Eleven years after Hong Kong was handed back to China by the British the city remains the freest in the whole of China. Under the policy of “one country, two systems” Hong Kong is governed separately. Mainland China’s laws and system are not applied to Hong Kong. 
But – and this is a big BUT – the Mainland influence is all-pervasive.

Chinese officials have made no bones about Hong Kong being a subversive base against communist rule on the Mainland. They have said so, especially after the 1989 June 4 bloody crackdown against student demonstrators on Tiananmen Square. No one, not even those who fervently and blindly support communist rule, doubts that the government in Beijing is determined to wrest control of Hong Kong’s public opinion. To a large extent they are succeeding, and the crude verbal threats against journalists on issues like Tibet and Taiwan independence have given way to sophisticated baits of a billion-reader market to senior media executives over lunch or dinner.     
Even that is mere icing on the cake. Half the media owners of Hong Kong have become members of China’s highest advisory body, the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference which faintly resembles a “second chamber” in China’s government structure. The few media owners who are not Chinese nationals and therefore ineligible for membership in this body are, nevertheless, assiduously cultivated and given other handouts. Like the others they respond correspondingly. Independent-minded or high-calibre journalists, commentators and editorial writers have been sidelined or sacked. For the young, aspiring reporter progress or even safely lies in self-censorship. Hong Kong’s once robust media have been by and large well tamed.
An industry-wide survey by the Hong Kong Journalists Association last January showed that 30 per cent of journalist respondents admitted to practicing self-censorship with another 40 per cent admitting they knew of colleagues doing so. These figures, in themselves, are already alarming. The reality is probably worse because some journalists would prefer to hide such action or knowledge because of the undesirability of self-censorship. The net result is that people are turning to the Internet for news. A University of Hong Kong survey recently showed a jump from 5.7 per cent to 11.6 per cent of people doing so.
Hong Kong is a market-driven centre. Stimulation of public opinion can counter the all-pervasive manipulation of the media by authorities on both sides of the Shenzhen River. This was what happened in 2003 when one-tenth of the population took to the streets against enactment of a law that threatened fundamental human rights. Then, even the pro-government, pro-Beijing newspapers had no choice but to lead with the story. 
But this is a double-edged weapon. The government also commands it through manipulation of media. They feed information to opinion leaders as well as reporters; hire former journalists to enforce spinning so as to direct the public opinion in their flavour. 
Turning our eyes north and what do we see?
In spite of an undoubtedly successful “opening up” policy on economic development and acceptance of capitalistic market practices, the Beijing government has made clear it has absolutely no intention of allowing media freedom. They control the media through the social system, the legal system and promotion of self-censorship and so-called “self-discipline”.
The use of social and legal systems for control are familiar to most of you and do not require further deliberation. I shall focus on the other two ways of media control. 

They have a Propaganda Department which periodically outlines topics to be censored. In the past several years, they have implemented policy to induce self-censorship among reporters. For example, a policy has been introduced allowing departments to rate the performance of newspapers. A reporter whose story is praised by the relevant department will get credit which is linked positively to the bonus reporters get annually. This, of course, has resulted in the blossoming of “good news” promoted by various departments. Stories critical of a department earn demerits, removal from job or even jailing. That goes without saying. 

But if you think the Mainland media is redolent with manufactured “feel good” stories you will be mistaken. A newspaper owned by a provincial authority may not expose the shortcomings of that authority, but that does not mean it cannot tell the awful truth about a neighbouring province. If the story spreads wide enough even the local media in the neighbouring province might have to pick up the story. The Central Government has since put a stop this but new ways to circumvent the law keeps popping up. Critical journalists that were instructed to be penalized would be protected by conscience supervisors. One of the means is to allow them to work under a different name.  

Control of the traditional media is still very effective. The same cannot be said of the struggle on the Internet. Economic success and growing prosperity is also leading to the growth of an army of “citizen journalists.” Government control is becoming less effective. Numerous malpractices in government which have been successfully suppressed in the print and electronic media are speeding back and forth across the country at lightning speed to thousands upon thousands of mobile phones, bulletin boards and personal blogs.   
The scandal over the contaminated Songhua River where the authorities tried to suppress the truth in 2005 and the failed attempt to suppress news of the SARS outbreak in 2003 are cases in point. Now we have the world alerted by a netizen named “Niuben” asking on the Tianya Forum “Extremely urgent! Where did the earthquake occur?” It was one minute after the earthquake hit Sichuan Province on May 12 at 2.28 pm. It was the first “announcement” to the whole world, including China, that a devastating earthquake had shaken China. It meant the government in Beijing could not, and never again can conceal an earthquake the way it did in 1976 at Tangshan. The media was left completely uncontrolled in coverage of the disaster.

It is evident, however, that all the relevant authorities are moving back into control. After the first four days the entire Mainland media began to show its usual “uniformity” – focusing on the “heroes” among the People’s Liberation Army, the State leaders and other involved in relief work. But the coverage on the Internet was simply immense. So many people are turning to it for information that the government has not dared to interfere.  
This power of the Internet is not new to the government in Beijing. It has tried and continues to try to contain or eliminate its influence through ever-tighter regulations. There are now so-called “civic groups” promoting “a healthy Internet environment” and there is an Internet “police force” which was established in 2004. Messages with sensitive content have been censored or deleted. Non other than the supreme leader Hu Jintao himself launched a nation-wide campaign in 2006 for a “civilized web.”

The top propaganda official Li Changchun personally “toured” Beijing’s leading web sites before handing down new rules to control video posted on web. Last fall the government also announced the equivalent of US $1 billion to reinforce policing of the Internet during the 17th Communist Party of China Congress and the Beijing Olympic Games.

Of course all these measures need teeth, ambiguous though they may be. But it is this very ambiguity which has enabled the authorities to keep 18 journalists and netizens in jail for allegedly indulging in subversion. In the latest incident, just five days after the Sichuan earthquake, Guo Quan – an associate professor at Nanjing Normal University and founder of the Chinese New Democracy Party - was taken into custody and told he may be facing charges of subversion. This is normal way of silencing people on the Mainland.   
There is hope yet. Not all journalists and netizens have been silenced. Efforts to breach the “Great Firewall” continue relentlessly. But these freedom fighters cannot fight alone. They need help. They need international support. They need more effort abroad to get China’s accession to the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights. China signed that 10 years ago. Its accession will allow the international community to hold China to account on its respect for human rights.
