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China urban cluster policy: 

a new form or urbanization 
justified by the economic 

efficiency of large labor markets



China urban cluster policy: a new form or 
urbanization
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• The urban cluster policy rests on three assumptions
1. Very large integrated labor markets are more efficient 

than smaller isolated ones
2. The past spontaneous trend creating clusters will 

continue but the guidance of the State will make them 
more efficient 

3. New urban transport technology will be able to 
respond to commuting demand of 100 millions of 
people spread on areas of more than 20,000 square 
kilometers 
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China’s urban clusters policy recognizes 
the efficiency of a new urban form that has 

spontaneously emerged in China during 
the last 15 years

The efficient supply chains that gives China a 
competitive advantage in manufacturing was 

probably created by this new urban form
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The urban cluster policy does not aim at creating 
new self sufficient suburban towns, but at 

integrating existing regional populations into one 
very large labor market

• The population of the urban clusters is already in place
• The challenge is to integrate this population into a 

unified labor market
• The current urban transport systems (subways, buses, 

individual cars and trucks) have already reached their 
capacity limit 

• The main challenge will be to develop new urban 
transport systems where individual transports are 
combined seamlessly with rapid transit, instead of 
being independent separate mode of transports

• If the urban cluster policy succeeds in created 
integrated labor markets of more than 60 million 
people, the productivity and creativity of these clusters 
will be unprecedented.
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Testing	the	size	limit	of	large	Labour	market:	The	Pearl	River Delta	
in	China	already	connects	more	than	65	million	people
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China’s	larger	clusters
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The size of China’s urban 
clusters is unprecedented 
(Beijing Tianjin Hebei 
cluster already includes 
about 110 million people)
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Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei cluster



In urban clusters, the 
spatial pattern of 
population densities 
and job distribution is 
already very different 
than in more traditional 
forms of urbanization
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The new 
area of 
Xiongan is 
under 
development
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Existing	settlements	in	Xiongan new	area	being	
currently	redeveloped	as	part	of	Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei	
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The size of China’s urban clusters is 
unprecedented in the history of 

urbanization
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China’s urban clusters are dwarfing traditional existing 
megacities

Beijing-Tianjin	shown	at	the	same	scale	as	Seoul	and	Paris	metropolitan	areas
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The capacity of future urban transport to 
integrate in a unified labor market the large 

population of China’s urban clusters is the main 
unresolved issue 

1. The combination of transport modes currently 
used in large metropolis seems to have 
reached its limits

2. Current transport modes will be unable to 
provide the connectivity required to  integrate 
labor markets of more than 60 million people
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Beijing subway system, one of the most modern and 
largest in the world, is already saturated at rush hour

Source:	Beijing	Transport	Research	Center	(2015) 15
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The fastest forms of current 
modes of transit will be too slow 
to integrate the labor markets of 

large China urban clusters
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The faster transit systems seem to have difficulties breaching the 
55km/h speed barrier
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Given the current urban transport 
limitations,

can China develop new urban transport 
systems that will be able to integrate 

labor markets much larger than the ones 
already existing in megacities?
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The dispersion of trips origin and destination will 
increase in China’s large urban clusters 
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Very fast mode of rail transport will have to be 
combined with rapid access to and from stations to 

final destination (door to station, station to door)

(The Maglev train linking Pudong Airport to Shanghai city 
center)
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Individual modes of urban 
transport providing door-to-

station and station-to-door trips 
will have to be invented
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Fast trains linking high density clusters would have to be 
associated with fleets of shared small individual vehicles for trips 

covering the first 5 km from trip origin to stations and the 5 km 
from station to final destination

This	fleet	of	
vehicles	already	
exists	in	a	primitive	
form	around	some	
suburban	Beijing	
subway	stations	
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Small	footprint	shared	electric	vehicles	fleets	already	
operate	on	an	experimental	basis	next	to	some	suburban	
rail	stations	in	Japan	and	Europe
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The Grenoble new transport system combining individual vehicles with transit

240, 01, 15



Toyota i-Road personal mobility vehicles parked 
near rail urban transport station in Grenoble
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Self driving cars would be adequate for the 
first and last 5 km to and from stations in very 

large urban clusters
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The size of China’s urban clusters could 
usher an unprecedented  new era of urban 

productivity and creativity

China has already a good tract record in 
developing rapidly new urban 

infrastructure

The final success will depend on the ability 
to develop new form of transport needed 

to integrate labor markets of hundred 
million of people
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