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‘Arrested’: a tug,

a barge and 11 men

Eleven Hongkong men are
being held without charge in
China after a tug and barge
carrying cars to the mainland
were intercepted by a Chinese
marine police speedboat. As
information on the men'’s fate
/seeps through to Hongkong,
colleagues and families can
only wait and worry. MARK
McSHERRY and GARY CHAN
report.

ROUND 4.30 pm last

Saturday, staff at the Hop

Chong Hong Motor Trad-

ing Company in To Kwa

Wan received a call from
the.mobile phone of a colicague on a
barge being towed to Guangzhou with
a cargo of 20 left-hand-drive cars.

The nervous crew-member hurried-
ly explained that a Chinese marine
police spcedboat had pulled alongside
the barge and its tug, and that uni-
formed officers armed with semi-auto-
matic machine guns were boarding the
Hongkong vessels.

The Hop Chong Hong staff hoped
the interception was merely an inspec-
tion and that a follow-up call to give the
all-clear would soon follow. That call
never came — and after an hour the
staff contacted the police.

Hongkong marine police sped to the
scene of the alleged incursion near
Chek Lap Kok, but found no trace of
the barge, the tug or the Chinese marine
police speedboat.

These mysterious events started a
traumatic and bizarre week for staff at
the Hongkong car trading company.

First they tried to locate their col-
lecagues being detained just over the
border, and then made futile attempts
to somehow find a way to secure their
release.

They succeeded on the first count,
but now, eight days later, 11 men — the
company’s two staff and nine crew
from shipping agents Wide Shine Ter-
minals — are still being detained under
Public Security Bureau (PSB) guard in
Shekou port, 40 km from Shenzhen
and on the China side of Deep Bay.

The car company’s managing direc-
tor Mr Donny Lam claimed he had
learned that his detained colleagues
were forced to sign documents alleging
that they were smuggling and were in-
tercepted in Chinese waters.

But he maintained: “Our company
has absolutely not been involved in any
smuggling activities. We have export
documents and contracts to prove it.

“The Public Security Bureau said
they were still investigating and had
not charged them yet.

“They have the power to detain any-
body as long as they want. I dare not go
up and negotiate with them.”

The managing director claims he
was warned by the Shekou PSB
through a Shenzhen government go-be-
tween, whom he would not identify fur-
ther, not to “blow up” the event in the
press, as they wanted to resolve it with
Mr Lam themselves.

“I was told that if my attitude was"
co-operative, they would not do any-
thing to my crew and men,” Mr Lam
said.

“It’s not uncommon that people ar-
rested are made to sign confessions. We
don’t want to see that happen to our
people. It will be both a black mark for
them and for the company’s reputa-
tion.”

Hop Chong Hong, a subsidiary of a
locally-based garment manufacturer,
has been exporting Japanese, German

“ and American cars to major cities in
China, including Beijing, Shanghai,

Tianjin and Guangzhou, since Novem-
bef.




Despite reported allegations by the
Chinese police that the Hongkong
crews were smuggling cars — angrily de-
nied by the car exporters — none of the
11 being detained has been charged.

As the days pass, the company’s
marketing manager, who spoke on the
condition of anonymity, grows more
concerned.

“We are extremely worried for our
colleagues,” she said. “The Chinese
police grabbed the barge right on the
border between Hongkong waters and
China. Our colleagues informed us-by
mobile phone.

““We waited for a while as we
thought the Chinese police were just
carrying out an inspection, but when
we heard nothing further we contacted

the police. Since then we have heard
nothing. We are just waiting by the
phone all the time. We want to know if
they are safe or not.”.

Mr Lam said it took two days of
frantic negotiations on the mainland to
confirm that their colleagues were be-
ing detained in Shekou. He claimed he
was told the boat and barge were being
held at Shekou port and the cars had
been unloaded. -

When shipping agent Mr Simon
Lau, operations manager of Wide
Shine Terminals, went to Shekou Pub-
lic' Security Bureau last Tuesday, he
was allowed to speak briefly with the
eight crew under guard on the barge,
through the introduction of the border
security chief.
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Mr Lau spent only a few minutes
aboard the ship with the crew, and
found they were allowed to buy food at
a wet market to cook on the lighter.
One crew-member subsequently man-
aged to make a secret IDD call to him.

Mr Lau also learned that the
lighter’s captain and two staff members
of the motor company were under
police custody in a detention centre
and not under house arrest in a hotel, as
the car trading company originally
thought.

The shipping agent has already been
in contact with the worried families of
the crew.

Hongkong Tug Boat Association
chairman Mr Lo Kun-shing also voiced
his concern, saying: “We had a month-
ly meeting with the Marine Depart-
ment and marine police last Friday
[May 21]. They don’t seem to be 100
helpful, except in reminding us to be
more alert and improve the security of
our ships.

“I am worried whether the marine

police dare to confront public security
officers armed with semi-automatic
machine guns.”

Mr Lau said his company only start-
ed providing ships for China export
trade less than two months ago — and
this incident had made them decide to
stop.

“At this stage we are not worrying
too much about our ships,” he said. “I
believe they won’t confiscate our ships
before making charges and prosecué
tions.”

The company ran a fleet of about 25
lighters, and was one of the territory’s
leading mid-stream operations compa-
nies, he said.

Yesterday, the Sunday Morning
Posrfound the barge, Hoi Man V 10,
and the tug boat, Kai Tong 602,
moored side-by-side under high securi-
ty about 100 metres off Shekou port.

Mr Lau confirmed these were his
company’s vessels.

At least four uniformed and armed
Chinese police officers are stationed on
board the barge, and frequent supplies
arrive on a tai fei, or large speedboat.

The Sunday Morning Post watched
asa tai fer, with four brown-uniformed
police officers on board, transported
supplies from the port to the boat at
around noon.

There was a heavy police presence
around the harbour office buildings,
with at least six luxury police vehicles
including a Lexus, Mercedes Benz and
Toyota Crown, parked nearby.

Legislator Mr James To Kun-sun
said it had to be proved without doubt
that the interception took place in
Hongkong waters.

Referring to the continuing problem
of alleged incursions, he added: “The
Government has been pursuing the is-
sue vigorously by having regular liai-
son meetings with the Chinese side
through the New China News Agency.

“Without concrete evidence of in-
trusion, the Hongkong Government

finds it difficult to protest to the Chi-,
nese Government.

“I’'m quite sure that the marine
police has been doing a good job patrol-
ling Hongkong waters to minimise
these intrusions; it would be unfair to
put the blame on them.”

Meanwhile, the families, friends
and colleagues of the 11 detained men

~ can only wait and worry.

Mr Sin Kwai-choi, 73, father of de-
tained crew member Mr Sin Tim —
who is married with two children —
said he was so worried about his son
that the family phoned the shipping
company every day.

“My son called me from Shekou se-
cretly last Thursday, saying he was all
right but was unable to return immedi-
ately. He didn’t know what went wrong
and why they were detained.

*“The boss of his company kept tell-
ing us that there was probably some
problems with the goods and they were
trying hard to get him released.

“It’s the first time that he has got
into this kind of trouble. We really
don’t know what to do. We have no
plans to go to Shekou.

“I don’t think it would do any good
if we went up there, so we just wait for
good news from his company every
day.”
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