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During my time in the Navy, at the height of the Cold War, I never in my wildest dreams thought that one day I would stand in both Red Square in Moscow, and Tiananmen Square in Beijing.  I have now done both.  On Saturday, I returned from a twelve day trip to China, leading a delegation of 9 legislators and 7 others on a trip sponsored by the North Carolina Center for International Understanding (i.e., no taxpayer dollars were used on this trip).  The trip was designed to allow us to explore and understand the growing economic relationship between China and North Carolina, to visit North Carolina businesses with operations in China and to promote trade between North Carolina and China.
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For those of you keeping score at home, China is already the #2 trading partner of North Carolina (Canada is #1).  Exports by North Carolina businesses to China in 2010 totaled $2.2 billion, up 25.3% from 2009.  Exports to China increased 539% from 2000 to 2010.  Growing consumer demand in China has made the country a very attractive market for our businesses.  

In 2010, approximately 14% of all North Carolina agricultural exports went to China.  China is unable to meet its agricultural needs internally and must import to feed its 1.3 billion people.  In addition, a number of North Carolina technology companies, such as Cisco, SAS, Lenovo, Duke Energy, and Cree all have a presence in China.  

What does this mean to North Carolina companies?  Consumer demand in China for goods produced by North Carolina companies may mean more jobs for North Carolinians.  

The trip started in the capital city of Beijing, a city with a population of over 17 million.  After an official government welcome, we toured a number of businesses and facilities, including the SAS operation in Beijing.  Workers there described how SAS takes advantage of the 13 hour time difference to pass work projects back and forth between teams located in Raleigh and Beijing, allowing them to work around the clock.  

Although the busy schedule and long days didn’t leave us much time for sightseeing, we were able to see some of the famous sites, including the Great Wall, the Forbidden City (home to generations of Emperors) and, as I mentioned earlier, Tiananmen Square.  

Our next stop was Shenzhen, a city in the Southern part of China that is located adjacent to Hong Kong.  Shenzhen was a small fishing village of 30,000 people in 1979.  Today, over 14 million people live there (the population was one million in the year 2000).  Shenzhen is a high tech center.  A visit to the telecommunications company, Huawei, was the centerpiece of our time in Shenzhen.  We also had an important dinner meeting with Chinese investors hosted by our Department of Agriculture.

Shanghai was our next stop.  Shanghai is a city that occupies an area of 2,448 square miles, and has a population of over 23 million people.  That makes good old Winston-Salem seem a bit cozy by comparison (I believe Ross Johnson referred to it as “bucolic”).  The city is very modern.  There are skyscrapers as far as the eye can see, including some of the world’s tallest buildings.  Three hundred of the top 500 enterprises in the world have operations in Shanghai.  Company and investor visits were again a key part of the agenda.  

The highlight, for me, was visiting the port of Yangshan, which is the world’s fourth largest seaport.  What makes Yangshan so amazing is that it did not even exist six years ago.  Yangshan was formerly a fishing village located on a small island off the coast of China.  The Chinese government decided it needed to be a major seaport.  Accordingly, the Chinese government relocated the citizenry of the small fishing village (i.e., “Good afternoon sir, we are with the government…you don’t live here any longer”; yes, Toto, we are not in Kansas anymore), and built a 31 kilometer long bridge out to the island in less than three years.  Now, a total of six years later, there are massive cranes as far as the eye can see, and a staging area for literally thousands of containers.  Vessels line up in the harbor waiting their turn in one of the most sophisticated shipping operations of the world.
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Putting aside the issues of property rights and the rights of citizens for a moment, we can see what makes China so powerful.  In the three years it took to build the bridge, we would still be arguing over the Environmental Impact Statement.  

I can’t say that I am any closer, after this visit, to understanding how China rationalizes its Communist government with an economic system that, with some obvious exceptions, has many of the hallmarks of capitalism.  China is completely unique, from my limited exposure to the country and its people.   

From what I could tell, the average Chinese citizen is hard working and diligent, possesses a terrific work ethic, and is polite and thoughtful.  My perception is that like many of our citizens, they are relatively indifferent about their government, as long as it stays out of their business, and are mainly interested in earning a living and getting ahead.  As China’s economy grows, so does their standard of living.  And the more that standard of living grows, the more the average Chinese citizen wants to consume.  Inflation is probably their number one economic concern.  Inflation hovers between 6-10% annually, while wages remain comparatively flat (after all, one of China’s big advantages in attracting foreign investment has been their relatively low wage scale).  In addition to their growing middle class, China has a large and growing class of super wealthy individuals with expensive tastes.  In fact, we strolled through the Bentley/Maserati dealership one evening in Shanghai when we were killing time before a meeting.

Business relationships are very personal and formal.  Strict protocol is followed, with seating arrangements in all meetings being determined by rank and social standing.  Even the exchanging of business cards has an air of formality, with the Chinese formally cradling their business cards in two hands, and bowing slightly, as they deliver them to you.  Our government meetings were held in a horseshoe seating arrangement.  As the senior member of our delegation, I sat in the formal chair in the center of the room, with the rest of the delegation in large, comfortable chairs to my right.  I have seen this set up in pictures of diplomatic summits, but I have never experienced it myself.  In the picture below, I am meeting with Mr. Tang Long, the Secretary General of the Beijing Municipal People’s Congress.
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Of course, there is also a lighter side to these visits.  Translation from one language to another is always a challenge, although English is spoken by most government and business officials.  The formal name plates at each of our desks in a meeting often contained our name in English on one side, and Chinese characters on the other side.  That occasionally caused problems.  For example, Derek Chen, of our North Carolina Commerce Department, who accompanied us on the trip, became “Dorek” Chen.  We decided the “e” was silent and started calling him Dork.  Senator Eric Mansfield became “Bric” Mansfield, which sounds like some kind of super character or, at least, a pro wrestler.  Eric actually liked his new name.

Chinese food was an adventure.  This is not the Chinese food you pick up in your local neighborhood restaurant.  This cuisine featured delicacies such as jellyfish, beef tendons, duck’s feet, duck tongue and several other dishes I just didn’t recognize.  I ate them all, and most of them tasted good, but they did make me long for Pig Pickins or Little Richards Barbecue.  

Speaking of food, it was not unusual to see McDonalds, Kentucky Fried Chicken and Papa John’s Pizza, although it was very unusual to see a church (we saw only one on the trip).

I was very impressed with China as an economic force.  Certainly, they have their share of problems.  Their rapid growth, coupled with the increasing consumer demands of their citizens, gave me the impression that their leaders at the national level realize that they have a tiger by the tail.  Infrastructure issues are significant, including clean water, clean air and energy resources.  Some commentators believe that China’s infamous “one child” policy, will come back to bite them as their population ages.  Quality healthcare also remains a major problem.

Although many North Carolinians remain understandably bitter about the manufacturing jobs lost to China over the last twenty years (many of which are now moving to Vietnam and other even lower wage countries).   Still, with 1.3 billion people, anything China does economically is bound to have a major impact on the world.  That is a fact, whether we like it or not.  The Chinese are a proud and capable people.  We would be wise to remember that.  

In the end, although there are still many questions that I have about our relationship with China, I came away impressed that the economies of China and North Carolina are intertwined.  There are great opportunities for North Carolina businesses in China.  China’s success economically can mean more jobs and opportunities for North Carolinians, and vice versa. That point was clearly driven home to me as I presented the Secretary General with a small lapel pin containing the U.S. and North Carolina flag as a gesture of good will.  Stamped in bold black letters on the outside of the small plastic package containing the pin…Made in China.

