FOLLOW UP TO THE PREVIOUS REVIEW
1.

Singapore received a total of 236 recommendations during its review in 2016. Of these it accepted, in full or
partially, 125 recommendations, and rejected 111 recommendations. Despite receiving numerous
recommendations to repeal or restrict the death penalty1 and to end the use of corporal punishment,2 the
government regrettably rejected all of them.

2.

In its previous review, Singapore accepted recommendations to ensure the rights to freedom of expression,
peaceful assembly and association, including online, and consider legislation to guarantee these rights.3 However,
the government has continued to prosecute human rights defenders and critics for organizing peaceful meetings
and criticizing authorities. It has also enacted or amended several laws which have been used to further restrict
these rights.

3.

In a positive step, in 2019, the government increased penalties for the trafficking of women and girls, making
good on its acceptance of recommendations to strengthen measures to combat trafficking in 2016.4 Those found
guilty of trafficking could face a jail term of up to seven years and a maximum fine of S$100,000 ($70,000 USD) –
a ten-fold increase compared to previous penalties. Unfortunately, less progress has been made on ensuring the
protection of victims of trafficking, which were recommendations accepted by the government in 2016.5

THE NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK
1.

To date, Singapore has ratified only four core human rights treaties. Its low ratification record is an indication of
its reluctance to align national legislation with international human rights law. However, in 2017, the government
ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination.6

2.

Singapore does not have a National Human Rights Institution or other national body with a human rights
mandate, and at its previous review merely noted recommendations to establish one.7

3.

In April 2017, amendments to the Public Order Act, which imposes further restrictions on organizers of public
events, were passed into law.8 The Act has since been used to crackdown on peaceful assemblies. The
Administration of Justice (Protection) Act (AJPA), which came into effect in October 2017, has also been used to
target human rights defenders and other individuals for criticizing the courts or the administration of justice.9 In
2019, the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA), came into force, giving the
authorities even more excessive and overly broad powers to clamp down on dissenting views online.10

THE HUMAN RIGHTS SITUATION ON THE GROUND
THE DEATH PENALTY
4.

The death penalty continues to be retained as the mandatory punishment for several offences, including drug
trafficking, murder and discharge of firearms with intent to kill or harm in certain circumstances.11 Amnesty
International opposes the death penalty in all cases without exception.

5.

In recent years the death penalty has been imposed mainly for murder and drug-related offences, including
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possession of controlled drugs above certain amounts. More than two-thirds of the 39 executions carried out in
the past ten years (2010-2019) were drug-related (30). The use of the death penalty for crimes that do not meet
the threshold of the “most serious crimes”, as well as the imposition of mandatory death sentences, is prohibited
under international law.12
6.

The mandatory death penalty continues to be imposed in the majority of cases, and the death penalty remains
imposed in murder cases even when judicial discretion is available; and for the trafficking of relatively low
amounts of prohibited substances, meaning that many of those being sentenced to death were holding lowranking positions in drug trafficking chains.13

7.

The authorities do not provide public notification of scheduled executions and only publish figures of executions
carried out by offence. On rare occasions they provide detailed information about prisoners’ names, offences
they were executed for and dates of the executions. International standards require that in countries which have
not yet abolished the death penalty, authorities must ensure that disaggregated data on its use is made publicly
available and that prisoners under sentence of death and their families are given reasonable notice ahead of a
scheduled execution.14 The notification period should be sufficient to allow the prisoner to take any further
recourse that may be available at the national or international level. In Singapore, this is typically a week in the
case of Singaporean nationals, and two weeks for foreign nationals.

8.

In 2013, legislative amendments to the Penal Code and Misuse of Drugs Act introduced some sentencing
discretion in certain circumstances of the offences of intentional murder and drug trafficking. Of particular
concern is the requirement, for those found guilty of drug trafficking or importing prohibitive substances over
certain amounts, to prove, on a balance of probabilities, that their involvement in the offence was restricted to
that of a “courier”; and to obtain a “certificate of substantive assistance” from the prosecution to show that they
had rendered assistance to the Central Narcotics Bureau in disrupting drug trafficking activities. Only when both
these conditions are met, can a judge exercise discretion to either impose the death penalty or life imprisonment
and 15 strokes of the cane.

9.

Requiring a “certificate of substantive assistance” from the prosecutor before the judge can exercise discretion
whether or not to impose the death penalty violates the right to a fair trial as it places life and death decisions in
the hands of the prosecutor who is neither a judge nor a neutral party in the case. If the prosecution does not
provide a “certificate of substantive assistance”, the court must sentence the accused to death.15 In addition,
those who are alleged as the “couriers” are more likely lower in the drug trafficking hierarchy, and therefore less
likely to be capable of providing meaningful “assistance” to the Central Narcotics Bureau and consequently, more
likely to face execution.16

10. The authorities continue to target human rights defenders and individuals who publicly criticize and challenge the
imposition of the death penalty. In 2018, amendments to the Criminal Procedure Code came into force,
restricting the grounds on which people can appeal to the courts after their conviction and sentence become
final.17 While regulation of post-conviction appeal is common in other national and international criminal justice
systems to allow review of convictions and sentences, the evidentiary threshold that must be met in Singapore
for these is higher than in other countries and only pertains to the probability of miscarriages of justice and not,
for example, to manifestly excessive punishments. 18 This, coupled with the possibility for the relevant court to
order the applicant to pay costs should it deem the review application “frivolous or vexatious or otherwise an
abuse of the process of the relevant court,” has had the result of limiting the possibility for appeals in death
penalty cases, even when executions are imminent.19
11. In 2017, lawyer Eugene Thuraisingam who acted as counsel for several death row prisoners was fined SG$6,000
(US$4,400). The High Court convicted him of making statements that were in contempt of court in a Facebook
post hours before one of the prisoners he represented was executed for drug trafficking on 19 May 2017.20 The
Attorney General’s Chambers has also increasingly threatened Malaysian lawyers representing Malaysian death
row prisoners in Singapore who have been critical of the government.21
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FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
12. Freedom of expression continues to be curtailed using repressive laws. Political activists, human rights defenders
and government critics face targeted prosecution and other reprisals for the exercise of their right to freedom of
expression.
13. The few independent media outlets in the country have been subjected to ongoing harassment by authorities.
The Online Citizen (TOC) has repeatedly been hit with criminal charges for content on its website. In 2018, the
Attorney General's Chamber charged TOC’s editor Terry Xu with criminal defamation for publishing an article in
September 2018 that linked the government to corruption allegations.22 If convicted, Xu faces a maximum
sentence of two years’ imprisonment or a fine, or both. The author of the article, Daniel Augustin De Costa, faces
the same charge, as well as a further charge of “unauthorized access to computer material” under the Computer
Misuse Act.23 A pre-trial hearing was held on the case in June 2020, following several legal challenges brought by
Xu and de Costa to try to have the charges dismissed.24
14. In December 2018, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong filed criminal defamation charges against blogger and political
activist Leong Sze Hian, after he shared an article on his Facebook page, which alleged that the Prime Minister
had links to the Malaysian 1MDB financial scandal.25 The trial remains ongoing.26
15. In 2019, human rights defender Jolovan Wham and John Tan, a senior member of the Singapore Democratic
Party, were convicted under the Administration of Justice (Prevention) Act (APJA) for “scandalising the judiciary.”
Wham was convicted for his Facebook post in 2018 stating that “Malaysia’s judges are more independent than
Singapore’s for cases with political implications.” In 2020, Wham served a one week jail term in lieu of a fine of
SG$5,000 (US$3,500) after his appeal was rejected. Tan was convicted of the same offence and paid a fine of
SG$5000 (US$3,500) for posting on his Facebook page that Wham’s prosecution “only confirms that what he said
is true” and was prevented from running in elections for five years.27
16. In 2020, police conducted raids of both the office of human rights lawyer M Ravi and the home of Terry Xu, editor
of independent media outlet The Online Citizen (TOC). Both M Ravi and Terry Xu were placed under investigation
for contempt of court under the AJPA for an article on TOC’s website about the case of Mohan Rajangam, a client
of M Ravi, and how he challenged the legality of Rajangam’s extradition from Malaysia in 2015.28
17. Also in 2020, Li Shengwu, who is a nephew of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, was convicted of contempt of
court and ordered to pay a fine of SG$15,000 (US$11,000) or one week imprisonment for posting on his Facebook
page an allegation that the government was “highly litigious” and that the courts were “pliant.”29 His post was
linked to a dispute between the Prime Minister and his family over his fathers’ (former Prime Minister Lee Kuan
Yew’s) housing estate.
18. In the aftermath of the general elections held in July 2020, Singapore’s Elections Department filed a police report
against independent online media outlet New Naratif for “illegal conduct of election activity” in September 2020.
New Naratif was accused of publishing five unauthorised paid advertisements on Facebook, and investigated
under the Parliamentary Elections Act. New Naratif regularly publishes articles critical of the government. The
police seized the laptop of PJ Thum, New Naratif’s founder and Managing Director after he reported to the police
station for questioning. The police’s investigation remains ongoing.30 Authorities previously investigated political
activists Roy Ngreng and Teo Soh Lung for breaching election regulations on Facebook ahead of previous
elections in 2016.31
19. The Protection of Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Bill (POFMA) has been repeatedly used by authorities to
target critics and political opponents.32 Of particular concern is the law’s lack of clear definition of what
constitutes a falsehood. The law provides for severe criminal penalties of up to 10 years’ imprisonment, and
requires social media companies, such as Facebook, to remove content or display prominent corrections on their
platforms at the government’s direction, or face fines of up to SGD 1 million (US$730,000).33
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20. Many human rights groups, including Amnesty International, expressed fears that the law would be used to
target government critics.34 These fears were confirmed when government ministers issued multiple correction
directions under POFMA for posts on social media within the first two months of the law’s enactment in 2019.35
These correction directions were issued against Facebook posts made by critics of the ruling People’s Action
Party. Social media companies such as Facebook have expressed concerns over being forced to comply with
POFMA orders, including the blocking of the pages of independent website States Times Review.36 In September,
the Court of Appeals reserved judgement on the first legal challenges to POFMA, brought by the Singapore
Democratic Party and The Online Citizen.37

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION AND PEACEFUL ASSEMBLY
21. Human rights defenders and government critics continue to be investigated and prosecuted for organizing or
participating in peaceful public assemblies.
22. In 2016, human rights defender and political activist Han Hui Hui, and political activists Ivan Koh Yew Beng and
Janet Low Wai Choo, were convicted and fined SGD $3,100 (USD $2,281) [Han] and SGD $450 (USD $323) [Beng
and Choo], for organizing a peaceful protest in 2014 that called on the government to return Central Provident
Fund pension savings to members. The demonstration occurred in Hong Lim Park, the only space where people
can assemble and demonstrate without a police permit.38
23. In 2017, nine individuals who held a silent protest were investigated for “assembly without a permit” under the
amended Public Order Act. In addition, ten individuals were investigated for holding a peaceful vigil for death row
inmate Prabagaran Srivijayan on the eve of his execution that July.39
24. In October 2018, the State Court of Singapore convicted artist and activist Seelan Palay for carrying out an “illegal
assembly” under the Public Order Act, imposing a fine of S$2,500 (US$1,849). Palay had stood outside Parliament
in October 2017 with a piece of art commemorating Chia Thye Poh, who had been detained on politically
motivated grounds.40
25. Human rights defender Jolovan Wham has faced multiple charges for his role in numerous peaceful assemblies,
including the silent protest and vigil for Prabagaran Srivijayan, which are pending trial.41 In 2019, Jolovan Wham
was found guilty of “organising a public assembly without a permit” under the Public Order Act and sentenced to
a fine of S$3,200 (US$2,367), or by default, 16 days in jail. In 2020, he lost his appeal and opted to serve a jail
term instead of the fine. The conviction and sentence concerned an event on “Civil Disobedience and Social
Movements” that Wham had organized in 2016. The event featured speakers such as Hong Kong pro-democracy
activist Joshua Wong, who joined the discussion via Skype. Human rights groups condemned the decision as
another attempt to deter Singaporeans from sharing views that are critical of the government.42
26. In 2019, Wham was also investigated by police for another “illegal assembly” in which he posed for a photo in
front of a court building and urging the government to drop defamation charges against editor Terry Xu and
Daniel de Costa. In 2020, he was investigated again by police for posing outside on a street in a photo carrying a
smiley face, in solidarity with two other youths who faced their own probe after taking photos with a placard on
climate change.43

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION BY THE STATE UNDER REVIEW
Amnesty International calls on the government of Singapore to:

THE NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK


Ratify international human rights treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and the Convention against Torture and Other
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Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.


Establish a National Human Rights Institution in line with the Paris Principles.

THE DEATH PENALTY
Pending full abolition of the death penalty:


Establish an official moratorium on executions with a view to abolishing the death penalty.



Bring provisions in national legislation that allow for the use of the death penalty in line with international human
rights law and standards, including by removing the mandatory death penalty and restricting the scope of this
punishment to intentional killing.



Ensure rigorous compliance in all death penalty cases with international fair trial standards, including by ensuring
those facing the death penalty have legal representation from the time of arrest.



Regularly publish full and detailed information, disaggregated by gender, age, offence, nationality and ethnic
background, about the use of the death penalty which can contribute to a public debate on the issue.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION


Amend or repeal the Sedition Act, the Administration of Justice Act, the Protection from Online Falsehoods and
Manipulation Act and all other legislation that unduly restricts the right to freedom of expression to ensure that
they comply with international human rights standards.



End the intimidation and harassment of human rights defenders, social media users and government critics,
including through the misuse of the criminal justice system, and ensure human rights defenders can carry out
their work without fear of reprisals.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION AND PEACEFUL ASSEMBLY


Revise or repeal the Public Order Act and relevant sections of the Penal Code to allow peaceful demonstrations
without undue restrictions, and to guarantee the right to peaceful assembly to all people in Singapore, without
discrimination.



Repeal all laws and regulations that impose an authorization requirement prior to the holding of public
demonstrations, and ensure that organizers are not penalized for the mere act of organizing peaceful assemblies.
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