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Hong Kong’s Protests Are About Economic Freedom and Opportunity 

 

Hong Kong is known for its laissez-faire economic system and exceptionally high levels of 
economic freedom.  It has less political freedom than economic freedom, but even this is still 
good compared to mainland China.  Since early spring of 2019, protests have roiled Hong Kong 
over fears that the mainland government is encroaching on the territory’s autonomy, which has 
been guaranteed until 2047 by an agreement preceding the 1997 change





not competitive.  It may be easy to start a business in a few sectors, but the noncompetitive 
sectors (utilities, transportation, many food products, real property) are the things that impact 
people daily in a very material way.   

The protesters claim to want freedom.  Although the protests began over an extradition law that 
may not have had much of an impact, the discontent was deeper than just a feared loss of 
political freedom.  Economic freedom is lacking in Hong Kong in the ways that matter most for 
the younger generation, who are the overwhelming majority of the protesters.  Without the 
ability to establish themselves financially in life, they may not sense a very bright future.  In 
Hong Kong, the labor market is unregulated, sound money policies prevail, foreign investment is 
welcomed, international trade is free and open, and the legal system is perceived to be reliable 
and fair.  Despite these favorable laws, the reality on the ground is different for many people.  
Specific regulations and uncodified government practices, and an all-too-close relationship 
between the government and a small group of wealthy individuals and families, curtail economic 
freedom for many. 

Fixing cronyism is no easy task and even that will not solve all of Hong Kong’s ills.  The 
protesters want the freedom and opportunity that they currently lack.  Even when the perceived 
threat to political freedom (which may have been rather minuscule) was eliminated, the protests 
continued.  Although it cannot be conclusively proven, it seems reasonable that the protesters did 
not feel that they had much economic freedom or opportunity.  Hong Kong’s cronyism problem 
provides a reasonable explanation: Hong Kong is not economically very free.  The ability for 
average people to profitably engage in economic activity is low.  Economic freedom is not 
constrained by laws that make engaging in economic activity difficult, but rather by practices 
that grant it only to a small wealthy group that is close to the government.  Although Hong Kong 
may eventually lose political freedom, the pressing issue now is the existing lack of economic 
freedom for many of its people, especially the rising generation. 
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