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OVERVIEW ON EAST CHINA REGION 
The Consular area of the British Consulate-General Shanghai covers Shanghai 
Municipality, Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Anhui provinces in East China.  Though covering 
only 1% of China’s total land area, its GDP accounts for more than one-fifth of the 
whole China economy.    
 
The Yangtze Delta Region is comprised of South Jiangsu and North Zhejiang with a 
cluster of 16 medium-large cities, Shanghai takes the lead as the ‘dragon head’ 
among them. The medium-term target set up by Shanghai government is to 
develop a modern international metropolitan city and become an international 
centre of finance, trade and logistics. The major events in Shanghai will be the 
forthcoming World Expo in 2010 (see details at www.expo2010china.com) 
  
Year 2008 Area (sq. km) Population (million) 

(residential)  
GDP (billion RMB) 

Shanghai    6,341 13.62     1,369.82 
Zhejiang 101,800 50.60    2,148.69 
Jiangsu 102,600 76.32    2,875.50 
Anhui 139,600 62.28       887.42 

(figures obtained from National Bureau of Statistics of China, www.stats.gov.cn) 

OPPORTUNITIES 
Due to the overall costs are much higher than the local products, foreign suppliers 
have historically targeted at the high-end segments in market as they are less 
price-competitive. However, this may become difficult for new comers to penetrate 
because of the domination of those established in-market brands. With the 
purchasing power of the middle class increases, the mid-end segment is getting 
emerging. And surely consumers would therefore seek good quality at reasonable 
prices in future. This is where both Chinese distributors are now targeting (UK 
suppliers should target at), and are looking for importers with the right value 
proposition. 
 
According to some local distributors, the following four categories may contain a 
potentiality in the local market: 
• Frozen Products--only a few foreign brands in-market now and would have 

less competition.  
• Healthy Products-- contains natural and clean ingredients. 
• Organic Products--most local consumers believe foreign organic products are 

more “reliable” than local made ones. 
Premier Products--high-end foreign products that use quality ingredients (no 
preservatives; no additives), with small quantities in production, which targets 
niche markets. eg jam/chutney/sauces .  
 
UKTI publishes international business opportunities gathered by our network of 
British Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These 
opportunities appear in the Opportunities portlet on the relevant sector and country 
pages on the UKTI website. By setting up a profile you can be alerted by email 
when relevant new opportunities are published. New or updated alert profiles can 
be set in My Account on the website. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 
 
Market Overview 
 
The market for imported food in China has been expanding at a dramatic annual 
growth of 15 percent in the past decades. An industry report from a local consulting 
firm reveals that in 1992, China’s imported food amounted to US$ 4 billion while in 
2007 the number skyrocketed to US$ 30.6 billion.1 And the top 10 categories of 
imported food are: Vegetable Oil, Freshwater Products, Cereals, Sugar, Milk 
Products Tobacco, Poultry, Oil Products and Grain. In the next five years, the 
market demand for foreign food will reach RMB 1 trillion annually. In addition, 
industrial experts predict that imported foods will have a greater presence in China 
and by 2018, China will become the largest country for imported food in the world. 
 
East China Region is regarded as the wealthiest and most developed area in China 
and people here are more willing to try different foreign F&B (Food and Beverage). 
Statistic from “Shanghai Import food Enterprise Association” indicates more than 
70% of imported F&B are sold along the coastal line and nearly 60% of the F&B are 
imported through Shanghai Custom. The total import amount from Shanghai was 
recorded as 103,500 tons and increased nearly 35% compare to 2007. And the 
value of goods was also jumped from US$244 million in 2007 to US$ 362 million in 
2008. 

Source: Shanghai Import Food Enterprise Association  
 
 
In terms of import food category, Eastern China region differs from the rest of the 
country. The top three categories for the region were Wine & Beverage; Food 
Additives; Dairy Products in 2008. 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 “Food & Beverage: Focus on Traditional Gourmet”—InterChina Consulting 
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Source: Shanghai Import Food Enterprise Association 
 
 
Key Demand Engine 
 
Needless to say, the rising group of Chinese modern middle class consumers have 
now becoming a new breed for purchasing foreign F&B products as they are more 
oriented towards lifestyle consumption, and willing to try something new (at least 
once in a while). A report from “Euromonitor” shows that more Chinese 
households are willing to spend their income on food, apparel, household products, 
and personal products. These four categories could grow 3 times from a market of 
RMB 1.9 trillion (US$232 billion) in 2006 to a market size of RMB 7.7 trillion 
(US$940 billion) in 2025. Further, the consumer expenditure on food was nearly 
US$ 280 million in 2007 while the figure was only less than US$ 200 million in 2003 
and people at 35 or below in metropolitan cities are the main force to try imported 
items.2 Surely, the growing wealth of Chinese households is broadening food 
consumption habits. A typical family with two working parents is leading to higher 
grocery spending on single time purchase. More and more meals are consumed 
outside the home, increasing exposure to new products and experiences. In 
addition, many Chinese citizens/students that have been studying and working 
abroad are bringing foreign customs and tastes back. As a result, consume 
attitudes towards western food are changing and demand for variety and quality of 
foreign F&B are increasing. 
 
In addition, international expatriate community is also another big consumer group 
for imported products. With more foreign firms are increasingly moving towards 
China leads more foreign expats are sent into the country. A recent survey3 showed 
that there are nearly 90,000 foreigners (about 4,000 British) living in Shanghai as 
long term residents, among which the “Western” community is much larger than 
“Asian”. 

                                                 
2 http://www.wikinvest.com/concept/Rise_of_China's_Middle_Class 
3 http://gov.hzrb.cn/system/2009/04/02/010017876.shtml 
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KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 
 
Market Entry Strategies 
 
Agents/Distributors 
 
General speaking, through agents/distributor is the easiest and most direct way to 
sell imported F&B products into China. Distributors normally play a vital role in 
entering the Chinese market as it is virtually impossible to build market share 
without a strong distributor. 
 
In Shanghai, or even the whole country, only few retailer/hypermarket imports 
directly from overseas suppliers. Instead, they source from local 
distributors/agents. The main reason is that before China joins WTO, it was difficult 
for domestic retailers to obtain an import & export license. Only those big state-
owned trading companies were permitted to trade internationally. Therefore, F&B 
products importation was mainly dealt by those agents or trading companies that 
have the licenses. Though it is now easier to get the license, most 
retailers/hypermarkets are simply rent the shelf to those local agents/importers 
rather than import the products by themselves. Hence the distributors, who have 
rich experience; developed practices and wider network would be the potential 
partners for foreign suppliers. 
 
Local agents/distributors prefer to work with foreign well-known brands, or new 
brands with very attractive concepts. The reason they care about which brands they 
carry is that they are required to pay high entry fees and other various in-market 
promotion charges, which make distributors reluctant to try unknown brands. 
Moreover, local agents/distributors sometimes may ask for financial support from 
foreign supplier for the products they are representing and are very reluctant to 
contribute to the costs of promotions and campaigns. Hence foreign suppliers, 
which regard China market as an important one and willing to have a long presence 
may be required to invest money, time and human capital. In addition, the 
distribution systems can be also challenging for new exporters as most local 
distributors operate on a regional or provincial basis. Therefore, exporters may 
have to co-operate with several distributors in parallel if they wish to have a wider 
national coverage. 
 
Regarding the payment method, Chinese distributors make payment after they 
have received the goods from the suppliers. Pre-payment is relatively risky as if the 
goods fail to meet the Chinese standard, the distributors will be consequently make 
a loss. Therefore in normal market practice, most local distributor and foreign 
suppliers work on pay-after-arrival method. 
 
Overall, identifying a suitable regional market and finding the right distributor are 
key elements to a successful entry to the Mainland China market. Foreign suppliers 
are advised to target one specific region at a time rather than treat Mainland China 
as a single market.  
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Local Manufacturing 
Due to the import tariffs and fluctuate foreign exchange rates, foreign imported 
F&B products are usually much more expensive than domestic ones and the only 
way to lower the cost is to manufacture locally. However, the initial manufacture 
set up process may require a large amount of capital injection. Foreign suppliers 
are NOT encouraged to take this option unless they can see great potential in the 
market or use it for their global markets.  
 
Regulations & Procedure 
 
Administrative Organization 
General Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine of the 
People's Republic of China (AQSIQ) is in charge of national quality, metrology, 
entry-exit commodity inspection, entry-exit health quarantine, entry-exit animal 
and plant quarantine, import-export food safety, certification and accreditation, 
standardization, as well as administrative law-enforcement. With purpose to 
perform the functions of entry-exit inspection and quarantine, AQSIQ has set up 35 
Entry-Exit Inspection and Quarantine Bureaus—CIQ (Customs, Immigration, 
Quarantine) in China's 31 provinces near 300 branches and more than 200 local 
offices across the country, with employees totaled over 30,000 in goods distributing 
center at sea ports, land ports and airports. AQSIQ provides direct leadership to all 
the CIQ.  
 
Customs authorities also play an important role in import procedures. The customs 
handle the declaration and collect import taxes upon the presentation of the 
Custom’s Clearance Document for Imported Commodities. 
 
Import Procedure 
Importers need to apply for an import license from local entities under MOFCOM to 
enable them qualified for importing goods. After the import license received, the 
importers must register at the AQSIQ and file for a QIP (Quality Inspection Plan) 
before beginning the import procedure. The QIPs are valid for six months and the 
importers need to complete the import process during this time. Before imported 
food arrives in the port, importers shall register at the discharging port or the 
arrival port to the local CIQ in advance and apply for inspection.  Then after the 
goods arrive at the port, importers4 may need to notify Custom within 7 days and 
prepare all the paper documents for Custom Clearance process. The goods will be 
then transited to the Customs where import tariffs and value added taxes are paid. 
After the goods pass the Customs, they are stored in warehouses approved by the 
CIQ of the entry-exit port during the inspection check period. The CIQ will inspect 
and quarantine the imported food and issue a hygiene certificate if the goods meet 
the Chinese standard. (Please note that each hygiene certificate only valid for one 
time. It means even if the same goods are imported next time, they are also 
required to complete the whole import procedure and get the certificate again.) 
After complete all steps, local distributors may be able to take the goods and then 
distribute them into the markets. 

                                                 
4 Most big importers own import license, otherwise the custom clearance may be done through an 
import agency. 
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Chinese Label 
 
According to the “General Standard for the Labelling of Pre-packaged Foods”5, a 
food label examination certificate is required to be able to import food and 
beverages into China. To obtain it, the food import and export operator or agent 
files an application for examination of the food label to a local CIQ. And the 
following information MUST be included on the label in Chinese language: 
• Food Name 
• Ingredients 
• Net weight 
• Country of Origin 
• Date of Production (Year/Month/Day) 
• Shelf Life Date (Year/Month/Day) 
• Storage Requirement 
• Local Distributor Name and Address 
 
Also, Chinese label must be covered  over the foreign language package in the 
designate position of the package surface, or printing on the package’s surface 
directly. It is highly suggested to stick the label before exporting as it can help the 
goods passing the inspection procedure much faster.  
 
Further, please refer to the following table of procedures requested while making 
products enter China market:  
  

Import 
Food 

Category Products Bilateral 
Government 
Negotiation 

Register 
at AQSIQ 

Entry 
Quarantine 
Approval 

from AQSIQ 

Hygiene 
license from 

original 
place 

CN 
Label 

Grain, Soybean Y Y Y Y  
Plant 

Fruit, Vegetable Y Y Y Y Y Agricultural 
Products 

Animal 
Raw or cooked 
meat and poultry Y Y 

Raw: Yes; 
Cooked: 

No. 
Y Y or N 

Living 
Products 

Fish, Shrimp, Crab 
Y Y Y Y N 

Seafood 
Frozen 

products 
Fish, Shrimp, Crab 

N N N Y Y or N 

Dairy 
products 

Cheese, Yoghurt, 
Butter, Milk, Milk 
powder 

N N N Y Y 

Alcoholic 
drink and 
beverage 

Wine, Spirits, Beer, 
Fruit drink, Mineral 
water, sparkling 
water, coffee drink, 
Function drink 

N N N N Y 
Pre-

packaged 
products 

Leisure 
Chocolate, Olive oil, 
Candy, Biscuit, 
Cake, Snack food 

N N N N Y 

 
Source: Shanghai Import Food Enterprise Association 
 
Conclusion 

                                                 
5 
http://english.aqsiq.gov.cn/SpecialTopics/ImportandExportFoodSafety/DataService/RelatedStandardsan
dSpecs/200708/P020070820542686435733.pdf 
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The “Disposable Income Report of 16 Cities in Yangtze River Delta Region 2008” 6 
shows that the average disposable income in YRD was RMB 22,110, which has 
increased 12.1% over last year. And Food consumption is classified as the biggest 
part among all other consumption. Given the fact that import taxation dropped and 
regulation improved, which have also made imported items more affordable for 
consumers and the business environment more acceptable for importers. Moreover, 
with the international influence from both Beijing Olympics 2008 and Shanghai 
Expo 2010, consumption is surely expected to gain momentum over the next few 
years. 
 
Final pieces of advice that UK firms are strongly suggested to keep in mind before 
they decide to tag into China are: 

 Focus on the risk of food itself and the existing risk in production country; 
 Focus on information collecting, including the difference and variation in trade 

technique and barriers of China’s food standard.  
 Focus on solution of food safety emergencies, appropriate solution.  

 
Other background information on doing business in China can be found on UKTI’s 
website. Simply go to the China country page where you will find information on: 
 

• Economic background and geography 
• Customs & regulations 
• Selling & communications 
• Contacts & setting up 
• Visiting and social hints and tips 

MORE DETAILED SECTOR REPORTS 
Research is critical when considering new markets. UKTI provides market research 
services which can help UK companies doing business overseas including:  
 

• Overseas Market Introduction Service (OMIS). Bespoke research into 
potential markets, and support during your visits overseas 

 
• Export Marketing Research Scheme. In-depth and subsidised service 

administered by the British chambers of Commerce on behalf of UKTI  
 
Contact your local International Trade Advisor if you are interested in accessing 
these services, or for general advice in developing your export strategy. 
 

EVENTS 
 

• SIAL Shanghai: Shanghai New Int’l Expo Centre (19-21 May 2009) 
SIAL China is the annual trade event for the Food & Beverage & Hospitality 
industry. Year 2009 is its 10th anniversary in China.  (www.sialchina.com) 

 
• FHC Shanghai : Shanghai New Int’l Expo Centre (18-20 Nov 2009) 

FHC is the largest and longest running trade fair in China for imported food, wine, 
beverages and hospitality equipment. It is held twice in Beijing and Shanghai 
annually. (www.fhcchina.com) 
 

                                                 
6 http://www.tz94.com/bbs/archiver/tid-80100.html 

http://www.sialchina.com/
http://www.fhcchina.com/
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• Shanghai International Restaurant Expo: Shanghai Everbright 
Exhibition Centre (10-12 Oct 2009) 

It is the major annual trade show featuring domestic food and restaurant.(www.ire-
expo.com) 
 
UK Trade & Investment’s Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP) can help eligible UK 
businesses take part in overseas exhibitions. Attendance at TAP events offers 
significant benefits: 
 

• possibilities for business opportunities both at the show and in the future  
• a chance to assess new markets and develop useful contacts  
• grants are available if you meet the criteria  
• UKTI staff overseas will be available to assist delegates 

 
Details of TAP events can be found in the Events portlet on the China page. 
 
Other Market Visit Support may be available via your local International Trade 
Advisor. 

CONTACT LISTS 
When considering doing business in East China, it is essential to obtain legal, 
financial and taxation advice. For further details, please contact: 
 
Qingling Guo 
Senior Trade & Investment Manager 
 
British Consulate General Shanghai 
Suite 301, Shanghai Centre 
1376 West Nan Jing Rd 
Shanghai 
China  200040 
T: 0086-21-3279 2000 
F: 0086-21-6279 7651 
E: qingling.guo@fco.gov.uk 
 
 
Alvin Liu 
Trade & Investment Officer 
E: alvin.liu@fco.gov.uk 
 
UKTI’s International Trade Advisers can provide you with essential and impartial 
advice on all aspects of international trade. Every UK region also has dedicated 
sector specialists who can provide advice tailored to your industry. You can trace 
your nearest advisor by entering your postcode into the Local Office Database on 
the homepage of our website. 
 
For new and inexperienced exporters, our Passport to Export process will take you 
through the mechanics of exporting. An International Trade Adviser will provide 
professional advice on a range of services, including financial subsidies, export 
documentation, contacts in overseas markets, overseas visits, translating 
marketing material, e-commerce, subsidised export training and market research. 

http://www.ire-expo.com/
http://www.ire-expo.com/
mailto:qingling.guo@fco.gov.uk
mailto:alvin.liu@fco.gov.uk
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