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Executive summary
•

•

•

Millions of people in Hong Kong are protesting democratic deterioration and rights violations, amid
increasing police brutality and other violence against them. The United States and other democracies
must take strong, immediate action to stand with the people of Hong Kong in their defense of
democratic values, urge accountability for perpetrators of violence, and protect international economic
and security interests in the territory.
Hong Kong’s police force has responded to the largely peaceful protesters with violence, while
statements about the protests by the Chinese government, which has a garrison of troops stationed in
Hong Kong, have been increasingly bellicose. Civilian protesters and bystanders have been assaulted by
members of mafia-linked gangs with probable ties to the Chinese government.
Freedom House has tracked a sharp democratic decline in Hong Kong over the last decade, alongside
increasing interference by the Chinese government in local affairs. A weak international response to
the events in Hong Kong increases the likelihood of worsening unrest that could harm US interests and
citizens in Asia, and would set a dangerous precedent for potential future Chinese Communist Party
aggression.

policybrief

Unprecedented Hong Kong protests, disturbing warnings from Beijing
Massive protests, at times swelling to nearly two million people, have rocked Hong Kong since March
31, 2019. The demonstrations began in opposition to proposed amendments to Hong Kong’s extradition
laws, but have since grown to encompass the public’s frustration over democratic deterioration and rights
violations. Attacks on largely peaceful protesters by police and mobs linked to organized crime groups
known as triads have resulted in hundreds injured and dozens hospitalized.1 2 3
The response by Hong Kong government leaders to the demands of peaceful protesters, and the violence
committed against them, has been unsatisfactory and disproportionately aggressive, and has exacerbated
the protesters’ frustration. As a result, some activists are undertaking more assertive forms of civil
disobedience, including occupying the international airport and blocking major traffic thoroughfares; in
early July,4 tensions led protesters to storm the Legislative Council (LegCo). Wide-ranging work stoppages—
including among civil servants, air-traffic controllers, and workers at Hong Kong’s Disneyland—also reflect
the scale of public frustration with Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam’s administration and with Chinese
government interference in Hong Kong.5
Meanwhile, the Chinese government is seeking to control and influence the narrative about the Hong Kong
protests through its robust media censorship and propaganda systems— not only in mainland China, but
also in Hong Kong, and internationally.6
Even more alarming, the Chinese government, which has a garrison of 6,000 troops stationed in Hong Kong
and thousands more across the border,7 has responded to the movement with increasingly threatening
rhetoric, including suggestions that future protests could be met with violent suppression by the Chinese
military.8 US officials have noted a sudden amassing of Chinese troops on the Hong Kong border,9 and
Chinese state media released a propaganda video showing violent suppression by the People’s Liberation
Army Hong Kong garrison of a Hong Kong–like urban protest.10 Hong Kong–watchers are concerned the
situation could rapidly deteriorate, and even escalate to the type of violence committed by the Chinese
military during the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre.

The proposed extradition amendments
The proposed amendments that sparked the protests would allow Hong Kong residents, foreign residents,
and visitors to be extradited to mainland China, where they would not be guaranteed a fair trial and may
be subject to torture and other human rights abuses.11 The amendments to the relevant laws—the Fugitive
Offenders Ordinance and the Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Ordinance—were announced in
February 2019, and formally introduced in the LegCo on April 3.
Facing sustained protests against the proposals, Lam on June 15 announced their suspension, but has not
fully withdrawn them. Demonstrations have since continued, and participants’ demands now include an
independent investigation into police violence against protesters, the release of jailed demonstrators, and
Lam’s resignation.

Violence against protesters
Though protesters have remained largely peaceful, Hong Kong’s police force has responded with increasing
violence—attacking journalists,12 firing tear gas and rubber bullets at protesters at dangerously close range,
beating some with batons and shields, and reportedly roughing up those inside train stations waiting to
return home.13
Protesters have also faced violence at the hands of mafia-like triad groups. On July 21, a mob that included
a large number of triad gang members attacked peaceful protesters and further entered a train station and
trains to attack innocent bystanders, including a pregnant woman.14 Hong Kong police were captured on
video ignoring repeated requests for assistance, and leaving the scene.15 At least 45 people were injured,
including one critically, in the incident, which represented the worst such violence in Hong Kong’s recent
history.16 On July 31, at least 10 protesters were wounded in a drive-by fireworks attack.17
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The Chinese Communist Party has long made use of hired gang members and criminals as proxies to assault
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critics in Hong Kong and Taiwan.18 The most recent triad attacks, combined with the Hong Kong police
force’s failure to respond, point to the Hong Kong government’s complicity in violent reprisals against
peaceful protesters, as well as the Chinese government’s involvement and increasingly blatant violation of
the “one country, two systems” framework. These dynamics—along with allegations that plainclothes police
disguised as protesters have mixed among them and carried out or incited violence against police to tar
the movement’s reputation—have contributed to a severe lack of public trust in the Hong Kong authorities,
exacerbating unrest.

The “one country, two systems” framework
Hong Kong, a special administrative region of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), was governed by
Great Britain from 1851 until oversight was returned to China on July 1, 1997. Before the handover, due
to concerns about China’s poor governance and human rights record, the British and Chinese worked out
specific terms by which Hong Kong would be governed. These are laid out in the 1984 Sino-British Joint
Declaration19 and expanded upon in the Basic Law, which serves as Hong Kong’s constitution.20
These documents outline what has come to be known as the “one country, two systems” framework,
under which Hong Kong is supposed to retain “a high degree of autonomy, except in foreign and defense
affairs;” a separate financial center; executive, legislative, and independent judicial power; unchanged social
and economic systems encompassing “rights and freedoms, including those of the person, of speech, of
the press, of assembly, of association, of travel, of movement, of correspondence, of strike, of choice of
occupation, of academic research, and of religious belief.”
The terms laid out in both the Joint Declaration and Basic Law were to remain unchanged in text and
interpretation for 50 years, until July 1, 2047. Article 5 of the Basic Law states, “The socialist system and
policies shall not be practised in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, and the previous capitalist
system and way of life shall remain unchanged for 50 years.”

Deteriorating democracy and human rights conditions
Hong Kong’s Democratic Decline
In the last decade, Hong Kong’s score in Freedom in the World, Freedom House’s annual study of global political
rights and civil liberties, declined from 68 to 59 (100 best, 0 worst), reflecting persistent attacks on free expression,
assembly, and the rule of law. Much of Hong Kong’s democratic erosion is the result of growing encroachment from
the mainland Chinese government, which seeks to curtail Hong Kong’s autonomy. Hong Kong is among only 30
countries and territories of the 209 examined by Freedom in the World to see such a drastic decline since 2009.
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Freedom House has tracked a decline in democracy and human rights conditions in Hong Kong over the
last decade, alongside increasing interference by the Chinese government in local affairs. Recent incidents
reflecting democratic deterioration include police failures to protect 2014 Umbrella Movement prodemocracy protesters from violent counterprotesters, violence against the protesters by police themselves,
and the imprisonment of the movement’s leaders; the expulsion of LegCo members following the Chinese
government’s decision to reevaluate Hong Kong’s oath-taking rules for lawmakers; the detention by Chinese
authorities of Hong Kong residents, including at least one who was abducted and transported to China; the
apparent imposition of the Chinese government’s interpretation of Basic Law on Hong Kong courts; and
sustained attacks on the media, including violent assaults against journalists and media owners critical of
Beijing.21
Hong Kongers have been vocal about deteriorating conditions. In addition to the 79 days of mass
protests sparked in 2014 by the Umbrella Movement, protests erupted earlier, in 2012, over attempts to
amend Hong Kong’s school curriculum to include overtly pro-CCP material. And in 2003, the proposal of
controversial security laws opponents said could undermine press and religious freedom and criminalize
public advocacy sparked huge demonstrations that ultimately prompted the provisions’ withdrawal.22
Participants in the 2019 Hong Kong protests—which have been the largest to date—are quick to note that
they are not asking for new rights they do not currently possess under the law. Rather, they are rallying
to defend the rights to which they are supposed to be guaranteed under the “one country, two systems”
model.

Why Hong Kong matters
Financial implications:
Hong Kong, a major financial hub in Asia, has long attracted foreign investment due to its reputation for
good governance, rule of law, and the protection of rights, including labor and intellectual property rights.
It has continued to thrive following the 1997 handover because, despite more aggressive encroachment
in recent years, it has thus far been able to maintain some degree of functional autonomy from the PRC.
Destabilization of Hong Kong’s financial markets due to further attempts by the PRC to undermine the rule
of law and the “one country, two systems” model would have serious negative financial consequences
not only for Hong Kong, mainland China, and Asia, but also for investors from the US, Europe, and other
democracies.
The United States is Hong Kong’s second-largest trading partner,23 and, as such, American investment
remains highly sought after and influential. The United States’ goods-and-services trade with Hong Kong
totaled $67.3 billion in 2018, with a total surplus of $33.8 billion.24 As of June 2017, “there were 283
regional headquarters, 443 regional offices and 587 local offices in Hong Kong representing their parent
companies located in the US,” including Amazon, Apple, AT&T, Bank of America, Citibank, Disney, Estée
Lauder, Facebook, FedEx, General Electric, Google, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Johnson & Johnson, JP Morgan
Chase, LinkedIn, Marriott, Microsoft, Nike, PayPal, Pfizer, Ralph Lauren, the New York Times, Time Inc.,
Turner Broadcasting, Under Armour, the United Parcel Service, and Yahoo. 25

Security implications:
In 2017, there were more than 22,000 US nationals living in Hong Kong, and 1.2 million US visitor arrivals.26
There are hundreds of thousands more Americans living in or visiting countries in Asia, including tens of
thousands of US military personnel deployed in the region.27 The United States also has security agreements
with partners across Asia, including Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, and Thailand, with special attention
given to Taiwan.
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Violence by Hong Kong police, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, or their vigilante proxies puts the
tens of thousands of Americans in Hong Kong on any given day at risk. And, violence or worsening unrest
in Hong Kong has the potential to destabilize a region already complicated by a number of major territorial
disputes, endangering Americans elsewhere in Asia.
The Chinese government agreed to, and is supposed to be bound by, the terms laid out in the 1984 Sino-
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British Joint Declaration and in Hong Kong’s Basic Law. Though the CCP has routinely violated its own
domestic laws on human rights and governance in mainland China, increasing violations of the “one
country, two systems” model in Hong Kong are a troubling escalation signaling that the Chinese government
cannot be trusted to uphold international and bilateral legal agreements. A weak international response
to existing violations and further escalation sets a dangerous precedent for potential future Chinese
Communist Party aggression, and undermines global legal norms more broadly.

Recommendations
The coming weeks are a critical period for the future of democracy, human rights, and prosperity in
Hong Kong. History has shown that authoritarian rulers act more assertively when met with a permissive
international environment. The United States and other democracies must take strong, immediate action
to defend their own economic and security interests, to stand with the people of Hong Kong as they defend
their democratic rights and freedoms, and to communicate the risks China faces should the situation
deteriorate further.

Recommendations for the US government:
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Issue strong, clear statements: High-level officials in the Trump administration and US Congress should
make frequent public statements and private appeals to Hong Kong and Chinese counterparts that:
o Call for the immediate, permanent withdrawal of the proposed amendments to Hong
Kong’s extradition ordinances.
o Call for the release from custody of individuals jailed for participating in peaceful protests,
while encouraging protesters to avoid using violent tactics.
o Urge the Chinese government to refrain from military intervention in Hong Kong, and
warn that such action will yield a strong response from the United States.
o Avoid adopting propaganda-driven rhetoric used by the Chinese and Hong Kong
governments, such as referring to peaceful protests as “riots.”
Prepare action plans in case of further deterioration: Relevant government agencies—including
the White House, Department of State, Department of Commerce, and US Trade Representative—
should prepare detailed action plans to enable a rapid US response to further serious deterioration
of conditions in Hong Kong, such as more severe and large-scale police or pro-Beijing mob brutality,
or Chinese military intervention. Measures to consider should include suspending or narrowing Hong
Kong’s special trade status and designation as a special customs territory; considering restrictions on
the export of key goods prioritized in the US-Hong Kong Policy Act (P.L.102-383), including in the areas
of aviation, shipping, and communications; and imposing targeted sanctions on individual officials.
Immediately pass the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act: The US Congress should
immediately pass the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act (S.1838/H.R.3289), which would
require the US to annually certify that Hong Kong still merits special economic treatment under US law,
and would impose targeted sanctions on individuals responsible for repressing basic freedoms in Hong
Kong.
Prohibit the export to Hong Kong of US-made security equipment that could be used by Hong Kong
police to commit violence against protesters: Such items include tear gas, pepper spray, batons,
handcuffs, water cannons, and the like.
Impose targeted sanctions on perpetrators of violence against protesters: The Department of State
should impose visa bans on those responsible for violent attacks on protesters and should be prepared
to impose more serious sanctions—including those authorized by the Global Magnitsky Human Rights
Accountability Act (P.L.114-328, subtitle F, title XII) and Section 7031(c) of the FY 2019 Department of
State, Foreign Operations appropriations bill—if human rights violations by the Hong Kong police or
Chinese military escalate.
Engage in joint multilateral action: Work with allies—particularly the United Kingdom—to identify and
implement coordinated public statements and other joint actions that together may have a stronger
impact in urging the upholding of human rights and the rule of law in Hong Kong than separate actions
by individual governments.
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Recommendations for the Hong Kong government:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Immediately and permanently withdraw the proposed amendments to Hong Kong’s extradition
legislation.
Ensure police refrain from employing violence when responding to protests, do not use crowd control
equipment dangerously in violation of international standards, and avoid targeting journalists and
bystanders.
Investigate and prosecute police involved in attacks against protesters.
Investigate and bring to justice gangs and other groups of people who have been specifically targeting
protesters with violence.
Release those jailed for exercising their right to peaceful protest.
Make it clear to the Chinese government that the Hong Kong government does not want or need the
People’s Liberation Army’s involvement in addressing the protests.
Protect the people of Hong Kong by defending the rights enshrined in the Joint Declaration and Basic
Law.

Recommendations for the Chinese government:
•
•
•
•
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Respect the “one country, two systems” model and adhere to the Joint Declaration and Basic Law—the
documents that enable Hong Kong to remain economically strong and renowned for good governance.
Refrain from deploying the military in Hong Kong or from using the military or hired gang members to
attack protesters, which will only tarnish China’s reputation on the international stage.
End restrictions on media coverage and censorship of online conversations within China related to the
unfolding events in Hong Kong.
Cease the propagation of disinformation and false narratives about the events in Hong Kong within and
outside of China.

policybrief
7

Endnotes
1 Man Hoi-tsan, Tam Siu-yin, “Dozens of Hong Kong Anti-Extradition Protesters Charged With ‘Rioting’,” Radio Free Asia, July 31, 2019, https://
www.rfa.org/english/news/china/dozens-of-hong-kong-anti-extradition-protesters-07312019115313.html.
2 Elizabeth Cheung, “Hong Kong Hospital Authority denies leaking data to police after extradition bill protesters arrested in public hospitals,”
South China Morning Post, June 18, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3014931/hong-kong-hospital-authority-denies-leaking-data.
3 Timothy McLaughlin and Anna Kam, “Protesters shut down Hong Kong airport as China warns of ‘terrorism,’ raising fears of military crackdown,” The Washington Post, August 12, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/protesters-bring-hong-kong-airport-to-a-standstill-after-night-of-violent-clashes/2019/08/12/bfada9fe-bcdd-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html.
4 “Hong Kong protesters storm the legislative council,” Economist, July 1, 2019, https://www.economist.com/asia/2019/07/01/hong-kong-protesters-storm-the-legislative-council.
5 Austin Ramzy, Mike Ives and Tiffany May, “Hong Kong Strike Sinks City Into Chaos, and Government Has Little Reply,” New York Times, August
5, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/05/world/asia/hong-kong-general-strike.html.
6 Joyce Y.M. Nip, “Extremist mobs? How China’s propaganda machine tried to control the message in the Hong Kong protests,” The Conversation, July 15, 2019, http://theconversation.com/extremist-mobs-how-chinas-propaganda-machine-tried-to-control-the-message-in-the-hongkong-protests-119646.
7 Iain Marlow and Jeanny Yu, “How Many Chinese Soldiers Are in Hong Kong and Why,” Bloomberg, August 12, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.
com/news/articles/2019-08-12/how-many-chinese-soldiers-are-in-hong-kong-and-why-quicktake.
8 Holmes Chan, “China’s army chief in Hong Kong says ‘violent radical incidents’ cannot be tolerated, as garrison releases slick PR vid,” Hong
Kong Free Press, August 1, 2019, https://www.hongkongfp.com/2019/08/01/chinas-army-chief-hong-kong-says-violent-radical-incidents-cannot-tolerated-garrison-releases-slick-pr-vid/.
9 Jennifer Jacobs and Glen Carey, “White House Eyeing Chinese Forces Gathered on Hong Kong Border,” Bloomberg, July 31, 2019, https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-30/white-house-eyeing-buildup-of-chinese-forces-on-hong-kong-border.
10 China News 中国新闻网(@Echinanews), “PLA #HongKong garrison shows its commitment to safeguarding the country’s sovereignty and security,
as well as Hong Kong’s prosperity and stability through a video released on Wednesday,” August 1, 2019, https://twitter.com/Echinanews/status/1156827062230867968.
11 Ethan Meick, “Hong Kong’s Proposed Extradition Bill Could Extend Beijing’s Coercive Reach: Risks for the United States,” U.S China Economoic and Security Review Commission, May 7, 2019, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/USCC%20Issue%20Brief_HK%20Extradition%20Bill.pdf.
12 Shannon Molloy,” Chinese forces gathering at Hong Kong border, White House officials monitoring escalation,” news.com.au, August 1, 2019
https://www.news.com.au/world/asia/chinese-forces-gathering-at-hong-kong-border-white-house-officials-monitoring-escalation/news-story/82621253f4c093c69834e041713ab34d.
13 Austin Ramzy, “Mob Attack at Hong Kong Train Station Heightens Seething Tensions in City,” The New York Times, July 22, 2019, https://www.
nytimes.com/2019/07/22/world/asia/hong-kong-protest-mob-attack-yuen-long.html.
14 Austin Ramzy, “Mob Attack at Hong Kong Train Station Heightens Seething Tensions in City,” The New York Times, July 22, 2019, https://www.
nytimes.com/2019/07/22/world/asia/hong-kong-protest-mob-attack-yuen-long.html.
15 Barbara Marcolini, Haley Willis, K.K. Rebecca Lai, Caroline Kim, Drew Jordan and Tiffany May, “‘Please Stop Beating Us’: Where Were Hong
Kong’s Police?,” The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/asia/100000006624535/hong-kong-protest-police-triad-investigation.html.
16 Nadia Lam, “Hong Kong crisis escalates after mob attack on protesters,” PBS News Hour, July 22, 2019, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/
world/hong-kong-crisis-escalates-after-mob-attack-on-protesters.
17 “Hong Kong protesters hurt in drive-by fireworks attack,” BBC News, August 1, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-49177314.
18 J. Michael Cole, “Nice Democracy You’ve Got There. Be a Shame If Something Happened to It,” Foreign Policy, June 18, 2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/06/18/nice-democracy-youve-got-there-be-a-shame-if-something-happened-to-it/.
19 Joint Declaration of the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of the People’s
Republic of China on the Question of Hong Kong, June 14, 2007, http://www.gov.cn/english/2007-06/14/content_649468.htm.
20 “The Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China,” Hong Kong Constitutional and Mainland
Affairs Bureau, April 2017, https://www.basiclaw.gov.hk/en/basiclawtext/images/basiclaw_full_text_en.pdf.
21 Hudson Lockett and Nicolle Liu, “Senior FT editor refused entry to Hong Kong,” Financial Times, November 9, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/b1bd2aec-e333-11e8-8e70-5e22a430c1ad.
22 “Hong Kong,” Freedom in the World 2004, Freedom House, September 9, 2004, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2004/
hong-kong.
23 “The United States and the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Some Important Facts,” Hong Kong Trade and Industry Department,
November 2018, https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/aboutus/publications/factsheet/usa.html.
24 “U.S.-Hong Kong Trade Facts,” Office of the United States Trade Representative, https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/china-mongolia-taiwan/
hong-kong.
25 “U.S.-Hong Kong Trade Facts,” Office of the United States Trade Representative, https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/china-mongolia-taiwan/
hong-kong.
26 “The United States and the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Some Important Facts,” Hong Kong Trade and Industry Department,
November 2018, https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/aboutus/publications/factsheet/usa.html.
27 “Assessing the Global Operating Environment: Asia,” The Heritage Foundation Index of U/S. Military Strength, October 4, 2018, https://www.
heritage.org/military-strength/assessing-the-global-operating-environment/asia.

Freedom House is a nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization that supports democratic
change, monitors freedom, and advocates
for democracy and human rights.

1850 M Street NW, 11th Floor
Washington, DC 20036
120 Wall Street, 26th Floor
New York, NY 10005

© Freedom House, 2019.
Analyses and recommendations belong to the authors and do not represent the positions of Freedom House.

www.freedomhouse.org
facebook.com/FreedomHouseDC
@freedomhouse
202.296.5101 | info@freedomhouse.org

