
Thursday, May 26, 2022

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 12
L i f e s t y l e

This photo shows cybersecurity expert Ngo Minh Hieu dur-
ing an interview with AFP in Ho Chi Minh City. 

The cybersecurity expert Ngo Minh Hieu walking on a street in Ho Chi Minh City. The cybersecurity expert Ngo Minh Hieu working on a computer in Ho Chi Minh City.
— AFP photos

At the height of his career,
Vietnamese hacker Ngo Minh Hieu
made a fortune stealing the per-

sonal data of hundreds of millions of
Americans. Now he has been recruited
by his own authoritarian government to
hunt, he says, the kind of cyber criminal
he once used to be.

After serving seven years in US pris-
ons for stealing some 200 million
Americansʼ personal details, Hieu was
sent back to Vietnam, which imposes
some of the worldʼs strictest curbs on
online freedom. Hieu says he has since
turned his back on his criminal past. “I fell
to the bottom, now I am trying to climb up
again,” the 32-year-old told AFP. “Though
I donʼt earn much now, I have peace
instead.”

His transformation, however, is compli-
cated. Hieu says his new job involves
educating Vietnamese citizens about the
dangers of the same sort of hacking he
perpetrated. But he is also working on

cybersecurity for the government of a
one-party state that cracks down ruth-
lessly on dissent, harassing and arresting
people for posting critical opinions online.

ʻMore, more, moreʼ 
Nicknamed HieuPC when he was

12, Hieu was fascinated by computers
as soon as he first laid hands on one.
But he was soon racking up $1,000
fines for stealing othersʼ internet con-
nections for his own personal use. He
began hacking into foreign bank
accounts, netting up to $600 a day in
high school then using the money to
study cybersecurity in New Zealand.
Hieu was forced to return home in 2010
after hacking his university and selling
studentsʼ personal information, and his
illegal activities spiraled.

In his 20s, he made $100,000 a month
hacking and selling some 200 million US
social security numbers. “I was on the top
of success. I was over-proud of myself. I

wanted more villas, more apartments,
more luxurious cars,” Hieu said. Then, in
February 2013, he was lured to the
United States in a sting operation and
promptly arrested on landing.

ʻFallen to the bottomʼ 
“I donʼt know of any other cybercrimi-

nal who has caused more material finan-
cial harm to more Americans than Ngo,”
Secret Service agent Matt OʼNeill, who
executed the plan to catch Hieu, told
KrebsOnSecurity.com, a blog dedicated
to cybersecurity. Hieu was initially given a
sentence of 45 years, later reduced to 13.
“I had fallen to the bottom, losing every-
thing in my life,” Hieu said. “I thought of
hanging myself.”

But he struggled through and was
released in 2019, returning to Vietnam in
2020. The former millionaire now lives in
an average apartment in commercial cap-
ital Ho Chi Minh City and works at the
state-owned National Cyber Security

Centre. “Weʼre focused on hunting crimi-
nals and thwarting cyberattacks,” he said,
declining to comment on Vietnamʼs
increasingly repressive approach to
online censorship.

A new cybersecurity law came into
effect in 2019 that Amnesty International
has warned grants the government
“sweeping powers to limit online freedom”
and target those who post opinions it dis-
likes. The UN Human Rights Council in
2019 criticized the law for imposing
“severe restrictions on freedom of
expression and opinion”.

Activists and bloggers have been
arrested, with some even jailed on
charges of spreading propaganda against
the state, and Amnesty warned last year
that government-linked hackers were tar-
geting rights activists. Hieu insists that his
work as a “threat hunter” is not political
but focused on criminal hackers, tracking
those who are trying to steal Vietnamese
peopleʼs data.

ʻHacking is like a knifeʼ 
Roughly 70 percent of Vietnamʼs 98

million people use the internet, and cyber
threats are rife. A report by the
International Institute for Strategic
Studies quoted Microsoft data from 2020
showing Vietnam had the highest rate of
ransomware attacks in the Asia-Pacific
region. Hieu travels the country speaking
at schools and universities about the
importance of cybersecurity, as well as
the consequences of data being stolen.

While the government is pushing pub-
lic awareness, Hieu said many
Vietnamese had little understanding of
cybercrime. “Now I still hack, but I hack
fraudulent webpages or try to understand
data that blackhat hackers are trading
online to trace them and find out who
they are,” he said. “Hacking is like a knife,
which you may give to someone who
wants to use it on something-bad or
good.”— AFP 

This file photo taken on February 9, 1974 in Stockholm shows the Swedish pop group Abba
with its members (from left) Benny Andersson, Anni-Frid Lyngstad, Agnetha Faltskog and
Bjorn Ulvaeus posing after winning the Swedish branch of the Eurovision Song Contest with
their song “Waterloo”. — AFP photos

In one of the longest awaited musical
reunions, Swedish pop legends ABBA
return to the concert stage on Friday in

London but only as avatars of their 1970
selves shimmering with shiny costumes,
glitter and platform boots. While fans will
hear the quartetʼs real voices, the band will
not be on stage. Concert-goers will see
“ABBAtars” projected as holograms, look-
ing like they did at the peak of their fame.

“We put our hearts and souls into these
avatars and they will take over now,” 77-
year-old band member Bjorn Ulvaeus told
AFP in an interview in Stockholm ahead of
the premiere. Fans will once again be able
to see Agnetha Faltskog, Bjorn Ulvaeus,
Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid Lyngstad-
whose first initials form the name ABBA-
perform hits from the 1970s and 1980s, as
well as their recent comeback album, at
the “ABBA Voyage” show in London.

The group announced the reunion in
September last year, dropping the new
singles “I still have faith in you” and “Donʼt
shut me down”. They then released the
10-track album “Voyage” two months later
and announced plans for the high-tech
concert at a specially-built London arena.

On tenterhooks 
Other attempts at concert holograms

have received lukewarm reviews, but the
group hopes fans will feel theyʼre seeing
the real deal. “This is one of the most
daring projects that anyone has done in
the music industry ever,” said Ulvaeus,
who wrote most of the groupʼs biggest
hits with Benny Andersson. “How it will
be received by the audience, I donʼt have
a clue,” he said.

“But I think that they will feel an emo-
tional pull from the avatars, they will see
the avatars as real people.” In addition to
re-recording their songs for the show, the
quartet also spent hours in a studio
dressed in leotards, having their move-
ments digitally recorded to reproduce
them on stage.

The avatars will appear in the bandʼs
kitsch 1970s outfits and are also expected
to don futuristic get-ups, according to trail-
ers. The show will run seven days a week
until early October in the purpose-built the-
atre ABBA Arena in east London. “I donʼt
know about the others but, me, myself, I
felt more nervous a month ago than I do
now,” Ulvaeus said, adding: “I know that

we have done our utmost.”

ʻAlmost like someone elseʼ 
The holograms are the product of a

years-long project, designed in partner-
ship with a special effects company
founded by Star Wars creator George
Lucas. The concert was recorded using
160 cameras and five weeks of perform-
ances. For Ulvaeus, who is also setting
up a circus musical in Stockholm about
Pippi Longstocking, the main character in
an eponymous series of childrenʼs books
by Swedish author Astrid Lindgren, the
overwhelming amount of archival ABBA
footage means it is not strange to see his
40-year-younger self on stage.

“For most people it will be weird per-
haps, but I have seen my younger self
almost daily, all my life. Ever since we
broke up, in some form or other, in some
pictures somewhere.” “So I am kind of
used to ʻhim.ʼ” “He is almost like someone
else-he is me yes, but he is also someone
else. “And when I see my avatar on stage,
it really becomes a mixture: Itʼs as if I have
kind of infused life into this guy that we see
on the screen.” ABBA broke onto the inter-

national scene in 1974 when they won the
Eurovision Song Contest with “Waterloo”,
powered by a flood of British votes.

They went on to record a string of hits,
including “Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!”,
“Dancing Queen” and “The Winner Takes
it All”, before breaking up in 1982. They
long steered clear of a reunion despite
their musicʼs enduring popularity, fuelled
by a hit compilation album in 1992, the
“Mamma Mia!” movies starring Meryl
Streep, Colin Firth and Pierce Brosnan
and a spin-off musical.

Notching up several hundred million
album sales over 50 years, ABBA helped
put Swedenʼs pop music industry on the
map. The country remains the third-
biggest exporter of music after the United
States and Britain. In London, concert-
goers will be treated to a 90-minute show,
with a dozen live musicians on stage
backing up the avatars. Will the quartet
ever perform together again for real?
“ABBA has no plans. It is what it is,”
Ulvaeus said.— AFP

Italy Oscar-winner
Sorrentino says
no more Netflix

Already shedding subscribers,
Netflix may also be losing some of
its big-name directors, with Italian

Oscar-winner Paolo Sorrentino telling
Cannes on Tuesday that he is finished
with streaming platforms. “Maybe itʼs
because Iʼm becoming old, but the best
thing for me is to try to make things for
the big screen,” Sorrentino told an audi-
ence at the Cannes Film Festival.

The director of “The Great Beauty”,
which won a foreign language Oscar in
2014, said the “power of the image”
could only be fully realized on a big
screen. “With a TV series, itʼs not easy to
remember great images,” he said. “I
donʼt (watch) movies done for TV or plat-
forms because I donʼt find what Iʼm look-
ing for.” Sorrentino is one of many lauded
auteurs-including Martin Scorsese and
Jane Campion-who have benefitted from
Netflixʼs deep pockets in recent years.

He made TV series “The Young Pope”
for the platform, as well as last yearʼs
autobiographical film, “The Hand of
God”. “The movie I made for Netflix was
good for Netflix, but itʼs not something (I
want) to happen again,” he said. The
influx of easy money was actually a prob-
lem, he added. “For many filmmakers
there was this overdose of chances to do
things-movies, TV series. We started to
be very rushed,” Sorrentino said. “A good
movie needs time. It was a fake opportu-
nity. Itʼs important to go back to the past.”
Netflix announced earlier this year that it
had lost subscribers for the first time in a
decade, and trimmed staff last week.

Sorrentinoʼs opinion will be music to
the ears of the Cannes organizers, who
have barred Netflix and other streamers
from competing at the festival because
they do not give their movies a long-
enough period in cinemas. The 51-year-
old director said he was optimistic about
the future of cinemas. “At a certain
point, people will get tired of watching
films at home,” he said. He also criti-
cized platforms for not using their mon-
ey to finance new voices. “Compared to
the amount of money that platforms
have, I never see that they invest mon-
ey for younger film-makers, and they
could.”— AFP 

Italian director Paolo Sorrentino waves as he
arrives for the screening of the film “Forever
Young (Les Amandiers)” at the 75th edition of
the Cannes Film Festival in Cannes, southern
France. — AFP 

In this file photo the new ABBA album “Voyage” is on display at a local record store in
Stockholm, ahead of the official release.

In this file photo Swedish music band ABBA’s wax figures are displayed at the ABBA museum
in Stockholm, Sweden.

In this file photo taken on July 15, 1980 Swedish pop group Abba (from left to right)  Bjorn
Ulvaeus, Agnetha Faltskog, Anni-Frid Lyngstad and Benny Andersson, walk along a street of
Marstrand, Sweden.


