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Chairman’s 
Message

This year marks 50 years since the establishment of 
ambassadorial ties between China and the UK. Over 
the past five decades, China-UK relations have come a 
long way and yielded fruit benefiting people across both 
countries and beyond. With China and the UK both now 
entering a new stage of development, we find ourselves at 
a critical historical juncture. This is a good moment to look 
back and consider what we have learnt. We must draw 
on our shared experiences of developing relationship in 
order to steer a beneficial course for the future.

This has been an important year in the UK’s history. With 
both a new monarch and another new prime minister, 
the UK is going through a period of recalibration as it 
pursues its vision and ambition to be a Global Britain in 
the post-Brexit era. 

The world is also undergoing profound changes. The 
lingering COVID-19 pandemic continues to cause 
disruption, the Ukraine crisis brings geopolitics to the 
fore, the consequences of climate change are becoming 
ever more prominent, and the unprecedented inflation 
and cost of living crisis is impacting all of our lives.

It is in this context that I am presenting our 2022 Report 
on the Development of Chinese Enterprises in the UK. We 
have intentionally structured this year’s report to allow 
for reflections on the past decades of experience and 
to look ahead to the future. In addition - as in previous 
years - we have provided a current snapshot of the 
sentiments and key issues faced by Chinese enterprises 
in the UK. This is informed by the latest annual survey 
of our membership and a series of interviews with both 
Chinese and UK stakeholders operating in the China-UK 
business arena.

When looking back at the last fifty years, I am proud 
to see the remarkable contributions that Chinese 
companies in the UK have made: to the UK’s economy 
and to society as a whole, and to the deepening 
relationship between the two countries. In 2021, the 
845 surveyed Chinese companies in the UK generated 
over £63bn in revenue and employed almost 61,000 
people(1). From local community empowerment to 
nature conservation efforts, Chinese companies have 
also been fulfilling their social responsibilities as they 
become increasingly integrated into the UK ecosystem.

Wenjian Fang

Chairman
China Chamber of Commerce in the UK 
General Manager
Bank of China London Branch
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(1) Grant Thornton, ‘Tou Ying Tracker 2021’ , February 2022



Undeniably, the past few years have been challenging 
for Chinese companies in the UK - as they have 
been for many other businesses across the UK and 
globally. Our membership has reported a higher level 
of pessimism than in previous years in terms of the 
business environment in the UK which they attribute, in 
part, to escalating geopolitical tensions and challenging 
China-UK relations. The reduction in travel between our 
two countries also meant a reduced level of people-to- 
people exchanges.

Nevertheless, despite the changing landscape, we are 
confident that there is still sufficient common ground and 
an appetite - and indeed necessity - for collaboration. This 
is a key theme that has consistently come out from our 
conversations with both Chinese and UK stakeholders.

Chinese companies have been, and continue to be, 
a strong force in supporting the UK’s growth in areas 
strategically important to the UK. From electric buses 
to offshore wind farms, Chinese businesses are giving a 
boost to the UK’s ambitious journey to Net Zero, whilst 
creating jobs and upskilling local workforces, and in turn 
contributing towards the Levelling Up agenda.

We can understand the increasing focus on national 
security, however, there are ways that China and the 
UK can continue to work together which are mutually 
beneficial and does not impede on each other’s national 
security and independence. For example, through 
partnerships with local businesses, Chinese companies 
are both facilitating economic growth and supporting 
both sides. This leads to capacity building, facilitating the 
transfer of knowledge to local communities across the UK 
and investing in skills development of local employees. 

It is also important for the UK to continue to uphold 
an open, fair and transparent business environment as 
it strives towards its goal of Global Britain. This is key 
to maintaining confidence and enhancing the UK’s 
competitiveness as an economic power, an investment 
destination, and a global financial centre. 

When Her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth II visited China 
in 1986, as the first UK monarch to do so, she planted a 
magnolia tree in Beijing. Over three decades later, the 
tree has witnessed the strengthening of ties between 
our peoples and our countries. I sincerely hope that it 
will continue to flourish and blossom as a symbol of 
hope and friendship for our two great nations, as we 
continue to collaborate towards common prosperity. 

Wenjian Fang

CHAIRMAN'S MESSAGE2



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 3

This year’s annual report comes at the 50th anniver-
sary of the establishment of ambassadorial relations 
between China and the UK, and against the backdrop 
of an increasingly challenging geopolitical environment.
 
The timing of this year’s report both provides us with an 
opportunity to look back at the development of Chinese 
companies in the UK to date, drawing on learnings and 
experience which can continue to be applied as we 
look to the future. It also prompts a reality check as to 
whether the fundamentals of the UK business environ-
ment that have supported the development of Chinese 
enterprise in the past are still relevant today. 

We have gathered this data and arrived at these con-
clusions through a combination of our annual survey, 
desktop research and one-on-one interviews, with 
the detailed methodology laid out in the ‘About the 
Development Report’ section.

Through our research, it has become clear that although 
there remain some positive sentiments around eco-
nomic and business-to-business collaboration, views 
around wider China-UK relations and the UK political 
environment have worsened, reflecting the increasingly 
challenging experiences of Chinese businesses operat-
ing in the UK. Despite this, there remain opportunities 
for collaboration - particularly across key strategic areas 
such as Levelling Up and Net Zero. 

Overall, we encourage both Chinese and UK stake-
holders to rethink how they engage in this challenging 
time to deliver a lasting and mutually beneficial impact.

This year’s survey marks 50 years since 
the establishment of ambassadorial ties in 
1972. Over this time period - and particularly 
between 2000 and 2020 - there has been a 
steady increase in Chinese investment and 
presence in the UK

The history of Chinese businesses operating in the UK 
dates back to before the establishment of full ambas-
sadorial ties in 1972. However, the years between 2000 
and 2020 saw a particular deepening of the China-UK 
economic relationship. 

Since 2019, China has been the UK’s third largest trading 
partner, with ONS data showing that between 1999 and 
2021 the UK’s exports to China grew nearly 12-fold(1). In 
the four quarters to the end of Q1 2022 it was the UK’s 
largest import partner and sixth-largest export partner 
for goods. Overall, it represented £93.4bn (6.9%) of the 
UK’s total trade(2). The UK was the top recipient of cumu-
lative Chinese FDI in Europe between 2007 and 2020(3). 

In line with this increasingly strong trade and investment 
relationship, the development of Chinese businesses in 
the UK has also accelerated over the past two decades. 
Over 80% of companies surveyed in this year’s annual 
report were set up during the two decades between 
2000 and 2020, when China-UK relations grew from 
strength to strength. 

Today, Chinese companies are widely represented 
across industries and regions in the UK. In 2021, 845 of 
them were calculated to have created a combined £63bn 
in annual revenue and employed almost 61,000 people(4). 

Executive Summary

(1) Office for National Statistics, ‘UK total trade: all countries, non-seasonally adjusted’ , 1999-2021
(2) Department for International Trade, ‘Trade and investment factsheets: China’ , September 2022 
(3) China National Bureau of Statistics, ‘Outward Foreign Direct Investment by Countries or Regions: 2007-2020’
(4) Grant Thornton, ‘Tou Ying Tracker 2021’ , February 2022



Beyond economic relationship, Chinese 
companies have also made wider societal 
contributions through corporate social 
responsibility initiatives and investment in 
their workforce

In our annual survey, 97% of companies said that they 
value corporate social responsibility (CSR) at a strategic 
level, and 50% have launched specific initiatives in this 
area or have plans to do so within the next two years. 

The operations of Chinese companies in the UK have 
also promoted people-to-people exchange. Local em-
ployees interviewed for this report highlight the caring 
and family-orientated culture championed by Chinese 
companies as a core aspect of their everyday wellbeing. 

Many employees therefore highlighted how Chinese 
companies in the UK bridge the gap between the two 
countries, promoting mutual understanding and respect 
as well as economic exchange.

Through their experience of operating in the UK, Chinese 
companies have also accumulated invaluable learnings, 
which have helped to improve their capabilities and 
competitiveness globally.

97%
of companies value corporate social          
responsibility (CSR) as an area of strategic 
importance.

79%
of larger companies (100+ employees) have 
the majority of their workforce made up of            
local workers.
 

40%
of companies surveyed have operations 
outside of London and the South East, with 
over 30% planning further investment in   
the regions.

23% 
of companies surveyed viewed providing or 
accessing green finance through London as 
a key opportunity around Net Zero. 
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EUR 93.4 bn
the value of UK-China trade in the four quarters 
to the end of Q1 2022(3).

80%
of companies surveyed were set up between 
2000 and 2020, a time of growing China-UK  
economic engagement.



Chinese companies prioritise local hiring, 
and collaborate across the UK’s public and 
private sector to support strategically 
important growth priorities 

Over the years, Chinese companies have localised 
their operations. Nearly 80% of larger companies (100+ 
employees) surveyed reported that the majority of their 
workforce are now made up of local workers.

Chinese companies have also adapted their offerings 
to align with the UK’s growth priorities, such as Net 
Zero and Levelling Up. The future potential of Chinese 
companies to revitalise and work with traditional 
industries across the regions, as well as significant 
opportunities for collaboration in areas such as green 
finance, carbon capture and offshore wind are all key 
areas as companies look to recalibrate and reimagine 
their role in the UK.

China-UK relations are at a crucial juncture, 
with geopolitical challenges threatening to 
jeopardise both the outlook of Chinese 
companies and the competitiveness of the 
wider UK business environment

The survey results this year present a stark picture of the 
extent to which Chinese companies have seen the UK 
business environment worsen over the last two years as 
a result of geopolitical challenges.

A record number of companies now say that they find it 
difficult or extremely difficult to navigate the UK system 
as a foreign investor. More companies than ever are 
expressing pessimism around both the outlook for the 
UK business environment and the future of China-UK 
relations, with both perceived as significantly deteriorat-
ing since this report was first launched in 2020. 

78%
of companies value corporate social responsi-
bility of companies view a ‘complex geopolitical 
landscape impacting China-UK relations’ as a 
top challenge to  their UK operations, up from 
53% in 2020.

75%
of companies believe that China-UK relations 
have deteriorated over the past year.

 

66%
of companies perceive the UK business environ-
ment as having worsened over the last two years.

3 years
The number  of companies saying they will make 
further investment in the UK has fallen for the 
third year in a row.

1st time
in the history of our annual survey, one company 
surveyed has gone so far as to say that they plan 
to divest from the UK in the next two years, which 
is in line with a broader drop in investment appe-
tite identified across our survey responses.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 5



If this trend continues, the UK could lose its competitive-
ness over other territories as attractive destinations for 
Chinese investment. Whilst the UK attracted the highest 
level of Chinese investment in Europe between 2007 and 
2020, investment dropped to a 10-year low in 2020(3). 
Increased scrutiny of Chinese investment and a less 
welcoming business environment were cited across our 
surveys, interviews and desktop research as key factors 
in impacting this drop-off in investment in recent years.  

The ability of companies to make returns on their UK 
investment also appears to have declined. Whilst overall 
companies reported higher profitability than last year, 
there was also a decrease in companies reporting that 
their UK profit was higher than their global profit (drop-
ping from 22% to 18%).

Despite these challenges, there is 
appetite from both sides to continue 
to drive collaboration

Continued engagement is in the interests of both 
countries. As this report will demonstrate, collaboration 
brings mutual benefits and contributes to the resolution 
of common challenges such as the climate crisis, energy 
shortages, economic challenges and regional disparities.

Therefore, despite significant geopolitical challenges 
- which are likely to impact China-UK relations for the fore-
seeable future - the vast majority of Chinese companies 
surveyed remain committed to the UK market. They are 
keen to continue to operate in an open, transparent and 
fair UK market - elements of the UK business environment 
that they greatly value. Some companies also expressed 
a more positive outlook, believing that current challenges 
may be short-lived and that collaboration and engagement 
will continue to drive China-UK collaboration. 

Our interviews with senior UK business leaders and key 
stakeholders across the public and private sector also 
pointed to the importance of continued engagement. 
Whilst it was seen that there was more to be done to 
deepen an understanding of China - both on a political 
and people level - China remains too big an economic 

opportunity to ignore. Potential for the UK’s post-Brexit 
realignment and strategic tilt to the Indo-Pacific in order 
to create new models for future China-UK engagement 
was also identified. With the myriad of issues we now 
face - from economic insecurity to addressing inequal-
ities to creating a greener society - collaboration with 
China remains crucial to effectively navigate these 
global issues. 

Both the UK and China need to learn from 
past experiences and ensure their models 
of engagement continue to evolve to fit this 
new era

Despite the appetite to engage and some degree of 
optimism from interview and survey participants, 
there is a broad consensus that the current challenges 
are both significant and unlikely to disappear in the 
near future.

Within this context, both Chinese companies and the UK 
counterparts need to take practical actions to continue 
to operate in this challenging environment. There is a 
clear need to recalibrate and reimagine what China-UK 
relations look like against this backdrop; promoting the 
benefits of engagement where possible, whilst being 
realistic as to areas where previous models of collabora-
tion are no longer realistic. 

The China-UK relationship should also continue to be a 
two-way exchange, with awareness that both sides can 
learn from each other. For example, UK companies can 
learn from China across areas such as green technology, 
automation and the use of Freeports or special eco-
nomic zones to drive regional development. Similarly, 
there are learnings for Chinese companies from the 
UK in areas such as compliance, risk management and 
infrastructure development. There are also mutually 
beneficial opportunities for both sides to collaborate 
across industries and regions: for example, to combine 
Chinese innovation with UK expertise to revitalise 
traditional UK industry, as part of a sustainable, global 
strategy for the UK regions. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY6
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Recommendations for UK Stakeholders:

Recommendations for Chinese Companies Operating in the UK:

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

Take a fair, objective and balanced view in relation to China-related issues, and ensure Chinese personnel 
and businesses are not discriminated against due to their nationality - encouraging China expertise and 
understanding across the public and private sectors to support in doing this.

Maintain an open, fair and transparent business environment so as to maintain the competitiveness of 
‘Global Britain’ as an international investment destination.

Pursue mutually beneficial collaboration in areas important to the UK, such as Net Zero and Levelling 
Up. There is significant value Chinese companies can bring to the UK, in areas such as technological 
innovation, e-commerce and green supply chains.

Invest in areas that would support Chinese involvement in the Levelling Up agenda (see Chapter 3 for 
detail): particularly transport and infrastructure (including improved Wi-Fi coverage), Net Zero and the 
developments of Freeports. 

Set-up and promote business mentoring programmes. These would encourage both companies with 
China experience to support those who look to expand to or invest in China, and UK companies to share 
their experiences with their Chinese counterparts as to how to operate most effectively in the UK.

Seek commercial opportunities that play to the heart of the UK’s domestic strategy and where 
collaboration could bring mutual benefit. These could include areas such as regional development, job 
creation, upskilling and renewables.

With greenfield investments now making up almost a third of Chinese investment in Europe, consider 
how future investment could evolve to best leverage this trend. 

Enhance risk management procedures and abilities to monitor significant changes, including consider-
ing using insurance products to protect against risks such as political risks.

Strengthen ties with the UK business community through the help of intermediaries and professional 
services firms. It is crucial to continue to learn as well as educate and to continue to engage - rather than 
withdraw and isolate - in the face of ambiguity and challenges.

Flex their existing development model to accelerate localisation and integration into the local ecosystem - i.e. 
by forming partnerships with UK companies.



ABOUT THE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 20228

This report aims to reflect the development of Chinese 
companies in the UK and highlight their areas of con-
cern and key priorities. This year, it will also look back at 
the contributions Chinese companies have made to the 
UK over the past 50 years of ambassadorial relations. 

The report is primarily based on the first hand data 
collected from a detailed annual survey of CCCUK’s 
existing member base (Chinese companies with a UK 
presence). This data has been complemented by one-
on-one interviews with senior leaders and employees 
of Chinese companies, as well as with UK stakeholders 
and business leaders across the public and private sec-
tor (‘UK stakeholders’).

The views and recommendations represented in this 
report are those expressed by the survey and interview 
participants, indicating their priorities and reflecting 
their experience operating as Chinese companies in 
the UK, or as stakeholders working directly with China 
in some capacity as part of their role. These are not 
exhaustive and do not represent CCCUK’s position.

Annual survey 2022

The 2022 annual survey conducted by CCCUK is targeted 
at UK companies where part or all of their ownership 
resides with entities or individuals from the People’s 
Republic of China (‘Chinese companies in the UK’). 
CCCUK has been conducting these surveys since 2020.

The survey objective is to capture the current landscape 
of Chinese companies in the UK, and explore their views 
on their future UK presence. 

The survey was carried out between July and August 
2022. A total of 79 companies responded to the survey 
via questionnaire, representing a 51% response rate 
against the defined audience (CCCUK members). 

This was in line with the number of responses received 
in 2021, however it is worth noting that this year’s list 
of respondents includes different companies when com-
pared to last year. 

All data has been anonymised unless otherwise agreed 
by respondents. Data collected from the annual survey 
forms the empirical basis of the report. A copy of the 
full questionnaire and responses can be found in the 
Appendix in Chapter 4.

Interviews with Chinese companies and UK 
stakeholders

This report draws upon the data obtained from 8 CCCUK 
and People’s Daily Online UK  interviews, carried out with 
senior individuals working at Chinese companies with UK 
operations. These companies covered the financial services, 
energy, telecoms, construction and shipping sectors. It is 
also based on a series of 7 interviews with senior UK busi-
ness leaders and key stakeholders across the public and 
private sector (including government, regional and national 
Chambers of Commerce and the City of London). All indi-
viduals interviewed work closely with China or with Chinese 
companies in some capacity as part of their wider role.

Commentary from these interviews has been used to add 
detail, context and specific examples to the existing data 
obtained from both the annual survey and background 
desktop research. There was a particular focus on areas 
such as geopolitical challenges and the current state of 
China-UK relations, how the market has changed over 
the past 50 years, Levelling Up and Net Zero. Data from 
these interviews is referenced throughout the report, 
but particularly in Chapters 2 and 3.

These interviews took place between May and August 2022. 
Similar to the annual survey, all data collected has been 
anonymised unless otherwise agreed with the respondents. 

About the Development Report 2022
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Demographic Highlights of 
Companies Surveyed 

PART 1: LANDSCAPE OF CHINESE BUSINESSES IN THE UK10

There is a continued trend of Chinese 
companies covering a wide range of 
industries in the UK

In line with last year’s survey, 9 of the 11 Industry 
Classification Benchmark (ICB) industries were repre-
sented. This allows us to gain a broad understanding of 
how Chinese companies operate across a wide range of 
areas across the UK. 

The top three industries with the highest concentra-
tion of companies surveyed were Financials (28%) 
- including banking, financial services and insurance; 
Industrials (24%) - including manufacturing, logistics and 

professional services and Consumer Discretionary (13%) 
- including media, automobiles, travel and education.  

Companies surveyed encompassed a broad range of sizes, 
with a significant proportion of small and medium-sized 
enterprises. Whilst companies which choose to com-
plete the survey vary year-on-year, when measured by 
both revenue and size our respondent pool was broadly 
similar to those surveyed last year, with a small increase 
this year in larger companies (both in terms of revenue 
and number of employees). It is also worth noting that 
most companies surveyed are part of a much larger 
Chinese group, thus representing a much broader com-
munity of Chinese businesses with significant resources 
and impact.

Which industry does your UK company mainly operate in?

▲ Source: survey question 4

IndustrialsFinancials

TechnologyEnergy Telecommunications

Real Estate

24%28%

5%7%11%

4%

Consumer Discretionary

13%

Health Care

4%
Utilities

4%



11Demographic Highlights of Companies Surveyed 

▲ Source: survey question 7

▲ Source: survey question 11

How many employees does your UK business have?

What was your company’s annual UK revenue in 2021 (in £’m)? 

43.04%

<20:

0%

1000+:

6.33%

501-1000:

11.39%

101-500:

16.46%

51-100:

22.78%

20-50:

21.52%

£100m+:

40.51%

<£5m:

5.06%

£5m-£10m:

11.39%

£50m-£100m:

21.52%

£10m-£50m:



Whilst companies remain headquartered 
in London, many also have a regional 
presence, with the regions growing faster 
than London by some metrics 

In line with previous years, 81% of companies surveyed 
were headquartered in London. However, over 40% of 
companies also had a presence outside of London and 
the Southeast, with Scotland identified as a particular 
area of opportunity - which you can read more about in 
Chapter 3.

Grant Thornton’s 2021 Tou Ying tracker also shows that - 
whilst 80% of aggregate revenues were concentrated in 
London, Chinese companies based in London reported 
a revenue decline of 1.5% compared with 17% growth 
in 2020. In contrast, other UK regions - particularly the 
East of England, West Midlands and Yorkshire and the 
Humber - continued to see strong growth in 2021. 

Chinese companies have a long history 
of operating - and long-term commitment 
to - the UK

This year, in line with our focus on 50 years of China-UK 
ambassadorial relations, we have asked companies to 
share the specific time period that they set up in the UK. 
Starting with Bank of China, which set up its London 
office in 1929, we have seen a consistent growth in the 
number of companies setting up in the UK, accelerating 
in the early 2000s in line with the development of the 
China-UK economic relationship. 

You can read more about the journey Chinese com-
panies in the UK have been on and the key factors 
impacting their development in Chapter 2.

When did you first set up in the UK?

PART 1: LANDSCAPE OF CHINESE BUSINESSES IN THE UK12

▲ Source: survey question 6

2.53%

After 2020:

1.27%

1970-1979:

1.27%

Before 1970:

7.59%

1980-1989:

7.59%

1990-1999:

32.91%

2015-2020:

22.79%

2000-2009:

24.05%

2010-2014:



Smaller companies have a higher percentage 
of employees identifying as Chinese

▲ Source: survey questions 7 and 8
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There was a growth in companies reporting 
that most of their employees identified as 
Chinese by nationality or ethnicity - 
particularly at senior management level

When asked about the percentage of employees that 
identify as Chinese (by nationality and ethnicity), 
there was a growth in the number of companies that 
had more than 50% of Chinese employees compared 
with last year (from 48% in 2021 to 61% in 2022). This 
growing proportion of Chinese employees may reflect 
the challenges of travelling to China due to COVID-19 
restrictions, and could be a trend that will drop off in 
future years, depending on the direction of China’s 
future COVID-19 policy. The inability to travel back to 
China is also likely to have had a significant impact on 
expatriate employee wellbeing.  

Smaller companies continue to have a high proportion 
of Chinese employees. For companies with 50 employ-
ees or fewer, 79% report that over half of their workforce 
identify as Chinese (either by nationality or ethnicity). In 
contrast, for companies with over 100 employees, this 
drops to 21%. 

Chinese employees were also particularly concentrated 
at senior management level. 63% of entities reported 
Chinese personnel as making up more than 50% of 
their senior management team (although this was down 
from the 71% reported last year). The number of Chinese 
employees in senior management positions was also 
less sensitive to (although still impacted by) company 
size. 75% of smaller companies had majority Chinese 
senior management teams, compared with 43% of 
larger companies. 

People and Governance

1.27%

1.27%

3.80%

3.80%

3.80%

3.80%

1.27%

1.27%

2.53%

2.53%

2.53%

1.27%

6.33%

6.33%

6.33%

5.06%

5.06%

27.85%

11.39%

<10%:

10%-20%:

21%-50%:

51%-70%:

71%-100%:

51-10021-50<20 101-500

Company size as measured by number of emplyees
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Joint decision making continues to be the 
preferred approach, with more autonomy at 
operational level

In line with last year’s survey, we continue to see joint 
decision making by management teams in the UK and 
China. This continues to be the preferred model for both 
strategic (54%) and operational (46%) decisions. There 
continued to be more autonomy at operational level, 
with a third of key operational decisions made by the 
local management team in the UK, compared with just 
9% of key strategic decisions.

Despite operating against an increasingly 
challenging geopolitical backdrop, 
companies planning to increase 
recruitment was at the highest level 
since this survey began 

Companies surveyed have an increasingly negative 
perception of the UK business environment and 
China-UK relations - as will be discussed later in this 
chapter. However, recruitment trends remain posi-
tive: when asked about their recruitment plans for 
their UK operations, almost half (49%) of companies 
surveyed planned to increase recruitment over the 
next two years. The number of companies planning 
to hire more staff were at their highest level since this 
survey began. 

In line with previous years, the majority of companies 
(58%) indicated that their preferred method of recruit-
ment was hiring locally with a preference for people with 
local expertise. The long-term commitment to develop-
ing and supporting staff can also be seen in the 61% of 
companies which cited training and development as the 
main focus of their people strategy.

How key operational and strategic decisions 
are made

► Source: survey questions 18 and 19

By the local management team in the UK

By the group management team in China 

Jointly made by management teams in the UK and China 

0

20%

10%

40%

30%

60%

50%

33%

21%

46%

9%

37%

54%



People and Governance 15

However, despite this stated intention to increase 
recruitment, it is worth noting the current extremely 
high level of vacancies in the UK’s job market - reaching 
record highs in May 2022 to 1.3m (an increase of 503,900 
from pre-COVID 19 levels in January-March 2020)(1). 
This means that a strong demand for hiring may be a 
reflection of challenges in the employment market - and 
an aspiration that companies may be struggling to meet 
- rather than a shift in people strategy. 

These challenges around recruiting at a pace that 
matches business needs were also reflected in com-
ments from companies in both the survey and interviews. 
For example, one company mentioned recent difficulties 
around recruiting sufficient energy storage technology 
managers, and another highlighted issues around the 
recruitment and retainment of engineers to support their 
Net Zero strategy. 

Plans to adjust headcount over the next two years

▲ Source: survey questions 25 (2022), 35 (2021), 38 (2020)

(1) Office for National Statistics, ‘Vacancies and jobs in the UK’ , June 2022

44%

31%

4%

21%

2020 2021 2022

0

20%

10%

40%

30%

50% 49%
47%

29%28%

5%5%

17%
20%



Financial Performance of Chinese 
Businesses in the UK

Companies are operating against a mixed 
financial backdrop, with short-term 
financial challenges tempered by more 
positive longer-term trends

Whilst Grant Thornton’s 2021 Tou Ying tracker continues 
to show 5% average overall revenue growth across the 
845 companies included in the tracker, this was down 
from the 12% growth reported in 2020 and 17% in 2019. 
Chinese investment in the UK also reached a ten-year 
low in 2020(2).

However, there were some more positive trends. 
China is the UK’s third largest trading partner - in the 
four quarters to the end of Q1 2022 it was the UK’s 

largest import partner and sixth-largest export partner 
for goods. Overall, it accounted for £93.4bn (6.9%)
of the UK’s total trade(3). Despite a drop in investment 
from previous years, the UK also remained a top three 
European destination in 2020, with £3.59bn of disclosed 
deals involving Chinese investment in 2021(4). 

Changing investment patterns have also created new 
opportunities. After years of being dominated by M&A, 
Chinese investment in Europe has become more 
focused on greenfield projects, such as Envision’s EV 
battery plants in Sunderland(5). There also continued to 
be some significant Chinese investments in the UK in 
2021, such as Tencent’s £919m takeover of Sheffield-
based Sumo Group(6).

PART 1: LANDSCAPE OF CHINESE BUSINESSES IN THE UK16

(2) China National Bureau of Statistics, ‘Outward Foreign Direct Investment by Countries or Regions: 2007-2020’ 
(3) Department for International Trade, ‘Trade and investment factsheets: China’ , November 2022
(4) Grant Thornton, ‘Tou Ying Tracker reveals scale of Chinese investment in UK’ , February 2022
(5) The Guardian, UK battery ‘gigafactory’ plans huge expansion as electric car demand soars’ , October 2021
(6) Financial Times, ‘Tencent buys UK games company Sumo for £919m’ , July 2021



Some more positive trends are also 
reflected in our survey. When asked about 
profitability in 2021 compared with 2020, 
companies also appear to be recovering 
from the challenges of COVID-19

74% of companies reported stable-to-growing revenue in 
2021 compared with the previous year, with 48% of com-
panies describing themselves as profitable in 2021. This 
was the highest level of profitability reported since this 
survey began in 2020. Companies reporting themselves 

as loss-making dropped from 37% to 32%, although this 
was still higher than pre-COVID levels of 25%. 

The vast majority (82%) of companies surveyed also 
predicted stable-positive revenue trends over the next 
two years. Whilst this is slightly down on the 85% 
recorded last year, it remains above 2020 levels (79%). 

This was a wider trend across our survey and interviews: 
with economic engagement and growth presenting a 
more hopeful picture, against a backdrop of continued 
geopolitical challenges. 
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Which of the following best describes your company’s UK profitability last year?

▲ Source: survey questions 13 (2022), 15 (2021), 18 (2020)
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How would you rate the business environment 
in the UK?

▲ Source: survey question 30 

Views on the UK’s Business Environment

Commercial environment 
(e.g. barrier to entry, openness of market, tax 
policy, cost of conducting business)

Political environment 
(e.g. policy consistency, political stability, 
government efficiency, legal and regulatory 
considerations)

Economic and industrial environment 
(e.g. level of economic development, 
economic stability, integrity of supply chain, 
economic ties with China)

Infrastructure 
(e.g. transport, telecommunication network)

Technology 
(e.g. competency of R&D institutions, 
research commercialisation, China-UK 
research collaboration)

Talent
(e.g. employment, cost of labour, diversity 
and inclusion)
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Respondents were asked to rate the UK’s business environment out of ten across the following six areas:

Whilst the overall rating of the UK’s 
business environment is in line with last 
year, the number of companies predicting 
it will worsen in the next two years has 
almost doubled (to over 40%)

The overall score for the business environment was 
7.1, on par with last year’s rating, but down from 7.4 in 
2020. The political environment was the lowest scoring 
area - rated 6.4 - reflecting an increasingly challenging 
geopolitical environment. 

This year saw an increase in companies viewing the 
UK’s business environment over the past two years as 
having “marginally” or “significantly” declined (from 
57% last year to 66% in 2022). 41% of companies 
predicted that it will worsen further over the next two 
years (compared with 22% last year).



Impression of how the UK business environment has changed over the past two years
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In a response that is likely to reflect the ongoing impact 
of the NS&I Act, which came into force in early 2022, 
almost three-quarters (72%) of companies viewed it as 
“very difficult” or “difficult” to navigate through the UK 
system as a foreign investor. This was up on 60% last 
year and 45% in 2020 and represents a close to 60% 
increase in companies finding the UK a challenging 
market for investment between 2020 and 2022.

Geopolitical challenges are driving this 
negative perception of the UK’s business 
environment, with an almost 50% increase 
in companies viewing this as a key 
challenge over the past three years

With the political environment rated as 6.4 this year, 
down from 6.6 last year and 6.9 in 2020, geopolitical 
challenges continue to impact attitudes towards 
UK operations. 

This year saw a slight increase in companies identifying 
a ‘complex geopolitical landscape impacting China-UK 
relations’ as one of the most significant challenges they 
face in doing business in the UK; with the last three 
years seeing a close to 50% increase in companies 
selecting this metric (from 53% in 2020 to 75% in 2021 
to 78% in 2022).

▲ Source: survey questions 31 (2022), 41 (2021), 44 (2020)
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The majority of responses also point to a significant 
decline in China-UK relations over the past year (with 
48% seeing a marginal decline and 27% pointing to a 
significant decline). There was also a nearly five-fold 
increase year-on-year in companies expressing pessi-
mism about the future of China-UK relations (from 5% 
to 24%), with this the first year any company had stated 
that they feel “pessimistic” about China-UK relations.

This perceived worsening of the UK’s 
political environment could reduce 
the overall attractiveness of UK as an 
investment destination, particularly given 
political stability and transparency are the 
most valued elements of the UK’s business 
environment to Chinese investors

When asked what initially attracted them to invest in 
the UK, by far the most popular response (selected by 
62% of all companies surveyed) was the stability and 
transparency of its political, legal and regulatory envi-
ronment. This makes the perceived significant decline 
in the political environment particularly concerning for 
future investment and the UK’s competitiveness as a 
destination for global capital.

Moreover, whilst - as discussed in the previous section - 
companies reporting profitability of their UK operations 

was at the highest level since this survey began, the 
picture is less positive when asked to compare with 
their wider global operations. 48% of companies stated 
that their 2021 profitability in the UK was lower than 
their global profitability, notably up from the 35% who 
selected this last year.

The current situation appears to have 
destabilised Chinese confidence and future 
investment plans in the UK market

With the percentage of companies saying they will 
make further investment in their UK presence in the 
next two years dropped for the third year in a row to 
42%, down from 49% in 2021 and 51% in 2020, geo-
political challenges are clearly having an impact on 
investment appetite. 

41% of companies surveyed this year were not sure 
whether they will make further investment in the UK 
over the next 2 years and 17% confirmed that they 
would make no further investment. For the first time in 
the history of this survey one company went so far as 
to say that they plan to divest from the UK over the next 
two years.

Unsurprisingly - given the above - appetite for further 
acquisition was also low at 5% (down from 6% in 2021 
and 7% in 2020).



How do you feel about the future of China-UK relations?

▲ Source: survey questions 35 (2022), 47 (2021), 53 (2020)
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Does your company plan to make further investment in your UK presence in the next two years?

▲ Source: survey questions 20 (2022), 27 and 29 (2021), 30 and 32 (2020)
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The impact of geopolitical challenges on 
the development of Chinese companies in 
the UK was a key theme of both our Chinese 
and UK company interviews

The impact of the increasingly negative attitudes 
towards China on their UK operations was mentioned by 
a number of companies in our interviews. For example, a 
company operating in the financial services sector high-
lighted how media noise and a lack of understanding of 
China posed challenges to the development of their UK 
business. Similarly, a construction company described 
changing attitudes towards Chinese involvement in 
public sector infrastructure projects. They outlined a 
sense that involvement in these projects was no longer 
based solely on the ability of the company to do the job, 
and a feeling that they were encountering particular 
scrutiny solely as a result of their links to China.

Our UK stakeholders also described this changing 
geopolitical environment. They viewed China as a topic 
that was perceived - particularly in the public sector - 
as ‘too challenging to address,’ and a need for greater 
understanding of and expertise towards China across 
decision-making bodies. Nuance when dealing with 
China was viewed as key - along with a belief that - 
despite their differing roles on the global stage, China 
was increasingly conflated with Russia in the wider 
national security narrative, meaning that the benefits of 
economic engagement were often overshadowed by the 
perceived threat that China poses to the UK’s interests. It 
was also seen that there is a role for China to play in bal-
ancing this perception and providing a counter-narrative 
to anti-China rhetoric in the West.

There is clearly more for both sides to do here, with 
some specific suggestions covered in our recommen-
dations section in the executive summary. You can also 
read more about the development of the China-UK rela-
tionship and how it is impacted by current geopolitical 
challenges in Chapter 2. 

“
We have seen a dramatic shift in 
narrative over the past few years 
that has led to a growing disconnect 
between political rhetoric and 
economic realities. The impact of 
continued border restrictions on 
institutional collaboration across 
business, academia and policy have 
served to further accentuate 
challenges faced in the broader 
China-UK bilateral relationship.                                                         

                                                          

                                                            ”
 Manchester China Forum, July 2022



Views on the UK's Business Environment 23

Despite this, companies continue to 
demonstrate commitment to UK market 
and to value key elements of what the UK 
market brings to their operations

Despite these growing challenges and uncertainties, 
companies remain committed to the UK. 73% invest 
the majority or all of their profits in the UK, whilst 82% 
have maintained or increased their investment in the UK 
over the past year. The vast majority (97%) of companies 
surveyed continued to recognise the UK as key to their 
company’s global landscape - with around a third view-
ing it as a top three overseas market. 

Despite a continued commitment to the UK market, 
however, we did notice a shift in objectives this year. 
Whilst developing their existing business continues to be 
the top focus for companies, there was a move towards 
obtaining brand recognition and enhancing their corpo-
rate image (up from 52% to 62%) and away from entering 
new markets (down from 56% to 46%) this year. 

This focus on consolidating and improving the image of 
their existing business - with mechanisms such as the 
Shanghai-London Stock Connect potential avenues 
to facilitate this - as opposed to on wider business 
expansion, is likely to be in response to an increasingly 
challenging geopolitical environment. 

However, our UK stakeholder interviews commented 
that - when borders open and in-person relationships 
can again be built - we may see a broader improvement. 
Some interviewees also viewed Brexit and the UK’s 
Indo-Pacific tilt as incentivising continued strategic 
engagement with China, with the UK’s access to the 
European market and other regional markets continuing 
to be a key factor in encouraging Chinese investment 
in the UK (as demonstrated in the below chart). You 
can read more about this perspective - along with 
detail around how Chinese companies can leverage 
the strengths of the UK business environment to create 
mutually beneficial opportunities in the Net Zero and 
Levelling Up spaces - in Chapter 3.

What attracted you to invest in the UK?

▲ Source: survey question 28 

Social stability

62%

49%

43%

32%

30%

Stability and transparency of political, legal and 
regulatory environment

Access to the European market and other
 regional markets 

Requirements of existing customer base

The UK’s domestic market





Part 2

The Journey of Chinese Companies 
in the UK Over the Last 50 Years

2



A Remarkable Journey over 
the Past 50 Years

2022 marks the 50th anniversary of ambassadorial 
relations between China and the UK. This provides a 
unique historic opportunity to look back at the journey 
of Chinese companies in the UK, recognising their 
achievements and contributions as well as learning from 
challenges and pitfalls. These experiences and learnings 
will hopefully provide crucial lessons for the future and 
for the continued development of Chinese companies in 
the UK, as well as for overall China-UK engagement. 

In this section, we review the journey of Chinese 
companies in the UK based on the data collected from 
the 2022 annual survey, and interviews conducted jointly 
with People’s Daily Online UK. During these interviews 
we spoke to senior leaders as well as staff members at 8 
Chinese companies in the UK about both their role, and 
the broader experience of their company in the UK. You 

can read more about the methodology for data collection 
in the ‘About the Development Report’ section. 

As this chapter will demonstrate, Chinese companies in 
the UK have come a long way over the last 50 years, 
against the backdrop of increasing China-UK trade and 
economic ties. Between 1999 and 2021, for example, the 
UK’s exports to China grew nearly 12-fold from £2.1bn to 
£27.0bn, increasing from 0.8% to 4.3% of the UK’s total 
export trade(1) (see graph below).

Although there have been disruptions, including ongo-
ing geopolitical tensions and the continued impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, there continues to be a con-
sistent trend of increasing bilateral trade and economic 
engagement. The willingness to continue and broaden 
collaboration remains strong.
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UK trade with China as a percentage of total trade (goods and services), 1999-2021

▲ Source: Office for National Statistics, UK total trade: all countries, non-seasonally adjusted, 1999-2021

(1) Office for National Statistics, UK total trade: all countries, non-seasonally adjusted, 1999-2021
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Major Events in China-UK 
Economic and Trade Relations
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(2) CCCUK data
(3) United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, ‘China - United Kingdom BIT (1986)’ , accessed August 2022
(4) House of Lords, ‘The UK and China’s security and trade relationship: a strategic void’ , September 2021
(5) China Daily, ‘China, UK conclude first economic, financial dialogue’ , April 2008
(6) Houses of Parliament, ‘The Energy and Climate Change committee - Energy low-carbon growth links with China’ , January 2012
(7) Gov.uk, ‘UK and China forge strategic partnership on offshore wind energy’ , September 2013
(8) Gov.uk, ‘UK signs founding Articles of Agreement of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank’ , June 2015
(9) Gov.uk, ‘China chooses London for its first ever sovereign renminbi (RMB) bond issued outside of China’ , May 2016
(10) China National Bureau of Statistics, ‘Outward Foreign Direct Investment by Countries or Regions: 2007-2020’ 
(11) Department for International Trade, Trade and Investment factsheet: China’ , November 2022
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The first overseas Chinese financial institution, Bank of China London Agency, was established in the City 
of London.

A delegation composed of businessman Jack Perry and 15 representatives from British companies visited 
China. The visit thawed the West’s trade embargo on China, with members of the delegation later known 
as “ice-breakers.” The delegation signed trade agreements worth £30m with the China National Import 
and Export Corporation(2).

China and the UK establish full ambassadorial ties. 

Signature of the China-UK Bilateral Investment Treaty(3).

China is the UK’s 15th largest export market and 7th largest import market for goods and services(4).

The China-UK Economic and Financial Dialogue (EFD) is established(5).

David Cameron led the biggest combined visit to date by a UK Ministerial team to China, establishing the 
UK-China energy dialogue(6). 

The UK and China forge a strategic partnership on offshore wind power, the first such agreement that 
China has signed with another country(7).

President Xi Jinping made his first State Visit to the UK for the first time from China in 10 years, further 
strengthening China-UK relations. The UK becomes a founding member of the China-led Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank(8).

China chooses London for its first ever sovereign RMB bond issued outside of China(9).

The UK and China jointly publish their Green Investment Principles for the Belt and Road.

Launch of the Shanghai-London Stock Connect.

The COVID-19 pandemic pushes Chinese FDI in the EU and UK to its lowest level since 2010(10).

The UK government publishes its Integrated Review, talking of a strategic “tilt” to the Asia-Pacific and 
referring to China as both a “systemic competitor” and an “important partner”.

The UK National Security and Investment (NS&I) Act comes into force, giving the government the power 
to scrutinise and intervene in business transactions to protect national security. China is the UK’s fourth 
largest trading partner(11).
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Chinese companies have grown their 
presence, industry coverage and service 
offerings over the past decades

Based on the 79 companies surveyed, the footprint 
of Chinese businesses in the UK began with Bank of 
China in the financial services sector. It was set up 
in London in 1929 with the hope of promoting trade 
between the two countries and facilitating the flow of 
private funds.

Over the 1970s and 1980s, this industry reach expanded 
to cover energy, automobiles, transport and logistics, 
metals and mining and media and publishing. This 

further grew in the 2000s and 2010s to reach utilities, 
telecommunications, technology, real estate, and 
healthcare. These trends are mapped in the below chart. 

Over time, the community of Chinese businesses in 
the UK has grown to encompass a broad industry 
reach, covering 9 of the 11 industries per the Industry 
Classification Benchmark (ICB). Within each industry 
category, the sub-sector coverage has also grown. This 
is both as a result of servicing an expanding body of 
Chinese businesses with global operations, and as a 
result of adapting to the evolving needs of the local mar-
ket in the UK. You can view the breakdown of Chinese 
companies surveyed this year by industry classification 
in Chapter 1.

New Chinese companies entering the UK market by industry

▲ Source: survey questions 4 and 6

0

20%

10%

30%

1% 1%

1%
1%
1%

1%

1%
1%

3%3%

3%

3%

3%

1%

1%

4%
4%

3%

1%

3%

4%

4%

6%

9%

1%

4%

1%

1%
1%
1%

4%

5%

5%8%

11%



The development of Chinese companies in 
the UK is both impacted by and a reflection 
of the wider China-UK relationship

Looking at the 79 companies surveyed, it took some 
time after the establishment of China-UK ambassado-
rial relationship to build up the momentum of Chinese 
businesses setting up in the UK. Only 13 of the 79 com-
panies surveyed were set up in the first three decades 
of the relationship.

However, ties began to deepen into the 2000s. During 
this time, the bilateral relationship grew from strength-
to-strength, with the landscape of Chinese businesses 
in the UK also becoming more dynamic.

80% (63 out of 79) of the companies surveyed were 
set up in the UK in the two decades between 2000 and 
2020. During this time, companies also increasingly 
ventured into regions outside of London - 14 of the 15 
companies headquartered outside of London were set 
up during this period. As covered in the previous sec-
tion, this period also saw a rapid increase in the industry 
coverage of Chinese businesses in the UK.

This economically strong bilateral relationship and 
policy environment during this period gave rise to a 
number of landmark projects which continue to yield 
dividends today.

For example, with the increasing need for renminbi 
(RMB) settlement in cross-border trade and investment 
activities, in 2014 China Construction Bank (CCB) was 
appointed in London as the first clearing bank outside 
Asia for RMB. 

Since the appointment, the accumulated settlement by 
CCB in the UK has (as of 2021) exceeded RMB 64 trillion, 
making it the largest RMB clearing bank outside Asia(12).
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“
This appointment further strengthens 
London’s position as a centre of RMB 
trading and is part of the government’s 
long-term economic plan to establish 
Britain as the Western hub of Chinese 
finance, with two thirds of all RMB 
payments outside of China and Hong 
Kong now taking place in London.
This appointment will complement 
the existing clearing and settlement 
infrastructure for RMB trading in 
Hong Kong and ease the transfer of 
funds in the western time zone.                                                        

                                                          

                                                            ”
HM Treasury, commenting on CCB being 

appointed as the RMB clearing bank in 

London in 2014

(12) China Construction Bank, ‘China Construction Bank reports operating results for 2021’ , March 2022
(13) Ion Analytics, ‘Connection issues: Hopes fade for Shanghai-London Stock Connect scheme’ , accessed August 2022

In 2019, the China-UK Economic and Financial Dialogue 
(EFD) announced the launch of the Shanghai-London 
Stock Connect, a project that enabled any foreign com-
pany to list in mainland China for the first time and for 
international investors to access China A-shares from out-
side of Greater China. It was considered a groundbreaking 
initiative that deepened capital market connectivity 
between China, the UK and the rest of the world - with 
over $5.8bn of volume between 2019 and 2020(13).
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However, despite initial hopes for the Stock Connect, 
which has been used by a number of Chinese com-
panies to raise money in London, there has been no 
reciprocal issuance by UK firms in China, bringing the 
long-term viability of this scheme into question(13). In 
2022, plans for the first EFD since 2019 were also post-
poned indefinitely(14).

These wider patterns of increasing challenges can also be 
seen in our survey. For example, with direct travel between 
the UK and China continuing to be disrupted and the 
continued impact of geopolitical tensions, there has been 
a decrease in new Chinese entrants to the UK market. Of 
the companies surveyed, only two were set up in the UK 
after 2020 compared with 26 between 2015 and 2020. 

The UK’s 2022 introduction of the NS&I Act has also 
been seen by many as intended to curb Chinese invest-
ment. A number of companies surveyed have said that 
they have had to take additional actions in response to 
the Act, even though they do not believe that their activ-
ities would pose a threat to the UK’s national security. 

Although rhetoric has become increasingly 
politicised, the economic and business 
relationship continues to be more pragmatic 
and driven by commercial considerations

Despite an increasingly challenging political relation-
ship, an overwhelming message across the companies 
interviewed was that at a business-to-business level, 
both the Chinese and the UK sides tend to have a prag-
matic approach towards one another. Decisions were 
predominantly made based on commercial merits, and 
geopolitical considerations seldom came into play. 

Chinese companies would like to see continued 
economic engagement and a more balanced rhetoric 
reflecting the economic reality, along with the main-
tenance of the open, fair and transparent business 
environment that they value so highly.

(14) Sky News, ‘Treasury calls off latest chapter of economic talks with China’ , July 2022

“
The project represents a number 
of firsts:                               

●  The first time foreign companies 
can list in mainland China and the 
first time Shanghai Stock Exchange 
(SSE) listed companies can raise 
capital abroad through instruments 
fungible with their domestic shares.

●  The first time Chinese investors can 
access international stocks from 
within China without being subject 
to domestic capital controls.

●  The first time international investors 
can access China A-shares from 
outside Greater China and through 
international trading and settlement 
practices.               

                                                          

                                                            ”
London Stock Exchange, ‘Shanghai London 

Stock Connect’



Supporting Job Creation and 
Economic Growth 

Over recent decades, Chinese companies 
have made a significant contribution to 
the UK economy: in 2021, they reported 
revenue of £63bn and employed almost 
61,000 people

Since Chinese companies entered the UK market, 
they have been contributing to the UK economy and 
supporting local employment as they grow.

According to Grant Thornton’s 2021 Tou Ying Tracker, the 
845 surveyed Chinese companies in the UK achieved a 
combined revenue of £63bn. In terms of job creation, the 
Tracker shows that the companies covered are employ-
ing just under 61,000 employees in the UK across a wide 
range of sectors. 

Similarly, in 2020, Cambridge Econometrics conducted 
a study on the number of UK jobs supported by links to 
China. This concluded that China-UK relations support 
over 100,000 full time equivalent positions across trade, 
investment, tourism and education(15).

From our survey and interviews, it is clear that Chinese 
companies are committed to hiring locally and see great 
value in doing so. Many companies, particularly larger 
companies, have the vast majority of their workforce 
made up of local employees. Nearly 80% of companies 
with 100 employees or more see local workers making 
up over half of their total workforce. Of these compa-
nies, 73% have over 80% of their workforce made up 
of non-Chinese workers. You can read more about the 
people strategy and hiring practices of the companies 
surveyed in the People and Governance section in 
Chapter 1.
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(15) China Britain Business Council and Cambridge Econometrics, ‘UK jobs dependent on links to China’ , August 2020

“
Our data center was designed by 
a UK-based consultancy company 
and constructed by a British local 
main contractor. At the peak of its 
construction, we had over 300 local 
craftsmen and specialist contractors. 
Much of our equipment such as 
generators and transformers were also 
manufactured and assembled in the 
UK. The world-class data center we 
have here is enabled by the hard work 
of local workers and collaboration 
between both parties.                                             

                                                          

                                                            ”
James Yu, Project Manager,

China Mobile International 
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Chinese companies play an active role in 
key growth areas which are strategically 
important to the UK, such as Net Zero and 
Levelling Up

As they develop in the UK, Chinese companies have 
adapted their service offerings to align with local growth 
priorities. This has not only afforded better commercial 
opportunities and market returns to these companies, 
fuelling their growth, but has also supported the stra-
tegic priorities of the UK government, such as Net Zero 
and Levelling Up. This helps the UK to accelerate its 
own growth and development.

For example, Chinese company BYD, which plays 
a key role in the UK’s electric vehicle (EV) market, 
signed a series of agreements at the Glasgow 
COP26 Climate Change conference in 2021, joining 
govern-ment, business, and environmental leaders to 
accelerate the adoption of zero-emission vehicles and 
supporting infrastructure. 

One of the agreements was drafted by UK representa-
tives, and pushes for global sales of new cars and vans 
to be zero emission by 2040, and no later than 2035 
across leading markets. The agreement calls for govern-
ments at all levels to make policies and investments to 
support EV sales. The agreement also calls for private 
businesses, such as BYD, to align their business strate-
gies to reach this ambitious goal(16).

Chinese businesses have also supported regional 
development in the UK, in line with the UK’s Levelling 
Up strategy. 

Of the companies surveyed, the first Chinese compa-
nies headquartered outside of London was set up in 
the 1970s. In the two decades between 2000 and 2020, 
more than 1 in every 5 of the new Chinese companies 
setting up in the UK chose to base their UK headquar-
ters outside of London.
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“
BYD is committed to building a closed 
loop Zero Energy Ecosystem, providing 
a total solution for electric mobility. 
BYD strongly believes in the value of 
partnerships and win-win cooperation 
to accelerate the transition towards 
zero emission public transportation.                                

                                                          

                                                            ”
BYD UK

(16) BYD, ‘BYD signs COP26 agreements to accelerate EV adoption,’ November 2021

According to Grant Thornton’s 2021 Tou Ying Tracker, 
80% of the workers employed by Chinese companies 
work outside of London.

Companies representatives that we spoke to in the 
interviews were highly complimentary about their expe-
rience working outside of London and the South East. 
They were particularly impressed with the welcoming 
attitude and pragmatic approach of local business com-
munities and local authorities.

The future opportunities for China-UK collaboration in 
the Levelling Up and Net Zero space will be covered in 
more detail in Chapter 3.



Chinese companies demonstrate social 
responsibility in the UK, supporting 
their wider development of the local 
communities

Of the 79 companies surveyed, 97% said that they value 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) as part of their 
corporate strategy. 50% have either taken or plan to take 
within the next two years specific actions to demon-
strate their commitment to CSR in the UK. Given the 
majority of companies surveyed (73%) reinvest all or the 
majority of their profits into the UK, it is clear that these 
commitments go beyond rhetoric. 
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New Chinese companies entering the UK market by region

▲Source: survey questions 5 and 6

▲ Source: survey questions 44 and 45
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“
With Huawei’s support, RFCx 
technology is advancing through 
comprehensive biodiversity monitoring 
programs... Our system enables 
partners to… derive actionable insights 
from these soundscapes, while also 
measuring the progress of wildlife 
restoration and recovery through 
principles of adaptive management. 

We are thrilled to be launching our first 
ever UK-based project in collaboration 
with these partners, in order to help 
monitor the red squirrel population and 
drive impactful conservation efforts(17).                            

                                                          

                                                            ”
Chrissy Durkin, Rainforest Connection’s 

Director of International Expansions, 

discussing Huawei’s involvement in the 

UK’s red squirrel conservation project, 

October 2021
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The actions taken by Chinese companies to demonstrate 
their CSR are diverse. Apart from showing a commit-
ment to corporate governance, partner collaboration, 
product and service quality and talent attraction and 
retention, a number of the companies surveyed have 
also participated in local initiatives leveraging their key 
strengths and capabilities to support the development 
of local communities. 

For example, in 2021 Huawei Technologies partnered 
with the Mammal Society, the University of Bristol, 
and international NGO Rainforest Connection (RFCx) 
on a new campaign to help protect red squirrels by 
generating insights into the lives and activities of 
declining populations across the UK. This is the first 
time Huawei’s technology has been applied in this 
way in the UK, and is the latest step in Huawei’s global 
partnership with RFCx and their efforts to promote 
biodiversity worldwide(17).

BCEGI’s development at Middlewood Locks is another 
example of a Chinese company bringing clear benefits 
for local communities. This development has been 
calculated (in an independent report by Real Worth) 
to have created the equivalent of over £260m of local 
economic benefit for Greater Manchester within the 
first two phases of the project alone. The social value 
is calculated based on BCEGI’s social responsibility 
activities throughout the development process, which 
have added value by using local supply chains, labour 
and apprenticeships, and through engagement with 
local schools and colleges. During this process, the 
BCEGI team delivered 100 community-based activities, 
attended by over 3,000 local people, and created 82 new 
educational and training opportunities. The team also 
contributed 1,220 volunteering hours in total and made 
£25,300 in donations to local communities(18).

(17) Huawei, ‘The Mammal Society embarks on landmark conservation project to help protect the UK’s red squirrels’ , October 2021
(18) BCEGI, ‘More than £260m of local economic benefit created by Salford development’ , May 2022



“
As a construction partner we very much see ourselves as part of 
the community. BCEGI’s development at Middlewood Locks 
is another example of a Chinese company bringing benefits to 
local communities. This development has been calculated (in 
an independent report by Real Worth) to have created positive 
social outcomes by developing thriving communities and 
creating opportunities for local people.

BCEGI wants to see Salford thrive as a city and we want to do 
our bit to support the local economy.                         

                                                          

                                                                                                  ”
Dongwen Yu, Lead Director, BCEGI
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Promoting People-to-People Exchanges
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By virtue of what they do, Chinese 
companies in the UK have been promoting 
exchanges between the two countries as 
part of their daily cross-border operations. 
Beyond this, Chinese companies also foster 
exchange at a people and culture level

We have heard first-hand from our interviewees about 
the transformative nature of the people experience they 
have had with Chinese companies in the UK, and how 
this has inspired them to play a bridging role in enhanc-
ing China-UK understanding.

In particular, our interviewees highlighted the following 
areas which they value most about working in a Chinese 
company in the UK:

▪ Valuing people as people:
treating employees as individuals and caring about 
them on a personal level.

 
▪ Work-life balance and a family culture:
treating colleagues as family, making sure they (and 
those they care about) are looked after.

▪ Respecting cultural diversity: 
fostering an open and inclusive environment so that 
employees feel safe to bring their whole selves to work.

▪ Encouraging learning:
providing opportunities for people to try new things 
and fulfil their aspirations.

▪ Bridging different cultures: 
connecting people and facilitating cross-cultural 
communication.

“
Here, we encourage everyone to learn 
as much as they can. You may be in 
the Trade Finance department, but that 
doesn’t stop you from coming to visit 
us in Treasury to learn how we price 
things, and vice versa.

You are never a number here. With 
many big organisations, you are just 
a reference number, but here it’s 
different. Here you are David, you are 
Maria - you are valued as a person and 
it’s like a family. One of the things 
that I’ve enjoyed most about Chinese 
banking is the work-life balance and 
the importance of family - they want to 
make sure that you are happy and your 
family are looked after. It’s deeply 
rooted in Asian culture - a background 
that I share.                     

                                                          

                                                            ”
Sanjay Pandya, Deputy Head of Treasury 

Department, ICBC London Branch 
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Despite the positive experience of 
individual employees, there is more for the 
UK to do to develop broader understanding 
of China, its language and its people

In a more general sense, people-to-people exchange 
was also a key element of our UK stakeholder inter-
views. Chinese international student numbers in the 
UK increased 50% between 2016/17 and 2020/21 (from 
95,595 to 143,820), suggesting a positive trend in young 
people in China engaging with and travelling to the UK(19). 
Chinese students now make up one-fifth of all interna-
tional students in the UK, with over 700,000 students 
having studied in the UK over the past decade(20). 

However, our UK stakeholders pointed out that - mainly 
as a result of China’s COVID-19 restrictions - we are also 
seeing a decrease in the ability of UK students to visit 
China and study the language and culture. This risks 
creating a ‘lost generation’ of UK students with an under-
standing of China, and is likely to continue to impact the 
low level of Mandarin language capabilities in the UK - a 
2017 British Council survey showed that just 1% of 18-34 
year olds in the UK spoke Mandarin as a second language 
at a level sufficient to hold a conversation(21).

Given linguistic understanding also brings with it broader 
understanding of a country, its culture and its people, 
this lack of understanding at both a people and a polit-
ical level emerged as a key barrier to future productive 
UK-China engagement. It is also likely to play a role in 
impacting broader attitudes towards China. For example, 
the British Foreign Policy Group’s recent annual report 
found that 45% of Britons believe Russia and China pose 
the same level of threat to the UK, whilst less than a fifth 
(19%) of Britons support Chinese economic engagement 
and financial investment in the UK(22).

The impact of this lack of people-to-people engagement 
on the UK’s Levelling Up agenda will also be discussed 
in the following chapter.

“
The proudest thing for me has been how 
our leaders reacted and led from the 
front in responding during and after the 
COVID pandemic. They went above 
and beyond to ensure the safety of 
themselves, the staff, their families, and 
everyone we came into contact with.

Being a British Pakistani and following 
the Islamic faith, the company have 
always assisted me, i.e allowing me 
time for my prayers, accommodating 
my needs during the month of Ramadan 
when I’m fasting and during this time 
they have allocated me a space within 
the office for prayers.

They’ve always encouraged me to bring 
my whole self to work, and I genuinely 
feel that I am part of a family.    
 
                                                     

                                                            ”
Afzal Ashraf, Accountant, BCEGI

(19) Higher Education Statistics Authority, ‘Where do higher education students come from?’ February 2022
(20) China-Britain Business Council, ‘UK-China Trade and Investment: key facts‘ , September 2022
(21) British Council, ‘Languages for the future‘ , 2017
(22) British Foreign Policy Group, ‘UK public opinion on foreign policy and global affairs’ , June 2022



A Two-Way Relationship Bringing 
Mutual Benefits
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The development of Chinese companies in the UK is not 
one-sided. It creates a two-way relationship which brings 
mutual benefits to both Chinese and the UK stakeholders.

Chinese companies highly value the 
experience of operating in the UK, which 
gives them the opportunity to draw 
experience from industry best practice 

Chinese companies recognise that the UK’s business 
environment is highly developed with a rich history. 
By operating in the UK, they are exposed to the best 
practices and top players in their industry, usually at 
a global level. They see great value in this experience, 
which provides them with learnings that can be applied 
to enhance their operations worldwide.

For example, the financial institutions we interviewed 
have highlighted key learnings from their UK operations 
in relation to the regulatory environment, compliance 
procedures, risk management models and operational 
resilience practices.

Chinese companies have also shared 
experiences to support the development of 
their UK counterparts 

A number of companies interviewed also mentioned 
examples where they shared management models, 
procedures and experience with their UK teams to 
help them operate more efficiently. This has proven to 
improve the productivity at those companies without 
compromising on quality. 

Our UK stakeholder interviews also highlighted 
learnings for the UK in China’s development of Freeports 
and special economic zones to drive regional growth, 
which will be discussed in more detail in the Levelling 
Up section of the following chapter. 

“
The market, business model and 
regulatory environment in the UK 
are highly mature and developed. 
The experience of operating in the 
UK has helped us to improve our 
competitiveness as a global company.    
            
                                                          

                                                            ”
Hao Wu, Deputy Head of Financial 

Institutions, China Construction Bank 

London Branch
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Partnering with local businesses has 
proven to be a model that delivers on both 
economic and social impacts

A good example of this is the partnership between 
Chinese company BYD and bus manufacturer ADL.

As of August 2022, the partnership has received over 
1,400 electric bus orders, covering locations across the 
UK including Liverpool, Birmingham, Cambridge and 

Glasgow(23). The partnership model has helped the busi-
nesses to comply with public procurement rules and the 
wider policy environment, whilst delivering a solution 
to the increasing demand for zero emission vehicles, 
underpinning jobs in the UK, and developing skills in 
the growing market for clean vehicle technology.

Mechanisms such as the Shanghai-London Stock 
Connect - as discussed in more detail earlier in this 
chapter - are also key to driving connectivity. 

(23) NFI, ‘Sky staff shuttles go electric with BYD ADL partnership, Dawsongroup and Cobra‘ , August 2022

“
We are open to working with suppliers from any country. China and 
the UK each have their own strengths in the supply chain which 
complement one another, so we should see it more as collaboration 
than as competition. 

Having more local suppliers here in the UK would also benefit us. We 
are willing to help our UK partners to strengthen their capabilities as this 
can only be beneficial for our investments and projects here in the UK.    
 
                                                     

                                                                                                                ”
Jingyu Guo, Chief UK Representative, China Huaneng Group
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As Chinese companies look to build on the founda-
tions built over the past 50 years - as discussed in the 
previous section - this chapter will delve into two key 
themes which have stood out across both interviews 
and the annual survey. These are also areas which 
present particular potential for mutually beneficial 
China-UK collaboration. 

Whilst there is no sign that geopolitical challenges 
will disappear as an issue any time soon, these focus 
areas provide opportunities for recalibration and 
collaboration, particularly given the very real economic 
and social benefits of China-UK collaboration to tackle 
shared issues such as the rising cost of living, regional 
inequalities and Net Zero goals.

For the first time since this report was 
launched in 2020, this year has seen a 
targeted focus on two key hot topics 
(Levelling Up and Net Zero)

‘Levelling Up’ - or the UK government’s goal to equal-
ise opportunities across the UK regions, as well as the 
acceleration and development of Net Zero targets to 
limit or negate carbon emissions in both the UK and 
China, were consistently identified as key areas of focus 
across both the annual survey and interviews. Across 
our research, there was an emphasis on China-UK 
engagement and collaboration becoming more - not 
less - important in what is an increasingly challenging 
geopolitical environment.

You can read more about the detail around these 
policies in this chapter, whilst these two areas also 
comprised a new section of our annual survey, which 
can be viewed in full in the Appendix. 

“
Whilst engagement has become 
increasingly challenging, both the UK 
and China should be aware that dialling 
back on engagement will only make 
things worse.                

                                                          

                                                            ”
Steven Lynch, British Chamber China, July 2022



With Chinese companies increasingly 
focused on greening their operations, a 
greater understanding of Levelling Up could 
bring clear benefits across the UK regions 

From green finance to battery storage to electric vehi-
cles, we have seen multiple examples of how Chinese 
companies with a presence across the UK are contrib-
uting to both regional growth and development and 
the Net Zero agenda. 

With many UK regions having Net Zero targets that are 
ahead of the UK-wide target of 2050 (2045 for Scotland, 
2038 for Manchester), there are clear opportunities 

here. Across our interviews Levelling Up strategy and 
Net Zero were regularly perceived as mutually con-
nected areas of opportunity. 

However, despite opportunities in this space, barriers 
remain. 8/10 of companies surveyed are headquartered 
in London, with the majority stating that they both do 
not have a regional presence and do not have current 
plans to invest in the regions. There was also a limited 
awareness of what Levelling Up means and the support 
that can be accessed to facilitate regional growth and 
investment. There therefore remains more to be done in 
this area - to bring benefits both for Chinese companies 
and across the UK regions.
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“
We have invested in the construction of the largest battery 
energy storage project in the UK. We see cooperating with UK 
companies across the regions as a key way to drive growth and 
solve problems in the renewable energy sector.             

                                                          

                                                                                                       ”
Jingyu Guo, Chief UK Representative, China Huaneng Group 



Levelling Up 
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The Levelling Up agenda is wide-ranging 
and ambitious, providing a broad range of 
opportunities

The government’s ‘Levelling Up’ strategy was first 
articulated in the Conservative Party 2019 manifesto, 
promising an “agenda for Levelling Up every part of 
the UK.” This agenda has been further developed in its 
February 2022 ‘Levelling Up the United Kingdom’ White 
Paper, which emphasised the UK-wide importance 
of this flagship policy, as well as highlighting its focus 
on reducing geographic, economic, social and health 
inequalities. Its ultimate goals of making the UK a more 
equal and fair place to live - regardless of place of birth 
- are to be achieved by 2030. 

Specific areas which the Levelling Up agenda will focus 
on include greater investment outside of London - and 
greater regional control over the direction of these 

investments - as part of a £4.8bn Levelling Up fund. The 
government has also pledged to accelerate investment in 
skills through apprenticeships and job training, £123m of 
targeted support for farming and fishing industries, and 
the creation of Freeports to help deprived communities, 
described by then Chancellor Rishi Sunak as providing 
“an unprecedented economic boost across the UK(1).” 
The potential economic benefits of this are significant, it 
has been estimated that improving sectoral productivity 
to industry median levels across some UK regions could 
add £71.6bn - or around 3.4% of GDP in 2023 - to the 
UK’s yearly output(2).

In line with existing government plans, Chinese com-
panies have identified a number of key areas where 
they would most benefit from investment: particularly 
around transport and infrastructure (including improved 
Wi-Fi coverage), a greater focus on Net Zero, and the 
developments of Freeports. 

(1) BBC News, ‘What is Levelling Up and how is it going?’ , June 2022 
(2) PwC, ‘UK economic outlook‘ , September 2022

Key areas of government focus relevant to Chinese company growth

▲ Source: survey question 39
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Across key areas such as transport 
investment and carbon capture, there 
is a clear convergence of UK and 
Chinese priorities 

The main areas where Chinese companies would most 
benefit from UK investment in the regions are those 
where we are already seeing China-UK collaboration. For 
example, BYD’s involvement in the electric bus market 
across the UK’s regions - as discussed previously - plays 
into goals both to improve transport infrastructure and 
to develop the Net Zero agenda.

Chinese companies also expressed enthusiasm for fur-
ther involvement in the Net Zero strategy in the regions. 
This could be in areas such as  contributing to carbon 
capture clusters in the North East, which is a shared gov-
ernment priority for both countries. The UK government 
has invested over £130m in R&D and innovation support 
for carbon capture projects since 2011(3), whilst China 
has identified this as a key part of its broader efforts to 
become carbon neutral by 2060, completing its first off-
shore carbon capture site in June 2022(4). 

Europe and China have a long history of 
learning from one another on the development 
of Freeports, making this a potential area 
for mutually beneficial collaboration

Freeports - or designated areas around the UK’s borders 
where different economic regulations, such as tax relief, 
business rates retention and investment support - apply, 
are a further area identified by Chinese companies that 
the UK sees as key to its future competitiveness. This also 
plays into wider opportunities around Net Zero with - for 
example - our UK stakeholders identifying future oppor-
tunities for Chinese investment around green hydrogen 
production in Teeside at the UK’s biggest Freeport.

They also described the wider potential for shared 
learning around the development of Freeports. Whilst 
China today has some of the world’s most advanced 
framework around free trade zones and Freeports, in the 
early days of their development this was seen as an area 
where China could learn from the West. In 1980, Jiang 
Zemin - who would later become China’s president - 
visited Shannon’s Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in 1980 
and undertook a training course on how to develop free 
trade zones. China’s first SEZ in Shenzhen opened the 
same year, with these zones successfully used to accel-
erate development across Chinese regions(5). China’s 
policy over recent decades towards its Tier 2 cities and 
use of SEZs for regional development provide learnings 
for the UK in line with its Levelling Up strategy. 

“
Levelling Up is not about making 
every part of the UK the same… it is 
about the success of the whole country: 
realising the potential of every place 
and every person across the UK, 
building on their unique strengths, 
spreading opportunities for individuals 
and businesses, and celebrating every 
single city, town and village’s culture. 
This will make the economy stronger, 
more equal and more resilient, and 
lengthen and improve people’s lives.                 

                                                          

                                                            ”
HM Government, ‘Levelling Up the United 

Kingdom,’ February 2022

(3) Gov.uk, ‘UK carbon capture, usage and storage‘ , February 2019
(4) Reuters, ‘China’s CNOOC completes first offshore carbon capture site’ , June 2022
(5) The Guardian, ‘Shannon - a tiny Irish town inspires China’s economic boom‘ , April 2016
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For example, since the Chinese government designated 
a special economic zone (Binhai New Area) in greater 
Tianjin - what was then a ‘tier 2’ city in Northern China - its 
GDP has skyrocketed - increasing 138% from 2009-2016 
to $270.45bn, with foreign investment more than doubling 
from $9bn in 2009 to $21.1bn in 2015(6). The use of special 
economic zones and targeted investment in Tianjin has 
also paid dividends. For example, investment in intelli-
gent manufacturing has led to continued growth - in the 
first half of 2021 the added value of high-tech industries 
(manufacturing) grew by 24.4% YOY(7).

The focus on targeted development of specific indus-
tries and sectors within regions, compared with more 
generic investment in areas such as infrastructure 
and transport, could be a learning for the UK as it also 
seeks to propel economic growth in its regions. This is 
particularly the case given the increase in Chinese com-
panies setting up their headquarters outside of London 
between 2000 and 2020 (see chapter 2 for more detail), 
creating a clear path for Chinese investment in the UK 
to play into both the government’s Levelling Up strategy 
and the UK’s broader competitiveness. 

Levelling Up also bears some similarities 
with China’s ‘common prosperity’ strategy, 
providing further potential for wider 
strategic collaboration, particularly around 
a longer-term industrial strategy and 
workforce upskilling

The UK’s focus on regional development and equal-
ising of opportunity also has some resemblance to 

China’s domestic common prosperity strategy - again 
suggesting potential for future China-UK collab-
oration and sharing of best practice in this space. 
Specifically, a key element of this strategy includes: 
“promoting balanced development across the regions,” 
through - for example - more affordable public services, 
income distribution and technological innovation(8).

China’s focus on common prosperity and the UK’s focus 
on Levelling Up therefore provide opportunities for revi-
talising the regions as part of a wider shared industrial 
strategy. This was a key theme of our UK stakeholder 
interviews, which centred around the need for a clearer 
industrial strategy. Instead of just bringing low-skilled, 
low-paid jobs to the regions, or creating employment 
through short-term ‘sticking plaster’ investment pro-
jects, it is instead key to move towards upskilling the 
wider workforce: raising awareness of opportunities and 
improving aspirations. We can already see how over-
seas investment from traditional industry can bring clear 
regional benefits in new sectors or strategic priorities 
with - for example - Jingye’s acquisition of Scunthorpe’s 
British Steel back in 2020 providing tangible, long-term 
investment and workforce upskilling in new areas. 
Jingye has recently announced £80m of further invest-
ment(9), along with a plan to recruit 80 graduates and 
apprentices in the region as part of its broader strategy 
to deliver Net Zero steel by 2050(10).

This also aligns with the government’s plans to upskill 
the UK workforce - with a recent pledge to invest £3bn 
as part of a “skills revolution(11).” In our survey, 14% of 
companies also identified skills training for employees 
as a key area where the Levelling Up agenda could 
benefit them.
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(6) 1421 Consulting, ‘Tier 2 cities in China: new opportunities’ , May 2018
(7) China Briefing, ‘Investing in Tianjin: China city spotlight’ , December 2021
(8) LSE, ‘Decoding China’s common prosperity drive’ , April 2022
(9) BBC News, ‘Scunthorpe: £80m British Steel investment is ‘game changer’ says firm’ , June 2022
(10) British Steel, ‘British Steel launches recruitment drive for 80 graduates and apprentices’ , May 2022
(11) City AM, ‘Budget: Government to invest £3bn in “skills revolution’ , October 2021



Our interview with Tom Wedgwood - co-founder of 
clean technology company Catching Light and part 
of the historic Wedgwood family - also highlighted 
the importance of leveraging existing technology 
and know-how across both countries and exploring 
opportunities in the regions outside of traditional 
collaboration or investment paths. For example, a 
Chinese solar technology company could partner 
with a UK ceramics company in Stoke-on-Trent to 
both bring down operational costs and lower their 
carbon footprint - bringing long-term benefits to both 
sides. More broadly, the wider potential for combining 
Chinese innovation with UK long-standing expertise to 
revitalise traditional UK industries like textiles, as part 
of a sustainable, global strategy for the UK regions, 
was also identified. 

Overall, across our UK stakeholder interviews, it was 
seen as key that, rather than having a vaguely defined 
Levelling Up strategy with short-term investment across 
common areas, longer-term and sustainable value could 
instead be found in a recalibration of where each region’s 
strengths lie. This could include a rebranding of its key 
sectors and successful business models, a development 
of free trade zones focusing on specific industries and 
existing regional capabilities and China-UK collaboration 
playing to the strengths of both sides. This was viewed as 
crucial to provide sustainable, long-term, regional growth. 

Despite the opportunities identified, more 
can be done to raise awareness and help 
businesses to capture opportunities

Perhaps because of this lack of a clear definition of what 
Levelling Up means strategically for specific companies 
and regions in the longer term, awareness of this concept 
amongst companies surveyed remains low. When asked 
about their understanding of Levelling Up in our annual 
survey, 28% had never heard of it (compared with 0% who 
had never heard of Net Zero), with just 8% expressing a 

clear understanding of this strategy (compared with the 
26% who expressed a clear understanding of Net Zero). 

This general understanding of the concept of levelling 
up but limited understanding of its policy implications 
or impact on their company (despite existing regional 
operations) was also reflected in our Chinese company 
interviews. For example, a Chinese energy company 
with significant operations in the UK regions - stated 
that whilst it is useful to see the strategy direction of the 
levelling up agenda, it remains too early to say what the 
impact will be on their company. 
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“
Whilst the will is there to create jobs 
and invest in sustainable, green growth 
in the regions, we are lacking practical 
solutions to make this happen. This 
is an area where Chinese green 
technology and the UK’s infrastructure 
and planned investment in the regions 
could maximise value for both sides.                 
                                                                                   
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                         ”
Tom Wedgwood, Catching Light Co-founder 

and part of the historic Wedgwood family, 

August 2022
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Similarly, a construction company we spoke to high-
lighted the importance of communication of this policy 
and the need for a better understanding of how to 
access and leverage resources, along with a more 
targeted regional approach. They added that differing 
approaches from local and central governments makes 
it hard to understand how best to approach urban 
regeneration programmes.

This limited awareness of levelling up is not restricted 
to Chinese companies, however. When asked about 
this policy in a December 2021 YouGov poll, 24% of 
Britons had never heard of this policy, whilst 50% were 
not completely sure what it meant - levels of awareness 
that broadly align with the Chinese company responses 
above. Just 7% of YouGov respondents perceived 
levelling up as indicating an increase in spending in their 
communities, with most (44%) saying that it will make 
no difference. This disconnect between the rhetoric 
and the numbers is supported by data: Department for 
Levelling up figures show that - in the year to March 
2022 - the South East of England (Britain’s most affluent 
region outside of London), received more than twice as 
much money from the levelling up fund as the North 
East (Britain’s poorest region by disposable household 
income). The £4.8bn fund was also found to have only 
delivered £107m in its first year of operation(12).

Despite this awareness gap, Chinese 
companies are already making significant 
contributions in the regions - particularly 
Scotland - and are committed to making 
further investment

From CISDI UK Ltd’s role in the UK’s iron and steel 
industry, to Bank of China’s network of regional 
branches: Chinese companies highlighted in our annual 
survey their ongoing involvement in economic develop-
ment across the UK regions. This suggests that - despite 
a lack of awareness of the nuances of the Levelling Up 

strategy - Chinese companies are both present in the 
regions and planning on future investment.

In our questionnaire, over 40% of companies surveyed 
had operations in the regions, with over 30% indicating 
plans to invest and expand in the regions. The top region 
where both Chinese companies have a presence and 
plan to invest in was Scotland (24% and 13% of compa-
nies respectively).

Overall, a sense remains that both the UK and China 
will miss out on mutually valuable opportunities if the 
Chinese presence in and enthusiasm for continued 
investment in the regions is not leveraged. 

The particular interest in Scotland as both an existing 
base and a target for future investment for Chinese 
companies in the UK could reflect:

▪ Scotland’s Net Zero targets and opportunities in 
the offshore wind space:
Echoing a theme of last year’s report, Scotland is 
seen as a particularly attractive target for investment 
in the renewables sector - renewables made up 
98.6% of its electricity consumption in 2020(13) and it 
aims to reach Net Zero by 2045, compared with 2050 
for the wider UK.

▪ Growth as a fintech hub:
Scotland is the second-largest fintech hub in the UK 
outside of London, with the number of fintech-focused 
small and medium-sized enterprises increasing by 
more than 50% between March 2020 and September 
2021(14). However, despite these opportunities, there 
may be more to do around Scotland’s wider promo-
tion of its financial service offerings to encourage 
future investment. A number of financial services 
companies in our survey commented that - given 
London’s status as a global financial hub - they have 
no plans to expand into the regions - despite potential 
opportunities in this space. 
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(12) The Guardian, ‘Revealed: Levelling Up fund allocated south-east England twice as much as north-east’ , September 2022
(13) BBC News, ‘Scotland’s 100% renewables electricity target narrowly missed’ , December 2021
(14) The Scotsman, ‘FinTech Scotland reports 50% surge in financial tech firms during pandemic’ , September 2021
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Understanding of Levelling Up and Net Zero 

Operations and investment plans outside of London and the Southeast 

▲ Source: survey questions 38 and 41

▲ Source: survey questions 36 and 37 
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With Northern Ireland an area where 
Chinese companies are making significant 
contributions, this may be a future area of 
regional growth

Nearly one-fifth (19%) of companies surveyed indicated 
that they had operations in Northern Ireland, with 10% 
indicating future plans to invest in this region. In August 
2022, a DIT / CCCUK visit to Belfast also highlighted 
both the current opportunities in this region and the 
wider potential for future collaboration. Northern Ireland 
is unique in the wider UK landscape given its position 
as a gateway to both the EU and the UK. It is the only 
region that is able to trade goods freely with both the UK 

and the EU - and it has seen greater economic growth 
than the rest of the UK since Britain left the EU, arguably 
reflecting this economically unique position. Its econ-
omy grew 1.4% in the July-September quarter of 2021, 
compared with 0.9% in Scotland, 0.6% in England and 
-0.3% in Wales(15). 

Key areas of particular growth and future focus for 
Chinese companies in Northern Ireland include 
advanced manufacturing, fintech - where it is the world’s 
top region for inward investment(16) - and cybersecurity. 
More than 1,100 international companies already suc-
cessfully operate in the region(16), with CCCUK’s recent 
visit highlighting the potential for the region as a key 
area of future growth for international companies.
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(15) Politico, ‘Northern Ireland economy outpacing post-Brexit Britain’ , June 2022
(16) Invest Northern Ireland, ‘Do business in Northern Ireland’ , Accessed August 2022

Chinese companies in Northern Ireland
SDC Trailers Limited - case study

Driving growth and employment across the regions

SDC Trailers Limited (a wholly owned subsidiary of 
CIMC Vehicles (Group) Co., Ltd) is headquartered in 
Toomebridge, Northern Ireland, with vehicle assem-
bly bases in Mansfield in the East Midlands and 
Southampton in the South East. It is the UK’s leading 
semi-trailer and parts manufacturer. 

SDC Trailers supports employment across the UK, with 
800 local employees. Its annual output is around 10,000 
vehicles, with a 2021 turnover of £182m and a projected 
2022 turnover of £250m - representing 37.3% growth. It 
plans to reinvest its profits locally. As part of a 3-year 
project - starting from 2021 - it plans to invest more than 
£30m in its UK operations, which will be used to expand 
product modularity, automate production lines (already 
completed), and promote the transition from traditional 
to intelligent manufacturing processes.

“ SDC Trailers has overcome many challenges in dif-
ficult times, since Covid epidemic in 2020, solved various 
operation and production problems, finally delivered our 
products to customers on time. As the No.1 semi-trailer 
manufacturer in UK market, we fulfilled our obliga-
tions and commitments to employees, customers, and the 
Industry but also through the adjustment and optimization 
of operational processes, nowadays our products & service 
have reached a higher level, myself being very proud of the 
team and having full of expectations for the future. „
Mr. Alan Zhang, 
The Chairman & CEO of SDC Trailers Ltd.                 



Outside of Scotland and Northern Ireland, opportunities 
for regional collaboration were also highlighted in our 
UK stakeholder interviews. For example, with infrastruc-
ture and transport connectivity key areas where Chinese 
companies have identified the importance of further 
investment in to drive their future growth, Chinese 
company BCEGI has played a key role in developing 
Manchester’s capabilities in this space as an equity 
and construction partner in the £1bn Airport City 
Manchester project. 

This development will deliver 5 million sq ft of offices, 
hotels, retail, advanced manufacturing and logistics 
facilities, as part of one of the UK’s biggest joint venture 
investments(17).  

With the ongoing impact of geopolitical 
challenges, it is key for companies to be 
able to navigate this landscape whilst 
contributing positively to the UK’s future 
competitiveness and regional growth

Whilst almost a third of companies reflected plans for 
further investment outside of London and the Southeast, 
there was also a sense that Chinese companies may be 
missing out on opportunities for future collaboration and 
investment due to geopolitical tensions and the increased 
impact and application of the NS&I Act across a range of 
sectors. When asked in our survey if there was anything 
else that local authorities could do to support their com-
pany’s growth outside of London, a number of companies 
highlighted geopolitics as a key factor impacting further 
regional investment - with 78% of companies highlighting 
this as a key challenge in our annual survey.

It is therefore key for Chinese companies to both 
navigate these challenges and raise awareness of 
their specific contributions - particularly where these 
contributions are in collaboration with local companies 
and have tangible benefits for the local economy (i.e. job 
creation, skills development). 

The importance of outside investment to revitalise 
regions and industries is also a key element of the 
UK’s post-Brexit, levelled up Global Britain strategy. 
For example, the Office for Investment was launched in 
November 2020 to encourage high-quality investment 
into the UK, whilst in October 2021 the autumn budget 
pledged a £1.4bn investment to encourage “interna-
tionally mobile companies to invest in the UK’s critical 
and most innovative industries, including life sciences 
and automotive(18).” There is clearly a role for overseas 
companies - including Chinese companies - to play in 
making this strategy a reality.
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(17) BCEGI, ‘Airport City Manchester’ , Accessed August 2022
(18) The Guardian, ‘Rishi Sunak to launch £1.4bn fund to attract more overseas investment’ , October 2021

“
Whilst Brexit has necessitated a 
recalibration of the UK’s relationship 
with both China and the rest of the 
world, it has also incentivised a more 
global outlook and continued strategic 
engagement with China. Overall, the 
future trajectory remains positive.          

                                                          

                                                            ”
Guy Dru Drury, Chief Representative for the 

CBI in China, Northeast and Southeast Asia, 

July 2022



Whilst Chinese companies and UK 
stakeholders reflected mixed attitudes 
towards the future, a number of key 
recommendations were highlighted 

▪ People-to-people exchange to support wider 
  China-UK understanding and intercultural 
  collaboration:
This includes encouraging students from underrep-
resented background across the UK regions to gain 
experience in China - supporting upskilling, language 
ability and the wider Levelling Up agenda.

 
▪ Better promotion of the work that Chinese   
  companies do:
Whilst Chinese companies pay a key role in Levelling 
Up and urban regeneration (i.e. BCEGI’s role in devel-
oping Middlewood Locks in Chapter 2), more should 
be done to raise awareness of this, and particularly to 
promote the benefits this brings to the UK.

▪ Working more closely with UK businesses / 
  exporters who are keen to do more to access the 
  China market: 
For example, Manchester China Forum highlighted in 
their interview high levels of turnout to a recent digital 
technology masterclass with Alibaba - suggesting 
enthusiasm for understanding what Chinese companies 
are doing in this space. More broadly, business mentor-
ing programmes for both UK and Chinese companies a 
further recommendation; covered in more detail in the 
recommendations section of the executive summary.

▪ Greater policy clarity:
Making clearer what Levelling Up means for Chinese 
companies and how they can best leverage it, particu-
larly given the low levels of awareness reflected both in 
our survey and across the wider UK public. Our inter-
views and survey responses have clearly highlighted 
the need for the UK government to have a structured 
roadmap around what Levelling Up means: for specific 
sectors, for collaboration between the UK and interna-
tional companies, and for accessing broader support.
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“
By connecting China-focused 
UK professionals and facilitating 
collaboration, exchange and new 
business opportunities, we hope to 
[keep]… the UK competitive by 
ensuring that our best and brightest 
have greater cultural understanding 
and strong global networks. 
 
More importantly, it will support 
more students from under-represented 
backgrounds gain experience in 
China, and in doing support the UK’s 
Levelling Up agenda.      

                                                          

                                                            ”
Jazreel Goh, Director: Education and Sports, 

British Council China, in an interview with the 

British Council



▪ Leveraging experience in China to help develop the 
  UK’s renewable goals: 
Across areas such as electric vehicles, battery storage 
and carbon capture - Chinese companies can bring the 
knowledge and know - how developed back in China 
to help drive the UK’s Net Zero aspirations.

▪ Supporting the rapid transition to Net Zero: 
The ongoing cost of living crisis and the Ukraine crisis 
have accelerated the need for a rapid transition to 
green energy and to collaborate in this space.
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Net Zero

Along with Levelling Up, another key strategic focus 
this year was the UK’s path to Net Zero and the role 
Chinese companies can play in both facilitating and 
accelerating this. Across our survey and interviews, this 
remains an important area for China-UK collaboration. 
This is particularly the case given both countries have 
ambitious Net Zero targets and recently hosted COP 
summits (in Glasgow and Kunming respectively) - 
emphasising a commitment to lead on the global stage 
in this area.

Chinese companies surveyed operate 
across a range of sectors and subsectors 
in the Net Zero space

This year we surveyed companies operating - either 
directly or indirectly - across a range of subsectors, 
including battery storage, sustainable aviation fuel, 
electric vehicles and onshore and offshore wind. Across 
companies surveyed, 15% were part of the energy (11%) 
and electricity (4%) sectors - up 50% from the 10% who 
selected these options in the 2021 survey. Outside of 
these core sectors, many companies also contributed 
to the Net Zero agenda in the wider work they do, for 
example financial services companies are becoming 
increasingly involved in the green finance space, as will 
be discussed in more detail in this chapter. 

Chinese companies remain committed to 
driving Net Zero across their UK business

As well as green finance, further areas where Chinese 
companies either currently or have the future capacity 
to play a key role in the Net Zero agenda include:

“
Reaching Net Zero requires a huge 
transition that will require a rewiring 
of the entire global economy… No one 
actor can achieve it alone. It requires a 
wider array of actions over time from 
multiple actors across the world - in 
both the public and private sectors.                                           

                                                          

                                                            ”
‘How can public and private sectors work 

together to accelerate us towards Net Zero?’ 

Colm Kelly and Emma Cox, PwC UK
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As seen in previous editions of this report, 
green finance remains a particular area of 
China-UK collaboration 

With around a quarter of companies surveyed describing 
providing or accessing green finance through London as 
a key opportunity around Net Zero - this is a key area of 
ongoing and future collaboration. For example, providing 
green finance support to the green economy was cited in 
our survey as a key strategic goal by China International 
Capital Corporation Limited (CICC), with the Belt and 
Road Initiative green investment principles continuing to 
be an important framework for potential future China-UK 
collaboration in the green investment space. 

This is an area where Chinese companies play a key role. 
For example, in November 2021 Bank of China opened 
the market at the London Stock Exchange to celebrate 
the listing of $2.2bn of Bank of China sustainable bonds. 
At the opening, Bank of China UK CEO Wenjian Fang 
described green finance as key to providing a “vibrant 
channel between the financial services industry and 
protection of the environment harnessed to sustainable 
economic growth(19).”

The Shanghai-London Stock Connect could also play 
a role in accessing financing for companies with aspi-
rations to drive the transition to a green economy. Our 
interview with LSEG’s Dr Robert Barnes highlighted 
that since the launch of the Shanghai-London Stock 
Connect in 2019, the majority of listings have been 
companies that help to promote the transition to a 
low carbon economy. For example, the most recent 
listing on the Shanghai-London Stock Connect in July 
2022 - MingYang Smart Energy - also recently signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the 
Department for International Trade (DIT) around coop-
eration in the offshore wind sector(20). 

(19) London Stock Exchange, ‘London Stock Exchange welcomes Bank of China celebrating the listing of USD 2.2 Billion of Sustainable Bonds’ , 
       November 2021
(20) MingYang Smart Energy, ‘MingYang enters UK offshore wind market with major investment plans and MoU with government’ , December 2021

“
Whether it’s the Green Finance Institute 
or the number of listings on the London 
Stock Exchange, financial services is one 
of our strengths. London is where it is 
happening and where the opportunities 
and momentum continue to be.   
                                                          

                                                            ”
Sir William Russell, co-chair of the UK-China 

Green Finance Taskforce, July 2022

“
With 60% of GDR listings through 
the Shanghai-London Stock Connect 
accredited with the London Stock 
Exchange’s Green Economy Mark, we 
can see that sustainable finance and 
investing continue to be an important 
focus for investors and need a coordi-
nated global response to continue to scale.

                                                          

                                                            ”
Dr Robert Barnes, London Stock Exchange 

Group, August 2022
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(21) CCCUK data
(22) Climate Bonds Initiative and China Central Depository & Clearing Research Centre, ‘China green bond market report 2021. ’ , July 2022

“
For commercial banks, the opportunities 
brought by Net Zero have two aspects. 
Firstly, we see increasing investment and 
financing business opportunities, mainly 
from traditional energy customers and green 
and low-carbon industries. 

Secondly, banks are making green and low-
carbon adjustments to their own business 
models, in line with their Net Zero goals. 
This transformation allows us to ensure our 
long-term sustainable viability.

                                                            

                                                                     ”
Wenjian Fang,

General Manager, Bank of China London Branch,

CEO, Bank of China (UK) Limited.

$4.28bn
total value of the 9 green bonds issued by 
Bank of China, ICBC, Agricultural Bank of 
China and Shanghai Pudong Development 
Bank in London between 2015 and 2019(21)

186%
increase in the value of China-issued green 
bonds when comparing 2020 and 2021 - the 
fastest growth across all major markets(22)

 

2nd

in 2021, China ranked as the world’s             
second largest green bond market,              
only behind the US(22)

In line with its strategic goals mentioned above, CICC 
supported MingYang in the issuing of its first GDR, help-
ing it to open up international financing channels and 
contribute to offshore wind development in the UK. This 
is an excellent example of Chinese companies working 
together in the UK to support the wider Net Zero agenda.

As highlighted in our UK stakeholder interviews, pri-
mary and secondary capital markets will play a key role 
in leveraging Net Zero in order to build a longer-term 
sustainable financial model. This is a space where 

both the UK and China have a role to play. Moreover, 
despite the focus on London as the UK’s financial 
centre, when discussing the Levelling Up agenda with 
our UK stakeholders, green finance was also cited as a 
potential facet of the Levelling Up strategy and an area 
of future development outside of London, suggesting 
that this may be an area with potential for future invest-
ment. For example, the Scottish government recently 
launched a new taskforce to transition Scotland to 
becoming a world leader in green and sustainable 
financial services. 
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Outside of green finance, achievements 
highlighted in the Net Zero space are 
wide-ranging, and emphasise the broad 
spectrum of activities Chinese companies 
are involved in in the UK 

As part of this year’s survey, companies were asked to 
highlight their key achievements around Net Zero. Some 
highlights are noted below:

▪ PetroChina: 
Establishment of a biodiesel trading team in 2016, 
becoming the main bioenergy supplier in the Euro-
pean market.

 
▪ China Aviation Fuel (Europe) Ltd:
Development of bio jet fuel and wider supply chain 
investment to support Net Zero goals.

▪ CISDI UK Ltd: 
Investment in R&D around low carbon iron production.

▪ Sungrow: 
Offering and installing solar PV inverters solutions, 
energy storage and EV charging systems across the 
UK - supporting the UK’s wider transition to low car-
bon generation.

▪ China Telecom Europe:
Support for the development of smart cities and 
e-mobility in Europe, helping to promote greener 
transportation solutions.

A company operating in the consumer discretionary 
sector also noted how they have accessed government 
subsidies to invest in net zero technology and educa-
tional projects across their regional operations.

The latter example in particular shows how government 
support and awareness of this support can drive further 
contributions to both the Levelling Up and Net Zero 
agenda. This remains an area where more can be done 
giving the low levels of awareness of these policies, as 
discussed in more detail earlier in this section.

Commitment to Net Zero can play into the 
UK’s post-Brexit global position, with a role 
for both the UK and Chinese companies 

With the UK’s March 2021 Integrated Review setting out 
its framework for a “tilt” to the Indo-Pacific, Net Zero is 
likely to play a key role in future UK engagement with 
Southeast Asia. As the Integrated Review comments: 
“the shift to a green global economy requires action 
from everyone – from the largest and most advanced 
economies to developing countries and small island 
developing states, across governments, businesses and 
individual citizens.”

“
Based on IoT links and smart controller 
terminals, China Telecom Europe pro-
vides professional technical support for 
smart cities and digital urban transport. 
We are actively involved in green energy 
mobility and zero carbon emission modes 
of transport, combining user behaviour 
and insurance solutions through transport 
and user behaviour data collection to 
improve road safety conditions and 
promote the shared ride business model. 

Our work has helped to transform 31% 
of the last mile of car journeys in a single 
UK city to e-scooter journeys.

                                                             ”
Charlie Cao, Director, China Telecom Europe
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A better understanding of how national security 
concerns marry with the need for investment and 
collaboration is key. Greater policy support in this 
sector is viewed as key, with over a third of companies 
(38%) selecting “better understanding of local 
authority plans to transition to Net Zero” as the most 
valuable way that they could leverage opportunities 
in this space. More broadly, across interviews and 
questionnaire comments, a need was highlighted 
for a greater awareness and promotion of changing 
regulations and incentives. For example, a company 
operating in the shipping sector highlighted challenges 
around meeting new regulations designed to make the 
shipping industry greener, such as adopting engine 
power limit to meet new Energy Efficiency eXisting 
ship Index (EEXI) standards. 

Our UK stakeholders highlighted how greater UK 
engagement in Southeast Asia could also play into a 
more productive and economically beneficial China 
strategy. Singapore, Vietnam and Indonesia in particular 
are key to UK global engagement with renewables, Net 
Zero, fintech and green tech all particular opportunities 
for collaboration. These are all areas where Chinese 
companies already play a role in the UK - as discussed 
across this report - meaning that lessons can be taken 
from these existing examples of successful collaboration 
to support broader regional engagement.

In terms of trading relationships, the Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) - an £18tn free 
trade agreement covering countries across the Asia-
Pacific, including China, was cited as a mechanism to 
allow the UK - through its existing free trade agreements 
- to have more opportunities to both collaborate with the 
regions and engage more productively with China around 
good governance and trade. This is particularly the case 
given UK-China trade is continuing to increase despite 
economic challenges. Given China’s existing ties to the 
region - and the fact that both the UK and China are hoping 
to join the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) trade agreement, there 
is potential for more productive and strategic engagement 
outside of the bilateral China-UK relationship. 

There is a wider need to provide clarity 
on regulations, particularly where they 
connect to national security concerns 

Unsurprisingly - given it has emerged as a consistent 
theme across all segments of this report - geopolitical 
challenges were seen as negatively impacting further 
collaboration in the Net Zero space. For example, 
companies operating in the energy sector were frus-
trated by their desire to contribute versus the potential 
restrictions of the NS&I Act. Whilst there was an under-
standing of the strategic importance of the energy 
sector, there was a frustration that fully transparent 
subsectors without any impact on the UK’s national 
security could still be impacted by these increasingly 
strict regulations.

“
The Ram Quarter developed by 
Greenland offers residents a contribu-
tion from its ‘Go Green’ fund, which 
can be used to purchase bicycles and 
take public transportation to encourage 
residents to travel more sustainably, 
whilst 50% of the parking spaces in our 
development also have EV charging 
capability. Our residential buildings are 
also energy-efficient, with more than 
95% reaching EPC grade B or above.

                                                          ”
Enna Luo, Strategy Director, Greenland (UK) 

Investment Limited



As with Levelling Up, there was also a sense that 
greening company operations is a broad concept with 
multiple definitions, meaning that challenges remain 
around actually quantifying the progress made around 
emissions reduction.

Therefore, despite enthusiasm around the opportunities 
around the Net Zero transition, and multiple examples 
of how companies are already contributing to both 
lowering their carbon emissions and providing green 
solutions in the UK and worldwide, some specific issues 
highlighted around the Net Zero transition include:

▪ A lack of internationally agreed upon standards for 
green projects.  A programme such as the EU’s ‘Fit for 
55’ package, which provides specific direction around 
how companies can arrive at Net Zero, was viewed as a 
good example of public and private sector collaboration 
around tangible steps to meet Net Zero goals, and is 
something the UK could look to incorporate into its 
wider path to Net Zero.

▪ Higher costs in the short-term to reach their green
goals. This was viewed as a key challenge around 
both greening their environment (i.e. investing in 
energy efficient transport for employees and in 
investing in a wider sustainable business strategy). 
Given the rapidly rising cost of living and inflation - 
cited by a third of companies surveyed as one of the 
key challenges facing their organisation - this is likely 
to only increase as a barrier to committing to further 
Net Zero goals.

▪ Improving infrastructure to support Net Zero goals. 
For example, lack of charging infrastructure in the UK 
for electric vehicles was highlighted as a challenge 
which both discouraged companies from encouraging 
staff to use electric vehicles and impacted companies 

operating in the electric vehicle space. Whilst the 
UK’s electric vehicle infrastructure strategy pledges 
a minimum of 300,000 public charges by 2030, 
supported by a £950m rapid charging funding and 
£500m of support for local authorities(23), infrastructure 
is currently patchy outside of London and the 
Southeast. The Northeast currently has just 3.1% 
of the UK’s charge points, the lowest of any British 
region, compared to London and the Southeast with 
42.5%(24), with this remaining a key barrier to broader 
EV consumer take-up.

Given the rapid evolution of  policy and 
regulation in this space, and enthusiasm 
from both the UK and China alike to develop 
further here, there is hope that this can be 
a mutually beneficial issue that transcends 
political tensions 

Highlighted consistently across stakeholder interviews 
were the myriad of opportunities in this space. In line 
with broader investments in green finance, there are 
notable opportunities for Chinese companies to to 
invest, build capacity and leverage finance around both 
Net Zero and Levelling Up. Across areas such as carbon 
capture, offshore wind (where China commissioned 
80% of all new capacity in 2021(25)) and green hydrogen, 
mutual opportunity was consistently identified. 

However, with the recent announcement of a new 
Prime Minister in the UK and the calling off of the latest 
chapter of economic talks with China (which were to 
have been the first China-UK Economic and Financial 
Dialogue since 2019), it remains unclear how much of 
this potential for China-UK collaboration across the Net 
Zero and Levelling Up space will be realised. 
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(23) HM Government, ‘Taking charge: the electric vehicle infrastructure strategy’ , 2022
(24) BBC News, ‘County Durham secures funding for 100 electric vehicle charging points’ , August 2022
(25) Nikkei Asia, ‘China breezes to the lead of offshore wind power race’ , June 2022
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DISCLAIMER:

Survey data presented below shows the situation of entities surveyed, and 
is not intended to represent the overall situation of all Chinese enterprises 
in the UK.

Note: Questions 1-3 contain confidential data from which survey respondents 
may be identifiable and are therefore not presented below. 
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0 3% 6% 9% 12% 15%

QUESTION 4: Which industry does your UK company mainly operate in?

Banking

Financial Services

Oil, Gas, Coal, Renewables
 and Alternative Energy

Telecommunications

Transportation and Logistics

Media and Publishing

Technology

Professional Services

Construction and Materials

Industrial Goods and
Services

Electricity

Health Care

Insurance

Real Estate

Automobiles and Parts

Education Services

Industrial Materials, Metal
and Mining

12.67%

11.39%

11.39%

7.59%

7.59%

7.59%

5.06%

5.06%

5.06%

5.06%

3.80%

3.80%

3.80%

3.80%

3.80%

1.27%

1.27%
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0

20%

10%

40%

30%

70%

60%

80%

50%

QUESTION 5: Where are your UK headquarters located?

QUESTION 6: When did you first set up in the UK?

2.53%

After 2020:

1.27%

1970-1979:

1.27%

Before 1970:

7.59%

1980-1989:

7.59%

1990-1999:

32.91%

2015-2020:

22.79%

2000-2009:

24.05%

2010-2014:

Greater
London

East of
England

Southeast Southwest West
Midlands

NortheastEast
Midlands

NorthwestNorthern
Ireland

Yorkshire
and the
Humber

1.27%1.27%1.27%1.27%1.27%2.53%2.53%3.79% 3.79%

81.01%



PART 4: APPENDIX 63

QUESTION 8: Approximately what percentage of your employees identify as Chinese (with 
Chinese nationality or ethnicity, including expats from China)?

43.04%

<20:

34.18%

71%-100%:

0%

1000+:

6.33%

501-1000:

11.39%

101-500:

16.46%

51-100:

22.78%

20-50:

15.19%

<10%:

6.33%

10%-20%:

17.72%

21%-50%:

26.58%

51%-70%:

QUESTION 7: How many employees does your UK business have?
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QUESTION 10: Approximately what percentage of your senior management team identify 
themselves as Chinese (with Chinese nationality or ethnicity, including expats from China)?

QUESTION 9: Of your Chinese employees, approximately what percentage are expat 
from China?

49.37%

71%-100%:

10.13%

<10%:

3.80%

10%-20%:

22.78%

21%-50%:

13.92%

51%-70%:

22.78%

71%-100%:

34.18%

<10%:

10.13%

10%-20%:

10.13%

51%-70%:

22.78%

21%-50%:
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QUESTION 12: How has your UK revenue in 2021 changed compared to 2020?

Significantly increased
(by >20%)

Marginally increased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Stable
(change within 5%)

Marginally decreased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Significantly decreased
(by >20%)

Not applicable - UK presence
established in 2020

22.79%

17.72%

32.91%

7.60%

13.92%

5.06%

21.52%

£100m+:

40.51%

<£5m:

5.06%

£5m-£10m:

11.39%

£50m-£100m:

21.52%

£10m-£50m:

QUESTION 11: What was your company’s annual UK revenue in 2021 (in £’m)? 
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QUESTION 14: Which of the following best describes your company’s profitability in the 
UK in 2021 compared to your global profitability in the same period?

QUESTION 13: Which of the following best describes your company’s profitability in the 
UK (as measured by profit before tax in your annual accounts) in 2021?

Significantly higher

Marginally higher

On par

Marginally lower

Significantly lower

N/A - we do not have a
 presence outside of the UK

6.33%

11.39%

30.38%

32.91%

15.19%

3.80%

31.65%

Loss making:

48.10%

Profitable:

20.25%

Breakeven:
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QUESTION 16: Which of the following best describes your company’s profit before tax in 
the UK in 2021 compared to 2020?

QUESTION 15: How is the profit generated by your UK business used?

All profit (100%) is reinvested in the UK

Majority (50-99%) is reinvested in the UK

Equally split between the UK and China

Majority (50-99%) is transferred to China

All (100%) profit is transferred to China

44.30%

29.11%

7.60%

8.86%

10.13%

3.79%

Not applicable - 
UK presence established in 2021:

40.51%

Improved:

15.19%

Deteriorated:

40.51%

Unchanged:
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0 10% 20% 30% 70%60%40% 50%

QUESTION 18: Regarding your UK business, who makes the key strategic decisions and 
where are they made?

QUESTION 17: Which of the following best describes your company’s capital expenditure / 
investment in the UK in 2021 compared to 2020?

8.86%

By the local management 
team in the UK:

36.71%

By the group management 
team in China:

54.43%

Jointly made by management 
teams in the UK and China:

6.33%

13.92%

62.03%

8.86%

6.33%

2.53%

Significantly increased
(by >20%)

Marginally increased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Stable
(change within 5%)

Marginally decreased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Significantly decreased
(by >20%)

Not applicable - UK presence
established in 2021
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QUESTION 20: Does your company plan to make further investment in your existing UK 
presence in the next two years?

QUESTION 19: Regarding your UK business, who makes the key operational decisions and 
where are they made?

1.27%

No further investment,
and we plan to divest from

the UK in the next two years:

40.51%

Not sure:

16.45%

No further investment,
but we will keep our existing

presence in the UK:

41.77%

Yes:

32.91%

By the local management 
team in the UK:

21.52%

By the group management 
team in China:

45.57%

Jointly made by management 
teams in the UK and China:
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QUESTION 22: How important is the UK market in your company’s global landscape?

QUESTION 21: Does your company plan to make acquisitions in the UK in the next 
two years?

Top priority

One of the top three

One of many important
 investment destinations

Non-essential

10.13%

63.29%

24.05%

2.53%

44.31%

Not sure:

5.06%

Yes:

50.63%

No:
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QUESTION 23: What are your company’s key objectives / development focus in the UK 
over the next two years? (Respondents may select up to 3 options)

Growing our existing business 75.59%

62.03%

45.57%

24.05%

12.66%

11.39%

Developing an ESG strategy

Other

5.06%

2.53%

1.27%

Strengthening our global asset 
allocation and risk diversification

Establishing a Group Global 
Training Centre and/or R&D Centre

Obtaining brand recognition and 
enhancing our corporate image

Entering new markets and 
ultimately achieving profitability

Consolidating and streamlining 
existing business

Acquiring and implementing advanced 
technology and management expertise
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0 10% 20% 30% 50%40%

QUESTION 24: How do you expect your company’s revenue to change over the next 
two years?

13.92%

43.04%

25.32%

5.06%

3.80%

8.86%

QUESTION 25: How will your company adjust its total headcount in the UK over the next 
two years?

5.06%

Reduce the current
workforce / employees:

49.37%

Increase recruitment / hiring:

29.11%

No change:

16.46%

Not sure:

Significantly increased
(by >20%)

Marginally increased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Stable
(change within 5%)

Marginally decreased
(by 5-20%, inclusive)

Significantly decreased
(by >20%)

Not applicable - UK presence
established in 2020
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0 1 32

QUESTION 27: What will the main focus of your people strategy be for the next two years?

QUESTION 26: What will be your preferred route of recruitment? (Please order the 
following options from most preferred to least preferred by ranking 1 to 3)

Transferring employees from China

Hiring locally with a preference
for people with a Chinese background

Hiring locally with a preference
for people with local expertise

1.46

2.13

2.42

10.13%

Reward and compensation:

6.33%

Career progression channels:

60.76%

Training and development:

17.72%

Diversity and inclusion:

5.06%

Other:

Note: Rankings are scored in reverse order, i.e. a 1st ranking scores 3 points, 2nd ranking 2 points, and 3rd  ranking 1 point. 
The final score given to each option is calculated as the weighted average of all ranking-driven scores given by the survey 
repondents to that option.
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Social stability

The UK “brand”

Skilled local workforce

Innovation

Level of business regulation

Preferential business policies

Transport infrastructure

Other 

62.03%

49.37%

43.04%

31.65%

30.38%

24.05%

21.52%

18.99%

17.72%

15.19%

12.66%

13.92%

12.66%

5.06%

3.80%

2.53%

Stability and transparency of political, legal and 
regulatory environment

Access to the European market and other
 regional markets 

Requirements of existing customer base

Quality of life, diversity, culture and language 

High level of education (professional and vocational)

Chinese consumer base in the UK/Europe

Technology, telecommunications infrastructure

The UK’s domestic market

QUESTION 28: What attracted you to invest in the UK? (Respondents may select up to 
5 options)
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Complex geopolitical landscape impacting
 China-UK relations

Cultural di	erences between the two countries

Rising cost of living and inflation

High compliance risk

Slow growth of the UK economy

Instability in Europe as a result of the Ukraine crisis

Negative public attitudes towards Chinese companies

Di	iculty in recruiting and retaining talents

Escalating protectionism in the UK

Complex tax compliance matters

High exchange risk

Unstable UK policy towards foreign investment

Di	iculty in recruiting local talent

Heavy taxation

Lack of proper promotion of Chinese businesses

GDPR

78.48%

37.97%

32.91%

29.11%

27.85%

27.85%

20.25%

16.46%

15.19%

15.19%

11.39%

15.19%

11.39%

10.13%

8.86%

6.33%

Foreign investment restrictions

Di	iculty in obtaining approval of license/permit

Lack of policy support in raising business funds

Opening business bank accounts

Barriers on immigration

5.06%

3.80%

2.53%

2.53%

1.27%

Cyber security 1.27%

QUESTION 29: Which do you see as the greatest challenges in conducting business in 
the UK? (You may select up to 5 options)
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dissatisfied very satisfied

The Commercial Environment: 7.47 
(e.g. barrier of entry, openess of market, tax policy, cost of conducting business)

The Political Environment: 6.41 
(e.g. policy consistency, political stability, government e�iciency, legal and regulatory considerations)

The Economic and Industrial Environment: 7.13 
(e.g. level of economic development, economic stabiliiity, Integrity of supply chain, economic ties with China)

Infrastructure: 6.90 
(e.g. transport, telecommunication network)

Technology: 7.53 
(e.g. competency of R&D institutions, research commercialisation, UK-China research collaboration)

Talent: 7.13
(e.g. employment, cost of labour, diversity and inclusion)

17.72%78.48%

3.80%

2.53%

7.59%

77.22% 20.25%

74.68% 22.78%

79.75% 12.66%

82.28% 15.19%

87.34%10.13%

2.53%

2.53%

2.53%

QUESTION 30: How would you rate the business environment in the UK? (Please give each 
option a score between 1 and 10, 1 being dissatisfied, 10 being very satisfied)

satisfied (5-8)dissatisfied (1-4) very satisfied (9-10)
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0 10% 20% 30% 60%50%40%

QUESTION 32: What is your forecast for the UK business environment (as defined in 
question 30) over the next 2 years?

QUESTION 31: What is your overall impression of how the UK business environment (as 
defined in question 30) has changed over the past 2 years?

Significantly improvement 

Marginally improvement 

Unchanged

Marginally decline

Significantly decline

Significantly improvement 

Marginally improvement 

Unchanged

Marginally decline

Significantly decline

1.27%

7.59%

25.32%

53.16%

12.66%

3.80%

27.85%

27.85%

36.70%

3.80%
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QUESTION 34: How do you feel UK-China relations have changed over the last year?

QUESTION 33: How easy is it to navigate through the UK system as a foreign investor?

27.85%

Easy:

5.06%

Very di�icult:

67.09%

Di�icult:

0%

Very easy:

Significantly improvement 

Marginally improvement 

Unchanged

Marginally decline

Significantly decline

1.27%

1.27%

22.78%

48.10%

26.58%
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0

20%

10%

40%

30%

60%

50%

56.96%

18.99%18.99%18.99%
20.25%20.25%21.52%22.78%22.78%22.78%24.05%

QUESTION 36: Outside of London and the Southeast, which UK regions do you have 
operations in? (select all that apply)

QUESTION 35: How do you feel about the future of China-UK relations?

2.53%

Pessimistic:

6.33%

Optimistic:

49.37%

Neutral:

21.52%

Somewhat pessimistic:

20.25%

Somewhat optimistic:

Scotland East of 
England 

South 
West 

West
Midlands

North
East

East
Midlands

North
West

Northern
Ireland

WalesYorkshire
and the
 Humber

N/A - we
 do not have
operations 
outside of 

London and 
the South East
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10%

40%

30%

70%

60%

50%

QUESTION 38: Are you aware of the UK government’s ‘Levelling Up’ policy to drive 
investment and growth outside of London and the Southeast? 

32.91%

To an extent - I have heard of levelling up
 but do not know what it means:

7.59%

Yes - I have a clear understanding of 
these plans and their implications:

27.85%

No - I have never heard of this policy:

31.65%

Yes - I am aware of the levelling up policy 
but not the policy details:

Scotland East of 
England 

South 
West 

West
Midlands

North
East

East
Midlands

North
West

Northern
Ireland

Wales

68.35%

Yorkshire
and the
 Humber

N/A - we
 do not have
operations 
outside of 

London and 
the South East

10.13% 8.86%10.13%11.39%
7.59%

10.13%10.13%10.13% 8.86%
12.66%

QUESTION 37: Do you have plans to expand and invest in business opportunities outside of 
London and the Southeast? If yes, which regions do you plan to invest in? (select all that apply)
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Greater transport connectivity

Better infrastructure investment in towns

Investment in the transition to Net Zero

Development of 8 Freeports across the UK

Improved Wifi / 5G coverage across the UK

Increased R&D expenditure

Skills training for employees

Other 

Improving housing stock in the UK
, particularly for first-time buyers

Reducing crime levels

34.18%

34.18%

30.38%

20.25%

21.52%

17.72%

13.92%

13.92%

5.06%

8.86%

QUESTION 39: The UK government has listed the following policies as key objectives. 
Please select the areas of government focus that would be most relevant to your company's 
growth outside of London and the Southeast. (Respondents may select up to 3 options) 
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QUESTION 41: Are you aware of the UK government’s Net Zero strategy to balance all 
carbon emissions with carbon reducing measures and its plan to reach Net Zero by 2050 
(2045 in Scotland)？

12.82%

No - I have never heard of this policy:

25.64%

Yes - I have a clear understanding
of these plans and their implications:

0%

To an extent - I have heard of Net Zero
 but do not know what it means:

61.54%

Yes - I am aware of the Net Zero
goal but not the policy details:

QUESTION 40: Is there anything else that the local authorities could do to support your 
company's growth outside of London? 

60.76%

N/A - we have no plans to
 expand outside of London:

30.38%

No:

8.86%

Yes:
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Better understanding of the local 
authority plans to transition to Net Zero:

QUESTION 42: Where do you see the most significant opportunities for your company in the 
UK's transition to Net Zero? (Respondents may select up to three options. Please provide 
examples in the text box regarding the specific opportunities relevant to your organisation)

QUESTION 43: Looking at the opportunities selected in question 42, which of the following 
would be most valuable for your company in order to leverage the opportunities around the 
Net Zero transition? 

2.56%

Project pipeline information:

38.46%

17.95%

Further information around
 new green technologies:

19.23%

Other:

21.80%

Access to a wider network of
businesses in my sector:

0 25% 75%50%

Opportunities to provide or access green financing
 through London

Opportunities to access an international pool of
 talent in this area

Other 

48.05%

63.64%

24.68%

23.38%

22.08%

6.49%

Opportunities to develop our business (i.e. through the expan-
sion of our customer base and supply chain, revenue growth) 

Opportunities to learn best practice around Net Zero and 
share this knowledge with the wider business

Opportunities to export or co-develop related technology 
to the UK
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QUESTION 45: Have you taken, or plan to take within the next 2 years, specific actions to 
demonstrate your CSR in the UK?

37.18%

50.00%

Yes:

Not sure:

12.82%

No:

QUESTION 44: Do you value CSR as part of your corporate strategy?

0%

No:

97.44%

Yea:

2.56%

Not sure:
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