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	Activists suffer under solitary confinement

	Hong Kong


Imprisoned activists Chow Hang-tung, Jimmy Lai and Owen Chow are among many detained in Hong Kong who have been or are currently subject to solitary confinement lasting weeks, months or even in extreme cases years. It appears that solitary confinement is sometimes imposed as a form of punishment, or applied arbitrarily and without sufficient justification, in violation of international human rights standards. Prolonged or unjustified solitary confinement may amount to torture or other ill-treatment.
Jimmy Lai is a pro-democracy activist and newspaper owner. On 15 December 2025, he was convicted of conspiracy to commit collusion with foreign forces and conspiracy to commit sedition, and on 9 February 2026 sentenced to 20 years in prison in this case. Jimmy Lai founded the outspoken Apple Daily in 1995. Shortly after the National Security Law (NSL) was introduced on 30 June 2020, nearly 200 police raided the newspaper’s headquarters. It was the first time the law was invoked to search a media outlet’s premises, and Lai was arrested along with his two sons and several newspaper executives. Apple Daily closed in June 2021 following another police raid and the freezing of its assets, in what Amnesty at the time called a «brazen attack on press freedom».
Lawyer Chow Hang-tung was the vice-chairperson of the now-defunct Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China (HK Alliance). For 30 years, the HK Alliance organized annual vigils in Hong Kong to commemorate the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown – during which at least hundreds of peaceful protesters were killed by troops in Beijing – until the vigils were banned by the government since 2020. Chow was subsequently charged with «inciting subversion of state power» under the NSL solely for her peaceful work for the HK Alliance. She has been held under pre-trial detention for years; her trial began on 22 January 2026.
Owen Chow is a pro-democracy activist who actively participate in the 2014 Umbrella Movement and 2019 Anti-extradition protests in Hong Kong. Chow was convicted in the Hong Kong 47 case and received the second longest sentence among all defendants. The charges related to organization of and participation in «primaries» for the 2020 Legislative Council elections. The Hong Kong 47 case is the largest joint prosecution under the NSL and has exemplified issues of unfair trials and Beijing's suppression of the pro-democracy movement and freedom of expression in Hong Kong. Chow was also convicted in two other criminal cases, resulting in a total prison term of more than 12 years and 10 months for actions connected to his peaceful exercise of freedom of expression and assembly. As a result, he will not be released until at least 2032.
Hong Kong’s Prison Rules provide for two types of solitary confinement, both in violation of international standards. Rule 63 allows for punitive solitary confinement of up to 28 days for disciplinary offences. Rule 68B authorizes administrative solitary confinement initially for 72 hours and for a further period of up to one month for vague non-punitive purposes. In 2016, the UN Committee against Torture urged the Hong Kong government to «[r]educe the maximum duration of solitary confinement and limit its use as a measure of last resort, for as short a time as possible, under strict supervision and with the possibility of judicial review, in line with international standards».
The NSL was enacted directly by the Chinese government, bypassing the Hong Kong legislature, and came into effect on 30 June 2020. With its vague language, stringent threshold for bail and system of specially appointed judges, the NSL appeared to be wide open to politically motivated and arbitrary interpretation by the authorities. In 2024, the government enacted another piece of national security legislation – known as Article 23 – which has further restricted human rights. Research published last year by Amnesty International, on the fifth anniversary of the NSL’s enactment, found that more than 80% of people convicted under national security laws have been wrongly criminalized and should never have been charged in the first place.
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Commissioner Wong Kwok-hing
Commissioner of Correctional Services
24th Floor, Wanchai Tower
12 Harbour Road
Wan Chai
Hong Kong
________________________

Dear Commissioner Wong,
I am writing to express my grave concern for detained activists Chow Hang-tung, Jimmy Lai and Owen Chow, who are currently detained in correctional institutions. They have been charged, and in Jimmy Lai’s and Owen Chow’s cases convicted, solely for their peaceful exercise of human rights.
It is alarming to read reports that indicate they are currently, or were previously, subjected to prolonged periods of solitary confinement. Jimmy Lai has reportedly been held in solitary confinement continuously for more than five years, despite his deteriorating health condition. Chow Hang-tung reportedly spent a total of 82 days in solitary confinement in 2023 alone; we have recorded at least two other instances of her being placed in solitary confinement in the two years since. Recent reports allege that Owen Chow was held in a solitary cell for more than two years between 2021 and 2024.
While authorities have sometimes claimed – including in Lai’s case – that solitary confinement was imposed at the inmates’ own request, Amnesty International research has found that some inmates in Hong Kong have been coerced into making such requests. 
The practices also raise serious concerns, as solitary confinement appears to be used in a way that is punitive or retaliatory rather than for legitimate prison management purposes. Chow Hang-tung has said she often faced solitary confinement after exercising her right to freedom of expression, for example by drafting an acceptance statement for the CCBE Human Rights Award and undertaking a hunger strike to commemorate the Tiananmen crackdown.
Solitary confinement is a harsh penalty with serious psychological consequences. I would like to remind you that, in accordance with international standards, solitary confinement should only be used as an exceptional measure, for as short a time as possible, and must never exceed 15 days under any circumstances.
I therefore call on you to:
· Immediately stop imposing unlawful solitary confinement on Chow Hang-tung, Jimmy Lai, Owen Chow and all imprisoned activists;
· Review and amend the current Prison Rules to ensure full compliance with international standards;
· Immediately and unconditionally release the above individuals and any other detainees who are imprisoned simply for their exercise of human rights.

Yours sincerely,
________________________
Copie
Botschaft der Volksrepublik China, Kalcheggweg 10, 3006 Bern
Fax: 031 351 45 73


