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Preface

It is our long-term commitment to conduct the study on regional development of China and
publish a series of collections on the subject, which are entitled Regional Development of China .

We attempt in the series to achieve continuous and objective analysis of contemporary Chinese
policies on social and economic development and the status of development so resulted at both na-
tional and regional levels, and thereafter to provide reasonable policy evaluations and suggestions.
QOur research aims to satisfy the demand of national and regional policy-makers and the society as
well for rational understanding of contemporary policies and development. Based on intensive in-
teractions with different government departments in doing our researches in the past, we have ob-
served increasing significance and also difficulties of the government’s policy-making on regional
development. A full understanding of the social, economic and physical environment for develop-
ment at both national and regional levels has become a premise for policy-makers to hold well their
responsibility. Our series of Regional Development of China are specifically designed for such a
purpose.

Regional Development of China, 2000 — A Development Report of the West is the third
collection of the series. The previous two collections, Regional Development of China, 1997 and
Regional Development of China, 1999, have witnessed strong and active responses from both
the government and academic circle in China. A concise report based on Regional Development of
China , 1997 was delivered to the State Council as a key research report of the Chinese Academy
of Sciences, and has received well recognition from the State Council and related government de-
partments. Such recognition is an encouragement to this research project and highly appreciated
by all colleagues involved.

This collection aims to provide our investigation, analysis and understanding of the popularly
concerned issue, developing the west, which is the linchpin of the contemporary regional policy of
the Chinese government. The term of “the west” refers to the t  provincial units of the western
region, which was first officially employed in the Seventh Five-year Plan of China {1986—90).
They are Shaanxi Province, Gansu Province, Qinghai Province, Ningxia Autonomous Region,
Xinjiang Autonomous Region, Chongging Municipality, Sichuan Province, Guizhou Province,
Yun’nan Province and Xizang Autonomous Region. The territory of the west (5.37 million km?)
accounts for 56.4% of the national total, while the share of its population and GDP in 1998 was

X1



only 22.84% and 13.96% respectively.

In recognition of recent dynamics and status of regional development in China and following
the development strategy set forth by Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s®, the Chinese government
made a strategic decision in 1999 upon developing the west and promoting the development of the
middle and west regions. Priorities proposed in developing the west are infrastructure develop-
ment, ecological construction, industrial restructuring, science and technology development, and
further opening-up. To make the strategy fully understood and to avoid another “Great Leap For-
ward”, the central government has emphasized constantly that developing the west is, rather than
an easy job, a huge systematic project and a long-term arduous task that demands the endeavours
of several generations. Such a perspective displays the rationality of the Chinese central govern-
ment in practicing the strategy of developing the west. It also indicates that the government has
taken careful considerations of the past experiences of territorial development and regional devel-
opment in China and the international experiences of developing the under-developed peripheral
regions.

Developing the west is a big policy thrust of national economic development in the new centu-
ry, and bears great importance for the sustainable development of the west and the country as a
whole. In the last year, different departments of the central government and local governments of
the west were busy with making plans for ecological construction, infrastructure development and
industrial restructuring. The proposed projects in ecological construction and infrastructure devel-
opment have been carried out by and large as planned rationally so far. There have also appeared,
however, irrational development plans and expectations. Such irrationality can be partly displayed
by the obviously unrealistic objectives of development issued by local governments and the resulted
long lists of construction projects proposed as well as over competition for approvals of large-scale
construction projects. Some big projects are being initiated without necessary detailed plans and
arrangements, while the scales of some infrastructure projects under construction or in
preparation, e.g., new construction and expansion of highways and airports, are too large com-
pared to the demand potential of local market. Although much attention has been paid to ecologi-
cal construction in developing the west and actions to restore grassland and forest by stopping
plantation have already started in some regions, a handful cases in practices have been found to vi-

olate the natural law of local ecological evolution, which may lead to new ecological damages. Be-

@ In the 1980s, Mr. Deng Xiaoping proposed a national development strategy, the central point of which is to give priority
to the development of the coastal region before 2000 so as to increase national economic efficiency and power quickly and, from 2000
onwards, to pursue balanced development. The strategy was based upon an estimation that, by 2000, the coastal region would have
accumulated sufficient capital to sustain its ecoromic development and to support the development of the middle and west regions as

well. Mr. Deng's ideas have been basically followed by the Chinese government.
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sides, many local governments in the west have planned a very high economic growth rate (9% or
even higher) while the large-scale ecological constructions are also on their planning agenda. It re-
flects to a certain degree that local authorities in the west hold extensively high expectations on
achieving rapid economic growth simply through the construction of large-scale projects. There-
fore, it is clear that enhancing macro monitoring and management is becoming critical to imple-
menting the strategy of developing the west successfully.

It is under these circumstances that the necessity of having a rational comprehension of the
target and agenda of developing the west has been aware of by both the central and local govern-
ments. This collection attempts to serve as a reference to the central and local officials and all the
others interested in developing the west, which provides a scientific understanding of the west,
including its development history, natural and social environment, industrial structure and urban-
ization, and offers evaluations of the contemporary policies adopted by local governments. We
hope that it would help to figure out practical objectives and rational approaches in developing the
west.

To achieve such a target, we focus our efforts on the following four orientations:

(1) To clarify the implications of the new strategy for the development of the west and for
the enhancement of national strength as well;

(2) To identify the specific geographical environment and economic foundation of the west;

(3) To summarize the policies of promoting the development of the west issued by the central
and local governments; and

(4) To put forward our suggestions on the objectives of developing the west and alternative
approaches in terms of infrastructure development, ecological construction, industrial restructur-
ing and social development.

Developing the west has become a focal concern of the society in China and has raised a lot of
arguments among scholars and local officials. Some consider that the strategy indicates a funda-
mental shift of the spatial focus of national economic development, which will lead to a fast nar-
rowing of the gap of economic development between the west and coastal regions. Although rec-
ognizing the significance of developing the west in the sustainable development of the entire coun-
try and the desire of local officials in the west to have a somewhat “jumped” development, we are
also aware of the necessity of a rational understanding of the strategy before any rash efforts to be
made. We should keep in mind the unfavorable physical conditions of the west and other difficul-
ties bound to be met on the way of developing the west, i.e., developing the west is a hard task
demanding for long-term efforts. In fact, and reasonably, the absolute disparity of economic de-
velopment between the coastal and west regions in terms of GDP per capita will still keep on en-

larging in the near future. The further modernization and internationalization of the coastal region
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will serve the national interest and support the development of the west. Thus developing the
west doesn’t necessarily mean a fundamental shift of the regional focus of economic construction
and development in China. Instead, the strategy as manifested by the central government spells
out a comprehensive development consisting of not only economic development but also ecological
construction and social development, in which economic development is not the only task.

The backwardness of the west is due to a lot of physical limitations, many of which can be
hardly altered by the efforts of human beings in a short time. Under such a circumstance, the cri-
teria of stability and quality of development should be employed when the achievements of devel-
opment in the west are to be assessed. Besides, a historical perspective is also meaningful and
helpful. As displayed by the great improvement of living standard of the mass, the west has made
remarkable achievements in the past decades, which have paved the way for further development.
It is an unrealistic expectation, however, that each individual local area in the west will catch up
with the coastal regions in terms of GDP growth rate and GDP per capita if economic efficiency is
considered. In general, it is also an irrational objective for the west as a whole to take “catching
up with the coastal region in economic development in terms of GDP per capita” as its main target
in making development planning for the near future, while such a goal as to alleviate the enlarging
disparity of economic development is quite reasonable, at least in the next decade. The pursuit of
fast social development is critical and practical to the west, as social development in fact represents
more equity morally than economic development. In that sense, both the central and coastal local
governments should be obligated to help the west develop education, sanitation, healthcare, and
transportation and communication facilities so as to ensure the mass in the west to enjoy infras-
tructure at a national average level.

The above discussions are based on our comprehensive study of the conditions, reality and po-
tentials of development in both the coastal and the middle and west regions as well as related na-
tional development policies. Our major arguments have been elaborated in this collection as well as
the two previously published collections as mentioned above. We hope that our findings would be
well in services to the study of concrete development issues with respect to developing the west
and could support the rationality of detailed plans for developing the west that are to be drafted.

Our major arguments put forward in this collection can be summarized as:

(1) The next decade should be and will be a start-up stage of developing the west, i.e. to
build a well foundation for faster growth in the following decades. Instead of targeting at a very
high GDP growth rate, the focus should be on infrastructure development, ecological construction
and social development;

(2) Priority in industrial development should be given to the upgrading of traditional indus-
tries and the development of selected high-tech industries;
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(3) Priorities for infrastructure construction are the national transportation corridors and
transportation facilities at the most local level. A strict assessment should be done before building
any expressway of middle and long distance;

(4) Ecological construction must take into consideration the actual local physical conditions
and objectives to improve local ecological environment must follow the zoning rules of phrsical
geography;

(5) Exploitation of natural resources should consider the comparative advantages of these re-
sources in the entire country and in the world as well. Productions of hydropower and natural gas
are two sectors with strong comparative advantages, which should receive enhanced investments.
The transfer of natural gas and electricity to the coastal region is among the most important pro-
jects to be implemented. The comparative advantages of many other natural resources in the west,
however, have become weak because of the poor physical conditions to develop them and the
changes of both internaticnal and domestic market. To that extent, it is unwise to initiate further
large-scale exploitation of these natural resources. Major attention should be paid to the upgrading
of technologies of mineral separation and mineral smelting.

The collection has also discussed such issues as social development, urbanization and urban
development, agricultural development, tourism development, and east-west economic coopera-
tion in relation to developing the west.

We are grateful to the encouragement and support form the president and vice-president of
the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), Professor Lu Yongxiang and Professor Chen Yiyu.
Such supports and encouragement also come from the Bureau of Natural Resources and Environ-
ment and Technology, CAS. We acknowledge the continued financial support from the Sustain-
able Development Research Center, CAS. Without its generous support, the project can not be
done. The director of the center, Academician Sun Honglie has paid deep concern and given a lot
of supportive help to this project. We are honored to have a handful of distinguished scholars as
advisors of our project. They are the noted human geographer and Academician of CAS Professor
Wu Chuanjun, regional economist Professor Li Boxi and Li Shantong, Academicians of CAS Pro-
fessors Chen Yivu, Sun Shu, Chen Shupeng, Ye Danian and Zhang Shen, and Academician of
the Chinese Engineering Academy Professor Shi Yulin. They have provided a lot of valuable su-
pervisions and advice.

Mr. Guo Peizhang, Director of the Bureau of Regional Economics of State Planning and De-
velopment Commission (SPDC) and Professor Du Ping, Director of the Institute of Regional Eco-
nomics of the Academy of Macro Economic Studies of SPDC have also offered their generous sup-
port to our project. Their involvement has helped greatly to ensure reasonable policy implications

in our researches.



We also acknowledge that the project initiated with the financial support from the Bureau of
Social Development of State Science Commission in 1996, which was approved by the then direc-
tor, Professor Gan Shijun. In recent years, Professor Liu Yanhua, Director of the Bureau of So-
cial Development and Rural Economy of the Ministry of Science and Technology and Mr. Wang
Weizhong, Director of the Management Center of China’s 21st Century Agenda have attached im-
portance to this project and have provided continuous financial support and helpful guidance too.
Regional Development of China, 2000— A Development Report of the West has been jointly
sponsored by the Sustainable Development Research Center, CAS and the Management Center of
China’s 21st Century Agenda. The Center for Interdisciplinary Researches, CAS has also provid-
ed financial support to the project.

Hereby, the project group would like to express its gratitude to all the agencies, officials and
scientists, who are mentioned above or not mentioned because of limitation of space, for their
supports and helps that enable our commitment to the studies on the theories and practice of re-
gional development of China and continuous efforts on compiling Regional Development of

China .

Lu Dadao
September, 2000
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