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1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk201500375][bookmark: _Hlk201500411]	Five years after its promulgation, the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Safeguarding National Security in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (National Security Law, NSL) has completely changed Hong Kong’s political and social landscape. In the name of safeguarding national security, the authorities have ruthlessly used the NSL and other repressive laws to suppress the city’s civil society. Hundreds of social activists, human rights defenders and political dissidents have been arrested and prosecuted; and countless civil society organisations have been dissolved, suspended or withdrawn from the city amid the fast-worsening socio-political environments. Trade unions and labour organisations, being an indispensable constituent of the civil society, are unavoidably one of the major targets of the regime’s relentless political purges.
	This report examines the catastrophic impacts of the NSL on Hong Kong’s independent trade union movement. Section 2 analyses how the NSL and other related laws are incompatible with international human rights standards and how these laws could be used as legal weapons to crack down on civil society organisations, including trade unions. Section 3 updates the statuses of trade union organisers who have been wanted, arrested, prosecuted and/or sentenced since the NSL took effect. Section 4 records the dissolution of the city’s trade unions, including cancelling union’s registration by the authorities and pressurising unions to disband themselves through repeated intimidation and harassment. Section 5 reports the authorities’ suppression on trade union’s operation and activities, either by means of draconian laws and or through extra-legal tactics. The final section discusses the challenges Hong Kong’s independent trade unions are now facing and looks at the prospects of the city’s labour movement under the NSL.
2. Laws Targeting Civil Society in the Name of National Security
	The NSL was unilaterally imposed by Beijing on 30 June 2020 as a retribution to Hong Kong’s massive pro-democracy movement in 2019. It creates four crimes, namely, secession, subversion, terrorist activities and collusion with foreign forces, with a maximum penalty of life imprisonment. The Safeguarding National Security Ordinance (locally known as Article 23 Legislation) was rushed through the opposition-free Legislative Council (LegCo) on 19 March 2024, just 11 days after its gazettal. It creates new criminal offences, broadens the scope of existing crimes and grants the authorities sweeping powers of enforcement, in relation to sedition, sabotage, external interference and prohibition of operation of organisations, amongst others. The Trade Unions Ordinance (TUO) was amended a few days before the fifth anniversary of the NSL to further tightening the grasp on Hong Kong’s trade unions. The amendments grant the Registrar of Trade Unions (Registrar) the powers to refuse application for registration on national security grounds, ban any persons convicted of offences endangering national security from assuming trade union officers, and prohibit trade unions from receiving external contributions or donations without the Registrar’s prior approval.
	A comprehensive analysis of the NSL and Article 23 Legislation is beyond the scope of this report; the following paragraphs highlight the most important provisions that could have a direct bearing on the normal and effective functioning of the city’s trade unions and labour organisations.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  	For an authoritative analysis of the NSL and Article 23 Legislation, see UN Special Rapporteur’s Comments on The Law of the People's Republic of China on Safeguarding National Security in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, dated 1 September 2020 - CHN 17/2020 (spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25487) and Safeguarding National Security Ordinance, under article 23 of the Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, dated 22 March 2024  - CHN 5/2024 (spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28893) [June 2025]] 

2.1 The NSL
	The core issue of the NSL and Article 23 Legislation is that the criminal offences are all suffered from vague and overly broad language, which is not compatible with international human rights standards and the general principle of rule of law. The principal of legal certainty requires that criminal laws must be sufficiently precise and narrow, so it is clear what types of behaviour and conduct constitute a criminal offence. This principle also recognises that ill-defined or overly broad laws are open to arbitrary application and abuse. Some analysts suggest that the overly broad language of the NSL’s core criminal provisions is likely a deliberate design,[footnoteRef:2] tailored to cover the actions of protesters in 2019 and calculated to spread fears to the civil society. [2:  	Wong, Lydia & Kellogg, Thomas E. (2021) Hong Kong's National Security Law: A Human Rights and Rule of Law Analysis, p. 19 (www.law.georgetown.edu/law-asia/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2021/02/GT-HK-Report-Accessible.pdf) [June 2025]] 

Subversive activities
	Article 22 of the NSL, which criminalises subversive activities including seriously interfering in, disrupting or undermining the government’s performance of duties and functions by unlawful means, is particularly disturbing. Apart from the lack of legal certainty, subversion is, as UN experts point out, generally understood as a “political crime” deployed to punish government’s critics and opponents, instead of tackling genuine threats to the existing political order. Trade unions calling on people peacefully surround the LegCo to prevent it from passing a bill that harms worker’s interests is very likely fall within its ambit (seriously disrupting the government’s performance of duties and functions by illegal means),[footnoteRef:3] especially given the absence of a strict violence or threat of violence requirement in the criminal provisions. [3:  	Obstructing a LegCo member is an offence under the Legislative Council (Powers and Privileges) Ordinance] 

Collusion with foreign forces
	Article 29 prohibits collusion with foreign forces to endanger national security. Again, the language of the article is over-board and vague. For instance, a person, who “directly or indirectly receive funding or other kinds of support” from a foreign organisation, commits an act of “seriously disrupting the formulation and implementation of laws or policies by the government” will probably be caught by this provision. In an era of global economic integration, it is indispensable that local trade unions have to communicate and cooperate with their counterparts at regional and international level, a freedom protected by international human rights instruments as well as ILO conventions. Yet, the legal risks brought about by Article 29 could probably deter local trade unions from participating in such activities and thereby weaken their functions to safeguard worker’s interests.
Rights to fair trial
	Several provisions of the NSL also pose serious threats to people’s rights to fair trial. Article 42 provides that no bail shall be granted unless the judge has sufficient grounds for believing that the criminal suspect or defendant will not continue to commit acts endangering national security. This sets the threshold of granting bail extremely high and is at odds with the common law principle of presumption of innocence. The presumption against bail could encourage police practice of arbitrary arrest and prosecution, and create a chilling effect on civil society.
	Article 46 empowers the Secretary for Justice to issue a certificate directing that a criminal case before the High Court to be tried without a jury on extremely broad grounds. Jury has been considered as “the bulwark of liberty”, and it is particular significant in political trials, to which most NSL cases belong, when “the conviction has to rest on the conscience of the general public”.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  	Chan, Johannes (2022) “National Security Law 2020 in Hong Kong: One Year On”, pp. 10-11 (ssrn.com/abstract=3956272) [June 2025]] 

	Article 44 stipulates that cases concerning offence endangering national security can only be handled by judges designated by the Chief Executive (CE). Article 3 requires that the executive authorities, legislature and judiciary must effectively prevent, suppress and impose punishment for any act or activity endangering national security, while Article 8 further provides that the judicial authorities must fully enforce the NSL. As a law professor explains, these provisions, which reflect “the Chinese approach that the judiciary should co-operate with other branches of government, could be seen to set the general tone for the interpretation of the NSL - to err on the strict side”,[footnoteRef:5] especially read in conjunction with Article 44 (removal of judges from the designation list). [5:  	Note 4, Chan (2022), p.10] 

2.2 Article 23 Legislation
	Article 23 of the Basic Law, the city’s mini constitution, requires the Hong Kong Government to “enact laws on its own” safeguarding national security. Section 4 of Article 23 Legislation defines “national security” as “the status in which the state’s political regime, sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity, the welfare of the people, sustainable economic and social development, and other major interests of the state are relatively free from danger and internal or external threats, and the capability to maintain a sustained status of security”, which is literally a carbon copy of Beijing’s notion of comprehensive national security concept. This all-encompassing definition, which is incompatible with the principle of legal certainty, opens the door for the authorities to make use of the law as a weapon to suppress dissidents and civil society organisations.
Seditious offences
	Part 3, Division 4 of Article 23 Legislation broadens the scope of exiting seditious offences under the Crimes Ordinance and increases the maximum penalty for committing an act with seditious intention from two years imprisonment to seven years (or 10 years if there is collusion with external forces). Seditious intention now covers, amongst others, bringing persons into “hatred, contempt or disaffection against the constitutional order, executive, legislative or judicial authority”, and causing “hatred or enmity amongst different classes of residents”. Section 25 explicitly provides that proof of intention to incite public disorder or violence is not necessary to convict a defendant. The imprecise and overly broad definition of seditious crimes poses serious risk to the exercise of the right to freedom of expression. Trade unions accuse the authorities of “colluding with the business” when criticising the government’s pro-business policies (hatred or contempt against the executive authority) or label the capitalists as worker’s “class enemy” during industrial actions (hatred or enmity amongst different classes of residents) would risk being caught by the seditious offence under the new law.
External interference
	Part 6, Division 1 of Article 23 Legislation prohibits a person from collaborating with an external force to do an act with intent to bring about an interference effect by improper means. The new crime carries a maximum penalty of 14 years imprisonment (Section 52). “External forces” include international organisations (Section 6). “Interference effect” includes influencing the executive authorities “in the formulation or execution of any policy or measures”, and influencing the LegCo and its members “in performing functions” (Section 53). “Collaborating with external force” covers situations where a person merely “participates in an activity planned or otherwise led by an external force”, does the act “in cooperation with” or “with the financial contributions, or the support by other means, of” an external force (Section 54). “Improper means” includes knowingly making a “material misrepresentation”, “damaging or threatening to damage a person’s reputation” or “causing psychological harm to, or placing undue psychological pressure on, a person” (Section 55). Local trade union lodging a complaint to the ILO’s Committee on Freedom of Association (collaborating with an external force) alleging the government of violating international labour conventions (bringing about an interference effect) may risk being caught by the offence, if it is perceived to have knowingly made a material misrepresentation or damaged a person’s reputation (using improper means).
Sabotage
	Part 5 of Article 23 Legislation creates a new offence targeting people who “damage or weaken a public infrastructure” with “intent to endanger national security” or at a substantially lower standard of “being reckless”. The offence carries a maximum penalty of 20 years imprisonment (or life imprisonment if there is collusion with external force). Public infrastructure is defined very broadly, including public transport facility, and infrastructure, facility, computer or electronic system providing or maintaining public service. Weakening a public infrastructure includes, amongst others, “causing the infrastructure not to be able to function as it should in whole or in part”, without having actually damaged the infrastructure. The sabotage offence may unduly intrude the rights of trade union to organize its legitimate activities, including protest, strike and industrial action. Public transport trade union staging a large scale strike could risk falling within the ambit of the offence, as it may cause the public transport facilities not functioning properly (weakening a public infrastructure) and affect people’s welfare or sustainable economic development (recklessly endangering national security).
Prohibition of operation of organisations
	Section 60 of Article 23 Legislation grants the Secretary for Security the powers to prohibit the operation or continued operation of an organisation if he or she “reasonably believes that it is necessary for safeguarding national security”. The new law then makes provisions for consequential offences in connection with prohibited organisations. Section 68 empowers an authorized officer to require any organisation or any office-bearer of an organisation to provide information; any person failing to do so is liable to a fine at level 4 (currently HK$25,000). The extensive powers afforded to the Secretary for Security to ban any organisation could unjustifiably compromise worker’s right to freedom of association. Given the overly broad definition of national security (including people’s welfare, sustainable economic and social development, and other major interests of the state) and the extremely low threshold for exercising the powers (reasonable belief of necessary for safeguarding national security is a substantially lower standard than reasonable suspicion of having committed or likely to commit national security offences, which themselves are broadly defined), the provisions could open the door for the authorities to put a blank label of “necessary for safeguarding national security” to a trade union, and arbitrarily interfere into, or even prohibit, its operation.
3. Arrest and Prosecution of Trade Union Organisers
	Shortly after the promulgation of the NSL, some commentators suggested that the law itself had sufficient deterrent and predicted that it would serve more as a latent threat than an active tool.[footnoteRef:6] The optimistic hopes were however soon shattered by the authorities’ aggressive implementation and enforcement strategies. The police’s hunt for dissidents has nearly wiped out the entire pro-democracy camp and the civil society network. As at the eve of the fifth anniversary of the NSL, at least 16 trade union organisers have been wanted, arrested, prosecuted and/or sentenced over offences relating to national security. A summary of their latest statuses as at mid-2025 can be found at Annex. [6:  	For instance, 环球网 (2020.07.01) “权威专家解答港区国安法九大市民关切” (in simplified Chinese) (china.huanqiu.com/article/3ysbWUkJdeK) [June 2025]] 

Lee Cheuk-yan: Organising unauthorised rally and inciting subversion of state power
[bookmark: _Hlk201352013]	Former general secretary of the Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions (HKCTU) Lee Cheuk-yan was first arrested and charged on 28 February 2020 for organising an unauthorised rally on 31 August 2019. He was later charged with organising unauthorised assembly in another three incidents: the rallies on 18 August and 1 October and the June 4th Candlelight Vigil in 2020. He was convicted of all the charges in three separate District Court trials in 2021 and was sentenced to a total of 20 months in jail.[footnoteRef:7] He has received two more weeks behind bars for obstructing a police officer during a peaceful protest calling for the release of political prisoners outside the LegCo Building on the New Year’s Day in 2021.[footnoteRef:8] The Court of Appeal on 14 August 2023 allowed his and six other activists’ appeal against the conviction of organising an unauthorised assembly held on 18 August 2019 but upheld the lower court’s verdict on knowingly participating in the rally.[footnoteRef:9] The Court of the Final Appeal dismissed their appeal on 12 August 2024.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  	The Standard (2021.12.13) “Eight Hong Kong activists jailed for up to a year and two months over June 4 vigil” (www.thestandard.com.hk/breaking-news/article/184432) [June 2025]]  [8:  	South China Morning Post (2022.04.28) “Jailed former Hong Kong lawmaker gets 2 more weeks behind bars for obstructing officer” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3175861/jailed-former-hong-kong-lawmaker-gets-2-more-weeks) [June 2025]]  [9:  	The Guardian (2023.08.14) “Hong Kong pro-democracy advocates have part of convictions quashed” (www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/14/hong-kong-pro-democracy-advocates-have-part-of-convictions-quashed-jimmy-lai-martin-lee-margaret-ng-) [June 2025]]  [10:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.08.12) “Jimmy Lai among 7 Hong Kong pro-democracy figures to lose appeal against conviction over taking part in 2019 demo” (hongkongfp.com/2024/08/12/breaking-jimmy-lai) [June 2025]] 

[bookmark: _Hlk201352029]	Lee was also arrested (while in prison) on 9 September 2021 and charged with inciting subversion of state power under the NSL for his role in the Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China. The offence carries a maximum penalty of 10 years imprisonment. He has been remanded in custody since finished serving his jail terms on 30 September 2022. The High Court declined his application for bail on 2 December, citing the risk he could continue to commit acts endangering national security.[footnoteRef:11] The trial is presided by a panel of three High Court national security judges handpicked by the CE without a jury and is scheduled to commence on 11 November 2025, more than four years after Lee was arrested.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.12.06) “Ex-Hong Kong Tiananmen vigil leader denied bail as court cites ‘strong’ evidence in national security case” (hongkongfp.com/2022/12/06/ex-hong-kong) [June 2025]]  [12:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2025.02.21) “Hong Kong ex-lawmaker Albert Ho may plead guilty in subversion case against Tiananmen vigil group” (hongkongfp.com/2025/02/21/hong-kong-ex-lawmaker) [June 2025]] 

Carol Ng and Winnie Yu: Participation in the primary election
	Former chair of the HKCTU Carol Ng and former chair of the Hospital Authority Employees Alliance (HAEA) Winnie Yu were arrested on 6 January 2021 and were charged on 28 February with “conspiracy to commit subversion” under the NSL over their participation in the democracy camp’s unofficial primary election held in July 2020. The trial was presided by a panel of three High Court national security judges without a jury and started in February 2023, almost two years after the 47 democracy activists were charged. Ng and Yu were sentenced to jail for 53 months and 81 months respectively on 19 November 2024.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  	[2024] HKCFI 3298, para. 254 & 337; for a detailed timeline of the primary election trial, see: hongkongfp.com/2024/11/18/hong-kong-47] 

	Ng stood for the primary election on the platform of striving for better protection of labour rights and strengthening the role of workers in the fight for the city’s democracy through union organising. She has been detained since 28 February 2021. A High Court national security judge declined her appeal for bail on 20 December, claiming she “has an international influence as a result of her trade union work, therefore, it would be very easy for her to connect with her colleagues aboard to further the hostility against the authorities”.[footnoteRef:14] She indicated her intention to plead guilty at a case management hearing in November 2022.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  	[2022] HKCFI 1061, para. 17]  [15:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.11.08) “17 Hong Kong democrats set to face 90-day national security trial in early 2023 over unofficial primaries” (hongkongfp.com/2022/11/08/17-hong-kong-democrats) [June 2025]] 

	Yu won the democracy camp’s primaries in the Health Services functional constituency. She was denied bail after a four-day marathon trial starting 1 March 2021. A High Court judge allowed her appeal for bail on 28 July 2021, noting there was “no evidence that she ever had any international connection”.[footnoteRef:16] Yu was arrested again on suspicion of violating bail conditions on 7 March 2022 and her bail was revoked the next day by a magistrate judge, seemingly because of posts she made to social media criticising the government’s handling of the Omicron outbreak, which had left nearly 3,000 people dead (as of early March 2022) and hospitals overwhelmed.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  	[2021] HKCFI 2562, para. 16]  [17:  	Radio Free Asia (2022.03.10) “Former Hong Kong healthcare union founder sent back to jail over social media posts” (www.rfa.org/english/news/china/hongkong-unionist-03102022105118.html) [June 2025]] 

	Yu pleaded not guilty in February 2023 when the trial started, and finished her testimony in August. Her defence counsel told the court on 29 November in the closing statement that she was “simply seeking to hold those in power to account and that could be not subversion”.[footnoteRef:18] Yu was however found guilty when the court handed down its verdict on 30 May 2024.[footnoteRef:19] She applied for leave to appeal against her conviction and sentence a week after the court’s sentencing.[footnoteRef:20] A hearing is tentatively scheduled on 14 July 2025. [18:  	The Guardian (2023.11.29) “Closing arguments begin in trial of Hong Kong pro-democracy activists” (www.theguardian.com/world/2023/nov/29/closing-arguments-begin-in-trial-of-hong-kong-pro-democracy-activists) [June 2025]]  [19:  	[2024] HKCFI 1468, para. 585 – 593]  [20:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.11.27) “4 Hong Kong democrats seek to challenge conviction and sentence in landmark subversion case” (hongkongfp.com/2024/11/27/4-hong-kong-democrats) [June 2025]] 

	Former chair of the Association of Hong Kong Nursing Staff Joseph Lee, and former ExCo member of the Allied Health Professionals and Nurses Association Cyrus Lau were also arrested on 6 January 2021 over their participation in the democracy camp’s primary election. They have not been charged and have been on police bail with their travel documents surrendered since their arrest. A national security police officer revealed in May 2024 that their cases were still under investigation and they would be charged if there were sufficient evidence.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  	獨立媒體 (2024.05.30) “涂謹申鄺俊宇等8人續保逾3年 李桂華：案件仍在調查中” (in Chinese) (bit.ly/4dXVWdR) [June 2025]] 

Speech therapists’ union: Publication of children’s picture books
	Former chair of the General Union of Hong Kong Speech Therapists (GUHKST) Lai Man-ling and former deputy Melody Yeung were arrested on 22 July 2021 on suspicion of publishing and circulating seditious materials between 4 June 2020 and 22 July 2021, and were denied bail by a magistrate the following day.[footnoteRef:22] The publications in question were three children’s picture books about sheep defending their village from invading wolves. The police accused the three books of intending to bring into hatred or contempt, or to excite disaffection against the government and the administration of justice. [22:  	South China Morning Post (2021.07.23) “2 members of Hong Kong speech therapists’ union denied bail after being charged over series of allegedly seditious children’s books” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3142219/2-members-hong-kong-speech-therapists-union-charged) [June 2025]] 

	Former secretary Sidney Ng, former treasurer Samuel Chan and former committee member Marco Fong were also arrested on 22 July 2021 and were charged with the same offence on 30 August.[footnoteRef:23] Sidney Ng appealed to the Court of Final Appeal on 9 December to challenge the applicability of the NSL bail threshold to seditious offence under the colonial-era Crimes Ordinance, but the court declined to grant leave.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  	South China Morning Post (2021.08.30) “Hong Kong children’s books trio remanded in custody after being charged with conspiracy to distribute seditious material” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3146852/hong-kong-childrens-books-trio-charged-conspiracy) [June 2025]]  [24:  	[2021] HKCFA 42] 

	All of them were convicted by a District Court national security judge on 2 September 2022 and were sentenced to 19 months each in prison.[footnoteRef:25] They were released after finished serving their jail term on 10 October 2022. [25:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.09.10) “5 Hong Kong speech therapists jailed for 19 months each for sedition over children’s books” (hongkongfp.com/2022/09/10/breaking) [June 2025]] 

HKCTU: Failure to supply information to the Societies Officer
	Former HKCTU chair Joe Wong, former vice-chair Leo Tang and former treasurer Chung Chun-fai were taken to police stations on 31 March 2022 to be questioned, while Lee Cheuk-yan, who was serving his jail term for unauthorised assemblies, was also interviewed by officers. They had allegedly failed to respond to a series of questions issued by the national security police regarding the HKCTU’s operations, past activities, financial sources and links to groups outside Hong Kong.[footnoteRef:26] The police also raided more than 10 locations across the city, seizing documents and electronic devices from the HKCTU’s offices and warehouses. Wong, Tang and Chung were later charged for failing to provide the police with information. They were found guilty under Article 16(2) of the Societies Ordinance and were fined HK$8,000 each in November 2022.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  	South China Morning Post (2022.03.31) “Former Confederation of Trade Unions leaders brought in for questioning by Hong Kong national security police” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3172499/former-confederation-trade-unions-leaders-brought) [June 2025]]  [27:  	獨立媒體 (2022.11.01) “已解散職工盟被指無按例交資料 三人認罪各罰款8千元” (in Chinese) (bit.ly/3DKDnsv) [June 2025]] 

	Wong, Tang and former HKCTU’s ExCo member Denny To were taken by the national security police on 22 March 2023 to assist an investigation. Chung was also taken away a day earlier and members of several labour organisations were contacted by the police in a two-day operation, according to a report of Ming Pao Daily.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  	明報 (2023.03.23) “前工盟6人國安處助查 無被捕 其他勞團成員曾被接觸 原因未明” (in Chinese) (www.mingpaocanada.com/tor/htm/News/20230323/HK-gba1_r.htm) [June 2025]] 

Elizabeth Tang: Collusion with external forces
	Former chief executive of the HKCTU Elizabeth Tang was arrested on 9 March 2023 for “suspected collusion with a foreign country or with external elements to endanger national security” after visiting her husband Lee Cheuk-yan, who was being detained in Stanley Prison awaiting trial on a NSL charge. It is reported that Tang, as a director of the Asia Monitor Resource Centre (AMRC), was suspected of “receiving more than HK$100 million (US$12.7 million) in donations from groups in the United States, Germany and Norway since 1994 to support labour movements in Asia”.[footnoteRef:29] The AMRC, which was registered as a limited company in Hong Kong, decided in September 2021 to cease operations after being accused by Beijing’s propaganda arm Ta Kung Pao of operating under the HKCTU, which was allegedly colluding with overseas organisations. She was granted bail on 11 March with her travel documents surrendered, and was discharged by the police in May 2024.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  	South China Morning Post (2023.03.09) “Unionist wife of jailed Hong Kong opposition politician Lee Cheuk-yan arrested by national security officers after prison visit” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3212918/wife-jailed-hong-kong-opposition-politician-arrested-national-security-officers-after-prison-visit) [June 2025]]  [30:  	集誌社 (2024.07.03) “曾捲國安案　鄧燕娥獲發還護照成功遊日　警：依法處理” (in Chinese) (bit.ly/3WjvMvn) [June 2025]] 

[bookmark: _Hlk154762891]	The police also arrested Tang’s younger sister Marilyn Tang on 11 March 2023.[footnoteRef:31] The younger Tang, who is also former executive director of the now dissolved HKCTU Training Centre, was charged in late September for perverting the course of justice by removing her sister’s mobile phone and laptop before a police search. She pleaded guilty before a magistrate judge on 7 December and was sentenced to six months imprisonment two weeks later.[footnoteRef:32] She finished serving her jail term in April 2024. [31:  	South China Morning Post (2023.03.11) “Sister of ex-union leader Elizabeth Tang and brother of Hong Kong opposition veteran Albert Ho released on bail” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3213186/hong-kong-national-security-law-unionist-wife-jailed-ex-opposition-politician-lee-cheuk-yan-released) [June 2025]]  [32:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.12.21) “Hong Kong woman jailed for 6 months over removing potential evidence against sister arrested under nat. security law” (hongkongfp.com/2023/12/21/hong-kong-woman) [June 2025]] 

Arrest warrant against Mung Siu-Tat: Incitement to secession
	The police announced on 3 July 2023 arrest warrants had been issued against Mung Siu-tat and seven other individuals accused of violating the NSL and offered HK$1 million in reward money for information leading to each arrest.[footnoteRef:33] On 12 June 2024, the Secretary for Security specified Mung and five others as absconders and cancelled their passports.[footnoteRef:34] Article 23 Legislation empowers the Secretary to specify a person as absconder and apply measures against him or her. It will be unlawful for any person, whether directly or indirectly, to provide absconders with funds, financial assets, handle their economic resources or have property dealings. [33:  	Government Press Releases (2023.07.03) “Persons wanted for alleged contravention of Hong Kong National Security Law” (www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202307/03/P2023070300526.htm) [June 2025]]  [34:  	Government Press Releases (2024.06.12) “Specification of absconders in respect of offences endangering national security and specification of measures applicable against relevant absconders under Safeguarding National Security Ordinance” (www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202406/12/P2024061200018.htm0 [June 2025]] 

	Mung is former chief executive of the HKCTU and currently executive director of the Hong Kong Labour Rights Monitor (HKLRM), an UK-based labour group formed by exiled trade unionists among others aiming to speak up for the workers of Hong Kong and amplify their voices around the world. Days before HKCTU’s announcement to disband on 19 September 2021, he resigned and fled the city because of “imminent political risks and safety concerns”.[footnoteRef:35] He later revealed that he was questioned by Beijing’s “middlemen” three times within a month, and referral to the national security police was mentioned in their last meeting. [35:  	South China Morning Post (2021.09.19) “Hong Kong’s largest opposition trade union confirms disbandment, expects to fold by early October” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3149319/hong-kongs-largest-opposition-trade-union-confirms) [June 2025]] 

	Mung was accused of smearing the Chinese and Hong Kong Governments while attending an overseas conference (seemingly the French Democratic Confederation of Labour congress held in Lyon) in June 2022 and advocating separating Hong Kong from China, allegedly violating Article 21 of the NSL (incitement to secession). Given that he has never called for Hong Kong’s independence, it is not unreasonable to perceive that police’s high-profile action is in fact targeting his labour advocacy work overseas. A government source also confessed that Mung and others were singled out because they were “more actively involved” than the rest in activities that “endangered national security”.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  	South China Morning Post (2023.07.03) “Hong Kong national security law: police offer HK$1 million rewards for arrest of 8 people, including 3 ex-lawmakers” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3226372/hong-kong-national-security-law-police-offer-hk1-million-rewards-arrest-8-people) [June 2025]] 

4. Dissolution of Trade Unions
	Apart from using national security offences to target trade union organisers, the authorities also re-weaponised the colonial-era TUO to discipline trade unions. Two trade unions were de-registered and more than a dozen of trade unions were questioned by the Registrar. On the other hand, the city’s most influential independent trade unions or labour organisations were pressurised to disband through repeated intimidation and harassment, and hundreds of trade unions disband themselves under a climate of fear.
4.1 De-registration of Trade Unions
	The TUO prohibits the use of union fund for any political purpose. It grants the Registrar extensive powers to “supervise” trade union operations and activities, including sending enquiry and warning letter to trade unions. The Registrar is also empowered to cancel the registration of trade unions and the unions concerned can only appeal against the decision to the High Court. Most trade unions however cannot afford the legal fees incurred, rendering the appeal clause worthless.
Speech therapists’ union
	Shortly after the police arrested five organisers of the GUHKST over the publication of three children’s picture books, the Registrar issued a “notice of intention to cancel the registration” to the union on 13 August 2021, alleging that the union is being used for purposes inconsistent with its objects or rules.[footnoteRef:37] The GUHKST did not appeal the decision and was officially de-registered on 13 October. The police also froze around HK$160,000 of the union’s assets. A High Court national security judge handed down an order to forfeit the GUHKSP’s funds in September 2024.[footnoteRef:38] The NSL’s Implementation Rules grant the court the powers to seize “offence related properties”. About HK$116,000 of the union's fund was seized, after deducting about HK$50,000 in liquidation fees. [37:  	The Standard (2021.08.20) “Govt to revoke registration of speech therapists' union” (https://www.thestandard.com.hk/breaking-news/article/179110) [June 2025]]  [38:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.09.26) “Hong Kong speech therapists’ union ordered to hand over HK$116,000 assets on national security grounds” (hongkongfp.com/2024/09/26/hong-kong-speech-therapists-union) [June 2025]] 

White Collar Connect Union
	The Registrar also de-registered the Hong Kong White Collar (Administration and Clerical) Connect Union (HKWCCU) on 17 February 2023, just a day after a high ranking government official told the UN that the city’s trade union rights were as “strong and intact as ever”.[footnoteRef:39] Prior to its de-registration, the HKWCCU was asked to provide information about its activities, including street stalls and commentaries about COVID related policies, solidarity action in support of HAEA’s strike, assistance in pro-democracy camp’s primaries and opposition to the NSL.[footnoteRef:40] The HKWCCU did not appeal the Registrar’s decision. [39:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.02.17) “Hong Kong gov’t deregisters pro-democracy union that called for protest ahead of security law” (hongkongfp.com/2023/02/17/hong-kong-govt-deregisters) [June 2025]]  [40:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.01.11) “Hong Kong authorities grill union which held street stalls on Covid-19 and national security law” (hongkongfp.com/2022/01/11/hong-kong-authorities) [June 2025]] 

4.2 Dissolution of Trade Unions
	The government’s aggressive enforcement of the NSL, especially the arrest of trade union organisers in the primary election and GUHKST cases, has successfully created a chilling effect to the civil society. Amid the fast-deteriorating political environments, many trade unions decided to disband or stopped operations. Between 2021 and 2024, a total of 247 trade unions had cancelled their registration, compared with 15 during the preceding four-year period.[footnoteRef:41] Some of the dissolved trade unions had been actively participated in the massive protests in 2019 and the campaign against the imposition of the NSL in 2020. [41:  	Registry of Trade Unions (various issues) Annual Statistical Report of Trade Unions in Hong Kong] 

Union for New Civil Servants
	The Union for New Civil Servants (UNCS) was established shortly after tens of thousands civil servants attended a rally at Chater Garden on 2 August 2019, urging the government to listen to public demands. The union had been critical of police’s use of excessive force and helped organized an unofficial poll collecting civil servant’s opinion on the NSL in June 2020. The government was angered by UNCS’s activities, and warned civil servants of possible disciplinary actions if they violated the Civil Service Code or Regulations (CSRs). CSRs 520-525 prohibit civil servants, whether on duty or on leave, from engaging in public debate on government policies, organising or participating in public processions, distributing political publications and signing public petitions. The government repeatedly stresses that the restrictions apply equally to officers and members of trade unions,[footnoteRef:42] a stance which is not compatible with ILO’s conventions on the principles of freedom of association. [42:  	For instance, Government Press Releases (2020.01.03) “Government statement” (www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202001/03/P2020010300198.htm) [June 2025]] 

	The UNCS decided to disband a day after the government required all civil servants to take oath. Former chair Michael Ngan, who was demoted by the government in June 2020 without a reasonable ground, described the oath-taking requirement as an “arrow on the string” for his union and explained that “officers of the union might not be able to remain in the government, meaning they will also not be qualified to be union members and officers”.[footnoteRef:43] He believed that disbanding the union is a reluctant but necessary action to protect members’ information. [43:  	South China Morning Post (2021.01.17) “Civil service union formed during Hong Kong protests becomes first to disband in response to oath-taking rule” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3118044/civil-service-union-formed-during-hong-kong-protests) [June 2025]] 

Hospital Authority Employees Alliance
	The HAEA was founded at the height of the massive protests in 2019. Amid the COVID-19 outbreak in January 2020, the HAEA staged a 5-day strike from 3 to 7 February, with an estimated 6,000 strong medical workers taking part, demanding for adequate personal protective equipment to HA staffs and boarder closure to stop the virus spreading to the city.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  	en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winnie_Yu_(nurse) [June 2025]] 

	The HAEA passed a resolution at an extraordinary general meeting on 23 June 2022 to dissolve the union effective from end of June. In a Facebook post, the HAEA said it had faced “political oppression” and “white terror”, adding “we do not regret choosing to stand at the front of the storm, connecting everyone and doing an act of defiance in this ridiculous era”.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.06.27) “Hong Kong hospital staff union votes to disband citing ‘pressure from all sides’” (hongkongfp.com/2022/06/27/hong-kong-hospital-staff-union) [June 2025]] 

Professional Teachers’ Union
	Perhaps the most shocking is the disbandment of the two largest independent labour organisations in quick succession. The Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union (HKPTU), the city’s largest independent trade union with a membership of 95,000 representing 90% of the profession, announced its disbandment on 10 August 2021. The HKPTU’s decision came less than two weeks after the Beijing’s propaganda apparatus, the People’s Daily and Xinhua, simultaneously published two commentaries accusing the union of “encouraging anti-China activities that mess up Hong Kong” and blasting it as a “poisonous tumour” that must be “eradicated”.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2021.08.10) “Hong Kong’s largest teachers’ union to disband following pressure from gov’t and Chinese state media” (hongkongfp.com/2021/08/10/breaking) [June 2025]] 

	Hours after Beijing’s publication of the commentaries, the Education Bureau announced it would cease working with the HKPTU, accusing the union of “dragging schools into politics” and being unprofessional. Following the government’s decision, the HKPTU vowed to focus on the rights and interests of the education sector and cut ties with the HKCTU and Education International. The responses of the HKPTU however could not change its fate. It is reported that Beijing “middlemen” made it clear that the union’s only choice was to “cease to exist”. Knowing that the HKPTU’s assets could be frozen at any time under the NSL’s sweeping Implementation Rules, the union leadership decided it was better to speedily disband itself to protect their enormous financial reserves to pay for around 200 employees’ wages and severance pay.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  	South China Morning Post (2021.11.26) “National security law: why have Hong Kong’s activist groups fallen like dominoes? Who is to blame and can civil society rebuild itself?” (www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3157386/national-security-law-why-have-hong-kongs-activist-groups) [June 2025]] 

Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions
	Weeks after the HKPTU’s dissolution, the HKCTU announced its decision to fold on 19 September 2021 and passed a resolution at an extraordinary general meeting on 3 October to end the 31-year-old umbrella group of independent trade unions. The script leading to the disbandment of the HKCTU was all too familiar. First, the Beijing’s propaganda arm, Wen Wei Po and Tai Kung Pao, blamed the HKCTU for receiving funding from foreign organisations, colluding with external forces and manipulating trade unions into participating in anti-China activities to disrupt Hong Kong. For instance, Wen Wei Po ran a full-page story on 12 August detailing the confederation’s alleged violations of the NSL, including supporting the general strike on 5 August 2019 and screening documentaries about the massive protests in 2019.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  	文匯報 (2021.08.12) “攬炒派劣行錄：職工盟屢涉黑暴應徹查” (in Chinese) (www.wenweipo.com/a/202108/12/AP611469bee4b08d3407d3ad9d.html) [June 2025]] 

	Next, in responding to those accusations, which were nothing more than a recycling of old news, local officials warned that they would not turn a blind eye to any acts jeopardising national security. On 18 September, then Police Commissioner Raymond Siu said the authorities would “definitely follow up on illegal acts or national security violations by any groups” when asked whether the HKCTU was being investigated.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  	Note 34, South China Morning Post (2021.09.19)] 

	Finally, came the “middlemen”. Claiming to have received a message from Beijing, these proxies would deliver advice or directions that were too hard to ignore.[footnoteRef:50]  Explaining the HKCTU’s decision to fold, former chairperson Joe Wong said his organisation’s leadership had received threats to their personal safety without further elaboration.[footnoteRef:51] Former chief executive Mung Siu-tat later revealed that he was questioned by Beijing’s “middlemen” three times within a month, and referral to the national security police was mentioned in their last meeting. [50:  	Note 49, South China Morning Post (2021.11.26)]  [51:  	Note 34, South China Morning Post (2021.09.19)] 

	The disbandment of the city’s two largest independent labour organisations in a short span of time inevitably sent shock waves throughout the society and caused demoralisation.  The closure of HKPTU and HKCTU, coupled with the arrest of trade union organisers, had triggered a wave of dissolution of trade unions. Organisers felt threatened by the fast-worsening political environments and foresaw there was little room for them to play in the future. Some trade unions were even unable to initiate the dissolution process as no one was willing to take over as union officers.
4.3 Decline in Union Membership
	The number of registered trade unions increased by nearly 55%, from 917 in 2019 to 1,412 in 2024. Between November 2019 and May 2020, the Registrar received nearly 4,400 applications for registration of trade union. Among those applications, 736 were formally registered by the end of 2024, with 190 later cancelled their registration through dissolution or at their own request, and another two de-registered by the Registrar. The remaining applications were not further processed because the applicants had failed to submit the required documents or information, or respond to Registrar’s enquires, or secure sufficient voting members.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  	Labour and Welfare Bureau (February 2025) Improving the Trade Union Regulatory Regime, LC Paper No. CB(1)230/2025(05), para. 3 (www.legco.gov.hk/yr2025/english/panels/mp/papers/mp20250224cb1-230-5-e.pdf) [June 2025]] 

	One motivating force drove the tidal wave of union formation was related to electoral politics.[footnoteRef:53] In the city’s LegCo elections, three seats are allotted to the Labour functional constituency. Each registered employee union is given a bloc vote under a simple majority system. This means the larger the number of unions a political faction could muster, the higher its chance of winning all the three seats. Encouraged by the pro-democracy camp’s landslide victory in the District Council election in November 2019, some activists initiated a campaign to form trade unions to maximise their chances of winning the Labour functional constituency seats. In response, the pro-Beijing camp also entered (and probably won) the race to create more new unions. [53:  	Chan, Anita (2020) “The Emergence of Labor Unions from Within Hong Kong’s Protest Movement”, The Asia-Pacific Journal Vol 18(24): e1 (doi.org/10.1017/S1557466020030703) [June 2025]] 

	Despite the surge in the number of registered trade unions between 2019 and 2024, union membership was actually declined over the same period. The number of declared trade union members fell by 6%, from 934,170 in 2019 to 878,522 in 2023. Consequently, the average size of union significantly dropped by 40%, from 1,019 in 2019 to 612 in 2023. At the same time, the number of unions with membership of 50 or less almost tripled, from 287 in 2019 jumped to 794 in 2023.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  	Note 42, Registry of Trade Unions (various issues)] 

	Contrary to the Government’s claim that the increase in the number of trade unions shows that Hong Kong’s trade union rights are “strong and intact as ever”, [footnoteRef:55] the decline in union membership and union size actually reflects the further weakening and fragmentation of trade union movement. Some organisers reveal that they face great challenges in recruiting and retaining members, partly because workers feel that the risk is too great or there is little can do under current political environments. [55:  	For instance, then Commissioner for Labour Chris Sun’s reply at the 109th International Labour Conference session (www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:13101:0::NO:13101:P13101_COMMENT_ID:4054077) [June 2025]] 

5. Suppression on Trade Union’s Operation and Activities
	Hong Kong’s independent labour movement has played a significant role in the civil society, and is inevitably a major target of the authorities’ ruthless political purges. Operation and activities of independent trade unions are closely monitored by the Registrar. Worker’s collective actions are often obstructed by the police. And the city’s remaining independent trade unions are also intimidated by extra-legal suppressive methods.
5.1 Trade Unions Questioned and Warned by the Registrar
	In addition to cancelling trade union’s registration, the Registrar had also sent enquiry letters to a dozen of trade unions since September 2021, requesting information on their activities that were suspected of being inconsistent with the TUO, or their objects or rules. The HAEA received RTU’s enquiry letters on 3 September 2021, which demanded the union submit information on eight events it held.  They are the 5-day strike in relation to COVID-19 outbreak, former chair Winnie Yu’s participation in the democracy camp’s primaries, the screening and street stalls concerning the 1989 Tiananmen Democratic Movement, commentaries about the efficacy of Sinovac, call to boycott the “LeaveHomeSafe” app, the screening of The Trial of the Chicago 7 and call for letters to political prisoners.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2021.09.17) “Hong Kong Hospital Authority union denies gov’t allegation it broke law” (hongkongfp.com/2021/09/17/hong-kong-hospital-authority-union) [June 2025]] 

	The Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) received a similar enquiry from the Registrar in January 2022. The authorities asked the HKJA to provide information on their activities, such as movie screening, book launches, social media posts during the massive protests in 2019 and the annual report on press freedom.[footnoteRef:57] Several trade unions, including the Accounting Bro'Sis Labour Union, received the Registrar’s warning letters alleging their activities of violating the TUO.[footnoteRef:58] [57:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2022.01.21) “Unions registry demands answers from Hong Kong Journalists Assoc. over film screenings, book events, social media posts” (hongkongfp.com/2022/01/21/unions-registry-demands-answers) [June 2025]]  [58:  	www.facebook.com/104292161072557/photos/a.132386721596434/534485408053228 (in Chinese) [June 2025]] 

5.2 Impediment to Trade Union Activities
	Since the NSL’s promulgation, the government has unceasingly tightened its control on the civil society, coupled with stringent COVID social distancing measures, trade union’s collective actions have almost disappeared in the public sphere. Even in peaceful, small-scale public processions, participants were often harassed by the police.
Labour Day rally axed
	Between 2020 and 2022, all public gatherings of more than four persons were banned under the strict social distancing measures amid the pandemic. No application had been made to the police for staging a rally on Labour Day 2024 and 2025, after an attempt to organize one in 2023 was dramatically axed. As a result, there had been no Labour Day rally for six years in a row.
	With the lift of all social distancing restrictions towards the end of 2022, two former ExCo members of the HKCTU Joe Wong and Denny To applied to the police “in their own names” on 9 April 2023 for staging a Labour Day rally.[footnoteRef:59] They however withdrew their application on 26 April after Wong had gone missing for four hours in that morning. To later explained that Wong was taken away by the police but not arrested, adding Wong suffered an “emotional breakdown” and was clearly under “massive pressure”.[footnoteRef:60] To did not further elaborate, citing confidentiality terms under Article 63 of the NSL. A police spokesman later said that “organisers of demonstrations are legally responsible for maintaining public order and safety”, and warned the public against participating in unauthorised assemblies.[footnoteRef:61] [59:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.04.12) “Two ex-members of Hong Kong pro-democracy union group apply to hold public rally on Labour Day” (hongkongfp.com/2023/04/12/two-ex-members) [June 2025]]  [60:  	The Standard (2023.04.27) “Unionists scrap rally call” (www.thestandard.com.hk/breaking-news/article/51966) [June 2025]]  [61:  	Note 60, The Standard (2023.04.27)] 

	A few weeks earlier, the Hong Kong Women Workers’ Association (HKWWA) also hastily scrapped a police-approved Women’s Day rally, which was to be held on 4 March 2023, without giving any reason. The decision was made just a dozen of hours before the event to be held. The police later said that some violent groups vowed to attend and “hijack” the rally, adding the HKWWA decided to cancel the event after “balancing the interests of all parties”.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.03.04) “Hong Kong women’s group cancels rally night before demo; police say ‘violent groups’ sought to attend” (hongkongfp.com/2023/03/04/hong-kong-womens-group) [June 2025]] 

Union activities obstructed
	Trade union activities were often obstructed by the police. With the Labour Day rally cancelled, Denny To and three organisers went Tsuen Wan Station on 1 May 2023, planning to explain to workers the government’s proposal to expand the labour importation scheme. Before they arrived, around 12 policemen had already stationed outside the MTR station, and monitored their activities at close range from beginning to end. To pointed out that police’s high-profile presence had deterred people from approaching their street booth, seriously hindering the unions from communicating with workers.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  	集誌社 (2023.05.01) “「取消」5.1遊行後　工會四人擺街站　12警駐守” (in Chinese) (bit.ly/3nlLvLF) [June 2025]] 

	Earlier on the same day, a police officer read out an eight-point notice to members of the HKWWA, reminding them must inform police if they discovered any activity that would harm national security; while another officer stopped them from unfurling and walking with a banner, saying that they were only allowed to show the banner when standing outside the Government Headquarters.[footnoteRef:64] [64:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.05.01) “Police issue national security ‘reminders’ to Labour Day activists as mass demos axed” (hongkongfp.com/2023/05/01/police-issue) [June 2025]] 

Union slogans labelled seditious
	Since the promulgation of the NSL, the police have repeatedly invoked the seditious crime enacted in the colonial era to stop protester’s activities, or even arrest and prosecute activists. Five former ExCo members of the GUHKSP, for instance, were sentenced to 19 months each in prison over the publication of three children’s picture books. On 1 July 2021, the police asked the HKCTU to put away a banner that read “livelihood is politics, grassroots want justice”, accusing them of using an inciting slogan that amounted to “hatred towards the government”.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2021.07.01) “Hong Kong police thwart Handover anniversary demos, 11 arrested for ‘handing out seditious publications’ under colonial-era law” (hongkongfp.com/2021/07/01/hong-kong-police) [June 2025]] 

A day after delivering his maiden policy address in 2022, CE John Lee told the LegCo that “collusion between the government and businesses”, a phrase often used by trade unionists when criticising the government’s pro-capitalist policies, was used to “incite conflicts among the society” and the government would “combat these negative ideas in the future”.[footnoteRef:66] The government eventually enacted Article 23 Legislation in March 2024, broadening the scope of seditious crime and increasing its penalties, amongst others. Without adequate protection for freedom of expression, a number of trade unions have chosen to stay silence, while other unions that continue to comment on government’s labour policies have moderated their tone to avoid troubles. [66:  	The Standard (2022.10.20) “John Lee slashes at 'collusion' accusation, calls on HK'ers to unite” (www.thestandard.com.hk/breaking-news/article/196126) [June 2025]] 

Extra-legal suppressive tactics
[bookmark: _Hlk201577110]	Extra-legal suppression methods, such as intimidating organisers or erecting barriers to obstruct the smooth functioning of civil society organisations have increasingly been used to silence critics. Being one of the most influential trade unions remained in the city, the HKJA is undoubtedly a major target of the authorities. The press union reveals that some ExCo members have been “pressured by their employers to stand down”, adding a growing number of potential candidates for board positions at the city’s journalist’s organisations “have been warned off standing for election, or told outright they cannot without risking their jobs”.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  	HKJA Press Release (2024.07.17) (hkja.org.hk/en/press-release/the-hkja-condemns) [June 2025]] 

	Former chair Ronson Chan announced in May 2024 he would not seek another term as his re-election might not be the best option for the union.[footnoteRef:68] Selina Cheng was sacked by The Wall Street Journal (WSJ) on 17 July 2024, just weeks after she was elected the chair of the HKJA. Prior to her dismissal, WSJ editors “pressured Cheng to withdraw from running in the HKJA election as chair and to resign from the executive committee, which she refused to”.[footnoteRef:69] Days before the HKJA’s annual general meeting on 22 June 2024, two candidates, Preston Cheung of Justice Centre Hong Kong and Danny Vincent of the BBC, said they wished to drop out of the election for ExCo seats.[footnoteRef:70] Both resigned immediately after the poll, with another two also stepped down within a month upon assuming their ExCo positions.[footnoteRef:71] [68:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.05.16) “Hong Kong press group chief won’t seek another term, cites growing pressure and smears” (hongkongfp.com/2024/05/16/hong-kong-press-group-chief) [June 2025]]  [69:  	Note 67, HKJA Press Release (2024.07.17)]  [70:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.06.22) “Wall St Journal’s Selina Cheng takes helm at Journalists Assoc. as 2 committee nominees seek withdrawal” (hongkongfp.com/2024/06/22/new-leadership) [June 2025]]  [71:  	自由亞洲電台 (2024.07.19) “美國會關注記協主席被《WSJ》辭退” (in Chinese) (www.rfa.org/cantonese/news/htm/hk-hkja-07192024101146.html) [June 2025]] 

	An investigation by the HKJA finds that, between June and August 2024, dozens of journalists, their family members, or their family members’ employers, as well as neighbours and associates, were harassed and intimidated both online and offline. Most of the union’s ExCo members had received such harassment, including its chair.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.09.13) “Dozens of Hong Kong journalists threatened, intimidated, harassed in ‘organised attack,’ press group says” (hongkongfp.com/2024/09/13/breaking-dozens) [June 2025]] 

	In May 2025, Cheng revealed several independent media outlets and 20 journalists, including herself, was facing unreasonable probe and tax demand by the Inland Revenue Department (IRD).[footnoteRef:73] The HKJA itself also received in January 2024 a tax bill of HK$400,000, after the IRD reviewed its 2017-2018 accounts.[footnoteRef:74] HKLM executive director Mung Siu-tat, currently in exile, was also probed by the IRD. He received a notice with a business registration number and was asked to pay profits tax for 2018-2019 financial year even though he did not conduct any business.[footnoteRef:75] Unreasonable tax probe is one of the intimidation tactics authoritarian regimes often employed to target dissidents, and the Hong Kong authorities are copying their playbook.  [73:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2025.05.21) “Hong Kong’s independent news sector – inc. companies, staff and family members – face tax audits and demands” (hongkongfp.com/2025/05/21/ hong-kongs) [June 2025]]  [74:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.01.25) “Hong Kong press group says it received fresh HK$400,000 tax demand, with 6 years of accounts to be vetted” (hongkongfp.com/2024/01/25/hong-kong-press) [June 2025]]  [75:  	集誌社 (2025.05.23) “蒙兆達被追 8.5 萬薪俸、利得稅” (tinyurl.com/26wd3z33) [June 2025]] 

	In addition, the city’s civil society organisations have struggled to find venues to host their events for the past few years. The Regal Hongkong Hotel axed the HKJA’s venue booking on 13 February 2025, two days before its scheduled annual dinner. The hotel cited “water leakage causing unstable power supply.” The HKJA rescheduled the event to 24 February 24. On 20 February, however, the press union said its venue reservation was also axed by Eaton HK, with no reason given.[footnoteRef:76] In April 2024, a live fundraising concert organized by the HKJA was called off at the last minute, due to “an irresistible force”.[footnoteRef:77] It is understood that the venue agreement for the event was unilaterally cancelled. These phenomena have become a “new normal”, aiming to obstruct the smooth functioning of civil society organisations. [76:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2025.03.17) “Hong Kong press union hails ‘best fundraising results in years’ after gala axed over hotel venue cancellations” (hongkongfp.com/2025/03/17/hong-kong-press) [June 2025]]  [77:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.04.25) “Hong Kong press group’s fundraising concert moves online after live show axed over ‘irresistible force’” (hongkongfp.com/2024/04/25/hong-kong-press-groups) [June 2025]] 

6. Challenges Ahead
	The ILO repeatedly stresses that a genuinely free and independent trade union movement can only develop where fundamental human rights are respected. The aggressive enforcement of draconian laws and the employment of extra-legal suppression tactics have successfully created a climate of fear over the whole society. The fast shrinking of civil society space has left Hong Kong’s trade union movement facing an existential threat. In short, the city’s independent labour organisations are now facing four immediate challenges: the loss of experienced organisers, the lack of sustainable fundings, the avoidance of risk amid uncertain environments and the end of social movement unionism strategy practised in the last few decades.
Loss of experienced organisers
	With increasing political and legal risks, the city’s many civil society organisations are facing serious brain drain. Trade unions are no exception. After the disbandment of the HKCTU and other large-scale independent trade unions, dozens of organisers were laid off. The majority of them have taken jobs in other sectors or fled Hong Kong.
	The HKCTU also operated a trade union education centre. Trade union officials and organisers could acquire organisational techniques and communications skills through the training courses it provided. The training opportunity for next generation organisers had however gone with the dissolution of the HKCTU.
Lack of sustainable fundings
	Apart from a handful of unions, the city’s independent trade unions are small in scale and cannot solely rely on union dues to support their operations. In the past, civil society organisations could solicit donations from participants in public possessions such as Candlelight Vigil and 1 July Rally without permits, and the police usually did not intervene. The government has however strengthened its law enforcement after the NSL’s enactment, and recently four members of a pro-worker political party were convicted of unauthorised fundraising.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2025.06.12) “4 Hong Kong activists fined up to HK$6,600 for fundraising and displaying posters without permit” (hongkongfp.com/2025/06/12/4-hong-kong-activists) [June 2025]] 

	Established local NGOs were another source of funding for trade unions. Independent trade unions had collaborated with NGOs in policy advocacy for more than a decade. As the tax guide for charitable organisations has been amended to include national security requirements, well-funded NGOs avoid working with “political sensitive” trade unions is understandable.
	In the past, trade unions could apply for grants or subsidies from a range of programmes offered by government and statutory bodies, such the Occupational Health and Safety Council and Equal Opportunity Commission. As the political climate has fundamentally changed, independent trade unions are prepared that they will be excluded from access to public fundings on political grounds.
	Fundings from foreign or international organisations have become a taboo for the city’s civil society organisations. Both the NSL and Article 23 Legislation impose heavy penalties on collusion with external forces endangering national security. The TUO was also amend in June 2025, prohibiting trade unions from receiving external contributions or donations without the Registrar’s prior approval. Many trade unions and civil society organisations have stopped receiving foreign fundings, as the police can use this as a pretext to conduct covert surveillance on the organisations and their members, and even raid their premises, seize documents and arrest and detain their leaders.
Avoidance of risks
	Hong Kong’s trade unions operated in a relatively free and safe environment in the past few decades. The draconian NSL has, however brought about a sea change in the city’s political, legal and social landscape. Entering uncharted waters, trade unions understandably opt to err on the cautious side.
	Amid the fast-worsening political environments, many trade unions have opted to stay silent, while other unions that continue to voice their opinions have chosen the mildest way, such as issuing statements or holding press conferences. Trade unions deliberately avoid workers' organising and empowerment activities, as they are considered too risky. 
End of social movement unionism
	The Hong Kong brand of trade unionism has been evolved from two factors: the relatively weak union presence at workplaces and the gradual expansion of the socio-political space since the 1980s. The campaign for a statutory minimum wage and the dock workers’ strike in 2007 can best illustrate how Hong Kong’s social movement unionism works. Through mobilising civil society organisations for solidarity action and thus amplifying public pressure on the government or employers, this strategy compensates for trade unions’ weak workplace presence.
	The success of this model of social movement unionism however relies on a combination of factors: an institutional arrangement that guarantees the respect for the rights to organize and freedom to association, a free and independent mass media, a government responsive (or at least sensitive) to public opinions, connection with LegCo members who are sympathetic to trade union’s cause, organising and co-ordinating capacity of trade unions, a vibrant civil society and the effective access to fundings and other resources. But now, all these are gone. The social movement unionism practised in the last few decades is more than likely to come to an end.
7. Epilogue
	The NSL has brought a sea change to Hong Kong’s social and political landscape. Five years after its promulgation, the NSL has done far more harm to the city than most people had initially thought. As a former overseas non-permanent judge of the Court of Final Appeal warns, “Hong Kong, once a vibrant and politically diverse community, is slowly becoming a totalitarian state”.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2024.06.11) “Lord Sumption: Hong Kong ‘slowly becoming a totalitarian state,’ says UK judge who quit city’s top court” (hongkongfp.com/2024/06/10/lord-sumption) [June 2025]] 

	The period of mass arrest of political dissidents may have gone, but it does not mean the government has loosened its grasp on Hong Kong’s civil society. On the eve of the fifth anniversary of the NSL, all policy secretaries took turns to speak to the media on the work of combating “soft resistance” under their portfolios. The authorities’ crack down on civil society will predictably become even more sophisticated and all-encompassing, and the employment of extra-legal suppression tactics will likely to be more frequent. In the foreseeable future, trade union organisers and other social activists need to readjust to a very different political and legal environment, and in the process, one can only cross the river by feeling the stones.
	Despite all these challenges, it is encouraging to see that the city’s trade union organisers and labour right activists have never stopped exploring the way to break through the current predicament, and workers have started organising themselves to defend their own rights. For instance, an artist-cum-activist’s “ethnographic research” on the Mass Transit Railway’s outsourced cleaners has attracted a lot of media coverage and exerted pressure on the railway company and its major shareholders – the government – to improve outsourced worker’s renumerations and working conditions.[footnoteRef:80] Riders of digital food delivery platforms have staged several strikes on their own to fight for their rights in the past few years.[footnoteRef:81] Dozens of bar benders went to the Kowloon East Job Centre at the same time to look for jobs in April 2024, complaining there were inadequate job vacancies since the government implemented the construction sector labour importation scheme.[footnoteRef:82] Worker’s resistance will never disappear because of worsening socio-political environments. [80:  	Hong Kong Free Press (2023.04.15) “Artist or rights activist? Luke Ching would rather be called a cleaner” (https://hongkongfp.com/2023/04/15/artist-or-rights-activist) [June 2025]]  [81:  	For instance, 集誌社 (2025.05.29) “Keeta 公告指搶單為「輔助」、「比例小」　籲外送員停車、安全下挑選訂單” (tinyurl.com/txn25k59) [June 2025]]  [82:  	低聲道 (2024.04.16) “數十名紮鐵工人無工開 到勞工處求職 促煞停輸入外勞” (in Chinese) (www.thevoicehk.com/news/2024416-2) [June 2025]] 





Annex: List of Trade Union Organisers Wanted, Arrested or Prosecuted
since the Promulgation of the National Security Law (as at mid-2025)
	Name
	Trade union
	Date of first arrest
	Charges (reason of arrest if not charged)
	Status

	Lee Cheuk-yan
	General secretary, HKCTU
	28 Feb 2021
	Organising and knowingly participating in unauthorised assemblies (18 & 31 Aug and 1 Oct 2019 and 4 Jun 2020)
	Sentenced to a total of 20 months imprisonment; finished serving on 30 Sep 2022; Court of Appeal in Aug 2023 allowed his appeal against the conviction of organising unauthorised assembly held on 18 Aug 2019; Court of Final Appeal in Aug 2024 dismissed his appeal against the conviction of knowingly participating in unauthorised assembly held on 18 Aug 2019

	
	
	(Summon)
	Obstructing a police officer
	Sentenced to three weeks imprisonment (one week concurrent); finished serving on 30 Sep 2022

	
	
	9 Sep 2021
	Inciting subversion
	Denied bail on 2 Dec 2022; pending trial (High Court, scheduled 11 Nov 2025)

	Carol Ng
	Chair, HKCTU
	6 Jan 2021
	Conspiracy to commit subversion
	Denied bail on 4 Mar 2021; appeal for bail dismissed on 20 Dec 2021, pledged guilty on 3 Nov 2022, sentenced to 53 months imprisonment on 19 Nov 2024

	Winnie Yu
	Chair, HAEA
	6 Jan 2021
	Conspiracy to commit subversion
	Denied bail on 4 Mar 2021; granted bail on 28 Jul 2021; bail revoked on 8 Mar 2022; pledged not guilty on 6 Feb 2023; finished closing statement in Nov 2023; convicted on 30 May 2024; sentenced to 81 months on 19 Nov 2024; appeal lodged on 26 Nov (hearing for leave application scheduled 14 Jul 2025)


	Name
	Trade union
	Date of first arrest
	Charges (reason of arrest if not charged)
	Status

	Joseph Lee
	Chair, AHKNS*
	6 Jan 2021
	(Conspiracy to commit subversion)
	On police bail

	Cyrus Lau
	ExCo member, AHPNA**
	6 Jan 2021
	
	

	Lai Man-ling
	Chair, GUHKST
	22 Jul 2021
	Publishing and circulating seditious materials
	Denied bail on 23 Jul 2021; sentenced to 19 months imprisonment on 10 Sep 2022; finished serving on 10 Oct 2022

	Melody Yeung
	Deputy chair, GUHKST
	22 Jul 2021
	
	

	Sidney Ng
	Secretary, GUHKST
	22 Jul 2021
	Publishing and circulating seditious materials
	Denied bail on 30 Aug 2021; sentenced to 19 months imprisonment on 10 Sep 2022; finished serving on 10 Oct 2022

	Samuel Chan
	Treasurer, GUHKST
	22 Jul 2021
	
	

	Marco Fong
	ExCo member, GUHKST
	22 Jul 2021
	
	

	Joe Wong
	Chair, HKCTU
	(Summon)
	Failing to supply information to the Societies Officer
	Fined HK$8,000 on 1 Nov 2022

	Leo Tang
	Vice-chair, HKCTU
	(Summon)
	
	

	Chung Chun-fai
	Treasurer, HKCTU
	(Summon)
	
	

	Elizabeth Tang
	Director, AMRC
	9 Mar 2023
	(Colluding with a foreign country or with external elements)
	Discharged by police in May 2024

	Marilyn Tang
	Executive Director, HKCTU Training Centre
	11 May 2023
	Perverting the course of justice
	Sentenced to six months imprisonment on 21 Dec 2023; finished serving in April 2024

	Mung Siu-tat
	Chief Executive, HKCTU (currently Executive Director, HKLM)
	3 Jul 2023
(issuance of arrest warrant announced)
	(Inciting secession)
	HK$1 million bounty announced on 3 Jul 2023; specified as absconder with passport cancelled (12 Jun 2024)


* Association of Hong Kong Nursing Staff; ** Allied Health Professionals and Nurses Association
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