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Role and Evolution of Special Economic Zones in
China’s Economic Development:
A Case Study of the “Shenzhen Special Economic Zone”

GUAN, Mingli

The fact that the economic growth of China started from the establishment of special
economic zones is well known. At the beginning of the economic reforms, the Chinese
government learnt from the export-led economic growth of the NIEs in Asia, and established
four "special economic zones”, starting in Shenzhen, in 1979. With the progress of reforms
and opening up, and taking advantage of the successful experiences of the special economic
zones, the government opened up the entire country for economic reforms, and at the same
time diversified the nature of such special economic zones. Currently, various types of
special economic zones in China (such as "Economic and Technological Development Zone”,
"Free Trade Zone”, and "High-tech Industrial Development Zone”) exist and the number
has increased to more than 4,000. With the expansion and diversification of such special
economic zones, policies and objectives of the special economic zones have also changed.
The role of special economic zones has also moved from being the "window” of foreign
capital and technology to the production base of processed products. Right now, such zones

have taken on a new role of leading technological innovation and independent brands.
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