
HONG KONG: As the clock counts down to
her finally leaving Hong Kong, Judy is riddled
with self-doubt and guilt over the gut-wrench-
ing decision to move her family to the other side
of the world for a new life in Britain. Over the
past few years, the 36-year-old mum of two has
looked on as authorities dismissed successive
waves of pro-democracy protests and then
went after those who took part in them.

When Britain introduced visas offering a
pathway to citizenship to any Hong Konger
born before the city’s 1997 handover to China,
Judy and her husband decided to take the
plunge. The former public affairs officer quit her
job and the family is preparing to depart in
April. But saying goodbye-to friends, to family,
to Hong Kong’s food and language-is far from
easy. “My grandfather is in his nineties and I am
leaving him behind in the last mile of his life,”
she told AFP. 

“I feel very guilty and unhappy but I also do
not want to stay anymore because I feel unsafe
here.” Judy was one of a dozen Hong Kongers
AFP has spoken to in recent weeks either plan-
ning to relocate to Britain or already there.
Some were happy to talk openly while others,
like Judy, requested their identity be masked.

Middle-class migrants 
Britain’s new scheme is a response to Bei-

jing’s decision last year to impose a sweeping
national security law on the former colony. It is
not clear how many Hong Kongers will take up
the offer-especially while the coronavirus pan-
demic strangles so much normal activity around
the world and restricts international flights. But
applications for British National (Overseas)
passports-the document Hong Kongers born
before 1997 can apply for-have soared 300
percent since the security law came in.

Britain predicts up to 154,000 Hong Kongers
could arrive over the next year and as many as
322,000 over five years, bringing an estimated
“net benefit” of up to £2.9 billion ($4 billion).

Hong Kong officials have played down the
departures, saying few will ultimately leave and
that those who do can be replaced by arrivals
from the Chinese mainland.

Prominent pro-Beijing politician Regina Ip
dismissed those going to Britain as people with
“no money, skills or education”. But much like
the hundreds of thousands of Hong Kongers
who left ahead of the 1997 handover-many of
whom subsequently returned-the average pro-
file of those departing who AFP spoke to tended
to be the opposite.

Most were educated, middle-class families,
often with young children and-most impor-
tantly-enough money in the bank to make the
move and survive the prospect of many months

looking for work in Britain. Many owned prop-
erty with a good portion of the mortgage al-
ready paid off-a valuable nest egg considering
the average price for a 500-square-foot (46-
square-metre) apartment is around HK$7million
($900,000).

Ellie, a 30-year-old psychologist, said

she and her IT-professional husband were
looking to leave in the next two years but al-
ready have a plan in place to “expedite”
their move if it looks like China might stop
people going to Britain.   “I have my son’s
future at stake as education in the city is
changing,” she told AFP. — AFP
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Tears, guilt and hope for Hong 
Kongers seeking new life in UK

Britain’s visa scheme a response to national security law in HK

LONDON: This photo taken on January 26, 2021 shows Winston Wong (left), who arrived in Britain last year
from Hong Kong, and his wife Connie Chan (right) with their son Cheston at home in Chelmsford. —AFP

Why some Hong 
Kongers 
are leaving
HONG KONG: A new visa scheme is offering millions of Hong
Kongers a pathway to British citizenship as the city’s former colo-
nial master opens its doors to those wanting to escape China’s
crackdown.

Authorities responded to huge and often violent pro-democ-
racy protests in 2019 with mass arrests and the imposition of a
sweeping national security law. As Beijing attempts to snuff out
dissent in the semi-autonomous city of 7.5 million, AFP met with
some Hong Kongers who have already left, or plan to head to
Britain in the coming months.

Spike in inquiries 
Billy Wong, an immigration consultant, has fielded a torrent of

calls in recent months on one topic-moving to Britain. “Many peo-
ple want to leave,” the 44-year-old told AFP, saying the number
of enquiries is “scary”.

Wong is also planning to relocate, something he and his wife
Eileen Yeung had been considering for a few years. “Now we have
this new law, we are being very careful about our speech and
measure what we can write on Facebook,” said Yeung, referring
to the security law.  “What I want most for my daughter is that
she can be herself and think freely,” she added.

Daughter Tinyu, 10, has already been admitted to a boarding
school in Derby and is full of questions about what the next chapter

holds.  “What does immigration mean? Does it mean we have to
move-like moving to another place in Hong Kong? What is UK like?
Are the British polite? I asked myself a lot of questions,” she said.

‘Time to leave’ 
Three months after Gavin Mok, 42, and his wife Lydia moved

to Britain, their possessions have finally caught up.  After the ship-
ment wound its way from Hong Kong to their new home in Exeter,
in southwest England, Mok filmed the unloading for his YouTube
subscribers. 

He hopes his channel will encourage other Hong Kongers to
make the same move. “I would like to share my experience, to let
them know that it’s the time to leave,” Mok told AFP.

Mok went to school and university in Britain. For his daughters,
aged 9 and 11, it is more of an adjustment. But they stay in touch
with friends back home via video call and are looking forward to
British school once the coronavirus pandemic is under control.

“In some ways they already speak English more than Can-
tonese,” he laughed.  A former trader in Hong Kong’s lucrative fi-
nancial sector, Mok knows he has little chance of matching his old
salary. “I’m prepared to do any kind of low-paid, blue-collar work,
like food and parcel deliveries,” he said.  “I don’t miss Hong Kong
because I gave up on Hong Kong as a place a long time ago.
There’s nothing for me there,” he added.  “But I will never give up
my identity as a Hong Konger.”

My son’s future  
It was an assault on democracy protests by a gang of stick-

wielding government supporters wielding sticks in June 2019 that
convinced Winston Wong and Connie Chan, both 40. “We literally
decided like overnight. Okay, I think it’s better that we leave,” said
Chan, who is able to run her business remotely since moving to

Britain last year. They have since settled in Chelmsford with their
9-year-old son. 

“We were worried about our kid and his future,” said Chan.
Moving in the middle of a pandemic hasn’t been plain sailing.
Wong left behind a well-paying job as a finance director and has
yet to find work in Britain. China has vowed to retaliate in some
form against Britain for its visa offer but Wong says he is unruffled. 

“If the authorities made me choose, I won’t hesitate to give up
my Hong Kong ID card,” he said. “Because I don’t think my iden-
tity as a Hong Konger is defined by an ID.” —AFP

HONG KONG: This photo taken on January 25, 2021 shows immi-
gration consultant Billy Wong (center), his wife Eileen Yeung (left)
and their daughter Tinyu (right) playing the board game Monopoly
at their Hong Kong flat. —AFP


