South Africa withdraws draft AI policy after fictitious sources emerge
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South Africa has withdrawn its draft national artificial intelligence policy after officials discovered that its reference list included fictitious sources, a blunder that has prompted fresh debate about the need for human checks when AI is used in public policy work. Communications and Digital Technologies Minister Solly Malatsi said the problem undermined the draft’s credibility and could not be treated as a minor drafting error.
According to Malatsi, an internal review confirmed that the document contained unverifiable citations, which appeared to have been generated by AI without proper verification. He said the episode showed why “vigilant human oversight over the use of artificial intelligence is critical”, and added that the matter would face consequence management for those responsible for drafting and quality assurance.
The draft had only recently entered the public consultation process. Reuters reported that Cabinet approved the framework on 25 March and that it was published for comment on 10 April, with submissions due by 10 June. South African media reported that the text envisaged a national AI commission, an ethics board and a regulatory authority, alongside proposals on compensation for harm linked to AI use and investment in cloud infrastructure and computing capacity.
The withdrawal is particularly awkward for a policy intended to help position South Africa as a continental leader in AI governance. Malatsi, who serves in the Government of National Unity as a member of the Democratic Alliance, described the episode as a lesson taken “with humility”, while stressing that the government would treat the matter seriously.
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