UK delays decision on Chinese ‘super embassy’ amid security fears and political pressure
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The UK Government has postponed its decision on whether to grant China permission to build a new “super embassy” near the Tower of London, extending the deadline for Housing and Planning Secretary Steve Reed to December 10. This delay follows heightened concerns over national security and economic resilience, underscored by intense political pressure and public opposition.
A parliamentary committee has strongly urged Mr Reed to block the plans, warning that the embassy’s proposed location poses significant risks. The Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy (JCNSS) highlighted that the site’s proximity to critical infrastructure—fibre-optic cables, data centres, and telecoms exchanges serving Canary Wharf and the City—could expose the UK to eavesdropping in peacetime and sabotage during crises. Committee chairman Matt Western MP noted reports of expansive basement rooms and tunnels, raising fears that the embassy could facilitate an extensive hub for Beijing’s intelligence-gathering and intimidation efforts across Europe. He urged the government to prioritise long-term national security considerations, warning of severe consequences should relations with China deteriorate further.
The scrutiny of the embassy application comes amid ongoing political fallout from the collapse of a high-profile Chinese spying case in the UK. The case involved two British men accused of passing sensitive information to Beijing, but it was dropped amid controversy, with officials blaming one another for failing to appropriately classify the national security threat posed by China. MI5 Director-General Ken McCallum has publicly underscored that China represents a persistent and serious threat to the UK, highlighting activities such as cyber espionage, intellectual property theft, and efforts to infiltrate political institutions. He recently cautioned MPs against espionage tactics deployed by China and other foreign actors, emphasizing the corrosive impact of such interference on democratic sovereignty.
The embassy plans had initially been rejected by Tower Hamlets Council in 2022. Beijing did not appeal this decision but resubmitted its application shortly after Sir Keir Starmer’s Labour Party victory last year, presumably anticipating a more favourable reception. The Government then called in the planning application, elevating the decision to ministerial level.
Housing Minister Steve Reed has indicated the Government awaits full, unredacted plans from China before making a final ruling, suggesting that initial submissions did not satisfy transparency requirements. The government had previously extended the decision deadline from August to October before this further delay to December.
Opposition voices remain highly critical. Shadow Home Secretary Chris Philp accused the Government of being paralysed by fear—"too scared of the public” to approve the embassy yet “too scared of the Chinese” to reject it outright. This sentiment reflects wider geopolitical anxieties, as US lawmakers on the Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party have also voiced concerns that the embassy’s location could jeopardise sensitive London financial infrastructure through potential surveillance and interference.
Cybersecurity experts and local campaigners have echoed these warnings, suggesting the embassy could enable sophisticated wiring and wiretapping of central London. Residents and human rights activists have raised alarm about the scale of the project on a five-acre site at Royal Mint Court, opposite the Tower of London, fearing it would become a formidable base for Chinese intelligence activities in Europe.
In sum, the Government faces the complex task of balancing diplomatic relations, national security, and public concerns as it weighs the long-term implications of permitting the largest Chinese embassy in Europe. The extended deadline reflects the sensitivity and gravity of the decision, which will be a critical test of the UK’s approach to managing security risks amid growing geopolitical tensions with Beijing.
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