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through 2035. To understand the 
background of these initiatives, it is worth 
looking back at the country’s achievements 
since the beginning of the 21st Century, as 
well as the problems it faces.

When we discuss China’s challenges, we 
should put this in the context of its achieve-
ments. 

• In 2000, even after over 20 years of 
economic reform, China’s GDP was only 
USD1.2 tn, still small compared to the 
US (USD8.9 tn) and EU (USD10.3 tn). 
Also, China's banking system was having 
serious problems, with a high ratio of 
non-performing loans (NPLs), while all 
key state-owned banks were under-
capitalised.

• By 2016, China’s GDP rose almost 10 
times to reach USD11.2 tn, making it the 
world's second-largest economy 
(country) and closing the gap it had 
previously with the US (USD16.4 tn) and 
EU (USD18.6 tn). China’s banking 
system is much stronger these days. Still, 
concerns remain over the country's 
long-term financial stability, which we 
will discuss in more detail later, but the 
big Chinese banks are widely seen as 
healthy and their market capitalizations 
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are among the largest globally.  

• According to International Monetary 
Fund’s (IMF) forecast, China’s GDP will 
reach USD17.7 tn by 2022, closely follow-
ing the US (USD18.8 tn) and EU 
(USD23.8 tn). In short, China has fully 
emerged as a world economic power in 
the past 20 years.

However, despite this massive economic 
achievement, China faces some formidable 
challenges. 

Slowing Export Growth 
First, although Chinese economic growth is 

still faster than most countries, it is weaker 
than in previous years. For example, China’s 
real GDP growth per annum for the 
five-year period of 2013-17 (the 18th Party 
Congress era) was around 7.1%, the lowest 
of all five-year periods since economic 
reform started in 1978 (Figure 1). Indeed, 
this 7.1% growth was mainly achieved due to 
high growth in 2013-14, with growth 
weakening afterwards. With China’s slow 
population growth and high leverage, we see 
growth continuing to slow over the next few 
years.

One key factor hindering China’s long-term 

The recently concluded 19th 
Party Congress laid out new 
directions and initiatives for 
the country’s development 

growth momentum is slowing export growth 
– from more than 20% p.a. in the years after 
China joined the WTO in 2001, to low single 
digits in the past few years. Three reasons 
lay behind this: a) weaker global growth 
momentum after the global financial crisis; 
b) reversing globalization trends; and c) 
China’s market share gains are peaking as 
its share of key export items (like electron-
ics) is already high in major markets. In the 
foreseeable future, it will be difficult to 
reverse these trends.

Increasing reliance on Domestic 
Demand
China needed to rely more on domestic 
demand to drive economic growth. 

Infrastructure investment thus became the 
major driver of the Chinese economy in the 
past few years. Between 2012 and 2016, 
China’s nominal infrastructure investment 
growth was 18% p.a., double its 9% nominal 
GDP growth pace. The rapid pace of 
infrastructure investment drove down the 
profitability of infrastructure companies, 
particularly in inland provinces with high 
construction costs (due to difficult terrain) 
and low affordability (due to lower levels of 
economic development). According to 
Ministry of Communication statistics, total 
revenue for all highway companies in 2016 
was RMB455 billion (bn), but operating cost 
was much higher at Rmb869 bn, and the 
profitability trend was worsening. The sharp 
rise in infrastructure investment caused 
local government borrowing to surge, which 
is in turn a key factor behind the rapid 
increase of China’s leverage. According to 
the Bank for International Settlement (BIS), 
between the end of 2008 and 2016, total 
non-financial debt in China rose 259% in 
USD terms, and China’s debt-to-GDP ratio 
increased from 141% at end-2008 to 257% 
at end-2016, the fastest among all major 

economies during this period. As a result, 
de-leveraging is now becoming a key task for 
the Chinese government.

Source: CEIC
資料來源：司爾亞司數據信息有限公司

Figure 1: China’s GDP growth across eras  
圖1；中國在不同時代的GDP增長
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growth momentum is slowing export 
growth – from more than 20% p.a. in the 
years after China joined the WTO in 2001, 
to low single digits in the past few years. 
Three reasons lay behind this: a) weaker 
global growth momentum after the global 
financial crisis; b) reversing globalization 
trends; and c) China’s market share gains 
are peaking as its share of key export items 
(like electronics) is already high in major 
markets. In the foreseeable future, it will 
be difficult to reverse these trends.

Increasing reliance on Domestic 
Demand
China needed to rely more on domestic 
demand to drive economic growth. 

Infrastructure investment thus became 
the major driver of the Chinese economy 
in the past few years. Between 2012 and 
2016, China’s nominal infrastructure 
investment growth was 18% p.a., double 
its 9% nominal GDP growth pace. The 
rapid pace of infrastructure investment 
drove down the profitability of infrastruc-
ture companies, particularly in inland 
provinces with high construction costs 
(due to difficult terrain) and low afford-
ability (due to lower levels of economic 
development). According to Ministry of 
Communication statistics, total revenue 
for all highway companies in 2016 was 
RMB455 billion (bn), but operating cost 
was much higher at Rmb869 bn, and the 
profitability trend was worsening. The 
sharp rise in infrastructure investment 
caused local government borrowing to 
surge, which is in turn a key factor behind 
the rapid increase of China’s leverage. 
According to the Bank for International 
Settlement (BIS), between the end of 2008 
and 2016, total non-financial debt in China 
rose 259% in USD terms, and China’s 
debt-to-GDP ratio increased from 141% 
at end-2008 to 257% at end-2016, the 
fastest among all major economies during 
this period. As a result, de-leveraging is 
now becoming a key task for the Chinese 
government.

Property is another sector driving growth 
besides infrastructure. Strong household 
balance sheets combined with urbaniza-
tion trends were widely seen as the major 

driving force behind the property boom in 
the past few years. These supportive 
factors will likely continue. However, 
property prices in lower-tier cities have 
increasingly deviated from local income 
levels. Given that land shortages are never 
a problem for lower-tier cities in China, 
whether property price increases can 
continue in these regions depends a lot on 
whether economic growth trickles down 
from the large cities to these areas. This 
might not necessarily be the case. Also, 
property price and demand could be 
subject to changes in interest rates as well 
as government policy towards the market.

Relatively speaking, consumption is a 
more stable and sustainable growth driver 
in China in the long run, supported by 
factors such as rising income growth, 
strong household balance sheets, high 
savings rates and an aging society, all of 
which contribute to the rising share of 
consumption in the economy. However, as 
witnessed in other economies, whilst 
investment, export and property sector 
growth swing wildly from year to year, with 
growth rate ranging from high-double 
digit levels to zero (even negative), 
consumption growth is usually stable, with 
limited yearly fluctuations, especially 
when consumption is not driven by house-
hold borrowing. Therefore, it is safe to 
argue that consumption will help stabilize 
the Chinese economy, but China's secular 

growth trend will still slow, along with 
export and investment growth.

We see the Chinese government begin-
ning initiatives to deal with these 
challenges:

Belt & Road Creating New External 
Demand 
Apart from helping China’s geopolitical 
pursuits, we believe that creating new 
markets for Chinese products and services 
is a key reason for the country’s “Belt and 
Road” initiative. Over the past three 
decades, huge Chinese savings have 
transformed the country from a capital 
importer to a capital exporter. Also, 
China’s infrastructure has become much 
better after its aggressive investment over 
the past 10-15 years. This is not the case 
for many emerging market economies. 
Therefore, it makes a lot of sense for 
China to help finance infrastructure 
construction in these countries, which 
could be an efficient use of its surplus 
capital, while creating new demand for 
Chinese products/services. Needless to 
say, this could also boost China’s “soft 
power” among these countries.

Investing in Research and Develop-
ment (R&D)
At the end of the day, economic growth in 
any country can only be driven by a combi-
nation of three factors: labour, capital and 

Source:  OECD, "2016 Global R&D Funding Forecast" published by US IRI and R&D Magazine.
資料來源：《2016 Global R&D Funding Forecast》，經濟合作與發展組織著，美國IRI and R&D Magazine出版
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productivity. China's slowing population 
growth limits economic growth to be 
contributed by additional labour. Also, with 
excessive capacity and high leverage, it is 
difficult for the country to rely heavily on 
adding new capital to drive growth, as in the 
past decade. Therefore, the only remaining 
growth driver is productivity gains. As 
experienced in developed world economies, 
particularly in the US, technology innova-
tion is a key factor behind productivity gains. 
Indeed, China’s massive success in 
internet/e-commerce also points to the 
same conclusion. Therefore, the Chinese 
government has targeted to increase the 
country’s R&D investment from 2% of GDP 
now to 2.5% by 2020. Currently, China is 
already the second largest country in the 
world in terms of R&D spending, and could 
surpass the US (on a purchasing power 
parity adjusted basis) by 2020. Indeed, 
venture capital investment in China (mainly 
concentrated in Beijing, Shanghai, 
Shenzhen and a few other cities) is already 
comparable to that in Silicon Valley. With the 
expansion of university education from 2000 
onwards, China has a huge talent pool to 
support its technology pursuits. 

De-emphasising growth, but highlight-
ing quality
One key policy direction after the 19th Party 
Congress is that the country is placing 
increasing importance on quality of growth 
rather than growth momentum itself. To a 
large extent, this is unavoidable. Given the 
constraints highlighted above, the govern-
ment would find it impossible to keep GDP 
growth momentum as high as in previous 
years. Therefore, it is much better to 
manage the general public’s expectations in 
advance. As a result, the Chinese govern-
ment is now placing financial stability, 
absolute poverty alleviation and environ-
mental protection as its major policy objec-
tives, which are increasingly perceived as 
more important to the general public than 
nominal growth itself.

Clean up the financial sector and 
manage government debt
Shortly after the 19th Party Congress, the 
Chinese government announced a compre-
hensive plan to clean up the large shadow 
banking activities that emerged over the past 

few years. It might be too early to call the 
plan a success, but the intention to achieve 
financial stability is clear. Also, the govern-
ment is increasingly emphasising the 
importance of controlling the growth of 
public debt, mostly by local governments. In 
particular, rules are becoming stricter in 
regulating borrowings under the Private-
Public Partnership (PPP) scheme to prevent 
local governments from providing implicit 
debt guarantees to these projects.

How Hong Kong can position itself?
The rise in mainland China in the past two 
decades, along with Hong Kong’s relative 
decline compared to cities like Singapore, 
has triggered a certain sense of uncertainty 
in the Hong Kong society. In USD terms, 
Hong Kong’s GDP has been overtaken by 
Shanghai in 2009, Singapore in 2010, Beijing 
in 2011 and will likely be overtaken by 
Shenzhen and Guangzhou soon. 

However, beneath this gloomy picture, the 
situation may not be as bad. 

First, the relative weakness of the USD 
against SGD and RMB in the past 20 years 
was a key factor behind Hong Kong’s 
decline in relative terms. In fact, due to the 
strengthening USD since 2014, Hong 
Kong’s GDP has overtaken Singapore again 
from 2015 onwards, according to IMF data. 

Second, Hong Kong and Singapore have 

similar growth rates in real GDP per capita 
in the past two decades (Hong Kong grew by 
68% and Singapore by 76% respectively). 
The key reason behind the growth gap 
between Hong Kong and Singapore is 
population growth, with Singapore’s popula-
tion growing by 53% during this period 
versus only 14% for Hong Kong. Real GDP 
per capita growth was much stronger for 
Shanghai (313%), Beijing (302%) and 
Shenzhen (390%) during this period, but 
they came from a much lower base 
compared to Hong Kong and Singapore. By 
2016, while per capita GDP of Hong Kong 
and Singapore was USD43,528 and 
USD52,961 respectively, per capita GDP of 
Shanghai, Beijing and Shenzhen was still 
much lower at USD17,097, USD17,246 and 
USD25,196 respectively. From this perspec-
tive, Hong Kong’s economic performance is 
not so bad taking into account its much 
slower population growth, stage of develop-
ment and ultra-strong fiscal position.

Rethink Industrial Structure of Hong 
Kong
Having said this, the bigger problem for 
Hong Kong is its industrial structure, while 
previous years' growth drivers lack momen-
tum. Hong Kong’s primary economic 
drivers in the past 20 years were China trade 
(reflected in Hong Kong’s export/import 
sector), China tourism (reflected in Hong 
Kong’s wholesale/retail and hotel/catering 
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sectors) and finance (reflected in Hong 
Kong’s financial and professional services 
sectors). However, since 2013, with the 
exception of finance, growth of sectors 
related to China trade and tourism have 
been slowing sharply. 

Given the slowdown in China exports and 
more tourist destinations opening to 
Chinese tourists, we see the weakness in 
these two key growth drivers continuing in 
the years ahead. The outlook for financial 
and professional services sectors is more 
promising. Given the well-developed 
financial and legal infrastructure, these 
sectors probably will be key beneficiaries 
of China’s “Belt and Road” initiative, as 
well as the general trend of more Chinese 
household and corporate investment 
overseas, but finding sufficient growth 
drivers to support the Hong Kong 
economy in the years ahead will be 
difficult. Indeed, since 2013, Hong Kong’s 
economic growth was driven more by 
public infrastructure (reflected in the 
construction sector) and services spend-
ing, rather than private sector activities. 
This could be a worrying trend.

Riding the Technology & Innovation 
Mega Trend
One key question for Hong Kong’s future 
would be how the city accommodates and 
benefits from China’s drive in innovation 
and technology development. Hong 

Kong’s industrial sector (accounting for 
around 3% of GDP) is much smaller than 
the four Chinese cities we compared above 
(all over 15% of GDP). From other 
countries’ experience, industrial, commu-
nication and biotech sectors have been key 
drivers of R&D spending and innovation 
investment. With such a small industrial 
sector, at around 3% of GDP, Hong Kong’s 
business R&D spending is also low. At the 
same time, due to the difference in legal, 
regulatory and language environment, it is 
also difficult to leverage Hong Kong’s 
service sector innovation in the large 
mainland China market. To facilitate 
Hong Kong’s position among the major 
hubs (Guangzhou and Shenzhen) in the 
Greater Bay area, Hong Kong will need to 
boost its R&D spending and innovation 
capability in both public (mainly through 
universities) and private sectors.

Mr Vincent Chan is the Managing Director 
and Head of China Macro Research, of 
Credit Suisse. 

Source:  CEIC
資料來源：司爾亞司數據信息有限公司

Figure 4: China trade and tourism may no longer drive the Hong Kong economy 
圖4；中港貿易和中國旅客或不再足以推動香港經濟

討論中國所面對的挑戰時，我們了解其近廿
載以來取得的成就。

‧ 2000年時，即使經歷了二十多年的經濟改

革，中國的GDP(國內生產總值)仍僅為1.2萬
億美元，遠不及美國（8.9萬億美元）和歐
盟（10.3萬億美元）。當時中國銀行體系
亦有嚴重問題，不良貸款比例偏高，所有
重要國有銀行的資本均有不足。 

‧ 直至2016年，中國GDP增長了近10倍，達
到11.2萬億美元，成為世界第二大經濟體
（國家），與美國（16.4萬億美元）和歐
盟（18.6萬億美元）的距離大幅收窄。中
國的銀行體系現時穩健得多。依然有人對
中國長期的金融穩定感到擔憂，這一點將
在本文稍後詳細討論，但普遍意見認為中
國的大型銀行狀況健康，它們的市值也是
全球數一數二的。

‧ 根據IMF（國際貨幣基金組織）的預測，中
國的GDP到2022年將達17.7萬億美元，僅次
於美國（18.8萬億美元）和歐盟（23.8億萬
億美元）。簡言之，經過20年發展，中國
已成為世界前列的經濟大國。

儘管取得了巨大的經濟成就，中國仍面臨一
些嚴峻挑戰。

出口增長放緩
首先，儘管中國的經濟增長速度仍超越大部
份國家，卻仍遜於前數年。 例如，2013 - 17
年（十八大）期間，中國實際GDP年增長率為
7.1％左右，是1978年經濟改革以來的最低水
平（圖1）。 大部分增長更是來自2013-14年
的強勁表現，隨後增長放緩。 由於中國人口
增長緩慢，槓桿率高，預期中國未來幾年的
經濟增長將繼續放緩。

窒礙中國長遠增長的一個關鍵因素是出口增
長放緩：2001年中國加入WTO（世界貿易組
織）初年增長每年可達超過20%，過去數年則
回落至個位數。箇中原因有三：a）全球金融
危機後全球經濟增長轉弱；b）全球化趨勢逆
轉；c）中國市佔率增長已經飽和，由於主要
出口產品（如電子產品）在主要市場的市佔
率已經很高。 在可預見的將來，中國將難以
扭轉這些趨勢。

日益依賴內需
中國需要更依靠內需來推動經濟增長。

基礎建設投資在過去數年成為中國經濟增長
的主要動力。2012年到2016年間，中國基建
投資的名義增長率為18％，相比9%的GDP名
義增長率，前者是後者的一倍。基建投資的
快速增長降低了基建企業的盈利能力，尤其
是在建設成本較高（地形環境不利建設）和
負擔能力較低（經濟發展水平較低）的內陸
省份。據交通部統計，2016年所有公路營運
企業的總收入為4550億元人民幣，但經營成
本卻高達8,690億元人民幣，而這個趨勢更每
況愈下。基建投資高升導致地方政府借貸激
增，成為了中國槓桿率快速上升的關鍵因素
。根據國際清算銀行（BIS）的數據，2008年
底至2016年，中國非金融債務總額按美元計
上漲259％，中國債務與GDP比率由2008年底

最
近結束的第十九次全國代表大
會(十九大)為中國至2035年的
發展提出了新方向。要理解這
些新背景，我們值得回顧中國
自21世紀以來的發展成就，以
及所要面對的問題。

的141％上升至到2016年底的257％，在此期
間的增速冠於全球所有主要經濟體中。因此
，去槓桿化現在成為中國政府的一項重要任
務。
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259％，中國債務與GDP比率由2008年底的141
％上升至到2016年底的257％，在此期間的增速
超過全球任何一個主要經濟體。因此，去槓桿
化現在成為中國政府的一項重要任務。

房地產是基建以外的另一經濟增長動力。健康
的家庭資產負債表結合城市化趨勢，獲廣泛認
為是過去幾年房地產榮景的主要動力。這些動
力應能得以持續，但三四線城市的房價越見偏
離當地的收入水平。土地供應在中國三四線城
市從來不是問題，房價升勢在這些城市能否得
以持續，得看大城市的經濟增長能否延伸至這
些城市。這種情況不一定會出現。此外，房地
產價格和需求會受利率變化和政府對市場的政
策所影響。

長遠而言，消費相對是更加穩定和可持續的增
長動力。高速的收入增長、健康的家庭資產負
債表、高儲蓄率和高齡化社會等，都是支撐消
費增長的因素，提高了消費在經濟增長中所佔
的比例。然而，誠如其他經濟體的經驗，投資
、出口和房地產的每年增長呈現激烈波動，幅
度可從兩位數字的高位到零（甚至是負數）的
低位。而消費的增長通常較穩定，年度波幅有
限，特別是消費並非由家庭貸款所推動。 因此
，消費有助於穩定中國經濟的說法並無不妥，
但中國的長遠增長、出口和投資增長都會趨向
放緩。

我們看到中國政府已展開不同項目來應對這些
挑戰。

創造外需的「一帶一路」
除了地緣政治目標外，我們相信中國的「一帶
一路」戰略亦旨在為中國產品和服務開拓新市
場。過去三十年來，中國的巨額儲備使它由從
資本進口國成為資本輸出國。另外，中國的基
建水平經過10 - 15年的累計投資後得以大幅改
善，但很多發展中國家的基礎設施還很薄弱。
因此，中國以融資方式協助一帶一路上的國家
進行基礎設施建設相當合理，既能有效利用中
國的過剩資本，又能創造對中國產品/服務的需
求。毋庸置疑，這也可以提升中國在這些國家
的「軟實力」。

投資於R&D （研究及發展）
任何國家的經濟增長終歸只能由勞動力、資本
和生產力三個因素共同驅動。中國人口增長放
緩，令由勞動力所推動的經濟增長受到限制。
此外，由於資本過剩和高槓桿率，中國難以像
過去十年般以新增資本來推動經濟增長。因此
，提高生產力成為了唯一可以依靠的增長動力
。根據發展國家的經驗，尤其是美國的，技術
創新是提高生產力的關鍵因素。中國在互聯網/
電子商務的巨大成功也確實指向同樣的結論。
因此，中國政府定下目標，把國家研發投資由
現時佔GPD的2%，在2020年前提高到2.5%。目
前，中國在研發的支出已是世界第二，可以在
2020年前超越美國(經購買力平價調整)。事實上
，中國的創業投資規模（主要集中在北京，上
海，深圳和其他幾個城市）已經可以媲美美國

硅谷。
隨著2000年開始擴展大學教育，中國擁有龐大
的人才庫來支持技術發展需求。

重質量而非增長
十九大以後的一大政策方向是中國越來越重視
增長的質量，而非增長動力本身。很大程度上
這是無可避免的。考慮到上述強調的種種限制
，政府將不可能保持往年的高GDP增長， 因此
需要及早管理好公眾的期望。 中國政府現在把
金融穩定，精准赤貧和保護環境作為主要政策
目標，相比經濟增長，這些目標越來越被認同
為對公眾更加重要。

清理金融和管理政府債務
十九大後不久，中國政府就宣布全面計劃，以
清理這幾年來出現的大型影子銀行。這計劃是
否成功仍有待時間驗證，但中國政府實現金融
穩定的意向卻顯而易見。另外，中國政府越來
越強調控制公共債務(主要是地方政府債務)增長
的重要性。針對公私合營夥伴（PPP）計劃下的
貸款規管尤其愈見嚴格，以防止地方政府向這
些項目提供或暗示債務擔保。

香港該如何定位？
中國大陸過去二十年的崛起，加上香港與新加
坡等城市比較下出現相對衰退，令香港社會出
現一種不確定性。以美元計，香港的GDP在
2009年、2010年和2011年被上海、新加坡和北
京相繼超越，亦快要被深圳和廣州趕上。

然而，一片看似悲觀的景象下，實際情況可能
還未至於太差。

首先，美元兌新加坡元和人民幣在過去二十年
相對疲軟，是香港GPD相對下跌的一個關鍵因
素。事實上，自美元於2014年走強以來，根據
國際貨幣基金組織的數據，香港的GDP從2015
年起便再次超越新加坡。

其次，香港和新加坡在過去二十年的人均GPD
增長率相若（香港為68%，新加坡則為76%）。
兩地增長差距的主因在於人口增長，期間新加
坡人口增長53％，香港只有14％。上海、北京
和深圳的人均實際GDP增長率都強於香港和新
加坡，分別為313％、302％和390％，但它們的
基數遠低於香港和新加坡。截至2016年，香港
和新加坡的人均GDP分別為43,528美元和52,961
美元，而上海，北京和深圳的則仍要低得多，
分別為17,097美元，17,246美元和25,196美元。
由此看來，考慮到香港人口增長緩慢，經濟發
展階段和非常穩健的財政狀況，香港的經濟表
現其實並不算差。

對香港產業結構的再思
話雖如此，香港面臨的更大問題在於產業結構
，而早年的增長動力已見不足。過去20年來，
香港的主要增長動力來自中港貿易（反映在香
港的出口/進口業）、中國遊客（反映在香港的
批發/零售業和酒店/餐飲業）和金融業（反映
在香港的金融和專業服務）。然而，自2013年

以來，除金融外，來自中港貿易和中國遊客的
增長大幅放緩。

考慮到中國出口放緩和中國旅客面對更多旅遊
選擇，此兩大主要增長動力在未來幾年將持續
疲弱。金融和專業服務業的前景則比較樂觀。
坐擁強健金融及法律架構，香港金融業大有機
會成為「一帶一路」的主要受益者之一，同時
受惠於國內個人及企業投資海外的大趨勢，但
要為香港經濟找到未來數年的增長動力殊非易
事。事實上，自2013年以來，香港的經濟增長
更多受公共基礎建設（反映在建築業）和公共
服務開支所推動，而非私人企業的商業活動，
這足以令人擔憂。

抓緊科技與創新大趨勢
香港未來發展的一個重點，是其如何適應和利
用中國在創新和科技發展的動力。香港的工業
（佔GDP的3％左右）規模遠小於上述提及過的
四個中國城市（全為佔GDP15％以上的工業）
。根據其他國家的經驗，工業、通訊和生物技
術行業是研發開支和創新投資的主要動力。香
港的工業規模細小，僅佔GDP的3％左右，企業
投放於研發的開支亦低。同時，由於法律、規
管和語言環境的差異，香港要把在服務業的創
新套用於龐大的中國市場也殊不容易。香港要
鞏固本身在大灣區主要樞紐（廣州和深圳）間
的地位，必須強化公共領域（主要是大學）和
私人領域的研發支出和創新能力。

陳昌華先生為瑞士信貸董事總經理及中國宏觀
研究主管。
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