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Introduction

Rivers and roads are the twin scaffolds on which China’s provincial histories have been
built. From the ancient canals that braided grain fields to imperial capitals, to the
railways that stitched hinterlands to seaports, and the expressways that now fuse
industrial clusters across vast distances, transport and waterworks have repeatedly
reordered space, markets, and society. This book traces those reorderings at the
provincial scale, where policies meet terrain, and where the consequences of
infrastructure—intended and unforeseen—become most visible in livelihoods,
landscapes, and local governance.

The story begins with water. For centuries, canals and river improvements were the
lifelines of interregional exchange, disaster relief, and fiscal extraction. The Grand
Canal not only moved grain; it moved people, ideas, and institutions, embedding
administrative authority along its banks. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, railways redirected flows away from strictly fluvial corridors, creating new
towns, industrial districts, and labor circuits. After 1949, state planning prioritized
strategic rail spines, hydropower complexes, and later, a nationwide expressway grid
and high-speed rail network. Each wave of construction reconfigured provincial
economies—shifting commodity chains, redrawing labor markets, and redefining
center-periphery relations.

Focusing on the province allows us to see how common national programs produced
uneven local outcomes. Terrain, resource endowments, fiscal capacity, and political
coalitions all mediated what could be built and who benefited. A water-control scheme
in a floodplain province, a heavy-haul railway across a coal basin, or an access
highway in a mountainous borderland yield distinct development paths and social
bargains. Throughout the volume, “province” is used in a broad, comparative sense,
encompassing select provincial-level units where instructive for understanding
connectivity, migration, and regional integration.

Methodologically, the chapters combine archival materials, policy documents,
statistical yearbooks, maps, and field observations. We follow three strands—canals
and waterworks, railways, and highways—because each leaves different imprints:
hydrological governance and disaster regimes; industrial siting and freight corridors;
commuting patterns and urban expansion. Wherever possible, we align quantitative
indicators—freight tonnage, passenger flows, road and rail density, port
throughput—with qualitative accounts from planners, engineers, entrepreneurs, and
residents to illuminate how infrastructure reshapes everyday life.

Several themes recur. First, connectivity creates both convergence and divergence:
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some provinces leverage junction status to become national hubs, while others
struggle with upkeep across difficult terrain. Second, migration follows infrastructure
but also reconfigures it, as worker settlements become cities and logistics parks
evolve into manufacturing belts. Third, water management remains inseparable from
transport, whether in the siting of bridges and tunnels, the dredging of canals, or the
governance of reservoirs that secure navigation and power. Finally, environmental
costs and climate risks prompt a new round of adaptations—elevated trackbeds,
sponge-city retrofits, and ecological corridors that seek to reconcile speed with
stewardship.

The chapters are organized as place-based narratives with a common comparative
frame. Each begins with a short geography and historical baseline; follows the
province’s canal, railway, and highway chronologies; examines one or two emblematic
projects or corridors; and closes with takeaways that speak to planners and historians
alike. Read together, these portraits show how provincial actors—cadres, firms, and
communities—turned national blueprints into local networks, and how those networks,
in turn, reoriented the nation.

By tracing the long arc from waterways to rails to roads, this book argues that
infrastructure is not merely a backdrop to provincial development; it is a protagonist.
The channels we cut, the tracks we lay, and the lanes we pave do more than move
goods and people. They structure opportunity, bind regions, redistribute risk, and give
material form to collective futures.
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CHAPTER ONE: Jiangsu: The Grand Canal and the
Yangtze as Industrial Arteries

Jiangsu province, nestled along China's eastern coast, presents a compelling narrative
of how water and land infrastructure have shaped its destiny. Bounded by Shandong
to the north, Anhui to the west, and Zhejiang and Shanghai to the south, Jiangsu
boasts a coastline stretching over 1,000 kilometers along the Yellow Sea, with the
mighty Yangtze River carving its path through the province's southern expanse. This
rich tapestry of waterways and coastal access points has historically positioned
Jiangsu as a vital economic and transportation hub in eastern China.

From ancient times, Jiangsu has been a cradle of Chinese civilization, with a history
spanning over 3,000 years. Its unigue geography, characterized by a dense network of
rivers and lakes, has earned it the moniker "realm of waterways and wetlands." This
abundance of water has been both a blessing and a challenge, necessitating extensive
water management and engineering efforts throughout its history. The province’s
cities, such as Nanjing, Suzhou, Yangzhou, Zhenjiang, and Xuzhou, are not merely
modern metropolises but ancient settlements steeped in cultural heritage, with many
dating back to antiquity or medieval times.

The story of Jiangsu's infrastructure begins in earnest with the Grand Canal. Often
hailed as the longest and oldest artificial waterway in the world, its earliest sections
were constructed as far back as the 5th century BCE. King Fuchai of the Wu State
initiated the construction of the Han Gou canal in 486 BCE to connect the Yangtze and
Huaihe rivers, facilitating trade and military supply. This early endeavor laid the
groundwork for what would become a monumental engineering feat. The canal system
was expanded significantly under the Sui Dynasty, starting in 581 CE, with Emperor
Yang ordering a massive project to link the Yangtze Delta with northern China. This
era saw forced labor on an enormous scale, with a staggering human cost, but it also
cemented the canal's pivotal role in transportation for centuries to come.

The Grand Canal, a UNESCO World Heritage site since 2014, currently spans over
3,200 kilometers, connecting Beijing in the north to Hangzhou in the south. Jiangsu
province holds a remarkable distinction within this grand network, encompassing 325
kilometers of heritage river channels, which accounts for a third of the canal's total
length. It also boasts seven heritage zones and 28 heritage sites, underscoring its
historical significance to this monumental waterway. The canal's influence on Jiangsu's
economic and social development cannot be overstated; it not only transported grain,
salt, and iron but also served as a crucial conduit for economic and cultural exchange
between the northern and southern regions of China.
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Cities like Yangzhou, situated in central Jiangsu, rose to prominence during the Sui and
Tang dynasties as major transit centers for grain, salt, and iron shipments. Wuxi,
located at the junction of the Grand Canal and local rivers near Lake Tai, transformed
into a transshipment hub for tax grain destined for the capital, making it one of
China's greatest grain markets. The convenience of water transport and the flourishing
canal economy in Jiangsu spurred the rapid development of industries such as
shipbuilding, which in turn promoted urban economic growth and met national military
demands.

Even as the Grand Canal experienced periods of disrepair, particularly after 1850 due
to floods and political unrest, its importance as a transport artery endured. Extensive
works, including dredging and the construction of modern locks, were undertaken in
the 20th century to restore the canal's capacity. Today, the canal can accommodate
medium-sized barge traffic throughout its length, though the main traffic is
concentrated in the southern half. Beyond transportation, the canal also plays a vital
role in diverting water from the Yangtze to northern Jiangsu for irrigation, enabling
double cropping of rice.

While the Grand Canal stitched north and south, the Yangtze River provided a powerful
east-west axis for Jiangsu's industrial growth. Nanjing, the provincial capital, situated
in the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, just before the start of the Yangtze Delta,
has a long history as a major seaport dating back to 229 AD. Today, the Port of
Nanjing holds the distinction of being the largest inland port in the world, handling an
impressive 191 million tons of cargo in 2012. Its strategic location and extensive port
infrastructure, including 14 areas along the Yangtze with over 300 jetties and 230
berths, have attracted significant investment and a multitude of factories and
companies.

The Yangtze River Delta region, encompassing Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui,
has become a powerhouse of industrial development, with Jiangsu as a key player. The
region's industrial development began early, with established traditional industries like
textiles, food, chemicals, and engineering machinery. Nanjing itself emerged as the
most important heavy industrial center of Jiangsu proper. Post-1949, heavy
investment by the government transformed Nanjing into a major production center.

The 20th century ushered in a new era of connectivity with the advent of railways.
Jiangsu's railway history dates back to the early 20th century, with the South Yangtze
River section of the Jinghu Railway being among the first. The Huning Railway,
connecting Shanghai to Xiaguan and Nanjing, was completed between 1905 and 1908
with British capital. This line, along with the Longhai Railway (running from
Lianyungang to Uriimqi), traverses the province, making cities like Nanjing and
Xuzhou crucial transportation centers.
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Xuzhou, in northwestern Jiangsu, has a storied past as a strategic transportation and
military hub. Its location at the intersection of vital transport routes connecting
northern and southern, as well as eastern and western China, made it a key logistics
center. The city's role as a transport hub significantly increased with the development
of the Grand Canal, and by the 20th century, it had become one of China's largest
railway junctions, where the Beijing-Shanghai and Lanzhou-Lianyungang lines
intersect. This strategic rail junction provided a powerful impetus for industrialization,
transforming Xuzhou into a major center for coal mining and power generation for
decades.

The mid-20th century brought further advancements, notably the completion of the
Yangtze rail and highway bridge at Nanjing in 1968. This iconic bridge solidified
Nanjing's position as a key north-south and east-west communications hub, a symbol
of national pride built and designed by the Chinese themselves. This was a significant
moment, marking a shift away from reliance on foreign expertise for such monumental
infrastructure projects.

In recent decades, Jiangsu has vigorously pursued the development of a modern
expressway network. The province now boasts a highly developed transport and
communication network, with the highest concentration of inland river traffic and
motorways in China. Expressways now link major cities like Nanjing, Shanghai, and
Hangzhou, and numerous bridges have been built across the Yangtze River to
facilitate continuous highway travel. For example, a second Nanjing Yangtze bridge
was completed in 2001, and a bridge spanning the Yangtze between Jiangyin and
Jingjiang was finished in 1999, facilitating uninterrupted expressway travel northward
into Shandong province.

This modern infrastructure has been a cornerstone of Jiangsu's transformation into one
of China's most economically developed provinces. Since the economic reforms
initiated in 1990, Jiangsu has been a focal point for development, attracting
considerable foreign investment and becoming a leading exporter of electronic
equipment, chemicals, and textiles. The province's GDP per capita reached over
$24,000 in 2025, a testament to its robust economic growth.

Industrial parks, like the Suzhou Industrial Park (SIP), exemplify how integrated
planning and infrastructure can drive economic success. Established in 1994 as a
bilateral project between the Chinese and Singaporean governments, SIP was
envisioned as a showcase for modern urban planning and economic development.
Despite initial challenges, Singapore's technical input and governance approach laid
the foundation for its success, transforming it into one of the most prominent
industrial zones in the country. SIP, with its focus on digital industries, intelligent
manufacturing, and green new materials, benefits from excellent transport access,
being just an hour's ride from Shanghai via expressway and two hours from Nanjing.
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The development of high-speed rail has further integrated Jiangsu within the national
network and the wider Yangtze River Delta. While historically some parts of Jiangsu,
particularly in the central and northern regions, had limited access to high-speed
railways, recent years have seen a rapid expansion. New high-speed lines connecting
cities like Lianyungang, Huaian, Yangzhou, and Zhenjiang have significantly cut travel
times to major cities, bringing direct benefits to millions of people. This ongoing
expansion of the railway network, including intercity lines planned for cities like
Nanjing, Zhenjiang, Changzhou, Wuxi, Suzhou, Yangzhou, Taizhou, and Nantong, aims
to create a convenient, fast, safe, and efficient regional rail transportation system.

Jiangsu's infrastructure journey, from ancient canals to modern high-speed rail and
expressways, highlights a continuous process of adaptation and innovation. The
province, rich in water resources, has consistently leveraged its geographical
advantages to foster economic growth and regional integration. While the Grand Canal
and the Yangtze River remain industrial arteries, their roles have evolved, now
complemented by a dense network of roads and railways that underpin Jiangsu's
position as a dynamic and leading province in China's development narrative.
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