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C h i n a  A n a l y s i s

The National Development and Reform Commission
(NDRC) is nicknamed the “Ministry of Ministries”
or “the first major Chinese ministry.” According to

Caijing, the NDRC has been at the centre of reform since
its creation. It emerged in 1988 as the National Planning
Commission following a merger with the National Economic
Commission. Between 1993 and 1998, it played a macro-
economic regulatory role between the various ministries
before becoming so powerful at the end of the 1990s that it
was nicknamed the “Little State Council.”
The NDRC under its present name was created in 2003
with wider powers. It found itself entrusted with dossiers as
important as macroeconomic regulation, administrative
reform, allocation of resources, and price regulation. Its func-
tions include the selection of national holidays. At least 28
Ministries and State Council institutions have daily contacts
with the NDRC.
The reforms affecting the Commission during the last ses-
sion of the National People’s Congress (NPC) call into
question a considerable number of its attributes. Officially it
is a matter of refocusing: the NDRC has been stripped of
its microeconomic and project approval activities in order to
concentrate on macroeconomic policies. “Our work is going
to be more precise,” is the euphemistic statement from
NDRC cadres.
The career of the new head of the NDRC, Zhang Ping,
gives some indication of the direction of reform. Born in
northern Anhui in 1946, he experienced the realities of peas-
ant poverty. He spent his entire career in his native province
before coming to Beijing, and he has been deeply involved in
solving rural problems. He is mainly remembered for his tax
reforms; in his native province he is talked of as “the first per-
son to concern himself with rural taxation.”
He joined the NDRC in 2005 as deputy minister in
charge of managing the economy, trade, and prices. As

such, he headed the departments of trade, of price inspec-
tion, of the price examination centre, of publishing for the
Chinese market, and of the centre for the assessment of
the prices of medicines, as well as the National Cereal
Board. He distinguished himself in this position by control-
ling the cost of education, reducing the price of medical
treatment, controlling property prices, reforming energy
prices, and stabilising agricultural prices. It appears that
the departments he headed will now be at the heart of the
NDRC, with most of the others having been detached
from the Commission.
Caijing celebrates these reforms. The NDRC was over-
large, and the new distribution of powers should limit its
authority over investment authorisations by reassigning them
to local governments. The sharing of power between the
centre and the regions should be clearer as a consequence,
and local governments given more responsibility. The reallo-
cation of certain responsibilities to major ministries is also
considered a positive aspect. Caijing emphasises this new
reallocation of responsibilities in the energy sector, which
mainly concerns four institutions: 

1) the Energy Leading Group, led by Wen Jiabao; 
2) the Leading Group Committee, within the NDRC

itself, which will deal with everyday business; 
3) the Energy Committee of the NDRC; and 
4) the Electricity Regulation Committee, created in 2003.

Henceforth the Energy Committee will be one level
above the NDRC in the hierarchy. Zhang Guobao, for-
mer Vice-Minister of the NDRC in charge of energy, is
likely to become its leader. 

What conclusions can be drawn from this reorganisation?
Firstly, Wang Dongming emphasises the transition towards
a service government seen as an essential step in construct-
ing a “socialist society with Chinese characteristics” by
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2020. One will notice that Zhang Ping has been con-
cerned with rural questions throughout his career. He was
also responsible for the price management centres when
price control measures were introduced several months
ago. Central planning therefore seems to be moving
towards improving management of public social services in
order better to share the benefits of growth. Secondly, the
reduction of the NDRC’s prerogatives does not necessari-

ly mean less interventionism in the economy on the part of
the central government. On the contrary, this refocusing
should allow the NDRC to devote itself more extensively
to macroeconomic management. In the wake of the latest
session of the NPC, the objective is thus rationalisation of
State action. •

••  TTrraannssllaatteedd  bbyy  MMiicchhaaeell  BBllaacckk
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TT hhee   pp rr iinncciipp aa ll   rree ffoorrmm ss  iinn  CChhiinnee ssee   aa ddmm iinniiss ttrraa ttii oonn  ss iinnccee   
tt hhee  oopp eennii nngg  uupp   oo ff   tthhee   cc oouunnttrr yy  

11998822: Reduction of the size of government institutions: the number of institutions under the control of the State
council is reduced from 100 to 61.

11998888::  Further reduction in the number of institutions: 19.2 percent reduction in government personnel.

11999933::  Objective of building “market socialism,” separation between government and enterprises. The number of
institutions under direct government control is reduced by 20 percent, from 86 to 58. 

11999988::  Transition in government functions, launch of enterprise reforms. The number of institutions dependent on
the State Council declines from 40 to 29, and some functions are transferred to enterprises, local governments,
and the people. The number of state employees is halved. Creation of the Commission of Science,
Technology, and Industry for National Defence (Costind), and the ministries of Information, Social
Protection and Workers, and Land Ownership. 

22000033::  The government’s responsibilities are henceforth to regulate the economy, the market, society, and public
affairs. Establishment of the State-Owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission (SASAC),
the NDRC, and the China Banking Regulatory Commission (CBRC). Reorganisation of the Ministry of
Commerce and of the State Food and Drug Administration. The State Administration of Work Safety is
placed under the direct control of the State Council. 


