
Written précis of UKNCC Regional Debate Series 

North West of England, Thursday, 6th May, 4:30pm 
By Zoom Webinar 

With the publication of the UK Government's Integrated Review in March 2021, UKNCC is hosting regional 
debates on what the review means for communities across the UK and their future engagement with China. 

The review, entitled 'Global Britain in a Competitive Age: the Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 
Development and Foreign Policy', sets out the UK Government's strategy for national security and foreign policy. 

This debate sets out to question and explore what are the implications for the North West of England and its 
future engagement with China on matters of values, trade and investment and security: spanning politics, 
business and civil society. 

The UKNCC Regional Debate Series is designed to stimulate and amplify local voices, talents and perspectives 
on China related issues.  Each debate is recorded and reviewed by the UKNCC with the purpose of promoting 
regional perspectives, concerns and/or recommendations in the national debate on China.   

Panelists: 

• Professor Linda Merrick, is Principal of the Royal Northern College of Music, Chair of Conservatoires UK 
and a member of the International Advisory Council for the Creative Industries Federation. She is also the 
UK representative for Howarth Clarinets. 

• The Right Hon Lord Jim O’Neill, is Vice-Chair of the Northern Powerhouse Partnership, Chairman of 
Chatham House. From 2013 to 2014, Jim chaired the Cities Growth Commission in the UK, which formed 
the impetus for the government’s policy on devolution.  

• Dr. David Tobin is Hallsworth Research Fellow, Manchester China Institute at The University of 
Manchester.  Research interests include the politics of ethnic identity in China; Xinjiang and international 
relations theory. 

• Andrew Wilkinson, is CEO of The University of Manchester Innovation Factory. Andrew specialises in 
the industrialisation and commercialisation of innovative technologies, business growth and turn-around. 

• Rhys Whalley is Executive Director of the Manchester China Forum. Previously based in Mainland China for 
a decade, he has led the city-region’s special-purpose vehicle through a period of transformational change 
in its links with China. 

Chaired by: 

Frank Slevin is a founding Chairman of UKNCC. Frank lived in Hong Kong for 17 years working at the forefront 
of the emergence of Chinese companies onto the international stage from the 1990’s. Formerly, he was 
Chairman of House of Fraser and Hamleys. He also chairs British Cycling and the Royal Society for Asian Affairs. 

The views expressed in the UKNCC Regional Debate Series are of each guest contributor and do not represent 
those of UKNCC as an organisation or of any individual associated with it. 
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Written précis of debate: 

In starting the discussion, the Chair, Frank Slevin, sketched out what the Integrated Review has said about China. Stating 
that China is the key issue that the UK must face in the world in the 2020s, it paints China as an opportunity for trade and 
investment, an unavoidable partner in tackling key global issues such as climate change, while being a rival and challenge in 
values and security. 

Jim O’Neill welcomed the Integrated Review.  But he cautioned that it was far more focused on China as a threat than as an 
economic opportunity, even though China has had more impact on the world in the last 20 years than any other country. He 
also noted that the Review reflected the obvious tension in Whitehall between Atlanticist ‘hawks’ in the Foreign Office, and 
those around the Prime Minister who focus primarily on the opportunity. Overall, he felt that having a fixed policy on China 
could be a mistake, as China is still travelling towards the kind of society it will become, and we do not yet know where it will 
land. He also cautioned against our falling into conflict with China by mistake.  He observed that a clumsy Chinese approach 
to Hong Kong has virtually forced the UK to have the response that it did. Going forward he thought that China, with its 
strong infrastructure capability and its development of its own Western Region, easily grasps the Northern Powerhouse 
concept and could be a key partner in development projects.  

Picking up the themes found in the Review, Andrew Wilkinson noted that, whilst the UK needs to be conscious of security 
issues, he felt that it was as important to focus on finding areas where collaboration in STEM research spinoffs was viable.  
Although he thought that the UK’s tightened export and foreign investment rules are sensible (and that these should never 
become country specific), they still leave a lot of scope for IP licensing to Chinese firms or investment into the UK by China. 
He stressed that such investments needed to go further than simple IP licensing deals and ensure that any such deals 
included reciprocity and investment in the UK.  In practical terms, he noted that he and his team were in the middle of 
negotiating some large licensing deals with Chinese counterparts and creating an investment vehicle for university spin offs. 
He hoped this would strengthen economic ties between the North West and China.  

Rhys Whalley was optimistic about growing investment and educational collaboration between China and the North West, 
where 70,000 Chinese students now study. He did express some concern about connectivity, noting that London is far 
better served by air routes to China: Manchester must make sure it keeps developing these. He also believed that there is 
now too much focus on security in UK policy making, and that we must be careful not to try and ‘pick ‘n’ mix’ approaches 
with China, as attitudes on one issue will affect how successful we can be in working together on another. That said, he felt 
that business was simply progressing regardless of what was being said by government. He felt that COP 26 was an 
excellent opportunity to do more with China on Climate Change.  

David Tobin looked at the matter from a more academic point of view.  He cautioned against simple binaries, pessimistic or 
optimistic. An overly pessimistic or hawkish stance can lead to confrontation, just as an overly naïve or optimistic stance is 
sure to be disappointed and could lead to conflict in its turn. On this theme of binaries he feels there is very little nuance in 
the UK’s understanding of China or the Chinese: the country being seen as a either a utopia or a hell hole, and little 
distinction being made between the Politburo, private Chinese citizens and all the varied institutions that make up the 
country. This misunderstanding is a two-way street, with China often misrepresenting the complexities of the Xinjiang issue 
as one of Muslim fundamentalism.  There has actually been a long-established problem of Han ethno-nationalism creating 
conflict with minority groups, who often have only moderate demands for cultural recognition. Overall, he pressed the case 
for a critical engagement, noting that Chinese students come to study here to experience the UK’s academic freedom, and 
that the UK must make sure that China can never influence those freedoms.  

Finally, Linda Merrick stressed Music in particular, and soft power in general, as something that can open doors and get 
dialogue going between Britain and China. Many of the Royal Northern College of Music’s Chinese graduates return to China 
and quickly get key jobs in the sector, thus becoming ambassadors for British pedagogy. She identified the fostering of 
better alumni relations as an area to work more on.  

The full, unedited, recording of this panel discussion can be viewed at www.ukncc.org/debates 

Stay informed on the UKNCC: 

Twitter 	 	 @UkCommittee 
LinkedIn 		 www.linkedin.com/company/ukcommittee/ 
Web	 	 www.ukncc.org 
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