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Summary and Introduction.
The urbanising world is giving rise not just to more cities and faster growing metropolitan areas, but also to new 
clusters of neighbouring cities that are increasingly better connected and functionally integrated. As these ‘Mega-
Regions’ emerge and start to plan for inter-dependence it becomes increasingly possible for firms and facilities to 
be based in one part of the region but to serve the whole region. This connecting up of the region creates important 
advantages for business. 

At the same time, people who live within such a region find that they can work in one city but live, or learn, in 
another, using improved connections to service a daily inter-city commute. This creates a larger regional talent pool, 
the opportunity to share and optimise regional assets such airports, ports, and universities, and it allows each city 
to ‘borrow’ the scale and specialist functions of other cities when they compete with other regions for investment, 
talent, and jobs.

Mega-Regions therefore offer potentially important advantages to the participating cities and their firms and citizens. 
But becoming a successful Mega-Region is about more than proximity. It requires planning, investment, governance, 
and it necessitates adjustments to the new regional scale operations that are made possible.
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 ® Greater Bay Area (GBA): Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Hong Kong 
(HK), Dongguan, Foshan, Zhongshan, Huizhou, Zhuhai, 
Jiangmen, Zhaoqing, Macao

 ® US Northeast Corridor: New York City, Washington DC, 
Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore

 ® Coastal California: Los Angeles, San Francisco, Riverside-
San Bernardino, San Diego, San José

 ® Northwest Europe: London, Paris, Rhine-Ruhr metropolitan 
region, Holland Metropole (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The 
Hague, Utrecht), Frankfurt, Brussels

 ® Jing-jin-ji: Beijing, Tianjin, Shijiazhuang, Tangshan, Baoding
 ® Yangtze River Delta: Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou, Suzhou, 
Ningbo, Changzhou, Wuxi, Shaoxing, Nantong

 ® Tokyo-Osaka: Greater Tokyo, Keihanshin metropolitan 
area (Osaka, Kyoto, Kobe), Nagoya, Shizuoka-Hamamatsu 
metropolitan area.

These regions span at least two major urban conurbations 
that have distinctive and usually complementary economic 
specialisations. They vary in size from 30 million to more than 
100 million people, and have comparable Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) size overall. Their economies are significant 
on the global stage, and are comparable in size and scale to 
leading nations such as the United Kingdom, Canada, South 
Korea, and Australia.

GBA in a Global Context and Why this is Good for 
Business.
Within this cohort the GBA stands out for its speed of 
development and its future prospects. The scale, diversity 
and integration of the Greater Bay Area presents a unique 
proposition and wide-scale opportunities for companies of all 
sizes, including Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) 
that are growing and scaling their operations. Some of the 
specific advantages for the GBA that could support commercial 
opportunities being realised in the short-to-medium term are:

 ® GOVERNANCE | The top-down central government-led 
planning, investment, and development initiatives provides 
a clear structure and plan of action. Intended national 
investments are coupled with clear priorities in the Outline 
Development Plan (ODP) published in March 2019.  The 
streamlining of systems between China and HK / Macao will 
make it easier for SMEs to thrive.

 ® INTER-CONNECTIVITY | The Asian Mega-Regions are 
observed to have a higher level of both infrastructure 
provision and effective real estate density. The GBA’s focus 
is on the connectivity needed to create a ‘1-hour region’. 
This is supported by substantial investment into a clean 
transportation infrastructure, ensuring the connectivity 
needed to use land efficiently.

 ® OPENING UP MARKETS | GBA includes the development 
of Hong Kong as a Green Financing hub with the ability to 
open up and link China to overseas markets. In May, the 
HK government raised its inaugural Green Bond to finance 
public projects that provide environmental benefits and 
support the sustainable development of HK. 

 ® BUSINESS DYNAMICS | GBA has Shenzhen as an innovation 
hub along with Guangzhou Knowledge City Research & 
Development (R&D) and Venture Capital (VC) activities 
that provide an ability to leverage the R&D and Venture 
Capital activities in HK universities, and use Shenzhen as a 
platform to commercialise innovation. The GBA offers great 
opportunities in agile, innovative technology-related firms in 
sectors spanning advanced manufacturing; processing and 
agriculture; and consumer goods and services.

 ® HOLISTIC APPROACH | GBA is now evolving into an 
integrated planning and branding programme, which also 
takes into account the Mega-Region’s future sustainability 
(both environmental and social) and its resilience to the 
increased physical risks posed by climate change.
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Size, Scale, Sysytems.
Table 1 – Size, Scale, Systems.

 Size/km2 Scale 
(million 
people)

Combined 
GDP

Major metropolitan areas 
(>2m metros)

Key sector specialisms

Greater Bay 
Area

56,000 km2 70m $1.6 trillion Guangzhou (13 m), Shenzhen (12m), 
Hong Kong (7.5m), Dongguan 
(7.5m), Foshan (7m) 
Zhongshan (3m), Huizhou (2.4m)

Advanced Manufacturing, Retail 
and Consumer Goods, Mobility and 
Logistics, Financial and Trading 
Services, Low Carbon, R&D and Higher 
Education, Tourism

US Northeast 
Corridor

160,000 km2 56m $4 trillion New York (21m), Washington DC 
(6m), Philadelphia (6m), Boston 
(5m), Baltimore (2m)

Finance, Medical and Healthcare, 
Higher Education, Advanced Business 
Services, Cultural Industries, Life 
Sciences, Real Estate, Cybersecurity, 
Robotics

Coastal 
California 

138,000 km2 32m $2.5 trillion Los Angeles (19m), San Francisco 
Bay Area (10m), Riverside-San 
Bernardino (4m), San Diego (3m), 
San José (2m)

Artificial Intelligence, Cybersecurity, 
Life Sciences and Healthcare, 
Biotechnology & Pharmaceuticals, 
Mobility and Logistics, Disruptive 
Technologies, Finance

Northwest 
Europe

200,000 km2 50m $3.5 trillion London (14m), Paris (12m), Rhine-
Ruhr (10m), Holland Metropole (7m), 
Frankfurt (5.5m), Brussels (2m) 

Financial and Business Services, Travel 
and Tourism, Consumer Services, 
Media and Creative Industries, Agtech 
& New Food, Life Sciences

Jing-jin-ji 216,000 km2 112m $1.2 trillion Beijing (21m), Tianjin (11m), 
Shijiazhuang (4m), Tangshan (3m), 
Baoding (2m)

Artificial Intelligence, Information 
Technology, Logistics, Clean Energy, 
Biopharmaceuticals, Advanced 
Manufacturing, Machinery 
Manufacturing, Aviation 

Yangtze River 
Delta

100,000 km2 90m $2.2 trillion Shanghai (23m), Nanjing (8.5m), 
Hangzhou (7.5m), Suzhou (6m), 
Ningbo (4m), Changzhou (3.5m), 
Wuxi (3m), Shaoxing (2.4m), 
Nantong (2.4m) 

Low Carbon, Manufacturing and 
Processing, Advanced Manufacturing, 
Life Sciences, Biotech and Pharma, 
Marine Transportation and Logistics, 
Agriculture

Tokyo-Osaka 33,500 km2 64m $3 trillion Tokyo (38m), Osaka (12m), Nagoya 
(7m), Kyoto (3m), Kobe (2.4m), 
Shizuoka-Hamamatsu (2m)

Advanced Manufacturing & 
Robotics, Fintech, Biotech, Life 
Sciences, Automobile and Aircraft 
Manufacturing, Pharmaceuticals, 
Clean Energy

These regions have very distinct urban systems and spatial 
forms. Some are dense industrial corridors that urbanised 
mostly in the last 60-70 years and have been through three or 
four cycles of intentional infrastructure-led development (such 
as in Tokyo-Osaka). Others are closely connected urbanised 
belts that inherit a mixture of medium density cities and lower 
density metropolitan and non-urban areas (e.g. Northwest 
Europe). The Chinese Mega-Regions have all experienced 
rapid growth in the past decades. As seen on Figure 1, Asian 
Mega-Regions tend to have a higher level of density than their 
European and American counterparts.    

The gap in productivity has been closing between the 
established industrial and post-industrial Mega-Regions. The 
fast emerging regions in Asia are catching up, supported by 
strong national investments. Western Mega-Regions are still 
leading the way in terms of GDP per capita (Figure 1), as a result 
of their accumulated assets and ability to export high value 
goods and services. 
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 Governance apparatus Region wide plan Reforms and major infrastructure to 
integrate the regions

Greater Bay 
Area

Government-led 
Annual meetings between governments 
of Guangdong province, Hong Kong and 
Macau, and the National Development 
Reform Commission (NDRC)

 ® Previously Pearl River Delta
 ® Greater Bay Area framework 2017
 ® Outline Development Plan for the 

Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao 
Greater Bay Area in 2019 [viii]

Recently completed Hong Kong-Zhuhai-
Macao Bridge crosses the Pearl River 
estuary while the Express Rail Link 
connects Hong Kong to Guangdong 
province and mainland China

US Northeast 
Corridor

No formal government responsibility 
growing civic governance and advocacy 
around rail and climate change.

Multi-state plans span large share of the 
region, such as 4th Regional Plan for NY 
region, and plan for a Regional Coastal 
Commission for New York-New Jersey 
and Connecticut

Northeast Corridor rapid rail under 
consideration.

Coastal 
California 

State of California is the major 
government decision-maker and public 
investor, especially on infrastructure and 
sustainability.

Not yet, but the California State 
Government has strong overlap with 
the functional region and shapes 
infrastructure and innovation planning

High Speed Rail by 2026, reducing travel 
time from 8h to 3h, part of the California 
State Rail plan

Northwest 
Europe

European Union (EU) infrastructure 
investment mechanisms (TENS)

No Mega-Region plan but European 
Union plans and schemes affect all cities 
and improve connectivity and integration 
in the region.

Eurostar high speed rail network 
launched 1993, linking London, Paris, 
Brussels. Extended 2018 to Amsterdam.

Jing-jin-ji Government-led; National-level 
committee chaired by a national 
minister (with the NDRC as secretariat). 
Each city and province has its own 
high level JJJ structures, part of central 
network. 

Strategy since 2014, supported by expert 
advisory committee, to become model 
for urban-rural coordinated development, 
move  non-capital functions out of 
Beijing including to Xiongan, and support 
culture, communication and innovation.

High speed rail between Beijing and 
Zhangjiakou, Hebei (2019); 2022 Winter 
Olympics and related expressway. High 
speed rail between Tianjin and Beijing’s 
new airport, other airport expansions. 
Investment in R&D and pilots in second 
cities.

Yangtze River 
Delta

Government-led 

 ® Yangtze River Delta Regional 
Cooperation Office

 ® Yangtze River Delta Industry 
Innovation League launched in 2018

 ® NRDC launched a plan in 2010 
(Yangtze River Delta Regional Plan) 

 ® Three-year action plan in 2018-20

2018-20 plan focuses on transportation 
connectivity, industrial innovation and 
collaboration between regional markets

Tokyo-Osaka No shared governing approach, some 
collaboration around foreign investment 
attraction.

No current vision for regional economic 
integration

Ultra high-speed train will connect 
Tokyo and Nagoya (completion 2027) 
and Osaka later (completion estimated 
around 2037)

Figure 1: Population and GDP per capita of Mega-Regions

Governance
Table 2 – Planning and Governance 
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These regions also inherit very distinct governance structures, spanning across multiple provinces, states or countries. Often there 
is no formal mechanism for joint development and growth management, but as they have become more functionally integrated 
there are examples of bottom-up collaboration between constituent cities, or higher-level co-ordination on infrastructure and 
business support that have emerged. 

The Mega-Regions in China in have experienced a more sustained focus on planning, governance and co-operation, led by central 
government, which helps to guide the long-term vision for those regions. The Chinese Mega-Regions all have been recipients of 
clear reforms and major infrastructure to integrate the regions, while by contrast their American counterparts, despite strongly 
reinforcing approaches to support growth firms, are only just beginning to build a region-wide vision and agenda.

Combined performance in global benchmarks
Global benchmarks of city performance make it possible to observe performance trends across a whole Mega-Region. The analysis 
below shows the indicative performance of each Mega-Region and the spread of the main cities that comprise them. In terms 
of business climate, talent availability, innovation, and quality of life [i], there are disparities within and between regions. These 
shape the ways in which these Mega-Regions are able to attract and accommodate talent, start-ups, businesses and investment. 
Leading innovative cities such as London, Hong Kong and New York all rank highly for themes like business climate, talent, and 
innovation, but Mega-Regions are weighed down by neighbouring cities that do not yet offer such an attractive urban environment 
for growth. Mega-Regions should encourage smaller member cities to develop this environment and attract businesses. In parallel, 
smaller cities in Mega-Regions tend to rank better in factors determining quality of life (air pollution, congestion, safety), and larger 
metropolises should work towards a more appealing milieu for a healthier environment and stronger talent retention. 

Figure 2. Combined performance of the 7 Mega-Regions in benchmarks

Internal Connectivity
Mega-Regions’ ability to serve fast-growing SMEs depends partly on the market size that is accessible through rapid and efficient 
intercity transport. There are big differences in how well connected the major cities and most distant cities are across these 7 
Mega-Regions to show the potential for business flows. Asian Mega-Regions have heavily invested in transport infrastructure, 
with high-speed trains reducing travel time to below 2 hours in many cases. Northwest Europe’s connectivity has been gradually 
improving, while American Mega-Regions are now seeking to catch up, with planned upgrades to the intercity 
rail system.
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Table 4. Connectivity of the Mega-Regions

Connectivity throughout the Mega-Region magnifies 
agglomeration effects and enhances the flow of information, 
goods, and talent. It also improves the region’s sustainability 
performance (decrease in congestion and air pollution) and 
ability to successfully accommodate the innovation economy in 
dense nodes that are able to host a critical mass of economic 
activity and interaction.

The regional connectivity of the Mega-Regions can be 
systematically compared by examining rush-hour journey times 
(see Table x). When comparing the seven Mega-Regions, the 
Jing-Jin-Ji Mega-Region emerges as the best-connected region 
overall, with an average travel time of just over an hour. The 
Greater Bay Area also performs well. Other regions experience 
a general gap in connectivity or specific linkages which have 
not yet achieved sufficient speed to foster major flows and 
complementarities between cities.

 Average distance between the 
main cities

Time between two largest 
cities  (hours)

Time to travel between 
furthest apart cities (hours)

Greater Bay Area 70 minutes 0:45 
(Guangzhou-Shenzhen)

0:50 
(Guangzhou-Hong Kong)

US Northeast Corridor 240 minutes 3:25  
(New York-Washington D.C.)

7:20 
(Boston-Washington D.C.)

Coastal California 380 minutes 8:10  
(San Francisco-Los Angeles)

11:53 
(San Francisco - San Diego)

Northwest Europe 200 minutes 2:30  
(London-Paris)

6:06 
(London-Frankfurt)

Jing-jin-ji 80 minutes 0:38 
(Beijing- Tianjin)

0:38 
(Beijing- Tianjin)

Yangtze River Delta 130 minutes 1:14 
(Shanghai Hangzhou)

4:00 
(Nanjing-Ningbo)

Tokyo-Osaka 130 minutes 3:42  
(Tokyo Osaka)

3:42  
(Tokyo Osaka)
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Figure 3. Regional connectivity of the Mega-Regions
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Table 5. Business Dynamics in Mega-Regions

Business dynamics
SMEs are strongly clustered and growing in all of these Mega-Regions. Based on a definition of technology-related firms, mid-sized 
companies (between 251 and 1000 employees) make up 3-6% of all innovative firms headquartered in these regions.

These companies are spread throughout their regions – for example in the US Northeast corridor they are concentrated in New York 
City, Boston, Washington DC and Philadelphia. In the Greater Bay Area the data points to an almost even split of innovative tech 
firms headquartered in Hong Kong and in Shenzhen, with others spread across the region.

 Share of medium-sized 
companies among all firms in 
the Mega-Region

Share of  medium-sized 
companies  in the Global top 
10,000-100,000th 

HQ location of Global Top 
10,000 medium-sized firms

Greater Bay Area 4.5% 5.6% HK (45%), Shenzhen (43%), 
Guangzhou (8%)

US Northeast Corridor 5.4% 6.7% New York City (49%), Boston 
(21%), Washington DC (20%) and 
Philadelphia (10%)

Coastal California 4.3% 4.7% San Francisco (54%), Los Angeles 
(38%) and San Diego (8%)

Northwest Europe 3.7% 4.3% London (58%), Paris (21%), then 
Rhine-Ruhr (8%) and Randstad 
(8%) 

Jing-jin-ji 5.7% 5.6% Beijing (97%)

Yangtze River Delta 4.8% 4.8% Shanghai (73%), Hangzhou (17%), 
Nanjing (6%)

Tokyo-Osaka 5.3% 4.4% Tokyo (82%) then Osaka (8%)

Source: Crunchbase, data retrieved in May 2019. Medium-sized companies refer to companies with between 251 and 1000 employees. Dynamic medium-sized 
companies refer to companies with a Crunchbase rank between 10,000 and 100,000.
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Table 6 shows the variety of industry specialisations in different Mega-Regions, based on their constituent cities. Northwest 
Europe is the Mega-Region that appears the most as a leading hub globally (in Tech, Finance, Creative Industries, and Tourism), 
with a strong presence of Disruptive Technology Firms. Greater Bay Area has an impressive presence of Consumer Goods Tech 
Companies and Advanced Manufacturing Firms. The Chinese Mega-Regions are performing well in terms of fostering growth of 
firms in Engineering, Design, Mobility and Logistics, while the US Mega-Regions excel in terms of Software, Medicine, Finance, 
Business Services and Leisure.

Table 6. Leading Mega-Regions by sector.

1st leading hub 2nd leading hub 3rd leading hub

Sectors Mega-Region % of all region’s 
companies in 
sector

Mega-Region % all region’s 
companies in 
sector

Mega-Region % all region’s 
companies in 
sector

Disruptive 
technologies, 
Consumer Tech 
and ICT

Northwest Europe 30.2% US Northeast 
Corridor

30.1% Coastal California 28.3%

Health & Medical US Northeast 
Corridor

25.1% Yangtze River 
Delta

20.9% Coastal California 18.8%

Manufacturing, 
processing and 
agriculture

Greater Bay Area 23.1% Yangtze River 
Delta

18.9% Tokyo-Osaka 16.8%

Financial & 
Business Services

Northwest Europe 19.8% California Coast 13.6% US Northeast 
Corridor

12.6%

Consumer Goods 
and Services

Greater Bay Area 16.3% Yangtze River 
Delta

12.4% Tokyo-Osaka 11.1%

Creative Industries Northwest Europe 12.9% Coastal California 12.6% US Northeast 
Corridor

11.0%

Mobility, 
transportation and 
logistics

Yangtze River 
Delta

7.6% Jing-jin-ji 7.6% Coastal California 6.0%

Engineering, 
design & advanced 
manufacturing

Jing-jin-ji 6.2% Greater Bay Area 5.1% Yangtze River 
Delta

4.6%

Education and 
Training

Tokyo-Osaka 4.6% Jing-jin-ji 3.5% US Northeast 
Corridor

3.4%

Tourism, Leisure & 
Hospitality

Northwest Europe 4.7% US Northeast 
Corridor

3.8% Coastal California 3.7%

Government and  
Defence

US Northeast 
Corridor

1.3% Northwest Europe 0.6% Coastal California 0.4%

Source: Crunchbase, data retrieved in May 2019. Based on a sectoral analysis of the top 1,000 firms in each Mega-Region.
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The Greater Bay Area’s sector mix of innovative firms compared to the average of its peers shows that the region hosts more 
tech firms in Manufacturing, Processing and Agriculture (agtech), Consumer Goods and Services, and Engineering, Design and 
Advanced Manufacturing than its counterparts. The relative presence of firms specialising in Disruptive Technologies, and in 
Education and Hospitality industries, is lower than other regions, but against some of the world leading regions it is competitive in 
nurturing the growth of Creative Industries and Business Services Companies.

Figure 4: Greater Bay Area sector mix of innovative firms compared to peers’ average

Source: Crunchbase. Data retrieved in May 2019. 

Figure 5 shows each Mega-Regions’ sector mix of its most influential firms compared to the average of each Mega-Region. 
Unsurprisingly, the US Northeast Corridor and Northwest Europe have a higher number of firms working in Government & Defence, 
as they include main political cities such as Washington DC and Brussels. Asian Mega-Regions all boast higher numbers of 
innovative firms in the Engineering, Design & Advanced Manufacturing sector.  

Figure 5: Mega-Regions’ individual sector mix compared to 7 Mega-Regions’ average

Source: Crunchbase. Data retrieved in May 2019. Based on sectoral analysis of the top 1,000 firms in each Mega-Region, indexed to a global average. Scores do not 
take into account firm sizes, so SMEs have equal weight to more established companies. 
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Sustainability
Mega-Regions have traditionally addressed sustainability from an environmental perspective, looking at: responding to climate 
change; moving to lower / cleaner energy use; and protecting natural resources.

Some regions, and particularly GBA, are also addressing the social impact of city development.  The GBA’s Outline Development 
Plan is looking to build a quality living environment for the wellbeing of residents, businesses and tourists alike.

Table 7 provides a Sustainability Rank that reflects the combined performance of cities within a Mega-Region that has been 
measured in global urban sustainability benchmarks since 2015.  The Rank compares the Mega-Regions’ performance to a list of 
100 globally-leading metrics.. 

Table 7. Mega-Regions’ sustainability performance

 Sustainability 
Rank/100

Key Resilience 
issues

Sustainability Targets and Initiatives

Greater Bay 
Area

50th Air quality 
Floods 
Hurricanes 
Extreme heat

- Annual reduction of high-energy consuming companies 
- Electrification of taxi and bus fleets (e.g. Shenzhen)  
-Lower sulphur ship fuel  
- Promote the retrofit of buildings for enhancing energy saving 
- Development of green finance in Hong Kong (first green bond issued in May 2019) 

US Northeast 
Corridor

33rd Sea level rise 
Extreme heat 
Hurricanes 
Cyberthreats

- Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative to cap-and-trade programme to reduce CO2 
emissions from the power sector 
-Carbon neutrality goals: reduce GHG emissions by 80%-100% by 2050  
- Fortification of areas vulnerable to storm surges and flooding (e.g. NYC) 
- Green Infrastructure development in Washington D.C. and Philadelphia

Coastal 
California 

34th Droughts 
Fire 
Food insecurity  
Cyberthreats

State of California targets: 40% GHG emissions and 50% renewable energy by 
2030 
-Conception of resilience plans and climate action plans, with targets  
- Diverting 100% waste from landfills by 2050 (Los Angeles, San Diego) 
- Increasing urban tree canopy cover by 20% 
- Achieving carbon neutrality (Los Angeles County)

Northwest 
Europe

11th Sea level rise 
Water insecurity 
Food insecurity 
Ageing population

- Carbon-neutral target by 2050 with focus on energy transition, mobility and real 
estate 
- Amsterdam’s Sustainability Agenda: 20% decline in energy use per resident by 
2020 and establish a circular economy 
- Expansion of London’s ultra low emission zone to the entire city 
- Construction of green buildings and districts (e.g. Paris eco-district) 
- Clean energy mix: e.g. 100% of Frankfurt’s energy to originate from renewable 
sources by 2050

Jing-jin-ji 63rd Air quality 
Food security 
Workforce skills 
mismatch 
Ageing population

- Roll out of clean-energy vehicles for public transport in the Mega-Region  
- Promotion of renewable energies: 22.6 GW of wind power and 17 GW of solar 
photovoltaic installations by 2020 and nergy transition pilot in Zhangjiakou 
- Hebei’s steel production to be capped under 200 million tonnes by 2020 
- Designation of eco-towns (e.g. Xiong’an) and ecological protection areas 

Yangtze River 
Delta

60th Air quality 
Floods 
Workforce skills 
mismatch

- Target: reducing average density of PM2.5 to 25 micrograms per cubic meter 
- Yangtze River Delta “Hydrogen corridor” to develop fuel cell vehicles and deploy 
fuelling stations by 2025  
- Development of green infrastructure (e.g. Ningbo eco-corridor)  
- Shanghai to develop low-carbon transportation by 2035 and reduce total carbon 
emission by about 5% compared to 2025 peak by 2035

Tokyo-Osaka 37th Sea level rise 
Earthquakes  
Ageing population

- Greater Tokyo: Halve food waste by 2030, reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 
30% and energy consumption by 38% 
-Kyoto City Bicycle Plan 
- Osaka Heat island countermeasures 

Note: The rank sustainability performance was reached from the authors’ analysis of global sustainability  benchmarks. The performance of the metros within in each 
Mega-Region was aggregated and classified using an ELO algorithm.
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Case Study
Greater Bay Area

Population 70 million

Density 1250/km2

GDP $1.6 trillion (12% of national GDP)

GDP/capita $22,000

Key sector specialisms
Advanced manufacturing, retail and consumer goods, mobility and logistics, financial and trading services, low 
carbon, R&D and higher education, tourism

The Greater Bay Area is an industrial, services and consumption powerhouse that consists of eleven primary cities - the 
special autonomous cities of Hong Kong and Macao with nine cities in the Guangdong province (Shenzhen, Guangzhou, 
Foshan, Dongguan, Huizhou, Zhongshan, Zhuhai, Jiangmen and Zhaoqing). For more than 15 years the area has been a key 
focus for coordination and regional economic development in China. The Greater Bay Area has developed into one of the 
richest and most productive in the world, with Hong Kong specialising in international finance, high value trade and higher 
education, Macao in tourism and conferences, Shenzhen in information-technology, biotechnology and new materials, 
Guangzhou in administrative and distribution services, Foshan and Dongguan in advanced manufacturing, Zhuhai in service, 
tourism and leisure, and Zhongshan, Huizhou, Jiangmen and Zhaoqing using their respective complete industry chains to 
boost activities in manufacturing, trade and logistics. 

Scale: 1:1967866
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1.  Cross-border cooperation to create a thriving  
Business Climate

The Greater Bay Area is acting to streamline the different 
policies and regulations between Chinese cities and Hong Kong 
and Macao, including social benefits, labour, immigration and 
tax.  

The government aims to provide a ‘quality living circle’ 
within the Greater Bay Area, to create a cluster of cities 
that are appealing places to live, work, and play.  With new 
infrastructure, cities will be within an hour’s reach from each 
other, helping to bridge the geographic and cultural gap 
between Guangdong and the two autonomous cities. This 
becomes increasingly important for merging professional 
cultures together and build a unified economy for the region. 

The Greater Bay Area offers a large customer base to local and 
regional businesses. Diversification and specialisation becomes 
possible as Greater Bay Area cities become complementary. 
Dongguan and Foshan are already transitioning from a 
labour-intensive, manufacturing-based economy to one that is 
increasingly driven by advanced and high-tech manufacturing 
industries. Bigger markets also offer an opportunity for start-
ups and small companies to grow in size and scale (e.g. a 
Hong Kong company moves from a customer base of 7 million 
people to 70 million).

45% of businesses believe that tax incentives are the most 
important factor to facilitate the free movement of goods within 
the Greater Bay Area. A tax exemption on ‘frontier workers’ 
could resemble the European Union’s approach on the free 
movement of people who need to cross national borders for 
professional purposes.  Mainland cities have also announced 
they will be exempting highly-skilled foreign talent from paying 
income tax.

Education is seen as a key focus for the Greater Bay Area to 
enable the development of a local talent pool. Hong Kong is a 
renowned higher education hub, and Guangzhou is home to 
many leading national educational institutions, producing an 
abundance of young talent. Cities are encouraged to make the 
most of the Guangdong-Hong-Kong-Macao University Alliance, 
and plan to relax education rules in the mainland to favour 
cross-regional employment e.g. easing kindergarten entry for 
parents with children working in the Greater Bay Area.

2. Agglomeration 

The four core cities of Hong Kong, Macao, Guangzhou 
and Shenzhen are being prioritised as the primary engines 
for regional development, and with the other seven nodes 
providing complementarity and specialisation. 

Since 2018, governments have increasingly relaxed policies 
regarding entry and exit within the Greater Bay Area through 
simplified visa rules: the extension of visa-free duration in the 
Greater Bay Area from 72 to 144 hours for foreign nationals 
of 53 countries, or the eligibility of foreign (Hong Kong and 
Macao) workers to contribute to their social protection 
schemes in Guangdong.  

Through the wide array of recent rail and road infrastructure 
projects, the Greater Bay Area has created a greatly enhanced 
inter-city mobility to support a more diversified labour and 
housing market. For example, the bridge linking Zhuhai with 
Hong Kong and Macao has shortened the trip from 4 hours to 
only 45 minutes, and now sees 70,000 people crossing per day. 
This makes Zhuhai a prime residential market for commuters 
in the Greater Bay Area, more attractive than the saturated 
markets of the two autonomous cities.  

3. Trade

The integration of each city’s strengths in the Greater Bay Area 
have produced a world-leading region in terms of trade. An 
increased need for business in trade certification, supply chain 
and logistics, can spur ideas for the new generation of start-ups 
and SMEs in the maritime industry. 

Greater Bay Area factories contribute to 37% of China’s 
exports – enough to make it the world’s fourth largest exporter, 
with a long-established network of transport and shipping 
infrastructure able to ship goods efficiently to destinations 
around the globe.  The ports of Hong Kong, Shenzhen and 
Nansha are currently meeting export demands with spare 
capacity, and should aim to find and develop their respective 
strengths in the blue economy. Nansha’s marine industry 
has begun to take shape, comprising of cutting-edge 
industries such as shipbuilding, marine high-end equipment 
manufacturing, ocean transportation, marine science and 
technology, and seashore tourism. It recently inaugurated a 
new maritime research hub focusing on technology in island 
and island reef sustainable development and sustainable use of 
sea resources in the Greater Bay Area.

The interactions of the Greater Bay Area with overseas markets 
are not only made through maritime trade. Macao is earmarked 
in the Outline Development Plan 2019 to be the point of entry to 
lusophone markets, thanks to its culture and soft power.
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4. Creating specific spaces and locations to encourage 
entrepreneurship

The Greater Bay Area has brought forward a mixture of free 
trade zones and innovation parks where SMEs can grow, 
providing attractive prices to lower entrepreneurs’ cost of living 
and businesses’ operating costs.

Specialised research and science hubs promote the Greater 
Bay Area’s ambition to become an attractive and competitive 
region. Guangzhou Knowledge City is a new, mixed-use hub 
that not only delivers development in biomedical engineering, 
new energy and new materials, but also provides residential 
and public places for talent to work, live and play in the area. 

In a bid to rebalance the entrepreneurial spirit from Hong Kong 
and Macao to Guangdong, micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises are encouraged to bring their development potential 
on the mainland with extended local entrepreneurship support. 
For example, the Free Trade Zone of Qianhai in Shenzhen 
launched dozens of initiatives to encourage entrepreneurs 
aged between 18 and 45 years old to move from the two 
autonomous cities and set up in the zone, through cash 
rewards, low-rent flats and transport allowances.  

Cross-border land provision is a catalyst to nurture regional 
entrepreneurship and collaboration. The development of the 
Lok Ma Chau Loop into the Hong Kong-Shenzhen Innovation 
and Technology Park is expected to provide dedicated space for 
start-ups, technology companies, higher education institutions 
and other innovation groups. The Hong Kong 2018-2019 Budget 
has set aside $6 billion to support innovation development in 
the region, with $2.5 billion earmarked for the HSITP.  

5. Large scale projects

The Greater Bay Area has made large scale infrastructure 
projects its priority, which improves connectivity in the region, 
drives redevelopment and efficiency in previously unprioritised 
areas, and spurs demand in new locations. 

Recent large-scale inter-city road projects include the 
Guangzhou-Shenzhen-Hong Kong High Speed Express Rail 
Link (2018), the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge (2018), the 
Nansha Bridge (2019), and the Shenzhen-Zhongshan Bridge 
(2024). New land-based control points are also to be opened 
and would boost daily passenger flows while easing border 
crossings. 

Projects include building international links through airport 
upgrades like Guangzhou’s new terminal (2018), Hong Kong 
airport’s third runway (2024), Shenzhen airport’s third runway at 
a cost of US$1.39 billion and the planned expansion of Macao’s 
airport (2030).

Inner city projects such as cultural districts, sporting events 
and landmarks also play a role in transforming the Greater Bay 
Area. The destination appeal rises for the region, which can 
play a role in merging the eleven cities’ culture recognition, 
and may increases the customer base for new businesses in 
creative industries. The West Kowloon Cultural District, aimed 
for completion in 2026, aims to renovate the arts and cultural 
scene in Hong Kong.

6. Growth of innovation Economy

The Greater Bay Area is continually growing its innovation 
quotient in high-value Manufacturing, Biotechnology, Fintech, 
Artificial Intelligence and Robotics. Its main strategies are to 
encourage and facilitate R&D, improve access to capital, early 
stage financing and direct financing, and nurture technology 
talent.

The Greater Bay Area Outline Development Plan 2019 indicates 
new initiatives to be taken by government in improving 
intellectual property regulation, enforcement and protection, 
which are important considerations for entrepreneurs.  The 
Hong Kong government is also revamping its procurement 
process to support the iterative delivery of digital services 
when this was previously not possible.  This implies smaller 
contracts and smaller timescales, which allows for a wider 
range of bidders such as start-ups and SMEs. 

Improving access to capital necessitates help from the 
public sector. City governments revealed industry-specific 
cuts in business tax: e.g. Shenzhen offering cuts in Qianhai 
FTZ, or Hong Kong offering a capped 300% tax deduction 
in companies’ R&D expenditure.  Some have also launched 
dedicated public investment and venture funds (Hong Kong 
government’s Innovation & Technology Venture Fund worth 
HKD2bn).  

With its mature manufacturing base and comprehensive supply 
chain that enable efficient commercialisation of high-tech 
ideas by entrepreneurs, Shenzhen is already very attractive to 
Chinese entrepreneurs. The city plans to encourage talent and 
young companies by housing 1,000 incubators by 2020 (from 
450 in 2017).

All measures taken to boost the innovation and technology 
sector plan to improve talent attraction from around the 
world, with programmes such as the Shenzhen- HK Youth 
Innovation Entrepreneurship Base, the Nansha Guangdong-
HK-Macao Youth Entrepreneur Hub, the Guangdong-HK-
Macao youth innovation and entrepreneurial cooperation 
platform in Zhongshan, the HK-Macao youth innovation and 
entrepreneurial base in Dongguan Eco-Industrial Park, or the 
Hong Kong-Macao youth entrepreneurial base in Huizhou.

7. Urban Innovation

In 2013, the Chinese Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 
Development released a list of Smart City developments to be 
built and commissioned, with some in the Greater Bay Area 
such as the Longgang smart district in Shenzhen. This creates 
an opportunity for smaller companies to participate in smart 
city pilots, especially with a more favourable pro-innovation 
procurement policy. The Hong Kong government is set to 
make more of its data public, creating an opportunity for 
start-ups and SMEs to utilise the information and build smart-
city solutions. An open API framework creates a favourable 
environment for entrepreneurs, signalling the willingness of 
government to innovate.
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8. Pivot to sustainability

In February 2019, the Greater Bay Area released its Outline 
Development Plan and confirmed the goals of achieving clean 
energy and energy saving, sustainable transportation, climate 
resilience and development and green finance development.

Recognising the need to protect its natural environment at 
the regional and city scale, the GBA has enhanced its efforts 
in maritime and air quality.  Joint protection of the marine 
environment has been put in place, with Guangdong and Hong 
Kong taking a lead in coastal protection, and adopting new 
regional maritime regulation to lower marine refuse. Similarly, 
in September 2014, Hong Kong, Guangdong and Macao signed 
the Cooperation Agreement on Regional Air Pollution Control 
and Prevention, to enhance regional air quality. The region has 
since then been conducting a yearly joint study to monitor and 
analyse PM2.5 levels and ultimately increase air quality in the 
region.

Climate resilience in the Greater Bay Area becomes ever more 
important as demand for infrastructure and energy becomes 
stronger in the region. Efforts in infrastructure development 
within the region has contributed to reduce the need for 
business to transport goods through heavily polluting means, 
and has also reduced the dependency of businesses on coal. 
China’s state-owned Southern Power Grid has announced an 
investment of more than $25 billion to improve the resilience 
of power grids in the GBA, while also boosting investment 
in energy R&D. The company also aims to complete the 
Kunliulong direct current transmission line project by 2021, 
which is expected to reduce coal consumption in the GBA by 
6 million metric tons and carbon dioxide emission by 16 million 
tons.  

Greater Bay Area cities already lead in global urban rankings 
for green financing capabilities. For example, Changzhou has 
launched an eco-district pilot zone for green finance reform 
and innovation in its Huadu district, having placed $1.5bn 
in funding to attract investors and provide support, and an 
additional $500 million annual investment to boost capabilities. 
Efforts to develop Hong Kong as a green finance hub have 
been supported by key city initiatives. After a Green Finance 
Forum in 2019, the Hong Kong Monetary Authority has 
launched multiple measures for green and sustainable banking, 
as well as establishing a Centre for Green Finance to serve as 
a platform for technical support and experience.  Hong Kong 
raised $1 billion from the sale of its first green bond in early 
2019, with more to be issued under the city’s $12 billion green 
bond programme. Major climate resilience projects require a 
large amount of investment, and this programme is one of the 
largest globally to make Hong Kong and GBA the key funding 
source for green projects.
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Metholodgy and Sources
iThe themes are as follow: 

 ® Business Climate measures the ease of doing business in each city.
 ® Innovation assesses the innovation ecosystem of each city, comparing indicators such as the number of patents, VC investments 
and the presence of accelerators and incubators.

 ® Talent measures the appeal of each city to international talent according to the quality of the education and the labour market 
conditions.

 ® Living Standards assesses the quality of life in each city, focusing on themes such as pollution, safety and environment 
protection.

ii The benchmarks and indicators used for the sustainability analysis are:

 ® Tan et al. Global Liveable and Smart Cities 2018
• Environmental Friendliness and Sustainability

 ® EasyPark Smart Cities Index 2018
• Smart building
• Clean energy

 ® Mori Memorial Foundation Global Power City Index 2018 
• Commitment to Climate Action
• Renewable Energy Rate
• Waste Recycle Rate

 ® Z-Yen Global Green Finance Index 2 2018
• Depth of Green Finance sub-index
• Quality of Green Finance sub-index

 ® Arcadis Sustainable Cities Mobility Index 2017 (Planet)
 ® Arcadis Sustainable Cities Index 2016 (Planet)
 ® Grosvenor Resilient Cities 2014
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iiiThe list of metropolitan areas was taken from the Globalization and World Cities Research Network 2018

ivhttps://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/10/31/doing-business-report-china-carries-out-record-business-reforms-edges-into-top-50-economies

vhttps://www.theigc.org/reader/trading-benefits-exporting-small-firms/

vihttps://www.joc.com/port-news/asian-ports/yangtze-extension-allow-nanjing-handle-ocean-going-ships_20150701.html

viiTable 7 sources:

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-10/23/c_137553194.html, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201903/19/WS5c902adfa3106c65c34ef48c.html,  http://www.
expressraillink.hk/en/project-details/key-information.html, https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/economy/article/2132747/troubled-west-kowloon-cultural-district-
seek-extra-hk117,  https://www.theconstructionindex.co.uk/news/view/china-approves-third-runway-for-shenzhen

https://www.boston.com/uncategorized/noprimarytagmatch/2012/07/10/true-cost-of-big-dig-exceeds-24-billion-with-interest-officials-determine, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/million-dollar-settlement-reached-in-silver-line-suit-over-flawed-concrete-panels/2019/01/28/5dd79870-2345-11e9-
ad53-824486280311_story.html?utm_term=.f2e80d63e18d, https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/amtrak-invests-24-billion-for-next-gen-high-speed-trainsets-
and-infrastructure-upgrades-300318903.html, https://www.businessinsider.com/inside-the-creation-of-hudson-yards-2015-11?r=US&IR=T, https://e360.yale.edu/
features/with-a-green-makeover-philadelphia-tackles-its-stormwater-problem

https://sfport.com/downtown-ferry-terminal-expansion, https://www.latimes.com/sports/la-sp-la-2028-olympics-budget-20190429-story.html, http://lighthouse-sf.
org/2018/08/14/transbay-terminal/, https://www.portofsandiego.org/projects/chula-vista-bayfront, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-05-01/california-s-
high-speed-rail-line-cost-grows-by-about-2-billion

https://www.environmentalengineering.org.uk/news/thames-tideway-tunnel-could-cost-up-to-6-5bn-4012/, https://premierconstructionnews.com/2017/09/18/grand-
paris-express/, https://www.fraport.com/content/fraport/en/business-partner/construction-projects-.html, https://www.railway-technology.com/projects/amsterdam-
zuid-station-expansion/, https://egtc-rhine-alpine.eu/nl/portfolio-item/erfls/

https://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/blog/gordon-g-chang/china%E2%80%99s-water-crisis-made-worse-policy-failures, https://centreforaviation.com/data/profiles/
newairports/beijing-daxing-international-airport, http://fortune.com/2016/11/28/china-jing-jin-ji-railway/, https://www.rechargenews.com/transition/1633664/abb-
helps-deliver-hvdc-grid-mega-project-in-china, https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/beijing-spends-big-as-it-prepares-for-2022-winter-olympics

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201806/06/WS5b1735c7a31001b82571e65b.html, https://www.fliggy.com/content/d-2018072911291800196?ttid=seo.000000576&seoT
ype=origin

http://www.sportspromedia.com/news/tokyo-2020-olympics-cost-25-billion, https://japanpropertycentral.com/2018/10/shinagawa-development-project-to-be-
completed-by-2024/, https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/5G-networks/Japan-s-carriers-plan-14bn-spending-blitz-for-nationwide-5G, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/
news/2018/11/24/national/osaka-host-2025-world-expo/#.XO_5NtNKhbU, https://www.railwaygazette.com/news/single-view/view/chuo-maglev-project-endorsed.
html

viii https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/filemanager/en/share/pdf/Outline_Development_Plan.pdf

ix https://www.business.hsbc.com.hk/en-gb/hk/campaign%20sub%20page/research

x https://en.hitouch.com/2019/01/02/guangdong-grants-foreign-students-new-visa/

xi  https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/cn/pdf/en/2018/04/a-lens-on-the-greater-bay-area.pdf

xii  https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3008797/subsidies-millions-cash-rewards-low-rent-flats-and
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xiii  https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/cn/pdf/en/2018/04/a-lens-on-the-greater-bay-area.pdf

xiv  https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/filemanager/en/share/pdf/Outline_Development_Plan.pdf

xv  https://www.chinadailyhk.com/articles/107/183/83/1551451396322.html

xvi https://chinaeconomicreview.com/beijing-offers-tax-incentives-to-lure-talent-into-greater-bay-area/

xvii https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/filemanager/en/share/pdf/Greater Bay Area-symposium-tokyo.pdf

xviii https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/en/opportunities/environmental.html

xix http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201903/19/WS5c902adfa3106c65c34ef48c.html

xx  https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/filemanager/en/share/pdf/Outline_Development_Plan.pdf

xxi https://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/key-information/press-releases/2019/20190507-4.shtml

xxii (2018 estimates)

xxiii 2017 Milken Institute study

xxiv https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/102115/taxes-california-small-business-basics.asp

xxv https://www.sandiego.gov/economic-development/industry/bip

xxvi https://www.fundera.com/blog/entrepreneur-visas

xxvii http://ww17.aeanet.org/publications/idjj_cc2008_overview.asp

xxviii http://martinprosperity.org/content/rise-of-the-global-start-up-city/

xxix https://www.mitsui.com/mgssi/en/report/detail/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2018/12/07/1810x_ninagawa_e.pdf

xxx http://scagrtpscs.net/Documents/2016/final/f2016RTPSCS.pdf

xxxi https://www.moneymover.com/media/uploads/files/UK-SME-International-Payments-Analysis-Summary.pdf

xxxii NRW Invest 2017

xxxiii https://www.statista.com/statistics/818783/number-of-smes-in-belgium-by-region/

xxxiv https://www.heathrow.com/file_source/Company/Static/PDF/Companynewsandinformation/TBF_techspec_vol1.pdf

xxxv http://ccilc.pt/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/eu_sme_centre_report_-_smart_cities_in_china_i_edit_-_jan_2016_1_1.pdf

xxxvi file:///Users/Opportune/Downloads/20170918-%20CPBifranceObservatoire%20PME-English_LT.pdf

xxxvii https://www.transport-network.co.uk/DfT-to-spend-a-third-of-procurement-with-SMEs/15229

xxxviii European Commission, 2018. Commission notice: Guidance on Innovation Procurement

xxxix NRW Invest 2017

xl https://www.themayor.eu/en/redesigning-the-future-in-the-new-smart-city-tech-hub-in-amsterdam

xli http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/newsrepublic/2018-02/13/content_35700807.htm

xlii http://www.ebeijing.gov.cn/Elementals/Bulletin/t1556216.htm

xliii http://www.dongjiang.gov.cn/html/djyw/QYYS22803/List/list_0.htm

xliv http://en.people.cn/n3/2019/0524/c90000-9581430.html

xlv http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-02/25/c_137849309.htm

xlvi Sources: populationstat.com ; http://data.stats.gov.cn ; Crunchbase 

xlvii http://english.gov.cn/policies/policy_watch/2018/07/20/content_281476229459662.htm

xlviii https://www.corporatelivewire.com/top-story.html?id=the-yangtze-river-delta-integration-plan

xlix http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201806/06/WS5b1735c7a31001b82571e65b.html

l https://www.shine.cn/news/metro/1812026040/

li https://www.skuld.com/contentassets/4f82c7a22f4e4b3da3008dc16661f8fd/yangtze_river_delta_cities_lead_the_implementation_of_ship_emission_control_area-
directive_of_prc.pdf

lii https://www.seisakukikaku.metro.tokyo.jp/en/gfct/pdf/291110finalreport.pdf

liii http://www.city.kobe.lg.jp/information/project/masterplan/img/kobe2025-english.pdf

liv https://media.firabcn.es/content/S078018/download/13NOV_UE_ENERGY_KN.pdf
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