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Today’s Youth in Hong Kong:  Is it the Lost Generation?

Crisis in the Kingdom of  Yue——Hong Kong’s retarded entry into the GBA!



Comments and Views for the Individual Investor 

(Note to Reader: This is the third of a series of commentaries by Bruce 
VonCannon providing analysis and background to the current crisis in Hong 
Kong.  It can be found online at www.voncannononline.com.   For further 
inquiries kindly send email to bvoncannon@rexmereassociates.com) 

(October 15, 2019) On Monday and Tuesday, August 12 and 13, I was trapped 
and surrounded by students in the Hong Kong International airport at Chek Lap 
Kok on two consecutive days as I attempted to board a plane to travel an overseas 
business meeting.  Those two days have remained seared into my memory for the 
special moments it provided me for discussion with the students and observations 
made about the Hong Kong protest movement.  Thousands of students descended 
on the airport on those two days most wearing black shirts (the uniform de rigueur 
of the protest movement) and surgical masks to cover their facial identity (as many 
protesters feared reprisals from authorities should their identities be revealed).  
The chants going on inside the airport ranged from peaceful and sincere to 
downright hostile and threatening.  This induced flashbacks to my youth during 
the Vietnam War period, the last time I could remember witnessing deep hostility 
by youth toward their government.  Rebelliousness aside, I detected numerous 
examples of idealism and innocence as I chatted with several of the students.  
Although surrounding me and physically preventing me from moving forward to 
the departure immigration entry,  most of the students were very polite. 

Many executives in the business community here consider the youth of Hong 
Kong today born after 1997 to be members of a lost generation.  They lament the 
fact that most of the kids exhibit traits that are completely at odds with previous 
generations of Hong Kongers.  The traditional view of Hong Kong embraced by 
the mid-career aged residents here is that Hong Kong is the one place on earth 
where one can get ahead in life if one is industrious and determined.  This spirit is 
anchored into the Hong Kong ethos by its longstanding tax policies which feature 
a 16% flat personal rate for everyone, an 18% flat tax rate for corporations, and 
no taxes on dividends.  The people of Hong Kong also take pride in their 
marvellous port facilities, excellent public transport and world class 
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communications infrastructure.  Most sacredly, Hong Kongers all gather 
around their tradition of “rule of law.”  In essence, Hong Kong has become 
over the years since the end of World War II the closest thing that resembles 
pure capitalism on this planet.  It was a system left behind by the series of 
mostly competent British Colonial Governors appointed by the Crown dating 
back to 1842.    

However, no system is perfect, and no system in history has ever been immune 
from external or internal threats that can lead to its eventual demise.  In the 
case of Hong Kong, there are obvious cracks on the wall  that have surfaced as 
we enter the 22nd year since retrocession to China in 1997.  We are still 28 
years shy of the expiration of the fifty year timetable for the post-1997 “One 
country, two systems” announced in the 1984 Joint Sino-UK Declaration.  A 
local business friend of mine who has managed a very successful export business 
the past two decades remarked to me recently, “During the period of the signing 
of the 1984 agreement, the Chinese leadership under Deng Xiao-Ping 
considered China to be so poor and living standards across China so far behind 
Hong Kong that it would take fifty years to catch up.  Actually, mainland China, 
and particularly the adjacent Guangdong Province (population: 110 million), 
have caught up, and, in fact, in some areas of commerce, industry and social 
development, have surpassed Hong Kong in just twenty years.”  

We are now nearly five months into a steady outbreak of weekend protests.  
While the age of those 2,400 arrested for vandalism and illegal assembly has 
ranged between 12 and 50 years, it appears over two thirds of the active 
protesters are between the ages of 16 and 25.  Rumors abound that some of the 
protestors, particularly the most daring throwing molotov cocktails, are being 
paid by offshore interests to man the front line of the protests.  The veracity of 
these reports remains unclear, but some videos circulating on You Tube are 
chilling.  The widespread allegiance to the protest movement by Hong Kong 
youth has become almost cult-like and is evidence of serious disillusionment 
toward the Hong Kong government.   In this respect, one must ask the question 
what has soured them on “the system” that has been so beloved to many others 
before them?  One well-educated mainland banker here remarked to me at 
lunch last week, “The problem with Hong Kong youth is indeed a 
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major source of the problem for Hong Kong leaders.  It will take 20 years to 
recover.”   

Where has it all gone wrong? 
From my two afternoons in the airport chatting with the student protestors I 
noted a familiar sequence of slogans being repeated loudly in to megaphones in 
the airport corridors by students: 

“Stand up for Freedom” 
“Take Back Hong Kong” 
“Revolution Now” 
“Hong Kong Independence!” 
“Five Demands, not one less! 

One of the causes of greatest concern over these protests is the lack of specific 
demands coming from the protesters that could make an immediate measurable 
difference to solve the underlying social problems in Hong Kong.  The current 
demands from the protesters lack measures that perhaps the Hong Kong 
government could reasonably adopt as a road map and lead to face-saving for 
both sides.  There has been no practical demand coming from the protesters 
related to the housing crisis,  There has been no practical mention of the 
obvious growing gap between rich and poor nor a specific measures to address 
it. “Five demands, not one less,” and an oft-seen graffiti slogan plastered 
around areas of the city, “If we burn, you burn with us” are so strident as to 
suggest an intention to overthrow the government. Much is needed to 
overcome the polarization that has set in and festered during the past few 
months.  

A Leaderless protest? What is the way out of the crisis? 
This has been the most difficult aspect of containing this crisis.  The protesters 
are seemingly a leaderless movement or broadly splintered into protests cells 
supporting a common cause but without an easily identifiable spokesman.   
As a result, the “Five demands, not one less” slogan of the protesters has been 
really difficult to be taken seriously by the government.  Let us take a brief look 
at each of the five demands:  
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i) Demand #1- Full withdrawal of the extradition bill
The initial protests which started in June were the result of this very issue and 
the strong broad based support among the general population to overturn it. 
Over a half a million Hong Kong residents turned out in the streets in June of 
this year mostly in a peaceful manner to oppose this resolution.  The 
government eventually backed away from this issue and publicly announced it 
was tabling the resolution.  However, radical elements using the ignition 
provided by the extradition issue have morphed the protest into a broader based 
pro-democracy movement with fringe elements of the protestors seeking Hong 
Kong independence or outright overthrow of the Hong Kong SAR 
government.

ii) Demand #2- An independent inquiry into alleged police brutality 
Have there been over the past 17 weekends instances of “police brutality?” 
Probably.   Have there been examples of protestors bullying Hong Kong 
residents, committing wanton acts of vandalism against public transport and 
infrastructure, and conducting brutal forms of harassment not only against 
police but also against their spouses and children? Most definitely yes!   If these 
events had occurred in any major American city, the National Guard would 
have been called out immediately.  However, at present the approximately 6,000 
PLA military units  from China who are stationed in Hong Kong have stayed 
with their military gear in their barracks.  The alleged 12,000 special PLA units 
on stand-by just across the border in Shenzhen have been held in check by the 
Beijing government as well.  There are an estimated 100,000 additional PLA 
troops stationed within the southern Chinese geographical perimeter.  Strictly 
from a military point of view, the street protests in Hong Kong could be solved 
by Chinese military action within 1-2 days.  However, the Beijing government is 
savvy enough to  know the repercussions worldwide of such a military 
intervention.   No matter how justified it might seem to use PLA units to shore 
up deteriorating public safety and looting in Hong Kong, it would likely be a PR 
disaster for China globally, and they know it.  Taking such action just at a time 
when China’s reputation worldwide has actually been rising meteorically seems 
unwise.  Within the Asia-Pacific region China has been increasingly viewed as 
conducting a more stable foreign policy than the erratic foreign policy gestures 
and inconsistencies of the Trump White House in Washington.   China is on a 
roll.  Why put it to risk over Hong Kong?
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iii) Demand #3- Retracting the classification of protesters as
“rioters.”
The numbers arrested through mid-October now have eclipsed over 2,400 since 
protests began in early June.   Many of those arrested have merely been ticketed, 
and released  by courts awaiting potential future prosecution. However, over 200 
violent protestors have been detained and not released.  It is not likely that the 
Hong Kong government could so readily re-label these protesters as anything 
but “rioters.”  Under Hong Kong law, participating in unlawful illegal assembly 
dating from the colonial period carries potentially a prison sentence up to 10 
years. The Hong Kong government is not likely to acquiesce to this protester 
demand.

iv) Demand #4- Amnesty for arrested protestors
Had the level of violence by the protesters followed a more non-violent track 
resembling the methods on Mahatma Ghandi in India in the 1940s or the civil 
rights protests led by Dr. Martin Luther King in the U.S. in the 1960s, the 
discussion of amnesty might be on everyone’s lips.  However, average Hong 
Kongers who even might have sympathy for the students’ cause, have become 
aghast at the intensity and senselessness of the violence.  The protesters’ methods 
have been reminiscent of scenes from a “Hunger Games” style movie. The 
methods have been intent on disrupting and systematically destroying Hong 
Kong’s infrastructure.  Hong Kong has boasted having one of the most modern 
and sophisticated mass transit systems in the world - in fact, copied by many 
other cities in Asia, yet the protesters have seen fit to date to torch and 
immobilize over 50 of Hong Kong’s the 91 Mass Transit Rail (MTR) stations. In 
addition, they have targeted mainland Chinese bank branches and retail outlets 
and destroyed malls just before the start of the Christmas holiday season.

v) Demand #5- Universal suffrage for both the Legislative Council 
and the Chief Executive.
This is among the most insistent demands of the protesters.  Currently the Hong 
Kong Chief Executive is elected by a body of 1,200 delegates who are
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mostly selected and endorsed by a system over which the Beijing government 
has some direct control.  There is no way to sugarcoat this fact. The current 
model of selection is not based on the concept of universal suffrage.  However, it 
would not be untruthful to say it is no less autocratic than how the appointment 
of the Colonial Governor was conducted during the British colonial period from 
1842 to 1997.   

This demand will likely not be realised in the foreseeable future despite past 
acknowledgements by the SAR government leaders that working toward 
universal suffrage could be considered in the future. 1 

Hong Kong’s Legislative Council (aka Legco) consists of 70 seats.  Currently 30 
seats are elected from geographical districts across Hong Kong territory.  The 
remaining 40 seats are considered “special (business) constituencies.”  
Opponents of this structure consider the real estate lobby in Hong Kong to have 
too much influence over Hong Kong’s government and especially within Legco.  
Efforts continue within the Hong Kong leadership on how to contain the 
powerful influence of the real estate lobby within the government.  

In addition, Hong Kong holds District Council elections for its 18 geographical 
and administrative districts every four years.  These are largely advisory councils 
which function at the grassroots level across Hong Kong with administrative 
authority over local services like buses and roads, parks, and libraries. They 
have no significant decision-making authority like Legco which has the 
authority to pass laws.  However, the relevance of the District Council elections 
is that they allow for the emotional temperature and satisfaction levels among 
the populace to be measured periodically.  Upcoming District Council elections 
scheduled for November 23rd will elect approximately 579 district council 
members across Hong Kong.  Inevitably, it will be seen as some sort of 
referendum on how the Hong Kong S.A.R. government has been responding to 
the protest movement.    

Is accelerating Hong Kong’s entry into the Greater Bay Area (GBA) a 
possible solution to resolving the current crisis? 

 See Footnote 1 below1
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Is it a possible solution to Hong Kong’s housing crisis? 
There is widespread feeling across all socio-economic strata in Hong Kong that 
the influence of the real estate tycoons in Hong Kong needs to be controlled 
and incentivized to provide more housing at affordable prices.  Land auctions in 
recent years have been too scarce.  Despite the appearance of extremely high 
population density in Hong Kong’s nearly 400 sq. mile territory, there are 
vacant lands in Hong Kong’s New Territories which could accommodate new 
housing.  However, the government is greatly behind the eight ball on this effort 
as it normally takes three to five years to construct residential units from start to 
finish.  The current crisis needs immediate action.  

A bolder action might even be to expand the Hong Kong S.A.R.  boundary into 
Guangdong Province or conduct and encourage a quasi-open boarder policy 
through practical initiatives that would render Hong Kong residents access to 
affordable housing residential estates.2  This solution, however, would require 
examination of how the “one country, two systems” legal structure would apply 
to such “hybrid housing areas.”   China has made stunning progress with the 
construction and development of rapid transit across China in recent years.   
Speed trains have recently opened in the past year from Hong Kong to 
Shenzhen, now taking only 15 minutes and even to Guangzhou, the capital of 
Guangdong Province, now taking only 47 minutes by train from Kowloon West 
Station in Hong Kong.  Previously, such a trip to Guangzhou used to take 
nearly three hours by train.  The new transportation links into mainland China 
have already done much to encourage and facilitate Hong Kong’s integration 
into the Greater Bay Area.   

How can it be done in a way that lessens the growing gap between 
rich and poor in Hong Kong? 
A recent business forum in Hong Kong showed the staggering disproportion of 
wealth that has developed in recent years in Hong Kong.  According to a recent 
report delivered at the American Chamber of Commerce the top 65 families in 
Hong Kong account for 70% of Hong Kong’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  

 See Footnote 2 below2
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Home ownership has been dropping for the past 15 years and now stands at 
only 48%.  

How can reforms in Hong Kong education reduce the divide that is 
emerging within Hong Kong society? 
Reforms in education are needed that would have the goal of programming the 
young people of Hong Kong for success after they graduate from secondary 
schools and universities.  The impression at present, whether deserved or not, is 
that Hong Kong’s education system has failed a large portion of its high school 
and university graduates.  The educational system has not sufficiently evolved 
since handover in 1997 to address the opportunities and skill sets needed for 
Hong Kong  in the new modern economy.  Serious review and self-examination 
are needed. Are young Hong Kong graduates truly competitive with their 
counterparts coming from other areas around Asia (from Taiwan, Singapore, 
Malaysia, etc.)?   

One must seek truth from facts to better assess the current situation and take the 
necessary steps to achieve a peaceful and lasting long term solution.  If Hong 
Kong students thought they had a bright future it is difficult to believe they 
would be out on the streets in such large numbers and in such bitter and violent 
opposition to their government.   

Stay tuned for the next special edition of “Understanding the Hong 
Kong Problem,” a special edition of “The Voice for Reason” by 
Bruce VonCannon.  

___________________________________________________________ 
Footnotes:    

1) Mr. Tung Chee-Hwa was chosen as Hong Kong’s first post-1997 leader 
and Chief Executive (1997-2005).  Tung was a strident advocate of
expanding Hong Kong’s supply of affordable housing.  While he did not 
support the idea of universal suffrage during his period of leadership, he
is quoted as having said that universal suffrage for Hong Kong could be 
entertained as an idea sometime in the future after 2012.  The National
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People’s Congress Standing Committee has in the past rejected any 
immediate plan for universal suffrage.  

2) On the issue of  geographically carving out special zones, China does
have two interesting geographical re-zoning examples during the past 35
years.  In 1997 the city of  Chongqing in southwest China, was broken
away from Sichuan Province and re-classified as one of  China’s centrally
administered cities like Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai.  Also in 1984
Hainan Island, formally a mostly agricultural region within Guangdong
Province, was broken away and eventually became a separate province in
1988.   The new Hainan Province was also awarded Special Economic
Zone (SEZ) status by the Central Government as an inducement to
encourage foreign and local investment.  Today its beaches in Sanya along
with the tropical weather have earned Hainan the reputation of  being the
Hawaii of  China.
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