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REGIONAL PLANNING IN CHINA: THE LANZHOU-XINING URBAN CLUSTER PLAN 
AND DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES   

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

China’s 13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020) emphasized “New-Style Urbanization” as a key 

goal. The State Council’s “New-Style Urbanization Plan: 2014-2020” addressed unbalanced 

development, regional spatial inequalities, food security, and “city-sickness.” National 

development initiatives have been promoted by planners as a tool for resolving the longstanding 

inequality in development outcomes between the wealthy eastern coastal provinces and the vast 

interior of the nation. The Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan1 is one among many urban 

agglomeration policies intended to boost growth in two comparatively underdeveloped provinces 

in the western region. Development of Gansu province and Qinghai province is conceived of as a 

cross-provincial, “metropolitan-oriented,”2 infrastructure-heavy, development program. The 

efforts to develop the two provinces have led to improved “hard” infrastructure. However, the 

benefits clearly accrued unevenly within the two provinces, with provincial capitals benefiting 

the most. The central government campaign approach to urban development in the “peripheral” 

or “frontier” provinces of Gansu and Qinghai has resulted in inequality in incomes, inequality in 

access to goods and services, and limited access to various forms of “soft” infrastructure. 3 Rural-

urban and intra-provincial disparities continue to persist amongst urban areas in both provinces, 

and this finding is particularly salient in Gansu. 

 

 
1 Lanzhou and Xining are the provincial capitals of the Western provinces Gansu and Qinghai respectively.  
2 Kyle Jaros (2019) used this concept to describe Chinese provincial governments which favor the development of 

their provinces’ urban areas over rural areas.  
3 The University of California Los Angeles’ Institute of Transportation Studies described “hard” infrastructure as 

“roads, buildings, bridges, sewers” and “soft” infrastructure as human capital, and the social and cultural resources 

that cultivate healthy communities”  
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CHAPTER 1 | INTRODUCTION 
 

Since the beginning of China’s economic reform and opening, state authorities have 

acknowledged that wide disparities in development outcomes have emerged between coastal 

regions and the Chinese interior. Contemporary state-led Chinese spatial development initiatives 

include the Belt and Road Initiative, the Yangtze River Economic Belt, the Beijing-Tianjin-

Hebei Development plan, the Greater Bay Area plan, and various urban agglomeration plans 

including the Lanzhou-Xining Urban Agglomeration. These initiatives are all described by 

central authorities as instruments of achieving more balanced economic development throughout 

China. These regional development strategies are meant to guide the development of the four 

principal geographic regions of China – Western, Northeastern, Central, and Eastern China. The 

contemporary regional development strategies are preceded by the “Open Up the West” 

Campaign which was announced by Party leaders in 1999. Contemporary initiatives favor urban 

agglomerations or clusters as the means to level economic development throughout the country. 

These plans constitute the state strategy to address inequality in development outcomes across 

China spatially. The broad goal of the “Open Up the West” Campaign was to shift economic 

development into the western interior of China and lessen spatial disparities. Over twenty years 

later this remains a key policy goal. The extent to which urbanization can benefit all 

simultaneously is open to question. This research examines the impact of regional planning on a 

relatively economically underdeveloped and under-urbanized region.4  

I argue that the Lanzhou-Xining Urban Agglomeration is a development policy that 

advantaged regions that are already relatively well-off, and this is inherent in the design of the 

plan. The plan hinged on the two provincial capitals of Gansu and Qinghai, Lanzhou and Xining, 

 
4 “Central Committee and State Council Guidance for Establishing a More Effective Regional Harmonization 
Mechanism” (2018) 
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which have the economies of scale to drive economic growth for the agglomerated urban region 

in the view of central planners and provincial authorities. Central planners and provincial 

authorities believed that wealth and development would spread outward from the provincial 

capitals, but this effect will be limited by the relatively underdeveloped economies of outlying 

cities and rural counties. Provincial authorities were also apparently under the impression that the 

Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan will broadly benefit the entire province but the direct 

benefits for other urban areas are limited. An important distinction in describing infrastructure is 

necessary. The University of California Los Angeles’ Institute of Transportation Studies hosted a 

panel on “soft” infrastructure and the beneficial effects of investment in “soft” infrastructure in 

“its relationship to resilient cities” in 2014. Sunaree Marshall, an official with the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, presented on a case study from 2010. In the 

context of the case study of New Orleans, Marshall described the importance of working with 

local communities within a city in order to stimulate economic growth for the city as a whole. 

This line of thinking is broadly accepted among urban planning scholars and stakeholders. In the 

case of Gansu and Qinghai government sponsored investment does not clearly allow room for 

engagement in the community. Central government funding is allocated in accordance with 

policy and strategic considerations as opposed to the needs of communities.5  

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Holmes, Nate, Friedlander, Mark. “Soft Infrastructure and the Vulnerability and Adaptive Capacity of Cities and 

Regions.”  
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CHAPTER 2 | ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK & LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This research analyzes local implementation of urban spatial planning in Gansu and 

Qinghai under the auspices of the Lanzhou – Xining Urban Agglomeration Plan. This paper will 

trace a spatial development project from the central government plan to provincial government 

implementation and to the resulting effects on sub-provincial urban development and quality of 

life. The central question being addressed is: to what extent did this initiative meet the 

development needs of cities in Gansu and Qinghai? A significant consideration is the potential 

implications of central initiatives for the political economy of various locales. Central initiatives 

have significant implications for state-society relations and for local, regional, and national 

political and economic development. In assessing whether central urban spatial agglomeration 

plans have produced positive outcomes for urban residents the following metrics will be 

considered: relative income gains, spending, health care, and transportation availability. These 

metrics meet universally recognized basic human needs and reflect data available in China’s 

Statistical Yearbooks and from China Data Online.6  

This research will expand on the existing literature related to Chinese urban development 

and political economy. Scholars have highlighted the importance of provincial and municipal 

government capacity and agency in urban development strategies in late twentieth century and 

early twenty first century China. Two critical theoretical approaches will shed light on the case 

of the Lanzhou-Xining Urban Agglomeration Plan. First, scholarship on spatial development 

policy highlights the importance of provincial government actors. Provincial government actors 

are responsible for implementation of national policy and at times they lobby the central 

government on behalf of provincial concerns. Jaros explains that central government policy 

 
6  China Data Online (CDO). All China Data Center/China Marketing Research Co. http://chinadataonline.org. 

Accessed 2020.  
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forms a framework for provincial interpretation. As related to urban development, Jaros argues 

that provincial authorities varyingly favor “metropolitan-oriented” or “balanced” urban 

development which is dispersed throughout the province. The “metropolitan-oriented” 

development strategy, in which provincial authorities favor the provincial capital for urban 

development investment, is clearly on display in Lanzhou and Xining. Jaros theorizes that 

“provincial strength” and “relative economic performance” were two key factors in determining 

the urban development strategy of a given province. The question of provincial governing 

capacity is beyond the scope of this research. However, the “relative economic performance” of 

both Gansu and Qinghai is clearly far behind nearly all of its provincial counterparts. This 

“lagging” performance, as Jaros describes it, is an incentive for provincial authorities to 

concentrate resources in a leading provincial center in order to kick-start economic growth. This 

theoretical insight is crucial, because it is clear that both Qinghai and Gansu have favored their 

respective provincial capitals for investment and both provinces contend with “lagging” 

economic growth outcomes.  

The second theoretical approach highlights the importance of property rights regimes and 

the “commodification” and subsequent “fiscalization” of land as an important explanation for 

patterns of Chinese urban development. Political scientist Meg Rithmire formulated this theory 

to describe the market transition of urban economies in Northeast China. The “commodification” 

and “fiscalization,” as Rithmire describes it, represent sequential transformations in the political 

economy of land. At the “commodification” stage of land transformation, the PRC had just 

entered the market-oriented reforms of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Rithmire argues that the 

“sequencing of reform” had a clear impact on the political economy of land. Coastal cities were 

granted policy mandates for reform from the central government comparatively early, and as a 
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result, in Rithmire’s cases, consolidated control over urban land and generated revenues from 

land rents. Cities that were not granted this designation early in the reform period sought to 

distribute land to those individuals and groups of people that lost economically, the state sector, 

with the introduction of market-oriented reforms. Although Lanzhou and Xining had small state 

sectors compared to Heilongjiang from the late 1970s to the early 1990s, the state sector 

nevertheless constituted an important economic bloc. Neither Lanzhou nor Xining were granted 

central government designation for market-oriented reform early in this period. This theory could 

provide further insight into how the Lanzhou and Xining urban governments sought to provide 

benefits to “losers” from reform policy, when these policies were enacted at a relatively later 

stage in the reform period.7 

This paper analyzes data from China Data Online to assess the development outcomes for 

Gansu and Qinghai province. I have included a simple regression test to assess the connection 

between investment and GDP growth in the case of Gansu and Qinghai. Statistical yearbooks for 

the provinces and cities in question also provide important sources of information. Government 

policy documents, including the “Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan” also provided key 

insights. This research benefited from a robust secondary literature in political science on the 

political economy of urban development in late 20th century and early 21st century China.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

7 Jaros (2019), Rithmire, (2015).  
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CHAPTER 3 | ARGUMENT   
 

Chinese Communist Party Urban Development Strategy   
 

The Chinese Communist Party identified “uneven development” as a major concern for 

economic development. In 2016 the Thirteenth Five-Year Plan objective to push forward “New-

Style Urbanization” is described as follows:  

…persist in people-based urbanization, to [promote] urban clusters as the main form [of 
urbanization], for cities to bear the comprehensive weight and capability [for a 
region] …to strive to lessen the rural urban development gap…to carry forward the city 
and countryside development integration [author’s translation].  
 

This passage indicates that urban clusters are viewed as an important instrument for further 

urbanization. In addition, this description of “New-Style Urbanization” argues for urban clusters 

as the economic heart of a region. This evidences a preference for urban areas for investment as 

opposed to a more balanced spatial development plan. A balanced spatial development program 

would disperse investment throughout the urban and rural locales of a given province. Kyle Jaros 

asserts that in the Chinese context, generally, relatively less developed provinces will prioritize 

urban-biased development in order to promote economic growth. Jaros explains that once a 

province reaches a higher level of development vis-à-vis other neighboring provinces, and urban 

areas begin to experience congestion and undesirable externalities, that provincial government 

actors will favor a more balanced spatial development policy. This is however, Jaros explains, 

contingent on the governing capacity of the provincial government in question. The central 

government generally does not prefer urban-biased development; however, the case of Gansu 

and other relatively underdeveloped provinces are likely exceptions. This is due to the fact that 

the central government has specifically recognized Qinghai and Gansu as provinces in need of 

more substantial assistance. Sichuan, Chongqing, and Shaanxi by comparison are at higher levels 

of economic development.  
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The Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan is one among many urban agglomeration 

policies intended to boost growth in two comparatively underdeveloped provinces in western 

China. Development of Gansu province and Qinghai province is conceived of as a cross-

provincial, “metropolitan-oriented,”8 infrastructure-heavy, development program. The efforts to 

develop the two provinces have evidenced clear improvements in “hard” infrastructure. 

However, the benefits clearly accrued unevenly within the two provinces, with provincial 

capitals benefiting the most. The central government campaign approach to urban development 

in the “peripheral” or “frontier” provinces of Gansu and Qinghai has resulted in inequality in 

incomes, inequality in access to goods and services, and limited access to various forms of “soft” 

infrastructure. 9 Rural-urban and intra-provincial disparities continue to persist amongst urban 

areas in both provinces, and this finding is particularly salient in Gansu. 

Broad central government initiatives offer a unique vehicle for policy cooperation. The 

key central government initiative with relevance for this study, “Guidelines for Establishing [a] 

More Effective Regional Harmonization Development Mechanism,” provides an outline of 

objectives, goals, and guidelines for regional economic development. This central policy offers 

insight into the unique spatial development opportunities and challenges for all of China’s 

localities. Scholars have established that Chinese governance is de facto highly decentralized, 

and that there is an emphasis on experimentation at the local government level. In the Lanzhou-

Xining Urban Agglomeration, Gansu and Qinghai are the principal subnational units under 

consideration. The central government can act as an agent in encouraging horizontal cooperation. 

 
8 Kyle Jaros (2019) used this concept to describe Chinese provincial governments which favor the development of 

their provinces’ urban areas over rural areas.  
9 The University of California Los Angeles’ Institute of Transportation Studies described “hard” infrastructure as 

“roads, buildings, bridges, sewers” and “soft” infrastructure as human capital, and the social and cultural resources 

that cultivate healthy communities”  
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Moreover, the central government can also provide support for the preferred policy of local 

governments. The case of Gansu will reveal how a relatively underdeveloped province pursues 

an urban development strategy.  

This paper adds a new case to the burgeoning field of urban spatial development in 

China. It analyzes original sources, including government data, to assess development outcomes. 

This research endeavors to establish the extent of a link between development projects and 

quality of life for affected people. While steadily increasing fixed asset investment in Gansu and 

Qinghai is relatively strongly correlated with increasing incomes; this correlation does not imply 

causation. With respect to urban resident income, Gansu and Qinghai made significant gains in 

real terms, but both provinces lag far behind the national average. In addition, significant income 

inequalities exist within Gansu, in particular amongst urban areas in the province.  

Gansu and Qinghai are among the most economically underdeveloped of any of China’s 

subnational units. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China’s 2017 Statistical 

Yearbook as of 2016 Gansu was the third least urbanized subnational entity by percentage of 

total urban area. Only Yunnan and the Tibetan SAR had less urban development in 2016. 

Qinghai fared relatively better but was nevertheless relatively under-urbanized.  

Due to Gansu and Qinghai’s relative economic disadvantage, geographic isolation, and 

under-urbanization, the process of spatial development is consequential because it will mean 

concrete gains accrue to one sub-provincial region and other regions would miss out on 

development gains. According to Gao and Wei, the GDP of Western China accounts for 20.5 

percent of national GDP as of 2018, up from 14 percent in 1998 at the beginning of the Develop 

the West Campaign.10 Despite its increasing share in national GDP, Western China is in need of 

 
10 Gao, Wei, (2020).  
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urban areas to generate prosperity and greater income equality. At the outset of the Develop the 

West Campaign in 2000, Chinese academics suggested that Western China is geographically 

“complicated,” the “level of production capacity” is low, that the economic development is also 

low, but natural resources are plentiful.11 Western China is sparsely populated and contains 

significantly less arable land than eastern China. The China Geographical Survey indicates that 

northwestern China contains a mere 2.5% of China’s arable land. This is a particularly serious 

concern for Lanzhou. Southwestern China, the other major region in western China, contains 

18.3% of China’s arable land in comparison. This suggests that food security is a major issue for 

northwestern China. The only region with less arable land in China is the Tibetan-Qinghai 

plateau. As Fan et. al indicated, Lanzhou was subject to serious environmental degradation 

during a period of rapid urban expansion since reform and opening. Looney and Rithmire also 

suggest that rapid urbanization could have caused the disasters that have plagued China’s urban 

areas in recent years including the Tianjin chemical explosion. Water, soil, and air pollution are 

all major concerns for Lanzhou, despite recent improvement with respect to air pollutants. The 

limitation on food production and impact of industrial pollution on air, soil, and water quality 

likely also translates to limitations on urban development for Lanzhou.12 13  

 
What Are Urban Clusters?  
 
 Fang et. al summarize scholarly discourse on urban clusters. An urban agglomeration is a 

region comprised of at least one urban area and surrounding suburban and rural areas. In 1957 

the French geographer Jean Gottman coined the term “megalopolis” to describe a large 

 
11 Bai, Ren (2002).  
12 Looney, Kristen; Rithmire, Meg, 2017. 
13 Fan et. al, 2014.   
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interconnected urbanized region.14 In the 2018 United Nations Population Division World 

Urbanization Prospects, rapidly growing urban clusters in developing nations are highlighted.15 

There are serious political economy implications for the distribution of resources within cities. 

The Communist Party and the Chinese Central government have created “urban cluster” plans 

with the intention of creating sustainable and more “balanced”16 growth. It remains unclear, 

however, the extent to which the CCP and the Chinese Central government have developed a 

compelling policy to address intra-provincial disparities with “urban clusters.”  

General Secretary of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping, developed the 

“moderately prosperous society” policy, likely in response to the limitations of the “Open Up the 

West” Campaign in resolving regional income disparities. The creation of regional development 

plans reflects the central government’s desire to build a “moderately prosperous society.” An 

article from Qiushi, the Party’s theoretical journal, described the “moderately prosperous 

society” in detail. The main “challenges” to be addressed in order to create a “moderately 

prosperous society” are derived from the fact that China is the “world’s largest developing 

 
14 Fang et. al on the conditions which need to be met in order for a megalopolis to develop: “1) a megalopolis should 

have densely distributed cities that maintain close socio-economic connections with their peripheral regions; 2) a 

megalopolis should have at least 25 million people with a population density of 250/km2or more; 3) a megalopolis 

should have a highly developed and efficient urban infrastructure (especially transportation and communication 

systems) so that the core cities are inherently interconnected; and 4) a megalopolis should be one of the central 

regions of the nation and serve as an international node. In other words, a megalopolis is an enormous agglomerated 

urban area with a clear hierarchy centered on multiple cores (large cities) that are geographically close to one 

another and socio-economically interconnected”. (128)   
15 “Close to half of the world’s urban dwellers reside in relatively small settlements of less than 500,000 inhabitants, 

while around one in eight live in 33 megacities with more than 10 million inhabitants. Several decades ago most of 

the world’s largest urban agglomerations were found in the more developed regions, but today’s large cities are 

concentrated in the global South. Between 1990 and 2018, the world’s cities with more than 300,000 inhabitants 

grew at an average annual rate of 1.8 per cent. As the world continues to urbanize, sustainable development depends 

increasingly on the successful management of urban growth, especially in low-income and lower-middle-income 

countries where the most rapid urbanization is expected between now and 2050. Integrated policies to improve the 

lives of both urban and rural dwellers are needed, strengthening the linkages between urban and rural areas and 

building on their existing economic, social and environmental ties.” 
16 Party officials & government planners in China use the word “balanced” to refer to distribution of resources. The 

term had been used to address a development priority for Xi’s administration to create more “balanced 

development” in the 13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020).  
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country.” Inequality is the clear theme identified in the text of the article.17 The author suggested 

that there are significant regional disparities with respect to “economics, politics, culture, society, 

[and] ‘ecological civilization.’” Regional disparity, urban-rural disparity, resource endowment 

and natural conditions disparity, and disparity in the rate of development are all raised. In 

addition, the issue of rural poverty clearly needs to be addressed. This development program 

acknowledged that profound disparities exist in China.  

According to CCP News, in 2017 Xi Jinping delivered a report at the 19th session of the 

National Congress of the CCP entitled “To Improve Governance of the State, Accelerate 

Resolution of Unbalanced Development Problems”. In the article Xi’s report describes the 

“principal contradiction” for China’s development as a “contradiction” between the peoples’ 

“desire for a better life” and the “issue of inadequate and unbalanced development.” “New-Style 

Urbanization,” with its focus on agglomerating the productive capacities of large urban areas and 

the surrounding hinterlands, are intended to level development disparities. There is, however, a 

tension that exists in this formulation. The central government proposes intensive investment in 

existing large urban areas. One of the most significant cleavages in Chinese economic 

development is an urban and rural cleavage. Central authorities are betting that enhanced 

investment in existing large urban areas can provide sufficient economic gains not just for 

current inhabitants but also for the peri-urban and rural hinterlands that surround urban areas. 

Moreover, smaller urban areas, although acknowledged as important in official discourse, are 

less frequently the beneficiaries of investment or the focal point for development policy.  

The 2018 State Council and Central Committee “Guidelines for Establishing [a] More 

Effective Regional Harmonization Development Mechanism” describe the necessary conditions 
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for the harmonizing development. 18 One of the mechanisms for achieving “regional 

harmonization” described in the guidelines are “urban cluster” plans. “Urban clusters” are 

described as a method for “spurring on” regional development harmonization. A stated objective 

in the report is to “thoroughly promote” the “sustainable and healthy” development of Xinjiang, 

Tibet, Gansu, Yunnan, and Sichuan. This objective is reflective of a global necessity to prioritize 

sustainable and healthy urban development. The significant question for urban planning 

worldwide is how to design and develop an urban area that: facilitates the health of its residents; 

spurs on economic development and innovation and is also ecologically sustainable. The central 

and local governments have a clear focus on addressing regional disparity in development 

outcomes. Chinese academics have also taken up the argument that “urban clusters” are an 

effective approach to addressing the myriad developmental challenges facing Western 

provinces.19 Central government policies on regional development are an attempt to address the 

problem described as “unbalanced development” which can be characterized as regional 

disparities in development outcomes.  

 

 
18 “Central Committee and State Council Guidance for Establishing a More Effective Regional Harmonization 
Mechanism” (2018), 6.  
19 Gao Xincai, Wei Lihua, 2020.  
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Figure 1 Lanzhou Xining Urban Cluster Plan Extent Diagram 

Figure 2 Lanzhou and Xining 
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CHAPTER 4 | CASE STUDY  
 
Gansu Province  
 

Gansu is located in Northwestern China. The province once served as an important trade 

route along the Silk Road into Central Asia. The provincial capital of Gansu, Lanzhou, is situated 

along the Yellow River. Spatial planning in Lanzhou is uniquely challenging due to the long and 

narrow shape of the city. The urban built area is confined to a narrow river valley encircled by 

mountains and the Gobi Desert. According to the provincial government, Gansu clearly has both 

latent development potential and also difficulties, the strengths and weaknesses are clear.  

 

Geographically Gansu is forbidding. The province is arid, remote, and mountainous. The Gansu 

provincial government describes the geography in the following fashion: “The geography [of 

Gansu] is complex and varied; there are mountainous regions, steppe, plains, river valleys, and 

the Gobi Desert.” The provincial government describes the general economic, educational, and 

scientific conditions of the province on their official website as follows: 

Figure 3 Gansu 
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“Following the founding of the nation development construction began, the petroleum 
industry, non-ferrous metallurgy industry, and the mechanical engineering industry were 
given first priority. Gansu became a national center for energy and raw and semi-
processed materials industries. Agricultural production has achieved concrete gains, the 
supply and demand for grain in Gansu has been essentially balanced. The grazing of 
livestock, and production of potatoes, fruit, and vegetables are the strategically prevailing 
agricultural industries. Seed production, Chinese medicine ingredients, beer raw materials 
are all regional advantages for Gansu. In addition edible lilies, bulb flowers, citron 
daylily, Chinese prickly ash, and olives are first tier local industries and products. 
Education and science and technology projects have had remarkable progress and 
development. There are now 34 universities and colleges and there are 22 central 
government affiliated research institutes...”    

 
This passage summarizes the key strengths of the province economically. The most 

prominent economic success for the provincial economy includes the petroleum industry, non-

ferrous metallurgy industry, the mechanical engineering industries, and a number of agricultural 

goods. Tong et. al confirm this claim by asserting that, in accordance with Soviet economic 

planning which influenced Lanzhou’s first 5-year plan, heavy industry was prioritized for 

development.20 Primary industry was the key driver of economic growth for the province. Urban 

development has been constrained not just by challenging geography, climate, and soil 

conditions, but also by limited economic development.   

 
20 Tong et. al, 2015 
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Qinghai Province   
 

Qinghai borders Gansu to the east and south and it is the 4th largest subnational unit by 

area in China. Qinghai has a population of 6.03 million, of which 4.8 million residents are urban 

according to the Qinghai provincial government. Nevertheless, the total population and the total 

size of the urban areas in Qinghai are significantly smaller than in Gansu. Qinghai has the lowest 

population density of any province in China. In addition, there are fewer existing urban clusers in 

Qinghai than in Gansu. The provincial capital and largest urban area in Qinghai is Xining. 

Qinghai, like Gansu, is a landlocked province. Also similar to neighboring Gansu, Qinghai has a 

relatively small share of arable land. According to the government grazing lands for cattle are 

relatively substantial. The clean energy industry, non-ferrous metal industries, new materials 

industry, equipment manufacturing, high-tech manufacturing, and biological industry are all 

growth industries for Qinghai. According to the provincial government high-tech manufacturing 

alone grew 35% in 2018.   

Figure 4 Qinghai 
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Central Government Assessment of Development of Gansu and Qinghai  

The economic development circumstances described by the National Development and 

Reform Commission and Ministry of Housing and Rural Urban Development in the Lanzhou – 

Xining Urban Cluster Development Plan is less rosy than the provincial government perspective 

in its description of Gansu and Qinghai’s economy and development. In a section called 

“Prominent Concerns” central authorities write: “[the] overall level of development is low, 

economic capacity is low, and per capita income is low. In 2016 per capita gross domestic 

product was 40,848 yuan, which is only 76% of the national average.” With respect to 

urbanization and urban development the central authorities contend:  

“there is great disparity amongst cities and towns with respect to spatial development.  
The cities and countryside exist as clearly distinct structures [clear disparity between 
countryside and cities]. Traditional industries are relatively concentrated, industry chains 
are short, [the] gradation of commercial goods [available to consumers] is low, market 
competition is weak, support for [local] talent is insufficient, individual development 
capacity is weak. Major urban areas “impetus capacity” (for development) is not strong. 
Lanzhou and Xining’s capacity and comprehensive ability to support [the region] is not 
sufficient, “city sickness” is increasingly clear and present, space for development is 
restricted, [the] overall capacity is weak. Mid-sized cities are lacking standing, the 
quantity of small cities and towns is substantial, but the level of development is low. 
There is an urban density of 24 towns and cities per 10,000 kilometers, which is hardly a 
1/3 [of the density] of the neighboring Guanzhong Plain Urban Cluster21.” 

 
On the topics of development specific to infrastructure the authorities further assert that:  

“The weaknesses and bottlenecks for development are relatively numerous. 
Transportation, communication, irrigation, and other infrastructure lags behind [the 
national average], backbone road networks are underdeveloped, urban periphery internet 
networks are not robust, internal connections and external connections are weak, road 
network density is far below the national average, the provision of basic public goods is 
not sound, support for relevant service sector talent is insufficient. Organizational 
mechanisms do not work, the private sector is insufficient, the degree of external 
openness is low, all of the basic conditions for development require a substantial margin 
of improvement.”  

 

 
21 The Guanzhong Plain Urban Cluster refers to an urban cluster plan including the provincial capital of Shaanxi, 

Xi’an.   
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The identified bottlenecks are numerous. Despite the extensive investment efforts of the 

Develop the West Campaign a variety of aspects of the development of Gansu and Qinghai are 

lacking. The Urban Cluster plan is therefore tasked with resolving the longstanding 

underdevelopment of the two western provinces. The Lanzhou Urban Plan (2011-2020) makes 

mention of the goals for regional harmonization set forth under the rubric of the Lanzhou-Xining 

Urban Cluster Plan. The goals are numerous and focus principally on improving economic 

growth for the whole region with Lanzhou and Xining acting as “growth poles”. Industry, 

environment, urban development, transportation, education, culture and tourism are all described 

as areas for cooperation between the two provinces. Infrastructure in particular will be crucial for 

avoiding one of the “bottlenecks” for development described by the central government in the 

Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan. The Lanzhou Urban Plan indicates that the government 

should “build regional transportation hubs, re-evaluate important points in the Lanzhou-Xining 

2nd Rail-Line Construction, and [improve] the Baiyin-Lanzhou-Xining Highway.” The Plan is a 

broad policy platform intended to address the various development shortcomings in Qinghai and 

Gansu.  

 

Gansu Provincial Development Outcomes  

Gansu trails most of its provincial counterparts in development outcomes. In 2014 Gansu 

had an overall GDP of ¥633 billion. Beijing, by comparison, had an overall GDP of ¥1.98 trillion 

in 2014. In 2013, Gansu’s per capita annual disposable income was the second lowest of in 

China at 10,954.4 yuan. This income level is almost 8,000 yuan less than the national average. 
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Table 1 Per Capita Urban Disposable Income by Region 
 

Source: China Statistical Yearbook, 2014 
 

Per Capita Urban Disposable Income by Region (yuan)     

Region  2013 2014 
National  18310.8 20167.1 

 Northeastern    

Beijing  40830 44488.6 

Tianjin 26359.2 28832.3 

Hebei  15189.6 16647.4 

Shanxi  15119.7 16538.3 

Inner Mongolia  18692.9 20559.3 

 Northern      

Liaoning  20817.8 22820.2 

Jilin 15998.1 17520.4 

Heilongjiang  15903.4 17404.4 

 Southeastern     

Shanghai  42173.6 45965.8 

Jiangsu  24775.5 27172.8 

Zhejiang  29775 32657.6 

Anhui  15154.3 16795.5 

Fujian  21217.9 23330.9 

Jiangxi 15099.7 16734.2 

Shandong  19008.3 20864.2 

 Southern Central      

Henan  14203.7 15695.2 

Hubei 16472.5 18283.2 

Hunan  16004.9 17621.7 

Guangdong  23420.7 25685 

Guangxi  14082.3 15557.1 

Hainan  15733.3 17476.5 

Southwestern      

Chongqing  16568.7 18351.9 

Sichuan  14231 15749 

Guizhou  11083.1 12371.1 

Yunnan 12577.9 13772.2 

Tibet  9740.4 10730.2 

 Northwestern      

Shaanxi 14371.5 15836.7 

Gansu  10954.4 12184.7 

Qinghai  12947.8 14374 

Ningxia  14565.8 15906.8 

Xinjiang  13669.6 15096.6 
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The following year in 2014, Gansu urban residents’ disposable income had risen to 12184.7 yuan 

but was still the lowest overall. By this measurement provinces in the Northwestern region of 

China did not fare well. Regionally Southwestern China also did not perform well on this 

measurement. This is despite nearly two decades after the initiation of the Develop the West 

Initiative which was intended to improve the level of economic development throughout Western 

China. 

Table 2 Gross Chinese Provincial GDP and GDP Per Capita, 2018 

Region 
Gross Subnational Unit GDP (100 
million yuan) GDP Per Capita (yuan) 

Beijing 33,105.97 153,095.00 
Tianjin 13,362.92 85,757.00 
Hebei province 32,494.61 43,108.00 
Shanxi province 15,958.13 43,010.00 
Inner Mongolia province 16,140.76 63,772.00 
Liaoning province 23,510.54 53,872.00 
Jilin province 11,253.81 41,516.00 
Heilongjiang province 12,846.48 33,977.00 
Shanghai 36,011.82 148,744.00 
Jiangsu province 93,207.55 115,930.00 
Zhejiang province 58,002.84 101,813.00 
Anhui province 34,010.91 54,078.00 
Fujian province 38,687.77 98,542.00 
Jiangxi province 22,716.51 49,013.00 
Shandong province 66,648.87 66,472.00 
Henan province 49,935.90 52,114.00 
Hubei province 42,021.95 71,109.00 
Hunan province 36,329.68 52,809.00 
Guangdong province 99,945.22 88,781.00 
Guangxi province 19,627.81 40,012.00 
Hainan province 4,910.69 52,801.00 
Chongqing 21,588.80 69,901.00 
Sichuan province 42,902.10 51,556.00 
Guizhou province 15,353.21 42,767.00 
Yunnan province 20,880.63 43,366.00 
Tibet province 1,548.39 45,476.00 
Shaanxi province 23,941.88 62,195.00 
Gansu province 8,104.07 30,797.00 
Qinghai province 2,748.00 45,739.00 
Ningxia province 3,510.21 51,248.00 
Xinjiang province 12,809.39 51,950.00 
National Average22  29,487.66 64,687.7 
   

Source: China Data Online 
 

 
22 Author’s calculation  



 

 

 
 

21 

As of 2018 the gross GDP per province and the GDP per capita for Gansu and Qinghai 

provinces remain unpromising. In gross terms the economy of Gansu is four times the size of 

Qinghai province. In per capita terms Gansu province’s GDP per capita is well below half the 

national average and Qinghai’s GDP per capita is two-thirds more than Gansu’s but nevertheless 

also well below the national average. In gross GDP terms, both Gansu and Qinghai are far below 

the national average.  

 
Spatial Inequality within Gansu  
 

Source: China Data Online  
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Within Gansu there is a clear trend of increasing per capita gains in income to urban 

residents in the provincial capital of Lanzhou. In the nearby city of Baiyin, which is included in 

the 2018 Cluster plan, salaries have not been able to keep pace with salary growth in Lanzhou.  

This trend is not limited to a comparison with Baiyin alone. When Lanzhou is compared with 

Qingyang and Tianshui this pattern generally holds true. Both cities were not included in the 

Lanzhou – Xining Urban Cluster Plan. Interestingly Qingyang urban district salaries have most 

recently outpaced the overall Lanzhou average as of 2017. Nevertheless, the salary for Lanzhou 

is an average of salaries across urban and rural areas, including the rural county of Yuzhong, 

while the urban salary sum for Qingyang does not represent the full range of salaries in the larger 

Qingyang municipality. Urban and rural disparities in income are dramatic, and spatial 

inequalities also figure into the picture prominently. 
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Source: China Data Online  

Figure 6 Lanzhou, Tianshui, Qingyang Salaries, 2003-2017 
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Urban-Rural Disparity in Incomes 

 
The urban-rural disparity in the case of Gansu has demonstrably grown significantly 

larger in the twenty-first century. Short of a dramatic shift toward investment in rural areas it 

does not appear possible to shrink the gap in disposable income.  

 

Source: China Data Online  
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Figure 7 Gansu Urban and Rural Disposable Income 1978-2015 



 

 

 
 

25 

 
Table 3 Regression Analysis Comparing Income and Fixed Asset Investments in Gansu, 

1998-2017 
 
 

 

 
 
Gansu Province Income and 
FAI  [ In Yuan] 
Year Income  Overall FAI  

1998 6,809.00 30,145,000,000 
1999 7,427.00 35,551,000,000 
2000 8,560.00 39,540,000,000 
2001 9,949.00 46,037,000,000 
2002 11,147.00 52,621,000,000 
2003 12,307.00 61,982,000,000 
2004 13,623.00 73,394,000,000 
2005 14,939.00 87,036,000,000 
2006 17,246.00 102,259,000,000.00 
2007 20,987.00 130,416,000,000.00 
2008 24,017.00 171,278,000,000.00 
2009 27,177.00 236,300,000,000.00 
2010 29,588.00 315,834,000,000.00 
2011 32,724.00 396,579,000,000.00 
2012 38,440.00 514,500,000,000.00 
2013 44,109.00 652,794,000,000.00 
2014 48,470.00 788,413,000,000.00 
2015 54,454.00 875,423,000,000.00 
2016 59,549.00 966,399,000,000.00 
2017 65,726.00 582,775,000,000.00 

   Source: China Data Online 
 

Regression Statistics 
Multiple R 0.94036566 
R Square 0.88428758 

Adjusted R 
Square 0.87748097 

Standard Error 1.0974E+11 
Observations 19 
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The simple regression test above compared the total fixed asset investment and average 

provincial salaries and revealed a strong correlation between the two variables. The r-squared for 

the above regression was .88 which indicates a strong positive relationship. The data suggest that 

the overall amount of fixed asset investment in Gansu is correlated with the average salary in a 

given year. It is not clear that fixed-asset investment amounts to material gains in income. 

Indeed, it could be the case that the causation chain flows in either direction. Either total fixed 

asset investment could predict higher salaries or high salaries could allow for more investment in 

fixed assets. There are also other confounding factors. A variety of variables could influence 

salary and fixed-asset investment. This regression however suggests that there is a relationship 

between increasing fixed asset investment and salaries. This relationship describes how the 

overall fixed asset investment in Gansu is closely linked to the incomes of Gansu residents.  

The degree of distribution of fixed asset investment within a province is utilized by Jaros 

as a method for determining the degree of “metropolitan bias” on the part of a provincial 

government. This is the degree to which a provincial government directs investment to a key city 

or disperse investment throughout a province. In Jaros’ analysis, Gansu province directed a 

moderate amount of fixed asset investment to Lanzhou from 2001-2010. If the data set is 

expanded to 1999-2011, a decreasing share of fixed asset investment allocation to Lanzhou 

becomes clear, however, the allocation of fixed asset investment to Lanzhou was initially very 

high.  
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Source: China Data Online 

 
In 1999 over 50% of fixed asset investment was concentrated in Lanzhou. The year that 

the “Open Up The West” Campaign was announced fixed asset investment was heavily skewed 

in favor of the provincial capital. This trend gradually decreases over time. Jaros finds that the 

average rate of allocation of fixed asset investment to Lanzhou between 2000-2010 was 26.7%.23  

 

 
23 Jaros, 2019, 245.  

Lanzhou Jiayuguan Jinchang Baiyin Tianshui Wuwei

Zhangye Pingliang Jiuquan Qingyang Dingxi Longnan

Figure 8 Gansu Fixed Asset Investment in Cities, 1999 
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 Table 4 Gansu Fixed Asset Investment in Cities as a Percentage 

Source: China Data Online  

The data above suggests that the average allocation of investment to Lanzhou was 30% of FAI 

for the province. Jaros’ measurement of 26.7%, however, adjusted for inflation and is used as a 

closer approximation of the true FAI received by Lanzhou. For Qinghai 36.7% of fixed asset 

investment was directed to Xining according to Jaros. The data for Qinghai does not illustrate a 

clear spatial inequality in development outcomes because only Xining is reported in statistical 

data via China Data Online. The period between 1999-2011 suggests initially a heavy bias 

favoring Lanzhou for urban development, but a recent decrease and proportional increase in 

allocation of fixed asset investment to other cities in Gansu. Jiuquan and Qingyang were 

allocated a greater share of fixed asset investment in recent years. Despite the decrease of 

investment for Lanzhou and the proportional increase for Jiuquan and Qingyang, notably, fixed 

asset investment did not increase significantly for any other city including Baiyin which will 

later be included in the Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster Plan.  

Percentages of FAI for Cities in Gansu 

Region | Year 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Lanzhou  51% 49% 42% 41% 35% 32% 30% 29% 28% 25% 21% 21% 23% 

Jiayuguan  2% 2% 4% 5% 5% 6% 6% 5% 4% 3% 2% 2% 2% 

Jinchang  4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 4% 4% 4% 3% 3% 

Baiyin 6% 6% 5% 7% 7% 8% 8% 7% 7% 6% 6% 6% 5% 

Tianshui 7% 9% 7% 5% 6% 6% 7% 8% 9% 8% 8% 8% 7% 
Wuwei 2% 5% 5% 4% 6% 6% 7% 8% 7% 6% 6% 6% 7% 
Zhangye 3% 2% 6% 7% 7% 7% 7% 6% 6% 5% 4% 4% 3% 

Pingliang 7% 6% 5% 5% 5% 5% 6% 6% 7% 8% 8% 8% 8% 
Jiuquan 1% 1% 9% 8% 9% 8% 8% 9% 9% 9% 13% 14% 14% 

Qingyang 7% 7% 6% 7% 8% 9% 9% 9% 11% 13% 15% 15% 15% 
Dingxi 5% 5% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 6% 7% 
Longnan 5% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 3% 3% 4% 7% 8% 8% 7% 
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Table 5 Qinghai Urban Households Yearly Expenditures, 2005-2014 

Source: China Data Online, Qinghai Statistical Yearbook; Data for 2011 unavailable  
 
 

Table 6 Qinghai Urban Households Yearly Expenditures as a Percentage of Overall 
Spending, 2005-2014 

 

Source: China Data Online, Qinghai Statistical Yearbook; Data for 2011 unavailable 
 

 
 

 

Expense Category 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011* 2012 2013 2014 
Food, Tobacco 

Alcohol  2267.4 2366.4 2803 3315.6 3548.85 3785   4667.3 4777.1 5228 

Clothing 690.8 725 898.5 943.42 1043.4 1186   1512.2 1675.1 1754 

Residence 666.4 653 641.4 801.8 790.5 923.5   1232.4 1684.8 3446 
Transportation, 

communication 691.3 753.1 785.3 791.1 975.91 1117   1549.8 1743 2235 
 Education, Culture 

Recreation 803.1 793.7 953.9 889.5 889.32 908.1   1097.2 1472 2056 
Health Care and 

Medical Services 554.1 542.9 613.2 611.5 701.37 718.8   906.1 813.1 1213 

Total  5673.1 5834.1 6696 7352.9 7949.35 8637   10965 12165 15932 

Expense 
Category 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

2011
* 2012 2013 2014 

Food, Tobacco 
and Liquor 40% 41% 42% 45% 45% 44%   43% 39% 33% 

Clothing 12% 12% 13% 13% 13% 14%   14% 14% 11% 

Residence 12% 11% 10% 11% 10% 11%   11% 14% 22% 
Transportation, 
communication
s 12% 13% 12% 11% 12% 13%   14% 14% 14% 
Education, 
Culture, 
Recreation 14% 14% 14% 12% 11% 11%   10% 12% 13% 
Health Care 
and Medical 
Services 10% 9% 9% 8% 9% 8%   8% 7% 8% 

Total  
5673.

1 
5834.

1 
6695.

7 
7352.9

2 
7949.3

5 
8637.

4   
10,96

5 
12,16

5 
15,93

2 
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Table 7 Gansu Urban Household Yearly Expenditures, 2005-2014 

Source: China Data Online, Gansu Bureau of Statistics, Gansu Statistical Yearbook 

Rounded to the nearest yuan 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Expense 
Category  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Food, Tobacco, 

Alcohol 2353 2408 2824 3184 3359 3702 4183 4602 5163 5712 

Clothing 806 854 940 1023 1170 1256 1470 1631 1747 1925 

Residence 681 716 768 846 801 910 1140 1288 1596 1781 

Household 

Facilities, 

Articles and 

Services 366 404 505 546 559 598 661 833 940 1122 

Health Care 

and Medical 

Services 492 563 564 655 747 829 874 1050 1117 1189 

Transportation 

Communicatio

n 639 703 861 817 894 1077 1290 1576 1504 1649 

Education, 

Culture, 

Recreation  943 1034 1059 936 1025 1137 1158 1388 1548 1680 

Other Goods 

And Services  249 291 354 301 335 388 413 479 406 450 

Total Per 

Capita Annual 

Consumption 

(yuan) 6529 6974 7876 8309 8891 9895 11189 12847 14020 

1550

7 
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Table 8 Gansu Urban Households Yearly Expenditures Expressed as a Percentage 

Source: China Data Online, Gansu Bureau of Statistics, Gansu Statistical Yearbook  
 

The above data suggests that the Engel’s coefficient for expenditures is relatively high. 

Engel’s Law posits that the higher the income of a given household the less that is spent on food 

as a share of overall spending. From 2005-2014, however, Gansu urban residents spent nearly 

40% of the total yearly expenditures on food, tobacco, and alcohol. The proportion of spending 

on “food, alcohol, and tobacco” in Qinghai is similar. The relatively small share of spending on 

residences defied initial expectations. A possible explanation is that the housing supply had 

Gansu 
Province 
Surveyed 
Urban 
Households 
Yearly 
Spending   2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Food 36% 35% 36% 38% 38% 37% 37% 36% 37% 37% 

Clothing 12% 12% 12% 12% 13% 13% 13% 13% 12% 12% 

Residence 10% 10% 10% 10% 9% 9% 10% 10% 11% 11% 

Household 

Appliances, 

Goods, and 

Services 6% 6% 6% 7% 6% 6% 6% 6% 7% 7% 

Health Care 

and Medical 

Services 8% 8% 7% 8% 8% 8% 8% 8% 8% 8% 

Transportation 

Communication 10% 10% 11% 10% 10% 11% 12% 12% 11% 11% 

Education, 

Culture, 

Recreation  14% 15% 13% 11% 12% 11% 10% 11% 11% 11% 

Other Goods 

And Services  4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 3% 3% 

Total Per 

Capita 

Disposable 

Income (yuan) 8087 8921 10012 10969 11930 13189 14989 17157 18965 20804 



 

 

 
 

32 

outpaced demand and as a result prices are relatively low. Spending on “transportation and 

communication”; “education, culture, and recreation”; and “clothing” is relatively consistent at 

around 10% of overall expenditures. For Qinghai spending on “other goods and services” and 

“household appliances and services” were not provided via China Data Online.  

 
 

Table 9 Gansu Urban Resident Expenditures by City, 2016 

Source: China Data Online  
 
 
 

  

Gansu Urban Resident Expenditures 2016  

City  Total  

Food, 
Tobacco 
Liquor Clothing  Residence 

Household 
Appliances, 
Services 

Transport, 
Comm.  

Education, 
Culture, 
Recreation  Healthcare  

Other 
Goods and 
Services  

Engel's 
Coefficient 
(%)  

Lanzhou 22893 7018 1841 4647 1584 2471 2841 1857 635 30.65 

Jiayuguan 23819 7955 2307 3898 1264 3939 2479 1315 662 33.40 

Jinchang 21149 5652 2547 2685 1421 4078 2766 1228 772 26.72 

Baiyin 14599 4815 1751 2539 1134 1340 1682 945 394 32.98 

Tianshui 13221 3830 1348 3045 862 1676 1440 716 304 28.97 

Wuwei 16941 5579 1894 3309 876 1724 2109 1220 229 32.93 

Zhangye 18923 5802 1934 4045 1207 1540 2226 1904 266 30.66 

Pingliang 14407 4196 1357 3146 873 1548 1692 1347 248 29.12 

Jiuquan 23329 7048 2575 3896 1480 2878 3217 1663 572 30.21 

Qingyang 14950 4737 1707 3259 1032 1558 1348 921 388 31.68 

Dingxi 15026 4641 1475 3398 1113 1359 1620 1157 264 30.89 

Longnan 13389 4204 1367 2392 1174 1457 1447 1064 284 31.40 

Linxia 14161 4383 1339 3033 1080 2098 967 1022 240 30.95 

Gannan 14661 5599 1639 2908 1110 1482 916 661 346 38.19 
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Source: China Data Online 

 

The chart, which corresponds to the data set above, offers a recent snapshot into the 

breakdown of expenditures of urban residents in various cities in Gansu in 2016. As mentioned 

above the trend is clear across all cities that the “food, tobacco, and liquor” category occupies a 

relatively high share of overall yearly spending. As of 2016 spending on residences have 

outpaced all other spending categories except “food, tobacco, and liquor” indicating that the 

demand for residences is increasing in the overall share of expenditures.   
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Healthcare  
 

Healthcare for residents in Gansu and Qinghai is measured by two metrics collected by 

the Gansu and Qinghai Statistical Yearbooks and accessed via China Data Online. Although it is 

a very limited measurement of public health, the number of hospitals, hospital beds per capita, 

and number of healthcare professionals does allow for some degree of insight into the state of the 

healthcare system in a particular locale. The trend of development and comparison amongst 

cities and between Gansu and Qinghai, and Shaanxi in key years, will illuminate the path of 

development for public healthcare. Population is important to take into account because the 

following urban areas vary in size. According to data obtained from China Data Online in 2018 

Lanzhou had a population of 3.3 million residents, Tianshui had a population of 3.7 million 

residents, Baiyin had a population of 1.8 million. Jinchang had a population of 450,000 and 

Jiayuguan had a population of 210,000. Xining had a population of 2 million in the same year. 

Xi’an had a population of 9.8 million, Xianyang had a population of 4.6 million, Baoji had a 

population of 3.78 million, and Tongchuan had a population of 800,000.  
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Table 10 Gansu, Qinghai, Shaanxi Healthcare Metrics: 1999, 2005, 2010, 2015 

Source: China Data Online

 
24 Shaanxi province is used as shadow comparison in order to contextualize the clearly worse off position of Qinghai and Gansu with respect to healthcare 
outcomes. Shaanxi borders Gansu to the east and is part of the Northwestern geographic region of China. Shaanxi, like Gansu and Qinghai, was included as 
province to be developed under the rubric of the develop the west campaign.  
 

City  1999 2005 2010 2015 

Gansu Hospitals Hospital 
Beds Doctors Hospitals Hospital 

Beds Doctors Hospitals Hospital 
Beds Doctors Hospitals Hospital 

Beds Doctors 

Lanzhou 169 1.39 0.92 170 1.4 0.8 163 2.51 1.02 164 2.24 1.24 

Jiayuguan 5 0.07 0.04 8 0.1 0.05 8 0.14 0.07 11 0.15 0.08 

Jinchang 20 0.15 0.13 21 0.17 0.1 21 0.18 0.11 25 0.25 0.13 

Baiyin 106 0.47 0.23 94 0.48 0.2 93 0.56 0.25 106 0.73 0.27 

Tianshui 188 0.53 0.32 205 0.65 0.29 274 0.85 0.49 168 1.16 0.45 

Qinghai  

Xining 84 0.82 0.3 101 0.83 0.33 105 1.1 0.54 123 1.77 0.78 

Shaanxi24             

Xi'an 414 3.17 1.89 479 3.01 1.21 412 3.68 1.5 395 5.13 2.66 

Tongchuan 92 0.35 0.22 69 0.34 0.17 107 0.44 0.12 74 0.47 0.22 

Baoji 288 1.04 0.66 260 1.12 1.11 261 1.4 0.58 258 2.07 0.79 

Xianyang 297 1.03 0.76 304 1.29 0.65 331 1.75 0.6 357 2.7 1.02 
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In 1999 in Gansu, Lanzhou, Baiyin, and Tianshui had a relatively strong starting point 

with respect to public health infrastructure. However, for Baiyin and Tianshui the total number 

of doctors and hospital beds compared with Lanzhou is a much smaller amount. This is despite 

the fact that Tianshui had more hospitals than Lanzhou. This suggests that the public health 

benefit from hospital investment was clearer in Lanzhou as opposed to Tianshui. Medical 

training and education is likely stronger in Lanzhou than in either Baiyin or Tianshui. The ratio 

of doctors to 10,000 inhabitants is .92 in Lanzhou compared with .32 in Tianshui and .23 in 

Baiyin. Jiayuguan and Jinchang offer far less in health care facilities compared with the 

abovementioned cities. Although the population of Jiayuguan and Jinchang is far smaller than 

the populations of Tianshui, Baiyin, and Lanzhou, the ratio hospital beds and doctors to 

inhabitants suggest that the general quality of public health is less strong in the smaller, more 

remote, urban areas in Gansu. In general Xining performed favorably over the years in question 

in comparison to cities in Gansu except Lanzhou. Cities in Shaanxi generally had stronger 

performance in public health than cities of approximate size in population in Gansu.  

Gansu provincial policymakers apparently recognized the severity of the disparity in 

access to healthcare in the province. In 2012 the provincial government issued guidelines 

outlining the necessary objectives to meet the State Council issued Develop the West “12th Five-

Year Plan”. The guidelines outline the central government requirements as: promoting the 

“rapid” and “good” development of Western China regional economies and societies, “to 

promote ethnic harmony, and to jointly create a beautiful homeland”. Among a variety of other 

goals concerning industry, the policy describes a goal by 2015 for the provincial government to 

shrink the gap in per capita income between Gansu and other Western provinces, to lessen the 

gap in quality of the provincial highway networks and the national standard, to increase the rate 
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of urbanization to 40%, and to shrink the gap in the provision of education, health services, and 

social services. As of 2015 the above cities in Gansu were generally outperformed by cities in 

Shaanxi. The comparison does not control for a variety of factors, but it does demonstrate that 

despite the recognition of a gap in the provision of social welfare the provincial government has 

thus far been unable to close the regional gap.  

 

Transportation Infrastructure  
 

 Infrastructure appears to be the most fruitful outcome of the Develop the West Campaign. 

While lessening regional inequality was described as a key motivation for the campaign, it is not 

clear that increased investment directly improved Gansu or Qinghai urban residents’ incomes or 

access to health care. In addition, their yearly spending was relatively unchanged from 2005 to 

2014. Nevertheless, the benefits of increased investment infrastructure will likely have indirect 

benefits for urban residents. Increased rail, highway, and urban transportation is undoubtedly an 

important public good. Improved transportation networks enhance the flow of labor and the 

transportation of goods to various markets. In 2010 the Gansu provincial government released a 

statement, through the Gansu Daily concerning twenty-three Develop the West projects totaling 

an overall sum of 6.8 trillion yuan. The projects included a rail line from Chengdu to Guiyang, a 

dedicated long-distance bus route between Xi’an and Chengdu, a long-distance bus route 

between Baoji and Lanzhou, and a highway on the Gansu-Shaanxi border. In both Gansu and 

Qinghai, the data suggests that investment in transportation infrastructure and networks has 

yielded concrete gains.  
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Table 11 Gansu and Qinghai Transportation Infrastructure: 1999, 2005, 2010, 2017 
2017 

Region 
Paved Roads (10,000 
sq meters) 

Public Transport 
Vehicles 

Public Transport 
Trips (10,000) Taxis  

Gansu 
(total) 10,677.51 5,850 124,946.00 23,737 

Lanzhou 2,384.00 3,034 76,511.00 9,845 
Jinchang  485 159 1,900.00 510 

Baiyin  1,122.00 490 7,193.00 3,374 
Tianshui  645 538 12,037.00 2,065 

Qinghai 
(Total) 2,752.74 2,339 36,710.00 8,637 

Xining 1,295.00 1,703 34,440.00 5,666 
2010 

Region 
Paved Roads (10,000 
sq meters) 

Public Transport 
Vehicles 

Public Transport 
Trips (10,000) Taxis  

Gansu 
(total) 6,599.10 4,382 85,327.00 19,309 

Lanzhou 2,162.00 2,149 61,555.00 6,738 
Jinchang  399 199 756 510 

Baiyin  555 250 5,558.00 3,125 
Tianshui  596 291 7,502.00 1,380 

Qinghai 
(Total) 1,357.30 2,175 38,964.00 7,119 

Xining 737 1,932 38,594.00 5,516 
2005 

Region 
Paved Roads (10,000 
sq meters) 

Public Transport 
Vehicles 

Public Transport 
Trips (10,000) Taxis  

Gansu 
(total) 4,972.13 3,515 48,410.50 18,339 

Lanzhou 1,805.00 2,252 35,977.00 5,847 
Jinchang  228 78 702 968 

Baiyin  417 145 2,100.00 1,492 
Tianshui  991 210 3,200.00 1,829 

Qinghai 
(Total) 935.9 1,839 37,081.25 6,894 

Xining 551 1,605 36,098.00 5,116 
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 1999 

Region 
Paved Roads 
(10,000 sq meters) 

Public Transport 
Vehicles 

Public Transport 
Trips (10,000) Taxis  

Gansu (total) 2,479.11 2,255 41,061.00 12,034 

Lanzhou 791 1,113 30,426.00 6,468 

Jinchang  117 77 380 356 

Baiyin  242 52 1,108.00 878 

Tianshui  175 111 1,180.00 1,354 

Qinghai (Total) 494.05 699 19,902.00 5,617 

Xining 298 659 19,566.00 4,381 

Source: China Data Online,  
Note: All city data is for urban districts only 

By 2010 ridership on public transportation had more than doubled the 1999 amount. The fleet of 

public transportation vehicles, taxis, and total square meters of paved roads all expanded as well. 

Transportation investment could be considered one of the chief gains of the Develop the West 

Campaign.  

 
Land and the State Sector 

The reform and opening period was a catalyst of the development of land markets in 

China. The rise of land markets has allowed local governments to derive financial benefits from 

the development of land resources. Spatial planning and development have taken on significance 

with the coalescence of material interest in land as a source of revenue combined with the need 

to continually drive economic growth for a given province. Meg Rithmire explains that the onset 

of reform and opening for the northeastern provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning had 

profound economic affects. The high concentration of state-owned enterprises and formal sector 

employment limited economic development for two of the three northeastern provinces. Dalian, 
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in Liaoning, however, experienced phenomenal growth. The reason that the Dalian government 

was able to effectively promote spatial development and economic growth was an early 

designation as a “coastal open city” according to Rithmire. The result – Dalian was able to 

access foreign capital early in the reform and opening process.  

Table 12 Gansu, Qinghai, Heilongjiang State Sector Employment, 1978-1992 

  
Total 

Employed  
State 

Sector  
Total 

Employed  
State 

Sector  
Total 

Employed  
State 

Sector  
Year | 

Province  Heilongjiang  Gansu  Qinghai  
  1978 10,069,000.00 4,600,100 6,940,000 1,440,400 1,447,100 420,350 
  1979 10,327,000.00 4,540,500 7,130,000 1,470,440 1,503,100 460,000 
  1980 10,807,000.00 4,670,400 7,960,000 1,540,600 1,576,200 469,000 
  1981 11,175,000.00 4,900,300 8,420,000 1,610,200 1,655,500 474,900 
  1982 11,331,000.00 5,000,900 8,700,000 1,640,600 1,711,700 485,400 
  1983 11,962,000.00 5,120,200 9,938,000 1,660,300 1,743,100 492,300 
  1984 12,484,000.00 5,130,400 10,470,000.00 1,690,500 1,773,500 503,100 
  1985 12,896,000.00 5,320,200 10,814,000.00 1,740,800 1,827,000 520,300 
  1986 13,242,000.00 5,550,100 10,989,000.00 1,790,100 1,892,000 540,600 
  1987 13,333,000.00 5,690,600 11,397,000.00 1,840,500 1,936,900 545,900 
  1988 13,586,000.00 5,880,000 11,788,000.00 1,880,300 1,978,300 553,000 
  1989 13,950,000.00 5,990,200 12,140,000.00 1,900,100 2,008,300 554,700 
  1990 14,362,000.00 6,190,900 12,924,000.00 1,940,600 2,063,100 562,400 
  1991 14,819,000.00 6,310,000 13,024,000.00 2,002,800 2,116,400 568,900 
  1992 14,834,000.00 6,400,500 13,059,000.00 2,004,700 2,162,100 569,900 

Source: China Data Online 

The political economy of spatial development in China was fundamentally altered with 

reform and opening. This first transformation of the value of land created what Rithmire 

describes as the “commodification of land.” This phenomenon was later followed by the 

“fiscalization of land.” The commodification refers to the process by which land became 

valuable intrinsically in an increasingly marketized economy. The fiscalization of land refers to 

the process by which local governments turned to land as a source of revenue. Because the 

central government had not privatized land, but rather, the state had allowed local governments 

to grant “use rights” to land for a fee, the local state could collect yearly returns on land. 
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Eventually land use rights become an important source of income for local governments across 

China. For Gansu land related income comprised nearly 40% of revenue for 2018. For Qinghai 

30% of revenue was derived from land related income.  

In 1978 1/5 of all jobs in Gansu were in the state sector. By comparison, in the same year, 

nearly half of all jobs in Heilongjiang were in the state sector. In Qinghai a little more than 1/5 of 

all jobs were in the state sector. Heilongjiang and the other two northeastern provinces are 

outliers in that state sector labor force participation was unusually high. The above comparison 

from the eve of reform and opening in 1978 to 1992 illustrates the proportion of state sector 

employment to total employment. In the case of Gansu and Qinghai state sector presence was a 

sizable fraction but relatively smaller in comparison to the provincial bastion of the state-run 

economy in Heilongjiang. Gansu and Qinghai, while their respective economies had growing 

numbers of state-sector employees during the reform period, had a smaller fraction of 

employment in the state sector. The role of the state sector in the economies of Gansu and 

Qinghai was comparatively smaller. Nevertheless, the number of state sector employees in both 

Gansu and Qinghai constituted an important bloc in the political economies of each province. 

Further research could examine the role of the urban governments of each province, particularly 

those of Xining and Lanzhou, in distributing land resources to state sector employees who lost 

employment during the reform period. Although Heilongjiang maintains a similar proportion of 

state sector employment to total employment from 1978-1992, Gansu and Qinghai evidence a 

gradually shrinking state sector. This highlights the increasing importance of the market for both 

provinces, and the relative share of the state sector as a proportion of the total workforce.    
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CHAPTER 5 | DISCUSSION 
 

 
 The Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster plan is a plan that is rooted in familiar responses to 

an underlying problem. Spatial inequality is a persistent and challenging deficiency in national 

economic development. The “Open Up the West” Campaign that preceded the Cluster plan 

initiated a flood of investment in Western China, and scholars and commentators have also 

suggested that infrastructure development in Western China followed from a stimulus package 

following the 2008-2009 global financial crisis. The development trend most clearly observable 

in Gansu and Qinghai is increased investment in transportation infrastructure. In addition, year-

on-year gains in income, wages, and public health are also evident. As of 2020 the Party 

leadership asserts that extreme poverty is in the process of being totally ameliorated. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that spatial inequalities and urban-rural inequalities are persistent in 

Gansu and Qinghai. The Lanzhou-Xining Urban Cluster plan is limited, ultimately, because it 

operates on the logic of “growth poles.” The large provincial capitals are the focal points of the 

plan, and although smaller urban areas like Baiyin and Dingxi in Gansu and Haidong in Qinghai 

may benefit indirectly, the larger economies of scale in Lanzhou and Xining will mean that more 

benefit is accrued to residents in the provincial capitals. Moreover, the plan by its nature 

excludes other urban areas in Gansu including Tianshui, Longnan, Jiayuguan, Wuwei, and 

Zhangye. For all of these cities their economic performance has been limited, and the fact that 

there is no equivalent plan for these areas means that a choice has been made to not prioritize 

development of these cities. Further research in the field of the political economy of urban 

development could also consider explanations offered by geographers. Human geographer 

Andrew Grant’s field research in Xining revealed how ethnic Tibetans experience urban 

development in Qinghai’s provincial capital. The implementation of urban development policy is 
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certainly not evenly experienced by Chinese people of various ethnicities.25 Geographers at 

Tongji University, Cao et. al (2019), observe that China’s provincial capitals “…the 

agglomeration effect of provincial capitals and the economic imbalance within the provinces.” 

Cao et. al conclude that Lanzhou is a provincial capital which evidences clear economic 

polarization effects in favor of the provincial seat. A more dispersed pattern of urban 

development policies for Gansu and Qinghai could help alleviate poverty in two of China’s most 

impoverished provinces.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
25 Grant, Andrew. “Hyperbuilding the Civilized City: Ethnicity and Marginalization in Eastern Tibet.”  
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