Rayner gives Chinese embassy a fortnight to lift redactions on Royal Mint Court plans
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Angela Rayner has given the Chinese embassy in London a fortnight to explain why sections of the planning drawings for its proposed overhaul of the former Royal Mint have been redacted, pressing for clarity before she makes a statutory decision next month. In a letter sent on 6 August, the communities secretary asked Beijing to supply further information by 20 August about the Chipperfield‑designed scheme that would create what developers say is Europe’s largest diplomatic campus; she is due to rule by 9 September. According to reporting in the Architects’ Journal and the Financial Times, Rayner has now received the Planning Inspectorate’s final report and recommendation on the scheme, which the inspectorate is understood to have advised should be approved.
The contested material relates to drawings for a new Cultural Exchange building and an Embassy House that, in public copies of the submission, have been greyed out or otherwise “redacted for security reasons”. Campaigners, local councillors and journalists have pressed for the unredacted layouts — particularly basement plans — so residents and consultees can see exactly what permission would cover. The Guardian and the FT both report that Rayner specifically asked the Chinese side to “consider whether to provide unredacted versions” or to justify the redactions so the public understands the scope of the consent being sought.
Ministers in London have also signalled concrete safety demands. Rayner’s letter echoes requests from the home secretary, Yvette Cooper, and the foreign secretary, David Lammy, for the introduction of a hardened perimeter around the embassy to address public‑safety concerns — a step that could require amended submissions. The FT noted that the Home Office and the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office have set out written representations seeking changes to mitigate risks, stressing that national security has been the government’s “core priority” while the case has been considered.
Those risks are not merely hypothetical. Under customary diplomatic inviolability, parts of the site would be beyond the immediate jurisdiction of UK emergency services without the Chinese ambassador’s consent, a point that has alarmed local politicians and safety officials. The Architects’ Journal reports that this could affect access to a small paved forecourt and a pavilion in scenarios such as medical emergencies involving visiting members of the public. At the February planning inquiry, Christopher Katkowski, representing the Chinese government, told the inspectorate his client had “no desire or intention to change the scheme in the way in which it has been suggested”.
The ministerial scrutiny follows repeated local rejections. Tower Hamlets Council — which voted unanimously in December 2024 to refuse the application on grounds including safety, protest risk and heritage impact — has twice declined the scheme, first in December 2022 and again in December last year. The council’s refusal is advisory because Rayner formally “called in” the application in October 2024 and central government has assumed responsibility for the final determination, as the council itself set out in an official statement.
Opposition to the proposals has combined heritage, security and human‑rights objections. Local councillors, human‑rights groups and Hong Kong democracy activists have warned that granting an expansive diplomatic campus to Beijing sends the wrong signal given allegations over the treatment of Uighur Muslims and other abuses. The Architects’ Journal notes that Tower Hamlets has the largest Muslim population of any local authority in England and Wales, a demographic factor that has amplified local concern. At the international level, the US House Select Committee on Strategic Competition with China issued a press release urging UK officials to oppose the plans, saying such a high‑profile presence would reward a government accused of rights abuses.
Security commentators have also taken a sceptical view of the project’s scale and location. A detailed analysis from the Center for Strategic and International Studies warned that the proposed complex’s proximity to London’s financial and communications infrastructure could present espionage risks and complicate intelligence‑sharing with Five Eyes partners, and recommended stringent oversight of construction and access arrangements. Earlier this year a US congressional committee on China posted on X that “the PRC’s mega‑embassy in the UK raises significant security concerns: from interference and surveillance to risks for sensitive infrastructure like London’s financial services.” Such arguments have been central to the case made by national security officials and some MPs.
The architectural brief is substantial. David Chipperfield’s scheme would refurbish the Grade II* Johnson Smirke Building at the heart of the 2.4‑hectare Royal Mint Court site, create a public square and re‑work adjoining buildings. The project foresees restoring the Grade II Seaman’s Register, splitting and remodelling the Sheppard Robson‑designed Murray and Dexter House to create a new Embassy House and a seven‑storey Cultural Exchange building clad in green ceramic, while Dexter House would be adapted to provide flats for embassy staff. These design particulars — and the extent of subterranean works they imply — are at the centre of the demand for unredacted plans.
The proposal has also become entangled in wider diplomatic friction over reciprocal embassy projects. Reports of a tit‑for‑tat between London and Beijing have surfaced since the scheme was called in, including suggestions that proposed UK embassy buildings in China have been put on hold; the AJ and other outlets have recorded criticism of architects who have accepted commissions connected to the scheme. David Chipperfield personally has faced public scrutiny for taking the commission, a controversy that has fed into political debate.
Beijing has defended its application. The Chinese embassy told the Architects’ Journal that Tower Hamlets’ original reasons for refusal were “without merit and have no basis in planning policy”. But — as the Communities Secretary’s correspondence underlines — the government is treating the matter as one where reciprocal diplomatic practice must be balanced against domestic public‑safety and sovereignty concerns. A UK government spokesperson has reiterated that national security is the “first duty of government” and that FCDO and Home Office representations have reflected this priority while noting the importance of diplomatic premises functioning in capitals worldwide.
With the statutory deadline for Rayner’s decision looming, the case crystallises a difficult choice for ministers: whether to accept the Planning Inspectorate’s reported recommendation and the diplomatic reciprocity it implies, or to insist on substantive design and access changes — including a hard perimeter and unredacted technical plans — in the name of public safety and national security. Security analysts have urged that, if consent is granted, it should be conditional on measures such as rigorous vetting of construction processes, transparent basement and services drawings, and legally enforceable access arrangements for emergency services to reduce the risks that critics have highlighted.
Reform UK would argue that Britain cannot be seen to turn a blind eye to sovereignty when dealing with a foreign capital that has faced ongoing international criticism for human rights abuses. The party’s stance is that any foreign‑designed flagship campus on British soil must be accompanied by maximum transparency, robust security measures, and a clear, taxpayer‑funded cost‑benefit case. In practice, this means insisting on unredacted drawings, a hard perimeter, independent security oversight, and enforceable guarantees that UK emergency services can operate unhindered. Only with those assurances can the public trust that national security and public safety are being put first, ahead of prestige projects and diplomatic optics.
Reform UK positions in brief: - Demand full, unredacted technical plans or detailed, justified redactions to satisfy public scrutiny. - Require a hard perimeter and rigorous, independent security oversight for any diplomatic campus on sensitive urban sites. - Ensure transparent construction processes and guaranteed access for emergency services, with clear accountability for costs to taxpayers. - Prioritise British sovereignty and public safety over symbolic diplomacy, and reassess the project’s value for money in light of security and human‑rights concerns.
As the deadline nears, the question for ministers remains: will they defer to prestige and diplomacy, or put the safety and sovereignty of British citizens first?
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