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    Kat O fishermen allege: Gangs extort refugees
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  BY RONALD CHIU, TSE CHEUNG-HING AND JOSEPH CHEUNG
Gangs of Hakka hoodlums had been holding freedom swimmers from China against their will and released them only after their relatives in Hongkong had paid the demanded ransom, fishermen living on outlying islands have alleged.
One gang has been known to be operating on Kat O Island, an island on the northwest border of the Colony which is a favourite landing spot for those fleeting from the Mainland.
Fishermen on Kat O, with a population of about 1,000, have described the tiny island as “a hell for the refugees.”
K. T. Ma, a fisherman, said that gang members would entice a new arrival to their home by providing him with food and water and acting generally friendly and helpful.
The gangsters would then coax the refugee into giving them the address of his relatives in Hongkong by offering to contact them on his behalf. “Once they got’ the address, the hoodlums would go there and negotiate the ransom for the refugee’s release,” Ma said.
As the bargaining went on, the refugee would be kept under armed guards and not allowed to wander outside the house.
The ransom demanded ranged from $100 to as much as $10,000, depending on whether the relatives were rich or poor.
Ma said the Kat O gang appeared to be working with a similar outfit in Shataukok, another border town.
Another Kat O fisherman, Shek, who refused to give his full name for fear of reprisal, said the refugees landing there also faced threat from a group of leftist fishermen of the island.
Shek said the leftists would interrogate the captured refugees before sending them back to China.
The leftists were given a reward of from RMB100 to RMB200 (HK $270 to HK $550) for each refugee returned, Shek added.
Ma said the police seemed unaware of the Hakka operations on the island. “Be sides, there are not many policemen here anyway,” he said.
A police spokesman said no complaints had been received from either the refugees or their relatives about having been extorted. “We’ ve heard nothing about such a racket on Kat O,” he said.
Thomas Young of the International Rescue Committee (IRC) said, however, that he had received complaints from several blackmailed victims who had come ashore in such areas as Kat O and Pengchau.
Young cited an example in which a couple living on Blue Pool Road in Happy Valley had been forced to pay $10,000 to obtain the release of their son who had escaped from China.
“I also have been told that several girls had been sent to brothels after having been caught by these hoodlums,” Young said.
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