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POLICY PROPOSAL 
for FREEDOM OF INFORMATION BILL 

  

I.    Introduction 

This policy proposal calls for the Minister for Communications and Information to introduce a              

Government Bill into Parliament, namely the Freedom of Information Bill (FOIB). The proposed Bill is               

aimed at (i) establishing the right of citizens to request information from public agencies, and (ii)                

establishing requirements for public bodies to comply with these requests. 

II.  Background/Reason for Proposed Policy  

Currently, access to public information and data in Singapore is limited to those that are made available                 

by the discretion of public agencies on websites such as data.gov.sg, singstat.gov.sg, and nas.gov.sg. The               

pool of data being made publicly accessible is only a proportion of data held by public agencies. For                  

example, only 8% of about 2 million public government records held as public archives are available on                 

the National Archives of Singapore (NAS) website .  1

The lack of access to public data and information poses a number of issues. Firstly, academics and                 

researchers in Singapore face obstacles when studying problems that affect the country . This makes it               2

harder for policymakers to tap on evidence-based research for policymaking. Secondly, it enables the              

spread of misinformation and falsehoods which often thrives in an information vacuum. An FOIB would               

empower citizens to verify certain claims made in order to determine if such claims are indeed true.  

1 Tee Zhuo, “Parliament: Only 8% of 2 million public government records searchable on National Archives online 
portal”, Channel NewsAsia, 4 September 2019, https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/parliament-only- 160000- 
of-two-million-public-government-records-have-metadata-on-nas-web (accessed 1 January 2020) 
2 Navene Elangovan, “Strong core of S'porean academics needed to ask ‘critical questions’: NMP, TODAY Online, 
28 February 2019, https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/strong-core-singaporean-academics- 
needed-ask-critical-questions-concerning-society-country (accessed 6 January 2020) 
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Furthermore, it is hoped that the proposed Bill would support good governance in making processes more                

transparent, allowing the government to be better held accountable for its actions. It can also increase                

government responsiveness which helps build trust in public agencies. 

III.   Overview of Proposed Policy 
 
The proposed Bill is expected to reverse the burden of proof concerning access to information. Without                

such a Bill, citizens bear the burden of justifying their requests for information, and public bodies can                 

reject those requests without any justifications. The introduction of the proposed legislation does not              

mean that public bodies are obliged to process each and every request for information. The public body                 

retains discretion on which requests for information it will follow up with, and which ones it will reject.                  

However, this is based on the condition that the public body provides justification for rejecting the                

request and that the requestor is able to file an appeal within reasonable grounds. 

In the absence of an FOIB, undisclosed information is confidential unless otherwise stated. In the               

presence of an FOIB, information is public unless otherwise stated. Safeguards can and should be put in                 

place to prevent the abuse of the proposed legislation for purposes other than access to information. Here                 

are four such instances where the public body may reject a request for information: 

I. Information requested includes personal data for which permission has not been expressly            

granted for the disclosure of any or all excerpts of such personal data to members of the public 

II. Information requested is of a sensitive nature with risk of compromising national security or              

foreign relations if made public, and has thus been assigned a classification level higher than               

unclassified (e.g. information classified as protected, restricted, confidential, secret, or top           

secret) 

III. Information requested is deemed either frivolous (no serious purpose or value such that time or               

cost to process the request would be disproportionate), or vexatious (intended to cause             

annoyance, frustration, harassment, or other distress to the public body or other persons) 

IV. Information requested does not exist (such that it would take disproportionate time or cost to               

bring the information into existence, and/or where there is no purpose or value for such               

information to exist), and/or is not in the possession of the public body receiving the request 



Where information does not fall into such categories, the public body may arrive at its own estimation as                  

to the duration required to furnish such information to the requestor, and to the public. This is based on                   

account of the complexity of the request received such as the parameters considered, time period of the                 

records, and scope of the records. It is expected that a less complex request will take a shorter duration to                    

produce and hence a shorter response time, whereas a more complex request will take a longer duration to                  

produce, and the public body’s estimation of duration can help to calibrate the expectations of the                

requestor on when they can expect to receive a response on the information. 

For an FOIB to function in accordance with its stated objectives, it would be constructive for provisions                 

to be included to specifically deter requests that fall into one of the above-stated categories, without                

deterring requests that do not fall into these categories. An administrative fee can be imposed on                

requests (e.g. $20 per request), pegged at a level that is both accessible but also increases in deterrent                  

effect as the number of requests rise. Procedures for submission of requests can be defined clearly such                 

that a single request should only contain a request for a singular piece of information. This can be                  

incorporated into the design of the platform for requestors to submit their requests such that requests must                 

be structured in a manner to ensure its compliance with the required format. 
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