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The demonstrators are less idealistic than in 2014, and the police respond more forcefully.

VIDEO : https://youtu.be/SM_JZ9kasB0

At the end of pro-democracy protests that paralysed central Hong Kong for 79 days in 2014,
demonstrators left behind glitter bombs and stickers with the outline of an umbrella and the
message: “We’ll be back.”

More than four years later, they have made good on that promise. Since Tuesday evening, thousands
of protesters have poured into the streets,surrounding their government. They blocked roads, built
barricades, and occupied many of the same areas that were under siege during the Occupy protests,
also known as the “umbrella movement”, a campaign for “genuine democracy” in elections. Like in
2014, they have clashed with riot police and suffered rounds of teargas.

But Occupy 2.0, as the latest protests have been called, is different in key ways. Today’s protesters
are a lot less idealistic and a lot more cynical. And they are pushing for a specific goal: the
cancelling of a proposed extradition bill that would allow Beijing to extradite alleged criminals from
Hong Kong, a territory of China that is meant to operate with a high degree of autonomy with its
own legal and judicial system, a free press, and unfettered internet.

China says the new law is to combat crime and will not be used for political ends. But critics say it
will amount to the “legalised abduction” of activists, dissidents, and other critics of the Chinese
regime, for whom Hong Kong has long been a base.

Over the past four years since the umbrella protests ended, the Hong Kong government has jailed
activists, disqualified elected pro-democracy lawmakers, and constructed expensive infrastructure
physically linking Hong Kong more closely to the mainland, while Chinese security has abducted
independent booksellers in the territory.

“This is basically an accumulation of pent-up anger now boiling over,” said Victoria Hui, an associate
professor of political science at Notre Dame University in the US, who follows Hong Kong politics.
“It’s not just about this [law]. It’s the combination of all the things Beijing has done to erode Hong
Kong’s freedom.”

Support for the protests may be broader than it was in 2014. Hundreds of businesses, as well as
teachers and parents across the city, boycotted work and class on Wednesday. On Sunday, an
estimated 1 million marched against the bill, which is opposed by lawyers, judges, investment
bankers and churches. Many have described the fight against the extradition bill as the city’s “last
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battle” for its freedom and distinct identity from China.

In some ways, Hong Kong’s protesters today are better equipped. On Tuesday night and Wednesday
ahead of a morning debate in the legislature over the bill, they mobilised supplies – food, water, first
aid kit, as well as face masks and umbrellas to shield against teargas – and passed them to those at
the frontline facing off with police. Seeing protesters surrounding the government complex, officials
postponed the meeting, marking a win for the demonstrators.

The authorities are more savvy now too. Wary of allowing protesters to dig in and occupy the city
centre again, police have acted earlier and more forcefully: charging, teargassing, and firing rubber
bullets. Angry protesters threw construction materials at police and jeered at them. In at least one
case, according to videos posted online, police beat a protester with batons. Broadcaster RTHK
reported that 72 had been taken to hospital, two of them in a serious condition. Police succeeded in
clearing protesters from the areas around the legislative complex.

Today, both Hong Kongers and the international community have hardened in their views of Beijing,
which remains locked in disputes with the US and other countries over trade, Huawei, and human
rights. The extradition bill is exacerbating those tensions.

The US, the UK, Canada and others have all criticised the extradition bill and Beijing has in response
blamed “foreign forces” for misleading Hong Kongers and attempting to destabilise China. Before
the march in Hong Kong, several foreign news sites, including the Guardian, several US publications
and the Toronto Star were blocked in mainland China.

In Hong Kong, despite the outpouring of opposition, few believe the bill will actually be shelved.
Beijing has reiterated its support for the law and Hong Kong’s chief executive, Carrie Lam, has
pledged that she will continue to push it forward.
“Even when people power cannot stop the bill, they want to show to the world, Carrie Lam, Beijing
… that we care, that we won’t go down without a fight,” said Hui.
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