South Africa pulls back AI policy after discovering fictitious sources and facing credibility tests
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South Africa has withdrawn its first draft national artificial intelligence policy after discovering that its reference list included fictitious sources, a blunder that has turned a planned framework for the fast-moving technology into a test of the state’s credibility. Communications and Digital Technologies Minister Solly Malatsi said the document’s integrity had been compromised and argued that the episode showed why human oversight remains essential when AI is used in public administration.
The draft had been approved by Cabinet in late March and published in the Government Gazette on 10 April for public comment, with submissions originally due by 10 June. According to reports in local media, the policy was intended to set out South Africa’s approach to AI innovation, ethics and economic opportunity, and to place the country at the centre of continental policy-making. Instead, the discovery of apparently AI-generated citations has raised questions about the drafting process itself and whether the withdrawal will delay work that was already behind the pace of commercial adoption.
That concern is amplified by the broader policy gap around procurement and infrastructure. In a Moneyweb interview, AI law researcher Nathan-Ross Adams said the more serious issue was not just the bad references, but the lack of a usable framework for how government buys and governs AI systems. He warned that, without clear rules, South Africa risks locking itself into contracts with foreign technology suppliers on terms it does not control, while missing the chance to shape decisions around cloud computing, data centres and AI procurement.
Adams also argued that the policy debate should be linked to South Africa’s wider economic leverage, including its mineral resources and emerging data-centre capacity. He said the country tends to think about AI only as software, rather than as part of a broader industrial chain that depends on chips, energy and critical minerals. The minister has not yet said whether the draft will simply be corrected and republished or replaced with a new process, but Adams suggested that an interim framework could help prevent the policy vacuum from widening further.
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