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Jimmy Lai is not forgotten as Trump goes to China
Why is Beijing so scared of letting an ailing 78-year-old former newspaper publisher go free?

President Donald Trump has much to discuss this week with Chinese President Xi Jinping in Beijing. In
addition to tariffs and Iran, wrongfully imprisoned Hong Kong democracy activist Jimmy Lai deserves
a place on the agenda.

It might be tempting to put human rights on the back burner as Trump seeks to stabilize trade with the
world’s second-largest economy and solicits Beijing’s help in reopening the Strait of Hormuz. But it’s
worth pressing Xi for Lai’s release, partly because it’s a concession the president just might be able to
secure.
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The former publisher of the shuttered Apple Daily newspaper, for years one of Hong Kong’s most
widely read publications, was sentenced in February to 20 years in prison for bogus charges of sedition
and colluding with foreign forces, meaning the United States.

The 78-year-old is in poor health, so two decades in prison, with no likelihood of parole under China’s
draconian national security law, is tantamount to a death sentence. Lai holds a British passport and
could live out his days there.

Hong Kong is now as cowed as any mainland Chinese city under Communist rule. Independent media
has been silenced. Opposition parties have disbanded. Civil society, once vibrant, has been stifled.
Many people have voted with their feet and left.

Trump told radio host Hugh Hewitt last week that he intends to raise Lai when he talks with Xi. During
the 2024 campaign, he promised to free him. On Thursday, a bipartisan group of more than 100
members of Congress signed a GOP-led letter urging Lai’s release. Two-thirds of senators signed it,
including more than 40 Republicans.

Xi releasing Lai would be a welcome humanitarian gesture and remove an impediment to more
normalized U.S.-China relations. Refusing to do so, which unfortunately seems the likeliest outcome,
would reflect the rot inside the Chinese system. It’s telling that Xi is so scared to let a 78-year-old ailing
newspaperman go free.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/hong-kong-apple-daily-closes/2021/06/23/7926de56-d3f6-11eb-b39f-05a2d776b1f4_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2026/02/08/hong-kong-jimmy-lai-prison-sentence-20-years/
https://www.thestandard.com.hk/news/article/180922/Unrest-in-Hong-Kong-was-planned-by-foreign-and-anti-China-forces-Carrie-Lam
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/12/09/jimmy-lai-hong-kong-democracy-china-arrest/
https://apnews.com/article/hong-kong-national-security-law-prisoner-release-c025dd21deb355fd94d60c2629b7ea17
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/03/10/hong-kong-security-law-47-democracy-activists-repression/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/china-transformed-hong-kong-into-a-typical-mainland-city-almost-overnight/2020/08/13/a80e18fa-dd17-11ea-809e-b8be57ba616e_story.html
https://www.ifj.org/fileadmin/user_upload/IFJ_China_Report_-_Lights_Out_-_February_2022.pdf
https://hongkongfp.com/2026/02/19/explainer-over-50-groups-gone-in-11-months-how-hong-kongs-pro-democracy-forces-crumbled/
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/hong-kong-saw-net-outflow-of-90000-residents-over-the-last-year
https://x.com/RapidResponse47/status/2051422477876666864?s=20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2026/05/07/lawmakers-trump-jimmy-lai/





