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PARIS: As more governments turn to tracing
apps in the fight against the coronavirus, a deep-
rooted tension between the need for public
health information and privacy rights has been
thrust into the spotlight. Track-and-trace tech-
nology is being touted as a silver bullet that will
allow economies to reopen and people to
emerge from home confinement, with health au-
thorities keeping tabs on the virus’s spread. But
many fear personal data gathered by govern-
ments or companies in the name of pandemic
control will be abused for political or commer-
cial gain, or outright oppression in authoritarian
states.

“If we are not careful, the epidemic might
mark an important watershed in the history of
surveillance,” Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari
wrote in The Financial Times at the height of the
coronavirus outbreak. While fast-improving
technology may be a welcome aid for public
health officials caught off guard by the scale of
the coronavirus crisis, the “downside is, of
course, that this would give legitimacy to a ter-
rifying new surveillance system”, Harari argued.
Many countries have already introduced smart-
phone apps to track people’s infection status
and movements with the intent of alerting peo-
ple who may have been in close contact with a
carrier of the virus. In some countries participa-

tion is voluntary, but in many it is not.
Asian countries, first hit by the pandemic that

has claimed more than 350,000 lives, also led
the way with tracing apps, often on a non-vol-
untary basis. China, where the outbreak was first
detected, rolled out several apps using either
geolocation via mobile networks or data com-
piled from train and airline travel or motorway
checkpoints. Their use was systematic and com-
pulsory and credited with playing a key role in
allowing Beijing to lift its lockdown and halt the
contagion. South Korea issued mass mobile
phone alerts announcing locations visited by in-
fected patients and ordered anyone placed in
quarantine to install a tracking app.

In Thailand, which has delayed passing a law
on protecting personal data, people use an app
to scan a barcode when they enter or leave a
shop or restaurant - if someone who later tests
positive goes to the same place, everyone else
will receive an alert and a free coronavirus test.
The only problem: the government, having al-
ready gathered vast amounts of information on
millions of app users, has had to concede that
the alert function does not work.  “The COVID-
19 pandemic has offered a convenient rationale
for Asian governments seeking to enhance or
sustain their authoritarian capacities to do so for
a lengthy period,” Paul Chambers, a political sci-

entist at the University of Naresuan in Thailand,
told AFP.

Similar debates are raging in the West. More
than half of 2,000 people surveyed by the
Brookings Institution in the United States feared
contact-tracing apps would violate their privacy.
“Our analysis points to the need for public edu-

cation campaigns that clarify what the tools are
and, especially, what they are not doing,” the
think-tank said of its survey, carried out be-
tween April 30 and May 1. Public trust is impor-
tant given that experts say a track-and-trace
app must be used by at least 60 percent of any
population to be effective.—AFP 

Coronavirus apps expose tension 
between privacy and ‘data need’

Deep-rooted tension thrust into the spotlight

PARIS: An employee of a fast food outlet talks to men working for the delivery company Deliv-
eroo in Paris.—AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: As the novel coron-
avirus wreaks global havoc, Bill Gates is
the new bete noire for conspiracy theo-
rists worldwide including in Africa where
a Kenyan politician’s false online post has
added major fuel to the spread of misin-
formation. While Gates’s vaccine pro-
grams on the continent have long
provided ample fodder for speculation,
the bogus claims have gained new trac-
tion amid the pandemic.

On March 15, Nairobi governor Mike
Sonko published an old video of Gates
warning about the consequences of a fu-
ture pandemic, with the caption “Bill
Gates told us about the corona virus
2015 (sic)”. While the clip shows the phi-
lanthropist telling an audience that the
world was unprepared for global out-
breaks in his TED talk five years ago, he
made no mention of the coronavirus.
Sonko’s post generated so many interac-
tions among his two-million plus Face-
book followers that it remains the most
prolific global post about Gates in the
COVID-19 era, according to social

media analysis tool CrowdTangle.
So far, it has been shared more than

one million times and has garnered 38
million views on social media. The post
highlights the role played by local public
figures in spreading false or misleading
claims in different parts of the world, ac-
cording to the Washington-based At-
lantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research
Lab (DFRLab), which studies disinfor-
mation globally. “They typically travel
beyond... niche communities when an in-
fluencer, such as a prominent celebrity,
or even mainstream media source, ampli-
fies them,” DFRLab’s Zarine Kharazian
said. “Once they’ve achieved this level of
spread, they migrate across languages.”

Rumours about links between Gates
and the current pandemic have enjoyed
particularly broad appeal among differ-
ent conspiracy communities worldwide
since the virus erupted in the Chinese
city of Wuhan in December 2019. Since
January, more than 683,000 posts glob-
ally from public Facebook pages and
groups mentioned Gates, producing

nearly 53 million likes, shares and views.
“One commonality of conspiracy theo-
ries that seems to span borders, lan-
guages, and cultures is a mistrust in
‘all-powerful elites’ and institutions,”
Kharazian said.

“Gates’s prominent profile, outspo-
kenness and active engagement in inter-
national public health work has made
him a prime target for this particular
strain of conspiracy.” Among the most
popular claims in Africa is the idea that
Gates wants to control mankind with the
use of microchip implants or digital tat-
toos. Conspiracy theorists have also al-
leged that Gates stands to profit
handsomely from an eventual vaccine
and that his foundation patented a treat-
ment years ago before unleashing the
novel coronavirus. Others again believe
he created the virus for population con-
trol —  a sensitive point in Africa where
much of the visible push-back online has
focused on the issue of a COVID-19 vac-
cine and experimental trials on local test
subjects.—AFP

Gates conspiracy theories echoing through Africa

PARIS: The French government said Wednesday that doctors
should no longer prescribe hydroxychloroquine (HCQ) for
COVID-19 patients, an unproven and potentially harmful treat-
ment for the disease nonetheless promoted by US President Don-
ald Trump. The move came after two French advisory bodies and
the World Health Organization (WHO) warned this week that the
drug, a treatment for rheumatoid arthritis and lupus, had been
shown to be dangerous in several studies.

Europe’s Discovery programme of hydroxychloroquine trials
in several countries to gauge its effectiveness in the coronavirus
fight have also been suspended since Sunday, France’s Inserm re-
search institute said. The urgency of the coronavirus outbreak
prompted some doctors to prescribe the drug despite a lack of
research to demonstrate its effectiveness against the new coron-
avirus. A French infectious disease specialist in particular insists
he has successfully treated some 4,000 patients by using hydrox-
ychloroquine with the antibiotic azithromycin.

The doctor, Didier Raoult, has caught the ear of Trump, who
stunned his own administration last week by revealing he was taking
hydroxychloroquine as a preventive measure against COVID-19.
Raoult has already rejected a comprehensive study published last
week in The Lancet medical journal, which found that administering
hydroxychloroquine or its related compound chloroquine actually
increased the risk of dying for many patients. Under the new French
rules, the drug should be used only in clinical trials.—AFP

France: Do not prescribe
HCQ for COVID-19


