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Additional note on the rank of cities (note 3, p. 84). 
 
According to the Chinese constitution, governments of cities and counties 
represent subdivisions of public authority below the provincial level and govern 
different types of space (i.e., urban versus rural). There is a differentiation in the 
rank of cities, however.  
 
There are four “super” cities (Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin and Chongqing) under 
the direct jurisdiction of the central government.  They have provincial status. 
The next tier of cities consists of provincial capitals and prefectural cities (diji shi). 
The remaining group is made of “county-status” or “county-rank” cities (xianji 
shi).  Since the early 1980s (1982-1983) county-rank cities and counties have been 
placed under the supervision of prefectural cities in most provinces. The result of 
this status differentiation is that public finance is structured into a five-level 
hierarchy: central, provincial, prefectural, county (including county-rank cities), 
and township. Accordingly, the “ownership” of public enterprise corresponds to 
these five levels, plus collective ownership by rural villages, which do not 
constitute a level of government.  
 
Exceptions do exist, though, where the provincial government directly oversees 
the affairs (including fiscal issues) of all the cities and counties in the province 
(e.g., those in Zhejiang and Hainan), hence cutting out prefectural cities as a 
separate layer of public finance. Beginning from 1992 there were experiments to 
introduce this arrangement to more provinces. This undertaking has gained 
greater momentum in the past 15 years as a result of the earlier experimental 
arrangement being formalized into a more regular practice in 2002.  By the end of 
2011 it had been extended to over 1,000 counties and county-rank cities in 27 
provinces.  
 
In addition, from 1983 to 1993 a number of provincial capitals (Shenyang, 
Changchun, Harbin, Nanjing, Wuhan, Guangzhou, Chengdu, and Xian) and 
important cities (Dalian, Qingdao, Ningbo, Xiamen, Shenzhen, and Chongqing) 
were designated as “cities on separate planning list” (jihua danlie chengshi), where 
the local economic affairs (including fiscal issues) were directly regulated by the 
central government instead of the pertinent provincial governments. In 1993, 
these cities, along with two other provincial capitals – i.e., Hangzhou and Jinan, 
were granted “vice-provincial” status, whereas the economic jurisdiction over 
the provincial capitals on the list was handed back to their provincial 
governments. With Chongqing elevated to a centrally administered municipality 



in 1997, there now remain five sub-provincial cities directly subject to central 
economic regulations.    
  


