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Conference Agenda 
 
Panel 1: Political and social landscape 
 

•   Kerry Brown, Director of the Lau China Institute at King's College, London 
•   Isabel Hilton OBE, Founder and Editor, Chinadialogue 
•   Xibai Xu, DPhil Candidate in Politics, Oxford University 
•   Jérôme Doyon, Associate Fellow and Editor of China Analysis, European 

Council on Foreign Relations 
 

Moderator: Raffaello Pantucci, YCW Co-founder and Director of International 
Security Studies, Royal United Services Institute 
 
Panel 2: Foreign policy and security landscape 
 

•   Paul C. Irwin Crookes, Lecturer in the International Relations of China, 
University of Oxford 

•   Yu Jie, Head of China Foresight Project and Dahrendorf Senior Research 
Associate, London School of Economics, IDEAS 

•   Bill Hayton, Associate Fellow, Asia Programme, Chatham House 
•   Agatha Kratz, Associate Policy Fellow, European Council on Foreign 

Relations 
 

Moderator: James Tunningley, Head of YCW London and Trade Policy Adviser, 
Department for International Trade, UK 
 
Panel 3: Economic and financial landscape 

 
•   Geoffrey Yu, Head of UK Investment Office, UBS Wealth Management 
•   Miranda Carr, China Thematic Strategist, Haitong Bank S.A. 
•   Xin Sun, Career Development Fellow in the Political Economy of China, 

University of Oxford 
•   Matthew Phan, Senior Analyst, Asia-Pacific Banks, CreditSights 

 
Moderator: Sue Anne Tay, YCW Global Director and Director for China and RMB 
Internationalisation, Group Strategy, HSBC 
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About Young China Watchers 
 

Young China Watchers (YCW) is a dynamic group of China-focused young 
professionals. Through regular roundtables and talks with senior figures in the China 
academic, policy and business communities, it provides a chance for engaged 
individuals to interact and discuss the most pressing issues emerging from China today. 
Through our growing global network, we seek to foster the next generation of China 
thought-leaders. 
 
YCW runs an open membership policy, keen to attract all China-engaged, 
knowledgeable and policy-interested individuals.  Our purpose is to nurture a new 
community of people focused on and alert to China’s growing importance in 
international affairs. 
 
 

About Lau China Institute, King’s College London 
 

The Lau China Institute at King’s College London is part of a network of Global 
Institutes dedicated to understanding twenty-first century political, economic and 
cultural powers in a global context. The Institute focuses on interdisciplinary research 
into contemporary China and its impact on world affairs. It coordinates and developing 
China-related research capabilities and China-focused programmes of study, while also 
building links with Chinese organizations in education, the cultural and creative sectors, 
business and government.  
 
Together with the Brazil, India, North America and Russia Institutes and the 
International Development Institute at King’s, the Lau China Institute aims to promote 
understanding, provide a hub of excellence and build connections through study, staff 
and student exchanges, research and knowledge sharing. 
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Conference Summary: 
China in 2050: The World Through Beijing's Eyes 

 

 
Attendees listen to the first panel discussion of the conference 

 
n Saturday 14 October 2017, Young China Watchers (YCW) and King’s College London’s Lau 
China Institute held an inaugural one-day conference in London. Bringing together leading 

experts and emerging young voices on China, the conference sought to analyze China’s medium- to 
long-term transformation in politics, foreign policy, security, and economy, centering on the theme: 
“China in 2050: The World Through Beijing’s Eyes.” Our speakers came from China, the UK, France 
and Singapore, with nearly 200 attendees from the academic, government, think tank and business 
communities. 
 
Political and social landscape 
 
On the eve of the 19th Party Congress in Beijing, the first session cast its lens over the next 30 years of 
Chinese politics and civil society. As moderator, Raffaello Pantucci encouraged panelists to move 
beyond the tenuous signs and predictions of Pekinology. Indeed, the panel expressed collective 
skepticism towards forecasting on China, with Isabel Hilton pointing out that the Taiping Rebellion 
had not been anticipated in 1850.  
 
The question hovering over the panel was the longevity of CPC rule. Hilton argued that 2050 will 
usher in a graying and declining population, with deteriorating health and less affluence due to old age 
and pollution. As in the Mao era, affinity groups will emerge to fill the voids left by the state, clustered 
around collective beliefs like social aid and religious faith. Civil society will focus on service delivery 
to those subjugated by slow economic growth and low-quality infrastructure, such as the elderly. While 

O 
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the state will approve of such social welfare solutions, it will remain suspicious of affinity groups that 
challenge its legitimacy. 
 
Jérôme Doyon focused on the CPC’s outreach to civil society, particularly its recruitment in innovative 
sectors like new media and technology. By maintaining pace with China’s economic transformation, 
using apps and online cells to facilitate engagement, the CPC has transformed itself into a white-collar 
elitist organization with control over the most influential factions of society. It has expanded its reach 
by consolidating policy departments under CPC organs, and strengthened internal discipline through 
the anti-corruption campaign and—in a Brezhnev-like scenario—restricted influence for youth in the 
Party. As a result, the idea of democracy within the CPC has fallen out of fashion. 
 
Kerry Brown labelled the current leadership’s ideology as “democracy with Chinese characteristics”, 
underpinned by a historical narrative outlined in the CPC’s 1981 resolution on Party history. This 
resolution combines the premise that the Party is fundamental to China as a nation-state with a moral 
covenant to redeem China. Under Xi, this process of redemption has fostered collectivism among 
cadres but individualism among average citizens. Kerry raised the inevitable conundrum ahead: In 
2050, what happens when China achieves redemption and, according to Marxist thought, the Party 
should fade away? Why would the CPC subscribe to a view that eventually erodes its own authority? 
 

 
First panel from L to R: Isabel Hilton, Xibai Xu, moderator Raffaello Pantucci, Jérôme Doyon, and Kerry Brown 

 
Xibai Xu viewed the current technological revolution as the state’s stopgap solution to retain control, 
harnessing big data, computing power, and artificial intelligence for sophisticated deep insights. China 
could become the world’s first smart government by 2050, “intelligizing” community management. 
Already, its “Skynet” system provides national block-by-block surveillance, connected to a database 
of identities tracking mobile accounts and transportation, all ring-fenced by the “Great Firewall.” 
Coordination between the Cyberspace Administration of China, Ministry of Public Security, and other 
state bodies has developed primitive profiles of citizens based on hard data like income, legal 
compliance, healthcare, and education, and morality-related soft data like trustworthiness. The 
resulting uniform social credit system allows the state to filter out potentially troublesome citizens. In 
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this dystopian future, China will become one all-encompassing Local Area Connection (LAN) network 
that outsiders will have to plug into to access. 
 
What emerged from the day’s first discussion was a picture of a more disciplined and authoritative 
state in 2050, employing technology to tighten social control and shore up its weakened ideological 
credibility. With attendees raising questions about digital surveillance and the use of virtue versus 
punishment for control, it became clear that the challenge for China through to 2050 will be balance: 
balancing diversity of thought without destabilizing state control; balancing the Party’s Confucianist 
façade with its legalist core; and, balancing the role of the Party with the nation and the state (termed 
the ‘Holy Trinity’ in an offhand remark by Brown). The session concluded with the note that, for all 
the Party’s efforts, it has failed to become a guiding light—trust is the highest by far between family 
members, not cadres, in Chinese society. 
 

 
An attendee asks a question during a panel discussion 

 
Foreign policy and security landscape 
 
The second session examined China’s trajectory as a great power, with moderator James Tunningley 
inquiring whether it would prove to be a status quo or revisionist power by 2050. Most panelists 
demurred from the question, arguing that this framework did not sufficiently capture China’s profile.  
 
Paul Irwin Crookes observed that China could earn either label: on the one hand signing the UN 
Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and criticizing the U.S. for not following suit, yet on 
the other creating its own vision of an international institution with the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB). While admittedly a bullying sea power in its own region, China has much to lose if the 
international system breaks down—its “Made in China 2025” industrial strategy has failed to bear 
fruit, and its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) often clashes with the U.S. or EU. Should China adopt a 
larger role in international affairs and draw objection from the U.S., a Thucydides trap-sized conflict 
may lie ahead. Otherwise, it is likely to maintain the status quo vis-à-vis the global institutional 
frameworks from which it has so hugely benefited. 
 
Yu Jie highlighted China’s disparate internal policymaking, undertaken across 17 ministries and 
numerous provincial- and county-level administrations. Much of foreign policy is the product of 
domestic politics: Pollution issues at home prompt a stronger hand in climate diplomacy, while a drive 
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for economic development has given China a platform for international financial leadership. China is 
in the process of learning to be an altruistic power, meeting its own needs while conceding to those of 
other states. What may push it towards revisionism is the domestic perception of “soft” or “weak” 
foreign policy. 
 

 
Yu Jie discusses China’s policymaking bureaucracy 

 
Discussing one of China’s most muscular areas of foreign policy, Bill Hayton delivered a presentation 
on the South China Sea disputes, raising a number of examples wherein China’s claims have breached 
UNCLOS. Beijing’s nominal compliance with international arbitration was interrupted in January 
2017, when General Fan Chanlong threatened to attack Vietnam if it proceeded with energy 
development in the disputed areas. Hayton argued that China has been making innovations to the 
application of international law, adopting a more revisionist stance towards UNCLOS rulings and 
historic rights to fishing areas.  
 
Agatha Kratz focused on the BRI, describing the project as a deeply transformational effort to position 
China at Asia’s core in terms of influence and connectivity, while promoting its own developmental 
model. While its economic objectives are linked to its neighbors’ in the short term, China’s formation 
of a trade regime requires a long-term responsible stakeholder, particularly in the face of competition 
from Japanese infrastructure spending. This will require a massive amount of finance to service 
China’s investments, and test its policy of non-interference.  
 
Asked by attendees about the coherence of Chinese foreign policy and its adoption of both revisionist 
and status quo stances, there was collective agreement on the panel that the stakes are higher outside 
China’s own neighborhood. While it assumes a role as a major power in East Asia, it is less aggressive 
on the global stage. The BRI is a flexible and inclusive concept (perhaps to a fault) that could extend 
China’s reach, although economic engagements based on need, greed, and fear do little to close a trust 
deficit. Faced with these challenges, the question is not whether China will be revisionist, but whether 
it can afford to be. 
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Economic and financial landscape 
 
In the final session of the day, panelists discussed the entrenched and nascent challenges to China’s 
economic growth, viewed as a keystone of the CPC’s power. Moderating the discussion, Sue Anne 
Tay provided two prompts: Domestically, how will the government ensure sustainability of economic 
growth; and, externally, how connected are China’s economy and financial markets to the rest of the 
world? Might a Lehman Brothers-style sub-prime crisis in China trigger similar global reverberations 
to what we saw in 2007? 
 
Financial stability will be a priority looking ahead to 2050, noted Xin Sun, requiring a steady Renminbi 
exchange rate, the maintenance of foreign currency reserves and the implementation of Xi’s supply-
side reform targeting large SOEs and property rights. Less clear will be the impact of using fiscal 
subsidies to select innovative sectors for growth; already, excess subsidies to solar energy have led to 
distortive excess production, dragging down global supply. In addition, urbanization policies to boost 
productivity and consumption are merely redirecting migrants to third- or fourth-tier cities that offer 
limited economic opportunities. Despite present-day policy inefficiencies, the economy remains 
resilient and dynamic, and the current 5-6% growth rate is likely to continue—at least in the near-term. 
 

 
Third panel from L to R: Matthew Phan, Xin Sun, moderator Sue Anne Tay, Miranda Carr, and Geoffrey Yu 

 
Miranda Carr saw a disconnect between the objectives of Chinese officials and the expectations of 
Western economists and financial services firms, who are disappointed by China’s marketization 
agenda. In actuality, China has undertaken costly reforms in the areas of pollution and corruption, and 
reduced the rate of corporate debt to GDP by allowing loans to default and deleveraging SOEs. 
Although consumer lending is growing rapidly, risking a credit or mortgage crisis in the future, this 
alone would not derail the global economy. 
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The banking sector held promise for Matthew Phan, who highlighted improvements in tighter 
regulation and deleveraging. However, higher interest rates have also prompted an increase in shadow 
banking costs. While the risks to the financial system are contained by the central bank, there are long-
term questions over China’s bad debt. Capital flight is also an area without a short-term solution: 
Looking beyond the anti-corruption drive, these outflows may reflect the dissonance between 
individual values and national values. 
 
Geoffrey Yu further examined the investment allocation of high-net worth Chinese, underscoring that 
Chinese ownership of foreign assets is far lower than perceived by China-watchers. While demand is 
potentially massive, Chinese investment tends to adopt more adventurous positions than standard 
Western portfolios, which are classified as boring but safe. Even cryptocurrencies are viewed as a 
channel for capital outflow, which has prompted the recent crackdown by authorities. �  
 
Gradual financial liberalization has created enormous opportunities for foreign investors to access and 
participate in China’s capital markets. But this process of opening up is dependent on the pace set the 
People’s Bank of China, which remains sensitive to speculative outflows and a volatile currency. The 
digitalization of currency and apparent crackdown on cryptocurrencies was an area raised by one 
attendee, with another highlighting the impact of increasing productivity and higher unemployment. 
 

 
Attendees at the conference take notes during a panel discussion 

 
Attendees throughout the day outlined China’s unresolved domestic economic issues, including 
ongoing SOE reforms, stability of the banking sector, and management of household debt. In terms of 
China’s outbound investment, its continued growth raises questions as to how much the government 
will support given the recent restrictions on overseas acquisitions.   
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The final panel reached a cautious yet reassuring consensus on two items: Outbound investment will 
continue to grow according to the rationale of the central government, which has indicated a preference 
for certain areas (BRI framework infrastructure, for instance) over others; and, despite the 
uncertainties, China will not face a hard crash in the next 30 years, nor will it prove to pose a risk to 
the global financial system. 
 

 
James Tunningley (L) and Raffaello Pantucci (R) deliver closing remarks 

 
Throughout the day, our 15 moderators and panel members generated thought-provoking discussions 
on the broad issues shaping China’s future, and were challenged to probe even deeper by an inquisitive 
audience. Among other ideas, attendees posited that a more networked China could strengthen civil 
society, that the BRI may face similar obstacles to Japan’s self-interested infrastructure scheme in the 
1990s, and that China’s capital market could very well look like London’s or New York’s by 2050. At 
the close of a stimulating and successful conference, nearly 200 attendees dispersed to their homes, 
libraries, and pubs around London to consider these questions, and surely many more about China’s 
future left yet unanswered.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


