuned 
alternatives. These developments raise new possibilities for 
multilingual peacebuilding, but they also raise new concerns 
about misinterpretation, bias and asymmetries of power.

This article explores how AI-enabled language technologies 
are influencing peacebuilding in the Horn, examining both 
their potential and their limitations. It argues that while AI 
can help facilitate more inclusive dialogue, its success 
depends on how well systems account for local linguistic 
realities, interpret social meaning and respect the narratives 
communities use to articulate experience.

LANGUAGE AS A FOUNDATION OF PEACE 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Peace in the Horn of Africa has long depended on 
multilingual negotiation. Elders mediate disputes using 
metaphors specific to their traditions; women’s peace 
groups broker access to markets through informal cross-
lingual networks; youth exchange information across 
borders using a blend of Somali, Afan Oromo, Swahili and 
English; and religious leaders facilitate reconciliation using 
shared Islamic or Christian linguistic repertoires.

 Language can also be a barrier, in the sense that state-
level negotiations often occur in national or international 
languages that do not reflect the linguistic diversity of 
affected communities. Invariably, border dialogues require 
multiple interpreters. Climate forecasts, peace agreements 
or early-warning bulletins may not be accessible to those 
most affected by their content if they cannot access the 
language of transmission. In situations in which languages 
differ across conflict lines, mistranslation or misinterpretation 
can deepen mistrust.

AI translation tools promise to narrow some of these 
divides. Meta’s “No Language Left Behind” model, 
Google’s expanded Translate coverage, and open-source 
African NLP initiatives like Masakhane are improving 
translation quality for several Horn languages1,2 . Local 
research institutions are also developing models adapted 
to Amharic, Tigrinya, Afan Oromo and Somali.3 These 
advancements offer opportunities to make peacebuilding 
communication more inclusive provided that these models 
are utilised responsibly.

THE PROMISE OF AI TRANSLATION FOR PEACE

AI-driven translation, transcription and summarisation tools 
offer significant potential across peacebuilding processes. 
In particular, they can enable community participants to 
engage in dialogue without having to speak dominant 
languages. Furthermore, they can help cross-border peace 
committees produce multilingual records of agreements. 
In addition, they can make early-warning alerts more 

accessible by translating technical climate or market 
forecasts into local languages. They can support women 
and youth who might hesitate to speak in languages they 
are less comfortable using. And they can help transitional 
justice processes document testimonies in ways that 
respect linguistic diversity, recognising that memory is 
often expressed through the linguistic rhythms of one’s first 
language.

In borderlands, where trade, mobility and conflict dynamics 
are multilingual, AI tools may help create common reference 
points. For example, automated transcription of dialogue 
sessions can provide shared written records that participants 
can review in their preferred language. Summaries of local 
disputes, translated across Somali, Afan Oromo and Arabic, 
can support coordination between administrators and 
community mediators. Youth peace actors may use speech-
to-text tools to generate reports from voice notes circulated 
across WhatsApp or Telegram.

AI can also strengthen early-warning systems by helping 
analysts process narratives submitted in multiple languages. 
CEWARN, humanitarian platforms and community monitors 
often collect reports in diverse languages. The emerging 
NLP models could help cluster these reports by theme, 
location or sentiment, creating more holistic understandings 
of emerging tensions. These possibilities are compelling but 
they must be approached with caution.

THE LIMITS OF ALGORITHMIC LANGUAGE 
UNDERSTANDING

Languages in the Horn carry layered histories, relational 
meanings and deeply contextual idioms. AI systems trained 
on limited datasets struggle with nuance. Metaphors may 
be mistranslated; clan terms may be misclassified; gendered 
expressions may be misunderstood; and political references 
may be flattened or lost.

AI models rely on large corpora of text, yet many African 
languages remain underrepresented online4. Even when 
models include them, the training data may not capture 
dialectical variation. Somali spoken in Hargeisa differs from 

The Horn of Africa is home to some of the most intricate linguistic 
landscapes in the world.  Languages are not bounded neatly 
by the demarcated states borders, but they move with people, 
trade, kinship and memory. Languages such as Somali, Afan 
Oromo, Amharic, Tigrinya, Afar, Arabic, Nuer, Dinka and Swahili, 
alongside dozens of local variations which are too numerous to 
include here, flow through cities, markets, mediation spaces, 
pastoral corridors and cross-border dialogues. Language binds 
communities together, but it also shapes who can participate in 
peacebuilding, who is heard in policymaking, and who becomes 
visible within regional information systems.   
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Somali spoken in Kismayo; Afan Oromo across Ethiopia 
and Kenya reflects diverse phonetic patterns; Arabic in Port 
Sudan differs from Arabic in Djibouti. A translation error in 
a peace negotiation or a transitional justice hearing is more 
than an inconvenience, it can alter perceptions of intent, 
responsibility or compromise.

Beyond mistranslation, AI struggles with social meaning 
in the sense that a phrase that signals grievance, sorrow, 
respect or accusation may not be conveyed accurately. NLP 
systems cannot recognise silence as a form of testimony, 
nor distinguish between personal narrative and collective 
memory.

Moreover, AI’s authority can overshadow human interpretive 
expertise. When machine-generated translations are 
presented as “objective,” they may be treated as more 
accurate than they are. Peacebuilding requires interpretive 
humility and a human sensitivity which machines do not 
possess.

AI, POWER AND LINGUISTIC INEQUALITY

Language is political evident in the fact that certain 
languages are supported by AI technologies, whereas 
others excluded, which reflects global hierarchies of 
knowledge production. When powerful models strengthen 
already dominant languages while offering shallow support 
for marginalised ones, they risk reinforcing inequality5.

In the Horn, linguistic inequality maps closely onto socio-
economic inequality. Groups speaking minority languages 
or dialects may find their perspectives excluded from digital 
systems. Women, particularly in rural or borderland areas, 

may rely more heavily on oral communication, which AI 
tools handle inconsistently. Youth in urban centres may have 
more access to digital tools than their rural peers.

These divides shape whose voices AI amplifies and whose 
remain at the margins. If a peacebuilding initiative relies 
heavily on AI translation, communities whose languages are 
poorly represented may be disadvantaged. The danger is 
not simply exclusion from convenience but also exclusion 
from meaningful participation in decisions that affect their 
lives.

AI AND TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE: NARRATIVES ACROSS 
BORDERS

Transitional justice in the Horn is increasingly regional in 
scope. Memories of harm, displacement and reconciliation 
travel across borders alongside displaced people and 
returning migrants. Testimonies may be given in multiple 
languages; documentation may exist in Arabic, Somali, 
Tigrinya, Afan Oromo or English; and survivors may 
articulate harm using culturally specific idioms.6

AI-assisted translation and clustering tools can help 
investigators synthesise testimony across diverse languages, 
identifying patterns in narratives that span multiple conflicts. 
They can support regional organisations including inter-
governmental institutions by generating multilingual 
summaries of hearings, mapping thematic trends or 
comparing documentation from varied contexts.

But AI’s role must remain cautious and supplementary. In 
particular, machines cannot interpret the moral weight of 
testimony; they cannot grasp irony, grief or metaphor; and 

they cannot discern how ecological loss, mobility disruption 
or gendered violence shape memory. Transitional justice 
actors must ensure that AI-generated outputs remain 
transparent and that survivors maintain control over how 
their narratives are preserved and interpreted.

SUPPORTING WOMEN AND YOUTH IN MULTILINGUAL 
PEACE SPACES

Women and youth operate at the heart of multilingual 
communication across the Horn. Women traders negotiate 
in multiple languages daily, shifting between Somali, Swahili, 
Afan Oromo, Arabic or English depending on the context¹. 
Youth generate and circulate information across digital 
platforms, creating informal translation pipelines that often 
outpace official communication channels.

AI tools could support these actors by:

•	 enabling multilingual grievance reporting
•	 providing audio-to-text documentation for cross-border 

youth networks
•	 translating peace agreements or climate advisories
•	 helping women articulate concerns in their preferred 

languages
•	 enabling young mediators to facilitate dialogue across 

linguistic divides

However,technologies alone do not guarantee 
empowerment. If AI systems are designed without attention 
to gender, age and socio-economic realities, they may 
reproduce the very inequalities they aim to address. Women 
and youth must therefore participate in shaping how AI 
translation tools enter peacebuilding spaces. This includes 
contributing to language datasets, auditing model outputs, 
and influencing how tools are deployed in borderlands, 
community forums or transitional justice platforms.

THE DIGITAL FUTURE OF PEACE: OPPORTUNITIES AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES

AI-enabled language tools can help cultivate greater 
connectivity across the Horn, but their integration must 

remain attuned to local linguistic and cultural realities. Real-
time translation may ease communication in dialogues, but 
without human oversight, it may misrepresent sentiment. 
Automated transcription may produce useful records, but 
without cultural interpretation, it may distort meaning. AI-
enhanced multilingual early-warning systems may broaden 
participation, but without equity checks, they may overlook 
marginalised voices.

The future of multilingual peacebuilding will depend less 
on AI’s technical capabilities and more on the relationships 
and governance frameworks that accompany them. 
Communities must understand how language data is used; 
transparency must guide system design; and inclusive 
participation must remain central.

The region’s linguistic diversity is not a barrier to peace 
but a useful resource. AI can help harness this resource by 
expanding access, fostering cross-border communication 
and supporting collaborative problem-solving. However, 
this requires that AI  remains accountable to the people 
whose words, stories and knowledge sustain peace across 
the Horn of Africa.

“The future of multilingual peacebuilding will depend 
less on AI’s technical capabilities and more on the 

relationships and governance frameworks that 
accompany them." 
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ARTICLE

Across the world, the number, scale and political backing 
of UN-mandated multinational peacekeeping missions has 
been declining. Several long-standing missions have been 
downsized, reconfigured or withdrawn, often amid deep 
disagreement within the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) over mandates, resources and strategic direction.¹ 
At the same time, the international system that once 
underpinned collective security—anchored in international 
law, multilateralism and UN authority—has become 
increasingly fragmented. Geopolitical rivalries, selective 
adherence to international norms and the rise of unilateral 
or ad hoc security interventions have reshaped how conflict 
management is pursued.

This shifting landscape matters deeply for the Horn of 
Africa. Peacekeeping missions here operate not only in 
complex local environments, but within a global order that 
is less willing or less able to sustain long-term, collectively 
mandated interventions. Artificial intelligence is entering 

peacekeeping at precisely this moment of transition. As 
missions shrink, mandates narrow and political consensus 
frays, AI is increasingly framed as a way to “do more 
with less”: to compensate for reduced troop numbers, 
constrained budgets and political fatigue.

The risk is that technology becomes a substitute for political 
commitment. The opportunity, more cautiously, is that AI 
might help peacekeeping adapt to a world where traditional 
multilateral guarantees are weaker, while still preserving 
the core principles of civilian protection, impartiality and 
accountability.

PEACEKEEPING IN A FRACTURED MULTILATERAL 
ORDER

The Horn of Africa reflects broader global trends. The 
UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) remains one of the 
UN’s largest peacekeeping operations, yet it operates amid 
ongoing debates about mandate scope, exit timelines and 
host-state consent. African Union Transition Mission in 
Somalia (ATMIS)  has followed a phased drawdown model 
that reflects both Somali political dynamics and shifting 
international appetite for large-scale deployments.² Similar 
patterns are visible globally, from Mali to the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, where UN missions have been scaled 
back or terminated amid political pressure and contested 
legitimacy.

This decline is not merely operational but also it is normative. 
The authority of the UN system itself has been challenged 
by selective respect for international law, competing security 
arrangements and unilateral military actions undertaken 
outside multilateral frameworks.³ In such an environment, 
peacekeeping missions face heightened scrutiny from 
host governments, scepticism from local populations, and 
uneven backing from international partners.

AI enters peacekeeping against this backdrop, where 
multilateral consensus is fragile, data-driven systems can 
appear politically neutral and technically objective. In 
some instances, satellite imagery, predictive analytics 
and automated reporting can deliver clarity when 

diplomatic disagreementy falters. However, the neutrality 
AI systems is not guaranteed, because they are premised 
and programmed with certain inherit the assumptions 
andpriorities, which assigns the power of framing their 
approach to those who design and deploy them.

AI AS A RESPONSE TO SCARCITY—AND ITS LIMITS

One reason AI has gained traction in peacekeeping is 
scarcity. Fewer troops, fewer patrols and tighter budgets 
create pressure to rely more heavily on remote monitoring 
and automated analysis. AI-assisted satellite imagery 
can scan large areas that peacekeepers no longer patrol 
regularly. Machine-learning tools can prioritise incident 
reports when human analysts are overwhelmed and 
predictive logistics models can optimise supply chains in 
difficult terrain.4

In the Horn, where missions operate across vast and 
often inaccessible landscapes, these tools have evident 
functionality and a clear appeal. Flood monitoring in South 
Sudan, for example, has increasingly relied on satellite-
based analysis to anticipate displacement and humanitarian 
access constraints.5 In Somalia, geospatial analytics have 
supported assessments of infrastructure damage and 
territorial control.

The scarcity-driven adoption of AI systems to buttress 
peacekeeping interventions carries risks. When AI is 
framed primarily as a substitute for presence rather than 
a complement to it, peacekeeping risks becoming more 
distant both physically and socially from the communities 
it serves. Remote sensing cannot replace the trust 
built through patrols, community liaison and everyday 
interaction. Algorithms may detect movement, but they 
cannot interpret intent, fear or grievance.

There is also a political risk, particularly in a fragmented 
international system, host governments or external actors 
may prefer AI-enabled monitoring precisely because it 
reduces the visibility and political cost of international 
engagement. Peacekeeping may become quieter, less 
intrusive but it could also become less accountable.

Peacekeeping missions in the Horn of Africa have long operated 
at the intersection of uncertainty, urgency and political constraint. 
Whether deployed under United Nations mandates, African Union 
frameworks or hybrid arrangements, peacekeepers have been 
tasked with protecting civilians, supporting political processes and 
stabilising environments shaped by conflict, climate stress and 
fragile governance. Contemporary peacekeeping is unfolding 
in a markedly different global context from the one in which 
operational doctrine and mandates were initially conceived and 
developed.   
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UNILATERALISM, SURVEILLANCE AND THE BLURRING 
OF MANDATES

The erosion of multilateral consensus has also coincided 
with a rise in unilateral and coalition-based security 
actions. In several conflict settings, intelligence-driven 
operations, counter-terrorism missions and private security 
arrangements operate alongside or in place of UN 
peacekeeping.6 These actors often make extensive use of 
AI-enabled surveillance, from biometric systems to social-
media monitoring and pattern-of-life analysis.

This trend creates a dangerous overlap in the sense that AI 
tools introduced into peacekeeping for civilian protection 
or early warning can be repurposed, whether intentionally 
or not, for intelligence gathering or coercive security 
objectives. The line between peacekeeping and counter-
insurgency becomes blurred, particularly in contexts 
like Somalia where counter-terrorism is already deeply 
embedded in the security landscape.

UN guidance increasingly recognises these dangers, 
stressing purpose limitation, data minimisation and human 
oversight.7 However, in practice, enforcing these principles 
is difficult when peacekeeping operates alongside unilateral 
actors with different mandates and accountability structures. 
Communities may struggle to distinguish between AI-
enabled peacekeeping monitoring and surveillance by other 
forces, undermining trust in all international presences.

HUMAN JUDGMENT IN AN ERA OF ALGORITHMIC 
AUTHORITY

As AI systems gain prominence, as they progressively 
acquire authority, they can analyse risk scores, heat maps 
and predictive dashboards and in effect contribute towards 
shaping decisions about where peacekeepers deploy, 
whom they engage and which threats receive priority. In an 
era where political consensus is weak, there is a temptation 
to let “the data decide.”

This is particularly problematic in peacekeeping. Decisions 
about civilian protection, engagement with armed actors 
or support to political processes are inherently ethical 
and political. They require human judgment, contextual 
understanding and accountability. AI can inform these 
decisions, but it cannot legitimate them.

There is growing recognition within UN peace operations 
that human-in-the-loop systems are not optional but 
essential. Analysts must understand how models work, 
question their outputs and override them when necessary.⁸ 
This requires training, institutional culture change and 
leadership that values critical reflection over technocratic 
efficiency. Without these safeguards, peacekeeping risks 
drifting toward algorithmic governance: decisions justified 
by models rather than by deliberation with communities 
and political actors.

REGIONAL AGENCY IN A CHANGING GLOBAL ORDER

The Horn of Africa is also a testing ground for regional 
responses to the weakening of global multilateralism. 
African Union–led and hybrid missions reflect efforts 

to assert regional agency in peace and security. As AI 
becomes part of peacekeeping, questions of ownership 
become more pressing.

Who controls the data? Who designs the algorithms? 
Whose priorities are embedded in the systems? If AI tools 
are imported wholesale from external actors, they may 
reflect geopolitical agendas rather than regional realities. 
Conversely, regionally grounded AI initiatives—developed 
in partnership with African research institutions and peace 
practitioners could help ensure that technology aligns more 
closely with local needs and norms.

This matters not only for effectiveness, but for legitimacy. 
In a fragmented international system, peacekeeping that is 
seen as externally imposed or technologically opaque risks 
rejection. Peacekeeping that is transparent, accountable and 
regionally grounded stands a better chance of sustaining 
trust.

CONCLUSION: PEACEKEEPING AT A CROSSROADS

Artificial intelligence is reshaping peacekeeping at a 
moment when the foundations of multilateral conflict 
management are under strain. Declining UN mandates, 
fractured international consensus and the rise of unilateral 
security actions form the backdrop against which AI is being 
introduced. In this context, technology can either deepen 
existing fractures or help peacekeeping adapt responsibly 
to new realities.

AI will not compensate for the absence of political will. It 
cannot restore consensus where it has eroded, nor can 
it substitute for commitment to international law and 
civilian protection. But if governed with care, AI can help 
peacekeeping missions operate more responsibly in 
constrained environments—supporting earlier warning, 
better coordination and more transparent decision-making.
The future of peacekeeping in the Horn of Africa will 
depend not on how sophisticated its algorithms become, 
but on how firmly those algorithms are anchored in 
human judgment, ethical governance and the voices of 
the people peacekeepers are meant to serve. In an age of 

fractured multilateralism and rapid technological change, 
peacekeeping must resist the temptation to retreat behind 
screens, rather artificial intelligence systems should be 
utilized to strengthen human judgement and sensitivity to 
what are in effect precarious humanitarian situations. 

“AI might help peacekeeping adapt to a world where 
traditional multilateral guarantees are weaker, while 

still preserving the core principles of civilian protection, 
impartiality and accountability." 
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WHAT WAS THE METHODOLOGY?

All articles in this issue were produced through an iterative 
human–machine editorial process. A large language model 
(LLM) was used as a generative and analytical assistant, not as 
an autonomous author. This edition was developed with the 
assistance of ChatGPT as part of a human–machine editorial 
process; its use does not constitute an endorsement, but 
reflected its accessibility at the time and its relative ability 
to engage with the Bulletin’s style, academic rigor, and 
analytical framing during the development of this issue. The 
process followed a repeated cycle of prompting, drafting, 
critique, revision, correction, and contextual grounding.

Initial prompts were substantive rather than stylistic. 
Representative prompts included: “Please ensure all articles 
are based on factually verifiable references, with endnotes 
that can be independently accessed and are not fabricated; 
develop full-length analyses on the cross-cutting roles of 
women and youth in peacebuilding in the Horn of Africa and 
how AI may shape these roles; and assess the potential of 
AI as a tool for bridging divides such as language barriers 

in the region’s diverse contexts.” They focused on analytical 
questions — for example, how AI intersects with early warning 
systems, transitional justice, climate–peace dynamics, 
gendered borderland economies, or peacekeeping — and 
asked the model to propose draft arguments or narrative 
structures. These drafts were then extensively revised 
through human editorial direction: sections were re-written, 
arguments reframed, tone adjusted, references corrected, 
and entire articles re-developed multiple times to ensure 
alignment with HAB’s voice, regional grounding, and 
ethical commitments. In some cases, prompts were paired 
with source materials, for example: “Please review the 
following previous HAB publications on transitional justice, 
extract key concepts, arguments, and analytical frameworks, 
and integrate them into a revised article that is regionally 
grounded, aligned with HAB’s narrative style, and supported 
by verifiable references, while remaining attentive to the 
framing of the AI theme.” At no stage was content compiled 
without sustained human editorial intervention. In practice, 
this meant that AI-generated text was often treated as a 
provocation or rough scaffold, rather than as a finished 

product. Many passages were rewritten line-by-line and 
others were discarded entirely. References were checked, 
corrected, or replaced to ensure factual verifiability. 
Language that sounded generic, promotional, or detached 
from lived realities was deliberately removed.

WHICH TOOLS WERE USED?

A general-purpose large language model was used as the AI 
component in this collaboration. The model itself does not 
possess awareness, intention, or contextual understanding; 
it operates by identifying patterns in language based on 
prior training. It does not have access to internal HAB 
documents, unpublished research, or confidential material 
unless explicitly provided by human editors during the 
drafting process.

Crucially, the model did not “decide” the themes, 
conclusions, or editorial direction of the issue. Those 
decisions were made by the HAB editorial team, informed by 
LPI’s regional work and long-standing analytical traditions. 
Selected sections of the Horn of Africa Regional Programme 
(HARP) 3.0 proposal (particularly on goals and outcomes), 
along with previous HAB publications on transitional justice, 
were also provided as reference material to guide analytical 
framing, ensure continuity with existing work, and anchor 
outputs in established institutional knowledge.

WHICH PARTS WERE WRITTEN BY AI, AND WHICH BY 
HUMANS?

No section of this edition can meaningfully be described as 
written solely by AI or solely by humans. Every piece is the 
result of collaboration.

In some cases, AI produced early drafts that were 
subsequently reshaped beyond recognition. In others, 
human editors supplied detailed conceptual outlines, 
empirical corrections, and stylistic constraints that the AI 
then helped expand or refine. The Editorial and Framing 
Essay, in particular, went through multiple rounds of human-
led revision to ensure that they reflected HAB’s institutional 
voice rather than a generic analytical tone.

This blurring of authorship is itself part of the experiment. 
One of the questions the edition raises — and embodies — 
is whether clear boundaries between “human writing” and 
“machine writing” remain meaningful in a context where 
editorial judgment, not text generation, is the decisive act.

WHAT WERE THE RISKS OF THIS APPROACH?

Several risks were identified at the outset. One was flattening: 
the risk that AI-generated text would reproduce generic 
language, abstract analysis, or de-contextualised claims 
that do not reflect the lived realities of the Horn of Africa. 
This risk required constant editorial vigilance and repeated 
grounding of arguments in specific regional dynamics. 
An additional, risk is that AI would draw upon extensive 
sections of text without proper attribution. However, this 
risk was mitigated by the human authors including and 
clearly citing references from which text was generated and 
incorporated. 

Another was authority drift – the possibility that machine-
generated formulations might be treated as analytically 
authoritative simply because they are fluent. This risk 

"This era of machine 
learning compels 

peacebuilders to reflect on 
their own authority and 
agency: who interprets 

information, who mediates 
between communities, 

who controls digital 
infrastructures, and who 

decides how technology is 
deployed."

ChatGPT

This special edition of the Horn of Africa Bulletin has been framed 
from the outset as an experiment. That description is not rhetorical. 
It reflects a conscious decision by the editorial team to test, in 
practice, the implications of human–machine collaboration in 
analysis and writing, and to do so in a field where questions of 
power, voice, interpretation and accountability matter deeply. This  
is a precedent-setting ereferecnxercise for HAB and therefore it 
is important to be explicit about how the edition was produced, 
what choices were made, what risks were encountered, and what 
this might mean for the future of the Bulletin.
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was addressed by insisting that all claims be contestable, 
referenced, and open to revision and by foregrounding 
uncertainty rather than synthetic certainty. Additional 
prompts also pushed the analysis into emerging geopolitical 
terrain, for example: “Incorporate reflections on the declining 
role of UN-mandated multinational peacekeeping missions, 
the fragmentation of the international system anchored in 
international law, and the rise of more unilateral approaches, 
and assess how these dynamics intersect with the ongoing AI 
transformation.”

A third risk concerned ethics and voice. Peacebuilding 
analysis depends on interpretation, empathy, and 
accountability. There was a danger that AI could obscure 
whose perspectives were being represented, or reproduce 
structural biases embedded in its training data. This 
was mitigated by centring local knowledge, gendered 
experiences, and borderland realities, and by treating AI as 
an amplifier of questions rather than a source of answers.

WERE THOSE RISKS BORNE OUT?

In some cases, yes, which was also instructive. Early drafts 
occasionally displayed exactly the problems the issue warns 
about: over-confidence, abstraction, or a tendency to 
universalise. Rather than seeing this as a failure, the editorial 
team treated it as evidence of why human judgment remains 
indispensable.
The process itself became a live demonstration of the 
argument running through the issue: that AI can assist analysis 
but cannot replace interpretation; that it can generate text 
but not meaning; and that without careful governance, 
it reproduces the very blind spots peacebuilders seek to 
avoid.

WHAT COMPROMISES WERE MADE?

The most significant compromise was time. Human–
machine collaboration is not faster when done responsibly. 
It requires more iteration, more checking, and more editorial 
labour than conventional writing. This edition demanded 
patience rather than efficiency.

Another compromise concerns authorship clarity. Some 
readers may be uncomfortable with the lack of a clean 
division between human and machine contributions. Rather 
than resolving this discomfort, the editorial team chose to 
surface it — because discomfort is part of the ethical terrain 
AI introduces.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE FUTURE OF HAB?

This edition does not signal a permanent shift to AI-
generated content. It does, however, suggest that AI will 
increasingly become part of the intellectual environment in 
which HAB operates — just as digital archives, satellite data, 
and online platforms already are. In this regard, LPI is in 
the process of developing its internal Artificial Intelligence 
Policy to provide more succinct guidelines as to how to 
engage with and to leverage AI-generated content. 

The lesson is not that AI should write for peacebuilders, but 
that peacebuilders must learn how to work with AI critically, 
transparently, and ethically. The Bulletin’s role, as ever, is 
to create space for reflection rather than certainty, and for 
dialogue rather than automation.

If this issue succeeds, it will not be because the machine 
wrote well. It will be because the collaboration revealed, 
in practice, the limits, risks, and possibilities of AI — and 
because human editors chose to engage those limits rather 
than conceal them.

In that sense, the experiment does not conclude with this 
edition. It opens a conversation — one that HAB invites its 
readers to join.
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