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Sometime last week, a small group of Chinese resi-
dents were sitting outside in the town of Chengdu. A
small drone approached them, hovered nearby and

began to speak. “Playing mahjong outside is banned dur-
ing the epidemic,” said a voice from the drone. “You have
been spotted. Stop playing and leave the site as soon as
possible.” “Don’t look at the drone, child,” it continued.
“Ask your father to leave immediately.”

For many in the rest of the world, what China’s Global
Times described as a “creative use” of drones to tackle its
coronavirus outbreak may still sound like a scene from a
futuristic dystopia. Those in power in Beijing, however,
clearly view it as something to be proud of. The video was
shared widely on Chinese social media platforms such as
Weibo and showcased in its English-language media for
consumption abroad.

It was, perhaps, an indicator of two important things.
Firstly, not only is China keen to use all means at its disposal
to contain the coronavirus outbreak, but it may well use it to
harden, strengthen and demonstrate the growing capabilities
of the most sophisticated surveillance state the world has
ever known. Secondly, of course, it demonstrates the prolif-
eration of sophisticated, smaller unmanned vehicles and plat-
forms as a tool for mass surveillance - as well as outright
social control. That’s a trend likely to be seen well beyond the
world’s more authoritarian states, and it is that one democra-
cies will need to have a much more public and accessible
conversation about than they have managed so far.

Law enforcement
The uses for often already overstretched law enforce-

ment and other security services are obvious. On Sunday,
two people were stabbed in London by a recently released
extremist, raising questions about the ability of authorities
to keep track of individuals deemed risky. Automated tech-
nology solutions such as facial recognition software make
that easier, but clearly also unsettle many.

In the United States, several towns and cities including
Oakland and Berkeley in California and Cambridge,
Massachusetts, have outright banned the use of facial
recognition technology by law enforcement. Other states
and locations are considering tighter controls - but across
much of the rest of the United States and Western world,
surveillance technology continues to be rolled out, some-
times largely unnoticed and unchallenged.

Much larger unmanned weapons-carrying drones have
been at the centre of US operations in the Middle East and
beyond for years. Where the United States has led, China
has often followed. Beijing is a major supplier of large
armed drones to countries like Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates, frustrated by limits on US drone
exports. The next revolution, however, looks to involve
much smaller drones that while less lethal, can also be a
much more intrusive presence.

In August last year, the US Defense Advanced Research
Project Agency demonstrated a drone swarm at Fort
Benning, Georgia, that used largely off-the-shelf technolo-
gy to autonomously locate, find and monitor a specified
object in a particular building - a city hall - in a US mili-
tary training complex. The aim is for swarms of up to 250
devices to be able to operate largely independently or
controlled by a single operator, providing a level of mobile
surveillance and coordination not previously available.

Drone technology
For now, the Chinese example demonstrates the limita-

tions of that technology. Beijing has been pouring
resources into drone and surveillance technology for
decades. In 2018, the South China Morning Post reported
that included developing flocks of unmanned aircraft
designed to resemble birds such as doves in both appear-
ance and movement. Such devices, it said, have already
seen service along China’s borders and in its north-west-
ern Xinjiang province, where a crackdown on Muslim

minority ethnic Uighurs has long been a testbed for
Beijing’s surveillance state.

These devices, it said, have proved convincing enough
that they can be flown over flocks of sheep - normally very
sensitive to aircraft - without the animals determining their
true nature. In the long run, Beijing almost certainly wants
to match that technology with its other surveillance tools -
widespread static cameras, and a colossal facial identifica-
tion database the state has been building since 2015. Other
tools reportedly developed by China include systems to
identify people by their distinctive walking gaits.

The surveillance drones in the Global Times videos,
however, are clearly under the control of individual human
operators, their voices broadcast by loudspeaker. Another
video from Jiangsu province, eastern China, showed a
policewoman using a drone to check passengers at a
crossing wearing masks. “The handsome guy who is on the
phone, where is your mask? Put it on please,” she said
through its loudspeaker. “The girls who were eating food
while walking, put on your masks please. You can eat when
you arrive at home.”

It’s a reminder that for all its investment in technology,
like previous mass surveillance states such as East
Germany China remains dependent on using humans to
watch other humans. That, however, is changing very
quickly. Artificial intelligence algorithms, combined with
the colossally larger data trails humans already leave, has
already proved a game changer when it comes to targeted
advertising. Numberplate recognition cameras mean most
vehicles in most countries have their locations recorded
sometimes dozens of times a day.

According to the “Global Times”, China’s citizens
viewed the Chengdu footage as useful entertainment while
they stayed inside following the cancellation of Lunar New
Year festivities. Whether that is true is another question -
but it’s an issue the rest of the world may also find itself
grappling with sooner than it thinks. — Reuters 

China showcases micro drone surveillance

At Iraq
protests, Sadr
tweets split 
his followers

Sporting their signature blue caps,
the men marched triumphantly
through Baghdad’s protest camp.

The diehard followers of firebrand cleric
Moqtada Sadr were back in Tahrir
Square, and they wanted everyone to
know it. Sadr, an enigmatic Shiite cleric
who shot to prominence years ago by
battling US occupation troops with his
notorious Mahdi Army, has built a cult-
like following across Iraq and controls
the largest parliamentary bloc.

Rarely seen in public, the 45-year-old
with the round, turbaned face has fuelled
the sense of chaos of months-long anti-
government protests with a dizzying and
often contradictory series of directives
issued via Twitter. Back in October, he
sent thousands of “Sadrists” into the
streets to support the unprecedented
wave of rallies demanding the ouster of
Iraq’s entire political class and slamming
their backers in Iran.

In late January, Sadr suddenly told
supporters to pack up their tents - but a
week later he changed course again,
issuing an impassioned call that saw
them back in protest camps “to renew
the peaceful, reformist revolution”. On
Saturday, Sadr endorsed Iraq’s new
prime minister-designate Mohammad
Allawi, a figure loathed by the youths in
revolt, in a move that has splintered
protest squares.

Hardcore Sadrists then ousted pro-
testers from a multi-storey building that
had become a symbol of the uprising,
tearing down portraits of youths shot

dead in ral l ies and banners l isting
demonstrators’ demands. The head-spin-
ning back-and-forth of Sadr’s positions,
usually by tweet, has stuck a wedge in
his millions-strong base, even his follow-
ers say.

‘Love and obedience’ 
At the weekend, Sadr’s face could be

seen on posters taped to three-wheeled
motor-rickshaws and carried in gold-
rimmed frames by fervent fans in Tahrir.
“If our lord, our commander Sadr told us
to walk into a fire, we’d do it,” said Nabil,
a middle-aged supporter. Nabil said he
had torn down his protest tent when
Sadr said he would no longer back the
anti-regime rallies, but had returned
Saturday following the latest directive.
Asked if the contradicting orders con-
fused him, he said no.

Nadia Abbas, a 45-year-old woman

from Sadr’s namesake stronghold in east
Baghdad, Sadr City, also said she saw
“no contradiction between last week and
right now”. “Whatever he says, we do.
Big or small,” she told AFP, as a cluster of
veiled woman around her nodded in
agreement. Sadr’s younger supporters
weren’t so sure. Many of them had defied
the cleric’s orders last month and
remained in Tahrir, watching in disbelief
as neighbors packed up their tents.

“From the moment I came here, when
the revolution started, I’ve seen a lot -
people dying, falling in the street and
someone picking them up, ambulances,
blood,” said Hamza, 26, who follows the
Sadrist movement. “We got used to all
those scenes but what hurt me the most
was watching those tents be taken away.
I felt like I was from one country and
they were from another,” he said.

Hussein, 24, struggled to explain the

differing orders. “He’s the commander,
but his statement wasn’t a direct order to
withdraw,” the blue-eyed demonstrator
insisted. If Sadr issued a clear order to
abandon the protests, what would he
do? Hussein paused, then said: “There’s
no way I would leave. Anyway, he’d never
do that.”

Ali, 29, hails from Sadr City and his
older brother died fighting for the cleric’s
Mahdi Army in the years after the 2003
US-led invasion. He had spent the past
four months living in a tent in Tahrir, but
said he couldn’t blindly follow Sadr’s
tweets. “The Sadrist movement has a
huge popular base - eight million people
isn’t nothing,” he said. “Their hearts are
with the protests, but love and obedience
are two different things.”

‘Growing schism’ 
The movement was founded by Sadr’s

father and was one of the first Shiite reli-
gious currents to adopt populist and
even revolutionary rhetoric under
Saddam’s brutal regime. It has splintered
multiple times, and many of the powerful
armed factions in Iraq today trace their
roots back to the Sadrist movement,
including those that oppose the protests.
“The danger of another schism is always
there,” a source within the Sadrist move-
ment told AFP, asking not to be named in
order to be able to speak freely. Asked
about the recent divide over Sadr’s shift-
ing positions, the source said:
“Ultimately, this is a religious movement,
not a democratic one.”

Renad Mansour, a researcher at the
London-based Chatham House, said
Sadr was struggling to reconcile his
populist rhetoric with a growing stake in
the state, where he controls parliament’s
largest bloc and key ministry posts.
“There’s been a growing schism for a
while,” said Mansour. “But winning the
(2018 parliamentary) election put him
into the elite, and he’s trying to balance
too many things.” — AFP 

In politics-crazy 
Iowa, one couple 
simply can’t agree 

The signs planted in the snow-covered yard out-
side their Iowa City home announce the clashing
priorities of those living inside: Rod Sullivan and

Melissa Fath support opposing candidates in the
Democratic presidential vote held yesterday in their
Midwestern state. With the vote drawing near, the ami-
able but politically active couple have little time to chat.
Each has donned a T-shirt in the colors of his or her
favored candidate while preparing to go knocking on
neighborhood doors in hopes of winning undecided
voters over to their camp. 

Sullivan, 54, currently the chairman of the Johnson
County Board of Supervisors, supports progressive
senator Elizabeth Warren. Fath, also 54 and a cancer
researcher at the University of Iowa, backs centrist sen-
ator Amy Klobuchar. Warren and Klobuchar recently
won the support - in an unprecedented joint endorse-
ment - of the New York Times.

Same goal, different method 
“Because I respect his candidate very much and he

respects my candidate very much, it’s fine,” Fath says.
“They want the same thing, the same goal, through a
different method.” The couple laughingly explain that
their situation is rare even in Iowa, whose inhabitants
are particularly passionate about politics since their
first-in-the-nation vote carries outsized importance. “I
think what makes it even a little bit more unique is the
fact that we both work pretty hard for our candidates,”
Sullivan said.

Iowa City, a university town of 75,000, is something
of a progressive enclave in a state that voted for Donald
Trump in 2016. On a chilly morning, Sullivan sets out to
go door-to-door in one of the last neighborhoods not
yet reached by the many volunteers working for
Elizabeth Warren, who stands fourth in the latest Iowa
polls. After getting no answer at several homes, Sullivan
finally gets lucky: a young woman answers the door and
announces that she has decided to back Warren... based
on the results of an online questionnaire she had taken. 

Fath has more homes to visit: Klobuchar, in fifth
place with the backing of less than 10 percent of those
polled, has fewer volunteers, so they have much more
ground to cover. But she, too, finally strikes gold: some-
one supporting Klobuchar. “Anyone but an old white
guy,” laughed Maria Watt, 42.

A woman president 
The couple, together since 1996, found themselves in

agreement only once before at this stage in a primary
election season: Both supported Barack Obama during
his 2008 campaign. In 2016, Sullivan was one of the first
elected officials in the country to declare his support
for independent senator Bernie Sanders. After a long
and sometimes bitter battle for the Democratic nomina-
tion, the Vermont socialist finally lost to Hillary Clinton,
who was Fath’s choice.

Four years later, Warren gratefully recognized
Sullivan at an Iowa City rally as one of the first elected
officials - this time around - to back her. Why did he
turn his back on Sanders? “Senator Warren has a lot
of the same ideas but has a little bit more thought-out
plan,” Sullivan said. “Plus, I think it would be great to
have a female president.” Fath agreed with the last
part, but said she prefers Klobuchar’s more incremen-
tal positions. 

“I think that’s what our country needs right now,
because we need a Band-Aid on the division” after the
polarizing presidency of Donald Trump, she said. Both
Fath and Sullivan did vow to support whichever candi-
date the Democratic Party finally selects to face Trump
in the Nov 3 election. But this weekend, with yester-
day’s vote drawing near, they both continued to cam-
paign, even within their own family. Sullivan’s mother
has promised to support Klobuchar, Fath said, as has
the only one of the couple’s three children who will
vote in Iowa. To which Sullivan replied, laughing,
“Mama’s boy!” — AFP 

A local resident using a drone sprays disinfectant at a village in Pingdingshan, in China’s central Henan province, on Jan 31, 2020 during the virus outbreak in Hubei’s city of
Wuhan. — AFP 

Rod Sullivan, 54, Warren supporter and his wife Melissa
Fath, 54, Klobuchar supporter pose for a portrait in Iowa
City on Feb 1, 2020. — AFP 

A file photo taken on Oct 29, 2019 shows Iraqi Shiite cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr driving a
car as he joins anti-government demonstrators gathering in the central holy city of
Najaf. — AFP 


