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Covid-19 and its sub se quent “in fo demic” of false or mis lead ing in for ma tion has im pacted ac cess to 
ac cu rate public health in for ma tion in South east Asia. A suite of ex ist ing leg is la tion and re cent 
emergency mea sures have been used by gov ern ments to si lence their crit ics rather than re press the 
in fo demic and have served to block ac cu rate pan demic in for ma tion. Com pound ing mat ters is the 
weak ad her ence to Sus tain able De vel op ment Goals (SDGs), in di ca tors that aim at fos ter ing more 
open so ci eties through greater ac cess to in for ma tion on line.
An infodemic is de�ned by the WHO as “too much information including false or misleading 
information in digital and physical environments during a disease outbreak”.
Within South east Asia, gov ern ments re sponded to this phe nom e non by us ing “fake news” clauses 
in var i ous le gal pro vi sions to de liver heavy col lat eral dam age on free dom of ex pres sion. The laws 
allow for in cum bent par ties to censor and crim i nalise dis cus sion that con tra dicts the state-
sponsored nar ra tive, se verely re gress ing the over all ac cess to ac cu rate public health in for ma tion in 
the re gion.
Ac cord ing to in cum bent gov ern ments in the re gion, the in fo demic is pushed en tirely by the gen eral 
pop u la tion. This premise ex cludes gov ern ments op por tu nity for their own ac count abil ity when 
draft ing new leg is la tion, in stark con trast to re al ity, where a large amount of false or mis lead ing in 
for ma tion in re gards to the pan demic is pro mul gated by the gov ern ments them selves.
A re view of ex am ples from fact-check ing ini tia tives and in sti tu tions, shows there are four pri mary 
cat e gories of in fo demic, each with their own pre dom i nant in sti ga tors.
The �rst type of infodemic to manifest itself came in the form of conspiracy theories on the origin 
of the virus. Unsubstantiated hypotheses emerged, such as that the virus was bio-engineered in a 
Wuhan Laboratory or that it originated from the US, and was created in exchange for material 
bene�ts, or to distract citizens from other political issues.
Information regarding Covid-19 infections and deaths is the second and most salient type of 
infodemic. It involves speculation of possible uncon�rmed, or under reported clusters, cases or 
death resulting from the virus, as well as what type of person is more likely to be a virus carrier.
In a more nefarious way however, national and local governments and local authorities have 
consistently under reported the presence of Covid-19 in their country or local area, in e�orts to 
save face and prevent backlash from the general population. This aspect is particularly prominent 
in the more author i tar ian South east Asian states of Cam bo dia, Laos, Thai land and Viet nam.
The third pri mary in fo demic type, con sists of un scrupu lous busi nesses and sell ers push ing 
unproven pre ven ta tive mea sures, or cures for the virus. Most of the claims con cern the use of lo cal 
herbs, tra di tional medicines, or even re li gious or mag i cal rit u als.
The fourth infodemic type involves vaccine e�cacy. False information over reactions to di�erent 
types of vaccines or their long-term e�ects. This also includes false reports of
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vaccine provisions by hospitals and other agencies. The main agitators consist of anti-
vaccine or vaccine hesitant citizens, and national governments.
Given its multiple facets, the infodemic also includes national governments as sources of
misinformation. Ignoring this crucial fact, Southeast Asian governments have sought to
define the infodemic as purely citizen-induced, in order to provide justification to enact
repressive legislation that suppresses online debate and discussion about the pandemic.
Hence, governments must also be held accountable for any inaccurate public health infor-
mation.
Meanwhile, governments are using Covid-19 and its infodemic to crack down upon online
dissent. Provisions to penalise “misinformation”, via various laws and decrees, have been
used against government critics under the pretext of combating the infodemic. Moreover,
some have sought to brand as “dangerous malformation” the media’s reporting on gov-
ernments’ own statistics of daily infections!
Access to accurate information is important to maintain democratic checks and balances
on public health policy implementation to overcome the virus and its resultant infodemic.
To best counter the Covid-19 infodemic, governments should aim to foster a transparent
information environment conducive to combating the virus, where government officials,
media and citizens alike may be held accountable. This should not be too onerous given
that they have enthusiastically endorsed the SDGs — 9 and 16 in particular — thus agree-
ing to uphold free expression, foster more inclusive societies and provide greater access to
the internet.
The general population must have easy access to transparent and reliable information
sources, facilitating peoples’ abilities to make well informed decisions.
Dr James Gomez and Dr Robin Ramcharan are directors of Asia Centre, a Bangkokbased
non-profit organisation society involved in democracy, elections and human rights issues.
This commentary is based on Asia Centre’s latest report, ‘Infodemic’ and SDGs: Internet
Freedoms in Southeast Asia.




