Children `victims of Internet monsters' 


Cally Cheng

The Internet is a monster with children as its victims, according to the Hong Kong Single Parents' Association. 
Uncontrolled access to the Internet is terrifying parents who feel their homes are being invaded by obscene websites and online predators, the group told MetroNews yesterday.

According to the group, parents' knowledge of the Internet was lagging behind the times, making it difficult for them to restrict access to offending sites by children.
Jessie Yu, chief executive of the Hong Kong Single Parents' Association, said ``parents fear their children might be the next victim'', lured by sex predators in chatrooms.

``Parents see the Internet as a monster. They cannot control this monster which invades their homes. At the same time, parents are powerless to stop their children from approaching this monster,'' she said. ``To parents, this is a distressing.''

Social worker Ken Yeung said parents knew little or nothing about computers, although they wanted to go onto the Internet to see what happened.

``Some parents even have problems in starting or shutting down their computers,'' he said. `It's just not about accessing the Internet.'' 

Yu agreed that parents were finding it difficult to keep up with the pace of technology.

``Parents did not have the chance to learn about computer technology when they were young and, till now, they seldom had time to keep up with technology,'' Yu said.

A recent Hong Kong University poll of 509 young people, aged between four and 15, revealed that more than 63 per cent were not supervised by their parents when accessing the Internet at home.

And 55 per cent of their parents did try to access the Internet.

``Even if you don't give children a personal computer at home, they can use computers in other places such as schools, Internet cafes and libraries,'' Yu said. ``At these places, parents have no control.

``You can only limit a child's online hours at home.''

Yu's two daughters, like many other youngsters, enjoyed gaining access to ICQ. She said the girls usually accessed ICQ at night, staying in a chatroom until the early hours of the morning.

``Youngsters enjoy chatting online because many players can gossip together and they feel free,'' she said.

``Children are subject to many rules at home and it's even stricter in their schools, so they feel free to do anything on the Internet.

``In the past, some kids did not have the chance to chat with others of the same age, but now they can online.''

Yu added youngsters were becoming increasingly influenced by their online friends and parents were beginning to lose control. 

She said the only thing parents could do was to teach their children about the dangers of communicating with strangers online. 

Yu criticised the work done by the government in addressing Internet usage among youngsters. 

Yu believes moral education related to the Internet should be strengthened in schools. ``If they [young people] are told about the dangers of the Internet, they will not be easily lured into any harm.'' 
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