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Chapter 1 To Learn about the City-region

 The Greater PRD City-region comprises nine cities in the PRD, Hong 
Kong and Macao, and occupies a total land area of 42,831.5 km2. The nine 
cities in the PRD include Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Foshan, Dongguan, 
Zhongshan, Jiangmen, Huizhou (including only Huicheng and Huiyang 
Districts and Huidong and Boluo Counties) and Zhaoqing (including only 
Duanzhou and Dinghu Districts and Gaoyao and Sihui Cities), with a total 
land area of 41,698 km2. The area of Hong Kong is 1,104.3 km2	while	 the	
area of Macao is 29.2 km2	1 (Figure 1-1).

1 The information about the 
PRD is sourced from "2008 
Guangdong Statistical Yearbook". 
The information about Hong 
Kong is sourced from the website 
of the Census and Statistics 
Department	of	Hong	Kong	and	
the information about Macao is 
sourced from the website of the 
Statistics and Census Bureau of 
Macao.

2 See an article titled "A Story of 
Three Cities" in the Times (Asian 
Edition), 28.1.2008.

 The Greater PRD City-region is the most developed city-region in 
China.  Although none of the cities in the PRD is the strongest one in China 
and Hong Kong is not the most developed city in the world, the PRD region, 
with its well-established outward-oriented manufacturing industries and 
continuous innovations, has become one of the three major city-regions in 
China, together with the Yangtze River Delta and Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei.  
Hong Kong, with the most liberal economic system in the world and as an 
international financial, trading, shipping, tourism and logistics centre, enjoys 
a comparable status to three global cities, namely New York, London and 
Tokyo.  It has even been included in the term "Nylonkong" with New York 
and London2.

 Through a comparative study on the most developed city-regions 
both within China and in the overseas, this chapter analyzes the spatial 
characteristics, functions, major problems and options of way forward for the 
Greater PRD City-region.

Figure 1-1 The Boundary of the Greater PRD City-region

Boundary of the GPRD 
City-region

City Boundaries

Legend
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 Columns 1-1 and 1-2 describe the major characteristics and functions 
of a world-class city-region as concluded in the Topical Study I of the Greater 
PRD Study after analyzing the three major city-regions including New York, 
London and Tokyo.  In comparison with these city-regions, the Greater PRD 
City-region has the following unique features:

Column 1-1:The Basic Characteristics of a World-class City-region
       1. Excellent locational advantages;
       2. Megalopolis with global significance (i.e. global cities or world cities);
       3. Highly efficient spatial structure;
       4. Highly accessible transportation system;
       5. Quality living area of international standards;
       6. Soft strength based on the growth of social welfare.

1.1.1 A structure not based on one single mega-city as the regional centre

 The Greater PRD City-region has at least four regional centres with 
national and international significance, i.e. Hong Kong, Macao, Guangzhou and 
Shenzhen.  Among these, Hong Kong has already become a mega-city of global 
significance.  However, due to the existence of administrative boundaries under 
the "One Country, Two Systems" framework, these regional centres, in spite of 
over 30 years of rapid economic development through cooperation among them, 
have not developed into global cities like New York, London and Tokyo which 
occupy an absolutely dominant role in their respective regions.  Instead, each of 
these cities has fulfilled only part of the functions of a global city.  In other words, 
these cities collectively carry out the functions of a regional centre.

1.1.2 Poly-centric development pattern

 Besides having the above-mentioned four regional centres, the 
Greater PRD City-region has seven prefecture-level cities and more than 510 
industrialized towns based on jurisdiction of streets and towns (Figure 1-2).  
With Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Shenzhen as the functional nuclei, these 
prefecture-level cities and industrialized towns are distributed along the trunk 
transportation routes over an area of more than 40,000 km2 and form a poly-
centric development pattern (Figure 1-3).  The poly-centric pattern is in four-
fold.  First, Hong Kong, Macao, Guangzhou and Shenzhen have become the 
regional centres with global and national significance.  Second, Zhuhai, though 
being a Special Economic Zone like Shenzhen, has a slightly lower economic 
development level and radiating power, and is thus at a lower hierarchy than 
the above four cities. Its role, however, is more significant than the other 
prefecture-level cities in serving as a centre.  Third, the other six prefecture-
level cities are at different hierarchy due to the differences in locations and 
levels of economic development. Foshan, Dongguan and Zhongshan are sub-
regional centres, while Huizhou, Zhaoqing and Jiangmen are local centres.  
Fourth, a few hundreds of industrialized towns have gradually developed on the 
foundation	of	traditional	rural	villages	and	spread	around	the	wide	PRD	region	
(Figure 1-4).
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1.1.3 "Cross-boundary" linkages

	 (1) External linkages: the Greater PRD City-region constitutes one of 
the regions in China that have the closest economic linkages with the overseas.  
Hong Kong, as an important trading hub in Asia, has maintained close 
economic and trade linkages with major economic systems around the world.  
With quality high-end services, Hong Kong has become one of the focal points 
of overseas investment and multinational companies in the Asia Pacific region, 
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Note: There are 259 streets and 
253 towns in the PRD region 
(figures in 2008).  
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and stays as one of the top cities exerting significant radiating power and 
influences over the global economy.  The PRD region, as an outward-looking 
manufacturing base, has gradually integrated into the global economic system 
as the famous "global manufacturing base".  Macao has also integrated into the 
global economy through its gaming and tourism industries for a long time.

	 (2) Internal economic linkages: the internal economic linkages within 
the Greater PRD City-region are characterized with cross-boundary linkages 
between Guangdong and Hong Kong.  Calculation under gravity model 
demonstrates that the economic development level of a city in the PRD is highly 

Figure 1-3 Urbanization Pattern in the Greater PRD City-region (2007)

Figure 1-4 The poly-centric development pattern in the Greater PRD City-region
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correlated to the land distance between that city and Hong Kong1.  The extent 
of economic linkages and dependency among the cities in the PRD highlights 
the status of Hong Kong as a regional economic centre. Within the region, Hong 
Kong maintains strong linkages with all cities, in particular with Shenzhen.  
Guangzhou is an important centre linking the eastern and western parts of the 
PRD, and its radiating power over the western part is stronger than Hong Kong.

	 (3) Linkages regarding the internal flow of people: according to the 
survey of "Northbound Southbound 2007" conducted by Planning Department 
of Hong Kong, the number of people crossing the boundary during the 
survey period (two weeks) reached 6.9 millions, representing an increase of 
9.6% over the corresponding survey period in 2006.  It demonstrates that the 
linkage between the PRD and Hong Kong is increasingly close in terms of 
passenger flow.  During the survey period, visitors from the Mainland reached 
1.075 million, representing an increase of 17.8% from 2006. The survey also 
shows	 that	more	and	more	Hong	Kong	residents	visited	 the	Mainland	for	
leisure purposes, with the daily average number increased from 152,000 in 
2006 to 173,000 in 2007. The people from Hong Kong and Macao who has 
purchased properties in the PRD is a direct cause for the growth of passenger 
flow between Guangdong, Hong Kong and Macao.  In recent years, due to 
rapid economic development and good natural environment, PRD has become 
an increasingly attractive place for people of Hong Kong and Macao to live.  
Since 2001, Hong Kong residents living in the Mainland has increased by 
approximately 50% every two years. According to the "Thematic Household 
Survey 2007/08 – Hong Kong Residents' Experience of and Aspiration for 
Taking Up Residence in the Mainland of China" conducted by Planning 
Department, approximately 155,000 Hong Kong people live in the Mainland 
during the survey period, representing a significant increase from 92,000 
in 2005, of which 83.0% live in Guangdong Province, mainly in Shenzhen, 
Guangzhou and Dongguan. With the development of tourism in Macao, the 
number of tourists to Macao has also greatly increased.  In 2007, 26.993 
million tourists visited Macao, representing an increase of almost 23% 
from 21.998 million in 2006. Most of the tourists came from the PRD, fully 
demonstrating the close linkage between Macao and the PRD as regards 
passenger	flow2.

1.1.4 Highly outward-oriented and advanced transportation infrastructure

 The Greater PRD City-region is located at the intersection of major 
international transportation routes, China's southern transportation hub and 
the cities governed under the "One Country, Two Systems" framework.  It 
is an important transportation "gateway" of China, established with an 
integrated transportation system which is characterized with "cross-boundary" 
transportation and connections with areas both within and outside China.

	 The region comprises well-developed facilities for domestic 
and international air-based and water-based transportation.  Since 
the economy of the Greater PRD City-region is highly outward-oriented, 
its infrastructure is also highly outward-oriented. The Greater PRD City-

1 The Consultants for this study: 
"Study on the  In ternal  and 
External Economic Linkages of 
the	Greater	 Pearl	River	Delta	
City-region".

2  Planning Department of Hong 
Kong: "Northbound Southbound 
2007".
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region has the world's largest outward-oriented port cluster, which is an 
important component of the port system in China.  The capacity of container 
ports of Hong Kong and Shenzhen ranks the second and fourth in the world 
respectively. The Greater PRD City-region constitutes a region with the 
highest density of airports in China, where the routes of the five major airports 
in the region cover all major cities in the five continents of the world.  The 
airport of Hong Kong is one of the busiest international airports in the world, 
and	is	also	 the	one	 in	 the	Greater	China	region	with	 the	most	 international	
linkages.  Guangzhou is one of the three major aviation hubs in China.

	 The region is located at a peripheral position of China's land 
transportation network.  The Greater PRD City-region is linked with the 
other parts of Guangdong Province as well as the other provinces through five 
major highways (Column 1-2).  A smooth and convenient highway network is 
basically in place, which, however, could not completely alter the peripheral 
position of the city-region in China's transportation network.  Construction of 
railway networks, in particular for rapid railways, is still necessary to improve 
the linkage of the city-region with the hinterland in Pan-PRD and other 
areas in China.  Moreover, due to the existence of administrative boundaries, 
Hong Kong has not yet established adequate transportation linkages with the 
Mainland. The coverage of the current railway network in the Greater PRD 
City-region is relatively low, with three railways, namely Beijing-Guangzhou 
Railway, Beijing-Kowloon Railway and Kowloon-Canton Railway on the east 
coast and only one railway linking Zhaoqing, Foshan and Guangzhou on the 
west coast.  Without a wide coverage of railway network, the Greater PRD 
City-region will remain at a peripheral position in China's land transportation 
network and the linkages with other parts of China would be subject to 
significant constraint (Figure 1-5).

Column 1-2: The Five Major Highways linking the Greater Pearl River Delta 
City-region with other Places
 1. Eastern route: Shenzhen-Shantou Expressway + National Expressway 324 : 
leading to the eastern part of Guangdong Province and Fujian Province;
 2. Northeastern route: Shenzhen-Huizhou Expressway + National Expressway 
205: connecting to Huizhou-Heyuan Expressway and leading to Jiangxi Province;
 3. Northern route: Beijing-Zhuhai Expressway + National Expressways 107, 
105, 106: leading to Hunan and Hubei Provinces via Qinyuan and Shaoguan.  A major 
link of Greater PRD with the provinces to the north;
 4. Western route: Guangzhou-Zhaoqing Expressway + National Expressway 
321, 324: connecting to Guangzhou-Wuzhou Expressway, linking to Guangxi Province 
via Zhaoqing and Yunfu;
 5. Southwestern route: Western Coastal Expressway + National Expressway 
325: linking up the major cities/towns along the western coast of Guangdong Province 
and connecting to Chongqing-Shanghai Expressway.  An important road link to 
Guangxi and Hainan.

1.2 Important Status

1.2.1 The most developed economic centre in China

 In 2007, the economic output of the Greater PRD City-region 
amounted to over RMB3,850 billions. The City-region occupies only 0.45% 
of the land area of China but accounts for 13.38% of the economic output of 
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the country. The GDP per-capita and per-land area is 1.4 times and 2.0 times 
respectively of those of Yangtze River Delta. It is the city-region with the 
highest economic efficiency in China.  When compared with other regions in 
the world, the economic output of the Greater PRD City-region has already 
exceeded that of Singapore and Taiwan, and is only lower than that of 

Column 1-3: The Major Functions of a World-class City-region 
 (1) Major spatial entity that participates in international competition; 
 (2) Leader of division of labour in global economy; 
 (3) Showing strong vitality in the era of globalization; 
 (4) The most important economic core of a country.

Fig 1-5 The Existing Highways and Railways in the PRD 
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Japan, Korea and India in Asia (excluding China). The City-region is indeed 
the economic core of China, and play an important role in the economic 
development of the country.

1.2.2 An internationally-recognized global manufacturing base

 Hong Kong and Macao (in particular Hong Kong), making use of 
their existing industrial foundation and international linkages, have occupied 
the high-end segment in production, such as financing, management, product 
design and sales, and serve mainly the role of "shop" in the production system. 
On the other hand, PRD utilizing its relatively rich resources, such as land, 
labour force and raw materials, has engaged in the low-end segment, such as 
plant construction and operation, manufacturing and assembly of products, 
and serves mainly the role of "factory".  The structure of "front shop and 
back factory" has enabled the products from the PRD to enter the mainstream 
markets of developed countries even under stringent entry conditions and 
provided impetus for rapid development of the PRD into a world-class 
manufacturing base in 30 years.

1.2.3 An innovative pioneer region in China

 Since the implementation of the reform and open door policies, the 
PRD has created the "PRD model" based on cross-boundary cooperation with 
Hong Kong and Macao. A multitude of system innovations, including land 
system reform, has served as models for the implementation of the reform 
and open door policies throughout the country. Following the Asian financial 
crisis in 1998, the PRD began to engage in technology innovation, established 
a regional innovation system, and carried out technology innovation primarily 
by enterprises. In 2007, the output value of the new and high technology 
industries in Guangdong Province reached RMB1,485.4 billion, the highest in 
China1. In 2008, Huawei Technologies Co., Ltd. in Shenzhen applied for 1,737 
international patents (PCT) and became the company with the most patent 
applications in the world. In 2007, Hong Kong and Shenzhen entered into the 
"Shenzhen/Hong Kong Innovation Circle" Agreement, marking a new stage of 
regional innovation system among the PRD, Hong Kong and Macao.

1.3 Major Problems

1.3.1 Shortage of land: rapid and continuous economic and social 
development versus limited land resources

 The administrative boundaries confine the spatial development of 
Hong Kong and Macao within a limited area, making these cities one of the 
regions with the highest population density in the world.  Such limit also hinders 
further social and economic development. For PRD, substantial land resources 
have been used up in recent years due to rapid economic development.  Land 
available for development is limited and is not evenly distributed. In the more 
developed cities, like Shenzhen and Dongguan on the eastern part of PRD, there 
is virtually no land suitable for new development.  Limitation of land resources 
has become an important factor restricting regional development.

1 Nanfang Daily, 11 December 
2008. Coverage on "The new 
and high technology industry in 
Guangdong recorded the highest 
output value in the country last 
year".
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1.3.2 Restrictions imposed by the boundaries: increasingly close internal 
linkage versus restrictions imposed by administrative boundaries and 
natural (the Pearl River Estuary) boundaries.

 The linkage among Guangdong, Hong Kong and Macao in terms of 
the flow of people and economic factors has been growing rapidly for years, 
and the construction of transportation infrastructure that strenghtens such 
linkage is in full swing.  However, such linkage is still hindered by the need 
of CIQ clearance arising from the administrative boundaries, as shown in the 
saturation of the design capacity of major BCPs.  For example, the saturation 
rate of Huanggang BCP is approximately 0.97 and that of Man Kam To and 
Sha Tau Kok BCPs are 1.02 and 1.09 respectively. Furthermore, the separation 
of the region into the east and west coasts by the Pearl River Estuary has also 
imposed constraints for meeting the increasingly close economic linkage 
between the east and west, affecting balanced development of the region.

1.3.3 Limited hinterland/market: huge economic output versus small 
hinterland/market

 The geographic boundaries of Hong Kong and Macao are fixed under 
the administrative boundaries. They cannot directly expand into other areas 
and their hinterland.  Due to the natural blockage by the Lingnan Mountains, 
the hinterland of PRD within China is limited and not conveniently accessible. 
Having a highly outward-oriented economy, PRD has not built up close 
relation with the inland areas of China. While it has established a status of 
"world factory", there is also a higher risk of its economy being affected by the 
international markets.

1.3.4 Inadequate accessibility: densely distributed centres/towns versus 
insufficient accessibility within the region.

 An integrated transportation network has not yet been established 
in the region and the Intercity Mass Rapid Transit network, which would 
significantly facilitate accessibility in the region, is yet to be built up.  As 
such, the demand for close linkage within the region can hardly be satisfied. 
In addition, there is a lack of feeder facilities serving the transportation nodes 
(such as airports and ports). The lack of multi-mode transportation has imposed 
constraints for realizing division of functions among the transportation nodes.

1.3.5 Inter-city competitions: dominance by the regional centres versus 
discrete governance of individual cities

 Numerous factors such as administrative boundaries and administrative 
divisions have led to discrete governance of individual cities and inter-city 
competitions which has become a major problem in regional development. 

1.3.6 Deterioration of environmental quality: continuous increase in 
economic efficiency versus deterioration of ecological and environmental 
quality
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 It is obvious that rapid industrialization and urbanization would 
affect the ecology and environment of a region. Air pollution, water pollution 
and the instability of the eco-system in the Greater PRD City-region have 
become increasingly serious. How to balance economic development with 
the protection of ecology and environment has become an important issue in 
regional development.

1.3.7 Competition with other city-regions in China

 The highly urbanized regions in China, such as the Yangtze River 
Delta, Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, Shandong Peninsula, west coast of Taiwan Strait, 
Changsha-Zhuzhou-Xiangtan, Chengdu-Zhongqing, and central and southern 
Liaoning are developing rapidly. In particular, the Yangtze River Delta with 
Shanghai as its centre will pose serious challenges to the Greater PRD City-
region in the development of service industries e.g. the financial and shipping 
services under the national strategies such as those outlined in the "Opinions 
on promoting the development of Shanghai's modern service industry and 
advanced manufacturing industry, and the development of Shanghai into an 
international financial centre and international shipping centre".

1.4  New Circumstances

 Since 2007, the Greater PRD City-region has come across a series 
of major issues, such as the adjustment of the State's policy for trading 
of processed goods, the huge pressure exerted by international markets 
on processed goods for export, the USA's sub-prime mortgage crisis and 
its resulting global financial crisis and the State Council's approval of the 
implementation of "the Outline".  Among these, the impacts of the global 
financial crisis and the incentives provided by "the Outline" have the greatest 
implications on the region. These are outlined below.
		
1.4.1 Opportunities and challenges brought about by the global financial crisis

 The financial crisis resulting from the US sub-prime mortgage crisis has 
spread all over the world since 2007, and has posed enormous challenges to the 
Greater PRD City-region which is principally engaged in the export of outward 
processing manufacturing products.  The governments of Hong Kong, Macao 
and Guangdong Province have launched various proactive measures to deal with 
the crisis.  Although the financial crisis has brought great impact on the region in 
the short run, there are new development opportunities in the long run.

	 ■ Firstly, as one of the successful countries in dealing with the crisis, 
China may be the first one to ride out the financial crisis.  Its national power 
will be further strengthened, which would support the development of the 
Greater PRD into a world-class city-region. 

	 ■ Secondly, the international efforts in coordination in dealing with the 
crisis has set out an environment for "win-win" cooperation in international 
economy, which would provide a good basis for cooperation among 
Guangdong, Hong Kong and Macao. 
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	 ■ Thirdly, the shrinking of demand from international markets and the 
increase of domestic demand from China has provided new opportunities for 
industries in the Greater PRD City-region to undergo transformation. 

	 ■ Lastly, the State's investment policies focusing on the construction of 
infrastructure would facilitate development of transportation infrastructure in 
the Greater PRD City-region.

1.4.2 The opportunities and missions under "the Outline"

 "The Outline" explicitly regards the development of the PRD region 
as a national strategy for the first time. It also specifies that the PRD shall act 
as the pilot area for the implementation of the State's scientific development 
model, pioneer for intensification of reforms, important international gateway 
open to the world, global base for advanced manufacturing industry and 
modern service industry, and important economic centre of the country.  These 
provide opportunities for the Greater PRD to develop into world-class city-
region.  While "the Outline" provides a comprehensive strategic framework 
to guide the overall coordinated and sustainable development of the Greater 
PRD, it has obvious  significance in the spatial development of the region.

	 ■ Firstly, "the Outline" attempts to stop the situation of discrete 
governance of cities within the PRD, so as to promote coordinated 
development within the region. 

	 ■ Secondly, "the Outline" establishes firmly the development 
objectives of the PRD, with the emphasis shifting from development "scale" to 
development "quality". 

	 ■ Thirdly, "the Outline" lays the policy foundation for closer 
cooperation among Guangdong, Hong Kong and Macao in building the 
Greater PRD City-region.

1.5 Direction of Spatial Development

1.5.1 Way forward 

 After comparing and learning from the development experience of 
the established world-class city-regions and reviewing the Greater PRD's 
characteristics, this study identifies the following six aspects that need further 
improvement in order to build the Greater PRD into a world-class city-region:

	 ■ further upgrading the status of the key cities such as Hong Kong, 
Guangzhou, Macao, Shenzhen and Zhuhai;

	 ■ bringing into play the unique innovation edges of the region for 
being the pioneer in China's macro-economic transformation;
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	 ■ stepping up the construction of transportation infrastructure within 
the region to facilitate integration of and foster closer relation within the region 
in order to form a functional entity under the "One Country, Two Systems" 
framework; 

	 ■ further nurturing an open and vibrant cultural environment so as to 
attract talents from different places to enhance the competitive edges of the 
region; 

	 ■ strengthening the protection of ecology and environment, promoting 
clean manufacturing, and building environmental-friendly living environment; 

	 ■ stepping up the construction of transportation linkages between the 
Greater PRD and other regions within China, in particular the construction of 
expressways and high-grade railways, to expand the hinterland of the Greater 
PRD.

1.5.2 Coordination in three key spatial elements

 Targeting at developing into a world-class city-region, the Greater 
PRD City-region should continue to make improvements in the above six 
aspects.  Having regard to the established functions and development plans 
and the relevant studies undertaken by the governments of Guangdong, Hong 
Kong and Macao, it is considered that three key spatial elements, namely 
spatial structure, accessibility and ecology/environment are the areas that 
mostly need coordination and cooperation among the three places. Among 
these:

	 ■ the spatial structure serves as the foundation of regional development;

	 ■ accessibility is concerned with the means to improve the development 
efficiency of the city-region;

	 ■ quality environment offers the fundamental safeguard for coordinated 
and sustainable development of the city-region.

 This study serves to formulate coordinated development strategies for 
the region in the above three aspects, in order to promote the development of 
the Greater PRD into a coordinated and sustainable world-class city-region.
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