
Introduction
Mainland China has  exper ienced 
a  t remendous change in i ts  por t 
administration and management systems, 
with a simultaneous expansion of both 
capacity and throughput. A successful series 
of reforms, which were implemented in 
three consecutive major stages, provided a 
solid foundation for the rapid development 
of ports and shipping in mainland China. 
Continuous development over the last 
thirty years has resulted in great strides 
in the ports and shipping industry, 
encompassing major changes to regional 
distribution networks, and a greatly 
increased scale and scope of operations.

The defined strategy of mainland 
Chinese port development has been 
successful ly integrated with wider 
mainland Chinese economic development. 
Container port integration with other 
components of the logistics industry of 
mainland China has been remarkable in 
encouraging rapid growth of container 
ports. The gradual implementation of 
structural reform of the financial and 
organisational structures within port 
management systems has enabled the rapid 
development of ports in mainland China. 
Appropriately designed and financed 
policies have also enabled the sustainable 
development of the port and shipping 
industry as a whole. Appropriately 
designed and financed policies have also 
enabled the sustainable development of the 
ports and shipping industry as a whole.

Port system reform
The development of ports in mainland 
China has  s ignificant ly  re l ied on 
implementation of the port reform 
strategies which commenced in the 1980s. 
Without such port industry reforms, the 
tremendous development of ports, and 
of the wider economy, could not have 
occurred. The reform process can be 
described as a series of three successive 
reform strategies. 
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The first stage, beginning in the early 
1980s, was the initial reform. It was 
an experimental reform to unbundle 
the existing combination system of 
government function and enterprise 
management into independent units 
with different objectives and properties. 
For example, separating the function of 
the stevedoring companies from the port 
bureau, which performs legal and safety 
roles and prioritises economic objectives. 
The central government, through the 
Ministry of Communications, was the 
immediate supervisor of these two 
functional areas.

The second stage, beginning in the mid 
1980s, was reform of the regime process 
in mainland China and reforms to the 
financial allocation process. The regime 
of dual leadership was shared between 
the Ministry of Communications and 
local government, with a greater share 
allocated to local government. Reform of 
the financial allocation process focused 
on the policy of driving port development 
with port management revenue, by 
producing either a fixed profit target, or 
staying within the boundary of a fixed 
subsidy target. This reform policy was 
carried out over a period of several years. 
By January 1986, the second stage of the 
reform process had been comprehensively 
implemented for coastal ports. 

The third stage of the reform process 
began in the middle of the 1990s. It was 
an experimental concept to decentralise 
de c i s i on-mak ing  power  t o  l o c a l 
government. This was first carried out 
in the Port of Shenzhen. Shenzhen Port 
Bureau was restructured to enable it to 
become a local government entity, as a 
department falling under the aegis of 
Shenzhen City. Shenzhen Port Bureau 
was restructured to enable it to become a 
local government entity, as a department 
falling under the aegis of Shenzhen City. 
The Port of Qinghuangdao was the last 
to be separated from the Ministry of 
Communications in January 1999.

After the completion of the first three 
stages of reform, a further policy was 
implemented. In March 2002, a new 
regulated catalogue, the catalogue for the 
guidance of foreign investment industries, 
was approved by the State Council. In 
the catalogue foreign investors were given 
permission to invest in mainland Chinese 
ports, especially terminals, allowing up to 
a 100 percent stake, replacing the previous 
limit of 50 percent. 

The development of ports and 
throughput
Thanks to the timely implementation 
of reforms, there was rapid expansion of 
port capacity in mainland China and a 

commensurate increase in port throughput. 
In 2013 the total throughput of ports in 
mainland China was estimated about 10.7 
billion tonnes, an increase of 9.2 percent 
from the total throughput of 2012. But 
from 2001 to 2013, the average growth 
rate for ports of 13.3 percent was much 
higher than the economic growth rate 
for mainland China as a whole. This 

throughput includes coast and inland 
river ports. Usually coast ports’ throughput 
accounted for 70 percent of total 
throughput (see Figure 1).

 The greatest expansion in mainland 
Chinese ports has occurred in the 
conta iner  por t  s ec tor. Conta iner 
transportation in mainland China began in 
1973, in the Port of Tianjin, 17 years after 

So
ur

ce:
 M

in
ist

ry
 of

 C
om

m
un

ica
tio

ns
 of

 C
hi

na

Figure 2: Throughput growth. 

Figure 1: Port tonnage throughput. 

Figure 3: Percentage of world’s throughput. 
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intermodal containers were first developed 
by Malcolm McLean. Mainland China 
is now the world leader in container use. 
From 1973 to 1976, the Port of Tianjin 
only transported 1,188 twenty-foot 
equivalent units (TEU). In 1978, the first 
formal container line was opened between 
Shanghai and Australia. In 1979, the total 
container throughput for mainland China 
was about 33,000 TEU. 

It took 10 years until  container 
throughput for mainland China reached 
over a million TEU. Over one million TEU 
to over 10 million TEU took only 8 years. 
From 10 million TEU to over 100 million 
TEU, took another 10 years. By 2008, 
container throughput for mainland China 
made a breakthrough of 100 million TEU. 
In 2013 container throughput for mainland 
China broke through a new record level of 
190 million TEU (see Figure 2).

M a i n l a n d  C h i n e s e  p o r t s  h a ve 
significantly increased their share of 
world TEU throughput. Container ports 
measured in TEU were almost zero 
percent of the world’s total before 1978, 
increasing in 2010 to over 25 percent of 
the world’s total. It took 12 years for ports 
in mainland China to rise from zero to one 
percent of world TEU throughput. From 
one percent to 10 percent of world TEU 
throughput, it took mainland Chinese 
ports only 11 years. From 10 percent to 

20 percent, it needed only 5 years. Growth 
in world market share has now begun to 
plateau, with the upper limit around 26 
percent (see Figure 3).

Summary
From the  v i e w  o f  the  p r ac t i c a l 
development of the mainland Chinese 
por ts , por t  system reform was an 
e s s en t i a l  component  in  enab l ing 
the expansion of both capacity and 
throughput. There is a close relationship 
between reform and expansion in port 
industries. Without appropriate reform, 
fast  and ef fect ive  development of 
mainland China’s port system would not 
have been possible. The most effective 
path for port system reform is to divide 
reform stages into suitable sections, 
according to the level of the country’s 
port structure. 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  s y n c h r o n i s i n g 
implementat ion to  match market 
opportunities, a strategy that matches 
the characteristics of a country is critical 
for the success of port development. 
For developing a country’s ports, it is 
often a good strategy to establish a fully 
functioning port first, then to use that port 
to leverage the economic development of 
its associated hinterland, taking a long 
term view of the port’s profitability.

Even though a country may have 

an excellent port infrastructure, and 
an efficient port administration and 
management system, it is still necessary 
to implement appropriate strategies to 
address the problems that arise in its port 
and shipping industry, when a global 
recession or an economic crisis occurs.

For  future  deve lopment , a  new 
strategy should be implemented for the 
sustainable development of the mainland 
Chinese ports to move development 
goals away from being throughput-based 
extensive, foster the application of high 
and new technology in port system, 
upgrade and transform the facilities and 
equipment and optimise the spatial layout 
of ports. 
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