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The Diplomatic Advisory Hub (DAH) convened an expert panel on 12 June to discuss opportunities and challenges for UK businesses operating in mainland China and Hong Kong. The session was chaired by Richard Oppenheim, Director of the DAH, with Steven Lynch (British Chambers of Commerce) facilitating discussion and Q&A. The panel comprised Lewis Neal (HM Trade Commissioner for China and Hong Kong), Alex Bamford (Head of China Department, FCDO), Paul McComb (Executive Director, British Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong), and Trey McArver (Co-founder, Trivium China).
Richard opened by setting out the DAH’s role in supporting UK firms with geopolitical insight, market intelligence and access to government expertise, noting that China remains one of the most frequently requested markets for advice. The discussion was framed around providing a clear-eyed assessment of both the opportunities and the risks, reflecting the increasing complexity of the global trading environment.
Lewis Neal began with an overview of the current UK–China economic relationship, describing a period of relatively increased stability following senior political engagement, including the Prime Minister’s visit to Beijing earlier in the year. He emphasised the Government’s objective of supporting long-term, sustainable growth in bilateral trade, including efforts to reduce market access barriers and encourage new UK entrants. Lewis highlighted the scale of opportunity presented by China’s middle-class consumer market, particularly for high-quality, innovative UK goods across agri-food, beauty, lifestyle and consumer sectors. At the same time, he stressed that success requires a long-term approach, careful preparation, and a clear strategy around intellectual property, distribution and market entry, noting the highly competitive nature of the market and the need for firms to adapt products and business models to local conditions.
Alex Bamford placed this within the wider geopolitical and policy context, underlining that the UK is pursuing a long-term, strategic and consistent relationship with China that combines cooperation with challenge where necessary in the national interest. He highlighted the increasing complexity of the global operating environment, with geopolitical tensions, supply chain risks, and geo-economic competition shaping business conditions. Recent high-level engagement, including the Foreign Secretary’s visit to China, has focused both on global issues and on promoting safe economic cooperation, including new market access gains, progress on tariffs, and the development of a potential UK–China services partnership. At the same time, Alex emphasised the importance of businesses remaining alert to regulatory complexity and undertaking appropriate due diligence when operating in China.
Paul McComb then provided a perspective from Hong Kong, describing its continued role as a gateway for UK firms into mainland China and the wider Asia-Pacific region. While acknowledging changes to Hong Kong’s external perception in recent years, he argued that its core economic fundamentals remain intact, including its common law system, English-language business environment, free flow of capital, and position as a global financial and services hub. He noted that many firms use Hong Kong as a base for regional operations, particularly for accessing capital and managing investments, as well as for structuring contracts and mitigating legal and financial risks associated with operating in mainland China. He also highlighted emerging opportunities linked to technology, life sciences and large-scale urban development projects in Hong Kong.
Trey McArver focused on the implications of the shifting geopolitical landscape for business strategy, particularly the lack of a stable equilibrium between major global trading blocs. He stressed that businesses must consider not only sector-specific dynamics, but also the wider macro and geopolitical context, which increasingly shapes market outcomes. He highlighted the importance of scenario planning, flexibility and risk management, noting that firms often underestimate the impact of policy and regulation when making commercial decisions.
The discussion also explored how businesses should approach market entry into China. Speakers consistently emphasised that China should not be treated as a single market, with significant variation across regions and cities. While major hubs such as Beijing and Shanghai remain key entry points, they are also highly competitive, and there may be advantages in targeting emerging regional markets. Firms were advised to develop clear market entry strategies, invest in local knowledge and partnerships, and consider different operating models, including joint ventures or separated business structures to manage risk.
A strong theme throughout the discussion was the importance of thorough due diligence and preparation. Speakers noted that assumptions about China are often outdated, and that while geopolitical risks are real, for many consumer-facing businesses the more immediate challenge is competition within the market itself. Businesses were encouraged to focus on building robust commercial strategies, while also factoring in regulatory developments, intellectual property considerations and exposure to global geopolitical shifts.
During the Q&A, participants raised questions on geopolitical risk and global trade dynamics. Panel members noted continued growth in engagement with China and Hong Kong, although some caution remains given ongoing uncertainty. Questions were also raised on government support, with speakers outlining the practical assistance available to businesses, including trade missions, export finance, and market entry support.
In closing, speakers reiterated that when approached in a safe and informed way, China and Hong Kong continue to offer significant opportunities for UK businesses, but that success depends on adopting a long-term and flexible approach. The DAH encouraged businesses to engage further to access tailored support and highlighted its ongoing programme of webinars covering key global markets.
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