David Cameron leads largest trade delegation to China in 200 years

Talks to boost trade between Britain and China were under way in Beijing this morning at the start of three days of intense negotiations by the largest British delegation to go to China in more than 200 years.  
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Vince Cable, the business secretary opened proceedings at the annual Joint Economic Trade Commission, meeting China’s commerce minister Chen Deming ahead of the signing of a number of deals between British and Chinese companies. 

David Cameron, who departs for Beijing later today for his maiden visit to China as Prime Minister, has said he wants to forge a “much stronger” relationship with China as Britain looks to export its way back into the black. 

However, so far his achievements are lagging well behind the EU15 billion of trade deals secured by French President Nicolas Sarkozy last week. 

The largest deal announced so far includes a license to export breeding pigs to China, worth £45m over five years. 

The other major agreement was a £4m contract for the East Midlands architects Benoy which has capitalised on China’s building boom, and is now planning to open a headquarters in Beijing. However, the majority of the deals announced on Monday by UKTI, Britain’s trade promotion, were worth less than £1m. 

Among them were a deal to provide products for Guangzhou’s metro worth £35,000 and a deal to make a promotional film for Shanghai’s government worth £200,000 to £500,000. 

However, sources at the British delegation insisted that a number of bigger deals were in the pipeline. 

More than 40 executives from Britain’s biggest companies, including Alliance Boots, Virgin, Shell and Barclays will accompany the ministers in the hope of leveraging high-level political backing to increase their presence in China. 

Although China is the world’s second largest economy with an enviable 10pc economic growth rate, its trade with Britain remains disappointingly small, with UK exports China totalling just £7.7bn in 2009. 

Mr Cable said that Britain was determined improve on the lacklustre figures, capitalising further on business opportunities thrown up by China’s massive program of urbanisation and infrastructure investment as well its growing consumer and services sectors. 

“China represents the biggest source of demand in the world for many of the products that we in the UK have to offer,” Mr Cable said. 

“This brings a huge increase in opportunities for UK firms given that they are globally competitive in services, advanced manufacturing and engineering, life sciences and creative industries.” 

Sources in Beijing said the three days of official meetings would focus primarily on trade issues, including breaking down China’s trade barriers, however Mr Cameron will also have to decide how to address growing international concerns over China’s human rights record. 

The award last month of the Nobel peace prize to an imprisoned Chinese dissident, Liu Xiaobo, has focused attention on China’s repression of those who challenge its ruling one-party state, with rights groups reporting more than 50 dissidents arrested since the award. 

Mr Cameron will meet both China’s premier Wen Jiabao and President Hu Jintao but away from the high politics of state, will find time for a brief trip to the Great Wall and a visit to a Chinese school. 

Other ministers in Beijing this week include the Chancellor George Osborne, who will hold an economic and financial dialogue with Wang Qishan, China’s point-man on international economic affairs, covering issues including the value of the Chinese currency, the yuan and market access problems. 

Two other ministers will also be in Beijing; the Education Secretary Michael Gove who hopes increase exchanges between British and Chinese students and Chris Huhne, the Energy Secretary, who opens a new UK-China energy dialogue aimed at helping British companies capture a slice of China’s burgeoning green tech market.
