Labour government’s intervention revives controversial Chinese embassy plans at Royal Mint Court
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In 2018, the Chinese government made a significant real estate purchase near the Tower of London, acquiring a historic site for £255 million that once housed a Cistercian abbey and was later used for minting British coins. The plan was to develop a sprawling diplomatic complex covering 20,000 square metres, intended to mark a “new chapter” in China-UK relations according to China’s then-ambassador, Liu Xiaoming. However, the scheme swiftly became mired in controversy, facing staunch opposition from local residents, human rights groups, and Members of Parliament concerned about various political and security risks.
The turning point came in December 2022 when Tower Hamlets Council unexpectedly refused planning permission, citing concerns about the embassy’s impact on local residents, heritage, safety, and infrastructure. Tower Hamlets, with its diverse population including many from communities concerned about China’s human rights record—such as Hongkongers and Uyghurs—became a focal point of opposition. The council’s elected members overruled their planning officers’ recommendation in favour of the project and highlighted issues related to potential large-scale protests and associated security risks. This rejection stunned observers and highlighted the deep local resistance to the embassy plans.
China, frustrated by the decision, sought to overturn it through various means. Over the next two years, Chinese embassy officials engaged in private meetings with influential local figures, exploring avenues such as revising their application or pursuing a judicial review. These discussions took place at locations in central London and included individuals with ties to both the local community and pro-China organisations. At the same time, the embassy held cultural events at the Royal Mint Court site to bolster community relations and maintain a presence. Despite attempts to secure government intervention, both Conservative ministers and London’s mayor, Sadiq Khan, declined to step in to facilitate the project after Tower Hamlets’ decision, leaving the matter unresolved and the embassy plans in limbo.
The situation shifted dramatically in mid-2024 following the Labour party’s landslide election victory. China resubmitted its planning application in July 2024, shortly after Labour took office, reigniting the controversy. In August 2024, Chinese President Xi Jinping personally raised the issue with Prime Minister Keir Starmer during a phone call. Subsequently, Angela Rayner, then housing secretary, exercised her powers to ‘call in’ the application, removing the final decision from Tower Hamlets Council and initiating a formal planning inquiry. This direct government intervention was seen as a significant turning point, signalling central government willingness to reconsider the project despite local opposition.
The inquiry commenced in early 2025, and Tower Hamlets Council notably scaled back its opposition by February 2025, stating it was “no longer in a position to present evidence” against the embassy’s application. This development increased the likelihood of government approval, as the local authority’s initial concerns about protests, safety, and congestion appeared to soften. Meanwhile, the Chinese Embassy publicly expressed disappointment at the council’s original rejection but asserted that their resubmitted plans adhered closely to UK planning policies and professional recommendations. They also urged the UK government to honour its international obligations concerning diplomatic missions.
As the government prepares to make a final decision—expected by 21 October 2025—the issue remains deeply politically sensitive. Opponents, including local residents and human rights advocates, have signalled intentions to pursue judicial review, citing fears that the embassy could serve as a tool for the Chinese Communist Party to intimidate or detain political dissidents in the UK. Security concerns persist given the site’s proximity to the City of London, raising questions about the scale of potential protests and the capacity of local police resources.
This saga underscores a broader diplomatic dilemma for the UK government, balancing the strategic relationship with China against local and national concerns about security, human rights, and community impact. The involvement of senior political figures in discussions and the shift in official stance following the Labour government’s election indicate the high stakes involved. Whatever the outcome, the fate of the “super-embassy” at Royal Mint Court will have lasting implications for China-UK relations and local governance in London.
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