China's withdrawal from British Steel viewed as hybrid warfare
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China's recent decision to walk away from British Steel has been labelled a “political act of hybrid warfare” by experts, marking a significant moment in the UK-China relationship. Jingye, the Chinese steel-making firm that operates British Steel, rejected a substantial offer of subsidies from the UK government, previously sought by the company. This development is perceived as a calculated move to position the UK as economically and politically inconsequential, particularly in light of the nation’s ongoing condemnation of Russia's actions.
The announcement comes shortly after a highly secretive visit by Admiral Sir Tony Radakin, the Chief of the Defence Staff, to Beijing, marking the first such visit by a UK CDS in over a decade. This visit coincided with the planned deployment of the Royal Navy carrier Prince of Wales and the Carrier Strike Group to the Indo-Pacific region, heightening the geopolitical stakes.
Despite £1.2 billion of investment, Jingye has cited that the Scunthorpe plant is suffering losses of approximately £700,000 per day, attributing these difficulties to “highly challenging” market conditions, tariffs, and the costs related to transitioning towards lower-carbon production methods. However, experts suggest that such economic struggles should be viewed through a political lens rather than solely a financial one. Mathew Henderson, a former British diplomat with extensive experience in China, stated, “There isn't any such thing as an economic deal with China. So when a move of this sort is made, it's not principally economic in character, it’s political in character. It's hybrid warfare.” 
Henderson noted that this decision reinforces the notion of the UK as seen by China: a nation relegated to an “old European country” that is more suited for tourism and study rather than as a serious economic player. He voiced concerns over the former government’s efforts to cultivate a more cooperative economic relationship with Beijing, stating, “They got their bugs in place in Huawei systems, captured various high-level elites and have been milking our university research dry for decades.” 
Another former diplomat, Charles Parton, echoed Henderson’s sentiments, suggesting that China’s manoeuvring serves both to punish the UK and to introduce further tension among Western allies, particularly in the context of US President Donald Trump’s administration. Luke de Pulford, founder and Executive Director of the Inter-Parliamentary Alliance on China, decried the treatment of the UK steel sector by Jingye, questioning whether the Chinese government ever intended for British Steel to thrive or if it was merely a piece in a broader strategy of competition against democracies.
De Pulford emphasised the importance of the UK re-evaluating its approach to selling critical infrastructure to foreign entities, particularly given China's ambitions for steel production and its broader economic objectives. As the situation unfolds, the implications for the British steel industry and the UK’s economic strategy in relation to China remain to be seen.
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