South Africa withdraws AI policy draft after discovering fabricated citations
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South Africa has pulled its first draft national artificial intelligence policy only days after opening it for public comment, after officials found that some of the academic references appeared to have been invented by AI. The Department of Communications and Digital Technologies published the draft on 10 April 2026, but the document was withdrawn 16 days later when discrepancies in its citation list came to light.
Communications and Digital Technologies Minister Solly Malatsi said at least six of the draft’s 67 references were “hallucinated”, pointing to journals or articles that did not exist. In comments reported by local and international outlets, he said the most likely explanation was that AI-generated citations had been inserted without adequate checking, a lapse he said had damaged the policy’s integrity and credibility.
The scandal has drawn attention not only to the draft itself, but to the process behind it. According to South African media reports, an internal review was triggered after a broadcaster first flagged irregularities in the references, and editors of several established journals later confirmed that the cited papers were not real. The withdrawal comes after Cabinet approval on 25 March and 1 April, and just as the consultation period was supposed to run until 10 June.
The draft had been billed as a framework for positioning South Africa as a regional AI leader, with proposals for a national AI commission, an ethics board and a regulatory authority. It also sketched out tax breaks, grants and subsidies to encourage private investment in AI infrastructure. But the affair has instead highlighted the risks of relying on generative tools without strict human verification, and the government says the policy will now be revised before being reissued for consultation.
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