
Written précis of UKNCC Regional Debate Series 

South West of England, Thursday, 20th May, 2:00pm 
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 South 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: 

• Di Francombe, is CEO, Bristol & West of England China Bureau.  Di is experienced in working 
with China at all levels and has influential links to Municipal Governments and other organisations. 
She was awarded an OBE in the 2020 Queens New Honours in recognition of her services to UK 
China relations. 

• Sir Tim Smit, is Co-founder, Eden Project. Sir Tim is a Dutch-born British businessman, famous 
for his work on the Lost Gardens of Heligan, the Eden Project, and the Charlestown Shipwreck & 
Treasure Centre, all in Cornwall, England. 

• Jonathan Smith, is Brand Manager, ADN Import Foods. He uses his knowledge and experience 
to help international FMCG brands set up, enter and grow in China.  Previously he worked at 
China-Britain Business Council as China Business Adviser for South West England. 

• Matt Walker, is Head Gov Relations, Versarien® plc. Matt is a graduate of the Civil Service Fast 
Stream and offers a wealth of experience within both trade and investment within most sectors. 

• Prof Steve West, is Vice Chancellor, University of the West of England. He has over 30 years 
experience working with China in Higher Education. 

Chaired by: 

Andrew Cainey is a co-founding Director of UKNCC and co-founder of Asiability. He has over 20 years’ 
experience advising companies and governments on China. Previous positions include Managing Partner of 
Booz & Company’s Greater China operations, Partner-in-charge for Asian Government Advisory with Tony Blair 
Associates and Partner leading the Asia-Pacific Financial Institutions Practice of Boston Consulting Group. 
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Written précis of debate: 

Andrew Cainey as Chair opened the debate by laying out the stress that the UK government’s recent Integrated 
Review put on both the opportunities offered and the challenges posed to the UK by China. 

Tim Smit stated his belief that China must first and foremost be seen as a country that has lifted 700 million 
people out of poverty. This focus on development has now shifted into a focus on making it environmentally 
sustainable. He praised China’s tradition of working with the grain of nature. He pointed out that China now 
leads the world in renewable energy production, plants more trees than the rest of the world combined and has 
made the environment a key consideration in all its state-owned companies and across the private sector.  The 
Chinese leadership is very serious about the 2060 Net Zero target. It is vital that the West closely works with 
China whatever concerns exist around human rights and other governance values.  

Di Francombe broadly agreed with Tim Smit, and stressed that there is a shared set of values between the two 
peoples. She wanted to stress that there is a need to make a difference between the government and the 
people. She has been going to China since the 1980s and thought there is much to commend about the 
development, the planning and the determination of the people to grow. She also stated that we need to not 
judge them on the extent to which they follow our rules or not: there needs to be a narrative of trust and 
understanding built between the two sides.  

Steve West highlighted that he has been going to China for more than 30 years and has seen a consistent 
theme of education as a key focus for China. He saw collaboration on education, especially in the universities, 
with 130,000 students coming here each year, as the most important way to influence China. It is not about 
changing mindsets, but working together to solve global problems and giving students a safe place to discuss 
ideas freely. Equally he felt that we need to recognise the level of debate that exists within China and that any 
imposition of non-Chinese cultural norms will both be ineffective and unwelcome.  

Versarien, Matt Walker’s graphene technology company both sees China as a key market (they have set up both 
a wholly-owned company and a joint venture there) and is also sensitive to this key British technology being 
taken advantage of. He is aware of stories such as Landwind, but noted that foreign companies are starting to 
win intellectual property (IP) cases in Chinese courts. Most of all China is being driven to makes its companies 
comply with international standards on IP by its desire to build more Chinese companies that are recognised 
globally. He also acknowledged the need to be proactive and innovative in how the UK deals with IP protection.   
Jonathan Smith argued that, whilst there have been some issues around brand nationalism (such as the freezing 
of H&M’s Taobao store being frozen), consumers generally are not driven by such considerations.  

There is now a large internationally aware consumer base in China. Even Australian firms are finding it relatively 
easy to sell beef and wine to the Chinese, despite the current tensions. Further, he argued that the biggest risk 
faced by western firms is being genuinely outcompeted by Chinese companies as they move further and further 
up the value chain.  British SMEs need to decide whether they really want to enter the Chinese market. If they 
decide to do so, then they must systematically build their brand and presence in China, which takes time money 
and energy.  

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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