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 Abstract �� ��  The number of the cities has greatly increased and the urbanization has achieved obvious 
progress since the foundation of the New China. There were 656 cities in China by 2006, with the urbanization 
level of 43.9%. Cities are playing a very important role in the development of the economy and society in China. 
Statistics of the cities commenced in 1962 in China. In 1982, the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS) 
established the annual urban statistics system. Under this system, the provincial statistical departments organize 
for the statistical departments of the cities to systematically collect, sort and report the basic information of the 
economy and society in the cities, which is mainly published in the China Urban Statistical Yearbook every year. 
The statistical and research departments make lots of researches and analyses on the basis of the statistical 
information of the cities. The Special Topics Research Team of the NBS irregularly organizes activities such as the 
comparative researches of the comprehensive strengths of the cities, achieving favorable social outcomes. 
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1. General Information of Cities in China 

In China, there are two concepts of a city: the functional concept--a region which has comparatively 
developed industries other than agriculture and a dense population; the administrative concept--a definite 
region administered as authorized, which has both the urban functional areas and non-urban functional areas. 
Before the 1990s, the cities in China mainly referred to the functional concept and cover the urban areas 
(downtown and suburbs). After the 1990s, many regions in China went through the administrative 
adjustments to the regional planning by putting the rural counties formerly administered by the 
corresponding provinces under the administration of the relevant cities, changing the concept of the cities to 
an administrative concept. The administration of the cities covers the urban areas (downtown and suburbs) as 
well as the counties. 
 
The cities in China are divided up into four administrative levels: cities directly under the Central 
Government (or at the provincial level), sub-provincial cities, prefecture-level cities and county-level cities. 
The cities at the first three levels set up districts and also have complete urban functions. The county-level 
cities are the towns where the county governments are located and do not have any district. The county-level 
cities also have certain urban functions. Compared with those at the first three levels, they have such obvious 
differential characteristics as a larger agricultural population and a larger percentage of agricultural economy. 
Most scholars focus their research on the cities directly under the Central Government, the sub-provincial 
cities and prefecture-level cities, which are collectively referred to as the Prefecture-Level and Above Cities 
(“PL&A Cities"). 
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With the increasing number and the economic strengths of cities after the reform and opening to the outside 
world in the late 1970’s, cities in China have gradually evolved and shown some obvious characteristic of 
the urban agglomeration and region. For the moment, there are mainly three urban agglomerations in China: 
Yangtze River Delta urban agglomeration, Pearl River Delta urban agglomeration and Bohai Sea coastal 
urban agglomeration. Geographically, cities in China were generally divided into the eastern, central and 
western regions. In recent years, they are adjusted into the eastern, central, western and northeastern regions. 
 
The number of cities has greatly increased and the urbanization has achieved obvious progress since the 
foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. The number of cities has increased from 144 in 1950 
to 656 in 2006, with an increase by 3.6 times. The urbanization level has increased from 10.6% in 1949 to 
43.9% in 2006, with an increase of 33 percentage points. 

Figure 1 Number of the Cities since 1949 

 
 

Figure 2 Urbanization Level in the Years since 1949 

�
�
���
� �
���
� �
�	�
� �

��

 �
� �

19
49

19
52

19
55

19
58

19
61

19
64

19
67

19
70

19
73

19
76

19
79

19
82

19
85

19
88

19
91

19
94

19
97

20
00

20
03

U
rb

an
iz

at
io

n 
Le

ve
l

� %



 

Source: Calculated on the basis of the data in the China Statistical Yearbook. 
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In term of the population size, the numbers of medium-sized cities with a population of 0.5-1 million and big 
cities with a population of 1-2 million increased relatively rapidly, increasing 93 and 70 cities respectively 
than the number in 1953 and reaching 109 and 75 cities respectively in 2005. There were 4 megacities with a 
population of more than 2 million in 1953 and the number has increased to 38 by 2005. There were 64 small 
cities with a population of less than 0.5 million in 1953 and the number had increased only by 1 by 2005 

 

Figure 3 Numbers of the Cities with Different Population Sizes 

 

Among the 656 cities in 2006, there were 4 cities directly under the Central Government, 15 sub-provincial 
cities, 268 prefecture-level cities and 369 county-level cities. Of the 287 PL&A Cities (4 cities directly under 
the Central Government, 15 sub-provincial cities, and 268 prefecture-level cities), 87, 81 and 85 were 
located in the eastern, central and western regions respectively, basically reaching a balance. However, only 
34 PL&A Cities were located in the northeastern region. 
 

Figure 4 Geographical Distribution in PL&A Cities in 2006 

 
The 287 PL&A Cities are playing a more and more important role in the development of the economy and 
society in China. In 2006, the PL&A Cities has the total population of 360 million (excluding the counties 
under the administration of the cities), accounting for 28% of the total population of China, and created the 
GDP of13 trillion (RMB), accounting for 63% of the total GDP of China. In terms of the regions and size, 
the development in the eastern region was obviously much better than that in the western, central and 
northeastern regions; the development of the big cities was better than that of the medium-sized and small 
cities. The Yangtze River Delta urban agglomeration, the Pearl River Delta urban agglomeration, and the  
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Bohai Sea coastal urban agglomeration had more obvious development advantages. The population of the 
three urban agglomerations accounted for 22.7% of the total population of all the PL&A Cities (6.3% of the 
total population of China); however, their GDP accounted 45% of the total of all the P&A Cities (28.4% of 
the total GDP of China). 
 

Figure 5 Geographical Distribution of the Population & GDP in the PL&A Cities in 2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 Percentage of the Population & GDP in the PL&A Cities in 2006 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Development of Urban Statistics in China 
The urban statistics in China commenced in the 1960s and have a history of nearly 50 years so far. The 
development is as follows: 
 
� In 1962, among the 194 cities throughout the country, the one-time survey were conducted in 39 

chosen cities to collect data on 31 indicators covering their industry, infrastructure, construction, 
commerce, finance, labor, education, population, etc. in the years 1957, 1960 and 1962. 
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� From 1975 to 1977, the State Planning Commission organized the annual survey on the basic 

information of the economy (mainly involved in the industry) in all the 185 cities throughout the 
country. The scope of the survey was divided into two parts: “the whole city and the urban area”. The 
statistical indicators consist of the population, land, industrial and agricultural production, investment 
in the infrastructure, financial income and expenditure, product retail, and construction, totaling 49 
indicators, of which 36 indicators are industrial ones. 

 
� In 1979, some revisions and modifications were made on the above surveys. The united and 

comprehensive national system of the urban statistics on the basic information of the economy of the 
cities was preliminarily established. The statistics covered 8 areas including the economy, etc, totally 
involving 166 indicators. 

 
� In 1982, the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS) established a devoted agency responsible 

for the urban statistics throughout the country. The statistics covered many areas such as population, 
employment, economy, society, infrastructure construction, and environment, etc. The urban statistics 
were formally incorporated into the national statistical system. 

 
 

3. Basic Tasks, Organization & Administration of the Urban Statistics  
The urban statistics aim to systematically collect and sort out the information on the basic state and 
development of the economy and society in each specific city, provide scientific foundations for the 
governmental departments to formulate the development strategies of their city, supervise the 
implementation of the policies, compare the development among regions, improve the level of the 
comprehensive administration of their city, and provide consulting service for the enterprises to make 
decisions. In addition, the systematical and standardized statistical information of the cities also provide an 
important ground for the research departments to make comparison between the domestic and international 
cities. 
 
For the moment, the Division of Urban Statistics, under the Department of Urban Surveys of the NBS 
(National Bureau of Statistics of China), is responsible for the National Urban Statistics. The urban statistical 
network in China totally consists of three levels: Level One - the Department of Urban Surveys of NBS; 
Level Two - the urban statistics sections of provincial bureaus of statistics (or NBS survey offices) in 31 
provinces, autonomous regions and cities directly under the Central Government. Level Three - the urban 
statistics groups in the bureaus of statistics (or in NBS survey teams) of the 287 PL&A Cities. Both the 
provincial and city-level bureaus of statistics have devoted positions and personnel to be responsible for the 
urban statistics. 
 
The NBS formulates the plans of the urban statistics, including questionnaire, working manual, regulations, 
etc; coordinates the programming for data processing, provides training and guidance for the cities, sorts out, 
reviews, aggregates and disseminates the statistical information of urban statistics across the country. 
 
Provincial bureaus (or NBS survey offices) provide training and guidance for city statisticians in their own 
region to effectively and efficiently implement the system of urban statistics formulated by the NBS, helps 
the cities collect, review data to ensure the accuracy, aggregate and disseminate the statistical information of 
urban statistics for their own region. 
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According to the requirements of the plans of the urban statistics formulated by the NBS and the guidance 
provided by the bureaus of statistics at the higher level, bureaus of statistics at city-level organize its 
personnel to collect the relevant information produced by the bureaus and from the related governmental 
departments at the same level, sorts out, edits, reviews and inputs the data, and submits the data to the NBS 
by internet. 
 
All the statistical departments shall strictly implement the system of the urban statistics formulated by the 
NBS. Without prejudice to the national system, the cities may properly add more necessary statistical 
indicators. Some cities may also launch joint programs to exchange and share their information and working 
experiences. 
 

4. Methodology and Design of Urban Statistics in China 
System of Statistical Indicators 
The system of statistical indicators is designed by following the principles: 
(1) Systematization (incorporating the main areas of indicators, the scale, structure, speed, benefits, 

capability, level, etc.); 
(2) Comparability (making the information geologically and chronologically comparable); 
(3) Reliability (obtaining the reliable and quality information);  
(4) Practicability (satisfying the needs of more users). 
The system is based on the SNA and indicators used in relevant departments.  
 
In 2007, the system of the indicators of the urban statistics in China totally built 247 indicators. The 
details are as follows: 

 
(1) Population & Employment (34 indicators) 
(2) Economic Development (126 indicators)  
(3) Social Development (55 indicators) 
(4) Infrastructure (17 indicators) 
(5) Environmental Protection (15 indicators) 

 

Population indicators are an important part of the contents of the urban statistics. At present, China is at a 
period when society is transforming. Over 100 million migrant workers leave rural areas to work in cities 
every year. For example, in the pioneer city, Shenzhen, the population of the migrant workers is more than 
three times as big as the registered household population. The large population of the migrant workers issues 
a big challenge to the earlier statistical method of the population based on the household registration. As the 
permanent population (registered population plus migrant workers) has a closer relationship with the GDP of 
the cities, it is obvious that the household population ignores the impact of the economic development 
contributed by the migrant workers. Therefore, it has been a trend to replace the “household population” 
with the “permanent population” which includes the population of the migrant workers. For the moment, 
however, the social security systems of many cities, such as the housing, education, and medical treatment 
are still implemented on the basis of the household population. Therefore, in the population statistics of the 
cities in China, it is necessary to build the "permanent population” indicator and also retain the “household 
population” indicator. 
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Small adjustments are made to the indicator system of the urban statistics in China according to the changes 
of the statistical systems of the various departments and the specialities in bureaus of statistics. 

 
Design of Data Collection Methods 
 
For the statistical information of each city, data are not collected directly from enterprises or households, but 
collected and processed on the basis of the existing comprehensive statistical data from the specialities in 
bureaus of statistics, and the relevant departments under the governments of the cities. The main 
governmental departments involved in the urban statistics are as follows: Ministry of Public Security, State 
Administration for Industry & Commerce, Ministry of Labor and Social Security, Ministry of Construction, 
Ministry of Finance, China Insurance Regulatory Commission, Civil Aviation Administration of China, 
Ministry of Information Industry, China Customs, Ministry of Commerce, National Tourism Administration 
of China, Ministry of Education, Patent Office of China, General Administration of Sport of China, Ministry 
of Culture, Ministry of Health, Supreme Court, and Ministry of Environmental Protection of China. The data 
of the specialities and departments are mainly divided into four types according to the data collection 
methods: 
 
(1) Comprehensive data of the administrative records from the relevant governmental departments; 
(2) Data of the sampling surveys from the statistical departments; 
(3) Data of the census from the statistical departments;  
(4) Data of the system of national accounts (SNA) from the statistical departments. 

 
For conducting the urban statistics, the basic data of the statistical specialities and the government 
departments are collected on the basis of the “territorial” principle, i.e., all the enterprises, institutions and 
government offices located in the city area shall be covered in the statistics regardless of their administrative 
subordination. The urban statistics covers two areas: "the whole city” and "the urban area”. The urban area 
covers the downtown and the suburbs . The whole city consists of the urban area and the counties. Such 
division is made mainly for the purpose of the development comparison between the urban and rural areas in 
the same region. 
 
The urban statistics are collected once every year. All the city bureaus of statistics throughout the country 
collect the relevant data and submit the data via Internet to the NBS according to the requirements of the 
national system. 
 

5. Data Exploitation of the Urban Statistics in China 
The data of the urban statistics is published regularly. The data of the main indicators are provided in China 
Statistical Yearbook and China Urban Life and National Price Yearbook. At the end of second year, the 
relatively comprehensive data of the urban statistics is provided in China Urban Statistical Yearbook. In 
addition, the NBS also publishes the relevant statistical information of the cities in its website. 
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By utilizing data of the urban statistics, the statistical departments mainly conduct the following research: 
 

(1) Compiling and publishing China Urban Statistical Yearbook; 
(2) Compiling the annual general report and reports on special topics concerning the urban 

development in China to provide grounds for the government to formulate the urban 
development strategy planning; 

(3) For some regions, supervising the process of urbanization and scientific development according 
to the requirements of the local governments; 

(4) Making the analyses and research on special topics, such as the research of the comprehensive 
strengths of the cities, the comparative research of the investment environment of the cities, the 
comparative research of the competitiveness of cities, the comparative research of scientific 
development of cities, the comparative research of the regional economic development, and the 
analyses and research of the existing state and trend of the development of the urban 
modernization and urban agglomerations; 

(5) Compiling The 50 years of the Urban Development in the New China and China Urban 
Development Book; 

(6) Providing the enterprises with the researches on the investment environment and product market 
of the cities; 

(7) Analyzing and researching the production and marketing of the enterprises, the income 
distribution of the residents, consumption needs, family poverty, social security and other 
problems from a wider viewpoint by cooperating with the research institutions and combining the 
macrodata of the cities and microdata of the enterprises and residents together; and 

(8) Making the comparative researches of the international cities. 
 
The assessment of the comprehensive strengths of cities in China has achieved favorable social effects. In 
1992, the NBS commenced the assessment of the comprehensive strengths of cities and held the first news 
press in the mainland and Hong Kong, attracting great attention of the governments of cities at all levels and 
causing a big sensation in the society. After that, an assessment is conducted every 2-3 years. The assessment 
results have been referred to and used as an important ground to assess the administration performance of the 
governments of cities by the relevant departments under the State Council and some local governments. 
According to the assessment results, most cities understand their development level and rating among cities 
throughout the country, summarize their experiences continuously, figure out the gaps, formulate the policies 
and improve their administration methods. The assessment plays a vital role in improving the better and 
more rapid development of cities. 


