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HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s tech-savvy pro-
testers are going digitally dark as they try to
avoid surveillance and potential future prose-
cutions, disabling location tracking on their
phones, buying train tickets with cash and purg-
ing their social media conversations. Police used
rubber bullets and tear gas to break up crowds
opposed to a China extradition law on Wednes-
day, in the worst unrest the city has witnessed
in decades.

Many of those on the streets are predomi-
nantly young and have grown up in a digital
world, but they are all too aware of the dangers
of surveillance and leaving online footprints.
Ben, a masked office worker at the protests, said
he feared the extradition law would have a dev-
astating impact on freedoms. “Even if we’re not
doing anything drastic — as simple as saying
something online about China — because of
such surveillance they might catch us,” the 25-
year-old said.

This week groups of demonstrators
donned masks, goggles, helmets and caps —
both to protect themselves against tear gas,
pepper spray and rubber bullets, and also to
make it harder for them to be identified. Many
said they turned off their location tracking on
their phones and beefed up their digital pri-
vacy settings before joining protests, or
deleted conversations and photos on social
media and messaging apps after they left the
demonstrations.

There were unusually long lines at ticket ma-

chines in the city underground metro stations
as protesters used cash to buy tickets rather
than tap-in with the city’s ubiquitous Octopus
cards — whose movements can be more easily
tracked. In a city where WhatsApp is usually
king, protesters have embraced the encrypted
messaging app Telegram in recent days, believ-
ing it offers better cyber protection and also
because it allows larger groups to co-ordinate.

Yesterday Telegram announced it had been
the target of a major cyber attack, with most
junk requests coming from China. The com-
pany’s CEO linked the attack to the city’s ongo-
ing political unrest. Anxieties have been
symbolised in a profile picture that was being
used by many opponents of the bill: a wilting
depiction of Hong Kong’s black-and-white
bauhinia flower. But protesters have become in-
creasingly nervous that using the picture online
could attract attention from authorities, and
have taken it down. “This reflects the terror
Hong Kong citizens feel towards this govern-
ment,” said a woman surnamed Yau, 29, who
works in education. A protester surnamed
Heung told AFP that many people immediately
deleted “evidence showing you were present”.
The demonstrators who spoke with AFP only
provided their first or last names due to the sub-
ject’s sensitivity, and all wore at least masks.

Heung, 27, had returned to the area where
the protests had taken place to join the clean-
up, and she put a post on Facebook calling for
helpers. But she was afraid even a call for vol-

unteers would link her to the protests. “Maybe
I’ll delete the post tonight,” she said. “I don’t
want to become one of their suspects.”

‘It would become like Xinjiang’ 
While Hong Kongers have free speech and

do not encounter the surveillance saturation on
the mainland, sliding freedoms and a resurgent
Beijing is fuelling anxieties and fears. Recent
prosecutions of protest leaders have also used
video and digital data to help win convictions.

Bruce Lui, a senior journalism lecturer at Hong
Kong Baptist University, said awareness around
security has increased, particularly with China’s
“all-pervasive” surveillance technology and
wide use of facial recognition and other track-
ing methods.

“In recent years national security has be-
come an urgent issue for Hong Kong relating to
China. Hong Kong laws may have limitations,
but China only needs to use national security to
surpass (them),” he said. —AFP 
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HONG KONG: Protesters hug after clashes with police during a rally against a controversial extradition law
proposal outside the government headquarters. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Carrie Lam vowed to heal divisions and listen to
the city’s youth when she became Hong Kong’s leader, promises
that lie in tatters after tear gas and pepper spray sent them run-
ning for cover when they dared raise their voice. The 62-year-
old devout Catholic took over in March 2017 when a committee
stacked with Beijing loyalists voted her into office — the first
time a woman had been elevated to the international finance
hub’s top job.

In her acceptance speech she vowed to be more responsive
to the city’s youngsters, a restless demographic at the forefront
of recent calls for greater democratic freedoms and measures
to combat rising inequality. “Hong Kong, our home, is suffering
from quite a serious divisiveness and has accumulated a lot of
frustrations,” she said in her acceptance speech. “My priority
will be to heal the divide.” Two years on and Hong Kong has
been convulsed by its largest mass rally followed by the worst
political violence in decades.

The spark that lit these flames was a push by Lam’s govern-
ment to fast track a bill allowing extraditions to mainland China.
But the protests are also the latest explosion of an anger building
for years over how the city is run by its pro-Beijing administra-
tors. When she took office, Lam was already loathed by the city’s

pro-democracy camp because she had been deputy to her
deeply unpopular predecessor, CY Leung, during the failed 2014
Umbrella Movement protests. She was widely tipped as Beijing’s
preferred candidate to replace him and easily saw off her rivals.

Low ratings 
The rhetoric of Hong Kong’s political scene is often unfor-

giving and Lam has long faced unflattering — and often misog-
ynistic — insults. One of her nicknames — a pun on her family
name — was “lai-ma” or wet nurse, a jibe over what her oppo-
nents said was a fawning loyalty towards her former boss Leung.
After her appointment, she was quickly dubbed “777” by de-
tractors. That nickname is a reference to the number of votes
she secured in the 1,194 strong committee that chooses Hong
Kong’s leader — but in Cantonese, the word for seven also
sounds very close to a slang term for male genitalia. But Lam
has struggled with low approval ratings for much of her term.
The latest poll by the University of Hong Kong — taken before
both this week’s violence and Sunday’s record anti-extradition
march — showed her with an approval rating of 32 percent and
a disapproval rate 57 percent. None of her three post-handover
predecessors had ratings that low two years into their tenures
— although Leung had hit a lower point at 17 months.

‘Personal sacrifices’ 
Born into a low-income family, Lam stood out at her Catholic

school and later attended the Cambridge University on govern-
ment funding. She began her career in the colonial civil service
and rose up the ranks in the post-handover period, earning her-
self a reputation for being a fighter and a committed Beijing
loyalist.—AFP
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BANGKOK: A Thai boat captain has been charged with smug-
gling 65 Rohingya Muslims from Myanmar, police said yesterday,
after their vessel was shipwrecked off Thailand’s southern coast.
The same area was the hub of multi-million-dollar trafficking
route, which unraveled in 2015 after the discovery of mass graves
of Rohingya and Bangladeshi migrants along the border with
Malaysia.

Police said the boat, which was carrying the stateless Rohingya
minority and was found on Tuesday on an island off the coast of
Satun province, was captained by Sangkhom Paphan, a Thai from
nearby Ranong province. Police said he was hired to transport the
Rohingya to Malaysia and has been “charged with smuggling in
illegal immigrants”, according to police general Suchart Theera-
sawat of the National Police Office. “He was paid 100,000 baht
(about US$3,200) by a Myanmar man,” Suchart told AFP, adding
that authorities were still interrogating him.  

Junta chief-turned-prime minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha has in-
structed agencies “to speed up” investigation on whether the Ro-
hingya found were refugees or illegal laborers, said government
spokesman Werachon Sukhondhapatipak. The 65 people, including
women and children, are currently being detained in a police camp
in Satun province. The persecuted Rohingya minority is denied cit-
izenship in Myanmar and face severe restrictions on movement as
well as a lack of access to work, healthcare and schools.—AFP 
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