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SHOLTO BYRNES 

If the organisers’ estimates 
are to be believed, the two 
million people who turned 

out on Hong Kong’s streets may 
have constituted not just the 
biggest demonstration in the 
city-state’s history. Given that 
Hong Kong is home to seven mil-
lion, it may have been the largest 
protest ever, in terms of the pro-
portion of the overall population 
who attended, at around 29 per 
cent.

They were there to demand, 
principally, the retraction of a 
proposed bill that would allow 
extradition from the territory 
to mainland China – a move that 
critics complained would un-
dermine Hong Kong’s protected 
autonomous status and expose 
individuals and businesses to 
what they view as the People’s 
Republic’s more opaque and po-
litically influenced courts.

Sunday’s protest appeared to 
have the desired effect. Carrie 
Lam, the former British colony’s 
chief executive, had announced 
that the bill would be suspended 
indefinitely on Saturday. That 
decision followed a well-attend-
ed demonstration the previous 
weekend and violent clashes 
between police and protesters 
last Wednesday, when a debate 
on the bill had been planned.

By the end of this most recent 
gathering, Ms Lam had issued a 
grovelling apology and pro-Bei-
jing lawmakers were making 

it clear that while the bill may 
not officially be withdrawn, it 
was dead in the water; it would 
not be reintroduced and would 
effectively “die” when the city’s 
Legislative Council ends its 
present term next July.

M s  L a m ,  a  s t e r n  a n d 
long-standing civil servant who 
took over as the Beijing-ap-
proved chief executive in 2017, 
is now fighting for her political 
life. “We never really thought 
two months ago that there was 
much chance of defeating it,” 
says Philip Bowring, a former 
editor of the Far Eastern Eco-
nomic Review who is married 
to the pro-democracy politician 
Claudia Mo. 

“The government’s own in-
competence” is, he says, what 
led to the confrontation. Ms 
Lam attempted to rush the bill 
through, and continued to do so 
despite the mounting protests. 
“She’s a hard-nosed bureaucrat 
who’s terrible at politics,” Mr 
Bowring says. “Everything she’s 
done has just increased the peo-
ple’s opposition.”

The consensus appears to be 
that Ms Lam’s credibility is now 
shot. After what many consid-
er to be the biggest cave-in to 
public pressure by the Chinese 
leadership since President Xi 
Jinping took office seven years 
ago, the question is not whether 
she can recover her authority, 
but how long she will stay in 
office to save face.

Ironically, Hong Kong retains 

enough independence for Ms 
Lam to be made the fall guy for 
this debacle. This despite the 
fact that virtually nobody really 
thinks that Hong Kong’s lead-
er, who regularly met with top 
Communist party officials, took 
the decision to introduce the bill 
without the nod from Beijing.

So, how did they miscalcu-
late so badly? One theory is that 
the leadership wanted to see 
what it could get away with in 
undermining the leeway grant-
ed to the city-state under the 
“one country, two systems” 
approach implemented as part 
of the agreement when the UK 
returned Hong Kong to China 
in 1997. 

Article 23 of its mini-consti-
tution, the Basic Law, mandates 
that national security legis-
lation should be passed that 
prohibits “any act of treason, 
secession, sedition, subversion” 
against the central government. 

The last time an attempt was 
made to do so, in 2003, there 
were huge demonstrations and 
the bill was withdrawn. This 
led, in the opinion of many, to 
the resignation of the then chief 
executive, Tung Chee-hwa, in 
2005. If the extradition law was 
a test of opinion to see if Article 
23 could be acted upon now, it 
failed.

“This was a step too far. It re-
ally frightened everyone,” says a 
senior figure in the city’s busi-
ness community. “The threat to 
what the world views as Hong 

Kong’s western-style standard 
of rule of law was too much. 
Not just academics and activists 
but people in finance, shipping 
and commerce – people who 
normally might have been sup-
portive of Beijing – got scared.”

Within the past week, there 
have been reports of tycoons 
moving hundreds of millions of 
dollars offshore, worried that 
their assets would no longer 
be protected by the firewall of 
Hong Kong’s separate – and 
much admired – legal jurisdic-
tion. US senators and congres-
sional representatives have also 
been threatening to introduce 
legislation that would end the 
city’s special trading status with 
America. The potential hit to 
the economy was taken seri-
ously, both in Hong Kong and 
Beijing.

Referring to the fact that 

Hong Kong ’s output made 
up 16 per cent of the Chinese 
economy in 1997, but only three 
percent in 2018, the business 
figure says: “Hong Kong both is 
and isn’t important. Yes, it has 
diminished in terms of its con-
tribution to GDP. But it is still 
vital as a gateway. More than 
half of foreign direct investment 
into China last year came from 
Hong Kong.”

Lost in much of the cover-
age is the fact that the bill was 
supposed to be hedged with all 
sorts of guarantees that a new 
treaty would not allow people 
to be extradited for political or 
religious reasons, but only for a 
limited number of offences such 
as murder and rape. Hong Kong 
has also been severely criticised 
abroad for its lack of extradition 
arrangements – it only has them 
with 20 countries at present. 
Ms Lam claimed she originally 
brought the proposal forward 
because a Hong Kong man who 
admitted murdering his girl-
friend in Taiwan could not even 
be charged in the city-state, let 
alone extradited. There was, to 
be fair, some justification for 
the law.

It was what it appeared to 
represent, however, that proved 
too much for the people of Hong 
Kong to stomach. Chinese me-
dia have denounced the protests 
as having been stirred up by 
meddlesome foreigners. It is 
perfectly true that politicians 
from afar, such as the territory’s 

last British governor, Chris Pat-
ten, have waded in. Its people, 
he wrote last week, “have seen 
their government connive with 
the Communist regime in Bei-
jing to undermine their way of 
life and freedoms.”

At least Lord Patten had the 
grace to admit that Hong Kong 
was “a colony we acquired in 
woeful circumstances”. So woe-
ful, others might say, that the 
UK and the US have no right to 
comment on the affairs of a part 
of China that only existed as a 
separate entity because it had 
been stolen by imperial pirates 
in the 19th century.

But, ultimately, Beijing and 
Ms Lam have not backed down 
because of foreign finger wag-
ging. While it is true that they 
have done so out of economic 
self-interest, they have also had 
to listen to the people of Hong 
Kong. That is something to be 
celebrated. As is the fact that, 
while its citizens may not be 
able to vote for their chief exec-
utive (that choice is effectively 
made by Beijing), they do have 
the power to defenestrate their 
leader – as was shown in 2005 
with Mr Tung, and will surely 
be shown in Ms Lam’s inevita-
ble resignation.

The lesson that  may be 
learned by Beijing, says Mr 
Bowring, “is that they can’t just 
ignore Hong Kong sentiment. 
They have to have someone 
there who has rapport with the 
people.”

BE WHO YOU ARE AND SAY 
WHAT YOU FEEL, BECAUSE 
THOSE WHO MIND DON’T 
MATTER, AND THOSE WHO 
MATTER DON’T MIND.
BERNARD M. BARUCH
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Hong Kong has made its  
voice heard in Beijing

The city-
state’s 

protests have 
effectively 

killed a 
controversial 

extradition 
bill and 

may have 
recalibrated 

relations with 
China

Protesters rally against the controversial extradition bill in Hong Kong. 

Ironically, Hong 
Kong retains enough 

independence for Ms Lam 
to be made the fall guy for 
this debacle. This despite 

the fact that virtually 
nobody really thinks that 
Hong Kong’s leader, who 

regularly met with top 
Communist party officials. 
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I want to give the Demo-
crats every last chance 

to quickly negotiate sim-
ple changes to Asylum 
and Loopholes. This will 
fix the Southern Border, 
together with the help 
that Mexico is now giving 
us. Probably won’t hap-
pen, but worth a try. Two 
weeks and big Deporta-
tion begins!

@realDonaldTrump

If you see human suffer-
ing & you think this is 

not so important because 
“it’s not yet Auschwitz”… 
Then, think again. We 
commemorate and edu-
cate about the tragic his-
tory of Auschwitz as we 
believe it should inspire 
people today to build a 
better & a more respon-
sible world.

@AuschwitzMuseum

“10 minutes before the 
strike I stopped it,” 

Pres. Trump says of a mili-
tary strike ordered on Iran 
Thursday, calling it “not 
proportionate to shoot-
ing down an unmanned 
drone.”Sources tell @
ABC News the reversal 
was against the advice of 
Pompeo and Bolton

@ABCPolitics

02

My only supernatural 
belief in life is that 

Ramiz Raja’s commen-
tary causes the Pakistan 
team to lose wickets.

@umairjav

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

1941
President Franklin Roosevelt 
pledges all possible support to 
the Soviet Union.

1943
Royal Air Force Bombers 
hammer Muelheim, Germany, 
in a drive to cripple the Ruhr 
industrial base.

1948
The Soviet Union begins the 
Berlin Blockade, America re-
sponds with the Berlin Airlift.

1953
John F. Kennedy and Jacqueline 
Bouvier announce their engage-
ment.
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DAY IN 
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JUSTIN SIBERELL

We are grateful to the 
Kingdom of Bahrain 
for partnering with us 

to host the Peace to Prosperity 
workshop in Manama this week. 
The workshop offers a unique 
opportunity to communicate our 

economic vision to the whole re-
gion.  

It will convene government, 
civil society, and business lead-
ers to share ideas and galvanise 
support for potential economic 
initiatives, facilitating discussions 
to help secure a prosperous future 
for Palestinians and the region.  

Our economic plan is an ambi-
tious but achievable vision that 
presents an alternative path for 
the Palestinian people to unlock 
that prosperous future.  It has 
the potential to transform lives 

with its detailed portfolio of real, 
implementable projects and ca-
pacity-building programs that can 
drive private-sector growth.  

The workshop will include 
dynamic conversations between 
government leaders and repre-
sentatives of the private sector 
from across the globe that will 
identify sectors that offer oppor-
tunities for growth, discuss how 
to foster innovation and unleash 
the entrepreneurial spirit, and 
review investments in human 
capital, including education and 

healthcare.  
The United States has devel-

oped what we believe to be a pos-
itive and realistic set of proposals 
that will ensure safety, dignity, 
and opportunity for both the Pal-
estinian and Israeli people.  Our 
economic plan can point the way 
towards a brighter future, and 
the Peace to Prosperity workshop 
presents an opportunity to begin 
working together to bring that 
brighter future into being. 

(Justin Siberell is the US Ambassador to 
the Kingdom of Bahrain.)

An achievable vision from peace to prosperity
The United States has 

developed what we believe 
to be a positive and 

realistic set of proposals 
that will ensure safety, 

dignity, and opportunity for 
both the Palestinian and 

Israeli people.   

Facebook’s new cryptocurrency 
could really change the world

The social media group’s announcement of Libra may alter  
the way that we all look at money, digital or otherwise

MUSTAFA A  

There was no mention of 
Bitcoin in Facebook’s an-
nouncement about Libra, 

the company’s forthcoming dig-
ital currency, or the white pa-
per explaining how it will work. 
However, it was cited in the ac-
companying technical documents 
as both a reference point and an 
example of what Libra will not 
be.

Nevertheless, a debt is owed to 
Bitcoin’s enigmatic creator Sa-
toshi Nakamoto, whoever he, she 
or they may be. The Bitcoin con-
cept was built on the progress of 
digital payments. These systems 
date all the way back to the 1980s, 
but the strides made in the past 
decade have been truly ground-
breaking. It will be interesting to 
see if Libra will be too.

Amid all the hype, Bitcoin has 
proven that there is a growing 
appetite for a financial system 
devoid of middlemen and mon-
olithic institutions. It has also 
helped, via the asset bubble cre-
ated around it in 2017, to heighten 
awareness of digital currencies 
and of what they can do for us. 
Accordingly, they are now being 
taken seriously by banks, govern-
ments and investors.

The World Economic Forum 
estimates that more than 40 
central banks are experimenting 
with blockchain technology, in-
cluding digital currencies.

Facebook’s plans could trig-
ger a digital currency arms race. 
Until now, the leaders had been 
the Ethereum platform and, po-
tentially, China, which has been 
deeply involved in exploring the 
possibilities of cryptocurrency. 
However, there has been little 
pressure to take anything main-
stream just yet.

Facebook is developing not just 
its own currency but also the 
blockchain to transact it on, plus 
a new programming language 
for the development of related 
apps. Libra will also not just be 
contained to Facebook-owned 
platforms, such as WhatsApp 
or Instagram, it will also be ac-

cepted on an array of third-party 
apps.

Given the wide-ranging impli-
cations of these plans, others in 
the digital and cryptocurrency 
space will be forced to step up 
their efforts. According to Sheila 
Warren, head of blockchain and 
distributed ledger technology 
at the World Economic Forum, 
Facebook’s international brand 
recognition and its 2.3 billion 
global users will push the tech-
nology firmly into our everyday 
lives.

Facebook has also partnered 
with corporate giants, includ-
ing MasterCard, Visa, PayPal and 
Uber. It is clear that Libra is, at 
least initially, a US-dominated 
effort to create a stable digital 

currency. However, along with 
leading Silicon Valley investors, 
the founding Libra Association 

does include a sprinkling of Eu-
ropean members.

Many questions – practical, 
philosophical and otherwise – 
remain to be answered. Foremost 
is how regulators will respond 
to a corporation attempting to 
mint its own coin, as opposed to 
a sovereign state. 

People such as Bernard von 
NotHaus, creator of the Liberty 
dollar, have been prosecuted in 
the US for similar ideas. Anoth-
er blank that needs filling in is 
which assets will be purchased 
by the association, in order to 
back Libra.

The members of the Libra As-
sociation will control the system 
and are funding its development. 
The aim is to decentralise Li-

bra in five years’ time, so that, 
like Bitcoin, no one controls the 
blockchain running it.

Facebook also hopes that its 
system – unlike Bitcoin – will be 
less energy-intensive, and faster 
and cheaper to use.

There is much altruistic em-
phasis in the Libra mission state-
ment, but make no mistake, there 
is also an overarching self-inter-
est. That is not a judgement of 
Facebook or its partners and it 
does not change what Libra could 
bring to the world. It is, howev-
er, important to bear that fact 
in mind. For example, Facebook 
relies on advertising for almost all 
of its revenue.

Given the current scepticism 
around the platform and big tech 
in general, this is a precarious po-
sition for the business. Branching 
out into payments and FinTech 
is a smart move for Facebook. In 
the first quarter of this year, Chi-
na’s Tencent tech conglomerate 
earned more than $3 billion from 
its FinTech unit, which includes 
the mobile payments service We-
Chat, and has shown 44-per-cent 
growth, year on year.

As all of the issues surround-
ing Facebook’s entrance into the 
financial sphere are chewed over 
in the coming months, and as we 
learn more about Libra, ahead of 
its 2020 launch, the real winner 
will hopefully be the consumer 
– but perhaps not in the way the 
company intends.

Now that Facebook has raised 
them so prominently, people are 
likely to become more aware of 
the realities and shortcomings 
of the broader financial system. 
With this knowledge, they will be 
better able to choose wisely when 
it comes to how they manage 
their money, taking into account a 
variety of factors, including cost, 
privacy and ease of use.

Institutions and governments 
will need to deliver much higher 
levels of service and transparen-
cy, in order to meet these new 
standards. If they don’t, it won’t 
just be Facebook that is eager 
to get in on the digital currency 
revolution.

As all of the issues 
surrounding Facebook’s 

entrance into the financial 
sphere are chewed over in 

the coming months, and 
as we learn more about 
Libra, ahead of its 2020 

launch, the real winner will 
hopefully be the consumer. 


