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U.S. Should Not Erode Its Own Sanctions by Inviting  

Hong Kong Chief Executive John Lee to APEC in San Francisco 

 

Who is John Lee? 

 

John Lee was appointed by the Chinese Communist Party as the Chief Executive of 

Hong Kong in July 2022. During the 2019-2020 pro-democracy movement, Lee 

supervised the violent police response. In 2020, the U.S. Treasury sanctioned Lee under 

provisions of the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act of 2019 and the Hong 

Kong Autonomy Act of 2020, noting his role in “coercing, arresting, detaining, or 

imprisoning individuals under the authority of the National Security Law (NSL), as well 

as being involved in its development, adoption, and implementation.”i 

 

The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum is slated to be held in San 

Francisco in November. Hong Kong’s leader has traditionally been invited. Inviting Lee 

would make a mockery of the U.S. sanctions regime.  

 

What has John Lee done? 

 

Overseen Police Brutality and Abuse of State Power 

● In 2019, as the Secretary for Security, Lee oversaw a violent police crackdown 

involving the use of water cannons, tear gas, rubber bullets, and brutal beatings 

against mostly peaceful protesters.ii 

● Presided over the arrest of an estimated 10,000 individuals in the wake of the 

2019 protests.iii 

 

Used National Security Law to Override Hong Kong’s Legal System 

● Lee has used the NSL to silence media, lawyers, scholars, and NGOs. 

● There are more than 1500 political prisoners in Hong Kong,iv around 250 pro-

democracy activists and journalists have been arrested under the NSL, including 

the “Hong Kong 47” and 75-year-old Jimmy Lai.v  

● Lee ignored Hong Kong court rulings when he banned foreign lawyers from NSL 

cases, barring British barrister Tim Owen from defending Mr. Lai.vi 

 

Suppression of Free Speech and Embrace of Chinese ‘Counter-Terrorism’ 

Measures 

● Lee banned the annual Tiananmen Square vigil in Hong Kong and arrested 

dozens of people for publicly commemorating the 1989 protests.vii 

● Lee backed the removal of politically sensitive books from Hong Kong public 

libraries, bookstores, and schools, including books related to the Tiananmen 

Square crackdown.viii 

● Lee endorsed China’s “counter-terrorism” measures on the Uyghur population in 

Xinjiang after a visit there and encouraged Hong Kong to follow suit.ix 

 

Eradication of Opposition 

● At least 58 organizations, including unions, churches, media groups, and political 

parties, have disbanded since 2021, citing security concerns and harassment 

under NSL.x 

● Lee plans to eliminate most directly elected seats on local district councils and 

vet all incoming members to prevent democratic challenges.xi 

● Lee pledged to enact a new Hong Kong law to criminalize theft of state secrets 

and prohibit foreign organizations' activities in Hong Kong.xii 
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