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Introduction

The rapid proliferation of AI in health offers benefits, including accelerated drug development, predictive diagnostics and disease surveillance. However, utilisation of AI also risks bias, unequal access and concerted power.[footnoteRef:1] Private corporations, with vast data and advanced technological capabilities, drive AI innovation and highly influence the development of AI.[footnoteRef:2] Private corporations often self-govern, introducing ethical principles that may forestall regulation instead of adapting to oversight.[footnoteRef:3] With private corporations’ dominance, the risks that AI governance gets captured – that rules are made in line with private corporations’ profit-driven interest rather than in public interest – cannot be overlooked.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  WHO. (2021). Ethics and Governance of Artificial Intelligence for Health: WHO guidance. ]  [2:  WHO. (2024). Ethics and governance of artificial intelligence for Health: Guidance on Large Multi-Modal Models.]  [3:  Metcalf J, Moss E, and Boyd D. (2019) ‘Owning ethics: Corporate logics, Silicon Valley, and the Institutionalization of Ethics’, Social Research: An International Quarterly, 86(2), pp. 449–476. doi:10.1353/sor.2019.0022. ]  [4:  Supra, n.2; Berman, A. (2021). ‘Between Participation and Capture in International Rule-making: The WHO Framework of Engagement with Non-State Actors’, European Journal of International Law, 32(1), pp. 227–254. doi:10.1093/ejil/chab014.] 


To strike a balance between innovation and protecting the public in pursuit of equitable health, a robust and inclusive AI governance regulatory framework involving civil society is thus critical.[footnoteRef:5] Civil society,[footnoteRef:6] typically free from concerns that are primarily of a commercial nature and operate independently of governments,[footnoteRef:7] can represent diverse interests of vulnerable groups and provide independent oversight to AI governance. Without meaningful civil society participation, AI development could exacerbate existing inequalities such as the digital divide, bias and power disparities between AI providers and users.[footnoteRef:8] However, civil society’s participation is not without its challenges. [5:  World Economic Forum. (2024). ‘Governance in the Age of Generative AI: A 360O Approach for Resilient Policy and Regulation’, White Paper.]  [6:  The term civil society in this paper is used in a broad sense that follows the usage of non-governmental organisations under the WHO Framework of Engagement with Non-State Actors, comprising of non-governmental and not-for-profit actors, including but not limited to grassroots community organisations, civil society groups, faith-based organisations, social movements, patient groups and citizens.]  [7:  World Health Assembly. (2016). Framework of Engagement with Non-State Actors (FENSA), Sixty-Ninth World Health Assembly. ]  [8:  Supra, n.1.] 


This paper uses Singapore and Indonesia as case studies to explore civil society participation in AI governance within the health context. These two countries are selected given their diverse population, contrasting socio-economic conditions, delicate political environments and differing technological capacities in the region. This paper thus explores (i) civil society’s participation under the regulatory framework, (ii) critical roles of civil society and (iii) challenges hindering meaningful participation of civil society in AI governance in health within Singapore and Indonesia context.

Civil Society Participation in AI Governance in Health: Singapore and Indonesia Regulatory Framework

Despite guidelines and recommendations from international and regional agencies,[footnoteRef:9] Southeast Asian countries, with Singapore as an exception, generally trail in AI health regulation at the national level. According to Government AI Readiness Index 2024,[footnoteRef:10] Singapore ranked 2nd while Indonesia placed 38th.[footnoteRef:11] Singapore and Indonesia appear to prioritise AI innovation, although both attempt to balance and mitigate harmful risks to the public.[footnoteRef:12] While other general regulatory framework to mitigate risks associated with AI are available (e.g. personal data protection and electronic information, systems and transactions), this paper focuses on the specific AI regulatory framework within Singapore and Indonesia. [9:  Supra, n.1; UNESCO. (2021). Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, France: UNESCO; ASEAN. (2024). ASEAN Guide on AI Governance and Ethics, ASEAN.; Anderson, B. and E. Sutherland (2024), ‘Collective action for responsible AI in health’, OECD Artificial Intelligence Papers, No. 10, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/f2050177-en.]  [10:  The Index seeks to illustrate governments' readiness to implement AI in the delivery of public services to their citizens. It comprises a framework which considers three pillars: government, technology sector, and data and infrastructure. ]  [11:  Oxford Insights. (2024). Gov AI Readiness Index. Available at: https://oxfordinsights.com/ai-readiness/ai-readiness-index/  (Accessed: 01 January 2025). ]  [12:  AISG. (2024). AI Governance Roundtable #1: Responsibility for AI, Singapore; Dharmaraj, S. (2024). Fostering AI Innovation: Indonesia’s regulatory approach, OpenGov Asia.
] 


Singapore AI regulatory framework

There are no specific laws or regulations in Singapore that directly govern AI. However, the Singapore government adopted its National AI Strategy (NAIS) in 2019, as updated in 2023 – the NAIS 2.0. Singapore also released the 2019 and 2020 Model AI Governance Framework, complemented with the 2024 Model AI Governance Framework for Generative AI, expanding governance from only Traditional AI. Additionally, the Implementation and Self-Assessment Guide for Organisations (ISAGO) along with the Compendium of Use Cases allow organisations to assess the alignment of their AI governance with the Model AI Governance Framework. Singapore also launched AI Verify, an AI governance testing framework and toolkit designed to help organisations validate their AI system performance against AI ethics principles through standardized tests.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  AI Verify Foundation. (2024). What is AI Verify. Available at: https://aiverifyfoundation.sg/what-is-ai-verify/  (Accessed: 01 January 2025).] 


Singapore appears to be taking a sectoral approach towards AI governance and the relevant regulatory agencies (i.e. financial services, info-communications and media and health sector) have so far only adopted soft-law approaches, preferring to issue non-binding guidelines and recommendations.[footnoteRef:14] Within the health sector, the AI in Healthcare Guidelines was issued in 2021 in addition to the Health Sciences Authority Regulatory Guidelines for Software as Medical Devices.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Jones, J. and Chng, D.G. (2024). Global AI governance law and policy: Singapore, IAPP. ]  [15:  Health Sciences Authority (HSA). (2022). Regulatory Guidelines for Software Medical Devices – A Lifecycle Approach.; HSA. (2022). Regulatory Guidelines for Software Medical Devices – A Lifecycle Approach Revisions 2.0. ] 


Indonesia AI regulatory framework

Indonesia has yet to issue any hard law which specifically governs AI (despite one in the formulation process). Indonesia has adopted its 2020-2045 National Strategy for AI followed by a non-binding Circular Letter of the Ministry of Communication and Informatics No. 9 of 2023 on Ethics of AI as guidance for businesses to develop internal policies and implement programming based on AI business activity. This remains the only guiding principle for the use of AI in Indonesia. 

Within the health sector, the Indonesian Ministry of Health (MOH) has issued a regulatory sandbox to facilitate the rapid development of health technology.[footnoteRef:16] The MOH determined eight clusters considered as innovations under the regulatory sandbox, with telehealth, pharmaceutical and medical devices services and health online marketplace as priorities – AI is considered as part of the ‘potential’ cluster, but is yet considered as a priority therein.  [16:  MOH. (2023). Decree No. HK.01.07/MENKES/1280/2023 of 2023 on Development of Health Digital Innovation Ecosystem through Regulatory Sandbox.] 


[bookmark: _Civil_society_participation]Civil society participation under the Singapore and Indonesia AI regulatory framework

Singapore and Indonesia recognize the need for continuous collaboration and open dialogue with diverse stakeholders in their AI governance regulatory framework. The Model AI Governance Framework contains a section on stakeholder interaction and communication to have customer feedback channels. The ISAGO recommends consulting the community or end users at the earliest stages of development to ensure transparency. The Indonesian MOH regulatory sandbox prescribes ‘participatory monitoring’ of the regulatory sandbox implementation, which may involve receiving complaints from the public. However, none of these documents explicitly detail civil society’s role or participation mechanism under the Singapore and Indonesia AI governance regulatory framework. 

Critical Role of Civil Society in AI Governance in Health

With AI governance regulatory framework nascent in Singapore and Indonesia, governments alone cannot ensure the responsible development of AI by private corporations. Greater multi-stakeholder participation with a whole-of-society approach, including civil society, is crucial.[footnoteRef:17] Civil society can help ensure inclusivity and equity as well as transparency and accountability. [17:  World Economic Forum. (2024). ‘Governance in the Age of Generative AI: A 360O Approach for Resilient Policy and Regulation’, White Paper.] 


Advocates for inclusivity and equity

Bias, lack of inclusivity and information asymmetry are among the harmful risks of AI.[footnoteRef:18] Such inequalities are further exacerbated by the digital divide, leaving vulnerable groups to be further marginalized. With vulnerable groups’ lack of ability to participate in developing AI, civil society plays a key role in representing the voices of vulnerable groups with lived experiences.[footnoteRef:19] For example, civil societies in Singapore support youth, seniors and people with disabilities on using technologies with specialised software and equipment.[footnoteRef:20]  Whereas, civil societies in Indonesia promote gender equality through online sexual and reproductive health advocacy and improving women’s digital literacy, especially in rural areas.[footnoteRef:21] Civil society’s roles bridge the digital divide for vulnerable groups, enhance the diversity of interests represented and provide societal considerations – critical for inclusivity and equity within AI governance in health.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Supra, n.1.]  [19:  Supra, n.17.]  [20:  Infocomm Media Development Authority (n.d.) Digital for Life Fund Projects (Non-profit organisations). Available at: https://www.digitalforlife.gov.sg/about/our-projects/dfl-funded-projects (Accessed: 01 January 2025). ]  [21:  Bahagijo, S. et al. (2022). ‘Closing the Digital Gender Gap in Indonesia Through the Roles and Initiatives of Civil Society Organisations’., Jurnal Ilmu Sosial, 21(1), pp. 14-38.]  [22:  Lee, K. (2010). ‘Civil Society Organizations and the Functions of Global Health Governance: What Role within Intergovernmental organizations?’, Global Health Governance, 3(2).] 


Ensuring transparency and accountability 

With competing interests in the development of AI, civil society offers independent oversight. Civil society demands transparency and holds governments and corporations accountable for their AI development.[footnoteRef:23] In Singapore[footnoteRef:24] and Indonesia,[footnoteRef:25] civil societies collaborate with governments to ensure that rights-based approaches are considered and monitor the implementation of ethical principles in AI governance. This can also include evaluating the sufficiency of AI information disclosure and how AI affects vulnerable groups – accounting for transparency and accountability within AI governance in health.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Supra, n.17.]  [24:  AWARE. (n.d.). Working with Civil Society and Politicians. Available at: https://www.aware.org.sg/about/working-with-civil-society-and-politicians/ (Accessed: 01 January 2025).]  [25:  EngageMedia. (2024). EngageMedia, CSOs hold capacity-building sessions for AI governance in Indonesia. Available at: https://engagemedia.org/2024/ai-governance-indonesia-training/ (Accessed: 01 January 2025).]  [26:  Supra, n.2.] 


Challenges for Civil Society’s Meaningful Participation within AI Governance in Health

Despite civil society’s critical roles in AI governance in health, civil society faces challenges to meaningfully participate, including but not limited to resource constraints, power imbalance and lack of formal participation mechanism.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Ki, M. Long, Y., Burga, G.P., Sadilova, A. (2024). ‘Project 14: Beyond Code – The Battle for Influence in AI’s Global Rulebook’, Geneva Graduate Institute, Geneva.] 


Resource constraints

Civil society often lacks financial and technical resources. On funding, civil societies struggle with a lack of steady financial resources. Numerous Singaporean civil societies are partly funded by the government while also having to raise funds from the public.[footnoteRef:28] Whereas, the majority of Indonesian civil societies are dependent on foreign donors, though significantly decreasing over the years.[footnoteRef:29] With limited funding, civil society often does not have the budget to attend in-person meetings, where negotiations and relationships with policymakers are typically also developed.[footnoteRef:30]   [28:  Civil Service College Singapore. (2011). Opinion: Singapore’s non-profit sector: What should its role be?. Available at: https://knowledge.csc.gov.sg/ethos-issue-10/opinion-singapores-non-profit-sector-what-should-its-role-be/ (Accessed: 01 January 2025).]  [29:  USAID. (2018). Assessment Report: Civil Society Organisations in Indonesia, USAID.]  [30:  Senit, C-A. (2020). ‘Leaving no one behind? The influence of civil society participation on the Sustainable Development Goals’, Politics and Space, 38(4), pp. 693-712. ] 


AI technical capabilities and knowledge are unevenly distributed – “AI talent” is expensive, further adding to the challenge and impeding civil society’s contribution in decision-making.[footnoteRef:31] While civil society can obtain knowledge from academia or partnership, these are typically ad hoc and may entail dependency.[footnoteRef:32] This is evident in Indonesia and Singapore, where civil societies must partner with law practitioners through workshops and consult with AI experts at roundtable discussions to enhance their understanding of the AI governance regulatory framework.[footnoteRef:33]  [31:  EngageMedia. (2021). Governance of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in Southeast Asia, EngageMedia. ]  [32:  Supra, n.27.]  [33:  Supra, n.25; Infocomm Media Development Authority. (2024). Singapre launches Project Moonshot – a generative Artificial Intelligence testing toolkit to address LLM safety and security challenges. Available at: https://www.imda.gov.sg/resources/press-releases-factsheets-and-speeches/press-releases/2024/sg-launches-project-moonshot (Accessed: 01 January 2025). ] 


Power imbalance

The imbalance in governance is deeply rooted in historical power dynamics; civil society holds significantly less power than the government and private corporations.[footnoteRef:34] For context, Singapore and Indonesia have civic spaces that are ‘repressed’ and ‘obstructed’, respectively.[footnoteRef:35] In Singapore, civil society’s participation remains underdeveloped – civil society is regarded as an actor cooperating with the state rather than a co-decision maker or partner formulating policy.[footnoteRef:36] Meanwhile, civil society’s participation in policy processes in Indonesia is increasing whilst remaining tokenistic. Some civil society with foreign donor funding has a more significant role in agenda setting and policy analysis.[footnoteRef:37] However, Indonesian civil society’s role is generally restricted to being consulted ad hoc without clarity on how civil society’s inputs are considered and/or incorporated into the decision-making, if at all.[footnoteRef:38] [34:  Estey, J. (2024). ‘AI and the Global South: Exploring the Role of Civil Society in AI Decision-Making’, CARE International. ]  [35:  There are five levels to Civicus Monitor’s classification on civic spaces globally; open, narrowed, obstructed, repressed and closed, in the order from the most open to the least; Civicus. (2024). Monitor Tracking Civic Space – Singapore. Available at: https://monitor.civicus.org/country/singapore/ (Accessed: 01 January 2025); Civicus. (2024). Monitor Tracking Civic Space – Indonesia. Available at: https://monitor.civicus.org/country/indonesia/ (Accessed: 01 January 2025).]  [36:  Asthana, S., et al. (2024). ‘Singapore’s COVID-19 crisis decision-making through centralisation, legitimacy, and agility: an empirical analysis.’, The Lancet Regional Health – Western Pacific, 49; Wong, W.and Wu, A. M. (2021). ‘State or Civil Society – What Matters in Fighting COVID-19? A Comparative Analysis of Hongkong and Singapore’, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and Practice, pp. 609-626, doi: 10.1080/13876988.2021.1978819.]  [37:  Knowledge Sector Initiative. (2018). Understanding Policymaking in Indonesia: in Search of a Policy Cycle, Working Paper 26. ]  [38:  Intania, C. C. (2024). Tingkat Partisipasi Masyarakat Dalam Pembentukan Undang-Undang, The Indonesian Institute Center for Public Policy Research. ] 


The power imbalance is also apparent when civil society is juxtaposed with private corporations having substantial funding, technical expertise and big data. While civil society offers social expertise, it is often valued less than private corporations’ technical know-how.[footnoteRef:39] Unfortunately, when there is a significant power imbalance, those with greater control over access to valued resources (i.e. private corporations) will set the rules of the game.[footnoteRef:40] Therefore, the shrinking civic space and civil society’s lack of resources render them traditionally excluded from or considered marginalised stakeholders within the decision-making process.[footnoteRef:41] [39:  Supra, n.27. ]  [40:  O’Neil, R. (2023). Power and accountability in civil society. Available at: https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/social-innovation-philanthropy/power-and-accountability-civil (Accessed: 01 January 2025). ]  [41:  Büthe, T. et al. (2021). ‘The Participation of Marginalized Stakeholders in Global Governance’, Rethinking Stakeholder Participation in Global Governance: Challenges and Reforms in Financial and Health Institutions, Oxford University Press. ] 


Lack of formal participation mechanism

Democratic processes in AI governance, particularly procedural aspects of civil society participation, are often overlooked.[footnoteRef:42] Such is evident in the current AI governance regulatory framework in Singapore and Indonesia as elaborated above – governments focus on appropriate ethical approaches, but the inclusivity of decision-making processes in the AI governance regulatory framework is underdeveloped. The lack of formal participation mechanisms for civil society under the Singapore and Indonesian AI regulatory framework further exacerbates the power imbalance within the decision-making process. Absent clarity on the status, rights and procedures of civil society participation in AI decision-making renders meaningful participation unguaranteed and less accessible to civil society.  [42:  Supra, n.27.] 


Recommendations

To empower civil society’s meaningful participation in AI governance in health, this paper proposes the following to governments as policymakers in response to the above challenges:

1. Co-production of AI governance policies: Governments shall not make AI policies for the society, but with the society. Governments shall ensure that civil society’s participation is continuous throughout the life cycle of AI governance, beyond mere consultation on drafting a text. Developing AI governance policy in a participatory manner takes time, but co-production accelerates implementation and ensures AI governance is representative and appropriate for the local context.[footnoteRef:43] 	 [43:  Kjellén, M. and Wong, C. (2023). ‘Governance: A ‘whole-of-society’ approach’, The United Nations World Water Development Report 2023, pp.173-182.] 

2. Formal participatory mechanism: Governments shall incorporate concrete and formal methods for civil society participation to remove ambiguity and prevent tokenistic engagement within its AI regulatory framework. Governments shall clearly prescribe (i) civil society’s status and roles, (ii) continuous consultation process and procedures and (iii) transparent feedback loop on how civil society’s voices are being duly heard and considered.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Supra, n.27.] 


3. Enhanced support: Given civil society’s lack of financial and technical resources, governments shall provide additional support to civil society as marginalized stakeholders, including structured funding support and capacity-building activities (e.g. funding civil society-led projects related to AI in health, workshops enhancing digital literacy and understanding on AI regulatory framework).[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  Supra, n.34.] 


Limitations

Literature on civil society’s participation in AI governance for health in Singapore and Indonesia is limited and narrow in scope. Nonetheless, this paper identifies gaps in inclusive AI governance and highlights the need for further research to obtain civil society perspectives. Such research would foster the co-production of evidence-based and context-appropriate policies in Singapore, Indonesia, and the wider Southeast Asia region.

Conclusion

AI governance in health, highly influenced by private corporations, risks regulatory capture. Governments alone cannot ensure responsible and inclusive AI development. Therefore, a whole-of-society approach, actively involving civil society, is crucial. In Singapore and Indonesia, civil society's participation in AI governance is underdeveloped and remains challenging. Governments must proactively address these barriers by establishing formal mechanisms and providing support within AI governance regulatory framework to empower meaningful civil society participation in pursuit of equitable health.
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