
WASHINGTON: The United States has revoked 
Hong Kong’s special status under US law, opening 
the way for the city to be stripped of trading priv-
ileges, as Washington accused China of trampling 
on the territory’s autonomy. The decision came as 
China’s rubber-stamp parliament was set to vote 
Thursday on a new Hong Kong security law, a 
move that has triggered renewed protests.  

Under legislation passed last year to support 
Hong Kong’s pro-democracy protesters, the US 
administration must certify that the city still enjoys 
the freedoms promised by Beijing when it negoti-
ated with Britain to take back the colony. “No rea-
sonable person can assert today that Hong Kong 
maintains a high degree of autonomy from China, 
given facts on the ground,” said Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo, adding the trade hub “does not con-
tinue to warrant” its special status. The determina-
tion means that Hong Kong could lose trading 
privileges - including lower tariffs than the mainland 
- with the world’s largest economy. 

President Donald Trump will ultimately decide 
which actions to take, said David Stilwell, the top 
State Department official for East Asia. “The steps 
will be considered and they will be as targeted as 
possible to change behavior,” Stilwell told re-
porters, while acknowledging it was unlikely Bei-
jing would change course. He said the United 
States did not want to hurt the people of Hong 
Kong, adding: “This decision was made by the 
government in Beijing, and not by the US.” China’s 
National People’s Congress is expected Thursday 
to take another step on the security law that 
would ban secession, subversion, terrorism and 
foreign interference — a step that Hong Kong ac-
tivists say abolishes basic freedoms. 

China’s treatment of Hong Kong has provoked 
rare bipartisan support during the divisive tumult 

of the Trump administration and ahead of No-
vember’s presidential election.   “The United 
States must take a stand against China’s crack-
down in Hong Kong,” the campaign office for 
Democratic rival Joe Biden said, welcoming Pom-
peo’s announcement. 

Hong Kongers are now waiting to see how the 
decision will affect the city. The Hang Seng Index 
on the city’s stock exchange was down 1.8 per-
cent around lunchtime. Joshua Wong, a prominent 
pro-democracy activist who has lobbied for trade 
sanctions, said Beijing could not expect foreign 
countries to ignore what is happening to such an 
important global trade hub. “Hong Kong is not 
just a Chinese city, it’s a global metropolis where 
the international community is a stakeholder,” he 
told reporters. But Holden Chow, a pro-Beijing 
lawmaker, said Beijing’s national security laws 
would make the city safer for businesses after last 
year’s unrest. “The United States should not in-
tervene in our internal affairs and should stop in-
timidating us,” he said. 

 
Anthem law 

Washington’s decision came as fresh protests 
broke out in Hong Kong on Wednesday - this time 
over another controversial proposed law that 
criminalizes insults to the national anthem with up 
to three years in jail. Police surrounded the city’s 
legislature where the bill was being debated, fired 
pepper ball rounds at protesters and arrested 
more than 300 people, mostly for unlawful as-
sembly. “It’s like a de facto curfew now,” Nathan 
Law, a prominent pro-democracy advocate, told 
AFP. “I think the government has to understand 
why people are really angry.” China is determined 
to avoid a repeat of massive protests last year, 
triggered by an unsuccessful bid to fast-track ex-

traditions to the mainland, in which the Hong 
Kong legislature was trashed by demonstrators. 

 
Growing unrest 

Under the “one country, two systems” model 
agreed before the city’s return from Britain to China, 
Hong Kong is supposed to be guaranteed certain 
liberties until 2047 that are denied to those on the 
mainland. The mini-constitution that has governed 
Hong Kong’s affairs since the handover obliges the 
territory’s authorities to enact national security 
laws. But an effort to do so in 2003 was shelved 
after huge protests by Hong Kongers. China is mo-
tivated by fear of a younger Hong Kong generation 
that “does not agree with the political system of the 
Communist Party,” said Hua Po, an independent po-
litical commentator based in Beijing.  “If they lose 

control over Hong Kong, the impact on the Chinese 
mainland will be huge,” Hua said. Beijing has been 
infuriated by Hong Kongers - especially football 
fans - booing the national anthem to signal dissat-
isfaction with China.  

 
Uighur camps 

Meanwhile, the US Congress on Wednesday 
authorized sanctions against Chinese officials over 
the mass incarceration of Muslim Uighurs, ramp-
ing up pressure on another front in the troubled 
relationship between the Pacific powers. The 
House of Representatives voted with just one dis-
sent in favor of the Uighur Human Rights Act, 
hours after Secretary of State Mike Pompeo took 
a major step to press China on another major issue 
— the autonomy of Hong Kong.  — Agencies  

Britain closes  
its embassy in  
North Korea 
 
SEOUL: Britain has shuttered its embassy in 
North Korea and all its diplomats have left the 
country, its ambassador said yesterday as Py-
ongyang maintains strict entry controls to try to 
prevent a coronavirus outbreak. The North has 
closed its borders and insists it has not had a sin-
gle case of the virus that emerged in neighbour-
ing China late last year and has since swept the 
world. The closure was a temporary move and 
came because Pyongyang’s “restrictions on 
entry to the country have made it impossible to 
rotate our staff and sustain the operation of the 
Embassy”, a Foreign Office spokesperson said. 

Ambassador Colin Crooks tweeted: “The 
#BritishEmbassy in #Pyongyang closed tem-
porarily on 27 May 2020 and all diplomatic staff 
have left the #DPRK for the time being.” The 

Swedish embassy - which remains open - 
replied that they would miss him and his team 
“and hope they can return soon”. The specialist 
news site NK News said the British diplomats 
crossed the border into China overland on 
Wednesday. Britain intends to maintain diplo-
matic relations with the North “and will seek to 
re-establish our presence in Pyongyang as soon 
as it is possible to do so”, the Foreign Office said. 

Early in the outbreak Pyongyang imposed 
tight quarantine restrictions on all resident for-
eigners, including a virtual lockdown in their own 
premises that Russian ambassador Alexander 
Matsegora described as “morally crushing”. 
Those rules were later eased and dozens of 
diplomats and other foreigners were allowed to 
leave the country in March, when several mis-
sions in Pyongyang closed, among them the 
German embassy and France’s representative of-
fice - Paris does not maintain full diplomatic re-
lations with the North. Hundreds of foreigners 
remain in the country. Analysts say that the 
North is unlikely to have avoided infections, and 
that its ramshackle health system could struggle 
to cope with a major outbreak. —AFP 
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HONG KONG: Police stand guard on a road to deter pro-democracy protesters from blocking roads in 
the Mong Kok district of Hong Kong. — AFP 

Congress ramps up China pressure over Uighur camps 

US revokes Hong Kong’s special  
status as anger grows over China  

Hong Kong courts  
groan under weight 
of protest trials 

 
 

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s courts are clogged 
with a backlog of protester trials nearly a year 
after an explosion of huge pro-democracy rallies, 
with hundreds of mostly young demonstrators 
facing the prospect of lengthy jail terms. Nearly 
9,000 people have been arrested since the often 
violent protests kicked off last June with 1,600 
proceeding to trial so far, according to police. 
The result is a judicial system struggling under 
the strain as Hong Kong lurches through a polit-
ical crisis that shows no sign of ending.  

“This caseload is unimaginable,” said 
Jonathan Man, a veteran rights lawyer on a team 
working pro bono to defend around half of those 
facing charges. “Each case is only rationed a 
very small amount of resources from the prose-

cution and judiciary, which results in investiga-
tion and trial delays,” he said. A three-month 
closure of most of the court system during the 
coronavirus outbreak compounded delays. A 
university student who asked to be identified as 
Windy has been on bail for the last seven 
months. 

She is one of almost 600 people charged 
with rioting, a colonial-era law that carries up to 
a decade in jail. “I have to change my life plan as 
I can’t get a job in a large company if I get con-
victed,” she told AFP. Her case illustrates the vol-
ume passing through the courts. She is one of 95 
people who were arrested one afternoon in Sep-
tember by police during clashes near the legis-
lature and who are now all on trial together. 

Earlier this month, the defendants appeared 
in a single courtroom for a mammoth procedural 
hearing that lasted hours as some 30 lawyers 
shared microphones to talk to the judge. Defen-
dants filled the public benches as anxious family 
members packed the hall outside, some catching 
naps as the hearings dragged on. Those denied 
bail were brought up from the cells below after 
months in custody. — AFP 


