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Introduction
China’s urban transition is often narrated through the spectacular rise of a handful of
megacities. Yet the deeper story of how cities reshape the nation unfolds through
provinces—the pivotal arenas where development strategies, fiscal priorities, and
regional networks are negotiated and enacted. This book examines city growth,
governance, and provincial urban networks to show how local urban policy and
development co-produce national change. By centering each chapter on a single
province, we illuminate how different geographies, economies, and institutions
translate broad reforms into distinct urban trajectories.

Provinces matter because they coordinate investments in infrastructure, steer
industrial policy, oversee land and housing institutions, and mediate relations between
municipal governments and the center. They orchestrate flows of capital, labor, and
data across city systems—linking megacity cores with county seats, development
zones, and logistics towns. In some places, provincial strategies reinforce dominant
hubs; elsewhere, they cultivate polycentricity to spread opportunity and manage risk.
The result is a mosaic of urban forms: megacity-regions, corridor cities along transport
spines, resource-based towns navigating transition, and border gateways leveraging
international trade.

Governance is the book’s second thread. Municipal–provincial relations shape land
finance practices, the evolution of state-owned and private enterprise ecosystems,
and the balance between experimentation and policy discipline. We explore how
provinces adapt to shifting macro priorities—stabilizing housing markets, deepening
intercity rail and digital infrastructure, fostering advanced manufacturing and services,
and addressing environmental constraints. Across cases, we assess how
administrative restructuring, regional coordination platforms, and special policy zones
recalibrate incentives for city leaders and planners.

Social change sits at the heart of urbanization. Housing affordability, the dynamics of
migration and hukou, education and health access, and the redevelopment of urban
villages and old industrial districts affect who benefits from growth and how
communities sustain themselves. The book compares approaches to inclusion: public
rental and shared-ownership schemes, talent programs, and county-to-city upgrading.
We examine the lived consequences of megacity pressures—congestion,
displacement, and inequality—alongside opportunities opened by secondary and
tertiary city ascents.

Methodologically, the volume combines comparative provincial profiles with targeted
city cases. Each chapter integrates statistical trends, policy documents, planning
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frameworks, and field-based observations where available. We pay attention to
sectoral anchors—automotive, electronics, petrochemicals, green energy, logistics,
tourism, and digital platforms—and to enabling infrastructures, from intercity rail to
data centers and ports. To make comparisons tractable, we apply a common template:
economic structure, network position, governance instruments, housing and migration,
and environmental constraints and opportunities.

Readers can enter the book linearly or selectively. Urban planners will find chapters
useful for benchmarking metropolitan strategies and evaluating corridor or cluster
initiatives; sociologists will encounter comparative insight into how migration,
household registration, and housing institutions interact with local political economies.
Throughout, maps and typologies frame provincial city-systems not as isolated places
but as interdependent networks whose performance depends on coordination across
scales.

Ultimately, Urbanizing Provinces argues that China’s next urban chapter will be
decided not only by the fortunes of its largest cities but by the capabilities of provinces
to integrate megacity dynamism with the everyday urbanization of smaller places.
Where governance aligns with inclusive housing, mobile labor markets, and
diversified, low-carbon growth, provinces can transform uneven development into
resilient regional systems. Where it does not, bottlenecks in land, finance, and
institutional access will amplify disparities. The chapters that follow offer a
comparative guide to these choices—and to the provincial pathways shaping China’s
urban future.
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Chapter One: Anhui: Hefei’s Innovation Arc in the
Yangtze River Delta
Anhui province, often seen as a bellwether for China’s inland development, occupies a
unique position within the sprawling Yangtze River Delta (YRD). Historically a largely
agricultural province, Anhui has in recent decades strategically leveraged its
geographic proximity to coastal powerhouses like Shanghai and Nanjing, transforming
itself into a critical node in national innovation and manufacturing networks. At the
heart of this transformation lies Hefei, its provincial capital, a city that has ascended
from relative obscurity to a prominent science and technology hub, often dubbed
"China's Silicon Valley". This chapter unpacks Anhui’s urbanization journey, focusing
on how provincial governance has cultivated Hefei’s growth, fostered an innovation
ecosystem, and integrated the province into the broader YRD regional development
strategy.

Anhui’s economic structure reflects a deliberate shift away from its agrarian past
towards a more diversified industrial base, with a strong emphasis on advanced
manufacturing, strategic emerging industries, and scientific research. While
agriculture, particularly rice and wheat cultivation, remains a significant sector, its
contribution to the provincial GDP has steadily declined as industrial and service
sectors expand. The province has become a major production base for home
appliances, automobiles, and new energy vehicles, attracting substantial investment
from both domestic and international firms. This industrial upgrading is not accidental
but a result of provincial policies designed to move Anhui up the value chain,
capitalizing on its relatively lower labor costs and land prices compared to its eastern
neighbors. The rise of these industries has spurred the growth of numerous cities
beyond Hefei, creating a more interconnected provincial urban system.

Hefei’s ascendance is intrinsically linked to its strategic positioning within national
development plans. Recognized as a national science center, the city hosts a
concentration of top-tier universities and research institutions, including the University
of Science and Technology of China (USTC), Hefei Institutes of Physical Science (HFIPS)
under the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and the Hefei Comprehensive National
Science Center. These institutions form the bedrock of Hefei’s innovation arc,
nurturing a vibrant talent pool and driving breakthroughs in areas such as quantum
information, artificial intelligence, fusion energy, and advanced materials. The
provincial government has actively supported these endeavors through significant
R&D investment, favorable tax policies for high-tech enterprises, and the
establishment of numerous industrial parks and innovation zones designed to
commercialize research outcomes. The city's investment in these future-oriented
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industries has been a key factor in attracting both human capital and financial
resources, propelling its rapid economic growth.

The relationship between Hefei and the provincial government is a symbiotic one. The
provincial capital serves as the administrative, economic, and cultural center,
channeling provincial resources into key development projects within the city. In
return, Hefei’s success generates revenue, attracts investment, and enhances Anhui’s
overall profile, thereby benefiting the entire province. This dynamic is particularly
evident in infrastructure development, where provincial funding has underpinned
Hefei’s expansion of its metro system, high-speed rail connections, and a new
international airport, solidifying its role as a regional transportation hub. These
infrastructural improvements are not solely for Hefei's benefit; they are designed to
improve connectivity across Anhui, linking secondary cities to the provincial capital
and, by extension, to the wider YRD. This hub-and-spoke model of development aims
to diffuse economic benefits and reduce regional disparities within the province.

Anhui's integration into the Yangtze River Delta is a cornerstone of its provincial urban
strategy. While not traditionally considered a core YRD province like Jiangsu or
Zhejiang, Anhui was officially included in the YRD regional development plan in 2019,
a move that formally recognized its growing economic importance and strategic
linkages. This inclusion has unlocked new opportunities for cross-provincial
collaboration, investment, and infrastructure development. Anhui actively participates
in YRD initiatives related to industrial synergy, environmental protection, and public
service integration. For instance, enterprises in Anhui have forged closer supply chain
ties with manufacturers in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, while the province benefits from the
YRD's advanced logistics networks and market access. This integration is designed to
leverage the YRD's economic dynamism while providing Anhui with a platform to
further develop its own competitive advantages.

However, provincial-municipal relations within Anhui are not solely about Hefei. The
provincial government also plays a crucial role in coordinating development among
other significant urban centers, such as Wuhu, Ma’anshan, and Bengbu. These cities
have distinct industrial specializations and contribute to Anhui’s overall economic
diversification. Wuhu, for example, has emerged as a major automobile manufacturing
hub, home to Chery Automobile, while Ma’anshan is known for its steel industry, albeit
one undergoing significant environmental and technological upgrades. The provincial
government often encourages inter-city collaboration and specialization to avoid
wasteful competition and foster complementary development. This includes initiatives
to develop specific industrial corridors that link these cities, enhancing their collective
competitiveness within the YRD.

Land finance practices are a critical element of urban development across China, and
Anhui is no exception. Municipal governments heavily rely on land sales to fund
infrastructure projects and public services. The provincial government sets broad
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guidelines for land use planning and quotas, but local governments retain significant
autonomy in managing land transactions. In Hefei, the rapid appreciation of land
values, driven by economic growth and population influx, has provided substantial
revenue for urban expansion and the development of high-tech zones. However, this
reliance on land finance also presents challenges, including managing housing
affordability and ensuring sustainable urban growth. The provincial government often
intervenes to cool overheated property markets or to provide financial support for
affordable housing initiatives, balancing the need for revenue with social stability.

Housing and migration patterns in Anhui reflect both the opportunities and challenges
of rapid urbanization. Hefei, in particular, has experienced a significant influx of
migrants, drawn by job opportunities in its burgeoning tech and manufacturing
sectors. This has placed considerable pressure on housing markets, leading to rising
property prices and rental costs. In response, the provincial and municipal
governments have implemented various policies to address housing affordability,
including expanding public rental housing programs, offering subsidies for talent
attraction, and regulating the real estate market. The hukou system, while still
present, has become more flexible in many Anhui cities, especially for skilled workers
and university graduates, facilitating easier integration for migrants. This pragmatic
approach to migration aims to harness the demographic dividend while mitigating
social issues associated with rapid population growth.

Environmental constraints and opportunities are increasingly shaping Anhui’s urban
development agenda. Situated in the Yangtze River basin, the province faces
challenges related to water pollution, particularly from industrial discharge and
agricultural runoff. Air quality in major urban centers also remains a concern, although
significant progress has been made through stricter emissions standards and the
closure of polluting industries. However, Anhui also sees environmental protection as
an opportunity for green development. The province is investing heavily in renewable
energy sources, such as solar and wind power, and promoting energy-efficient
manufacturing processes. The development of ecological corridors and wetland parks
is also a priority, aiming to improve urban livability and protect biodiversity. This dual
focus on mitigating environmental impact and capitalizing on green industries reflects
a broader national shift towards sustainable urbanization.

The provincial approach to urban development in Anhui demonstrates a blend of
centralized planning and decentralized execution. While the provincial government
articulates overarching strategies, such as the "Hefei Innovation Arc" or the "Yangtze
River Delta integration," municipal governments are largely responsible for
implementing these policies and tailoring them to local conditions. This allows for
flexibility and responsiveness to local needs but also requires strong coordination to
ensure coherence across the province. The success of this model hinges on effective
communication channels, robust performance evaluation metrics for local officials, and
the ability to adapt to changing economic and social landscapes.
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The institutional framework supporting Anhui’s urbanization is complex, involving
various provincial departments, municipal bureaus, and specialized development
zones. The Provincial Development and Reform Commission plays a pivotal role in long-
term planning and investment coordination, while the Department of Natural
Resources oversees land use and urban planning. The Department of Commerce is
instrumental in attracting foreign direct investment, particularly in high-tech and
advanced manufacturing sectors. These provincial-level institutions work in concert
with municipal governments to translate broad policy objectives into concrete projects
and initiatives on the ground. This multi-layered governance structure is designed to
provide comprehensive support for urban growth and economic transformation.

One notable aspect of Anhui’s urban network is the strategic development of logistics
hubs. Leveraging its central location between eastern and western China, and its
improving transportation infrastructure, the province has invested in building modern
logistics parks and distribution centers. Hefei, with its international airport and
extensive rail network, serves as a primary logistics node, facilitating the movement of
goods produced within the province and those transiting through it. Other cities, such
as Bengbu and Fuyang, are also developing their logistics capabilities, enhancing
Anhui’s role in regional supply chains. This focus on logistics not only supports the
province’s manufacturing sector but also positions Anhui as a crucial link in national
and international trade networks.

The "innovation arc" concept extends beyond Hefei to encompass other cities in Anhui
that are developing specialized research and development capabilities. While Hefei
remains the undisputed leader, cities like Wuhu and Bengbu are cultivating their own
innovation ecosystems, often specializing in areas that complement Hefei’s strengths.
Wuhu, for example, is focusing on robotics and intelligent manufacturing, leveraging
its automotive industry base. This distributed innovation model aims to create a more
resilient and geographically balanced provincial innovation network, preventing an
over-concentration of resources in a single city and promoting more equitable
development across the province.

The evolution of state-owned and private enterprise ecosystems in Anhui is another
key dimension of its urban transformation. While state-owned enterprises (SOEs)
historically dominated the provincial economy, particularly in heavy industries, there
has been a significant rise of private sector dynamism. The provincial government has
actively encouraged private investment and entrepreneurship, recognizing its vital
role in job creation and innovation. This has led to the emergence of numerous
successful private companies, particularly in the tech and manufacturing sectors. The
government also plays a role in facilitating partnerships between SOEs and private
firms, fostering a more competitive and diversified economic landscape.

Anhui’s experience with administrative restructuring and regional coordination
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platforms highlights its adaptability. The province has actively participated in various
inter-provincial cooperation mechanisms within the Yangtze River Delta, such as joint
environmental protection initiatives and integrated transportation planning. These
platforms facilitate the sharing of resources, expertise, and best practices, enabling
Anhui to address common challenges and leverage collective opportunities. At the
intra-provincial level, the government has experimented with administrative boundary
adjustments and the creation of new development zones to optimize resource
allocation and promote more efficient urban governance. These efforts reflect a
continuous drive to refine the mechanisms of urban development and enhance
provincial competitiveness.

Looking ahead, Anhui’s urban future will likely be characterized by continued
integration into the YRD, further deepening of its innovation ecosystem, and a
persistent focus on sustainable development. The province's ability to balance rapid
economic growth with environmental protection, address social inequalities, and
effectively manage its diverse urban network will be crucial for its long-term success.
Hefei’s innovation arc will continue to be a primary driver, but the sustained
development of Anhui's secondary cities and their ability to forge complementary roles
within the provincial and regional economy will ultimately determine the breadth and
resilience of Anhui’s urbanizing trajectory. The province’s journey offers valuable
lessons for other inland regions in China seeking to leverage proximity to coastal
economic powerhouses and transition towards a knowledge-based economy.
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