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Multimodal Transport Bill: Standardising 
Framework for Multimodal Transport 
Operators throughout ASEAN 

Introduction  
 

On 5 January 2021, the Multimodal Transport Bill ("Bill") was passed by the Parliament of Singapore. 

The Bill facilitates Singapore's anticipated ratification of the ASEAN Framework Agreement on 

Multimodal Transport ("Agreement"), which should take place later this year. 

 

By way of background, the Agreement was signed by Singapore on 17 November 2005, and will provide 

a single, unified framework for the multimodal transport of goods within the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations ("ASEAN") once it has been ratified by all ASEAN member countries. This will facilitate 

market access for Singapore logistics operators to operate in other ASEAN member countries under a 

set of regionally aligned standards. 
 

The Bill will apply to the carriage of goods via more than one transport mode, whether through air, land 

or sea. These goods are carried by a multimodal transport operator registered with the Competent 

National Body ("CNB") established in each ASEAN member state, under a single multimodal transport 

contract ("MT contract") where the origin or destination of the goods is in an ASEAN member country.  
  
The Bill, which will come into effect on a date yet to be specified, covers five key areas: 
  

1. Registration with the Singapore CNB; 

2. Issuance of multimodal transport documents ("MTDs"); 

3. Liabilities of multimodal transport operators ("MTOs"); 

4. Duties and liabilities of consignors; and 
5. Miscellaneous matters. 

 

In this Update, we set out the overarching framework of the Bill and examine its implications in the 

sectors of shipping and trade. 

 

Overarching Framework 
 

In essence, the Bill creates a framework whereby: 

 

1. Under Part 2 of the Bill, to be an MTO, a transport operator must be registered with the 

Singapore CNB (or the CNB of other ASEAN member countries). Among other requirements 
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for registration, MTOs must have acceptable insurance and maintain the prescribed minimum 

assets. 

 

2. When goods are taken in charge by an MTO pursuant to an MT contract, the MTO must issue 

an MTD to the consignor of the goods, per Part 3 of the Bill. The MTD will be prima facie 

evidence that the MTO has taken in charge the described goods. 

 
3. The MTO's liabilities will be determined in accordance with Part 4 of the Bill, subject to any 

stipulations in the MTD. The Bill includes limits on liability under certain circumstances. 

 
4. The consignor's duties and liabilities are set out in Part 5 of the Bill, primarily relating to the 

accuracy of particulars and especially with regard to any dangerous goods. 

 
5. Part 6 of the Bill provides for other miscellaneous matters, including the time bar for instituting 

proceedings. 

 
Parts 3 to 6 (i.e. points 2 to 5 above) will apply to any civil claim founded in contract or tort that relates 

to the carriage of goods that is the subject of an MT contract if either the taking in charge or delivery of 

the goods is located in Singapore or an ASEAN member state. This also includes claims against the 

MTO, its servant or agent, or any other person whose services the MTO has used to perform the MT 

Contract. 

 

Registration with the Singapore Competent National Body 
 

The Land Transport Authority ("LTA") will be the Singapore CNB, as stated in the Second Reading 

Speech by the Senior Minister of State for Transport Mr Chee Hong Tat. 

 

LTA will maintain the registry of MTOs and handle the issuance, renewal, and cancellation of registration 

certificates. The registration certificate is valid for one year, can be renewed, and, as mentioned above, 

is subject to requirements such as insurance and maintenance of prescribed minimum assets. If the 

renewal application is not submitted at least 3 months before expiry of the existing certificate, it will be 

treated as a new application. Appeals against LTA's decisions may be made within 14 days to the 

Minister, whose decision will be final. 

 

Issuance of Multimodal Transport Documents ("MTDs") 
 

The MTD is defined as a document which evidences: 

 

1. an MT contract for the international multimodal transport of any goods; 

2. the taking in charge of the goods by the MTO; and 

3. an undertaking by the MTO to deliver the goods in accordance with the terms of the MT contract. 
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Although an MTD must contain prescribed particulars, the absence of such particulars will not prevent 

it from being an MTD as long as it fulfils the above statutory definition. However, where a stipulation in 

the MTD that relates to goods is inconsistent with the Bill and is prejudicial to either the consignor or 

consignee (defined as the party entitled to receive the goods from the MTO under the MT contract) – 

but not the MTO – such a stipulation will be void under section 28. 
 

When an MTO takes in charge goods in Singapore, it must issue an MTD to the consignor of the goods. 

The MTD serves as prima facie evidence that the MTO has taken in charge the described goods (unless 

otherwise indicated in the MTD). If however the MTD was transmitted electronically to the consignor, 

proof that the MTO had not taken the goods in charge is not admissible if the consignor had (a) 

acknowledged receipt of the MTD; and (b) relied and acted on the MTD in good faith. 

 

The MTD also vests the consignee with all rights of action and subjects it to all liabilities in respect of 

those goods as if the consignee were themselves a party to the MT contract. However, such rights and 

liabilities are subject to the stipulations in the MTD and the provisions of the Bill, specifically that the 

consignor's liabilities set out in Part 5 (largely relating to the provision of particulars of the goods, and 

especially for dangerous goods) do not apply to the consignee.  
 

In relation to the broader and more cohesive regional framework contemplated by the Agreement, the 

significance of the MTD lies in the future recognition by all ASEAN member countries that it certifies that 

the MTO has taken charge of the goods and will deliver them in accordance with the MT contract. 
 

Liabilities of MTOs 
 

Currently, the liabilities of parties are determined based on their contract terms, common law, or other 

legislation. Part 4 of the Bill will establish a legal framework on liability and implement minimum 

standards for the liability regime. Key features include the: 

 

1. liability period. This begins when the goods are taken in charge by the MTO, and ends upon 

delivery of the goods.  

 

2. liability for loss resulting from the loss or damage of the goods. The MTO will not be liable 

if it took all reasonable measures to avoid the occurrence that resulted in the loss or damage, 

or if the occurrence was the result of force majeure, any act or neglect of the consignor or 

consignee, or a defect in the goods, among others. Nor will it be liable for losses resulting from 

delay unless the consignor has made a declaration of interest in timely delivery, which it 

accepted. It should be noted that goods may be treated as lost (in the absence of evidence to 

the contrary) within 90 consecutive days after the delivery date. 

 

3. liability where the goods are carried by sea or inland waterways. The MTO will not be liable 

for: 
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a. any act, neglect, or default of the carrier of the goods in the navigation or management 

of the ship; 

b. any fire unless caused by the actual fault or privity of the carrier; or 

c. loss or damage resulting from the unseaworthiness of the ship, if the MTO proves that 

due diligence had been exercised to make the ship seaworthy when the voyage 

commenced. 

 

4. valuation of goods for purposes of compensation. 

 

5. limits on the liability of the MTO. This includes separate limits for where the goods were 

transported by sea, or for losses other than loss of or damage to goods (such as loss resulting 

from delay or consequential loss). 

 
a. The aggregate liability of an MTO is also capped at the limits of liability for the total loss 

of the goods calculated in accordance with the Bill. 

 

b. The MTO (or its servant or agent, as the case may be) will not have the benefit of these 

limits under some circumstances, such as: 

 
i. where a mandatory law would have specified another limit had a separate 

contract of carriage been made for the particular stage of transport in which the 

loss or damage occurred; or 

 

ii. where the loss resulted from the personal act or omission of the MTO (or its 

servant or agent). 

 

Duties and Liabilities of Consignors 
 

A consignor's responsibilities principally relate to the provision of accurate particulars of the goods, 

especially for dangerous goods. A failure to do so will (a) render the consignor liable to the MTO for any 

losses incurred in relation to dangerous goods unless the MTO had knowledge of their character; and 

(b) require the consignor to indemnify the MTO against any loss resulting from such inadequacy or 

accuracy of the particulars provided. 

 

Miscellaneous Matters 
 

The key provisions of Part 6 of the Bill cover the following: 

 

1. Loss or damage of goods: the consignee must provide written notice of loss or damage to the 

MTO when the goods are handed over. If the loss or damage is not apparent, the notice must 

be given within six consecutive days. 
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2. Time bar: Any action is time barred unless the proceedings are instituted within nine months 

after (a) the delivery of the goods; (b) the date on which the goods should have been delivered; 

or (c) the goods may be treated as lost. 

 
3. Arbitration: The dispute may be referred to arbitration if, in essence, it has a connection with 

Singapore per the exhaustive list set out in section 27 of the Bill. This includes where Singapore 

is the principal place of business of the respondent, or is where the goods were taken in charge 

or delivered, or was designated as the place for arbitration. 

 

Concluding Words 
 

Following the signing of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership ("RCEP") Agreement – the 

world's largest free trade agreement to date – by all 10 ASEAN member countries, the new legal 

framework set out in the Bill to streamline the international multimodal transport of goods within ASEAN 

is particularly welcome. In fact, the Agreement that the Bill has implemented is one out of three 

framework agreements to create a harmonised transport system between ASEAN member countries, 

the other two being (a) the 1998 ASEAN Framework Agreement on the Facilitation of Goods in Transit; 

and (b) the 2005 ASEAN Framework Agreement on the Facilitation of Inter-State Transport. 

 

Given the new responsibilities and liabilities involved, we urge all multimodal transport operators, 

consignors, and consignees to review the new provisions carefully, including the time bar and the legal 

significance of MTDs, among other things. 

 

If you have any queries on the above development, please feel free to contact our team members below 

who will be happy to assist.  

 

https://eoasis.rajahtann.com/eoasis/lu/pdf/2020_11_Signing__RCEP.pdf
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Rajah & Tann Asia is a network of legal practices based in Asia. 

 

Member firms are independently constituted and regulated in accordance with relevant local legal requirements. Services provided by a 

member firm are governed by the terms of engagement between the member firm and the client. 

 

This update is solely intended to provide general information and does not provide any advice or create any relationship, whether legally 

binding or otherwise. Rajah & Tann Asia and its member firms do not accept, and fully disclaim, responsibility for any loss or damage which 

may result from accessing or relying on this update. 
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Our Regional Presence 
 

 
 
 
 

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 Brunei, 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 email Knowledge & Risk 
Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com. 
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