B2 &

35

NUS

National University
of Singapore

Senior Minister of State for Digital Development and Information Janil Puthucheary speaking at a panel discussion on Al and governance. The panel also included (from left) Google's head of Al and emerging tech
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policy (Asia-Pacific) Eunice Huang, Straits Times editor Jaime Ho and OpenAl's head of policy (Asia-Pacific region) Sandy Kunvatanagarn. The session was moderated by Institute of Policy Studies principal
research fellow Carol Soon and was held at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy on Sept 20. PHOTO: LEE KUAN YEW SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY

Bill to fight deepfakes during polls
addresses need to uphold trust: Janil

It is in keeping with approach to regulating
use of Al, with focus on specific challenges

Goh Yan Han
Political Correspondent

A proposed law against Al-generat-
ed misinformation during Singa-
pore’s election periods addresses
the specific need to maintain pub-
lic trust in the electoral process
here.

This is in keeping with the Repu-
blic’s approach to regulating the
use of artificial intelligence (Al),
where legislation is put up to deal
with specific challenges instead of
having just a wide-ranging law on
Al, said Senior Minister of State for
Digital Development and Informa-
tion Janil Puthucheary on Sept 20.

Speaking at a panel discussion
on Al and governance at the Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy,
Dr Janil said the Elections (Integri-
ty of Online Advertising) (Amend-
ment) Bill tabled in Parliament
earlier in September addresses a
very different need from the Pro-
tection from Online Falsehoods
and Manipulation Act (Pofma), the
Republic’s fake news law.

Under Pofma, there is a public in-
terest test and a requirement that
fact be established by an authorita-

tive third party, he said.

But if an Al-driven tool is used to
misrepresent a candidate’s words
and actions, the only person who
can verify this is the candidate,
added Dr Janil. “The Government
is in no position to do so — a third
party, an academic, a professor, a
research institution is in no posi-
tion to do so.”

Ultimately, the aim is to shore up
public trust during campaigning,
and to prevent Singapore from go-
ing the way of countries where in-
formation provided to the electo-
rate is being called into doubt, re-
sulting in falling trust in both in-
stitutions and public discourse, he
added.

The panel, moderated by Insti-
tute of Policy Studies principal re-
search fellow Carol Soon, also in-
cluded Google’s head of Al and
emerging tech policy (Asia-Pacif-
ic) Eunice Huang, Straits Times ed-
itor Jaime Ho and OpenAlI’s head of
policy (Asia-Pacific region) Sandy
Kunvatanagarn.

Kicking off the discussion, Dr
Soon asked if governments and in-
dustry need to do more to safe-
guard election integrity amid the
proliferation of Al tools.

Dr Janil responded that Singa-

pore is privileged, in that there is
generally high trust in elections
here, but that the process of getting
information to voters to make their
choice “is ripe for manipulation
with Al-driven tools™

That is why the Republic has tak-
en steps in recent years by passing
laws such as Pofma, as well as oth-
ers that tackle online criminal
harms, foreign interference and
harassment, with each undergoing
fairly robust debate in the House.

The new Bill will undergo a simi-
lar process, added Dr Janil, who is
also Minister-in-charge of the Go-
vernment Technology Agency.

“The Bill hasn’t been debated,
certainly hasn’t been passed, and
so we will have to scrub through
some of these details and give an
accounting to the public of how we
will do this,” he said.

Among its proposed safeguards
is for digitally manipulated content
- whether generated with Al or
non-Al techniques like Photoshop
and dubbing - to be illegal from the
time the Writ of Election is issued
to the close of polls.

Other panellists said Al firms are
also doing their part to prevent
their products from being used to
generate disinformation.

For instance, OpenAl has poli-
cies that disallow its tools from be-
ing used for campaigning or to cre-
ate impersonation chatbots, said
Ms Kunvatanagarn.

Ms Huang also brought up Goo-
gle’s SynthID, an invisible water-
mark put into text, video and pic-
tures generated by its Al assistant
Gemini.

Panellists were also asked if Al
could one day replace policymak-
ers in analysing social issues and
creating new policy.

Mr Ho said the imperative is to
assume that society will get there,
whether or not that eventually
happens.

Doing so “forces us to reckon
with it earlier, and to recognise
that we do need to take this time to
crystallise what it is that we do as
humans, that value-adds”, he said.

He noted that newsrooms are
grappling with similar concerns,
and that a challenge as Al develops

is to better explain what journal-
ism is, what journalists do, and to
show the value-add that they
bring, whether in verifying facts or
the kinds of stories pursued.

Dr Janil said policymaking re-
quires a certain sense of imagina-
tion. This entails not only intuiting
how people will respond to a spe-
cific policy decision, but also ima-
gining what society is ready for
and taking the leap of faith in mak-
ing new policies.

He noted that Al firms today are
refining their models to eliminate
“hallucinations”, which are incor-
rect or misleading results generat-
ed due to faulty training data or al-
gorithms.

Atime could come when Al could
draw inferences and synthesise
knowledge in a way that is trusted
and “that we don’t think of deri-
sively as a hallucination”,

“Then, you run the possibility of
them finally closing the gap,
(though) I don't see that on the ho-
rizon,” he said.
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