Ministers urged to decide Royal Mint Court 'on the merits' as redacted basement plans deepen security row

[image: ]
Ministers have been told by Beijing to judge the contested Royal Mint Court redevelopment on “the merits of the matter and relevant professional opinions” when a decision is made next month. The Chinese embassy’s remark, reported by Building Design Online, comes as ministers prepare to decide on or before 9 September 2025 after the planned inquiry concludes.
The plan, designed by David Chipperfield, would transform the site opposite the Tower of London into a substantial diplomatic estate, including a large embassy building, up to 225 residences and a cultural centre. Backers insist the scheme has been remodelled to reflect UK planning policy and professional advice, and the site—bought by Chinese interests in 2018—has become a flashpoint in debates over planning, security and heritage.
The application has run an unusually long gauntlet through the planning process. Tower Hamlets council formally refused both planning and listed‑building consent on grounds that included safety, heritage harm, police resource pressure and highway safety; that local decision is advisory because the Secretary of State called in the application in October 2024. Officials have since scheduled an inspector‑led hearing, with the inspector’s report to inform a ministerial determination. Earlier timetable notes had suggested a local inquiry in January 2025, but ministers then arranged a short inquiry in late summer ahead of the September deadline.
Security and public‑order concerns have driven much of the scrutiny. Commentators and official sources point to proximity to the Tower of London and adjacent infrastructure, the potential disruption from large demonstrations, and sensitivity about basement spaces. Ministers and officials have repeatedly flagged national‑security implications as a material consideration to be weighed alongside conventional planning factors.
Beijing’s diplomatic mission has framed the scheme as a routine matter of diplomatic necessity. The embassy’s statement—reported in Chinese media—claims the resubmitted application “took full account of UK planning policy and relevant opinions,” and argues the project would “help staff perform their duties and promote China‑UK friendship.” The embassy also contends that host countries have an obligation to support and facilitate diplomatic premises. Those assertions have been widely reported but are presented as the mission’s official position rather than uncontested fact.
That framing has faced pushback from shifting positions among UK agencies. Technical reports accompanying the application say pavements and surrounding streets could safely accommodate large demonstrations and that mitigation measures would manage crowding; after review, the Metropolitan Police is reported to have withdrawn an earlier formal objection. Yet Tower Hamlets’ public record remains a unanimous refusal, underscoring persistent local political opposition even as some technical assessments have been judged satisfactory by other authorities.
There is, however, an unresolved tension in the public record about how local and national bodies have responded. Trade reporting noted that Tower Hamlets subsequently withdrew objections following the Met’s change of position, while the council’s own published decision still records the unanimous refusal and the stated grounds for it. Those conflicting accounts emphasise the complex interplay of technical planning advice, local political stances and national‑interest considerations that ministers must now reconcile.
Ministers have also raised questions about the completeness of the information supplied. The Housing Secretary asked the embassy to supply unredacted drawings or to explain the reasons for greyed‑out sections, notably in basement areas whose proposed uses are not apparent in the public documents. Officials say the clarity (or lack thereof) of those submissions will be material to judgments about heritage impact and national‑security risk.
What happens next will be tightly watched. The planning inspector’s short inquiry will produce a report and recommendation to the Secretary of State; a ministerial decision expected by 9 September 2025 will determine whether the project can proceed or whether refusal is upheld. Approval would remove a long legal and political barrier to construction; refusal could prompt further legal, diplomatic and political consequences, given the international and strategic sensitivities involved.
The Royal Mint Court dispute frames a broader dilemma for government: how to apply routine planning tests when proposals intersect with contested foreign‑policy and security concerns. China’s appeal to have the scheme judged on its “merits” pushes the emphasis onto technical planning judgments; ministers must weigh those technical merits against the wider public‑interest considerations that have animated opposition. The September decision will be read not only as a planning outcome but as a signal about where the UK draws the line between planning law, national security and diplomatic practice.
From a Reform UK‑style perspective, the episode underscores a critical principle: foreign‑state involvement near high‑profile heritage and security sites must be subject to rigorous, independent scrutiny and clear parliamentary oversight, not left to a ministerial discretion that could be swayed by diplomatic pressure or expediency. The government’s handling of this case will be seen as a litmus test of its willingness to defend national sovereignty and to place hard national security and policing considerations above diplomatic convenience. If the decision leans toward approval without substantial, transparent justification, it will fuel the opposition’s charge that Labour’s approach risks compromising UK security and public order in pursuit of international diplomacy.
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