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Plans for a massive new Chinese embassy in central London have reignited serious national
security concerns, with critics warning it could pose surveillance risks and undermine
British sovereignty.

The proposed site at Royal Mint Court, opposite the Tower of London, was purchased by
China for £255 million in 2018. If approved, the 20,000-square-metre complex would be
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the largest Chinese diplomatic mission in Europe.

Among the voices opposing the development is Carmen Lau, a former Hong Kong district
councillor who fled to Britain in 2021 during a crackdown on pro-democracy figures. Lau is
now wanted under Beijing’s national security law, which has been widely condemned for its
reach beyond Chinese borders. A bounty of HK$1 million (approximately £95,000) has
reportedly been offered for information leading to her capture.

Standing outside the proposed site, Lau said she had never dared approach it before. “It’s
easy to imagine what might happen if I were taken inside,” she said.

The building is already surrounded by security cameras and patrolled by Chinese personnel.
Opponents fear the embassy could be used to monitor dissidents, or worse, anxieties not
entirely unfounded. In 2022, a Hong Kong protester was assaulted inside the grounds of the
Chinese consulate in Manchester and had to be rescued by British police.

Beyond these personal risks, experts warn that the location itself presents significant
vulnerabilities. Royal Mint Court was once the site of Barclays Bank’s trading floor and lies
adjacent to fibre optic infrastructure serving London’s financial district. It also houses the
Wapping Telephone Exchange, still in use by City firms.

Professor Periklis Petropoulos of the University of Southampton, an expert in optical
networks, confirmed that access to such infrastructure could allow the extraction of
sensitive information.

A former U.S. national security official added that even cables up to half a mile away could
be tapped with sophisticated surveillance equipment, with detection proving extremely
difficult.

Residents living adjacent to the site also oppose the plans, citing privacy concerns and fear
of becoming collateral in any targeted attacks. “Embassy staff will be overlooking our
homes,” said resident Mark Nygate. “We don’t want to be caught up in demonstrations or
worse.”

The Chinese embassy has dismissed these fears as politically motivated. In a statement, it
said the new site would promote “mutual understanding” and deliver “benefits to the local
community.”



Tower Hamlets Council rejected the original application in 2022, citing public safety and
tourism concerns. But following Labour’s rise to power in 2024, the process was removed
from local hands by Deputy Prime Minister Angela Rayner, after Sir Keir Starmer spoke with
Chinese President Xi Jinping. Foreign Secretary David Lammy reportedly supported the
intervention.

The decision has drawn criticism from across the political spectrum. Former Conservative
leader Sir Iain Duncan Smith warned the government was “naively courting Beijing” in hopes
of investment. “They think growth will come from appeasing China,” he said. “It’s a serious
miscalculation.”

Opinions remain divided among experts. Professor Steve Tsang of the SOAS China Institute
acknowledged the embassy could centralise Chinese personnel, making them easier to
monitor. But he also cautioned that embassy staff would likely continue efforts to influence
UK-based Chinese nationals, students, and researchers.

Lord Peter Ricketts, former chair of the UK’s National Security Council, said the embassy
decision reflects a broader strategic dilemma. He highlighted the tension between
economic cooperation and protecting national interests. “China is a competitor, a partner,
and a threat, all at once,” he noted.

Ricketts added that Britain must weigh long-term diplomatic considerations against
immediate security risks. “The choice is whether to deepen ties for future influence, or to
prioritise national security today.”

Whether Rayner will approve the embassy remains unclear. However, her final decision may
hinge on how seriously she treats the potential for espionage in one of the country’s most
critical financial areas.

For now, the future of the site and the direction of UK-China relations hang in the balance.


