
If there is malicious intent,
a police investigation is triggered.
• Those found to have deliberately spread 
falsehoods against public interest can be 
charged in court. If found guilty, they can 
be �ned and/or jailed.

Proposed law to �ght fake news: Processes and appeals

Minister, on the 
advice of civil 
servants, decides if 
a false statement 
of fact has been 
made, and if it is in 
the public interest 
to take action.

Falsehood 
spreads 
online

Each minister deals 
with falsehoods in 
his own domain.

Minister works with the competent authority within 
the Infocomm Media Development Authority to deal 
with online falsehood.

Under the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Bill, ministers are given the power to determine if online content is false and to decide 
what action is taken. The proposed law also provides for an appeal process, which can be brought to the High Court. Here’s how the process works.

Those who feel aggrieved can appeal to the minister or seek 
redress through the courts.

In all, an individual will have the opportunity to have his case heard in the 
High Court as early as nine working days after initiating the challenge to 
the minister. Judicial review is also available, in which the court can look 
at whether the Government’s decision has gone against other laws.

(a) A standard form will be 
provided online to �le the 
appeal which is sent via e-mail. 

(b) The relevant minister must 
make a decision no later than 
two days after the form is 
received.

(c) The appeal to the court will 
have to be �led no later than 14 
days after the minister decides 
on the application to cancel the 
direction. Simple standard forms 
that an appellant can �ll in and 
�le in court will be provided.

(d) The court will be asked to �x 
the hearing within six days, if 
the appellant attends before 
the duty registrar to request an 
expedited hearing.

(e) The documents will need to 
be served on the minister no 
later than the next day. To make 
it easy, an e-mail address will be 
provided to the appellant.

(f) The minister must then �le 
his reply in court no later than 
three days after the documents 
are served as prescribed.
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• He can also order 
other remedies, 
such as for tech 
companies to block 
certain sites or 
accounts.

• In more serious 
cases, he can ask 
for content to be 
taken down.

• In most cases, 
he will order a 
correction to be 
put up alongside 
the false content.

Source: MINISTRY OF LAW   STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS

appeal which is sent via e-mail. 

expedited hearing.

direction. Simple standard forms 

provided to the appellant.

Shanmugam addresses concerns
over proposed fake news law

THE BILL GIVES TOO MUCH POWER 
TO THE GOVERNMENT
Shanmugam:
• The Bill is narrower in terms than the 
current law.
• With the proposed legislation, the 

minister has the power to declare that an article contains 
falsehoods and to ask for a correction to be carried, or for 
the article to be taken down. This direction is open to be 
challenged in court, and if the minister is wrong, he gets 
overruled.
• Claim that the proposed law creates a “new crime” of 
spreading falsehoods is inaccurate. Falsehoods are already 
criminalised under the Telecoms Act, which also applies to 
the Internet.
• The new laws require the individual to have known, or have 
reason to know, that the information was false and also that 
spreading it was likely to prejudice public interest. There are 
two requirements to be satis�ed.

THE BILL WILL HAVE A ‘CHILLING 
EFFECT’ ON FREE SPEECH
Shanmugam:
• Free speech should not be affected by 
the proposed new laws. Rather, what is 
being dealt with are falsehoods, bots, 
trolls and fake accounts.

• Where speech does not serve the justi�cations of free 
speech, by harming the search for truth or by preventing 
citizens from becoming informed on issues, that does not 
warrant protection.

THE DEFINITION OF FACT AND 
OPINION IS NOT CLEAR
Shanmugam:
• While some have asked for the proposed 
law to de�ne “fact” and state that 
opinions are not covered under the 
legislation, this was carefully considered 

but decided against.
• There is a body of case law on what is fact and not fact, 
and that it is better to rely on existing case law.

DEFINITION OF PUBLIC INTEREST IS 
TOO WIDE
Shanmugam:
• The Bill does not cover statements just 
because they are against the public 
interest. Those statements must be false 

statements of fact.
• Some have said that the de�nition of what is in the public 
interest is too wide and the Bill should not include Clause 
4(f), which relates to the diminution of public con�dence in 
the functions of government institutions. But online 
falsehoods seek to break down trust by attacking 
institutions, and it is important that the institutions are 
protected against them.


