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CHINA 2024: PREPARING FOR FUTURE CHALLENGES THROUGH
SELF-RELIANCE

Flora Sapio

University of Naples “L'Orientale”
fsapio@unior.it

Developments in China’s domestic politics in 2024 confirmed the country’s recent shift
towards a political paradigm premised on self-reliance. Economic recovery remained
a priority for Beijing, which continued to be the strongest advocate for the removal of
trade barriers. Howevey, the Party-state placed a much greater weight on the coun-
try’s long-term future. That future may be clouded by sudden, hardly foreseeable chal-
lenges, such as those that emerged during the first presidency of Donald Trump, as
well as by the neglect of long-standing domestic issues. The response to such polential
challenges was articulated at the third plenwm of the 20th Party Congress through
the Decision on Further Comprehensively Deepening Reform to Advance
Chinese-Style Modernisation. This programmatic document addressed all aspects
of domestic politics relevant to minimising the risk of systemic crises. To mitigate such
risks, the People’s Republic of China intended to achieve a greater self-sufficiency
m food, minerals, energy and cutting-edge technologies. The choice to create fully
indigenous supply, production and value chains is unprecedented since 1978. Also
novel was the decision to relax the country’s monetary policy to cushion the impact of
the real-estate slump and sustain domestic demand. Foreign investments and markets
remained important for China. However, the rationale of the third plenum suggests
that the country was seeking to strengthen its capacity to withstand a potential, sud-
den unplugging of global production and value chains while maintaining a leading
role in cutting-edge technologies.

Keyworps — China; economic recovery; food safety; real-estate market; Chi-
nese-style modernisation; Xi Jinping; Chinese Communist Party; third ple-
num.

1. Introduction

The main trends in the internal politics of the People’s Republic of China
in 2024 largely followed a pattern similar to that of the previous year. The
party-state sought to accelerate economic recovery and further expand Chi-
na’s international political, economic and cultural clout. These objectives
were pursued alongside efforts to enhance the country’s ability to withstand
potential domestic and international crises through self-sufficiency in ad-
vanced technology, manufacturing and food production. These broader
goals were announced by the third plenary session of the Central Commit-

ISSN 2385-2526
Asia Maioy, XXXV / 2024 © Viella s.r.l. & Associazione Asia Maior



FLoraA Sario

tee of the Chinese Communist Party. Central Committee plenary sessions
are second in importance only to the congresses of the Chinese Communist
Party. The annual sessions of Central Committee serve as critical fora for
announcing major policy priorities, and approving documents that will set
the tone for China’s governance in the medium term. In 2024 there was
considerable speculation regarding the timing of the third plenary session.

As explained in the second section of this essay, such speculation was
largely unwarranted, since the third plenary session was held in compliance
with the rules on high level political meetings set by intra-party regulations.
On 18 July 2024, the Central Committee approved the Decision on Further
Comprehensively Deepening Reform to Advance Chinese-Style Modernisation [Xin-
hua 2024, 21 July]. The Decision is a programmatic document (ganglingxing
wenjian — M SCAF) that addresses the challenges posed by shifting geo-
political equilibria, the on-going Fourth Industrial Revolution and popular
dissatisfaction with the slow pace of economic recovery. In commenting on
the Decision, Xi Jinping stated that the document «does not include general
reform measures, developmental measures and reform measures already
decided by the Central Committee and that are being implemented» [Xin-
hua 2024, 22 July]. The Decision indeed reinstated the objectives of com-
pleting the transition to an innovation-driven economy and modernizing
the governance system by 2035. The Decision, however, also set 2029, the
year of the People’s Republic of China’s 80™ anniversary, as the deadline
for concluding the overhaul of sectors and areas that are strategic for the
country’s further rise. More importantly, the third plenum enshrined Xi
Jinping’s notion of Chinese-style modernisation in the complex web of the
party’s ideological formulations.

Self-reliance over dependence on global markets and risk prevention
over risk acceptance thus emerged as the main drivers of China’s economic
policy in 2024. Yet, the government still promoted openness, as China’s
economic stability still depends on external markets, both as recipients of
exports and as producers of key raw materials. Self-reliance reconciles with
interconnectedness in global value chains, because integration into the
global economy is essential for sustaining domestic technological innova-
tion. This nuanced approach allows China to reduce external risks while
still benefitting from international trade and investments [Gereffi, Bam-
ber and Fernandez-Stark 2022; Gao, Zhang and Peng 2024]. Challenges in
economic policy however still exist. They are outlined in the third section
of the essay. Foremost among them was stimulating economic recovery to
achieve a GPD growth rate of approximately 5% [McCarthy 2024, 5 March].
The year began with relatively conventional measures aimed at expanding
internal demand while reducing overcapacity in certain industrial sectors.
In the first quarter, GDP growth achieved the set target, reaching 5,3%.
Economic growth, however, slowed significantly in the second and third
quarters, prompting the party-state to introduce a robust stimulus package.
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The central bank injected 1-trillion-yuan into the financial system and re-
duced interest rates. Mortgage rates were also lowered, and a 10-trillion-yu-
an package was launched to repair local governments’ finances. The limited
effectiveness of these measures led the Politburo to relax China’s monetary
policy for the first time in fifteen years. The Politburo called for unconven-
tional counter-cyclical measures and initiatives to stabilise the housing and
stock markets [Renminwang 2024, 10 December]. China’s economic recov-
ery outlook was further complicated by weak internal demand and by youth
unemployment. Of concern was also the risk of systemic crises in the real
estate and agricultural sectors.

The fourth section describes how, alongside economic policy, legisla-
tion played a role in the attempt to stabilise both the real estate and agri-
cultural sectors by curbing malpractice. However, well-intentioned efforts to
shield investors and lenders from the negative consequences of businesses
failing to repay their debt led to unintended consequences. The implemen-
tation of the Company Law, which introduced stronger mechanisms to protect
creditors, sparked protests in several major cities. Also noteworthy was the
continuing emphasis on perceived challenges to state security. The Law on
the Protection of State Secrets was the latest in a series of legislative documents
on state security to undergo amendments. These amendments aligned with
China’s prioritisation of security but introduced new and largely unforesee-
able risks for enterprises availing themselves of foreign investments.

The concluding section provides insights into the longer-term dynam-
ics signalled by developments in politics, the economy and the legal system.

2. Party and Politics in 2024

The third plenum of the 20th Central Committee was held in Beijing on
15 to 18 July 2024. The timing of this meeting elicited a flurry of specu-
lations, and its agenda did not fully meet Western expectations. Observers
had anticipated the third plenum to take place in the autumn of 2023 or
in the early months of 2024 [Minzner 2023, 27 November]. Consequently,
the decision to convene the meeting in the summer was interpreted as a
potential sign of divisions within the Politburo [Li 2024, 3 September]. The
notion that the third plenum was «delayed» warrants an extensive and in-
depth discussion because it somehow became part and parcel of European
and American observers’ consensus on Chinese politics. The notion of a
«delay» was used to support the argument that divisions may have existed
within the Politburo, which in turn disrupted China’s political calendar. No
analysis supported this idea with the type of evidence that becomes nor-
mally available when élite divisions emerge. Such evidence includes but it
is not limited to sudden promotions or demotions, arrests, allusive speech-
es, direct verbal attacks, articles written under the pseudonyms scholars of
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contemporary China should be familiar with, as part of their training. The
argument instead relied only on the choice of timing of the Central Com-
mittee meeting. After the third plenum was held in July, the theory of the
«delay» continued to circulate [Nouvens and Green 2024; Arcesati, Zenglein
and Drinhausen 2024]. Since its very onset, however, the theory of a «delay»
was confuted by intra-party regulations and historical data about third ple-
nums. This is not a moot point. Any disruption in China’s decision-making
process could send shockwaves throughout the economic systems of Chi-
na’s partners. Any statement to the effect that élite divisions are slowing
down top-level policy processes should be supported by a careful study of
available evidence. Analyses published before the third plenum also relied
on the customary view whereby third plenums of the Central Committee
focus almost exclusively on economic reform. In the Xi Jinping era, many
of the political conventions followed prior to 2012 have, however, changed.
Hence, the reform package announced at the third plenum did not target
the economy alone but extended across all sectors of domestic and transna-
tional governance. Its broader rationale was to further strengthen China’s
global influence, while shielding its population from potential international
and domestic crises. Reforms announced in July aimed to have the poten-
tial to mitigate the impact of a slowdown or even a sudden, unforeseeable
severance of global supply chains, providing the country with a reasonable
degree of autonomy from its economic partners.

2.1. Was the Third Plenary Session of the 20th Central Committee delayed?

The argument whereby the third plenum was «delayed» is confuted by in-
tra-party regulations and historical data about third plenums. Plenary ses-
sions of the Central Committee must be convened by the Politburo at least
once a year. While it is possible for the Politburo to convene the Central
Committee more frequently, meeting more than once in a calendar year is
not mandatory. The rule regarding the timing of Central Committee ple-
nums was established in 2020 by article 24 of the Regulations on the Work of
the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party [Xinhua 2020, 12 Octo-
ber]. This rule is likely based on either an existing and unpublished party
document, or on a practice adopted since 1978. Since then, the practice has
been to hold Central Committee plenums at least once a year. In fact, the
first plenum of the 20th Party Congress was convened in October 2022, and
the second plenum took place in February 2023. Thus, the third plenum
was supposed to take place by the end of 2024. Nonetheless, it may be ar-
gued that the third plenum was «delayed», because earlier third plenary ses-
sions were convened less than twelve months after second plenary sessions.
Intra-party regulations, nonetheless, merely require the Central Committee
to meet once every calendar year. There are no specific requirements about
the number of months that must elapse between such meetings, or about
the time of the year when these meetings must occur.
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Historical data about the timing of third plenums do not reveal any
regularity in the number of months elapsed between the second and third
plenums. Since 1978, the third plenum has generally been held in the second
half of the year.! This custom changed in 2018, when the Central Committee
convened in February, only one month after the second plenum, to announce
sweeping institutional reforms. The convening of the third plenum in July
2024 rather than in the autumn of 2023 or in February 2024 does not appear
to signal political instability. Similarly, the timing of this crucial meeting does
not suggest a stalemate in the decision-making process. Several of the items
on the agenda of the third plenary session, though not all, were anticipated
by the Central Conference on Economic Work, held on 11-12 December 2023
[Xinhua 2023, 12 December]. In February 2024 the Central Commission for
Comprehensively Deepening Reform set goals and priorities that were reaf-
firmed by the third plenary session [Renminwang 2024, 20 February]. Around
the same time, the Politburo participated in two study sessions on high quality
development [Renminwang 2024, 2 March].

The timing and agenda of these meetings suggest that a consensus
on the policy agenda for the next five years had been reached around Feb-
ruary 2024 at least. The annual meetings of the National People’s Congress
and of the Political Consultative Conference were, however, scheduled for
March 2024. Holding the third plenum immediately before or after the
«two sessions» would have meant delaying the «two sessions»,? disrupting
the political calendar for the first time since 1978, and provoking significant
concerns. Accordingly, the date of the third plenum was announced at the
April 30 Politburo meeting [Renminwang 2024, 1 May]. In June, the Polit-
buro finalized the draft of the Decision to be approved by the Central Committee
[Xinhua 2024, 27 June].

2.2. Chinese-Style Modernisation

The consensus reached by the Politburo and announced at the third plenum
defied the expectations of those who still see third plenums as harbingers

1. Historical data about the timing and content of third plenums of the Chi-
nese Communist Party have been collected and compiled by this author using the
Zhongguo Gongchandang lici quangguo daibiaodahui shujuku — " E 3558 4 EAR
F R 2HHEE (Database on National Congresses of the Chinese Communist Party).

2. Meetings of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party can-
not be held simultaneously with meetings of the National People’s Congress and the
Political Consultative Conference. Central Committee members hold key positions
in both of these organs, precluding concurrent sessions. Most importantly, the Cen-
tral Committee has the prerogative to establish general policy orientations which
are subsequently received and implemented by legislative and united-front organs.
If the National People’s Congress or the Political Consultative Conference were to
meet before the Central Committee, China’s decision-making hierarchy would be
overturned, which is equally inconceivable.
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of quick, pro-foreign markets economic reforms. The Decision of the Central
Committee on Further Comprehensively Deepening Reform to Advance Chinese-Style
Modernisation presented an ambitious reform programme that departed from
the logic and methods of the Deng Xiaoping Era. While Deng Xiaoping’s
approach to reform encouraged foreign investment, Xi Jinping advocates
for greater self-reliance, to reduce dependence on foreign technologies and
stimulate domestic innovation. Besides, Xi Jinping’s vision of reform empha-
sizes a greater centralization and places a greater weight on ideology. The
rationale behind the Decision was encapsulated in the ideological formulation
of «Chinese-style modernisation» (Zhongghuoshi xiandaihua — H 15 IAKAL).
Official commentaries define Chinese-style modernisation as a type of mod-
ernisation that has been created independently of any so-called «western»
theories, values or approaches. This model of modernisation rests upon cer-
tain key concepts inherent to China’s governance system: a Sinified version of
Marxism-Leninism; the leading role of a single party and united-front organi-
zations, which ensure appropriate levels of popular compliance with existing
political and social norms. This governance model is portrayed as superior
and alternative to the governance systems in Europe and in the United States,
because it is deeply rooted in China’s political tradition, and, therefore, au-
thentically Chinese. As a creation of the Chinese people, this form of mod-
ernisation is also described as being more efficient than the processes of mod-
ernisation that occurred in Europe and in America. Governance by a single
party is believed to accelerate policymaking and implementation. The role of
the state — rather than the market — as the main driver of economic develop-
ment is believed to allow a rapid economic growth. The purported proof of
the superiority of this political model lies in China’s achievement of sustained
high levels of GPD growth over four decades. This model has been proposed
as an alternative to existing political frameworks, particularly for developing
countries. It is important to observe that, under this vision of reform, mod-
ernization is not limited to economic development but also involves China’s
cultural identity. China’s history and cultural traditions are seen as a source
of national pride, and as means to consolidate a national identity centred
around the cultural value of the country’s largest ethnic group, the Han [Qu
2023; Xi 2025; Liu Jianhui 2024; Liu Yubiao 2024]. Chinese-style moderni-
sation is not just an empty political slogan, but an approach that will presum-
ably guide Chinese politics throughout the Xi Jinping Era.

The endorsement of this formulation by the Central Committee was
important, because it signalled acceptance, or at least acquiescence to, the
form of ethnonationalism that has become prevalent during the Xi Jinping
era. Beyond the rhetoric commonly employed in diplomatic language, the
Central Committee’s adoption of a political slogan that promotes ethnona-
tionalism and elevates it to official ideology does not signal a will to defuse
existing geopolitical tensions. Instead, it points to an intention to leverage
such tensions to one’s own advantage.
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Having established consensus around these notions, the Central
Committee Decision outlined a reform programme encompassing fourteen
areas of domestic governance. This programme is inward-looking and pri-
oritises the needs and goals of the Chinese nation. Rather than disengaging
from the global economy, as seen in some aspects of United States policy,
Chinese-style modernisation adopts an approach grounded in crisis-pre-
vention.

In 2024, economic policy saw a substantial continuity with the be-
ginning of Xi Jinping era. The role of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) was
emphasised, mandating a concentration of state-owned capital in industries
and areas related to national security and the lifelines of the national econ-
omy. Enhancing China’s resilience and emergency response capabilities has
now become a responsibility of the state-owned sector, which still accounts
for a significant share of national wealth [Zhang 2019]. National private
enterprises are expected to focus on major state-sponsored infrastructure
projects and the development of new technologies. To this end, the reform
programme aims to facilitate the transition to an economy driven by new
technologies, emerging industries and disruptive innovations. New tech-
nologies will also play a critical role in ensuring the resilience and security
of industrial and supply chains. The Decision explicitly calls for the creation
of independent supply chains encompassing but not limited to integrat-
ed circuits, rare earth elements, software, and industrial machinery. This is
not a new development, given that self-sufficiency in advanced technology
and manufacturing is the goal of the strategic development plan “Made
in China 2025”. The transition to a high-tech economic system will how-
ever require significant investments in education, science, technology, and
human capital. The Decision identifies several reform objectives for these
areas, including cooperation with international polytechnic universities
and the establishment of China-based multilateral organizations for the
global governance of high-tech. To achieve this vision, the Decision envis-
ages a comprehensive macroeconomic reform package. Key aspects include
the centralization of government budget and a more assertive fiscal policy
aimed at supporting the transition to a high-tech exemplary growth mod-
el. Noteworthy measures also include efforts to streamline the notoriously
tangled centre-province financial relationship and reduce volatility in the
banking system. China allowed local governments to restructure their debts
by issuing new bonds and reallocating existing bonds over a longer peri-
od. Major state-owned banks were recapitalised by injecting 1 trillion yuan.
Additional liquidity was provided by a new lending tool introduced by the
People’s Bank of China to ensure the stability of credit flows.

China’s economic relations with other countries are discussed in the
Decision, but their role is at best ancillary to systemic transition. Foreign in-
vestments are seen as a tool to counteract the on-going fragmentation of the
global economic system. The Decision lists manufacturing, telecommunica-
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tion and healthcare as sectors where foreign investment will be encouraged.
However, «opening-up» measures are not the primary focus. More attention
is devoted to legal reform, the regulation of strategic and emerging sec-
tors, ideological education and improvements of international propagan-
da networks, rural reforms and united-front work. Greater emphasis has
been placed on domestic demand, which has been weakened by income
inequalities, rising unemployment, and negative population growth. The
income and employment support measures approved at the Third Plenum
evidently will require robust government intervention. Analysists often draw
a sharp distinction between Xi Jinping and his predecessor Hu Jintao. It
should however be noticed how the goal to develop a strong and stable
domestic demand was a key objective of Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao’s welfare
policies. In reality, Xi Jinping has embraced and further developed policies
and trends that emerged between 2002 and 2012.

Military reform and state security, themes which no plenary sessions
before the Xi Jinping era had ever addressed, were discussed in the Decision.
The third plenary session announced as its goals the enhancement of joint
operational capabilities and combat readiness, and the increase of military
human resources; it also placed a strong emphasis on several dimensions of
state security.

2.3. The Mixed Messages of the Two Sessions

Next in importance, after Central Committee plenary sessions, are the an-
nual meetings of the National People’s Congress and of the Political Con-
sultative Conference. In the year under review, both meetings were over-
shadowed by expectations regarding the third plenum. Held from 5 to 11
March 2024, the National People’s Congress meeting saw Premier Li Qiang
merely relay decisions taken at Central Economic Work Conference, held in
December 2023. The setting of a GDP growth target of around 5% [Zhong-
guo Zhengfuwang 2024, 5 March] baffled many international observers. The
announcement of the lowest-ever growth target since 1978 not only signals
that China is a mature economy but also aligns with the transition towards
growth driven by domestic technological innovation and consumption.
More important were three signals launched during the «two sessions», un-
derscoring how the state apparatus should no longer be regarded as en-
joying a limited degree of autonomy from the Party. First, the Premier’s
press conference was cancelled, thus ending a practice introduced in 1993
[Reuters 2024, 4 March]. The conference was replaced by a series of briefings
by government ministers. Unlike Premier Li Qiang, ministers do not hold
a seat in the Politburo Standing Committee, thus enjoying lesser political
power. Second, article 18 of the Organic Law of the State Council [Renminwang
2024, 12 March] was amended to include rules on maintaining the prestige
and unity of the Party, as well as an obligation to implement the «work de-
ployments» (gongzuo bushu — TAE#%) decided by the Party. Given that the
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Premier is the second-ranked member of the Politburo Standing Commit-
tee, the inclusion of these norms in the Organic Law may seem superfluous.
However, in the past the State Council enjoyed a certain, limited measure
of autonomy from the Party. The amendment signals a definitive set-back of
the functional separation introduced during the Deng Xiaoping-era version
of the Organic Law. Finally, the trend towards increased centralization was
further confirmed by the visits Xi Jinping paid to delegates at the Political
Consultative Conference. From 5 to 7 March 2024 Xi met delegates from
Jiangsu Province, the science and technology, environmental and resourc-
es sectors, the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang, the
People’s Liberation Army and the People’s Armed Police. During the meet-
ings Xi discussed the notion of Chinese-style modernisation, that the third
plenum would endorse only in July [Xinhua 2024a, 7 March; Xinhua 2024b,
7 March; Xinhua 2024c, 7 March; Xinhua 2024, 11 March]. Visits to those
delegations had symbolic meaning, signalling the areas Xi deems of utmost
importance in realizing his political vision. With its high-tech enterprises
and industrial parks, Jiangsu has been the poster child of Xi Jinping’s Chi-
nese-style modernization at a time when consensus on this notion was still
being formed. The visit to the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese
Kuomintang testified to the continuity of China’s policy towards the Repub-
lic of China in Taiwan. The meeting with delegates from the armed forces
underscored the importance of military modernization but was also meant
to convey how the Party ought to remain in firm control of the army.

2.4. Anti-Corruption in 2024: Continuing the Purge within the Army

Xi Jinping’s visit to armed forces delegates came as defence spending in-
creased by 7.2% compared to 2023 [Tan 2024, 4 March], and the country’s
nuclear stockpile was being replenished [U.S. Deparment of Defense 2024,
p- 107]. At the same time, China’s civil-military-industrial complex was still
being targeted by an anti-corruption drive launched in 2023. Anti-cor-
ruption drives have become one of the defining features of Xi Jinping’s
leadership. In 2024, party discipline and state supervision organs filed
596.000 cases for internal investigation. A total of 15.000 officials, 58 of
whom ranked at the ministerial of provincial level, were prosecuted [Xinhua
2024, 25 December]. Anti-corruption, however, brought its most noticeable
changes to China’s armed forces. International media reported the down-
fall of National Defence Minister Li Shangfu, its predecessor Wei Fenghe,
PLA Rocket Force commander Li Yuchao [Chen and Pang 2024, 18 July],
Deputy Commander of the PLA Ground Force Deng Zhiping [Jun 2024, 13
September], Lieutenant General You Haitao, Vice-Admiral Li Pengcheng
[The Strait Times 2024, 26 December] and Admiral Miao Hua [Chen 2024,
28 November]. Unlike former foreign minister Qing Gang, who resigned
from the Politburo but was allowed to keep his party membership [Xiao and
Wilkins 2024, 18 July], these leaders were or will presumably be expelled
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from the Party. The anti-corruption campaign most immediate result was
the removal of two of the four members of the Central Military Commis-
sion, leaving in place its two Vice-Chairmen and its Chair Xi Jinping. Con-
trol over the armed forces has been centralized at the expenses of those
branches that until recently were directed by Li Shangfu, Li Yuchao and
Miao Hua, namely the Strategic Support Force, the Rocket Force, and the
Political Work Department. Among them, the branch to undergo the great-
est changes was the Strategic Support Force.

This branch of the military was created in 2015 to manage satellite
operations, cyber and electronic warfare and psychological operations. In
April 2024 it was dissolved and replaced by the Information Support Force
(xinxi zhiyuan budui — 5 B 3CHEHFN), which will be responsible for the same
operations [Xinhua 2024, 19 April; Lianhe Zaobao 2024, 19 April]. The In-
formation Support Force was placed under the direct command of the Cen-
tral Military Commission, which will lead any future potential cyberwarfare
and psychological operation.

3. The Economy

The 2024 goals for China’s economy were set by the Central Economic Work
Conference (CEWC), convened in December 2023. The CEWC focused on
economic recovery, setting a GDP growth rate of around 5% [Xinhua 2023,
12 December]. The recipe of choice was based on expanding internal de-
mand, reducing the overcapacity of some industrial sectors, minimising the
risk of systemic crises and avoiding a rollback of globalization. To achieve
these goals, the CEWC adopted a multifaceted programme premised on
the notions of Chinese-style modernisation and high-quality development.
A proactive fiscal policy, the issuance of ultra-long term special treasury
bonds, the expansion of local government bonds and tax reductions were
adopted to support scientific and technological innovation, and the devel-
opment of advanced manufacturing. Likewise, a prudent monetary policy
was seen as necessary to reach the targets set for economic growth. Next on
the agenda were the agricultural sector, and the integrated development
of urban and rural areas. Discussion of those reform measures was on the
agenda of the April, July and September 2024 Politburo meetings [Ren-
minwang 2024, 1 May; Renminwang 2024, 31 July; Renminwang 2024, 27
September]. The September meeting implied that the goals set for 2024
were not completely achieved. If the GDP grew by 5.3% in the first quarter,
growth decelerated to 4.7% in the second quarter to 4.6% in the third quar-
ter, achieving 5% only in the fourth quarter [National Bureau of Statistics of
China 2024, 17 April; National Bureau of Statistics of China 2024, 16 July;
National Bureau of Statistics of China 2024, 19 October; National Bureau
of Statistics of China 2025, 18 January]. While the government reported a
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5% growth rate for 2024, the World Bank estimated a slightly lower figure
of 4.9% [World Bank 2024]. While difficult to assess, a possible discrepancy
between official statistics and the real growth rate should be kept in mind.
To address the perceived causes of the economic slowdown, the government
launched a stimulus package. To improve liquidity, the central bank injected
1 trillion yuan into the financial system, cutting interest rates. To sustain the
real estate market and stimulate spending, mortgage rates were lowered.
Finally, a 10 trillion yuan debt package was launched to repair local govern-
ments’ finances, also through the issuance of ultra-long-term government
bonds. In the short term, the stimulus package allowed the avoidance of a
contraction in economic activity.

The year closed with the Politburo relaxing China’s monetary poli-
cy for the first time since 2010, calling for unconventional countercyclical
measures, and for stabilizing the housing and stock markets [Renminwang
2024, 10 December]. Following the December Politburo meeting, Xi Jin-
ping made critical remarks regarding the performance of the economy
at the annual CEWC [Xinhua 2024, 12 December]. The December 2024
CEWC reaffirmed the Politburo’s decision to adopt a moderately loose mon-
etary policy, raise the fiscal deficit threshold to 4%, and stabilise economic
growth by boosting domestic demand and improving investment efficiency.
Most major investment banks published their forecasts for 2025 before the
Politburo meeting and the CEWC. Goldman Sachs predicted a 4.5% real
GDP growth [‘China’s economic stimulus’ 2024, 4 December]. UBS forecast-
ed a 4% growth [UBS 2024], and Citi a 4.2% [ “The global economy remains
resilient’ 2024, 29 October]. In light of Donald Trump’s avowed imposition
of further tariffs on China, JPMorgan’s forecast was more nuanced [‘China
outlook’ 2024, 25 November].

Liquidity improvements, fiscal expansion and initiatives to support
the real estate market should perhaps not be seen as piecemeal measures,
but as necessary steps in a longer-term overall strategy to address structural
issues. Rather than adopting the aggressive measures many international
observers wished for, the leadership focused on preventing and manag-
ing risks. Most international discussions of China’s economy in 2024 have
focused on such structural issues as deflationary pressures and a stagnant
consumption. Relatively less attention has been devoted to two of the main
risks hanging over China’s economy: the ongoing real estate crisis, and food
security.

3.1. The real estate market

Until Evergrande’s default in 2021, China’s property market accounted for
25% of GDP and contributed a significant share of government revenue. To-
day, real estate still accounts for a large share of China’s household wealth.
In 2024 the sector continued to experience a contraction, with a 20% drop
in the sales of residential housing, and a 23% decrease in the development
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of new residential housing. The value of housing has fallen by 30% in a few
years, and rents are now 15% cheaper than they were prior to COVID-19
[Sina 2024, 28 May; National Bureau of Statistics of China 2024, 16 Decem-
ber]. If such a simmering crisis suddenly exploded, the consequences would
be felt by all of China’s trading partners. A further slump in the real es-
tate sector would impact the nation’s GDP growth. A decline in GPD would
affect global demand, harming major commodity-exporting countries. An
economic slowdown could potentially impact manufacturing too, with con-
sequences also on those countries that heavily depend on products made
in China. To ease these negative impacts, countries that have built a strong
interdependence with China would, in turn, have to adopt expansionary
policies. Key developments in the real estate sectors have made this and
similar scenarios more plausible than they were only a few years ago.

The year 2024 started with the placing of the Evergrande Group into
liquidation by a Hong Kong Court, as the company was unable to present
a restructuring plan for its liabilities of 325 US$ billion [Godfrey 2024, 29
January]. Liquidators were appointed to sell the company’s assets to pay for
its liabilities, but most losses were apportioned to foreign creditors. Domes-
tic creditors, such as prospective homebuyers, suppliers, and subcontrac-
tors, were shielded from losses, thanks to a Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) on the enforcement of civil rulings signed by Beijing and the Hong
Kong SAR. The MoU allowed the refusal of enforcement of the Hong Kong
ruling in China, on grounds that the legal proceedings were initiated before
a mainland Chinese court could hear the case. The liquidation hearing of
Country Garden, the second conglomerate involved in the real estate crisis,
was adjourned twice and will presumably be held in 2025 [Ao 2024, 29 July;
Asia Financial 2024, 29 July]. Vanke, a real estate company with a 25% stake
held by the city of Shenzhen, managed to avoid a default at least during the
year under review. The company, however, posted a loss of 9.85 billion yuan,
the first in twenty years [Bloomberg 2024, 1 September].

To prop up the real estate sector, in May the central government ad-
opted a two-pronged strategy. The first measure aimed to boost house-buy-
ing by lowering the minimum down payment for first- and second-time
home buyers to 15%, and lowering mortgage rates by 0.5 percentage points.
A second measure, aimed at local governments, saw the creation of a 300
billion renminbi special facility by the People’s Bank of China [Zhongguo
Zhengfuwang 2024, 30 May] The facility should enable governments to
purchase finished housing, thus easing the burden on debt-laden real es-
tate companies. Housing purchased in this way will be resold as affordable
housing.

These measures don’t aim to stabilise — not to mention increase —
housing demand over the short term. Given the expectation of a further
decrease in real estate prices, it is unlikely that a lowering of the minimum
down payment threshold will make home-buyers flock to the market. Like-
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wise, the special facility is too small to fill the massive overt and covert losses
of real estate developers. The property stimulus has rather a different logic.
Its most urgent goal is to keep the real estate sector afloat, thus avoid the
proverbial «grey elephant» in the room — something Xi Jinping referred
to one year before setting the «three red lines» on the real estate market
[Xi 2019,22 January]. Next comes the need to support local governments’
revenue and ease their debt burden, thus avoiding a potential impact of the
housing market slump on the social welfare system. It is therefore unsurpris-
ing that by December 2024 the downward trend in the real estate market
had not been reversed. It remains to be seen whether these measures will
produce the intended effects in 2025, and for how many years they will be
extended.

3.2. Food Security

Compared to his predecessors, Xi Jinping has paid much closer attention to
food security. It was therefore to be expected that food security would be a
major item on the Party-state agenda in 2024 as well. The People’s Republic
of China has only 7% of the world’s arable land but must feed nearly 20%
of the global population. Despite being the world’s leading producer of ce-
reals, vegetables, meat and other foodstuffs, China has had to rely on grain
imports to feed its population since 2004 [World Trade Organization 2024,
19 November, p. 106; World Trade Organization 2010, 26 April, p. 71].
In 2023, for instance, imports accounted for 23.3% of the grain available
for human consumption. Imports have been driven by dietary changes, but
also by farmland degradation, unsustainable farming practices, pollution,
extreme weather events and the conversion of arable land for commercial
development. Only four years ago, the country’s food self-sufficiency ratio
declined to 65,8% [Liu 2024]. Notwithstanding the country’s ample food re-
serves, disruptions in global supply chains could cause a spike in food pric-
es or even temporary shortages, such as those China experienced during
COVID-19. Two years into the pandemic and a few months after Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, the country pledged to achieve a food self-sufficiency
ratio of 88% by 2031 [Guangming Ribao 2022, 21 April], while pursuing
the longer-term goal of self-sufficiency. In 2024, there was thus a decrease
in the import of agricultural products [Zhongguo shipin tuchan jinchukou
shanghui 2024, 10 December] In January the State Council Information
Office — also known as the Foreign Propaganda Bureau of the CCP — held
a press conference on the agricultural and rural economy [SCIO 2024, 23
January]. The press conference paved the way for an Opinion the Central
Committee and the State Council issued in February, which reinstated the
minimum threshold of cultivated farmland at 1,243 million hectares [Ren-
minwang 2024, 25 September]. Farmland protection became part of the po-
litical tasks to be achieved by provincial party committees and was linked
to chances of career advancement. In April, the State Development and
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Reform Commission issued the New Round of Action Plan to Increase Grains
Production Capability by 50 billion kilos (2024-2030). At the closing of this arti-
cle, the full text of the Action Plan had not been publicly released. Its ration-
ale and key provisions have, however, been widely publicised, and available
sources suggest that the Plan contains detailed measures to implement the
February Opinion. The Plan indeed recalls the broader goal of the 2020 na-
tional food security strategy, the minimum threshold of cultivated farmland
set in February, and stresses the role of innovative agricultural technologies.
To increase grain production, the Plan has identified six major regions, de-
fining the tasks each one of them must fulfil to raise the yield of grain crops.
Those tasks may range from water conservancy to disaster prevention, in-
volving research on seeds and improvements in storage and logistics. Of
note was also the policy to restore agricultural land in the southern provinc-
es, and to lessen coastal areas’ reliance on grains produced in the north of
China [Xinhua 2024, 9 April].

Xi Jinping further stressed the importance of food security and
self-sufficiency during an inspection trip to Hunan [CCP Members’ Net-
work 2024, 21 March], which took place only weeks before the May meeting
of the Politburo. In a move vaguely reminiscent of the Third Front Move-
ment,* the Politburo discussed the role of central provinces as China’s main
grain producers. The central region was also designated as an energy, raw
materials, advanced manufacturing and high-tech industrial base [Renmin
Ribao 2024, 28 May, p. 1].

Two days after the Politburo meeting the Law on Ensuring Food Security,
which was enacted at the end of December 2023, came into effect [Xinhua
2023, 30 December]. The Law conceives food security as an essential aspect of
national security and has the broader rationale to minimise the risk of a food
crisis. The Law adopted various measures to stabilise and increase the self-suf-
ficiency rate of the provinces where staple grains, edible oils and potatoes are
produced, processed and marketed. Worth mentioning are also the revamp-
ing of the national food reserve system, the creation of a food risk fund, and
of a security review mechanism targeting foreign agri-business.

The summer months saw the adoption of further farmers’ income
support measures [Xinhua 2024, 11 June], justified also by narratives about
farmers harvesting unripe wheat to sell it as silage, which has a higher mar-
ket price than staple grains. Evidence on farmers harvesting unripe wheat is
anecdotal at best. The Action Plan, however, contains measures to subsidise
grains production, stabilise farmers’ income and facilitate their access to
credit, suggesting how a real concern exists about these and other similar
farming practices.

3. The Third Front Movement was a campaign aimed at building infrastruc-
tures and factories in the interior of the country, to prepare for a potential armed
conflict with the United States or the Soviet Union. The campaign was launched in
1964 and lasted for ten years.
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4. Key Developments in Law and the Legal System

2024 marked the first year of the 14" NPC Standing Committee Legislative
Plan. The Plan includes 79 legislative items to be enacted or amended by
2028, 51 draft laws to be adopted with lesser urgency, and indications on
future legislative projects [Xinhua 2023, 7 September; Wei 2024, 25 Decem-
ber]. Of the 79 laws given the highest priority, thirty-one — nearly half — were
passed by the end of 2024. These 31 legislative texts focused, among others,
on the agricultural sector and food security, on the economic system, and on
national security and China’s external relations. The broader logic behind
the Legislative Plan aligns with the third plenum decision and the econom-
ic policies for 2024. Legislation on the agricultural sector, environmental
protection, mineral resources and food security reflected an intent to avert
future crises. Provisions on taxation, companies, state security and external
relations served the broader goal of increasing China’s multi-faceted influ-
ence. The speed with which the Legislative Plan was implemented in 2024
further underscored the importance the Party-state places on realizing Xi
Jinping’s reform agenda by China’s 80" anniversary. As for the objectives
set by the 14™ Legislative Plans, legislative work proceeded smoothly.

The Company Law and the Law on the Protection of State Secrets, howev-
er, provoked strong reactions among domestic investors and foreign busi-
nesses, respectively. On a more positive note, limited reforms of legislative
organs strengthened their oversight powers.

4.1. The Company Law

The Company Law of the People’s Republic of China came into effect on 1 July
2024 after a lengthy amendment process [Renmin Ribao 2024, 2 January].
The comprehensive revision, initiated at the end of 2021, sought to improve
various aspects of corporate governance, including the registration and
liquidation of corporations, corporate disclosure and, most importantly,
capital contribution and shareholder rights. The amended Company Law
strengthened the separation between ownership and management rights.
Previously, the board of shareholders held power to decide on companies’
business directions and investment strategies. The new law transferred
these powers to the board of directors instead. Legal commentators have
observed that these provisions bring China’s corporate legislation closer
to norms followed in civil-law and common-law jurisdictions [Chen 2024;
‘China releases new Company Law’ 2024, 10 January]. However, the revi-
sion should not be interpreted solely in comparison with other jurisdictions.

In recent years, the Chinese Communist Party has intensified efforts
to establish party committees and party groups in private corporations.
While the All-China Federation of Industry and Commerce works to further
expand the party’s presence in private corporations [Sha 2024, 27 March],
recent data show that party organizations already exist in more than 70%
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of private listed companies [Cheng and Zheng 2023]. Party secretaries and
members of party organizations often also serve on the board of directors.
In this context, strengthening the board of directors effectively bolsters the
party’s influence over a significant share of China’s private economy. Re-
actions to the Company Law primarily centred on the new rules regarding
shareholders’ liability for capital contribution. Notably, article 88 of the new
Company Law made shareholders who had already sold their shares ac-
countable for a company’s losses. In case of bankruptcy, original sharehold-
ers would therefore be liable for unpaid sums. This provision, like several
other mechanisms in the new law, aims to protect creditors and curb fraud-
ulent practices.

Previously, loopholes allowed companies to begin operations — bor-
rowing included — by merely declaring their equity. In practice, this meant
that shareholders could subscribe their shares and contribute their capital
over several years. This made it possible for shareholders to avoid their
payment obligations. As a company faced financial difficulties shareholders
could and often would transfer their stock to persons who didn’t have the
means to contribute the unpaid sums. Given the impact of Evergrande and
Country Garden’s cases on China’s economic system, the rationale for arti-
cle 88 is understandable. Similarly, the introduction of a five-year deadline
to fully contribute the initial registered capital aligned with a will to prevent
future similar crises. However, article 88 sparked significant concern among
domestic investors. In November and December no fewer than 17 protests
erupted in major cities, where citizens demonstrated outside people’s courts
[Pomfret and Tham 2024, 23 December]. In response, in December the
Legislative Affairs Commission of the National People’s Congress Standing
Committee clarified that article 88 would not apply retroactively [Guo 2024,
23 December].

4.2. The Law on the Protection of State Secrets

The Law on the Protection of State Secrets was revised in February 2024 as
part of a broader overhaul of China’s national security legislation [Xinkua
2024, 27 February]. Changes incorporated Xi Jinping’s holistic national
security concept, which underscores the relevance of national security in
the activities of state organs and enterprises, but also of private corpora-
tions and ordinary citizens. For example, article 9 of the new law intro-
duced education on secrecy into the national education system. Addition-
ally, 15 July was designated National Security Education Day nine years
ago [Tianjin Ribao 2016, 14 April]. The amendments also broaden the
notion of state security, notably through article 64, which addresses the
protection of «work secrets» (gongzuo mimi — TAEF). Work secrets refer
to information produced or collected by departments in the performance
of their duties that do not fall within the scope of state secrets but could
have adverse effects if leaked.
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The notion of work secrets is not new. This concept already exist-
ed in the Counter-espionage Law and in the Civil Servants Law. Work secrets
include information on personnel of state organs, documents on internal
procedures and practices. Protecting this information is indeed necessary.
However, the revised version of the law provided only a general definition
of work secrets, referring to a separate document, yet to be enacted at the
closing of this essay, the Measures on Managing Work Secrels.

The Secrecy Committee of the Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party (Zhonggong Zhongyang Baomi Weiyuanhui — H HHp S 2%
Z25143) in 2019 issued the Temporary Measures on Managing Work Secrets, a
document that has not yet been amended. While the full text of the Tempo-
rary Measures on Managing Work Secrets is difficult to obtain, official commen-
taries prove how this document provides a very broad definition of work
secrets. A work secret, for instance, is any information that could provoke
public protests if released to the public. Furthermore, state organs and state-
owned firms have discretion in determining whether information not al-
ready included in the five categories set by the Temporary Measures should be
considered a work secret (Fujian Province Ecology and Environment Bureau
2023, 11 November).

Coming in the wake of the 2023 revisions to the Anti-Espionage Law,
the Law on the Protection of State Secrets raised significant concerns among
global businesses. Businesses’ greatest concern lies in the potential use of
the law to bar access to information collected through routine due diligence.
If state secrets legislation were used in such a way, operation of international
law, consultancies and due diligence firms in China would be impaired. The
planning of new investments in a foreign country always requires an under-
standing of its business environment. If conducting due diligence becomes
more difficult due to uncertainty about types of information which can be
obtained, the Chinese market may become less attractive. Similar concerns
were raised by the EU Chamber of Commerce in China. According to its
position paper for 2024/2025 «the concern among foreign-invested enter-
prises is that China’s prioritisation of security could lead to policies that
(...) create insurmountable business risks» [European Union Chamber of
Commerce in China 2024, p. 5, 15].

4.3. Strengthening People’s Congresses oversight powers

In July 2024 the Third Plenum Decision called for, among others, reforms
of the National People’s Congress apparatus, China’s legislative system. Re-
forms outlined in the Decision involved the powers of the National People’s
Congress and local legislative organs, as well as the National People’s Con-
gress’ legislative tasks. The national and local people’s congresses have the
power to oversee the enforcement of laws and administrative regulations
and monitor the work of local governments and judicial organs. Oversight
procedures were codified in 2006 by the Law on Oversight by the Standing
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Committee of People’s Congresses, which introduced seven methods to monitor
law enforcement and the executive. Over the past 17 years, however, the Na-
tional People’s Congress Standing Committee has gradually adopted addi-
tional oversight procedures that went beyond those provided for by the Law
on Oversight. These procedures included inspection of government budgets
and government debt, economic policymaking, and state-owned assets. Fur-
thermore, the National People’s Congress tried to introduce a system of
hearings. Similar measures have been adopted by local people’s congresses.

Oversight methods introduced after 2006 were governed by distinct
laws. In November 2024, the Law on Oversight was amended to consolidate
these developments [NPC 2024, 19 December]. While the amendments did
not extend beyond consolidating existing provisions, they signalled the Par-
ty-state’s intention to enhance supervision of key areas of public adminis-
tration.

5. Conclusion

In January 2019, Xi Jinping pronounced words that deserve to be remem-
bered. He said: «<We must remain highly vigilant against a volatile interna-
tional situation, a complex and sensitive surrounding environment (...). We
must be highly vigilant against «black swan» events and guard against «grey
rhinos» events. We must take the initiative to prevent risks and make wise
moves to respond to and resolve risks and challenges. We must fight well
the battle to prepare to prevent and defuse risks, and the strategic battle of
initiative to turn danger into safety and crises into opportunities» [Xi 2019,
22 January].* These words were addressed to an audience of provincial- and
ministerial-level cadres gathered at the Central Party School for a high-level
seminar on risk-prevention. At the time, few paid attention to Xi’s remarks.
In the People’s Republic of China, the slogans «black swans» and «grey rhi-
nos» attracted only two official commentaries, both published in December
2019 [Liu 2019, 9 December; Zheng 2019, 24 December]. The only two
international observers who noted Xi’s warning in 2019 interpreted the
metaphor in relation to the trade war, dissident intellectuals, food safety,
the housing bubble and Hong Kong [Lam 2019; Sudworth 2019, 15 Decem-

4. «Black swans» are very rare and unpredictable events that may produce ex-
treme consequences. «Grey rhinos» refer to well-known risks that could lead to a crisis
if ignored. The «black swan» metaphor was employed by David Hume, John Stuart
Mill and Karl Popper, before being popularised by Nassim Nicholas Taleb. The «grey
rhino» metaphor was introduced in Michele Wucker’s The gray rhino: how to recognize
and act on the obvious dangers we ignore. The book was translated in Chinese in 2017
and soon became a bestseller.
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ber].® Eleven months after the high-level seminar, the first COVID-19 cases
were officially acknowledged. China’s economy slowed to a near halt. Soon
after came the downfall of Evergrande. Four years on, Xi Jinping’s words
resonate differently. If in January 2019 the Party-controlled press gave little
weight to his warnings, by 2024 crisis-prevention — albeit expressed through
a more benevolent vocabulary of «Chinese style modernization» — had been
confirmed as the core policy goal for the foreseeable future.

The notion of Chinese-style modernization has produced a narra-
tive underpinned by ideas of exceptionalism. If the Party and the Chinese
people have created the only truly successful form of modernisation, and
if that form of modernisation is successful because it arises from Chinese
tradition, — allegedly without any «Western» philosophical, technical or
practical contribution — then China may well do without «the West». Al-
ways conveyed in optimistic, sometimes even triumphalist tones this nar-
rative perhaps it not solely aimed at stocking the flames of ethnonation-
alism. It also seeks to foster acceptance among officials and citizens of
a greater measure of autonomy from the global market — a market that
once favoured China’s rise but has now become increasingly fragmented.
Major policy measures adopted in 2024 converged towards this objective.
Framing this trend through the concept of autarky would be anachronis-
tic and would hardly reflect the Party’s predilection for an official narra-
tive rooted in indigenous concepts. The notion of self- reliance (zili geng-
sheng — H JJ54) is part and parcel of China’s political culture, and it has
already become a cornerstone of a political paradigm centred on ideas
about risk-prevention and crisis-management. This may remain China’s
dominant political paradigm in the near future.
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