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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): MULTISECTOR1 

Sector Road Map 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. The sector assessment outlines (i) the urban development policies and targets of the 
Government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), (ii) the urban development policies and 
programs of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), (iii) the current urban development situation 
in the PRC and Gansu Province, (iv) wetland protection in the PRC and Zhangye city, and (v) 
the current urban infrastructure development situation in Dingxi and Zhangye cities.  
 

a. Urban Development 
 

2. In recent decades, the PRC has experienced annual urban population growth of around 
1.5%–2% per year. Urbanization has been a key driver of the economic growth that has lifted 
millions of people out of poverty. In 2011 the urban population reached 690 million (51.4% of 
the total population of 1.34 billion), residing in 1,505 cities.2 Two-thirds of the urban population 
growth is attributable to rural–urban migration; there have various patterns, but the migration 
has predominantly been from the inland rural to urban coastal areas. By 2015, the total 
population is projected to reach 1.4 billion, the urban population will reach 700 million, and 
exceed the rural population. Continuing urbanization will present significant opportunities and 
challenges, and economic growth must be inclusive to ensure sustainable urban development 
and poverty reduction.  

 
3. Cities in the PRC face a range of urban development challenges and constraints, 
including water scarcity and pollution, degradation of water sources, air pollution, waste 
management, growing energy demand, competition for land and resources, and other issues 
stemming from economic and social pressures. As a result of rapid urbanization, municipal 
governments need to upgrade existing and construct new urban infrastructure to meet the 
needs of the expanding urban population. The municipal governments must (i) upgrade and 
build new urban roads and transport facilities; water supply, sewerage and wastewater 
treatment infrastructure; and district energy and heating power supply, information and 
communication, and other relevant municipal facilities; and (ii) minimize attendant 
environmental impacts, and develop sustainable and environmentally friendly urban areas. 
Urban population densities are already high, forcing many municipalities to respond to urban 
population growth through expansion of existing or development of new urban districts. These 
new urban areas must be developed in accordance with high urban development standards, 
using modern urban development technologies and policies, and considering urban transport, 
environmental protection, and sustainable economic development.   

 
4. In comparison with its coastal, southern, and central regions, the northwestern part of 
the country—which includes Gansu, Shaanxi, and Qinghai provinces; and the Ningxia, Inner 
Mongolia and Xinjiang autonomous regions—remains relatively underdeveloped, with 
significantly lower average gross domestic product (GDP) per capita. Gansu province has the 
second lowest GDP per capita in the PRC, and its economic development lags behind other 
regions. While major cities in more developed areas of the PRC have experienced rapid 
urbanization for many years, many second- and third-tier cities in Gansu province have 
experienced rapid urbanization only recently. The urbanization process in Gansu is 
characterized by development of new and expansion of existing urban districts, due to the 
availability of land and less populated areas surrounding existing urban areas.    
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5. To stimulate economic growth of the less-developed western and northwestern areas, 
the government launched the National Strategy for Development of the West, which aims to 
improve urban infrastructure, stimulate sustainable economic development, attract private 
investments, and raise living standards.3  

 
6. Two of Gansu Province’s major cities are Dingxi (ranked 8th in terms of population) and 
Zhangye (ranked 5th). The two cities have the lowest GDP per capita in the PRC, with more 
than 15% of the city residents living below the poverty line. The project will help these 
municipalities improve their urban infrastructure and environment, thereby spurring sustainable 
economic development.  

 
7. Dingxi city has a population of 2.7 million and is located 100 kilometers southeast of 
Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu province. Unfavorable weather conditions, including scarce 
water resources, frequent droughts, short growing and construction periods, and undeveloped 
transport, urban infrastructure and industrial sectors have hindered the city’s economic 
development. The 2011 per capita disposable income (CNY10,790) was well below the national 
average (CNY19,909) and provincial average (CNY13,118). About 15.4% of the urban 
population lives below the urban poverty line. To stimulate economic growth and reduce 
poverty in the city, the government has developed a city development strategy that positions 
Dingxi as a transportation hub and includes construction of a railway line, inclusion of the city 
into a national highway system, and development of industrial zones and urban infrastructure.  
 
8. Zhangye is located in the middle of the historical ―Silk Road‖ and has a population of 1.2 
million. In 2011, the average per capita disposable income of urban residents (CNY10,855) was 
well below both the national and provincial averages. About 15.1% of the urban population lives 
below the urban poverty line. In recent years, the city has experienced rapid population growth 
and faces a growing challenge to balance urban development and environmental protection. 
Gansu province generally has a dry and arid environment, with scarce water resources and 
precipitation. However, Zhangye is an exception, with water sourced from the glaciers of Qilian 
Mountain and the Hei River. The city is surrounded by natural wetlands, especially in the north 
and northeast parts of the city. Abundant water resources and natural wetlands provide the city 
with a favorable living environment and the potential for ecotourism development.           

 
9. Water resources in the area are declining due to unsustainable agricultural use, the 
increasing human population, and rising industrial production, which has led to the decline of 
natural wetlands in the municipality. Promoting wetland protection and sustainable 
management in combination with environmentally friendly urban development are priority goals. 
The city’s rich historical and cultural background provides an enormous potential for ecotourism 
development. The municipality developed a city master plan focusing on development of 
Zhangye as an environmentally friendly, livable city, and the municipality has begun phasing 
out polluting industrial enterprises, expanding the capacity of the city wastewater treatment 
plant, relocating an industrial zone away from the wetland area, and promoting ecotourism. 
 

b. Urban Transport Infrastructure 
 

10. The PRC’s rapid urbanization presents significant transport challenges, including an 
urgent need to upgrade road, bridge, water supply, sewerage, and other related municipal and 
transport infrastructure and facilities. Moreover, associated urban transport management 
systems need to be improved, including urban road, transport, and traffic planning and 
management; infrastructure development; and operation and maintenance. Growing vehicle 
fleets, increasing numbers of road accidents, and the lack of parking management compound 
urban transport sector challenges. Therefore, the government has prioritized development of 
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urban infrastructure and systems, including water supply and sewerage, public transport, solid 
waste and environmental improvement.  

 
11. The urban transport infrastructure subsector faces significant challenges with respect to 
the following issues.  

(i) Road safety. The high incidence of road accidents stems from an absence of road 
safety considerations in the design of transport infrastructure, and a lack of general 
road safety education and traffic safety enforcement. To improve road safety, 
municipalities need to (a) conduct road safety education for different urban groups, 
(b) design urban transport infrastructure to take road safety considerations into 
account, and (c) enforce traffic safety regulations.  

(ii)  Public transport. Efficient and sustainable public transport and well planned non-
motorized transport (NMT) systems are among the most effective urban transport 
tools. Public transport has better capacity to move people around cities and is more 
environmentally friendly than private vehicles. A well-developed public transport 
plan is the most cost-efficient and eco-friendly response to urban transportation 
challenges.  

(iii) Non-motorized transport. The mobility of pedestrians and bicycles is declining as 
motor vehicles dominate roads and trip distances grow along with urban expansion. 
However, NMT remains a major travel modality in smaller and more remote cities. 
Safety worsens with urban growth as a result of the limited availability and 
obstruction of pedestrian crossings, encroachment of moving and parked motor 
vehicles on NMT lanes, and cyclists being forced to operate in a dangerous mixed 
traffic environment. Nevertheless, NMT will continue to be an essential element of 
urban transport systems. Integrated networks of protected or separated bicycle 
lanes are needed, together with bicycle parking facilities at bus stations. For 
pedestrians, the road network must be made safer with appropriate sidewalks, mid-
block crossings, and pedestrian signals. Municipalities need to develop and enforce 
policies to create more attractive streetscapes and prioritize use of NMT. 

(iv)  Infrastructure asset management. The urban infrastructure management and 
maintenance system—i.e. infrastructure asset management— is inadequate and 
needs to be improved in a majority of PRC cities. The recent collapse of bridges in 
the PRC could be avoided if an efficient monitoring and management system was 
implemented to prevent deterioration of bridges and ensure regular maintenance.  

(v)  Road maintenance. The prevalent road maintenance approach involves a periodic 
maintenance and rehabilitation program. Road networks in most small- and 
medium-sized cities are poorly maintained as a result of inefficient management of 
maintenance systems, and inadequate allocation of financial, technical, and human 
resources. Municipal budgets are insufficient to ensure routine road maintenance, 
and there are no effective systems to help municipalities plan and conduct 
maintenance more effectively.  

(vi)  Parking. Parking in most small- and medium-sized PRC cities is poorly planned 
and regulated, which results in illegal parking on sidewalks and in NMT lanes, 
creating obstacles to NMT, and reducing the attractiveness of the streetscape. In 
conjunction with NMT planning, comprehensive parking management plans and 
policies should be developed as an integral part of city master plans. Moreover, 
pricing systems for parking management have significant potential as demand-
management tools. 

 
12. The urban transport subsector in second- and third-tier cities such as Dingxi and 
Zhangye has not received adequate attention from municipalities during the rapid urban 
development process. Problems exist at all stages, including planning, engineering design, 
construction, and management and maintenance. The primary focus of the municipalities is on 
urban infrastructure construction, rather than efficient and sustainable urban development 
management and planning. Common problems include inadequate facilities for public transport 
and NMT, poor traffic management and traffic safety, inadequate infrastructure management 
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and maintenance, and inadequate education and public awareness programs for traffic safety 
and traffic regulation. 
 

c. Water, Stormwater, and Wastewater 
 

13. The PRC has almost 20% of the world’s population, but only 5% of the world’s 
renewable freshwater supplies.4 In 2010, the PRC had about 2,376.3 billion cubic meters (m3) 
in water resources, with water consumption (for industry, agriculture, and domestic purposes) of 
593.3 billion m3, or 446 m3 per capita per year, In 2010, wastewater totaled 61.73 billion m3; 19 
million m3/day of domestic sewerage treatment capacity was added to the national sewer 
treatment system, increasing total overall treatment capacity to 125 million m3/day. The national 
average domestic sewerage treatment rate increased from 52% in 2005 to 75% in 2010. Many 
urban areas still lack urban sanitary collection and treatment facilities, especially smaller cities 
in remote and undeveloped areas.5 In Gansu province, the total annual water supply capacity 
was 14.3 billion m3, and total water usage was 12.06 billion m3.  
 
14. The lack of safe drinking water in rural areas has resulted in the government prioritizing 
implementation of safe drinking water projects in the province. During the period of the 12th 
Five-Year Plan (2011–2015), a total of 3,962 central water supply projects and 58,700 separate 
water supply projects will be implemented to provide safe drinking water for 8.9 million 
residents; the water supply rate will increase from 51% to 88% of the provincial population as a 
result. There are 25 wastewater treatment plants in Gansu province; total sewerage equals 
329.07 million m3, with 21.79 million m3 of wastewater reused. During 2011–2015, more 
wastewater is planned to be collected and treated and the sewerage treatment rate in urban 
areas should equal 85% of total generated sewerage. Recycling and reuse of the treated 
wastewater is planned to increase from 55% in 2009 to 75% by 2015. 

 
15. Water supply and wastewater treatment capacity in Gansu is much smaller than in more 
developed areas, and the coverage of water supply and wastewater treatment in urban areas is 
relatively low, especially in second- and third-tier cities. For example, in Dingxi city, urban 
wastewater collection and treatment coverage was only about 61% in 2010.      
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
16. Sustainable urban development. The government is aware that the fast-paced 
economic growth and urbanization of recent decades must be more carefully managed. Effort is 
being made to develop new urban centers in the hinterland to generate new employment 
opportunities and reduce demographic pressure on the main coastal cities. Promoting 
development of smaller towns has been central to the urbanization strategy and is underscored 
by the government’s continuous search for policy initiatives that will enable economic growth 
and attract more rural migrants to smaller towns rather than big cities. 
 
17. The PRC’s 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-2015) is expected to advance the agenda for 
more balanced economic development that considers environmental and social conditions and 
promotes development of the PRC’s central and western regions. It is expected that the plan 
will provide guidance on the rate of urban population growth and national priorities for urban 
development, and identify the future economic growth model that the PRC intends to follow; it is 
expected to focus on high-tech green industries, the service sector, and development of human 
resources to provide employment opportunities.  
 
18. Urban transport infrastructure. Under current urban planning practices, land use is 
shaped by the road network. Empirical evidence shows that more people use private vehicles 
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as their incomes grow. The government recognizes the looming urban transport challenges and 
has adopted an urban transport development policy that outlines rational and sustainable urban 
transport planning that promotes public transport, NMT, and pedestrian access. The policy also 
encourages polycentric urban development, with public transport links to employment and 
activity centers to shorten travel distances, and provision of high-quality public transport as an 
alternative to using private vehicles for travel. 

 
19. Water, stormwater, and wastewater. The government recognizes importance of 
resolving water shortage and pollution issues and emphasizes the need to implement 
environmental protection in association with economic growth policies for clean, modern, and 
sustainable cities. The 1996 Water Pollution and Prevention Law, modified in 2008, sets 
standards for ambient surface water quality and stipulates use of these standards to set targets 
for individual water courses. The State Environmental Protection Administration defined the 
national-level technical standards, including standards applicable to river sections and other 
water resources of strategic significance. To promote sustainable use of water resources, the 
government has tightened requirements for industrial use of water, introduced incentives for 
using reclaimed water, and introduced stricter standards for wastewater and stormwater 
treatment. In January 2011, the government issued the ―Decision from the CPC Central 
Committee and the State Council on Accelerating Water Conservancy Reform and 
Development‖. The document outlines the central government’s plans in water conservancy, 
including investments in conservation of water resources, wetlands, consolidation of water 
reservoirs, and water-related infrastructure.6 

 
3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

 
20. Sustainable urban development. ADB’s country partnership strategy (CPS)7 2011–
2015 for the PRC identifies sustainable urban development as a priority investment sector. 
ADB’s assistance to the urban development sector has addressed urban environmental 
challenges, including air quality, water resources, pollution control and public health. Since 
1993, ADB has invested about $4.1 billion in more than 20 urban development and 
environment improvement projects in the PRC. 
 
21. Urban transport infrastructure. The CPS identifies key interventions in the road 
subsector that will focus on development and improvement of urban transport and roads; 
promotion of road safety, vehicle emissions reduction, and energy efficiency; institutional 
strengthening; and development of resource efficient transport. ADB’s Sustainable Transport 
Initiative8 outlines the efficient design of urban road infrastructure and related institutional and 
capacity development assistance by supporting improvement in public transport and NMT 
development, and traffic and road safety.  
 
22. Water, stormwater, and wastewater. The CPS promotes continued economic growth as 
the primary means to reduce poverty and identifies improved environmental protection as a key 
priority. ADB’s Water Policy encourages water-efficient use and conservation, including 
wastewater reuse.9 It supports the PRC's urbanization strategy that promotes rural–urban 
integration and infrastructure investments in dynamic settlements. The policy supports 
integrated water resources management for surface water quality and an operational strategy 
for infrastructure, calls for market-oriented water sector reforms, and directs attention to urban 
environmental problems. The market-oriented reforms emphasized in ADB’s CPS for the PRC 
include the principles of affordability, efficiency, cost recovery through user charges, and 
effective subsidization schemes. Wastewater treatment is one of the specific investments 
identified as an operational focus for ADB in the country. 
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Problem Tree for Multisector 

 

Slow economic development and poor living conditions 

Lack of new urban areas and poor existing 
or inadequate new urban infrastructure 
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congestion 

High rate of traffic 
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Development Problem 

Inadequate urban infrastructure, low quality of municipal services, poor urban transport, deteriorating 
environment, and low government management capacity 
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