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Hong Kong versus China: who won the war on the extradition law?  

 

On Sunday, June 9th, around one million people took to the streets in Hong Kong to protest 

against a new bill that allows local citizens’ extradition to China, Macao and Taiwan. The legislation 

was presented on June 10th and was scheduled to be discussed on the 12th by local authorities. 

The Hong Kong governor, the pro-Chinese Carrie Lam, defended the new measure as a necessary 

tool to bridge the current dangerous legislative vacuum that could transform the Special 

Administrative Region into a paradise for criminals in search of a safe haven. After all, the law was 

designed after a 19-year-old boy from Hong Kong returned to his hometown last February after 

killing his girlfriend in Taiwan during what should have simply been a trip to celebrate Valentine's 

Day. Although Taipei had asked for his extradition, in order to take him to trial based on local 

justice for a crime committed in his territory, the request was not met by virtue of the absence of an 

agreement on that matter1.  

On the basis of the new law, anyone accused of a crime who is punished with more than 

seven years of imprisonment could be extradited to China, Macao or Taiwan, depending on who 

has jurisdiction over the case, provided that the head of the executive agrees on the extradition 

and following a first reading by Hong Kong courts. China is certainly not known for its fair and 

transparent judicial system. So much so that the "legislative vacuum" Carrie Lam is referring to is 

indeed a void that the British who negotiated the Basic Law in 1997 wanted to create to ensure that 

the former colony could maintain a functioning legal system2. The opposite compared to mainland 

China where, according to the estimates of the scholar Li Yongzhong, a percentage that fluctuates 

between 10 and 20 per cent of suspects regularly "disappears" and then reappears at a later stage 

on television or elsewhere to present an official apology or to communicate the sentence that was 

imposed on them during the trial and the number of years they will be spending in prison. If his 

evaluations are correct, in China about 100,000 people could "disappear" in 2019 alone, a figure 

further clarifying why Hong Kong people are against the new extradition law. A law that is 

threatening the foundations of the rule of law-based system that, since 1997, has protected Hong 

Kong and Hong Kong people from Chinese interference3.  

Before discussing what happened, it is opportune to reflect on two orders of considerations. 

First, it is interesting to see how a problem between Hong Kong and Taiwan has been used 

to offer China the chance to legalize a forced extradition system. Still, it is important to highlight 

that a single bill has been designed to regulate extradition to Macao, China and Taiwan. 

This second detail is particularly significant because it puts the People's Republic of China 

and Taiwan on an equal footing, at a time in which Xi Jinping's line on Taiwan is becoming 

increasingly rigid and clear, going in the direction of the "inevitable reunification"4. The new Hong 

Kong legislation seems almost to want to take advantage of a "lucky coincidence" to support the 
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Beijing line towards Taiwan, as if the acceptance of a jurisdictional control by China over Hong 

Kong could create a precedent useful to impose the same standard on Taiwan. The extradition law 

proposed by Hong Kong does nothing but legalizing a method allowing Beijing to interfere on local 

political and judicial freedom. A method that has been used since 2015, when five Hong Kong 

authors, known to have written, published or sold books criticizing the Chinese Communist Party, 

disappeared and then reappeared a few months later on Chinese public television where they offer 

their official public excuses for assuming "bad behaviours" that could potentially damage Party and 

the country5.  

The extradition law is only the latest example of an initiative confirming China’s interest in 

strengthening its grip over Hong Kong. In 2018, all independent parties have been banned, and a 

couple of months ago the leaders of the "Umbrella Revolution" were convicted of "civil 

disobedience and public nuisance", and now they are in prison6. In October, Financial Times 

journalist Victor Mallet got his visa to Hong Kong, where he had been invited to attend a 

conference involving activist Andy Chan, denied. Even the well-known writer Ma Jian, a dissident 

now living in the UK, who had been invited to present his new book "China Dream" at the Hong 

Kong International Literature Festival, got his visa cancelled last November following “the sudden 

cancellation of the event”7. When the news became viral, his speech at the Festival was re-

included in the program, the author flew to Hong Kong, and he subsequently shared that he felt 

continuously at risk for the whole duration of his stay there. Today, protests against the extradition 

law have been condemned by Beijing as "violent movements driven by the West", while Carrie 

Lam has called them "illegal riots". 

It is important to emphasize the significance of the governor's choice to use the expression 

"riot". This term was used to attribute a legal responsibility to the actions of the demonstrators, in 

order to be able to pursue them at a subsequent stage. Moreover, differently from what happened 

in 2014, protesters voluntarily decided not to identify any leader in their movement, just to avoid 

giving the authority the chance to persecute them, as it happened in 2014.   

Again, as in 2014, the protesters condemned the police for their "disproportionate" reaction. 

In the bouts of early June, about 80 people were injured due to the police using tear gas, pepper 

spray and rubber bullets. The police have in fact chosen to intervene to prevent the crowd from 

occupying the central districts of the city, thus avoiding the recurrence of a situation similar to that 

of 2014, when the protesters remained in the streets for 79 consecutive days.  

On Saturday, June 15th, the Hong Kong governor announced the suspension of the 

extradition law, convinced that this step back would have convinced the protesters to clear the city. 

However, as many as 2 million people marched the following Sunday to request the final 

revocation of the bill and the resignation of Carrie Lam8. 

The release of the 22-year-old activist Joshua Wong, the main leader of the 2014 "Umbrella 

Revolution", before the completion of the original period of imprisonment due to good conduct, 

certainly contributed to giving new life to the protest. "We want to put pressure on the governor 

Carrie Lam, the bad administrator of Hong Kong, to withdraw the law," he told the international 
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press, "and we will do so by going ahead with civil disobedience and direct action, to show the 

whole world how the people of Hong Kong live. We will not be silent facing this new abuse of 

President Xi Jinping and Carrie Lam. Lam must resign"9.  

If it is true that, as some analysts have suggested, Wong's anticipated release, announced 

together with the decision to suspend the the debate on the extradition law, could be interpreted as 

another Beijing's "conciliatory" attempt to induce protesters to clear the city, the young activist and 

his supporters certainly did not interpret it as such. On the contrary, they chose to take advantage 

of the provision to further fuel the ongoing protests. 

If at first the city seemed willing to demonstrate peacefully waiting for the government to 

respond on their requests and to guarantee legal and judicial autonomy for Hong Kong, on July 1st 

the situation precipitated. A large group of protesters besieged and occupied the parliament, 

transforming what should have remained a peaceful protest in urban guerrilla, and creating frictions 

among the local population. On the one hand, it is clear that the movement will not stop as it 

happened in 2014. On the other hand, young protesters have lost the support of the business 

community, which at first was on their side sharing the fear of the possible consequences of the 

approval of the extradition law, and the one of civil society, which remains faithful to the non-

violence line. 

To try to maintain control over the island and induce protesters to return home, on July 9th the 

governor Carrie Lam met the press to declare the draft law on extradition "dead". Despite this 

significant and unexpected move, people emphasised they would have remained in the streets 

waiting for Hong Kong Chief Executive resignations and the promise of a more democratic future.   

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

However risky it is to try to anticipate how Beijing will manage this crisis, it is important to try 

to frame possible future scenarios.  

1) The Hong Kong crisis is very difficult to manage, at both local and national level. At the local 

level, protesters are calling for Carrie Lam’s resignation, but it is clear that even if the current 

governor should take a step back, another one that will remain very close to Beijing could only 

replace her. Such a choice could transform Hong Kong into an ungovernable city: citizens could 

indeed convince themselves that, under any circumstances, they could organize massive 

protests to force any government to step back and guarantee the survival of the "one country, 

two systems" principle.   

At the national level, the Hong Kong protest could create a very dangerous precedent, and this 

is the reason why the Party will have to intervene. Allowing people to believe that by 

persevering with civil disobedience it might be possible to push Beijing to change its mind is too 

risky, because it could induce other minority groups to adopt the same strategy to protect what 

they perceive as their rights10.  

 

2) Although this scenario seems less and less likely, Hong Kong could decide to continue to fight 

for the values and principles it believes in, without following a real strategy.                                    

A defensive/protective posture would be certainly wiser and more effective than a deliberately 

provocative one, especially when trying to challenge the People's Republic of China, where the 

values in which Hong Kong believes, from freedom of expression, to independence, judicial and 

civil rights, are still seen as deeply destabilizing. 
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3) Another possibility is that Hong Kong chooses, once again, to continue raising the price of a 

compromise while risking losing the advantage it already gained. This already happened in 

2014, when Beijing decided to withdraw the concessions made facing what it considered an 

unacceptable and stubborn challenge  

In 2014, Hong Kong people started a massive protest to demand free elections and universal 

suffrage11. Although the Basic Law of 1997 had foreseen this opening up of the Hong Kong 

political system, Beijing deemed it too risky to proceed too quickly. At the same time, to facilitate 

the achievement of a compromise, the Party proposed Hong Kong to proceed with an electoral 

reform that would have created a more representative, democratic and transparent system, 

allowing Hong Kong citizens to choose their political representative in a short-list of three 

candidates pre-selected by Beijing. Hong Kong protesters labelled Beijing offer as an 

“unacceptable mockery”, but the consequences of their confrontative statement proved to be 

very different from what they expected: President Xi Jinping changed his mind, he imposed 

Carrie Lam as Chief Executive of the new "rebel province", and he massively increased the 

level of control on the island. 

The general feeling emerging from what happened during the last few weeks is that Hong Kong 

has not learned its lesson: the controversial extradition law has been suspended, but for Hong 

Kong people this it is not enough, and they are now asking for its cancellation. Carrie Lam 

apologized both for having mishandled the debate on the new law and for the violence with 

which the police confronted protesters, and even her admission of responsibility was not 

considered sufficient for a city that is now asking for its resignation12.  

Since Beijing does not trust Hong Kong at least as much as Hong Kong does not trust Beijing, 

the risk the former colony is now running in is that the Party, considering its requests as 

excessive and insatiable, decides to find a compromise resorting to real or simulated force, in 

order to stop Hong Kong rebellious attitudes once and for all and avoid that the suspension of 

the extradition law could be interpreted as an Hong Kong success over Beijing, thus 

encouraging other territories, such as Tibet, Xinjiang or Taiwan, to take to the streets to give 

greater visibility to their respective claims13.  

Now it is up to Beijing to announce its next move, but it is hard to define a plan because, on the 

one hand, the situation is very delicate and, on the other hand, it is impossible to predict how 

Hong Kong will decide to react. For the moment, the Party has published an editorial in the 

China Daily (Hong Kong edition) in which it underlines how the local government was able to 

listen to the voices of the people, respect it and react accordingly, suspending the debate on the 

extradition law. This is certainly an unusual and suspicious position14.  
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Interpreting it as a way to distance oneself from what happened and validate Hong Kong claims 

would be wrong. It is more realistic to think that Beijing has actually been struck by Hong Kong 

initiative and stubbornness, and has decided to buy time to reflect on its next move in order not 

to risk any further loss out of this difficult confrontation. In addition, we should not forget that 

China is currently very busy on the American front, and it needs to avoid that by dealing with the 

Hong Kong problem it will create a new wave of anti-China protests15.  

In Hong Kong, there are people who are convinced that this time will be different, because 

Beijing is aware that it already tried in many ways to increase the level of pressure and control 

over the former colony without ever being able to get the desired result, as the population did 

not allow China to succeed. The most optimistic analysts are arguing that, since there are no 

other ways to go or strategies to try, Beijing should rather accept Hong Kong will and give the 

green light to the full implementation of 1997 Basic Law. However, the Party is not ready to take 

this step. On the contrary, it will continue tightening its grip over Hong Kong, especially if the 

latter will continue challenging Chinese unity with civil disobedience. 
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