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Court Rules Imprisonment to be 
Manifestly Excessive for First-time 
Offenders Convicted of Illegal Remote 
Gambling  

Introduction 
 

In Lau Jian Bang v Public Prosecutor [2019] SGHC 254, the High Court substituted the two-week imprisonment 

sentence handed to the Appellant with the maximum fine of S$5,000 on each of his two charges under section 8 of 

the Remote Gambling Act ("RGA"). Crucially, the High Court found that imprisonment was an inappropriate 

punishment for first time remote-gambling offenders who are punters. This decision is significant as it sets out a 

clear sentencing framework for offenders under section 8 of the RGA, superseding all previous sentencing 

precedents (which the High Court felt were inconsistent). The High Court’s decision also explored the legislative 

intent behind criminalising remote gambling activities, and whether such intent could only be fulfilled by imposing 

custodial sentences on offenders. 

 

Brief Facts 
 

The Appellant, Lau Jian Bang was charged with two counts of gambling using an unlawful remote gambling service 

under section 8 of the RGA. He had placed bets of S$21,000 and S$18,000 on 22 October 2016 and 23 October 

2016 respectively through an illegal betting website. The Appellant also consented to two similar charges under 

section 8(1) of the RGA to be taken into consideration for the purposes of sentencing.  In total, the Appellant had 

placed S$50,000 worth of bets from 19 to 25 October 2016.  

 

The Appellant had become involved in illegal online-soccer betting since 2015. He placed bets offered by the 

website www.tbsbet.com on various European soccer matches using his mobile phone. His winnings or losses were 

settled weekly by meeting up with one Tan Song Yeow ("Tan"). On 20 September 2016, Tan was arrested by the 

police on charges of assisting in the provision of unlawful remote gambling services. The Appellant's involvement 

in illegal gambling was discovered in the course of investigations into Tan’s crimes. 

 

The Appellant pleaded guilty to the charges and was sentenced to two week’s imprisonment. The District Judge 

("DJ") held that general deterrence was the primary sentencing consideration for remote gambling offences. He 

considered that the quantum of bets was very high, such that even the maximum fine of S$5,000 for a section 8 

RGA offence was insufficient to achieve the objective of deterrence. The DJ hence imposed a sentence of two 

weeks’ imprisonment for each charge. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tbsbet.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/rajah-&-tann
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The High Court's Decision 
 

The High Court allowed the Appellant’s appeal and substituted the sentences of imprisonment with the maximum 

fine of S$5,000 for each of the two charges, finding that imprisonment was manifestly excessive. In coming to his 

decision, Justice Aedit Abdullah ("Abdullah J") concurred with the DJ that the primary objective of sentences for 

RGA offences was to serve as a deterrent against such wrongful conduct. With that in mind, Abdullah J then 

proceeded to consider various factors which were relevant in determining an appropriate sentence for such 

offences. 

 

Abdullah J first examined the legislative objective of the RGA. He noted that during the Parliamentary debates on 

the Remote Gambling Bill ("RGB"), the key focus of the RGB was to target those that are involved in organising 

and profiting from unlawful remote gambling services, and less so on individual punters. Abdullah J observed that 

this was consistent with Parliament’s focus in respect of unlawful terrestrial gambling. Given the reduced focus 

placed on individual punters, Abdullah J felt that such deterrence could be achieved through a substantial fine, 

rather than a custodial sentence. 

 

Abdullah J also considered the harm arising from offences under section 8 of the RGA, and whether such harm 

could lead to the inference that imprisonment should be a matter of course for first-time offenders. He was of the 

view that the quantum of bets placed illegally was not a good proxy for the harm caused, especially since similar 

amounts of bets could have been placed through a legally exempt operator such as Singapore Pools. While exempt 

operators had stringent safeguards in place to curb problem gambling, the absence of such safeguards in unlawful 

remote gambling services did not mean that heavier sentences should be imposed. Similarly, while Abdullah J 

recognised that remote gambling activities often involve international criminal syndicates, he was not convinced 

that the mere fact that an organised criminal enterprise could be behind an unlawful remote gambling service was 

sufficient to justify imposing on a punter heavier punishment in the form of imprisonment. Finally, the Prosecution 

had also contended that gamblers who use illegal remote gambling services generate demand for such services, 

and as such should bear some degree of culpability. Abdullah J felt that no authoritative source had been provided 

in support of this contention, and that the wording of section 8 of the RGA itself did not evidence an intention of 

Parliament for such a consideration to be applied for sentencing. 

 

Abdullah J then noted that Mr S Iswaran, the then Second Minister for Home Affairs, had stated in Parliament that 

the stipulated penalties for a section 8 offence was consistent with the current laws on terrestrial gambling. This 

suggested that sentencing precedents for terrestrial gambling offences would be relevant in determining the 

appropriate sanction for a RGA section 8 offence. The general tenor of sentencing precedents for terrestrial 

gambling offences is that a fine is imposed on first-time offenders, and that custodial sentences are imposed only 

on the most recalcitrant of offenders when it is clear that they are not deterred by fines. Abdullah J concluded that 

Parliament would have intended a similar approach to apply to unlawful remote gambling offences as well. 

 

Having considered the foregoing, Abdullah J adopted a sentencing framework where the starting point for first-time 

offenders of a RGA section 8 offence was a fine of S$1,000, which could be adjusted in order to ensure that general 

deterrence is achieved. He felt that this approach was appropriate as all unlawful remote gambling offences 

inevitably manifested themselves in a particular way, with a limited range of sentencing considerations, unlike other 

offences which could manifest themselves in a great variety of ways and where the range of sentencing 

considerations were wide. 

 

While he agreed with the DJ's view that the quantum of the fine should be pegged to the sums bet, he did not agree 

that a custodial sentence should be imposed where the sums bet exceeded the maximum fine. Citing the view of 
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then Chief Justice Yong Pung How in a 1998 case, Abdullah J held that this was a matter for Parliament to address, 

whether by raising the maximum fine or allowing for fines to be imposed with other orders, such as instruction and 

education on responsible gambling.  

 

Beyond the quantum of bets, Abdullah J held that other factors to be considered in the calibration of the fine could 

include any attempts to conceal the illegal bets, the accused person's remorse or lack thereof, and the accused 

person’s cooperation with investigations.  

 

Applying this sentencing framework to the case, Abdullah J found that the amounts wagered by the Appellant were 

significant, totalling S$21,000 and S$18,000 on the proceeded charges, and therefore increased the starting point 

of a S$1,000 fine to the maximum fine of S$5,000 to reflect the seriousness of the Appellant's offending conduct. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The High Court's decision is a welcome one as it introduces much-needed clarity in respect of sentencing for RGA 

section 8 offences. At the same time, it also reinforces the point that the primary target of the RGA are those 

involved in the provision and administration of unlawful remote gambling services (i.e. operators and their 

agents/runners). Service providers intending to undertake activities or provide services connected to remote 

gambling should therefore ensure that their activities will not be classified as providing or assisting in the provision 

of an unlawful remote gambling service. 

 

For further queries, please feel free to contact our team below. 
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Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is one of the largest full-service law firms in Singapore, providing high quality advice to an impressive list of clients.  
We place strong emphasis on promptness, accessibility and reliability in dealing with clients. At the same time, the firm strives towards a practical 
yet creative approach in dealing with business and commercial problems. As the Singapore member firm of the Lex Mundi Network, we are able to 
offer access to excellent legal expertise in more than 100 countries.  
 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is part of Rajah & Tann Asia, a network of local law firms in Singapore, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. Our Asian network also includes regional desks focused on Japan and South Asia.    
 
The contents of this Update are owned by Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP and subject to copyright protection under the laws of Singapore and, through 
international treaties, other countries. No part of this Update may be reproduced, licensed, sold, published, transmitted, modified, adapted, publicly 
displayed, broadcast (including storage in any medium by electronic means whether or not transiently for any purpose save as permitted herein) 
without the prior written permission of Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP. 
 
Please note also that whilst the information in this Update is correct to the best of our knowledge and belief at the time of writing, it is only intended 
to provide a general guide to the subject matter and should not be treated as a substitute for specific professional advice for any particular course 
of action as such information may not suit your specific business and operational requirements. It is to your advantage to seek legal advice for your 
specific situation. In this regard, you may call the lawyer you normally deal with in Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP or e-mail Knowledge & Risk 
Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com. 

 


