South Africa’s AI policy scandal highlights risks of fabricated citations in government drafts
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South Africa’s draft artificial intelligence policy has become a political embarrassment after reports that it included references to papers and journals that do not appear to exist. News24 said the false citations point to either an AI tool generating fabricated material or a human drafter inventing sources, and in both cases the mistake was not caught before the document was released for public comment by Communications Minister Solly Malatsi on 10 April 2026.
The minister has since ordered an investigation and said anyone responsible for wrongdoing should face action. That response triggered a sharp rebuke from Khusela Diko, chairperson of the parliamentary portfolio committee on communications, who called for the draft to be withdrawn and redrafted without what she mocked as "ChatGPT". The exchange quickly turned into a broader political row between Diko, an ANC MP, and Malatsi and Dean Macpherson, both Democratic Alliance ministers serving in the Government of National Unity.
Beyond the immediate politics, the episode has sharpened concern about how government departments use generative AI. Digital governance expert Advocate Zanyiwe Nthatisi Asare told the SABC that AI can be useful for summarising information and spotting global trends, but stressed that it cannot be treated as a source of truth. She said policy work depends on human oversight, transparency about AI use and clear accountability for the final document, warning that the incident suggests gaps in verification.
The controversy also echoes wider warnings about fabricated AI output in professional settings. The OECD AI Policy Observatory has recorded a South African legal matter in which an AI tool generated false case citations that later drew judicial scrutiny, while recent academic and media commentary has highlighted similar risks in legal, scientific and policy work. Researchers writing in Energy Research & Social Science have argued that hallucinated citations threaten scholarly integrity, reinforcing the view that AI may assist drafting, but human validation must remain central.
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