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Ladies and Gentlemen,

Can I firstly thank the organisers for inviting me to speak today. It is an honour to be joining the other distinguished speakers at this event.

As you can see by looking at me, I am not Chinese although the name I was given when I was in Hong Kong, when said in Mandarin is Yau Shu Min which I have been told is a proper Chinese name, so on more than one occasion I have been asked, as an obvious foreigner, where I got my name from and the answer is from Hong Kong where I spent 14 very happy years of my life.

I have two purposes this morning in this presentation which are linked. The first is to question and challenge you a little bit about the profile of the Chinese community in the UK which I believe to be too understated and secondly to talk about an opportunity for the Chinese community to take on a higher profile in 2008 through the CHINA NOW festival in which I am involved.

In my opinion there is no doubt that, although there is an extensive Chinese community across the UK, with high levels of business success, cultural innovation and academic achievement, with families who have lived here for several generations and are well integrated into the community, there is a relative (and I use that word cautiously as I do not want to ignore what has been achieved across the board) relative under-performance in terms of public profile, involvement in civic activities and visible participation in charitable events. I appreciate that this is a sweeping generalisation and I am quite sure that there are many among you who will strongly disagree with me.

This is however a view I have formed in the six years since I came back from Hong Kong. It may surprise you to know that I have spent more of my life living in Hong Kong than I have done living in the UK. That probably gives me some superficial justification for making that comment although I do not have the firm evidence to support it.

For me there is an interesting divergence between the strong position taken by Hong Kong Chinese in Hong Kong on working for the government, actively getting involved in the charitable sector and considering broader responsibilities than just their own businesses and the public profile of the Chinese community in the UK as noticed in the newspapers and on television. As you know, Hong Kong is one of the most vibrant economies in the world and nothing can fault the entrepreneurial skills of the people who live there. But what this has come with in more recent years, is a much greater awareness of the needs of society as a whole and the responsibilities of the community to play a part. It cannot just be left to government to deal with. I was told the other day that the recent election of Mrs Anna Lo to the Assembly in Northern Ireland is the first example of an ethnic Chinese being elected to a National Assembly. I found that surprising.

I hear different numbers about the size of the Chinese community in the UK. On the student side alone it ranges from 60,000 to 90,000 and I have heard total numbers for the overall Chinese community in the UK, probably including visitors, of up to 900,000. That is an extraordinary total – being around 1.5% of the population. I don’t know how that compares with other minority groups but I suspect it is well up on the list. Does the Chinese community have the same profile in the press, except at Chinese New Year, as some of the other ethnic groups? Conversely, I think you could argue that the Chinese community is one of the most economically successful, with high rates of academic achievement and low unemployment. Does this only work because everybody is working so hard they don’t have time to focus on this area or is it a conscious decision? I rather suspect it is the second.

I am therefore asking you to take these statements at face value and also accept that this is probably an undesirable state of affairs in the long term.  I am asking you to accept that a higher profile would be an advantage so what therefore could be done about it? Clearly there are things that can be easily achieved on an individual level which range from community involvement, greater profile in the political arena and hopefully sporting successes at a national level. But all of that takes time.

There is however an opportunity open to all of you in 2008 through the CHINA NOW festival and I would like to take this opportunity to unashamedly promote what I am doing. CHINA NOW is a festival that will run from Chinese New Year 2008 to the start of the Olympics. The objective of it is to bring the best of contemporary China to the UK across a variety of strands of activity. These range from Art, Design and Culture, through Lifestyle, Technology and Education, Sport, to Business. We currently have some 200+ events planned for this period across the UK and I would emphasise the importance of those words “across the UK”. This is not just a festival that will happen in London over a short period affecting a relatively small number of people. We are aiming to reach all ages, across the whole country.

It will be a sustained period of activity for six months in as many places as I can achieve around the UK. There is a large program in Scotland, Liverpool is the European City of Culture next year and has just celebrated the 200th anniversary of the oldest Chinese community in the UK, Manchester and Birmingham are vibrant, plenty will happen in Newcastle and Bristol and I can go on and on. The range of activities is also significant, from the obvious, popular and attractive fireworks displays to sporting exchanges, business conferences and cultural events. It will all add up to being the largest festival ever devoted to China in this country and I think the exciting challenge for the Chinese community is to seize this opportunity.

What do I mean by that? Firstly, there may well be events planned that you are already aware of, that are going to happen between Chinese New Year 2008 and the Olympics that would logically fall within the umbrella of this festival. There will be Chinese New Year celebrations, visits of artistic groups and sporting events. If you know about things like this, feel free to tell me and the CHINA NOW team about them. If the organisers are happy to co-brand their event under the CHINA NOW umbrella, we can give them extraordinary promotional exposure. 

Secondly if they have events that they are already planning to put on but there are concerns about how they are going to pay for them, it is possible that we might be able to help with funding although I would hate anyone to rely on us and I would encourage organisers of events to keep looking to raise the money themselves.  There is a wide range of openings for successful firms and entrepreneurs to take this opportunity to sponsor and support the events we are putting on. The promotional possibilities from committing money to this festival will be considerable and it can range from the modest to the substantial. As someone who is running a charity looking to pay for all of this, I will happily talk to everyone with money available.

Thirdly, the CHINA NOW team has commissioned a number of events, which we are planning to put on next year. These range from cultural events to sporting exchanges, from fireworks to business conferences and all of these need funding which we are raising at the moment.

Why do I think the Chinese community should get involved? Firstly, this is the first festival of its kind in the United Kingdom. It is therefore a unique opportunity to take part and to bring Britain and China closer together. 

Secondly, our goal is to try and touch the vast majority of the UK population and to have the help and support of the Chinese community will be of enormous assistance. Through all the local community groups, through the schools and the business associations, we can make the festival more successful and wide reaching.

Thirdly, I hope through this festival as many as possible of the people in this country will know more about China and its extraordinary richness and diversity at the end of the festival than they did at the beginning. Part of that richness and diversity lies here in the UK within the Chinese community and it is that community which is best placed to bring it to life.

I personally believe this is very important, because having lived in Asia for 22 years, I know the energy and adrenalin that is driving that part of the world and in particular China. I am certain that we in the UK cannot just sit here and expect everything to carry on unchanged. We are all used to living in a fast moving world and to be fair to the UK we have been very good at adapting. However, the pace of change is not going to slow and in fact it is going to speed up and one of the reasons it is going to speed up is China’s rate of change which is affecting all of us.

Before I conclude, can I make one appeal to you today? I am sure that some of you will have been annoyed by my comments and taken them as critical of the Chinese community. I want to assure anyone who feels that way that nothing is further from my desired goal. I have been lucky enough to have worked in Hong Kong for many years, I have travelled to China for some 22 years now and I have the most enormous respect for that par of the world and for the Chinese people. The achievements have been spectacular and not just in China. Travelling around Asia, one appreciates the reach of the overseas Chinese and the extraordinary successes they have achieved wherever they have gone. 

So please put my remarks in the context of my admiration for your communities and for your successes.

So in conclusion, I would make the following points:

1) The Chinese Community in the UK could raise its profile in a number of areas

2) Although the community has been very successful to date, it has mainly been in the fields of entrepreneurial activity and education

3) This is not enough in this day and age

4) The Chinese community should consider developing a higher profile and a greater level of involvement across all aspects of the community and of the society of which it forms part

5) I appreciate that this is a long term challenge and will not be solved overnight

6) The CHINA NOW festival provides a tremendous opportunity to start the process but it is not enough for the UK based Chinese operation to plan to attend a few events. They need to be involved as well in putting them on, promoting them and sponsoring them. They need to be associated with the festival and active in it.

7) The net result of this will be an even more successful CHINA NOW festival and a unique opportunity to take a first step on this road. 
Thank you for this opportunity to speak to you. I am very excited by CHINA NOW and I am enjoying the challenges of putting on this festival. If you were happy and willing to work with me on it, I would be delighted.
