South Africa withdraws AI policy draft after discovery of AI-generated fake references
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South Africa has pulled back its draft national artificial intelligence policy after officials discovered that parts of the document’s bibliography included fabricated academic references, apparently produced by AI. The move has turned what was meant to be a framework for responsible innovation into a cautionary tale about the limits of machine assistance without proper human checking.
Communications and Digital Technologies Minister Solly Malatsi said the most likely explanation was that AI-generated citations had been inserted without verification. According to reports in Mail & Guardian and Polity, he said the mistake undermined the credibility of the draft and could not be treated as a minor administrative slip.
The policy itself had been designed to set out a wider national approach to AI, including proposals for new institutions such as a National AI Commission, an ethics board and a regulator. It also aimed to encourage investment through measures such as tax relief, grants and subsidies, with the broader ambition of making South Africa a stronger player in AI development while managing ethical and economic risks.
The fallout has also sharpened scrutiny of how the draft was prepared. Malatsi said the episode showed why human oversight remains essential, and he indicated that those responsible would face consequences. According to reporting from Independent Online and African Business, the draft had already gone through Cabinet and was published for public comment before the errors came to light, though no date has yet been set for a revised version.
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