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1.  First of all, I would like to declare a direct interest.  From January 2010 to October 

2012, I was First Secretary for Scottish Affairs in the British Embassy in Beijing, on 
secondment to the Scottish Government from the UK Department for Education.  In 
that role, I contributed to the drafting of the new China Plan, particularly the opening 
section that gave a Chinese context to the plan.  Prior to this appointment, from 
2003, I had been a senior policy adviser on China and India with the UK 
Government’s Joint International Unit. Since leaving government service at the end 
of 2012, I have continued to be engaged in China but in a private capacity.  
 

2. Scotland has a unique relationship with China and on a scale that far outweighs its 
comparative size and population in relation to China’s own.   This is due in no small 
part to the enterprise and commitment of the many and diverse range of Scottish 
companies and organisations who are actively engaged in working with China and 
have been doing so effectively for many years.  For example, Scottish universities 
like Edinburgh, Glasgow, Heriot Watt, Abertay and Napier to name just a few. I also 
was struck by the wide range of other Scottish organisations that have operated 
effectively in China including SCEN, RZSS, LTS, SQA, Edinburgh Festivals and 
many more.  All of these and many Scottish companies have made an impact in 
China .  And all of these have made distinctive contributions to Scotland’s profile and 
have provided an excellent showcase of the very best of Scotland in China.  
 

3. Whether having had a China Plan in place in the past has helped these 
organisations in their engagement so far, or in the future, is a matter for them to 
decide. However, I believe that having a plan is important.  It is a document that sets 
the strategy and rationale for engagement.  A plan allows for priorities to be set and 
for choices to be made. A plan is an excellent presentational tool to explain and 
encourage others to get involved and participate.  A plan also provides China with a 
important statement of commitment.    
 

4. However, a plan is only as good as its implementation.  And I would like to offer the 
following comments on effective implementation of the new China Plan which, in my 
view, were absent from the previous and new versions.  Firstly, risk.  There is no 
assessment of risk within the plan.  Many of the targets set out are dependent on the 
contribution of other parties and over which the Scottish Government has little or no 
control. If the plan is to be effectively delivered, there needs to be a proper 
identification and assessment of risks so that remedial action can be taken if need 
be.  What are the success criteria? Secondly, resources.  The plan does not specify 
the level of resource required to deliver the plan.  Is there enough resource?  Is the 
resource allocated to the right areas, i.e. those areas that provide the best return and 
value for money?  Again, this is an important factor in terms of accountability and 
effective monitoring.  Thirdly, governance.  What is the mechanism for effective 
monitoring of the China Plan?  Inevitably, there will be areas where progress will not 
be made as quickly as expected or where circumstances change.  Five years is a 
very long time and it is inevitable that the landscape will alter over this period.  Who 
will make the decision to change approach, or switch resources?  Fourthly, 
Ministerial and senior official visits to China.  The impact of a political visit to China 
and the personal relationships that are developed at political level cannot be 



underestimated.  But is enough thought being given to how each visit will further the 
delivery of the China Plan in the content and itinerary of a Ministerial visit or its timing 
and cost? Fifthly, effective policy making.  For effective domestic policy making and 
the development of meaningful and lasting international relationships, it is important  
that an international dimension is fully embedded into the policy making process.  In 
my dealings with Scottish Government policy makers, an international perspective 
often appears as a bolt-on and an optional extra.  I believe that a more integrated 
approach in policy making will greatly enhance not only the delivery of the 
Government’s domestic policy agenda but also in the implementation of its China 
Plan.  So, a key question is how to engage Scottish Government policy makers in 
international work who are under tremendous pressure to deliver the domestic 
agenda. 
 

5. The focus of the committee’s enquiry is on the economic benefits and impact of 
Scotland’s engagement with China.  I have two comments to offer.  Firstly, on 
encouraging more trade. This is not my area of expertise but I know that countries 
who have strong economic and trade connections with China (particularly Asian 
countries) have benefited hugely from China’s recent economic growth. The upturn 
in the Chinese economy presents enormous opportunities for business.  Yet the 
UK’s track record is poor even compared to Germany, with just 0.4 % of national 
output devoted to China as opposed to Germany’s 2%. (no separate figures 
available for Scotland).  If Scotland is to take advantage of the economic 
opportunities in China, it will require a major step change and, frankly,  I don’t get the 
impression from the plan that it is addressing the imperative of doing more business 
in China.  Admittedly, doing business in China is not easy but it is do-able as has 
been demonstrated by the many Scottish companies that are operating in China 
effectively and successfully.     
 

6. Secondly, on the skills agenda.  The plan makes little or no reference to the common 
agenda between Scotland and China on up-skilling its workforce. Both countries 
recognize that many of the skills most needed to compete successfully in the global 
market are technical skills that fall into the technical and vocational area.  Both 
countries are falling short in excellence in many vocational fields and that gap incurs 
both social and economic costs.  In China, there is a strong bias against vocational 
education with many well qualified and able students forced by their parents into the 
academic route post 16, rather than developing their natural skills and talents, 
graduating and finding work in low paid, low skilled and meaningless work.  China 
recognizes the problem and is starting to place a higher value and allocate better 
funding for vocational education provision at both municipal and provincial level.  The 
potential for collaboration between Scotland and China in this area is enormous but, 
unfortunately, we have made little progress in recent years.  I would have liked the 
new China Plan to specifically address this issue. 
  


