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THOU 
SHALT 
POST THE 
TRUTH 

Bloggers say they now do 
more checks to uphold a 
higher standard of accuracy 

REPORTS: KOH HUI THENG and JOSE HONG 
tnp@sph.com.sg 

EN a blogger's posting ma·kes for Par­
amentary debate, the signal is clear, 

said experts. 
Bloggers now shape opinions. But do they do it 

responsibly? 
Yes, said bloggerslike Mr Ravi Philemon, who of­

ten blogs about socio-political issues, and Mr Ivan 
Kwan, who writes about environmental issues. 

Do they think they are doing enough? 
That depends on the medium. 
Mr Philemon said he exercises more care with his 

blog than with postings on his Facebook page, one of 
which earned him a mention in Parliament on July 8. 

As thick haze enveloped Singapore, he re-posted 
a friend's comment that the public was denied ac­
cess to the nine-million stockpile ofN95 masks. 

Minister of Communications and Informat_ion 
Yaacob Ibrahim called it online rumour-mongering 
that caused unnecessary public anxiety. 

Social media expert Michael Netzley felt the com­
ments in Parliament are a sign ofbloggers' increased 
influence. 

"They are exercising greater reach. It 's a sign that 
their influence is growing," said the academic direc­
tor of executive development at Singapore Manage­
ment University. 

What? Me, influential? 
"I'm a blogger, not a news source," said Mr Phile­

mon likening the extent of his influence- both on­
line and offline - to "a pimple on your face that is 
obvious to you but unnoticed to others". 

Asked whether that Parliamentary mention 
meant bloggers' influence is increasingly being rec­
ognised, he said: "When people are talking about 
you online, it may seem like the whole world is talk­
ing about you but very often, that's exaggerated." 

Don't compare journalists with bloggers, the for­
mer chief editor of socio-political website The On­
line Citizen (TOC) said. He is now a blogger and ac­
tivist. 

"l;here's a big difference between what journal­
ists write and what bloggers put out. 

"Although both journalists and bloggers do try to 
verify and fact check before they publish anything, 
the fact that most bloggers are amateurs cannot be 
ignored," he added. 

Yes, that part can be tough for bloggers, in part 
because of the lack of professional training, said 
Professor Ang Peng Hwa, director at Singapore In­
ternet Research Centre, and Dr Netzley. 

But both said bloggers must then exercise judg­
ment and think critically about the information that 
they receive before putting up a post. 

Otherwise, they risk losing credibility. And the 
experience of getting it wrong can be harsh. 

Blogger Alex Au and former TOC chief editor An­
drew Loh found out first-hand, having had to apolo­
gise or back track recently. (See report on facing 
page.) 

Yesterday, Member of Parliament for Chua Chu 
Kang GRC Zaqy Mohamed gave socio-political web­
site The Real Singapore (TRS) 24 hours to show proof 
to support a report about the Chua Chu Kang Town 
Council's management of a fall. 

If it is unable to do so, he called on the website to 
remove the post and apologise for having published 
fa lse information. 

Volunteer editor of TR Emeritus Richard Wan 
also knows the pressures on accuracy. 

He was served a letter from Mr.Lee Hsien Yang's 
lawyers about a defamatory comment on the web­
site in February last year. TR Emeritus took down 
the comment and posted a statement of regret. 

To get it right, Mr Wan said he would write in to 
the authorities for confirmation. 

He would also carry a clarification if an earlier 
post was found to contain inaccurate information, 

something that Mr Philemon said he does as well. 
"The Internet is just a conduit," Mr Wan said. 
"As long as you keep that channel open, even if 

the information turns out to be fa lse. there will be 
other netizens coming forward to clarify that false 
information. And we welcome that." 

And because he wanted to get it right, Mr Wan de­
cided to make known his identity, to "give the site a 
more respectable platform so when we write in, the 
authorities will be more willing to engage us". 

Such a "coming out" has worked. 
Said Mr Wan: "Generally, more government agen­

cies are engaging us." 
Mr Kwan, who blogged about Pulau Ubin resi­

dents' purported eviction has a similar c~ecking 
process. He started blogging in 2008. . 

He told TNP: "! decided to do some verification 
before publishing my post about the supposed evic­
tion of villagers on Pulau Ubin. 

"I also ensured there was proof that more than 
one copy· of the letter existed, thus making it less 
likely that it was a hoax." 

Referring to the N95 masks FacebooR posting, Mr 
Philemon later said in a press statement that he had 
posted the comment to get more information on the 
topic, as "the Government assurances did not tally 
with the situation on the ground". 

But for Mr Wan, it's notjust bloggers' ethics that 
keeps him up at night. 

He said: "If you post things that are inaccurate, 
people will not believe your site and the credibility 
goes down. 1 also don't want to get onto the wrong 
side Of the law." 

So will there be higher standards for bloggers 
now, whether they want it or not, after the episode 
in Parliament? 

Yes, that's because research has shown that blog­
gers tend to wield considerable peer-to-peer influ­
ence, said Dr Netzley. 

And as people become increasingly wired, the 
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search for credible information is also becoming 
more important. 

Trust factor 
Former Nominated MP Calvin Cheng's letter in 

The Straits Times yesterday warned about the dan­
ger ,of people relying on info rmation that bloggers 
put out, as they have neither the expertise nor the 
data to give advice. 

And government agencies seem to be clued in to 
ensuring accuracy directly with the bloggers . 

Mr Wan said more government agencies are re­
sponding to his enquiries since he identified him­
self as one of the TR Emeritus editors. 

Quite a change from before, when the Govern­
ment la rgely ignored online chatter. 

But netizens do play a role, said Prof Ang. 
He c ited the recent incident in which netizens 

ticked off Mr Andrew Loh for his expletive-filled Fa­
cebook tirade against President Tony Tan. 

"If we adopt the perspective of common practice 
becoming common law, the bloggers' actions areal­
ready a (way) of drawing up a code of conduct," he 
said. 

But it is a slow process. 
"At this rate, it would take us 10 years to draw up 

the Ten Command ments fo r bloggers," Prof Ang 
quipped. 

And mea nwhile, when a posting causes enough 
concern, it can end up being discussed in Parlia­
ment. 

Of his mention by the Minister, Mr Philemon 
said : "There was no necessity fo r (the Minister) to 
refer to an individual citizen in reply to the Parlia­
mentary questions, especially when I had no chance 
to defend myself on such a platform." 

He added: "It was unnecessary and sets a very 
bad precedent - now any citizen who raises a ques­
tion can be labelled a rumour-monger and be dis­
cussed in Parliament. 

'Tm very disappointed by that." 
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ISSUES: 
Minister for 
Communications 
and Information 
and Minister­
In-charge of 
Muslim Affairs 
Yaacob Ibrahim 
talked about 
socio-political 
blogger Ravi 
Philemon's Qeft) 
Facebook post in 
Par1iament 

POPULAR 
LIFESTYLE 
BLOGGERS: 

1. Xlaxue: Blogs about anything, though the 
writer is known for her endorsements of beauty 
and home products. (Real name: Wendy Cheng) 

2. Mr Brown: Blogs about Singaporean 
society in a satirical way, and also on his life, 
though he also delves in politics. (Real name Lee 
Kin Mun) 

3. Bagahollcboy: Slogs about bags. (Real 
name: Alvin Cher) 

4. leatlshootlpost: .Slogs about and reviews 
food around the island. (Real name: Dr Leslie 
Tay) 

5. Ladylronchef: Blogs about food, travel 
and lifestyle in Singapore and around the world 
(Real name: Brad Lau) 

6. Alvlnology: Blogs about the life of its 
writer, covering all lifestyle topics from food to 
travel to movies (Real name: Alvin Lim) 

7. PassportChop: Blogs about the travel­
ling experiences of its two writers. (Real names: 
Zhiqlang and Tingyi) 

8. Cheeklemonkle: Blogs about a father's 
journey In raising three children. (Real name: 
Kelvin Ang) 

9. Noob Cook: Blogs about making food, 
while also reviewing food around the island. 
(Only known as Witty Gal) ) 

10. VIva Woman: Blogs about beauty prod­
ucts, has an international audience. (Profes­
sional blogging name: Sesame Chew) 

Four bloggers 
with run-ins 
Andrew Loh biased towards the well-connect­
• One of the co-founders of po- ed in society after plastic surgeon 
litical website The Online Citi- Woffles Wu received a trafficfine. 
zen. 
• Quit in June 2011 and set up the 
socio-political website publi­
chouse.sg with several friends. 
Publichouse.sg has around 4,000 
"likes". 
• Last month, Mr Loh posted an 
expletive-filled tirade against 
President Tony Tan Keng Yam on 
Facebook, criticising the presi­
dent for a perceived lack of action 
during the haze. 

Following criticism, he apolo­
gised and said he would write a 
letter to the president. 

The president has not made 
any public comments on the 
case. 

Alex Au 
• Best kn own as a gay activist, 
Alex Au Waipan g founded the 
socio-political webs ite Yawning 
Bread in 1996. Its Facebook page 
has a round 1,700 "likes". 
• In January this year, Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong's law­
yers asked Mr Au to take down a 
series of articles deemed defama­
tory to the PM and the People's 
Action Party. 
• This was not Mr Au's fi rst brush 
with the authorities. 

Last July, he apologised to the 
courts for alleging that they were 

Kirsten Han 
• Spuddings.net author Kirsten 
Han studied in New Zealand and 
Wales. She works as a journal­
ist and fi lm-maker, among other 
professions. 

Her personal Facebook ac­
co.unt is followed by about 450 
people. 
• She misrepresented a late­
night call from Law Minister K. 
Shanmugam to lawyer Remy 
Choo on her blog in late June. 

Both men had spoken private­
ly about a potentially libellous ar­
ticle in the Australian-based The 
Global Mail. 

Following responses from Mr 
Shanmugam and Mr Choo, Ms 
Han was criticised by netizens. 
She later carried a clarification. 

Mr Brown 
• One of Singapore's most fa­
mous bloggers, Mr Brown (aka 
Lee Kin Mun), started the mr­
brown.com website in 1997. 

His official page on Facebook 
has around 6,000 "likes". 
• His column for the newspaper 
Today was shut down in 2006 af­
ter he wrote a satirical article ti­
tled: "S'poreans are fed, up with 
progress!" 
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