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Trip Report: Greater Seattle Business and Trade Mission 
 to Northern China, 2008

by Steve Dunphy, Cascade Land Conservancy

 The Olympics countdown clocks at the Beijing 
Capital Airport all read 0:00:00, but China still counts 
the Games as a big plus, from the 
now famous Bird’s Nest in Beijing 
to sailing competitions held in the 
waters off Qingdao. 

 But the afterglow from the 
Games is quickly fading as the 
real world begins to move back 
into the forefront for China. The 
Trade Development Alliance of 
Greater Seattle and Washington 
State China Relations Council 
sponsored a trade mission to 
Beijing and Northeast China Sept. 
5-17 to assess the situation there 
and to continue to develop trade, 
cultural and educational links. 
The Trade Alliance most recently 
visited Southern China in 2005.

What the mission found was 
a country that was still growing 
at breakneck speed, but also 
beginning to feel some of the 
effects of a global economic slowdown.

The Olympics year was supposed to be a banner 
year for China, the culmination of its successful bid 
eight years earlier for its chance to perform on the 
world stage. After spending an estimated $40 billion 
on the Games, facilities, venues, construction and 
promotion, the Games were to be a kind of “coming 
out” party for modern China.

Things did not quite work out that way. There 
were unusual snowstorms in the winter that caused 
chaos for the transportation system. Demonstrations 
and unrest in Tibet thrust that issue back into Page 
One news around the world. In May, devastating 
earthquakes in Sichuan Province took the lives of 

an estimated 100,000 people and caused billions in 
damage.

Even the Olympics are 
overshadowed somewhat by the 
infant formula problems and the 
Chinese government reaction to the 
situation. “They just don’t get it,” 
was one comment.

It was into that context that the 
Trade Alliance’s mission landed 
in Beijing on a blustery early 
September afternoon to begin the 
12-day mission. During that first 
night in the Chinese capital, large 
and loud thunderstorms rumbled 
through the city, lighting up the 
early morning sky with lightning 
and rousting weary Puget Sound 
travelers from sleep.

The storm may have been 
symbolic for the delegation – there 
is no doubt the group found a lot 
of lightning, thunder and storm 
clouds in China in the 2008 visit. 

One fact of life was apparent from the beginning – 
we, as country or region, cannot isolate ourselves 
from what is happening in China.

The crisis on Wall Street affects the relationship.
 Wall Street and the Great Wall are linked. China 

has more than $1.5 trillion in foreign-currency 
reserves. A sizable portion of that has been invested 
in the U.S. in the form of purchases of T-bills, 
Treasury bonds and the like. China also likely holds 
debt from Freddie Mac and Fannie May in sizable 
quantities, adding to the reasons why the bailouts of 
those institutions were necessary. 

The huge influx of foreign reserves has 
contributed to the inflation that China has been 

China on a world stage.
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dealing with recently. The delegation heard from 
one Chinese government official that inflation 
was beginning to subside. The shift to a posture of 
encouraging growth is consistent with that view.

Currency reserves have led to the creation of 
“sovereign wealth funds,” government-run investment 
pools that are making major investments in high-
visibility assets all around 
the world - and particularly 
in the United States. With 
long connections to China, 
Washington State hopes to 
share in those investments, 
although they tend to be 
into hard assets rather than 
job-producing ventures.

The Trade Alliance 
mission traveled to 
Beijing, Tianjin, Dalian 
and Qingdao, together 
known as the Bohai 
Region of China, named 
for the body of water off 
the Yellow Sea that most 
of the cities touch.

One of the 
fundamental questions 
always asked on a Trade 
Alliance mission is “why.” Why the Bohai Region?

Beijing is the capital city, recognized as the 
political, educational, and cultural center of the 
People’s Republic of China. Beijing is also home to 
475 research centers, and more than 60 institutions 

of higher learning, including Peking University 
and Qinghua University. The Olympics took the 
spotlight but other leading industries in Beijing 
include tourism, electronics, chemicals, automobiles, 
machinery, metallurgy, textiles, garments and 
household appliances.  

Tianjin, together with Shanghai, Beijing 
and Chongqing, is 
classified as a separate 
municipality with 
the same status and 
responsibilities as a 
province.  This special 
status enables the 
Tianjin municipal 
government to approve 
independent foreign 
investment projects, 
making it an attractive 
location for foreign 
investment in China. 
This makes Tianjin one 
of the ideal gateways 
for exporters serving 
the North China 
market.  Tianjin has a 
sister port relationship 
with the Port of 
Tacoma.   Leading 

industries in Tianjin include automobiles, electronics, 
petrochemical products, metallurgy, medicine and 
energy.

Dalian is the principal marine gateway of 
Northeast China. A large deep-water port, Dalian 
handles roughly 70% of the region’s cargo and 90% 
of the region’s container transportation. The city 
has trade links with over 80 countries, including a 
sister port relationship with the Port of Seattle. An 
illustration of Dalian’s attractiveness is the location 
of a large Intel chip-making facility there - the 
facility has been earmarked to become the largest 
foreign high-tech investment in all of China. Leading 
industries in Dalian include manufacturing, refining 
and shipbuilding as well as the production of 
chemicals, electronics and software.

Qingdao is well known for its historic and scenic 
tourist attractions, as well as being one of the best 
places in China to live and do business. The World 
Bank honored Qingdao as one of China’s six “Golden 

Mayor of Bellevue, Grant Degginger signing an MOU 
(Memorandum of Understanding) with the City of Dalian.
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Cities.” In recent years, the city has attracted billions 
in foreign direct investment and engages in trade 
with areas in virtually every country on the planet, 
including our region. The Port of Seattle has had 
a sister port relationship with the Port of Qingdao 
since 1995.  Leading 
industries include 
automobiles, consumer 
electronics, building 
materials, shipbuilding, 
cargo handling, 
petrochemicals, steel, 
alcohol (the famous 
Tsingtao brewery is 
here) apparel, food-
processing equipment 
and chemical fertilizer.

With that 
background, here are 
some of the issues the 
delegation confronted 
in its conversations with 
government officials, business executives working in 
China, academics and the usual assortment of other 
interested observers.

An aging population 
China’s demographics present some long-term 

problems for the government. The male-female ratio 
is about 130 percent on the male side, meaning there 
are many more men than women. What that means 
for the future remains to be seen, but it does raise the 
question of where some of those men are going to 
find wives.

The situation grew in part from China’s one-child 
policy. The policy has had another impact that is 
beginning to be felt in the business world. Ian Chang, 
who runs BHA Aero Composites in Tianjin for the 
joint venture with the The Boeing Company, says 
many of his young Chinese workers who grew up 
without siblings find it difficult to work in teams.

“They have had as many as six adults doting on 
them for most of their lives,” Chang said. “So they 
do not have those good skills of working together.” 
Another observer of the Chinese pointed out that 
in the Olympics, China did well in the individual 
events—diving, gymnastics, etc.—and less well in the 
team events.

With so many Chinese workers still in the 
countryside, China may not have the problem of 
developed countries of too few workers supporting 
a growing retiree population, but to use a familiar 
way of referring to issues, China faces population 

questions with Chinese 
characteristics.

The Environment
The delegation 

heard from a number of 
presentations that China 
increasingly is trying to 
do something about the 
environment. Beijing’s 
skies remained relatively 
clear while the delegation 
was there, largely because 
the odd-even driving 
restrictions were still in 
place – drivers could only 
drive every other day based 
on the last number of their 

license plates.
In Tianjin and Dalian, the delegation heard 

about stepped up environmental restrictions and 
regulations from business executives doing business 
in both cities. Agencies patterned after the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency have increasingly 
strong rules at their disposal.

Joseph Kruzich, Consul for Press and Cultural 
Affairs at the U.S. Consulate in Shenyang, the 
provincial capital, said that cities like Dalian will 

 

Snohomish County Executive, Aaron Reardon and Mayor 
Xia of Dalian.
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have a leg up on other cities as the emphasis on the 
environment grows. “Dalian is already doing it,” 
Kruzich said. “That puts them ahead of many other 
cities.”

Kruzich also said 
that China is beginning 
to worry about a loss 
of farmland as cities 
continue to grow out 
from their traditional 
bases. The government 
is imposing new 
measures to preserve 
farmland. New 
regulations require new 
developments in rural 
areas outside cities to 
insure that an equal 
amount of rural land is 
preserved.

The comment was one of those “back to 
the future” comments heard more frequently on 
this mission to China. King County took action 
two decades ago to preserve farmland, rapidly 
disappearing as the urban footprint expanded. Now 
China is doing the same thing.

Migration to cities
Chinese cities remain in a state of flux. For 

example, delegation members would ask about the 
population of the cities they visited – is that “with 
or without the migrant worker population” was a 
frequent follow up. Often it was, to China’s credit, 

since the country knows it must deal with one of the 
largest shifts in population the world has ever seen.

More than 350 million people, larger than the 
population of the U.S., are expected to move over 

the next few decades from 
China’s rural areas to the 
cities. In the Puget Sound 
area we are struggling to 
accommodate an increase 
of 1.4 million over by 2040, 
according to Puget Sound 
Regional Council estimates. 
Imagine trying to deal with 
increases on the Chinese 
scale. 

There are about 65 
cities in China with a 
population of more than 
a million. Chongqing, 
Seattle’s sister city in 
China, has a population of 

31.4 million although the city’s boundaries extend far 
into the countryside. The urban center of Chongqing 
has a population of about 6 million. The sister-city 
idea dates back to the Eisenhower Administration. 
This year is the 25th anniversary of the Seattle-
Chongqing sister-city relationship.

During the mission, Bellevue signed a 
memorandum of understanding with Dalian, an effort 
by Bellevue to move beyond the traditional sister city 
relationship. 

“This is a new relationship,” said Bellevue Mayor 
Grant Degginger. “It is not a traditional sister city 
relationship but one that will work on our mutual 
interests.”

The agreement came together over the past 
six months with Bellevue Councilmember Conrad 
Lee taking the lead. There are strong connections 
between the two cities – both have a strong presence 
in software, computer games and other high-tech 
businesses. A very natural fit.

Bellevue is also much more diverse a community 
than many may realize. More than a third of 
Bellevue’s population is foreign born and the city is 
25 percent Asian.

Tong Zhu and Port of Tacoma Commissioner Clare 
Petrich at their sister Port of Tianjin.          

Tour of one of the world’s top modern cardiovascular 
hospitals in Tianjin. 
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Incomes and the economy  
Income differential between countryside and 

city continues to drive the migration of workers 
from the rural areas to the urban areas. In Tianjin, 
the delegation stayed 
at a hotel in the center 
city. Outside was a huge 
construction project 
where hundreds – 
literally hundreds – of 
workers could be seen 
working on it in the 
morning.

China has seen 
rapid economic growth 
since it began the reform 
and opening up policies 
in 1978, but the wide 
income gap continues to 
be a problem.

Recent figures showed per capita income at 
$16,400 in Shanghai, $3,600 in Chongqing and 
$602 for farmers in China’s rural areas. China 
has been working for years to make a dent in 
that income disparity, but the rapid growth of the 
coastal cities continually makes the achievement 
harder and harder.

A slowing economy does not help matters.
On the final day of the mission in Qingdao, 

the delegation heard from He Weiwan from the 
Ministry of Commerce in Beijing. He said growth 
in China was now slowing because of the U.S. 
and European slowdown, but he predicted high 
growth rates in the next 20 years because of the 
migration to the cities in China. This will require 
new infrastructure, housing, airports, cement, 
energy, transportation systems and so forth. About 
17 million new urban residents are gained every 
year.

Despite the income disparity, He predicted China 
and the U.S. will soon compete on the same level. 
China already is the second largest economy in the 
world after the U.S. measured on a purchasing power 
parity basis. The impact of the income disparity shows 
up in per capita measures, which put China in the 
ranks of lower, middle income economies.

China also is increasingly looking for 
investments overseas. According to one estimate, 

about 5,000 domestic Chinese enterprises have 
established direct investments overseas in 172 
countries and regions of the world, a total of about 
$60 billion in foreign direct investment. 

Several delegation 
members wanted to 
know how to tap into 
that emerging source of 
direct investment, about 
China doing some of 
that direct investment in 
the U.S. An official from 
the U.S. Embassy told 
the delegation that some 
Chinese companies are 
comfortable setting up 
operations, but others 
find U.S. labor laws and 
a comparatively slow 
pace of construction a 
problem.

China remains an important market for many 
companies in the Puget Sound area – Microsoft, 
Boeing, Starbucks among the big ones, but smaller 
companies as well such as Chang International, 
a large seafood company based in Seattle with a 
substantial factory in Qingdao.

Ian Chang, the Boeing manager in Tianjin, 
said Boeing’s reason for maintaining the composite 
manufacturing plant there is because Boeing wants to 
sell airplanes. Forecasts for the number of airplanes 
China will need in the coming years are huge. Boeing 
forecasts that China will require 3,400 new airplanes 

A Briefing on the Chinese economy with the Ministry of 
Commerce (MOFCOM) in Beijing.

Seattle City Councilmember Jan Drago meeting the 
Mayor Xia of Dalian.
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worth about $340 billion over the next 20 years. It 
is also the reason Airbus Industrie has built a new 
plant nearby where the A320 will be assembled. They 
want to sell airplanes in China as well, Chang said, 
although he commented that the Airbus planes “will 
be the most expensive 
A320s they make.”

Corruption
“Bribery is a fact of 

life here,” said Kruzich, 
the consular official from 
Shengyang. “It’s a huge 
problem – don’t let people 
tell you it isn’t.”

Kruzich said the 
Chinese legal system 
is particularly suspect 
because China is slow 
to build a professional 
judiciary. Judges only make about $4,000 a year and 
look for ways to supplement that salary.

He related a recent example where more than 20 
judges were indicted for corruption. Why do some 
get singled out rather than others? Kruzich said either 
of two things happens – they get too greedy or they 
antagonize the wrong person. 

A recent study by the Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace estimated that roughly 10 
percent of Chinese government spending, contracts 
and transactions is used as kickbacks and bribes, or 
simply stolen. 

U.S. companies operate under the Foreign 
Corrupt Practices Act, which outlaws any form 
of corruption. Executives say this often puts U.S. 
companies at a disadvantage, but they also said they 
would have it no other way. The law makes things 

easier and provides an 
ethical high ground for 
American companies.

Intellectual property 
rights

This is a perennial 
issue for Puget Sound 
companies doing business 
in China. Conrad Wong, an 
intellectual property rights 
expert with the Patent 
and Trademark Office 
at the U.S. Consulate 
in Guangzhou, outlined 

several of the pitfalls that confront U.S. companies in 
China. 

“Don’t be surprised if you see your product 
on display at a trade fair,” he said. “Unfortunately 
products that are successful or have a chance of being 
successful often are duplicated.”

The problem is especially acute in software and 
the forgers seem to be getting better. Bill Stafford, 
President, Trade Development Alliance, related a 
story from an earlier trade mission where the forgeries 
of some Microsoft projects were selected as the real 
thing “because they were printed better.”

Hank Wang officially opening the UW office in Beijing 
at a reception.

The problem of a healthy economy.

Delegation co-leader, Ken Kirkpatrick, President of 
US Bank – Washington State, thanking Greg Gilligan 
of MacDonald’s China for speaking to our delegation 
at an AmCham lunch in Beijing.
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Wong also said some companies are naïve about 
doing business in China. Companies at times “turn 
over everything to the first guy who speaks English 
well” without doing any background checks. “That’s 
kind of a collective statement,” he said, “but it has 
happened.”

Wong said the U.S. 
and China have “re-
engaged” on the issues 
after a year without talks 
and some progress is being 
made. 

In Dalian, the 
delegation heard about 
that city’s early decision 
to agree to copyright rules 
with Microsoft. The city 
bought proper licenses 
from Microsoft and 
continues to be among the 
more enlightened areas on 
the question of property rights. 

Part of the reason may be the presence of 
NeuSoft, the largest software company in China. 
It has an increasing market share in back-office 
and hospital applications, creating its own need for 
intellectual property rights. That is a common trend 
in China – the country tends to move more quickly 
on some issues when it becomes in their own self-
interest to do so.

The U.S. government continues to press for 
changes. And it offers help to companies that find 

themselves with a problem. A web site tells the story 
– it is www.stopfakes.gov – designed to help protect 
intellectual property rights.

National - international
One of the more 

unusual aspects of this 
mission to China was the 
lack of comment about 
the international scene 
and China. 

China’s relationship 
with Taiwan was hardly 
mentioned, perhaps 
because recent elections 
there have changed 
the tone of the rhetoric 
between the two – in 
March Taiwan voters 
overwhelmingly voted 
for the Nationalist Party 
choosing the party that 

proposed stronger economic growth through closer 
ties with the mainland.

For the most part, what the delegation did hear 
was about the Olympics and the success China had in 
putting on the Games. The Paralympics were being 
conducted while the delegation was in China – the 
papers were praising the opening ceremonies for this 
event as well.

“The Olympics was a very powerful 
demonstration of the power of China to focus on 
one issue,” said Greg Gilligan, General Manager, 

John Gardner, Vice President for Economic Development 
and Extension for Washington State University, listening 
intently to the briefing at MOFCOM.

A visit to Ocean University in Qingdao.

Joe Borich, President of the Washington China 
Relations Council with Madame Wang Hongbo of the 
Ministry of Commerce.
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Corporate Affairs, McDonald’s China. He described 
it as the Chinese “power of one,” the fact that the 
Communist Party is still very much in control of the 
country.

Gilligan related a recent visit by the American 
Chamber of Commerce in China, known as AmCham, 
to Washington, D.C., to 
lobby Congress on issues 
in China. It soon became 
clear that Congress was 
not going to support 
any issues around U.S.-
China trade, he said. “The 
popular sentiment is just 
not there,” he said.

Gilligan also said 
that there are factions 
within the power structure 
of China as there are in 
any country – there are 
those who favor a liberal 
approach to international 
relations and those who are more hard liners.

There is a wide sentiment in China that the West 
is trying to “contain” China as it grows, regardless of 
the fact that China has rarely exhibited any territorial 
or aggressive ideas in its long history.

The issues get muddied after a while. Some of the 
people who support the containment theory believe 
that issues such as Tibet are being used as a front for 
containment, Gilligan said.

Short term / long term
Port offices, science parks, government buildings 

all seemed to have one thing in common – a huge, 
ornate entry hall. Members of the delegation asked 
about this phenomenon after a while, wondering why 
this was the case.

The first reaction is 
that the Chinese have 
the space and the money 
to spare, creating these 
large areas. Another view 
was more sanguine – the 
Chinese continue to build 
and develop with a long-
term view. 

“They figure these 
buildings are going to 
be around for a while 
and available to the next 
generation,” said one 
Chinese official. “So why 

not make them bigger than we need right now so we 
have the room to grow in the future.”

The emphasis on the long term may have 
been lost on the delegation, many of whom were 
still tightly linked to their Blackberries or other 
communications devices. They were staying in touch 
with the immediate events back in their offices. 

While China may look to the long term, the 
country is able to build and develop on a much shorter 
time span than in the U.S. In Tianjin, the delegation 
heard about a new high-speed rail line from that city 
to Beijing (about 75 miles) planned, designed and 
built in less than two years.

“How long did the third runway (at Sea-Tac) 
take,” one delegate said ruefully.

While massive infrastructure spending continues 
on roads, light rail, subways and high-speed inter-city 
connections, China also has a very down-to-earth 
problem. Traffic. There are about 1,000 new cars a 
week added in the Beijing area alone. Some Chinese 
are making enough to afford luxury cars – there was a 
large Rolls Royce parked near one of the delegation’s 
hotels.

Traffic can be an adventure. On one cab ride, the 
cab driver was getting frustrated by the traffic, that 
much was clear despite the language barrier. Finally, 

Briefing by the Port of  Qingdao .

Chenta Chen, President of ProTrade International 
Corp. and Skip Fisher of Schwabe Williamson & Wyatt 
meeting a new contact.
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he had enough and pulled out into the on-coming 
lane, zigzagged around a couple of cars and turned 
left down a side street.

Soon the taxi was moving more quickly, but with 
no less regard for the traffic regulations – horn honking, 
sliding through a couple of traffic lights, creating a third 
lane in a two-lane stretch 
of road. Traffic laws are 
guidance only it seems in 
China.

Yet traffic could be 
a metaphor for China in 
2008 – it is a symbol of 
the country’s wealth, it is 
often chaotic, it represents 
a growing problem and 
threatens to undo any 
progress made on the 
environmental front. 

More cars are also 
symbols of two large 
challenges: Keeping the 
jobs growing for tens of 
millions of workers laid off 
from state-owned enterprises, migrants and new entrants 
to the work force while also containing environmental 
damage and social strife related to the economy’s rapid 
transformation.

For some on the mission it was the first time to China. 
They were amazed. For others, it was another trip to a 
country they have seen change – dramatically so - for more 
than 30 years. At one point on the mission, Bob Anderson, 
Senior Trade Advisor Snohomish County Government, a 
long-time traveler to China, looked out the window and 
commented that it looked like the China he had seen when 
he first visited years ago. It was a rural area, far from the 
glitz and modernity of the big city.

I remember writing a headline on one of the first 
stories I edited about China 25 years ago. It said: “A 
constant in China: Change.” It’s still true.

For the good of Greater Seattle
The University of Washington (UW) used the 

delegation to officially open their China office in Beijing. 
A reception assisted by Boeing celebrated the event. Hang 
Wang is the new Vice President of China Affairs for the 
UW. He accompanied the delegation and made contact at 
Tianjin University, TEDA Cardiovascular Hospital and 
Ocean University. The reception also included Cougars 
with fellow delegate John Gardner, Vice President of 
Washington State University in attendance. He and Wang 
had an opportunity to discuss collaborative efforts.

Steve Dunphy is Vice President, Communications and 
Strategy, for the Cascade Land Conservancy. He was a 
delegate on the Trade Development Alliance Business and 
Trade Mission to Northeast China and has accompanied 
the Trade Development Alliance on several previous TDA 
missions as scribe. He also kept a running diary of the 
trip available at www.seattletradealliance.com. Click on 
‘China Trip Diary.’

Kirsten Aaoyama, Director of the Global Business 
Center for the Foster School of Business at the University 
of Washington discussed the international case study 
competition at the University of Washington with Dalian 
University of Technology and Ocean University. 

The delegation met with UW alumni including an 
aeronautics professor 
at Dalian University 
of Technology and the 
President of Ocean 
University in Qingdao. 

The collaboration 
extended to Ports as well. 
The Ports of Everett, 
Seattle and Tacoma were 
represented and jointly 
marketed our region 
as a center of logistics 
and a great gateway to 
North America. The 
Ports prepared a joint 
presentation and gave it 
in the cities we visited. 
Tacoma and Seattle visited 

sister Ports in all three cities. 

The City of Bellevue signed a friendship MOU 
(Memorandum of Understanding) with the City of Dalian. 
Grant Degginger, Mayor of Bellevue and Conrad Lee, 
Councilman, represented Bellevue. Dalian is posturing 
itself to be the Bangalore of China. 

Dalian and Qingdao have expressed interest in 
bringing a reciprocal delegation to our region next year.

完

Greater Seattle logistics marketing team of Port of 
Everett, Port of Seattle and Port of Tacoma at the Port of 
Tianjin.  


