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Hong Kong is the world’s freest economy and has 
been for many years.1 With almost zero tariffs, 

the city is completely open to international trade, 
has a small and efficient government with a profes-
sional civil service, and a light regulatory regime. 
Consequently, Hong Kong’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita of $36,796 is one of the highest in 
the world, four times higher than China’s.2

Beijing’s continued excessive interferences in 
Hong Kong’s political sphere and uncertainty over 
the promise of universal suffrage in selection of 
Hong Kong’s next chief executive, however, cast 
doubt on the bedrock of Hong Kong’s economic suc-
cess—the rule of law.3

The U.S. has reason to speak out. In 1992, Con-
gress passed the U.S.–Hong Kong Policy Act to estab-
lish U.S. policy for Hong Kong following its return to 
China in 1997. Among the act’s declarations are the 
following key statements:

Support for democratization is a fundamental 
principle of United States foreign policy. As such, 
it naturally applies to United States policy toward 
Hong Kong.… The human rights of the people of 
Hong Kong are of great importance to the United 
States and are directly relevant to United States 
interests in Hong Kong. A fully successful tran-

sition in the exercise of sovereignty over Hong 
Kong must safeguard human rights in and of 
themselves. Human rights also serve as a basis 
for Hong Kong’s continued economic prosperity.

A Miracle in the South China Sea
The area that is today’s Hong Kong became a Brit-

ish territory in 1842. The city that emerged became 
an economic miracle, the fortuitous result of Brit-
ish rule of law, Chinese industry, and the foresight of 
enlightened colonial administrators who hewed to 
free-market principles even as Britain itself turned 
socialist. On July 1, 1997, London handed sover-
eignty of Hong Kong and its 7.1 million inhabitants, 
the vast majority ethnic Chinese, to China, which 
promised “one country, two systems.” While 1.3 bil-
lion mainland Chinese continued to be ruled by the 
Chinese Communist Party and have their personal 
freedoms restricted, Beijing promised Hong Kong’s 
residents most of the same rights as liberal democ-
racies. By 2017, Beijing claimed, both the city’s lead-
er and its mini-legislature may be elected through  

“universal suffrage.”4

China Reneges on Promises
In 2013, however, China suddenly announced 

that only candidates who toed the Communist Party 
line would be admissible to run for office,5 effective-
ly ruling out members of Hong Kong’s most popular 
political parties.

China has also tried to silence independent pub-
lications,6 breaching obligations it undertook in 
an international treaty registered with the U.N., in 
which China pledged to respect “[r]ights and free-
doms, including those of the person, of speech, of the 
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press, of assembly, of association, of travel, of move-
ment, of correspondence, of strike, of choice of occu-
pation, of academic research and of religious belief, 
as well as private property.”7

These ham-fisted steps have given renewed life to 
Hong Kong’s already strong pro-democracy move-
ment, and thousands have demonstrated in the 
streets this year. An unofficial referendum calling 
for outright universal suffrage, which Beijing has 
bitterly denounced as “illegal,” garnered the signa-
tures of more than a fifth of voters.8

The sight of China’s Communists grappling with 
a city as complex as Hong Kong has left many with 
the impression that they are witnessing a classic 
case of the “gorilla with the Stradivarius” syndrome. 
Today’s China is no longer Maoist China, howev-
er. There are many reform-oriented, sophisticat-
ed technocrats in China who understand that an 
urbane and educated people will not be content with 
political crumbs, and that a financial center depends 
on the free flow of information.

The case, often made by Hong Kong’s pro-China 
businessmen, that popular democracy will lead to 
the redistribution of wealth and the goring of Hong 
Kong’s capitalist goose is also wrong (not to mention 
deliciously ironic when made on behalf of Commu-
nists). Democracy, when paired with checks and bal-
ances that protect minority rights, need not devolve 
into two wolves and one sheep voting on what to 
have for lunch.

The U.S. Role
The U.S.–Hong Kong Policy Act declares that 

the U.S. “should play an active role” in maintaining 
Hong Kong’s prosperity, its status as an independent 
financial center, and mutually beneficial ties with 
the U.S. It makes clear that the U.S. “should treat 
Hong Kong as a territory which is fully autonomous 
from the People’s Republic of China with respect to 
economic and trade matters.”

This beneficial status gives Hong Kong com-
panies access to sensitive technology that the U.S. 
denies mainland China in order to prevent prolifera-
tion, as long as Hong Kong protects such technology 
by maintaining an open and transparent export con-
trol system.9 The U.S. trade surplus with Hong Kong 
was the largest of any American trade surpluses in 
2012, owing largely to high-tech products. Some 
1,400 U.S. firms have offices in Hong Kong, close to 
900 of these are regional headquarters or offices, 
reflecting the benefit that the city draws from being 
an oasis of stability and prosperity in Asia. As many 
as 60,000 Americans live in Hong Kong.10

As demonstrators gather in Hong Kong, Pres-
ident Barack Obama and Secretary of State  
John Kerry can:

nn Make clear to China that the world is watching. 
They should make such statements publicly but 
also in private. Reticence regarding China has 
backfired in the past. In 1989, the U.S. refrained 
from making private representations to Beijing 
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in the run-up to the Tiananmen Square massacre 
of thousands, due to sensitivities stemming from 
false equivalency, with one senior U.S. official 
recently comparing the situation to the National 
Guard shooting at Kent State in 1970.11

nn Substantiate public warnings by resuming 
the annual reports on Hong Kong that the Sec-
retary of State sent to Congress every year from 
passage of the act in 1992 to 2007.

The U.S. Congress can:

nn Formally condemn Chinese behavior and 
highlight the prospects that Beijing intends 
to renege on its promises to Hong Kong and 
the international community to fully honor “one 
country, two systems.”

Conclusion
The U.S. government has long-term strategic rea-

sons to speak up for Hong Kong. U.S. foreign policy 
would be easier to conduct if China became a normal, 
status-quo country with elections, free markets, and 
checks and balances. By allowing the people of Hong 
Kong to practice democracy, authorities in Beijing 
might acquire for themselves the frame of mind 
needed to introduce universal suffrage on the main-
land itself. Just as China has begun to experiment 
with capitalism and free markets, learning some of 
those best practices from Hong Kong, Beijing could 
adopt from its newly acquired territory the political 
culture it needs to complete its latest revolution.
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