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924 mn

81 bn

963 mn

113 bn

987 mn

116 bn

1,017 mn

121 bn

1,044 mn

164 bn

1,075 mn

212 bn

1,110 mn

236 bn

1,143 mn

294 bn

1,172 mn

348 bn

1,199 mn

522 bn

1,224 mn

741 bn

1,248 mn

988 bn

1,267 mn

1,340 bn

1,285 mn

1,890 bn

1,300 mn

2,640 bn

1,314 mn

3,876 bn

830 mn

66 bn

725 mn

47 bn

662 mn

57 bn

615 mn

25 bn

552 mn

6 bn

Population
People (million)

Fiscal 
Revenue
RMB (billion)

Investment for real estate development
RMB (billion)

1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993

1994

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 1H/2019197519701965196019551950

The People's Bank 
Of China raised 
reserve require-
ments 10 times in 
the year

Chongqing set up 
as a direct-controlled 
municipality

The financial management system featuring tax sharing 
came into e�ect, where all taxes were divided into 
central taxes, local taxes and shared taxes, and the land 
proceeds went to the local government

SOEs began to promote the 
modern enterprise system

Price reform coming to a turning 
point amid national panic buying

Shanghai Stock Exchange and Shenzhen Stock Exchange were established

Gulf War;
China joined APEC

Asian Financial Crisis; 
The transfer of 
sovereignty over 
Hong Kong

Protecting arable land 
became a basic state policy

Socialist market economy 
system was built and practiced

Opening up fourteen coastal cities
Inauguration of reform and 
opening up policy

The Second Oil Crisis

Formal diplomatic ties 
between China and the US

Special economic zones 
formally established

One country, two systems 
Building socialism with Chinese characteristics

Di�erentiated policies to control the size of 
large cities, properly develop medium-sized 
cities, and actively develop small cities

Pilot export special zones in Shenzhen, 
Zhuhai, Shantou and Xiamen, renamed 
special economic zones in 1980

The Seventh Five-Year Plan was implemented 
to establish an ownership structure in which 
multiple forms of ownership developed 
together, and SOE reform began 
Shanghai Pudong New Area was established

The Property Law of the 
People's Republic of China 
was passed to legalise 
property rights 
Increment tax on land value

Individual income tax was imposed 
on second-hand housing transfer 

The State Council issued the Notice on E�ectively 
Stabilising Housing Prices to regulate and cool 
down the real estate market for the first time

Beijing's first land auction 

Shanghai Xintiandi opened, combining retail 
with local historical and cultural features 

Shanghai Plaza 66 opened as 
a luxury landmark in China 

Shanghai was the first to implement 
the low-rent housing system 

The Measures for the Administration of A�ordable 
Housing were formally implemented 

Measures for the Administration of Housing Loans issued 
by the PBoC; 
The welfare housing system cancelled, ushering in an era of 
commodity housing;
CCB issued the first batch of loans for house purchase

Measures for the Administration of Pre-sale of 
Urban Commodity Housing;
Urban Real Estate Administration Law of the 
People's Republic of China;
Measures for Trial Administration of Housing 
Mortgage Loan by the PBoC

Guangzhou Teemall, one of the 
earliest modern shopping 
centres in China

Shenzhen Xinxing Plaza was 
completed to be China's first 250 
m+ skyscraper

Shanghai issued the first housing 
provident fund loan

The first real estate exchange 
was set up in Shenzhen

The Implementation Plan for 
Implementing the Housing 
System Reform in Cities and 
Towns Nationwide by Stages and 
in Batches was issued; 
The transfer of land use right 
allowed by law

The State Council issued 16 
measures to rectify real 
estate for the first time 
Property bubble surfaced in 
Hainan

The State Council released the provisional 
regulations on the assignment and transfer 
of the right to the use of state-owned land 
in cities and towns

Housing provident fund 
system was established

The urban land transfer system was o�cially implemented; 
The concept of a�ordable housing was first put forward; 
The housing provident fund system was launched in 
Shanghai

Opinions on Strengthening the 
Management of Housing Provident Fund

State Housing Project Plan;
Implementing the Urban Real Estate Administra-
tion Law of the People's Republic of China

The central government 
decided to promote 
housing construction to 
boost domestic demand 
and drive economic 
development

The guidance on the development of personal 
consumer credit was issued, with mortgage loans 
gradually gaining popularity; 
Regulations were issued to fully establish the 
housing provident fund system

The Regulations on the Transfer of State-owned 
Land Use Rights by Bidding, Auction and 
Listing were promulgated to apply to all lands

Notice on Fees of Real Estate Intermediary Services 
issued to define real estate consulting fee, real estate 
price appraisal fee, and real estate brokerage fee

The Circular on Promoting the Sustained 
and Healthy Development of the Real 
Estate Market defined real estate as a 
pillar industry for the first time

The Shanghai 
composite index hit 
a record high of 
6,124.04

Investment in real estate development 
exceeded RMB1 trillion

China joined WTO

The urban population 
exceeded 500 million

The transfer of sovereignty 
over Macao

CSRC launched the qualified domestic institutional 
investor (QDII) system to allow local investors to 
invest in overseas capital markets

The Tenth Five-Year Plan proposed the "Open up the 
West" campaign to accelerate the development of 
central and western regions

Shin Kong Place 
opened in Beijing to 
become China's 
largest stand-alone 
department store 

Shanghai Tomson Riviera set the standard of 
luxury apartments with the unit price of 
RMB110,000 per sq m;
Fraser Place Shekou in Shenzhen became 
China's first LEED-certified commercial project The Hanzhengjie market in Wuhan, a small 

commodity market, proved a great success

Real estate advertisement put up on 
Shenzhen-based Friendship StoreCommodity housing compound: 

Guangzhou Donghu New Village

Worker-peasant union, urban-rural integration, and the 
development of more small and medium-sized cities/towns

Housing commoditisation taking e�ect
Transaction of private 
housing allowed

Land Administration Law issued

The first round of 
housing reform started

A pilot program to sell newly built housing 
to sta� was launched in five cities, including 
Xi 'an, kicking o� the housing reform

Wuhan real estate 
transaction market 
opened; 
The first public auction to 
transfer state-owned land 
use took place in Shenzhen

The Land Administration 
Law took e�ect

The first public auction to 
transfer state-owned land 
use took place in Shenzhen

1949
Foundation of the 
People's Republic of China

Collapse of the Bretton Woods System

Discovery of Daqing oilfield 
unveiled the petrochemical industry

Successful test of China's 
first atomic bomb

Successful launch of China's first 
space satellite, Dongfanghong I 

The First Oil Crisis

Resumption 
of college 
entrance 
examination

The major task during economic 
recovery was to develop the 
socialist state-owned economy

The First Five-Year Plan focused 
on developing heavy industries

Heavy industry remained core to 
strengthen national defense during 
the Second Five-Year Plan

National defense and agricultural 
self-su�ciency during the Third 
Five-Year Plan

A relatively complete industrial 
system and national economic 
system were established during 
the Fourth Five-Year Plan1953-1957

1958-1962

1966-1970

1971-1975

Agrarian Reform Law of the People's 
Republic of China was launched to allow 
land ownership by peasants

The first symposium on urban construction

Rapid urban planning

Raised the population threshold for 
the establishment of cities and towns

New workers' village: Caoyang New Village, Shanghai

High-rise apertment buildings 
appeared in key cities such as 
Beijing and Shanghai

Stagnation of urban planning 
and construction

Heavy industry was given the 
priority, while housing construction 
and investment fell

1966-1970
1958-1962

1953-1957

1,328 mn

6,133 bn

1,341 mn

8,310 bn

1,354 mn

11,725 bn

1,368 mn

14,037 bn

1,383 mn

15,960 bn

1,395 mn

18,335 bn

10 bn 15 bn 26 bn 3,120 bn 3,624 bn 4,826 bn 6,180 bn 7,180 bn 8,601 bn 9,504 bn 9,598 bn 10,258 bn 10,980 bn 12,026 bn 6,161 bn27 bn 25 bn 34 bn 73 bn 194 bn 255 bn 315 bn 322 bn 318 bn 361 bn 410 bn 498 bn 634 bn 779 bn 1,015 bn 1,316 bn 1,591 bn 1,942 bn 2,529 bn

Electronic 
Commerce Law 
took e�ect

Xiongan New Area established; 
The Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao 
Greater Bay Area  proposed

Forecast for economic growth 
lowered for the first time

A pilot free trade zone to be built across 
Hainan Island; 
The integration of the Yangtze River 
Delta became a national strategy

Supply-side structural reform;
The two-child policy introduced

China (Shanghai) Pilot Free 
Trade Zone was established; 
The Belt and Road Initiative 

A socialist legal system with 
Chinese characteristics took shape;
Duty exemption pilot in Hainan 

Integrated development 
of Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei 
region became a major 
national strategy

Residency registration threshold lowered in 
second-tier cities; 
Replacing business tax with value-added tax 

Tightening credit policy 

The Chinese government announced a 
RMB4 trillion stimulus package

Global Financial Crisis; 
Beijing held the 29th 
Olympic Games

Urban residents accounted 
for more than 50% total 
population;
More than 500 million 
Internet users

China is the world's largest 
economy in purchasing power 
parity terms 

RMB o�cially included in 
the Special Drawing Rights 
(SDR) basket of currencies; 
G20 Hangzhou Summit 

The First China 
International Import Expo 
was held in Shanghai

The First Belt and Road Forum 
for International CooperationAsian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) was established
Quantitative easing policy by the US for market rescue

Pilot collective construction land for 
rental housing; 
Income tax reform to allow deductions 
for home loan interest and rent

The scope of the pilot property 
tax was expanded; 
The Measures for the Disposal 
of Idle Land was implemented

Stricter requirements 
of HPF mortgage 
applicants 

A long-term mechanism for the real estate 
industry was proposed; 
Equal rights for home tenants and owners 

Guidelines were issued to support 
long-term rental apartments; 
The State Council proposed to cancel the 
temporary residence permit system and 
fully implement the residence permit 
system.

Tax imposed on house 
property in Shanghai and 
Chongqing;
MOHURD issued Administra-
tive Measures for Real Estate 
Brokers 

Housing purchase restrictions 
continued in four first-tier cities; 
China's first quasi-REIT, CITIC 
Qihang, was approved for release

Regulations were issued to 
improve the purchase restriction 
policy 

"Housing is for living, not for speculation" set the 
tone for China's real estate market

SASAC called on 78 
state-owned enterprises 
to withdraw from the 
property market;
Home purchase 
restrictions implemented 
in some cities 

Shanghai Tower, the tallest building in China, 
was completed

Ping An's acquisition of London's landmark Lloyd's Building marks the 
first major overseas property acquisition by a Chinese company

Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li opened in Chengdu, 
combining business with historical buildings; 
Sanya Haitang Bay International Shopping Centre 
opened, China's largest stand-alone duty-free shop
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2014
Nanjing o�ce opened

2018
O�ces opened in Wuhan, 
Changsha, and Haikou

2019
Fuzhou o�ce opened

2015
The global group celebrated 
its 160 birthday, and the 20th 
anniversary of its presence in 
China; Xi 'an o�ce opened

2007
Dalian o�ce opened

2008
O�ces oepned in Chongqing 
and Xiamen

2010
Shenyang o�ce opened

2011
Savills western China business 
platform was established, with 
Chengdu o�ce serving as 
regional headquarter; 
Zhuhai o�ce opened

2006
O�ces opened in Hangzhou, 
Chengdu, and Tianjin

2001
Shenzhen o�ce opened

1998
Savills expanded into northern 
and southern China markets 
with the opening of Beijing 
and Guangzhou o�ces

1995
Savills China headquarter 
set up in Shanghai
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Stunning 
the globe

Innovation and  
breakthroughs

Suggestions on 
promoting the healthy 
developmen of the real 
estate market was issued

Ra�es City Chongqing, 
the largest investment by 
a Singaporean developer 
in China, was launched

U R B A N I S A T I O N

Investment for real estate development  RMB (billion) Investment for real estate development  RMB (billion) Investment for real estate development  RMB (billion)
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Innovation and 
breakthroughs The next Decade

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has made significant 
economic advancements since its founding in 1949 and, as the 
world’s second-largest economy continues to grow, it is becom-
ing more entwined with the rest of the world and pivotal to the 
global economy.

In this report, we review the key milestones of China’s economic 
development and rapid urbanisation—referencing policy 
announcements, market information and economic data. After 
only 40 years of reform and opening-up, and just 20 years into 
the formation of the modern real estate industry, there is still 
tremendous untapped potential in China for greater urbanisa-
tion, advancement in industrial upgrading and growth in 
consumer markets.

The global economy is faced with several challenges and uncer-
tainties at the moment—how China responds to these will 
determine its future. The innovative approaches, long-term 
vision and collective determination should stand the nation in 
good stead in the future.

China has drawn the world’s attention as it steps onto the world 
stage and a more open and confident China should be able to 
achieve sustained and healthy growth and become an important 
source of global prosperity.

/
Robert McKellar

Executive Chairman of Savills Asia Pacific

Urbanisation
The number of cities in China has roughly quadrupled over the past 70 years. As 
the land use pressures intensifies and land use control tightens, how to make best 
use of limited land resources has become the key topic of conversation.

The integration of large metropolis with their smaller neighbours into regional city 
clusters will be one of the main drivers for urban and social development in the 
future. Large metropolitan areas can prove very appealing to the increasingly 
mobile talented workforce while also generating greater efficiencies and productiv-
ity by creating a larger labour pool and, consequently, has greater potential for 
continued growth. In addition, institutional reforms, in areas including land 
planning and public services, will help promote innovation and build economic 
momentum.

Thinking outside the box
As property markets continue to grow cities are in desperate need for better quality 
property and asset management. As buildings age and become outmoded invest-
ment is required to maintain or enhance property values through renovation 
and/or redevelopment. Market participants must embrace new ideas, such as the 
shared economy and digitally enhanced client interactions and data gathering & 
monitoring, as well as thinking outside of the box to provide innovative asset 
management solutions.

Traditional property investment returns are also being squeezed, pushing more 
investors into niche property sectors. The rise of e-commerce has increased the 
demand for warehouses and logistics space. Ageing populations are creating 
long-term opportunities for senior housing projects and the advancements in 
technology will require significant investments into the development of cutting 
edge data centres. The government is developing regulatory frameworks to provide 
investors with clearer guidance and provide investors with greater confidence.

Housing
The new type of urbanisation should be, first and foremost, people-centred. The 
inflow of migrant workers and newly-added labour into cities is bringing about 
dramatic changes to urban demographics, placing pressure on public resources. 
Much work needs be done to improve both facilities and services in senior housing, 
education and healthcare, to create a fairer and more balanced social services 
system.

The government has paid close attention to the housing market. Strictly enforcing 
regulations, diversifying supply and encouraging investment into the rental market 
while also assigning greater rights to tenants. These steps are expected to go a long 
way to addressing some of the imbalances in the market and improve overall living 
conditions.

A time of change
Technological advancements are changing how people and businesses perceive the 
built environment and utilize spaces. In the development and management of 
projects, low-carbon, energy-efficient building systems can greatly reduce the 
impact society has on the natural environment.

Technology is also driving the transformation of traditional cities into smart cities. 
As big data, cloud computing, artificial intelligence and other technologies 
continue to mature, their benefits will materialise in the advancement of smart city 
ecosystems and the betterment of the living environment.

Tremendous changes have taken place in 
China over the past 70 years. From 
housing commoditisation to purchase 
restriction, from staff welfare housing to 
the housing security system, from hotel 
offices to Grade-A office buildings and 
from supermarkets to shopping centres. 
The process of urbanisation has bought 
with it many challenges that, given the 
scale and speed of China’s transforma-
tion, have never been seen before. 
Through a process of trial and error 
China has been able to navigate its way 
through these obstacles.

Urbanisation has been an important part 
of China’s reform and opening-up. It will 
continue to drive economic and social 
development in the digital age. Urban-
ization has led to the expansion and 
upgrading of metropolitan areas defining 
the shape and nature of these urban 
landscapes and creating vibrant and 
dynamic urban scenes.

As China shifts from explosive growth to 
slower growth as the market matures, 
the government and individuals are 
paying more attention to environmental 
protection, social welfare and cultural 
development. Only when a synergy is 
achieved between modern urbanisation 
and human development can real, 
sustainable development be realised.

Conclusion

Due to the state of infrastructure in the early days of the PRC, overall construction became a top priority. The public 
construction boom saw not only construction in the suburbs of cities, but also in the old city buildings, such as temples, 
churches, schools, former celebrity and official residences, which now can be seen in preserved heritage buildings in cities 
across the country.

The birth of Caoyang New Village, the first “new workers’ village”, and the subsequent mushrooming of such villages, all 
pointed to the promotion of national development through industrialisation. The achievements are also reflected in the 
higher ratio of output value of the secondary industry during the 1950s.

The following 20 years were defined by industrial growth. From heavy industry to national defense, a relatively complete 
industrial system was established. The government attached great importance to independent research and development, as 
was evidenced by the successful test of the first atomic bomb and launch of the first space satellite, Dongfanghong I. Despite 
twists and turns, the potential for future economic growth was obvious. By the 1970s, the birth rate averaged 35 births per 
1,000 population, a demographic dividend that greatly contributed to future economic growth.

The primary task in the early days of the PRC was to quickly restore the national economic system and create conditions for 
subsequent economic growth. The Agrarian Reform Law of the People’s Republic of China was the first law of the land since 
the founding of the PRC. It aimed to unlock rural productivity, draw on the steady development of primary industry and 
paved the way for further industrialisation.

In the nearly three decades from 1949 to 1977, China carried out four Five-Year Plans, a series of social and economic 
development initiatives based on a full consideration of major development goals, national economic productivity and the 
international environment, with industrial development at the core.

During the First Five-Year Plan period, the primary task of the government was to pursue rapid economic development to 
consolidate the steady development of socialism. The key areas of work included promoting infrastructure construction and 
improving industrial technology to lay a preliminary foundation of industrialisation.

Following the successful First Five-Year Plan, the Second, Third and Fourth Five-Year Plans focused on developing the 
defense and heavy industries. Despite the bite of the Cold War, the Vietnam War, the cooling of Sino-Soviet relations and 
domestic problems, China made remarkable progress in industrial technology and infrastructure development.

The implementation of the Five-Year Plans made irreplaceable contributions to China's development. For example, the 
transportation construction in the First Five-Year Plan period extended China’s road network to 250,000 kilometres, twice as 
before. Thirty-three new railways were built to extend the railway track mileage by 22%.

Policy trends

In the early days of the PRC, development focus shifted from the countryside to the cities. As a result, buildings like schools 
and factories were built in the suburbs, and modern roads were extended. Investment was made to improve ruined buildings 
and infrastructure in response to the growing population. 

Small steelmaking factories were built in large numbers in cities around the country, and small factories sprung up in old 
urban areas such as hutong and nongtang in the 1960s to meet industrial development needs. Meanwhile, the urban 
population in China grew rapidly, and urbanisation accelerated.

Urbanisation after liberation
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1978 marks an important year in China’s economic development. From that year on, reform and opening-up unleashed 
productive social forces, stimulated institutional vitality and promoted rapid economic development. The establishment of 
special economic zones and the development of commodity housing gave rise to the real estate market, introducing a new 
stage of urbanisation.

In the early days of reform and opening-up, ensuring and improving basic living conditions for citizens was paramount, with 
a focus on developing staff housing for enterprises and public institutions. With the establishment of coastal special 
economic zones, Shenzhen and Guangzhou became pilot cities for commodity housing development. The pilot efforts were 
then extended to other cities, creating real estate markets around the country.

The reform of the land and housing 
system had a far-reaching impact on 
urban planning and urbanisation—it 
enabled urban land to be allocated by 
the market. The housing systems and 
markets in most cities underwent 
radical changes in this decade. For 
example, enterprises and public 
institutions began to have more 
supporting facilities and landscaping. 
While the distribution of staff welfare 
housing improved the living 
conditions of urban residents, 
commodity housing started to appear 
in first-tier cities. Urban residents 
moved from courtyards into residen-
tial buildings, and residential 
compounds gradually became the 
mainstream model of urban living.

Housing and consumption

In the consumer market, product 
rationing was replaced by marketiza-
tion, fueling consumer demand and 
boosting foreign capital inflow and 
private economy. Traditional small 
commodity markets, grain and oil 
stores, and state-run department 
stores, while still playing a key role in 
the consumption market, were 
increasingly failing to meet the 
evolving needs of consumers. When 
the first batch of self-service 
supermarkets with open shelves 
emerged in first-tier cities, they were 
instantly popular and started to affect 
the supply chain.

Since the 1980s, cities took on a new 
look, as evidenced by improved 
infrastructure at city peripheries, more 
town roads and shorter commutes, and 
the emergence of farmer’s markets. It 
was also then that real estate projects 
by professional developers started to 
emerge.

Main roads in old urban areas were 
widened, and surrounding buildings 
rebuilt. Office buildings towered up at 
the intersections of main roads in key 
cities, while small retail shops lined up 
the streets. Most historic buildings 
along main roads were converted into 
more contemporary residential or 
commercial spaces, preserving only 
some of the signature architectural 
features.
 

Urban upgrading

In the first decade of reform and opening-up, the economic growth of coastal areas took off. The establishment of special 
economic zones, the opening of 14 coastal cities and the establishment of open coastal economic areas attracted a large 
number of industries and investment, contributing greatly to national wealth.

The modern real estate market started to take shape, driven by the commoditisation of housing in 1980, the lift of the ban on 
trading private houses in 1984, and the implementation of the land management law in 1987.

China made breakthroughs in the reform of the urban land system in the 1980s. The ideas of paid use of land and paid 
transfer of land-use rights had a profound impact on the subsequent development of the real estate market. The country’s 
first paid transfer of state-owned land-use rights was made in Shenzhen—the first step in modern land resources develop-
ment. Regional opening-up and land development among other factors doubled China’s fiscal revenues in a decade, allowing 
for more funds for development and creating a virtuous circle of development.

Policy trends

Reform and opening-up started to deliver its benefits. In the ten years from 1988 to 1997, China’s GDP grew at double-digit 
rates and, driven by higher living standards, the average growth rate of the total retail sales of consumer goods hit a record 
high of 18.7%.

The growth of real estate investment also accelerated, with the total investment in development increasing more than tenfold 
during this decade. Due to the experimental nature of the overall market during this period, the real estate industry suffered 
significant fluctuations. Along with the unprecedented market boom came inevitable obstacles, such as real estate bubbles in 
some cities. The overheated economy, including the real estate market, exerted some negative effects that prompted the 
government to step in to stabilise the market.

The advance of reform and opening-up injected impetus into the overall market, and cities started to take on a modern look 
driven by the development of the industrial structure, ushering in an era where prosperity coexists with challenges.

The housing market moved towards 
commoditisation and began to attract 
social attention, but housing was still 
mainly regarded as meeting the basic 
demand for self-living. The overall low 
income of residents meant there were 
few high-priced properties targeting 
the higher-income group. High-end 
properties were mainly sold to 
overseas Chinese, foreigners and 
residents of Hong Kong, Macao and 
Taiwan.

Most residential projects were 
small-scale developments in regional 
markets and multi-storey houses. 
High-rise apartment buildings were 
concentrated in first-tier cities. New 
residential communities began to 
expand from the old city cores to the 
peripheries. There were only a handful 
of developers and development 
activities with nationwide influence.

Housing

Hong Kong developers began to 
expand their business into the 
mainland market, focusing on the 
development of commercial projects 
in first-tier cities. As a result, Grade-A 
office market began to take shape in 
first-tier cities. High-quality office 
buildings were populated mainly by 
foreign companies. Although some of 
the buildings did not have the 
hardware advantages of today, they 
still boasted  high standards in 
maintenance, management and choice 
of tenants.

By the end of 1995, the stock of 
Grade-A office buildings in Shanghai 
was less than 200,000 square meters. 
Rents nearly tripled over three years, 
as demand surged amid limited 
availability. Since the registered 
address of companies had to be 
commercial-use properties, some 
wholly foreign-owned enterprises had 
to work in hotel rooms.

O�ce

The development of the tertiary 
industry led to an overall upgrade of 
facilities in the old urban areas. The 
construction of subways in first-tier 
cities started to accelerate, while the 
regeneration of old city centres gave a 
boost to the development of retail 
projects.

Street shops and local state-owned 
department stores still dominated the 
Chinese retail market, but interna-
tional retail brands were also starting 
to make a presence. Beijing as the 
capital city and Shenzhen as a frontier 
of opening-up both became the 
first-choice destination for brands 
entering the Chinese mainland market. 
Local brands still dominated second-
tier and other inland cities.

Retail

The five special economic zones became the fastest growing regions in China, playing an prominent role in driving economic 
growth. The development of Shanghai’s Pudong New Area provided a successful model for the urbanisation across China. 
The growth of central cities in coastal areas also helped to boost urbanisation in the surrounding areas.

The launch of housing reform China ushered in an era of commodity housing. It was also then that overseas capital began to 
flow into the Chinese real estate market.

Overall, the policies during this period were mainly focused on supplementing and improving the previous basic policies. 
New programs such as the housing provident fund (HPF), mortgage loans, and affordable housing laid a foundation for future 
development. The government, perceptive to the challenges posed by a rapidly developing real estate market, issued several 
market management measures and the first round of regulations.

Policy trends

The Asian financial crisis caused huge fluctuations in the international monetary market. The crisis exerted little negative 
impact on China for its exchange rate had remained steady. Foreign enterprises operating in China, however, were subject to 
the stirrings in the international economic market. 

Governments at all levels paid increasing attention to investment in fixed assets including real estate, which became one of 
the new growth points and pillar industries of the Chinese economy. The real estate markets in the four first-tier cities, 
namely Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen, were the first to be activated. Amid the wave of developers scooping up 
land and expanding into surrounding cities and towns, the national investment in real estate development exceeded RMB one 
trillion in 2003. Some famous benchmark commercial real estate projects were completed after 2000.

The modern structure of the core urban areas in China’s major cities took shape during this period, thanks to the develop-
ment of transportation. In cities across China, main roads gave way to flat or elevated highways. As connectivity improved 
with a greater reach and density of subways, new areas were opened up for retail developments, and small commodity 
wholesale markets or hypermarkets were dawning on the main roads around the core areas.

As the number of high net worth 
individuals (HNWIs) grew, so did their 
aspirations for a better life, which had 
much to do with higher-end living 
space., The low-density villas In 
central Beijing were well received in 
the market. Fine-fit apartments built 
by foreign developers, as well as 
high-quality property services, 
significantly improved the standard of 
high-end apartments. Domestic 
developers such as Star River and 
Greentown, soon followed suit to 
make their name in the high-end 
apartment market.

Overall, high-end residential products 
in this period were mostly launched in 
first-tier cities, especially in traditional 
core areas, to target HNWIs and 
investors. The designs generally lacked 
in variety and taste.

Housing

From the late 1990s, office buildings 
significantly improved their appear-
ance, architectural design and property 
management sevices. Green 
environment-friendly designs and 
intelligent systems started to take root 
in first-tier cities, while local 
enterprises still dominated office 
buildings in second-tier cities, mostly 
strata-title projects.

First-tier cities saw violent fluctua-
tions in the office market in the wake 
of the Asian financial crisis, but since 
China’s entry into the WTO, foreign 
companies flooded into China, 
resulting in an undersupply and, in 
turn, higher rents of Grade-A office 
space. International companies and 
private capital expanded rapidly, 
especially in export-oriented cities 
such as Shanghai and Guangzhou, 
where office rents recorded a 60% 
increase.

O�ce

In core cities, pedestrian retail streets 
and traditional cultural retail areas 
began to tap into the potential of the 
tourism market, transforming 
themselves into the earliest hubs of 
shopping centres. Shopping centres in 
the centre of first-and second-tier 
cities were built to compete with 
traditional department stores and 
gradually replaced them as the main 
retail type.

By the end of 2007, shopping centres 
accounted for nearly 90% of retail 
space in first-tier cities, and 50%-60% 
in second-tier cities. Large-scale 
shopping centres set out to attract a 
variety of retail formats and tenants 
through modern and open designs, 
thus delivering a brand-new shopping 
experience to consumers.

Retail

The integrated development among regions and cities of various sizes gained greater momentum during this decade. National 
strategies — such as campaigns to “Open up the West” and “Revitalize the Northeast”, and the “Rise of Central China” Plan 
— made positive contributions to the steady development of the national economy.

In 1998, the Notice on Further Deepening Urban Housing Reform and Accelerating Housing Construction was issued, 
marking a full shift of China’s real estate industry to market-oriented operation. Welfare housing was cancelled, a sign that 
China entered the era of commodity housing.

Amid deepening housing reform and steady increase in personal income, commodity housing became the focus of consump-
tion, sending housing prices on an upward trajectory until 2005 when the government launched a series of intensive 
market-cooling regulations. Throughout the first half of this decade, the policies were aimed at improving the system to lay a 
sound foundation for real estate transactions and investment. During the second half, adjustments were made to stablise 
market sentiment and restrain price growth. By the end of this decade, the market had entered a new stage of development.

Policy trends

Since the global financial crisis in 2008, the Chinese economy has undergone dramatic growth. In terms of purchasing power 
parity, China was the world’s largest economy in 2014. As the Chinese economy grows, though at a slower pace, the upgrading 
of traditional manufacturing industry and the transformation of the economic structure has become key economics focuses.

China’s real estate market, after rapid growth, has entered a mature stage. With the increasingly mature market environment, 
core cities in China have become an important destination for international investors. However, the social and economic 
problems caused by the continuous rise of housing prices have also made the government more aware of the importance of 
ensuring housing affordability.

Due to the limited land resources, core cities have turned from incremental development to inventory upgrades, redeveloping 
former factories into cultural and creative parks, and dilapidated urban buildings into retail venues or hotels to match local 
culture. 

Significant progress in building 
technologies and standards has greatly 
improved the quality of newly-built 
housing. Buyers, whose basic living 
needs are met, are now concerned 
about added asset value, community 
retail facilities and property manage-
ment services. In recent years, driven 
by people’s pursuit of a healthy 
lifestyle, healthy housing featuring 
green technologies  and materials 
gained prominence in the Chinese 
housing market.

New housing has more diversified 
features. Apart from location, 
landscape and other traditional 
factors, human resources, personalised 
architecture and interior design, club 
facilities and customised property 
management services also appeal to 
buyers.

Housing

The development of office buildings in 
first- and second-tier cities is speeding 
up,  emerging business districts are 
emerging, and more high-quality 
buildings are being built to interna-
tional standards. Thanks to relatively 
standardised operations, Grade-A 
office buildings have become not only 
the choice for traditional developer-
swho seek to shift from strata-sales to 
holding, but also the investment target 
of domestic and foreign institutions.

Collaborative working has also 
impacted traditional office buildings. 
As health and technology play an 
increasingly active role in people’s 
lives, there is an increasing demand for 
flexible office space among employees 
and enterprises. In space design and 
development, more attention is paid to 
“soft” services such as diverse 
supporting facilities, and an ecosystem 
of varied spaces.

O�ce

The retail stock in first-tier cities has 
roughly tripled over that of ten years 
ago, and in second-tier cities, it 
roughly quadrupled. The revival of old 
retail areas has been brought on 
agenda again. Online retail continues 
to grow as consumer demand 
diversifies. Landlords and developers 
actively seek creative solutions, strive 
for enhanced experience and 
interaction and continue to bring new 
ideas to consumers.
 

Retail

Proactive fiscal and quantitative-easing monetary policies were launched as a response to the global financial crisis, benefit-
ing infrastructure, science and technology and other industries, and creating development opportunities for state-owned 
enterprises. In recent years, policies were adopted to pursue steady economic performance, such as tax cuts to unleash 
business and market vitality, promote structural transformation, and the avoid excessive inflation.

Due to a lack of alternative investment channels, investors deployed a large amount of money in the property market. Caught 
between government regulations and market forces, the real estate market experienced several small cycles of adjustments, 
with prices rising periodically. The Central Economic Working Conference at the end of 2016 proposed for the first time that 
"houses are for living, not for speculation", which was widely regarded as a key tone-setting message. Policy regulation 
increasingly focused on establishing a long-term mechanism, as evidenced by stricter buying and lending restrictions,  price 
caps, increases in social housing and support for developing long-term rental apartments.

Integrated development initiatives for regions such as Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the Yangtze River Delta, and the Greater Bay 
Area, are gaining momentum. Regional integration will contribute to a more efficient use of resources, help shape the new 
urban structure, and promote higher-quality economic development.

Policy trends
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