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China: A snapshot
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There is a Chinese proverb  
that says: “Build a road first if you want  
to get rich.” Indeed, China’s leaders have 
long understood the value of smart infra-
structure investment as a driver of economic 
growth. In 2008, at the height of the global 
financial crisis, the government unveiled a 
vast infrastructure spending package, which 
helped the economy to weather the storm. 
Lately, this emphasis on infrastructure 
investment as a powerful form of economic 
stimulus has surfaced again. In Septem-
ber 2012, the government approved plans 
for $158 billion in infrastructure spend-
ing, buoying the economy at a time when 
growth had slipped to the lowest levels 
in three years. To stimulate growth, the 
National Development and Reform Com-
mission approved a slew of investments, 
including 25 urban rail projects, 13 highway 
construction projects, and nine wastewater 
treatment plants.1

This display of strong government commit-
ment has revived expectations of robust 
growth for China’s infrastructure sector. 
According to China Daily, investment in 
infrastructure projects exceeded $794  
billion in the third quarter of 2012 alone. 
One sector that has received a much-needed 
jolt of adrenaline is the nation’s railway 
system. Spending on railway construction 
plunged in 2011 following a high-speed 
train crash that killed 40 people near the 
city of Wenzhou. However, the Ministry of 
Railways subsequently announced plans to 
invest $78 billion on railway construction 

in 2012 — 7.6% more than the sum spent 
in 2011. This rail investment is part of a 
massive initiative to expand the nation’s 
transport infrastructure by 2015, invest-
ing hundreds of billions in everything from 
rural roads to 82 new airports.

For all of its progress in recent 
decades, China has plenty of work still to 
do. In the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index for 2012-132, it 
ranked 69th out of 144 countries for its 
overall infrastructure. Areas of concern 
included roads (where it ranked 54th), 
ports (59th) and air transport infrastruc-
ture (70th). In future, the government is 
expected to focus not just on vital sectors 
like these but on specific regions that are 
relatively undeveloped. Until now, eastern 
China has attracted much of the country’s 
infrastructure spending. But this is likely to 
change as the government shifts its focus 
to the poorer central and western regions, 
where a recent J.P. Morgan3 report sees 
“immense room for improvement.” While 
foreign and local private investors will play 
an increasingly important role in meeting 
these needs, China’s infrastructure  
market remains dominated for now by  
state-owned firms.

1 China approves 25 urban rail projects to boost economy, Xi-
nhua, September 6, 2012. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/
china/2012-09/06/c_131831645.htm

2 See “The Global Competitiveness Report, 2012-2013”; 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalCompetitiveness-
Report_2012-13.pdf

3 See J.P. Morgan report “China: Reforms take on greater 
urgency”; http://www.jpmorgan.com/pages/jpmorgan/investbk/
global/ap/hos
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Airports: According to China’s Civil Avia-
tion Administration, the country will build 
82 new airports and revamp 101 airports 
during the 12th Five-Year Plan period 
(2011-15). By 2015, China is expected 
to have as many as 230 airports for civil 
aviation, up from 180 in 2011. Chinese 
consumers have grown much wealthier in 
recent years, greatly boosting demand for 
air travel.

Roads: China’s urban roads are clogged 
with traffic. Meanwhile, many villages 
suffer from a lack of paved roads. The 12th 
Five-Year Plan includes a major push to 
construct more rural roads, along with an 
ambitious expansion of China’s expressway 
network.4 The government wants to ensure 
that 90% of all villages are accessible by 
vehicles in 2015. Several freeways from Bei-
jing are also being built as part of this major 
expansion of the national road network.

Rail: China is investing aggressively to 
develop high-speed railways, not least to 
connect outlying areas with major cities. 
The Economist has described the  
construction of China’s high-speed rail  

system as “the largest transport infra-
structure project in history.” However, this 
hugely ambitious project was tainted in 
2011 by the high-speed train crash near 
Wenzhou and by a corruption scandal that 
forced the chief of the Ministry of Railways 
to resign. There are also concerns about the 
mounting cost of this vast railway program: 
according to the Wall Street Journal, the bill 
for the high-speed railway line from Beijing 
to Shanghai alone is about $33 billion.

Urban Transport: Urbanization has 
brought rising levels of traffic conges-
tion and pollution to Chinese cities. The 
government is attempting to address this by 
developing new urban transport systems. 
In 2009, the government initiated the 
Ten Cities, Thousand Vehicles Program, 
which challenged cities such as Beijing 
and Shanghai to create pilot programs that 
will stimulate the development of electric 
vehicles. Electric buses now operate in  
Beijing and Shanghai, and the program  
has expanded to 25 cities.

Major projects 

For all of its progress in recent decades, China has 
plenty of work still to do. In the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index for 2012-13, 
it ranked 69th out of 144 countries for its 
overall infrastructure.

4 http://cbi.typepad.com/china_direct/2011/05/chinas-twelfth-
five-new-plan-the-full-english-version.html. 
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By the numbers 
Total length of operating railways

Unit: thousand km

Source: Wind information
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•	 The Chinese government sees infra-
structure spending as a vital means 
of stimulating the economy. In 2009, 
China committed to investing $220.6 
billion on public infrastructure at a 
time when growth had been hurt  
by the global financial crisis. In Sep-
tember 2012, the government used 
the same strategy, approving plans 
for $158 billion in infrastructure 
spending.

•	 According to J.P. Morgan, 165 
projects related to development in 
western China have been announced 
or approved since 2000 — an indica-
tion that the government has become 
increasingly committed to investing in 
the impoverished western region.5

•	 By 2015, the total length of China’s 
national transportation network is 
expected to reach 4.9 million km.  
This will include 45,000 km of  
high-speed rail tracks and 83,000 km 
of highways.

•	 A study by IBM found that Beijing and 
Mexico City were the world’s worst 
cities for traffic jams; they each scored 
99 out of 100 in the “commuter pain 
index.”6 According to the Asian Devel-
opment Bank, Beijing has less than 
2% of China’s population but more 
than 10% of its vehicles; the number 
of registered vehicles in the city has 
surged from 1 million in 1997 to 4.7 
million in 2010, and it’s expected to 
double by 2015. 

5 China: Reforms Take on Greater Urgency, J.P Morgan, 
June 10, 2012. http://www.jpmorgan.com/pages/jpmor-
gan/investbk/global/ap/hos

6 See “IBM Commuter Pain Study”; http://www-03.ibm.
com/press/us/en/pressrelease/32017.wss
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