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hina represents the cutting edge of 21st-century urbanism. Its

successes and failures will shape global perceptions of city life, not

only in that country but around the world. When future historians assess

the 21st century, China, along with India, will likely be their focus. The

key shapers, discussed below, include demographics, the impact of digi-
tization, environmental protection, and a looming class divide.

Since the advent of its reform and opening-up policy, China has
experienced one of the fastest urbanization rates in history—and on
an unprecedented scale. In the past four decades, its urban population
has increased from 200 million in 1980 to 9o2 million in 2020. Of the
660 cities in China, 93 have an urban population of more than one mil-
lion.! Six Chinese cities (i.e., Beijing, Chongqing, Guangzhou, Shanghai,
Shenzhen, and Tianjin) are known as megacities, with over 10 million
urban residents each.” Three engines drive China’s rapid urbanization:
industrialization, which concentrates capital, labor, and land in cities;
marketization, as China has been transformed from a centrally planned
economy to something resembling a market economy; and the shift to
an export economy requiring access to ports, trains, and other means of
communication.?

Such rapid urbanization and industrialization cause severe environ-
mental problems, such as traffic congestion, air pollution, and chemical
hazards. An increasing number of urban residents suffers from cardiovas-
cular and respiratory diseases.* Improving conditions in China’s cities is
a political and economic priority. In March 2021, the Chinese central gov-
ernment approved China’s 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-25), with a strong
focus on a human-centric “new urbanization” strategy to make cities more
inclusive and sustainable.

66



LI SUN 67

City Clusters in China

Nineteen city clusters play a vital role in China’s urban development;
approximately 75 percent of China’s urban residents live in these city
clusters, contributing to more than 8o percent of China’s gross domestic
product.> Among the 19 city clusters, three are identified as super-megacity
regions (i.e., the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region, Yangtze River Delta region,
and Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area). These three
city clusters contribute 40 percent of the national gross domestic prod-
uct, even though they account for only 5 percent of the country’s total
land area.®

Globally, there are three main structural models of metropolitan
areas, including polycentric networks (e.g., the Rhine-Ruhr in Germany),
dual-centric regions (e.g., the Boston-Washington corridor in the United
States), and monocentric city areas (e.g., London in the UK).” But the pop-
ulation scale of most city clusters in China is unparalleled compared to
those in other countries. For example, the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei cluster
includes about 100 million people. In comparison, Japan’s Pacific mega-
lopolis has a population of 83 million; the Boston-Washington corridor,
49.6 million; and the Greater London metropolitan area, 13.6 million.?
China’s cities reflect this kind of mass urbanism on steroids.

Developing city clusters is seen by most stakeholders as a way to
improve the flow and accessibility of capital, goods, people, and services.
This, in turn, increases economic efficiency, strengthens social interaction,
enhances innovation, and increases employment opportunities. Despite
these potential benefits, developing city clusters in China has come up
against several challenges.

In China, a city is administrated by its corresponding province or
municipality. Many Chinese city clusters include cities from different
provinces and municipalities, which results in administrative fragmen-
tation.” Due to these jurisdictional boundaries, an integrated network of
some sectors is essential within a city cluster, especially with regard to
infrastructure, such as energy, transportation (e.g., rails and roads), tele-
communications, and water supply.'®

Further, it is common to find that rather than cooperation, individ-
ual cities are more likely to carry out strategies to enhance their own
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competitiveness, causing spatial inequality within megacity regions. Thus,
intercity cooperation should be promoted, but due to the fragmentation
of administrative boundaries, challenges may occur in areas such as urban
planning, transport, taxation, and budgetary systems."'

Digitization in Urban China

In 2020, China had the largest number of internet users in the world,
989 million, compared to 563 million users in India and 292 million users
in the United States.’* Among the 989 million Chinese internet users,
68.7 percent were urban residents who used the internet in domains such
as e-commerce, eHealth, remote learning, and telework.

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered an increase in telework and remote
learning worldwide. In China, around 400 million workers teleworked,
and more than 200 million students engaged in remote learning in 2020.
Although a majority of workers and students are now back in offices
and schools, e-commerce and eHealth have retained their appeal among
residents in China, and such practices are expected to expand over the
long term. For example, in 2020, $626 million of investment flowed into
Chinese health-artificial intelligence startups.’

Online shopping is popular among Chinese internet users; online con-
sumption generates 30 percent of annual retail value. In 2020, there were
782 million online consumers in China, and China’s e-commerce sales
totaled $2.3 trillion, accounting for nearly half the world’s e-commerce
market. Even though major cities such as Beijing, Guangzhou, Shang-
hai, and Shenzhen remain the key hubs for e-commerce, residents in
medium- and small-sized cities have become emerging consumers of online
shopping in recent years. The government has recognized the important
role of e-commerce in China’s economy, launching various measures to
promote e-commerce development; for example, in urban planning, logis-
tical warehousing for e-commerce is facilitated in terms of access to land
and building permits.'4

China is a frontrunner in eHealth, compared to countries such as Ger-
many, the United Kingdom, and the United States.”> In the 2010s, several
eHealth apps were launched in China that provide digital medical services,
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such as online registration, medical and health consultations, and online
payment. Such eHealth services have been quickly embraced by internet
users, with the demand for eHealth increasing by 30 percent annually
between 2011 and 2018. Undoubtedly, the pandemic further accelerated
the use of eHealth; for instance, in the spring of 2020, the use of digi-
tal medical consultations increased by 20 times compared to the use of
them in 2019. The eHealth app Ping An Good Doctor had 67.3 million users
monthly during the pandemic period.'®

In February 2020, the government in Wuhan, the first epicenter of
COVID-19, gave permission for health insurance to cover eHealth—the
first Chinese city to launch this practice. Recent research by the author and
her colleagues has indicated that users were largely satisfied with the con-
venience of eHealth services, especially for patients with mild symptoms
or psychiatric diseases. In most cases, they only needed repeated medicine
prescriptions, which could be easily filled digitally. However, patients with
critical and severe illnesses may require comprehensive physical examina-
tions, which cannot be conducted online.'”

Yet digitization in China, as elsewhere, presents challenges. Beyond
the wide gaps in coverage between urban and rural areas,'® there are also
significant gaps within urban areas. In cities, internet nonusers encoun-
ter inconvenience in their everyday lives. For example, in the wake of the
COVID-19 outbreak, a health QR code app that indicates a person’s health
status was introduced across the country. This electronic health code is
required for taking public transportation and entering public spaces (e.g.,
markets and hospitals).” It is not uncommon to find senior passengers
denied boarding on buses and subways due to the lack of a health code.

Based on a national survey by the China Internet Network Information
Center, 27.2 percent of internet nonusers reported daily inconvenience
because they were unable to access public transport and public spaces,
25.8 percent indicated they were unable to pay in cash as only digital pay-
ment is accepted for certain transactions, 24.9 percent replied they were
unable to book or order something online, 24.6 percent pointed out that
some physical stores and offices had been shut down, and 22.9 percent were
unable to access adequate real-time news and information.>® To reduce
such digital exclusion, digital training has been advocated and conducted
recently in several Chinese cities, such as Hangzhou and Shanghai.*
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Demographic Winter Hangs over Chinese Cities

Arguably the greatest long-term challenge for Chinese cities—like many
in the West—lies in their demographic trends. In the early 1980s, the
Chinese government introduced the One-Child Policy, which was
replaced by the two-child policy in 2016 and the three-child policy in
2021. Data from China’s latest census (the seventh national census) were
published in May 2021, revealing that China’s population had reached
1.44 billion but grew at its slowest rate since the 1950s (when the census
began) over the past decade.

The fertility rate (the number of children born over a woman’s lifetime)
is 1.3in China, below the replacement rate of 2.1. The number of new babies
in China was 12 million in 2020, a drop of 22 percent from 2019 and the
lowest level in recent decades. Like their counterparts in the West, major
Chinese cities are becoming increasingly childless. For example, the fer-
tility rate in Shanghai and Beijing was about 0.7, the lowest in the world.>*

On the day the three-child policy was announced, the state news
agency, Xinhua, carried out an online survey asking whether people would
consider having three children. Among 31,000 respondents, only 5 percent
answered “yes.”3 Many young urban couples were concerned about the
cost of childcare, quality education, housing, and elderly care.

China does not provide some basic services crucial to young families,
such as state-provided childcare. Families with children under 3 years old
do not receive any parental allowance or any state-provided childcare ser-
vice. Grandparenting is a common practice in China, with 58 percent of
young Chinese couples receiving childcare from their parents, compared
to 10 percent in the United States.>*

Schooling is a particular burden. Chinese children only start to receive
their nine years of compulsory education when they turn 6 years old.
Even though preschools are vital for children’s early development, pre-
school education in China lacks public resources, experiencing a shortage
of teachers, poor school conditions, and uneven quality across regions.?
For example, the child-teacher ratio was 18 to one in public preschools
in 2018.2¢

With limited quotas and inadequate resources in public preschools,
many urban households send their children to private preschools, which
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often charge high fees. Chinese parents spent $36 billion on the private
preschool market in 2018.>7 Due to the lack of adequate, universal state-
funded childcare services and public preschools, Chinese cities in particu-
lar face a worsening population future, meaning ever-greater dependence
on a continued influx of young people driven by internal migration.

As they experience low population growth, some Chinese cities, espe-
cially Beijing and Shanghai, also face a tsunami of elderly residents.?®
According to the United Nations, a country is an aging society when its
population age 65 and above reaches 7 percent of its total population. By
this definition, China became an aging society in 2000. By the end of 2020,
there were 191 million Chinese age 65 and above, accounting for 13.5 per-
cent of its total population. It is estimated that by 2050, 26 percent of Chi-
na’s population will be age 65 and above. Exacerbating this, since China’s
reform and opening-up policy began, life expectancy has increased from
67 years in 1981 to 777 years in 2019.

The low fertility rate, an increasingly aged population, and longer life
expectancy could reshape Chinese society—particularly in the cities.
Due to the One-Child Policy, implemented between 1981 and 2015, the
population configuration in China is now unbalanced; the common fam-
ily structure is known as “4-2-1” (i.e., four grandparents, two parents, and
one child). In other words, a young couple in their 20s and 30s, growing
up under the One-Child Policy, needs to care for four parents and at least
one child.

Without state-provided formal elderly care, family-based elderly care
is widely practiced in China, also influenced by the Confucian value of
filial piety.*® Such elderly care arrangements place great pressure on
middle-aged Chinese, especially those who work. Some adult children may
fail to fulfill their elderly care responsibilities. To address this, in 2013, the
“Elderly Rights Law” was introduced in China, which stipulates that chil-
dren have a legal obligation to visit their parents.

The biggest long-term effect of aging and lower birth rates could be the
reduction of the labor force, which is already occurring. China’s rise in the
past half century paralleled its workforce’s growth, which was higher than
in Japan and the West for years. Now China’s workforce is shrinking, and
as centers of production and service industries, China’s cities face a severe
and potentially crippling shortage of workers.3°
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A Tale of Two Migrant Groups in Chinese Cities

Current and growing labor shortages have made cities dependent on inter-
nal migrants and could make them even more so in the future. In 2020,
the number of internal migrants in China was 376 million, accounting for
26 percent of the country’s total population of 1.44 billion. Among them,
286 million were rural-to-urban migrants, making up 76 percent of the
migrant population, and the remaining 24 percent of migrants were mainly
urban-to-urban migrants, most likely to be highly skilled workers.3' The
internal-migrant population in China is not a homogenous group. Inequal-
ities between low-skilled and highly skilled migrants are multidimen-
sional, reflected in their differential access to occupations, social welfare,
and housing.

Regarding occupation, rural-to-urban low-skilled migrants with a low
educational background often engage in “three D” jobs (i.e., dirty, dan-
gerous, and demanding) in the service, construction, manufacturing,
and delivery sectors. Such low-skilled migrants are the key driver behind
China’s spectacular emergence as the “world’s factory,” since they partic-
ipate in labor-intensive sectors. In contrast, highly skilled migrants, often
well educated, represent the elites in the high-tech, finance, medical, and
creative industries.

In addition to the enormous income inequality between these two
groups of migrants, social stratification is also evident. For example,
with the booming gig economy in China, many aspects of highly skilled
migrants’ everyday lives largely rely on low-skilled migrants’ services (e.g.,
food, grocery, and parcel delivery). Furthermore, low-skilled migrants
work as drivers, housekeepers, nannies, and cooks for superrich, highly
skilled migrants.

In recent years, several Chinese cities (e.g., Shenzhen and Wuhan) have
introduced preferential policies to attract talented migrants, while other
cities (e.g., Beijing and Shanghai) have implemented policies to limit and
control low-skilled migrants. Such measures create inequalities in social
citizenship. Highly skilled migrants are often encouraged to obtain hukou
(local residency permits) from their destination cities.3* The hukou is
tied to residents’ urban social-welfare eligibility; in Chinese cities, only
those holding a local hukou are eligible for urban social welfare such as
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education, health insurance, pension, and social housing. In sharp con-
trast, low-skilled migrants face numerous barriers to receiving local urban
hukou. This exclusion from urban social welfare makes them a highly pre-
carious social group.33

In China, government subsidies for children’s education are linked to
each person’s hometown—that is, the place where their hukou is located.
Therefore, without a local hukou, rural-to-urban low-skilled migrant chil-
dren normally cannot enjoy these educational subsidies in their destina-
tion cities. If they would like to study in the schools of destination cities,
high tuition must be paid, which is unrealistic for low-skilled migrant
households to afford. Due to these institutional barriers, most low-skilled
migrants choose to leave their children in their hometowns. These chil-
dren are therefore called “left-behind children.”34

For the talented, the situation could not be more different. There’s a
talent welfare housing system to guarantee that highly skilled migrants can
purchase or rent housing.3> Low-skilled migrants, however, have limited
access to the urban social-housing system. As a result, they often live in
informal housing.3° Cities prefer to spend money on housing for coveted
skilled workers than apply their fiscal resources to low-income, affordable
housing programs.3”

While highly skilled migrants are often formally employed with legal
employment contracts in cities, many rural-to-urban low-skilled migrants
are informal laborers without any such contracts. Low-skilled migrants
are thus marginalized, as labor rights and protection claims are based on
the prerequisite of a labor contract. Due to the lack of written evidence
of their employment status, low-skilled migrants are commonly hindered
from seeking legal redress against their employers.3®

China’s urbanization has been spectacular—but also troubled. The
growing inequality among different social groups, a demographic crisis,
and incomplete state welfare provide a challenge just as compelling as
those posed by China’s obvious environmental issues. China may well have
created a new, and successful, model of economic development over the
past half century, but in the next half century, it can continue this develop-
ment only if it addresses its pressing set of urban challenges.
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