
There is no doubt that the UK and Hong

Kong have a special relationship. After all,

the British presence in Hong Kong

started in 1842 and only ended in 1997.

Diplomacy and the ensuing Sino-British

Joint Declaration of 1984 settled the

return of Hong Kong as a British colony

to become China’s special administrative

region. 

At the time of transition, both the UK and

China had an interest in Hong Kong’s

continuing success. For the UK, Hong

Kong was an example of long years of

wise colonial administration – which

bolstered British prestige in the world;

and British business wanted stability to

continue their many profitable

enterprises and activities. Furthermore, it

also gave the UK good reasons for

strengthening its engagement with

China, a growing market and regional

power. The UK also had so many other

connections with Hong Kong people,

such as through universities, schools,

professional bodies, and cultural

institutions. Significantly, Hong Kong

used English common law as the

foundation of its legal system. 
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For China, Hong Kong’s economic

success was an interesting case study

for its own experiment with

modernisation and opening-up to the

outside world. It was prepared to

accept that not only were there all

kinds of British interests invested in its

previous colony, but that the UK’s

closest allies also had many interests in

Hong Kong, especially America,

Canada and Australia. 

Through the years of political instability

in China, the people of Hong Kong –

many of whom were once refugees

escaping chaos and poverty on the

mainland – saw these English-speaking

countries as superior in their

organisation with strong economic

opportunities. Hong Kong people built

many commercial and social relations

with their western counterparts. For

China, Hong Kong was seen as an

invaluable and colourful addition to

the socialist mainland. 

Hong Kong offered the UK and its

closest allies a foothold to conduct all

kinds of activities even after 1997, much

like they did during the colonial era.

Hong Kong was a bit of the “west” in

the “east”, a capitalist enclave at the

doorstep of imperial China that

morphed into the socialist People’s

Republic. A place of convenience

where commercial business could be

done and intelligence traded across

very different cultures through good

and bad times of imperial

disintegration, world wars, regional

wars, revolutions, civil war, as well as

Asia’s peace time economic rise. 

Hong Kong was a special positive topic

for the UK, US and other western

powers to engage with Beijing. 

America’s US-Hong Kong Policy Act

1992 allowed it to continue to treat

the special administrative region

separately from socialist mainland

China for trade export and

economic control after 1997, which

was seen at the time as supportive

of Hong Kong’s ‘high degree of

autonomy’ to function on a day-to-

day basis without interference from

Beijing except in diplomatic and

military matters. It also served US

interests.

Whatever concerns Beijing had

about the massive foreign presence

in Hong Kong, it was prepared to set

them aside in a pragmatic manner.

Hong Kong continued to be a useful

place for the west in the east albeit,

with a new sovereign. But things

have changed dramatically in the

past three years and the UK is fast

losing Hong Kong as a small but

useful nexus with Beijing and may

never regain it to Britain’s own

detriment. It may be that the British

political elites no longer value Hong

Kong as they once did to serve any

real function vis-à-vis China.

The following factors are worth

reflecting upon:

Firstly, the US is the leader of the pack

in developing a negative China policy

that involves attacking its governing

system, ruling party, and leader. China

is portrayed as a competitor with the

wrong ideology, and it is to be

distrusted. America is bringing

together “a new grouping of like-

minded nations, a new alliance of

democracies” to induce change in

China, in the words of Mike Pompeo,

the previous secretary of state, in July

2020. President Biden sees the fight as

between “autocracy and democracy”.

Does the UK want to buy into that kind

of logic and rhetoric?

Secondly, Hong Kong has become one

of the boxing arenas of the big power

conflict between the US and China,

along with Taiwan and Xinjiang. China

is no longer a regional but global

power. This conflict is expected to be

long-lasting and the UK is seen to be a

follower of US policy. If the US were to

back off, what would the UK do? In

sticking with the US-led pack for now,

the UK needs to reflect on what is in its

own best interest and what is in the

interest of the people of Hong Kong

(assuming this is a consideration).
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Thirdly, while there is a view among

activists that foreign pressure would

change Beijing, it has not backed off

from securing Hong Kong’s politics

against what it sees as foreign

interference because its heightened

national security concerns trumps

bending to foreign pressure that wants

regime change and/or to constrain

China’s development. If there is an

opportunity to ease geopolitical

tensions, Beijing could well be

pragmatic - which requires the UK to

consider how far it is willing to go to

make calls, such as that China has

violated the Sino-British Joint

Declaration when the national people’s

congress passed the National Security

Law (NSL) for Hong Kong in 2020. The

allegation remains debatable in law

and process.

China retaliated by sanctioning certain

British institutions and individuals and

their immediate family members from

entering the whole of China. Their

assets in China are frozen, and Chinese

institutions and citizens are prohibited

from dealing with them. The tit-for-tat

sanctions generate mutual animosity,

but there is probably pressure on the

UK to dial-up the heat and follow the

US in applying Hong Kong-related

sanctions.

It seems that the UK has lost Hong

Kong as that special topic on which it

can exchange views positively with

Beijing. So far, Hong Kong too has not

gained from the growing big power

conflict. If anything, Hong Kong stands

precariously at a juncture in geopolitics

that has turned unfavourable for the

special administrative region and its

people. 
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It is one thing to dislike what is

happening in Hong Kong but

another to allege a breach of the

Sino-British Joint Declaration, or to

pressurise British judges to stop

serving on Hong Kong’s Court of

Final Appeal, neither of which serves

the interests of the UK nor Hong

Kong.

Fourthly, the US has normalised the

weaponization of the use of

government sanctions against its

adversaries. It has imposed

sanctions on Chinese officials as well

as Hong Kong officials over the

passage of the NSL China retaliated

and imposed sanctions. The UK has

not imposed sanctions relating to

Hong Kong, but it has on Chinese

officials over Xinjiang. 
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About the UKNCC

The UKNCC is designed to help the people

of the UK make clear sighted decisions on

their engagement with China. In an era of

an exponential rise of misinformation and

uninformed debate, our aim is to

differentiate 'the noise' from robust,

evidenced and well constructed

information. We highlight high quality

commentary and research and support

those who are already, or could become

Britain's leading talents on China.

The current debate on China in the UK is

too often dominated by 'hawks' and

'apologists'. This can lead to over

simplification and poor decision making. 

The UKNCC seeks to promote a broader,

nuanced debate without entertaining

extreme views or perpetuating false silos. 
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