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1. 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
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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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2. Mega-Regions and Enterprise Development
Dynamic, small and medium-sized enterprises that manage to 
scale up are a driving force of competitiveness for a Mega-
Region. Such companies often contribute to increase aggregate 
productivity by ensuring coordination and upgrading of smaller 
suppliers. They are also a key contributor for job creation and 
improve talent retention for cities through investing more 
heavily in human capital. Growing firms provide a direct and 
indirect contribution to productivity growth by sparking new 
demand for innovative products and solutions, generating 
knowledge spill-overs which other enterprises can harness, and 
strengthening the local entrepreneurial culture by acting as role 
models for future and nascent entrepreneurs. 

The growth journey of medium-sized companies can take 
many different paces and forms, and involve organic growth 
as well as mergers and acquisitions, joint-ventures or alliances. 
Their evolution is often shaped by fundamental drivers and 
conditions in the region they are based, including the access to 
international markets they gain, and the extent of competitive 
pressures due to technological change, globalisation of 
markets, cost constraints, and increased customers’ demand 
for quality and punctuality.

Mega-Regions, and the dominant cities and metropolitan 
regions that comprise them, are adapting in a number of 
ways. As we discuss below, providing regulatory, legal and 
financial frameworks conducive to entrepreneurship and small 
firm start-up and growth is a priority. Governments work to 
improve SME access to financing, information infrastructures 
and access to international markets. As a result Mega-Regions 
are good places to locate small and medium-sized high growth 
businesses.

A review of the approaches currently pursued and adopted 
in the seven Mega-Regions highlight a number of different 
ways in which these Mega-Regions are creating platforms for 
medium-sized firms to grow and succeed.

1. Business Climate
Small and medium-sized companies need a favourable 
business ecosystem to flourish in, as institutional impediments 
discourage the establishment of new ventures or expansion of 
existing activities. The relatively weak bargaining power and 
generally poor liquidity of SMEs make them strongly dependent 
on regulatory frameworks that guarantee the reliability of 
transactions and secure orderly playing rules in the economy. 
Moreover, SMEs do not have the same capacity to use 
professional services as larger firms do and require a simple, 
easy-to-navigate regulatory environment that can provide them 
with certainty and predictability. 

Mega-Regions around the world have begun to focus 
much more seriously on:

 ® The provision of a much more customised regulatory, legal 
and financial framework conducive to small-firm growth 
depends on a wide range of institutions at all levels of 
government – local, regional, national and international. With 
this in mind, for example, Chinese Mega-Regions have made 
rapid progress in improving its business climate for domestic 
small and medium-sized businesses in the past years, 
thanks to new national government policies such as the 
introduction of online registration systems, the abolishment 
of the business tax and improvements to the intellectual 
property rights laws . 

 ® Recognising the need to support growing innovative 
companies by investing in a more robust IP protection 
framework.  For instance, the quantity of trans-provincial 
and trans-city patent applications in the Yangtze River 
Delta in the past decade was 5 times higher than previous 
decades thanks to changes in regulation. 

 ® Streamlining administrative procedures to lower the cost 
of doing business for small and medium-sized businesses. 
The digitalisation of processes has helped SMEs save time 
and money in their applications. Chinese reforms to improve 
the business environment has made Beijing one of only two 
cities in the world where the process of starting a business 
is completely free. 

 ® Enhancing the dissemination of information to help fast-
growing businesses stay abreast of regulatory changes 
and understand the implications for their business, as the 
lack of information or support hinders SMEs growth and 
productivity, which is why Mega-Regions have been. The 
US Northeast Corridor is facilitating access to business-
related resources through an online platform and meanwhile 
the Tokyo-Osaka Mega-Region is providing free support 
services to small and medium-sized businesses in order to 
help them navigate the regulatory landscape. Both Mega-
Regions are also providing information concerning the 
administrative procedures in various languages, which also 
benefit minority-owned businesses or international talent 
aiming to establish a business in those Mega-Regions. 
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2. Agglomeration 
Small and medium-sized companies benefit from the 
advantages of ‘matching, learning and sharing’ that 
agglomeration brings. Such firms need the ability to be close 
to activity test market to see if it is something people want and 
to build a loyal customer base. They also rely on the ability to 
source talent. The size and scale of the market thus plays an 
important role in attracting entrepreneurs. Governments’ role 
in nurturing agglomeration and clusters is generally indirect 
and relies on supporting skills development and reducing 
constraints to enterprise interaction.  

Mega-Regions have realised that:

 ® Clustering facilitates exchanges between firms, including 
talent exchanges and diffusion of technology, and creates 
opportunities for efficiency gains. Some regions are known 
for generating clusters of dynamic firms which benefit from 
information spillovers and other intangible factors, such as 
the Silicon Valley in Coastal California.

 ® Physical proximity to important headquarters and decision-
making centres improves small and medium-sized 
businesses’ access to capital, highly skilled professionals. 
They can benefit from the links to other businesses but 
also to government agencies through lobbying.  Small and 
medium sized companies in the capital cities of Northwest 
Europe benefit from the proximity with key nodes of 
decision-making. In Washington DC, proximity to federal 
agencies opens procurement opportunities to SMEs.  

 ® Talent attraction and retention is improved with universities. 
Domestic and foreign talent are attracted to studying 
in the world-leading institutions in Coastal California. 
Entrepreneurs can then draw talent from some of the 
world’s highest ranked universities including Caltech, UCLA 
and USC.

 ® As competition for talent increases, Mega-Regions and cities 
have introduced simpler or more flexible visa requirements 
to attract or retain highly qualified individuals. Examples 
include a start-up visa in Tokyo and London, or relaxed 
permanent residency rules in Jing-jin-ji and GBA. 

 ® Eased connectivity from large-scale infrastructure projects 
(see 5. Large Scale Projects) but also from policies such as 
shutting down interprovincial toll stations in YRD, providing 
more convenience and cheaper operating costs for 
businesses operating at the regional level.

 ® The development of regional and local connectivity through 
major transport improvements connect small and medium-
sized businesses to a larger pool of suppliers and customers 
and enable skills to be better matched between workers and 
job opportunities. As faster and cheaper commutes boost 
productivity, Mega-Regions are striving to develop and 
integrate transport to provide a seamless commute to their 
citizens. Recognising this crucial need, Hebei province in the 
Jing-jin-ji allocated a budget of over US$8 billion to increase 
road capacity by 15%.

 ® Transport investments can also act as a catalyst of local 
economic growth. The uplift in property value and the 

increase in foot traffic generated by better connectivity can 
have positive economic impacts in a neighbourhood or 
district. As a result, local and regional governments often 
rely on major transport projects to revitalise an area and 
attract the amenities necessary for people to cluster and 
local businesses to thrive.

3. Trade
Often viewed as mainly benefiting large companies , 
international trade also spurs the growth of small and medium-
sized businesses. By exporting, firms can reach larger markets 
and learn new skills, thus increasing their productivity and 
profitability. However high-growth companies face significant 
barriers to trading compared to larger firms, leading Mega-
Regions to pursue efforts to break down those barriers.

Mega-Regions have been supporting pro-export initiatives 
and helping fast-growing companies engage with global 
value chains:

 ® SMEs are becoming more involved in international strategic 
alliances and joint ventures, as larger multinationals can 
decide to partner with smaller tech firms to economise on 
R&D, minimise the lead-time for new products and serve 
emerging markets.  

 ® Many cities within the Mega-Regions have established 
export promotion agencies, helping small- and medium-
sized businesses connect with businesses based in other 
countries. Export promotion agencies provide strategic 
assistance to firms and lower the costs of matching 
domestic firms with foreign buyers or sellers. 

 ® Reducing costs of exports through tax incentives or 
exemptions is another way to stimulate trade. In Tianjin 
Free Trade Zone, companies registered in the Donjiang 
Port benefits from tax exemption for a wide range of 
services, such as international shipping, transportation or 
warehousing. 

 ® Governments can help circumvent economic downturns 
for companies looking to start or scale up. China’s central 
bank announced in early 2019 that it had cut the required 
reserve ratio for smaller banks to help spur lending to small 
businesses, who would be hit hardest by higher trade tariffs.

 ® Regional industrial projects can help small and mid-sized 
businesses trade in a more intensive way. For example, the 
12.5 metre Yangtze River deep-water channel extension to 
Nanjing boost the latter’s role as a logistics centre and can 
spur entrepreneurial activity in the sector, while also saving 
businesses about $960 million in logistics costs every year .
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4.  Concentrations of  
entrepreneurial activity

Promoting enterprise clusters can also enhance SME 
performance and competitiveness. Small and medium-sized 
companies need a space to grow that is affordable and that 
potentially gives them a market advantage. Mega-Regions have 
understood this need to foster entrepreneurship by providing 
them with specific places and locations in and around cities. 
Mega-Regions are encouraging the clustering of dynamic 
companies through a number of initiatives:

 ® Clusters are moving away from prime expensive locations to 
neighbourhoods where SMEs can access more affordable 
commercial space with enough space to grow and scale 
up. Appropriate locations, within cities or in suburbs, often 
combine good connectivity with relatively low commercial 
rents and a wide range of amenities to foster interactions 
and exchange of ideas.

 ® National governments might support concentrations, as 
seen with the examples of China’s Free Trade Zones and 
Japan’s National Strategic Special Zones. Mostly located 
within Mega-Regions, the zones benefit from favourable 
fiscal regimes and looser regulations such as tax exemptions 
or subsidies. Qianhai FTZ in Shenzhen provides young (18-
45 years old) entrepreneurs with subsidies, cash rewards, 
low-rent flats and transport allowances. 

 ® Chinese Mega-Regions are also betting on creating new 
sector-specific cities to concentrate and nurture industry 
developments. Guangzhou Knowledge City (Greater Bay 
Area) and Xiong’an New Area (Jing-jin-ji) are examples of 
such strategies.

 ® Regional and city governments are also driving efforts 
to bridge industry and academia, creating new places to 
bring them together. The co-location of universities with 
businesses of all sizes facilitate the development and 
commercialisation of new products. Examples include 
Pennovation Works, a campus providing offices, labs and 
state-of-the-art facilities to researchers, entrepreneurs and 
industry partners. 

 ® Clusters can offer tailored, regional solutions depending 
on where they are located: the large agricultural market in 
China can spur e-commerce start-ups in the YRD to provide 
services such as connecting farmers with potential buyers or 
providing real time data on humidity, soil quality, etc.

5. Large Scale Projects
Large-scale projects can boost small- and medium-sized 
businesses’ competitiveness. Investments in transport, 
broadband or utilities infrastructure can stimulate SMEs’ 
productivity while strengthening their supply chains. In a 
world of globalisation and technological disruption, large-scale 
projects help entrepreneurs and start-ups remain competitive, 
by providing them with reliable and affordable fundamentals to 
run their businesses and facilitating access to customers and 
suppliers.

Mega-Regions have been financing a variety of large-scale 
projects to improve high-growth companies’ digital and 
physical connectivity:

 ® Most Mega-Regions have invested in large inter-city 
transport projects, significantly cutting down commuting 
time between cities. Improvements to businesses’ 
environment also can also give SMEs the confidence to 
grow as market reach and talent pool increase. 

 ® Additionally, governments’ investments in utilities can cut 
down SMEs energy costs while ensuring a more reliable 
provision. 

 ® As digital connectivity is becoming an essential criterion 
for the growth of companies, Mega-Regions are improving 
broadband speed and ensuring equal access across the 
Mega-Regions. These initiatives enable small and medium-
sized businesses to engage more actively online.

 ® Cities across the Mega-Regions are finding ways to engage 
with SMEs by opening procurement in larger-scale projects. 
Examples include Philadelphia encouraging women- and 
minority-owned businesses to participate in its public space 
revitalisation initiative and the Japanese Mega-Region 
facilitating SMEs’ access to government procurement 
opportunities online, or London’s National SME Engagement 
Programme marketing public sector contract opportunities 
for small businesses. 
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Figure 6. Examples of large scale projects in each Mega-
Region

US Northeast Corridor

Boston city underground 
tunnel link

24bn 1991-2007

Washington DC Silver Line 
metro

6.8bn
1st phase 2014

2nd phase 2020

Acela Express rail upgrades 2.4bn 2016-2022

NYC Hudson Yards 20bn 2012-2024

Philadelphia green 
infrastructure

2.4bn 2011-2035

Jing-jin-ji

South-North Water Transfer 
(East & Central)

37.4bn 2002-2014

Beijing Daxing Airport 13bn 2014-2019

9,500km intercity railway 
lines

36bn 2013-2020

Zhangbei HVDC wind & solar 
grid

1.8bn 2018-2022

2022 Winter Olympics 3.9bn 2015-2022

Coastal California

Downtown San Francisco 
ferry terminal expansion

74m 2003-2019

Los Angeles Olympics 2028 6.9bn 2017-2028

San Francisco Transbay 
terminal

4.5bn 2005-2030

San Diego Chula Vista 
Bayfront

2.8bn 2012-ongoing

California High Speed Rail +70bn Expected 2030

Greater Bay Area

HK-Zhuhai-Macao bridge 19bn 2009-2018

HK-Guangzhou-Shenzhen rail 10.7bn 2011-2018

Power grid resilence 25.3bn 2018-2022

West Kowloon Cultural 
District

4.2bn
1st phase 2015 
2nd phase 2026

Shenzhen 3rd airport runway 1.4bn 2018-2030

Yangtze River Delta

Yangtze River deep-water 
channel Nanjing extension

- 2012-2018

Hangzhou-Taizhou road 
expressway

- 2019-ongoing

Ningbo-Zhoushan bridge 
network

- 1999-2021

5G Infrastructure 31bn 2018-2021

Hangzhou-Wenzhou high-
speed rail

5.5bn 2017-2022

Northwest Europe

London Thames Tideway 
Tunnel

5.3bn 2016-2023

Grand Paris Express for 2024 
Olympics

28bn 2007-2024

Frankfurt airport renovations 3.4bn 2019-2026

Amsterdam Zuid station 
expansion

2.1bn 2019-2028

ERFLS rail TEN-T project
Funds from 
EU

2014-ongoing

Tokyo-Osaka

Tokyo 2020 Olympics 25bn 2013-2020

Shinagawa development 4.4bn 2019-2024

5G network (nationwide) 14bn 2018-2025

2025 World Expo in Osaka 2bn 2018-2025

Tokyo-Osaka Maglev train 81bn
1st phase 2027 
2nd phase 2045

Examples of large scale projects
Project costs are in USD
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6.  Innovation Economy and  
Eco-systems

Growing innovative companies not only require easy access to 
capital, but also need the ability to build the right technology 
and know that their business location will allow them to 
commercialise their invention through a favourable legal 
system. This requires an ecosystem with a favourable policy 
environment to build and strengthen networks of large firms, 
investors, universities and research centres, at the local level 
and across a Mega-Region. Governments are implementing 
entrepreneurship-focused policies to cultivate a supportive 
institutional framework, to attract the capital necessary for 
companies to scale up, and to grow the skills required for the 
innovation economy.

Mega-Regions are growing their innovation ecosystems 
through:

 ® EASY ACCESS TO CAPITAL | One of the main constraints to 
dynamic SMEs prosperity is access to capital to fund their 
growth as banks and traditional lending institutions are risk-
averse in rapidly-changing environments. Traditionally, start-
ups in Northwest Europe and Japan have had to depend on 
debt financing, and so governments have to tackle the issue 
of communication and lending to reach an adequate flow of 
financing for companies to scale up. 

 ® DEDICATED FUNDS | Entrepreneur-friendly cities have 
implemented dedicated funds to support the growth of 
SMEs. Tianjin established a $15bn fund-of-fund targeting AI 
companies, Shanghai launched a science and technology 
innovation fund with an initial round of $970 million and New 
York City created a fund that provides capital to early-stage 
technology firms in the city. Other urban regions, such 
as New Jersey and Hong Kong, have also tried to attract 
venture capital firms creating matching funds to incentivise 
venture capital firms to invest in locally-based start-ups.

 ® DEDICATED PROGRAMMES | Programmes to increase the 
technology base of SMEs include R&D tax credits, loans 
or grants for innovative activities, and technology diffusion 
schemes. The European Mega-Region benefits from 
European Union initiatives such as Horizon 2020 ($89bn of 
funding available in the most consequential EU Research 
and Innovation programme ever) 

 ® ESTABLISHMENT OF INCUBATORS & ACCELERATORS | 
These facilitate commercialisation and innovation. They 
provide advice on business scaling strategies, offer 
affordable office space and can help entrepreneurs with 
funding.  Coastal California hosts some of the most 
prestigious incubators in the world  (Y Combinator, 
Techstars, AngelPad) that are aimed for global scale-ups and 
expansions, having produced companies such as Airbnb, 
Dropbox, and Stripe

 ® HIGHER EDUCATION | Each Mega-Region include world-
class universities that are also playing an essential role in 
the growth of the innovation economy. As talent magnets, 
they provide dynamic companies with a large pool of skilled 
individuals. They often partner with large companies or 
regional or city governments to develop state-of-the-art 
facilities that can be used by both researchers, start-ups and 

industry leaders, thus facilitating technology transfers and 
fostering collaboration. 

7. Regional & Urban Innovation 
Initiatives 
 This past decade, SMEs in urban technology and platforms 
have increasingly been able to lead and partner in city-scale 
pilots, because of their flexible nature, rapid turnaround 
capabilities, and local knowledge. By promoting urban 
innovation, Mega-Regions are tackling urban challenges 
while enabling firms with scaling potential to experiment their 
products and develop them at a city scale.

Some regional and urban innovation initiatives include: 

 ® Pilot programmes give start-ups the chances to pilot their 
solutions. Autonomous vehicles testing zones have been 
implemented in all 7 Mega-Regions. The Chinese local 
authorities of Beijing, Chongqing and Shanghai paves the 
way in working together with rapidly growing companies on 
autonomous vehicle testing. 

 ® Public procurement gives high-growth companies the 
possibility to contribute to urban development and enables 
them to scale up, while securing clients and projects. In 
2013, the Chinese Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 
Development released a list of Smart City developments to 
be built and commissioned in its Mega-Regions and similar 
Smart City initiatives have been implemented across the 
7 Mega-Regions. This creates an opportunity for smaller 
companies to participate in smart city pilots, especially 
when coupled with a favourable pro-innovation procurement 
policy. 

 ® Opening procurement for large-scale projects to dynamic 
urban tech companies can also enable them to secure long-
term projects through the rolling out of city-wide technology. 
While Boston deployed intelligent traffic signals that respond 
to real-time conditions, Shanghai has launched a Smart 
City Program with Berlin-based start-up MXC Blockchain to 
roll out ultra-efficient, low maintenance, technology for IoT 
developments. 

 ® Dynamic small and mid-sized companies benefit from the 
spatial model of urban innovation districts. Amsterdam 
serves as an example to the rest of the world when it 
comes to using innovation to solve urban issues. In 2016, 
the European Commission recognised this by naming 
Amsterdam the 2016 European Capital of Innovation, 
praising the way Amsterdam’s innovation ecosystem 
connects citizens, public organisations, academia and 
business (for example in the field of oncology).

 ® An open API framework creates a favourable environment 
for entrepreneurs, signalling the willingness of government 
to innovate. This gave the possibility for Citymapper to 
launch itself using Transport for London data, and grow to 
be the global business it is today.  In 2019, the Hong Kong 
government announced its plan to make more of its data 
public, creating an opportunity for start-ups and SMEs to 
utilise the information and build smart-city solutions. 
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3. Mega-Regions and Sustainability
Sustainable growth has long-term time horizon. In this section 
we compare the comparative performance of all 7 Mega-
Regions in available measures of sustainablity, and then review 
the different ways these regions approach improving key 
components of sustainability. 

Mega-Regions around the world address sustainability 
imperatives across at least three dimensions. The primary 
environmental agenda examines ways the regions can:

• Respond proactively to climate change
• Pivot towards lower / cleaner energy models of 

development
• Protect natural assets and resources

Economically, Mega-Regions observe opportunities to create 
the right conditions to sustain competitiveness over multiple 
economic cycles, and to manage risks associated with industry 
over-dependence, price vulnerabilities, cybersecurity threats, 
climate change impacts, and highly-skilled labour force 
equipped with the skills of tomorrow. 

Some regions and their constituent metropolitan hubs also take 
a stance on social sustainability and questions of population 
cohesion, integration, engagement and wellbeing.

Figure 7 shows the performance of each Mega-Region in urban 
benchmarks on sustainability. The best and worst performing 
city in each region is indicated. We see that Northwest Europe 
is recognised as a leading region for sustainability, while 
Chinese Mega-Regions rank lower due to a historically lower 
focus placed on sustainable growth and a heavy-polluting 
manufacturing industry. 

While the benchmarks review the performance of Mega-
Regions and their cities up to 2018, it is important to note 
that environmental and societal initiatives taken today may 
reverberate in urban indexes in the years to come. The 
benchmarks rank cities on a variety of indicators, such as: 

 ® Greenhouse gas emissions,
 ® Provision of green space,
 ® Incentives for lower polluting modes of transport,
 ® Participation in international environmental agreements,
 ® Stringency and enforcement of environmental regulation,
 ® Waste recycle rate,
 ® Depth of green finance,
 ® Smart building,
 ® Energy consumption and clean energy usage.

Figure 7. How sustainable are the Mega-Regions?
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Human Health 
With the increasing attention spent on health and citizen’s 
physical or mental condition, companies around the world 
can tap into those emerging needs. For example, the mobile 
health app market has developed into a vivid ecosystem, and is 
expected to reach up to $102 billion by 2023. California-based 
start-ups such as Meru Health and Heal are examples of small 
businesses growing in this industry. 

The world’s older population is growing dramatically, and 
Mega-Regions need to adjust their economic and social 
structures to their aging population. Measures include 
promoting the re-training and upskilling of older workers, 
developing senior care facilities and adjusting the building stock 
to the aging population.

Air Quality
Environmental protection has also emerged as a key priority 
in the Mega-Regions. Jing-jin-ji has defined several ecological 
protection areas while Yangtze River Delta aims to gradually 
move from heavy polluting industries to more environmentally-
friendly industries. The protection and expansion of green 
spaces within cities is also promoted as a way for cities to 
improve their air quality.

In response to high levels of pollution, all Mega-Regions 
are taking actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
improve the air quality. These measures include banning or 
reducing the use of polluting vehicles, the implementation of 
low and ultra-low emission zones, the shift away coal-based 
energy production and the expansion of green spaces.

Mobility
The mobility sector is changing dramatically as Mega-Regions 
seek to reduce congestion and promote less-polluting 
transportation means. The Greater Bay Area aims establish a 
sustainable, modern and comprehensive transport system as 
mentioned in its Outline Development Plan - highlighting clean 
mobility as a priority in the region’s future.  

While the California Transportation Plan 2040 aims to maximize 
active transportation in the region with the development of 
regional bikeway network, Jing-jin-ji and Tokyo-Osaka Mega-
Regions are expanding the use of new energy vehicles and 
electrifying their public transport fleet. Efforts to lower maritime 
emissions can also be seen at the regional level in coastal 
Mega-Regions such as Yangtze River Delta.

Real Estate
In the real estate sector, Mega-Regions are implementing 
standards for greener buildings and better energy use 
consumption. Cities across the Mega-Regions are providing 
grants or subsidies to encourage citizens to better manage 
their energy consumption at homes through the installations of 
smart systems. Jing-jin-ji is also promoting the use of advanced 
environmentally-friendly and energy-saving materials and 
techniques to be used in construction in Xiong’an.

Energy & Decarbonisation
All Mega-Regions have committed to the development of 
renewable energies, establishing ambitious targets for their 
energy production and consumption. In the US Northeast 
corridor as well as in the Yangtze River Delta and Greater Bay 
Area, regional and local governments are deploying solar 
panels and wind power plants. Jing-jin-ji conceived an energy 
transition pilot, which aims for the coordination of energy 
infrastructure and markets throughout the Mega-Region and 
the phasing out of coal through a “no coal zone”.

Regional and local governments are also promoting circularity 
with the aim to reduce waste and greenhouse gas emissions, 
with Northwest Europe as the leading Mega-Region. EU 
Action Plan for the Circular Economy outlines a set of both 
general and material-specific actions. Different industries have 
different challenges, but cities within the Northwest Europe 
region generally move in the same direction in terms of efforts 
towards circularity. This creates an opportunity for small firms 
to scale up and provide innovative solutions at a regional level 
once their business is established.

The Chinese Mega-Regions are following suit in accordance 
with China’s climate commitment to the Paris Agreement, 
planning to lower the carbon intensity of GDP by 60% below 
2005 levels by 2030. As the three Mega-Regions attempt 
to grow into more high-tech and innovative industries, it is 
important to development in parallel the green manufacturing 
and supply chain processes. 

Circularisation
City-specific initiatives towards decarbonisation can benefit 
small businesses, which are trusted in important pilots. 
London-based start-up Connected Kerb made responsible for 
creating and installing London’s network of 10,000 electronic 
docking points for the city’s cycle hire scheme. They also 
recently installed electric-car charging hubs, which also act as 
ultra-fast Wi-Fi points, are made from recycled materials and 
are powered by renewable energy.

21



Case Studies of the Seven Mega-Regions
1. 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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2. US Northeast Corridor
Population 56 million  

Density 350 per km2

GDP $4 trillion (20% of national GDP)

GDP/capita $70,000

Key sector specialisms
Finance, Medical and Healthcare, Higher Education, Advanced Business Services, Cultural Industries, 
Life Sciences, Real estate, Cybersecurity, Advanced Manufacturing & Robotics

The Northeast Corridor is the largest urban concentration 
in the United States, spanning 11 States. It is an affluent 
region with average wages of $76,000 which is $19,000 
higher than the US average. In the last 20 years the region 
has diversified its economy substantially, with New York 
becoming a major technology centre in addition to its 
corporate hub roles, Boston developing a world-class 
innovation eco-system, and Washington establishing a 
centre for knowledge and decision-making.

1. Business Climate

The Northeast Corridor has been prioritising the needs of 
small and medium-sized businesses, finding ways to tackle 
the variety of challenges faced by business owners and 
entrepreneurs. These include:

 ® Easing the regulatory burden. The simplification of the 
regulatory environment aims to help businesses save time 
and money by improving the predictability and the clarity 
of the process. New York and Washington DC in particular 
are streamlining or eliminating the licensing and permitting 
requirements for small and medium sized businesses.  

 ® Facilitating access to business-related resources aim 
to ensure equal access for all business owners while 
helping business owners understand and comply with 
city regulations. New Jersey, Washington DC and New 
York State are establishing online platforms and one-stop 
business centres to provide clear individual support to 
business owners. In New York, more than $6m of fines 
has been avoided between 2014 and 2017. Expanding 
businesses services provided in other languages 
also enables city governments to assist foreign-born 
entrepreneurs in their ventures.

 ® Securing affordable space. Cities across the corridor 
are seeking provision affordable commercial space to 
accommodate small and medium businesses, by identifying 
and transforming underutilised properties. This is especially 
visible in the city of Boston where real estate developers are 
increasingly investing in South End to provide affordable 
options for start-ups.  

 ® Bringing businesses together behind a brand. In 2016, 
the Department of small & local business development in 
Washington DC launched the “Made in DC” brand, which 
aims to support and promote businesses that design, make, 

Washington DC
Baltimore

Philadelphia

New York City

Boston

Scale: 1:13054761
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produce products in the District of Columbia. The branding 
creates more exposure for businesses while allowing for 
resource and experience sharing between members. 

2. Improving agglomeration

Improving agglomeration enables cities to support small and 
medium-sized businesses by facilitating knowledge sharing, 
capital investment and expanding businesses’ market reach. 

 ® Large firms clustering with small firms. New industry 
clusters are appearing across the Mega-Region as new 
spaces emerge in cities. Former creative hub of Midtown 
Manhattan has attracted new type of tenants, from high-
tech companies to financial and services and insurance 
tenants. Close proximity to financial institutions and 
large companies unlocks capital for small and medium 
businesses.

 ® ‘Work, Live, Play’. Mixed-use development results in 
increased density, which favours greater interaction 
and exchange of ideas. Boston Seaport’s regeneration 
combined residential, retail and commercial space, enticing 
workers to spend more time in the district networking and 
socialising. Micro-housing units, combined with low-priced 
office space, have proved successful in attracting start-
ups and entrepreneurs. The development also included a 
Public Innovation Building, open to all and designed for 
entrepreneurs to gather, work and share ideas.

 ® Enhancing mobility. Advances in transportation increase 
the circulation of people and expand small and medium-
sized businesses’ market reach. A new transit hub is to 
be built in Beacon Yards, aptly located between Boston 
and Cambridge, to improve connectivity between major 
innovation locations such as Kendall Square and Boston 
Seaport. A New Rapid Bus will also connect southern 
Boston to Longwood Medical Area, home to Boston’s 
healthcare and life science industries, as the city identifies 
new places where businesses can grow.

 ® Specialisation. Washington D.C., centre of decision-making, 
boasts a high number of governmental agencies, making 
it appealing to small and medium businesses specialised 
in cybersecurity and edtech. Similarly, Baltimore’s close 
location to the National Institutes of Health and the Food 
and Drug Administration makes it fertile ground for biotech 
start-ups. 

3. Trade

Cities within the Northeast Corridor are supporting small and 
medium-sized businesses aiming to expand their international 
presence. 

 ® Opening Global Market Access. Through State Trade 
Expansion Programmes, available throughout the Mega-
Region, small and medium-sized businesses receive support 
to enter the global marketplace and grow their exports. New 
York State Small Business Development Centre has launched 
an International Business Development programme, 
connecting small- and medium-sized businesses to the 
Chinese marketplace through partnerships with government 
and business leaders.

4. New spaces and places

The growth of the innovation economy compels cities to secure 
affordable places for small and medium-sized businesses to 
operate and grow. 

 ® Expansion of innovation districts. The innovation economy is 
going beyond the boundaries of innovation districts, pushing 
cities to accommodate for greater growth. Spanning from 
Greenpoint to Fort Hamilton, Brooklyn’s innovation coast has 
experienced concentrated growth in the innovation sector. 
The regeneration of Sunset Park will feature a 16-building 
hub for tech start-ups and a North Brooklyn Industrial 
Centre is under construction to provide workspace for local 
manufacturers. The city of New York has also invested more 
than $75million to expand the capacity of Brooklyn Navy 
Yard, opening it up to new businesses and developing a 
Green Manufacturing centre. 

 ® Spilling to the suburbs. Cities are finding new places to 
encourage and grow innovative businesses. Boston’s newest 
innovation district, the N2 Innovation District is to be found 
in its suburbs, straddling the Newton-Needham border. 
Already host to a diverse range of high-growth businesses 
in biotech, digital media and ICT, the district aims to attract 
talent by adding to its amenities in addition to improving its 
infrastructure and building more housing. 

 ® Bridging industry and academia. To facilitate collaboration 
between industry and academia, universities and city 
governments are developing new spaces to bring them 
together. This is most visible in Philadelphia, where the 
revitalisation of the Lower Schuylkill River aims to connect 
and merge the city’s CBD and its research hub University 
City into a regional innovation district. Another example 
is Pennovation Works, developed by the University of 
Pennsylvania, provides offices, labs and state-of-the-
art facilities to researchers, entrepreneurs and industry 
partners, thus facilitating technology transfers, research 
commercialisation and fostering collaborations and 
partnerships. 

5. Opening up procurement to larger scale projects

Cities in the Northeast Corridor are helping small business 
owners secure contracting opportunities.

 ® Small Business Procurement threshold. The federal 
government has a goal of awarding 23% of prime contracts 
to small businesses and state agencies across the Mega-
Region also have individual goals. 

 ® Supporting minority- and women-owned businesses. City 
governments are establishing supplier-diversity programmes 
and increasing outreach to minority- and women-owned 
businesses to help them scale up. The city of Philadelphia 
encourages women- and minority-owned businesses 
which work or want to work in the design and construction 
industries to participate in its Rebuild initiative, aimed to 
revitalise public space across the city. 
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6. Growth of Innovation Economy

The Northeast corridor is implementing solutions to tackle the 
investment deficits and foster collaboration in support of early 
stage companies.

 ® Improving access to capital (VC). The Northeast Corridor has 
been optimising its ability to host venture capital firms. Start-
ups in New York City raised $12 billion in venture capital in 
2017, up 40% from 2016. For every $1 of National Health 
Institute funding, Massachusetts sees $1.24 in venture 
capital funding for biotech, medical devices and equipment. 
New Jersey created the NJ Innovation Evergreen Fund to 
partner with and incentivise venture capital firms to invest in 
NJ-based start-ups.

 ® Tax Credits boosts small and medium-sized businesses’ 
net income, enabling them to allocate more money into 
their operations and grow. Many cities across the Mega-
Region have been using tax credits to influence businesses’ 
locations, enhance agglomeration and stimulate innovation. 
For example, in Philadelphia, technology and life science 
companies that are less than eight years old and located 
in an innovation zone such as University City or Navy Yard 
can apply for saleable tax credits. New businesses and 
entrepreneurs are also exempt from paying the Business 
Income and Receipts Tax in the first two years of operation.

 ® Land Provision in signature locations. On Roosevelt Island, 
the government has enabled Cornell University to build a 
tech campus on city-owned land. The university partnered 
with Tata Consultancy Services, which invested $50m for 
the building of the Tata Innovation Centre. This building 
will drive collaboration between industry, start-ups and 
academia in emerging areas including human-machine 
interaction and cyber-security.  

 ® Role of universities. Universities play a significant role in 
growing the innovation economy, with strong research 
institutions and talent base. In addition to Cornell’s tech 
campus, Columbia University has also launched the New 
York Life Sciences Venture Exchange programme to match 
senior management talent with start-ups in the life science 
sectors. In New Jerseay, Princeton has opened the BioLabs, 
a facility that includes wet labs, dry labs and co-working 
spaces for Princeton-based tech and life science start-ups 
and companies throughout the region. The university has 
also established significant collaborations with business 
leaders, such as Microsoft and  Google.

 ® Dedicated public investment/venture funds. State and local 
governments have started to establish public investment 
funds to support innovative companies that might not have 
the capacity to attract venture capital or to secure a loan. 
NYC Seed provides capital to some early-stage technology 
firms in the city. The Baltimore Development Corporation 
also offers low-interest loans to small businesses.

7. Urban innovation

Cities are inviting entrepreneurs and start-ups to develop and 
test solutions to urban challenges.

 ® Opening up to data labs and pilot programmes. Boston is 
offering the city as an urban laboratory to its entrepreneurs 
and start-ups. The technology developed in the region is 
used to identify issues in its operations and improve its 
performance. Pilot streetlight, flexible lanes or intelligent 
traffic signals that respond to real-time conditions are being 
implemented to improve safety and reduce congestion. 
The city announced an autonomous vehicle initiative in 
September 2016 and the initial testing zone of South Boston 
Waterfront is to be expanded to additional neighbourhoods. 

 ® Strategic inner city spaces for urban tech. New York City 
partnered with Grand Central Tech to provide affordable 
space to growth-stage companies focused on urban tech in 
Midtown Manhattan. The city has also developed a Smart 
Cities Innovation Centre in Brooklyn Navy Yards, partly 
funded by the Regional Economic Development Corporation, 
to support companies that are designing and building 
hardware for smart cities.

 ® Creating Competitions and Challenges. NYCx challenges to 
encourage global entrepreneurs to partner with the City to 
propose solutions to real-life problems such as providing 
high-speed, low-cost internet connectivity on Governors 
Island. Philadelphia has awarded $7,500 to projects aimed 
at fostering innovative solutions to problems, tasks and 
challenged faced by the government. 

8. Sustainability

Sustainability has emerged as a challenge and priority for cities 
within the Northeast corridor. This is reflected in the cities’ 
strategic and development plans, which set out a variety of 
initiatives to make them more sustainable and resilient, and 
recent actions taken. 

 ® Contributing to the new wave of carbon-neutral cities. 
Boston, New York, Philadelphia and Washington D.C. have 
all committed to becoming zero-carbon by 2050. Major 
initiatives have been put in place to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in the Mega-Region, including moving toward 
cleaner energy supply and city-wide upgrades to buildings 
to make them more energy-efficient.

 ® Reducing transport emissions. All cities are promoting 
active modes of transport, developing bicycle networks 
and deploying charging stations for electric vehicles. New 
York has developed a set of statewide initiatives aimed 
at boosting the adoption of electric vehicles and has 
committed $250 million through 2025 for the initial rollout of 
the programme. 

 ® Improving resiliency. As a coastal Mega-Region, the 
Northeast corridor is at major risk of floods and storms 
resulting from climate change. Cities are planning to improve 
their infrastructure, strengthen their coastal defences and 
adapt the urban fabric to reduce their vulnerability to climate 
change. 
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3. Coastal California
Population 32 million 

Density 230 per km2

GDP $2.5 trillion (13% of national GDP)

GDP/capita $78,000

Key sector specialisms Artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, life sciences and healthcare, biotechnology & pharmaceuticals, mobility 
and logistics, disruptive technologies, finance 

The Coastal California Mega-Region spans from San Diego to San Francisco, passing through the cities of Los Angeles, 
Riverside-San Bernardino and San José (effectively combining Southern California and the Bay Area). The Mega-Region 
has a strong entrepreneurial culture, and attracts small and mid-sized businesses who aim for rapid scale ups.  The region’s 
economic base is anchored by some of the fastest growing industries in the U.S., including high technology, foreign trade, 
tourism and entertainment, and professional services. San Francisco and San José are home to AI research and production, 
innovative technology and services, and higher education and research; Los Angeles is a global hub for healthcare services, 
entertainment production, tourism and retail; while San Diego is a recognised player in the aerospace and life sciences 
industries (biotechnology, pharmaceuticals and biomedical products).

It has a track record of growing companies across a range of high value sectors, from a cluster of automobile manufacturing 
in Nagoya to life sciences in Osaka-Kobe to robotics in Kanagawa, while Tokyo is the financial and political nerve centre. 
The Mega-Region also comprises Japan’s five biggest container ports.

Los 
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San Francisco

San José

Riverside-San Bernardino

San Diego

Number of inhabitants 
(millions)

20
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1

Scale: 1:13971376
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1. Business Climate

California’s national and international recognition in human 
and investment capital makes it a leading destination for global 
audiences.

 ® Transparent market. Transparency builds trust for 
entrepreneurs to start their business venture. Los Angeles, 
San Francisco and San Diego all rank in the top 15 of the 
world’s most transparent cities (JLL Index 2018), making 
Coastal California a reliable environment to start and grow a 
business. 

 ® Strong IP regulations and enforcement. Similarly to 
a transparent market, strong market regulations help 
entrepreneurs feel welcome and supported, enabling 
research and innovation to happen in the region. Studies 
show that five Southern California universities rank among 
the top 20 U.S. universities in terms of producing patents.  

 ® Incentives. To get around the relatively high corporate tax 
rates and business regulations in California relative to the 
country’s average,  incentives from city governments help 
create a favourable business ecosystem for small and mid-
sized companies.. In 2018, the city of San Diego updated its 
entrepreneurship support programme to expand, attract and 
retain local SMEs in the city.  

 ® Welcoming international talent. Temporary Entrepreneur 
visas are available in the U.S. for highly-skilled talent, 
easily renewable for as long as they continue operating 
the business. There is also in place an Investor visa, for 
entrepreneurs who are investing a certain amount of money 
in the US and creating jobs in the country. 

2. Agglomeration 

The evolution of Coastal California has made the Mega-Region 
highly developed and attractive to talent and businesses. 
Increased intercity mobility is the aim for the coming years in 
the region.

 ® HQ presence. Small and medium business enjoy the 
proximity to hubs of decision making: 53 of the America’s 
Fortune 500 companies are headquartered in California e.g. 
Apple, Wells Fargo, Alphabet

 ® Specialised clusters. Clusters in Coastal California have been 
prolific in seeing new businesses emerge and helping them 
scale up. The renowned Silicon Valley tech cluster offers 
great opportunities for small firms to cluster around large 
corporations. San Diego has been growing as a large cluster 
of life sciences institutions (Pfizer, GSK), with almost 4x the 
global average of life sciences start-ups in the city region.

 ® Large customer base. Dynamic and growing cities offer 
large potential market opportunities for businesses looking 
to scale up. 80% of California’s population lives in cities, 
and  population growth, consumption and demand for urban 
services are on the rise. 

 ® Talent attraction and retention. Entrepreneurs can draw 
highly-skilled talent from some of the world’s highest ranked 
universities including Caltech, UCLA and USC. Global talent 
has clustered in Coastal California, with the Silicon Valley 

having the highest concentration of high-tech workers of any 
metropolitan area in the country. Talent retention is made 
easier by attractive benefits, including the highest average 
high-tech salary in the US.  

 ® Mobility. California High Speed rail aims to provide a new 
direct connection between Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
reducing travel time from 8 hours to less than 3 hours. 
Future extensions plans to connect it with San Diego, 
making the journey more smooth and rapid. Increased 
mobility helps promote information flows around a region, as 
well as moving goods and talent, benefitting small business 
operating at a regional scale. 

3. Trade 

 ® Global maritime trade. The San Pedro Bay Port Complex 
(megaports of Los Angeles and Long Beach) is the largest 
port complex in the United States and is a key player in 
global enterprise.  Together, both ports handle a fourth of 
all container cargo traffic in the United States. SMEs have 
access to global markets through those ports. 

4. Concentrations of entrepreneurship

Coastal California is the frontrunner in terms of creating specific 
areas and locations in order to encourage entrepreneurship, 
and the culture has continued to foster an encourage 
environment.

 ® Silicon Valley. The renowned region is the world’s leading 
hub and start-up ecosystem for high-tech innovation and 
scientific development. A hotbed for discovering innovative 
solutions, new markets and new customers, Silicon 
Valley draws entrepreneurs from around the world to its 
ecosystem. 

 ® iHubs. California is home to the largest innovation network 
in the country, with 16 Innovation Hubs covering some 
of California’s most promising economic sectors. The 
state-designated iHubs stimulate partnerships, economic 
development, and job creation around specific research 
clusters – helping smaller businesses to grow in a supportive 
environment. 

 ® Research parks. Research parks in Coastal California are 
situated close to the regions’ universities and venture capital 
firms to make commercialisation as streamlined as possible. 
Examples include the NASA Research Park and the Stanford 
Research Park (which has produced rapidly-growing 
companies like Tesla and Nest). 
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5. Large scale projects

Coastal California has updated its procurement processes 
in large infrastructure projects, providing an opportunity for 
businesses to grow with the region.

 ® California High Speed rail. The huge project is not only 
providing a faster and more reliable mode of transport for 
businesses working regionally, but the Rail Authority also 
has a special Small Business Programme responsible to 
allocate contracts to SMEs. 

 ® Airport developments. The policy of Los Angeles World 
Airports (LAWA) was updated to provide small business 
enterprises an equal opportunity to participate in the 
performance of all LAWA contracts. The objective of this 
policy is to achieve a high participation of smaller companies 
(with contracts matching their ability to provide services to 
LAWA), with the ultimate goal of growing their expertise 
so that they may compete for future contracts on an equal 
basis.

 ® Chula Vista. The City of Chula Vista is transforming its 
waterfront to becoming a leading international smart city 
with state-of-the-art technology and data analytics tools that 
improve quality of life and contribute to economic growth. 
This large scale urban development provides numerous 
initiatives for SMEs e.g. providing ground for experiments in 
autonomous vehicles and aerial systems. 

6. Innovation Economy and Eco-systems

The culture of innovation is deeply entrenched in Coastal 
California, as underlined by the multitude of government 
initiatives, incubators and VC funding available in the region.

 ® Grants and subsidies for innovative businesses. 
Establishments in Coastal California that are primarily 
engaged in research and development activities in 

biotechnology, physical, engineering and life sciences qualify 
for tax exemptions. For example, the San Diego Partial Sales 
Tax Exemption offers businesses a 4.19% state sales tax 
exemption to reduce the tax on manufacturing and research 
& development equipment purchases.

 ® Accessibility of VC funding. Scaling up rapidly-growing 
businesses is made easy with deep pool for experienced 
founders, employees and investors. In 2016, the metros 
of San Francisco, San José, Los Angeles and San Diego 
accounted for more than 30% of the world’s total venture 
capital investment.  

 ® Incubators and accelerators. They provide advice on 
business scaling strategies, offer affordable office space 
and can help entrepreneurs with funding.  Coastal California 
hosts some of the most prestigious incubators in the 
world (Y Combinator, Techstars, AngelPad) that are aimed 
for global scale-ups and expansions, having produced 
companies such as Airbnb, Dropbox, and Stripe. These are 
not only clustered around San Francisco but are spread in 
the whole region – there are more than 25 incubators and 
accelerators in San Diego only, lending themselves to the 
region’s small business ecosystem

 ® University programmes: aim to enhance industry-university 
collaboration and innovation e.g. California Institute for 
Quantitative Biosciences (UC Berkeley, UC San Francisco 
and UC Santa Cruz). These types of programmes provide a 
platform for the transfer of ideas discovered in universities to 
private industry for the commercialisation of a product and 
the creation of a new enterprise.

 ® Human capital. One of Vision 2020 California Technologic 
Strategic Plan’s is to build a dynamic workforce, to 
encourage innovative technology, build a resilient talent 
pool and develop the capabilities of technology leaders and 
functional experts.

 ® Sector specialisation. In accordance with its role as a life 
sciences hub, San Diego’s research institutes, universities 
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and independent hospitals received $743 million funding 
from the National Institute for Health in total for R&D in 
2014 – more than any metro in the U.S. In addition to 
being the top ranked metro overall for receiving this much 
independent research institute funding, San Diego is home 
to three of the top ten most funded independent research 
institutes of life sciences. 

7. Urban Innovation 

Cities in Coastal California are partnering up with start-ups in 
order to improve public processes.

 ® AI solutions. Los Angeles has invested into using artificial 
intelligence in public institutions services, improving the 
services and the city as a whole. The Los Angeles Police 
Dept implemented a predictive policing technology tool from 
Santa Cruz-based start-up Predpol. The number of crimes 
was reduced by 20% in the following years. 

 ® Green mobility. In 2016, San Francisco launched an 
application to the US Department of Transport’s Smart City 
Challenge 2016. In a bid to boost active mobility and greener 
modes of transportation, the city brought together a team of 
civic, academic, and industry partners for the challenge. 

 ® Cleantech. San Diego is paving the way in leveraging 
technology businesses to address climate changes 
challenges and improve urban services.  Projects include 
the SCOUP (a clean energy open urban platform), Envision 
America (selective urban programme), and MetroLab 
Network (partnership with UC San Diego for analytically-
based urban solutions).

8. Sustainability

All major counties and cities have resilience plans and climate 
action plans, with ambitious targets to promote and protect 
the Mega-Regions’ environment. This offers opportunities for 
businesses to respond to the pressing issues posed by climate 
threats. 

 ® Energy. To become more resilient, the State of California 
targets to lower GHG emissions by 40% and to have 50% of 
its energy sources to come from renewable energy by 2030. 
Los Angeles County has also taken on the ambitious goal of 
achieving carbon neutrality in the coming decades. 

 ® Mobility. The regional California Transportation Plan 2040 
to integrate the state’s transportation, meet future mobility 
needs and reduce GHG emissions. Aims to maximize active 
transportation in the region with regional bikeway network, 
transit integration strategies for first/last mile, and improving 
sidewalk quality. 

 ® Fire risks. Air quality can get hazardous after more and more 
large Californian fires exhaust toxic smoke in the region. 
One goal is preventing and adapting to this consequence of 
climate change to improve air quality (Northern Californian 
cities had some of the worst air in the world in late 2018 
after the fires). Another goal is to increase green coverage 
after the damage. Some targets include increasing urban 
tree canopy cover by 20% in cities. A third concern might be  
damaged crops, which give a risk of food insecurity to meet 
future demand in California. This leaves opportunities for 
start-ups and SMEs in urban agriculture. 
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1. Business Climate

Our analysis shows that Northwest Europe has the most 
promising business climate (see Figure 2). Initiatives taken 
in the past decades have all contributed to making leading 
cities in the region to be attractive places to start and grow a 
business. 

 ® Common market. The Eurozone has led to eased commerce 
in the Mega-Region. Smaller businesses lose out on 
uncertainty with high foreign exchange rates in international 
payments, and can enjoy working in a large international 
market with a single currency.  

 ® Lifting regulatory barriers. The European Union Small 

Business Act that provides a comprehensive policy for 
EU countries. The SME internationalisation support helps 
European businesses internationalise their activities. 

 ® Welcoming international talent. Highly skilled immigrants in 
Amsterdam can qualify for the 30% tax ruling, international 
graduates get 1 year to find work or start a business post-
graduation, and there are entrepreneur visas available. 
London also launched a start-up visa programme in the 
spring of 2019.  

 ® Quality of life. As much as entrepreneurs look for favourable 
market policies, they also require an appealing place to live 
and play. Cities in Northwest Europe all offer high standards 
of living with safe and fun environments, and a high priority 
put on social equality and freedom. 

4. Northwest Europe
Population 50 million 

Density 250 per km2

GDP $3.7 trillion 

GDP/capita $74,000

Key sector specialisms Financial and business services, travel and tourism, consumer services, ICTs, creative industries, energy, 
agtech & new food, life sciences 

Northwest Europe is a cross-border region spanning the metropolises of London, Paris, Brussels, Holland Metropole 
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, Eindhoven), and the Rhine-Ruhr. The European Union (EU) provides a shared 
vision and common direction for evolution, which has greatly benefitted the Mega-Region. Indeed, the cities all evolve in the 
same direction as they share common market policies, rules and regulations and most share a common currency. 
The capital cities that make the Northwest Europe Mega-Region all have thriving business ecosystems, and are all the 
leading economy in their respective country.

Scale: 1:12979636
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2. Agglomeration 

Cities in Northwest Europe are already highly performant 
in maximising agglomeration effects. They should continue 
efforts on this front to maintain the Mega-Region’s integrated 
development. 

 ® Corporate connections. Start-ups can gain access to large 
corporations across every sector. Nearly 200 multinationals 
have their European headquarters just in Amsterdam, 
including Netflix, Uber, Tesla, and Salesforce. 

 ® Intercity mobility. Even though the Northwest Europe Mega-
Region spans multiple countries, there are low restrictions 
on cross-border travel in Europe. All cities are connected by 
air, road and rail. The most recent London to Amsterdam 
Eurostar links the two furthest apart cities in only 4h38min. 

 ® Attraction and retention of talent. Northwest Europe has 
a high share of the world’s leading universities. In 2016, 
2.3 million students were registered in London’s higher 
education establishments. This creates a large talent pool 
from which SMEs can draw from. This is an important 
aspect of competitiveness in Mega-Regions, and Northwest 
Europe should make sure that graduate retention efforts 
are kept high to benefit from the “learning, matching and 
sharing” benefits of agglomeration.

 ® Rising number of SMEs. The economy of Northwest Europe 
is hugely based on SMEs. SMEs make up more than 90% 
of all London’s private sector businesses. About 80% of 
Rhine-Ruhr’s population has work provided from SMEs.  
The number of small and mid-sized companies has also 
been on the rise in the Northwest Europe Mega-Region – in 
Greater Brussels, it rose by nearly 30% in 10 years.  As the 
population of each city grows, the number of small and 
mid-sized companies seem to grow with it, bringing a new 
response to emerging demands. 

 ® Trade Northwest Europe benefits from European 
Commission efforts to create the right conditions to create 
new trade opportunities for SMEs. 

 ® Cross border EU flows. The EU Commission aims to promote 
cross border activities within the EU. Scaling up a business 
to go Europe-wide is an important step for a growing 
business, and a significant portion of investment raised by 
European start-ups are usually earmarked for international 
expansion. Through formal recommendation, member 
countries have been encourage to procure services in the 
defence sector from small and medium-sized enterprises. 
Regional newspapers like Tech.eu and EU-Start-ups aims 
to create a discussion between start-ups of the continent 
and stay up to date with the latest trends and funding 
opportunities. 

 ® Airports. Start-ups can hope to expand ever so faster if they 
are close to international transport links. Heathrow airport in 
London announced the possibility to incorporate incubator 
units let out at affordable rates to encourage start-ups in its 
future expansion. 

 ® Untapped markets. By definition, smaller companies are 
more flexible than large corporations in innovative sectors, 
as they can respond to problems and adapt to changing 

demands more rapidly. Rapidly growing companies in 
Northwest Europe have been encouraged by the EU to 
trade in untapped sectors of growing markets. For example, 
the EU SME Centre is a regional initiative that provides 
a comprehensive range of support services to small and 
medium-sized enterprises, getting them ready to do 
business in China. 

3. Concentrations 

Research parks and innovation clusters have been developed in 
and around cities in Northwest Europe to help foster innovation 
close to economic activity but with affordable prices for young 
firms.

 ® Urban clusters. Silicon roundabout is a high-tech and 
start-up cluster that has organically grown in the inner city 
of London – that led an underdeveloped part of the city 
to become a thriving business area with an entrenched 
entrepreneurial culture. Paris Saclay is a research intensive 
cluster, aiming to regroup high education institutions and 
businesses together to spur research and knowledge 
spillovers. 

 ® Mixed-used research parks. Louvain-La-Neuve Science 
park (Brussels) and the Science Park Amsterdam are 
two examples of research parks that have developed 
a environment for research and business but also for 
residential and social places. These types of spaces are 
beneficial for rapidly growing firms, helping converge 
professional and private life.  

 ® Pôles de competitivité. The Grand Paris metropole hosts 
state-supported ‘competitiveness clusters’, created to 
boost public and private innovation in specific sectors. 
Examples include ASTech specialising in aerospace, 
Finance Innovation in finance, Medicen in healthcare, and 
Vitagora in agtech. Those competitiveness clusters are great 
opportunities for SMEs to build capacity and expertise in the 
sectors, and SMEs make up a large share of institutions in 
the pôles de competitivité. 

4. Large scale projects

Cities in Northwest Europe have expanded their large scale 
project procurement processes to offer more opportunities for 
small and mid-sized companies, recognising the benefits of 
smaller contracts and rapid deliveries.

 ® Clear marketing opportunities. London’s National SME 
Engagement Programme has the role of marketing public 
sector contract opportunities for small businesses 

 ® Transport infrastructure projects. London SMEs benefits 
from a nationwide policy in which the Dept for Transport has 
committed to spending a third of its procurement budget 
with SMEs by 2022. This will make it easier for smaller 
businesses to bid for contracts.  The UK Department for 
Transport awarded £700,000 to support innovative transport 
projects, and more than half of recipients in 2018 were 
small and medium sized enterprises with fewer than 250 
employees.

 ® Pro-innovation procurement. The EU released a guidance 
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on innovation procurement for members countries, 
highlighting the importance to provide vital opportunities 
for SMEs and new innovative companies who may have 
solutions to unmet needs but face challenges in bringing 
them to the market. Analysis of EU-funded pre-commercial 
procurements have shown that contracts were deployed 
more rapidly (<1 year), 71% of contracts were awarded to 
SMEs or start-ups, and it strengthened the region as a whole 
(stimulating cross-border expansion within Europe).  

5. Innovation Economy and Eco-systems

Northwest Europe benefits from an already vibrant innovation 
economy - London’s innovation ecosystem value is of $45bn, 
and Amsterdam’s of $16bn, compared to a global median 
of $5bn. However, more effort is needed to grow a more 
favourable early-stage funding environment in some cities.

 ® Access to capital. Traditionally, start-ups in Northwest 
Europe have had to rely on debt financing, and so 
governments have devoted themselves to tackling the 
issue of risk-aversion and capital inaccessibility for growing 
companies. In 2017, London’s tech sector accounted for 
80% of the nations’ VC tech funding – with fintech being 
the leading sector for VC funding in the city. Paris and 
Amsterdam are the two other major VC hotspots in the 
Northwest Europe Mega-Region, but are raising 4 to 10 
times less annually than London. 

 ® Subsidies and grants. Horizon 2020 is a EU wide research 
and innovation funding scheme. City-specific programmes 
include the Seed Enterprise Investment Scheme (London), 
which provides investors up to £150,000 of their investment 
back in income tax relief. 

 ® Patents. Universities play an important role for innovation in 
Mega-Regions. Programmes to support commercialisation 
of new innovation have been implemented throughout the 
region’s university network. In the Rhine-Ruhr region, there 
are dozens of ‘technology transfer units’ where universities 
receive special support for the setting up of a new business, 
handling patents… 

 ® Incubators. An expanding number of incubators to foster the 
growth of start-ups has led all cities in Northwest Europe 
to grow their innovation ecosystem. Incubators not only 
provide affordable space for start-ups in usually unaffordable 
capital cities, but also provide advice on different aspects 
of running a business and make start-ups more visible to 
potential investors. Paris launched the largest incubator 
in Europe in 2016 (Cargo), and subsequently the largest 
incubator in the world in 2018 (Station F), providing ample 
space for budding entrepreneurs. 

6. Urban Innovation 

The innovation economy is a driver of local employment – 
attracting global talent, business and capital – and a source 
of fresh ideas or smart solutions to help cities become more 
efficient.

 ® Innovation districts. Dynamic small and mid-sized 
companies benefit from the spatial model of urban 
innovation districts. London, Paris and Holland Metropole 
have multiple spread over the city, growing organically 
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or with government support. Riekerpolder is the latest 
innovation district in Amsterdam, aiming to transform an 
entire neighbourhood into a mixed-used entrepreneurial area 
that prioritises inclusivity, sustainability and innovation.  

 ® Green transport. In 2019, TfL and Bosch launch partnership 
to allow small businesses and start-ups to develop innovative 
green transport solutions in an 18-month programme. Bosch 
has also launched the London Connectory, an co-working 
space which opens up links between the public, private and 
academic sectors to yield innovative smart mobility solutions 
for London. 

 ® Integrated mobility. The French state-owned railway 
company SNCF launched a door-to-door integrated travel 
service in Paris in 2019. The platform gives the best offers of 
car-based transport options to rail customers, to cover their 
first/last mile transport needs. The mobility platform was 
developed by the start-up Karhou, a subsidiary of Renault. 

7. Sustainability

European cities are paving the way for sustainable growth 
models. The Holland Metropole is a frontrunner in sustainable 
transport and way of living, but all Northwest Europe members 
have announced initiatives in various aspects of growth and 
providing opportunities for small businesses in that industry.

 ® Shared vision for resilience. The EU Basque Declaration 
2016 outlines a strategy for European cities to create resilient 
cities. Such initiatives provide a guideline for cities to work 
towards achieving a more liveable, inclusive and integrated 
region. 

 ® Carbon emissions. Northwest Europe aims to reduce its 
level of carbon emissions, with an ambitious carbon-neutral 
target by 2050 with focus on energy transition, mobility 
and real estate. Greener transport options such as rail helps 
in this regard: the London to Amsterdam Eurostar journey 
emits 80% less carbon than the equivalent flight. 

 ® Urban district pilots. Pilots such as the Paris eco-district 
Passivhaus set a sustainable growth testbed example in 
cities of the Northwest Europe.  green standards for all 
buildings, district heating system that uses geothermal 
energy and use of extensive green roofs and solar panels

 ® Active mobility. London-based start-up Connected Kerb 
was made responsible for creating and installing London’s 
network of 10,000 electronic docking points for the city’s 
cycle hire scheme. The charging hubs, which also act as 
ultra-fast wifi points, are made from recycled materials 
and are powered by renewable energy. The expansion of 
London’s ultra-low emission zone to the entire city.

 ® Circular economy. 100% of Frankfurt’s energy to 
originate from renewable sources by 2050. Amsterdam’s 
Sustainability Agenda includes a 20% decline in energy use 
per resident by 2020 and continuing efforts in Smart Building 
to establish a circular economy. 

 ® Inclusive economy. The fe:male Innovation Hub is supporting 
women entrepreneurs in the Rhine-Ruhr metropolitan 
region, empowering innovative start-ups to grow in a more 
socially equal market.
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1. Business Climate

The Mega-Region has been reducing the tax burden for small 
and medium businesses and streamlining administrative 
procedures to improve the business environment for small and 
medium businesses. 

 ® Tax reductions. In addition to national efforts to reduce 
the tax burden, Beijing government made paying taxes 
less costly by reducing the housing fund rate paid by 
the employer. More measures are to be expected with 
adjustments to preferential tax policies will cover over 95% 
of tax paying enterprises. Beijing has also changed its tax 
collection method for small businesses, allowing them to 

pay online. Tianjin has slashed taxes for enterprises by up to 
$15billion since 2017.

 ® Financing. With access to capital one of the major factor 
of success for dynamic firms, the Mega-Region is making 
financing more accessible and affordable for small and 
medium businesses. Beijing government also committed 
to paying about $14.9 million in loan interest for start-ups 
to reduce capital borrowing costs by 20% while Tianjin has 
established a $1.45billion fund dedicated to refinancing and 
rediscounting for financial institutions to increase credit to 
private enterprises.

 ® Optimising administrative procedures. The digitalisation 
and simplification of administrative procedures is reducing 

5. Jing-jin-ji
Population 112 million

Density 518 per km2

GDP $1.2 trillion (10% of national GDP)

GDP/capita $11,000

Key sector specialisms Artificial intelligence, information technology,  logistics, new energy, biopharmaceuticals, advanced 
manufacturing, aviation and aerospace, Fintech

The Jing-Jin-Ji Mega-Region emerges from the national government’s call for increased integration and coordination 
between and among the municipalities of Beijing and Tianjin and Hebei province. By contrast with Yangtze River Delta, 
the Mega-Region is the result of centralised and top-down planning. With Beijing the political and economic core of the 
Mega-Region, and Tianjin a logistics hub, the Mega-Region aims for a more balanced growth by transferring all non-capital 
functions to neighbouring cities. The project has been supported by large investments in transport infrastructure to connect 
the cities and reduce congestion.

Jing-Jin-Ji

Beijing Tangshan

Tianjin

Shijiazhuang

Baoding

Scale: 1:8522393
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the time and cost of operating a business for dynamic 
companies. In Beijing, 90% of the paperwork in the service 
sector, especially approval processes, can be completed 
online. In Tianjin, the municipality aims to answer quick 
queries on policies, licensing and public service through 
WeChat platform.

 ® Cutting down utility costs. As part of public reform, Beijing 
utility company has updated its service policy to better serve 
small businesses. The new policy is estimated to help them 
save more than $200m on device costs and maintenance 
costs . The company is also providing free electrical devices, 
installation and maintenance to its clients using electricity 
below 160kilowatts. 

2. Improving agglomeration

The Mega-Region is investing in transport infrastructure and 
relaxing immigration laws to stimulate flows of people and reap 
the benefits of agglomeration. 

 ® Expanding the transport network. Rapid transport links to 
Beijing is essential to support companies’ move to other 
cities within the Mega-Region. With that in mind, more 
than 800 roads and expressways have been upgraded in 
the region, bringing Beijing, Tianjin and Hebei closer. High-
speed rails have cut down most trips between Jing-Jin-Ji’s 
main cities to less than an hour, with more connections to 
be made in the next few years. Links to integrate the airports 
to the high-speed rail and metro infrastructure will further 
improve the transport network in the Mega-Region. The 
Mega-Region has also introduced a single transport card 
that can be used on buses and metros within the Mega-
Region. 

 ® Reforms to the hukou system. Changes to the hukou system 
aim to facilitate flows of people and relocation outside 
Beijing. Shijiazhuang has established a “zero threshold” 
policy for domestic migrants, a significant change from 
the previous policy that required “stable employment and 
residency” for a certain period of time as a precondition for 
granting permanent residency. 

 ® Talent attraction. The presence of talent is a key factor to the 
growth of dynamic companies as they can bring new ideas, 
skills and techniques. Zhongguancun, Beijing’s technology 
hub, has released 20 measures to attract and retain 
international talent, including relaxed permanent residency 
rules for foreign spouses and children of top-tier Chinese 
talent.  It also set up the Zhongguancun Global Youth Lab, 
which aims to attract young innovators and entrepreneurs 
from around the world. Policies include express visas for 
qualified foreign talent. 

3. Trade

Upgrades in airport and port facilities and more flexible trade 
regulations enable the Mega-Region to grow the non-capital 
cities and attract investments to support the growth of its 
rapidly growing companies. 

 ® International Connectivity. The creation of a new airport will 
release the pressure on Beijing Capital International Airport, 

both in terms of passenger flights and freight. The Daxing 
International Airport is expected to accommodate more 
than 70 million passengers and two million tons of cargo 
annually by 2025. Such large-scale project will open up trade 
for dynamic companies as well as increase the number of 
potential customers.  

 ® Relaxed trade regulations. More flexible trade regulations 
and tax incentives for import-export are expected to boost 
international trade and attract foreign direct investment. 
The Dongjiang Free Trade Port Zone, in Tianjin, benefits 
from looser regulations. For example, companies 
registered in Dongjiang are exempted from many taxes 
and The Tianjin municipality also returns 100% of local 
retained tax revenue to Dongjiang, with the aim to support 
companies’ development.  The zone also encourages a more 
internationalised shipping finance by allowing Dongjiang-
based companies with offshore business demand to open 
offshore account. 

4. New spaces and places to encourage entrepreneurship

The Mega-Region has identified several places to encourage 
entrepreneurship in growth sectors through collaboration and 
policy experimentation while relocating companies outside of 
Beijing.

 ® A new commercial hub. The creation of a new commercial 
and economic hub aims to alleviate the pressure on Beijing 
and divert companies to a more affordable and space-
abundant area. As Xiong’an New Area has been designated 
for special development, a science park is to be built in 
the area, with the aim to attract 500,000 scientists from 
Beijing and cutting-edge technology industries. This  China 
also signed a $11.4bn deal with the UK to build a financial 
innovation hub in Xiong’an. 

 ® Collaboration. The Tianjin Binhai-Zhongguancun Science 
Park benefits from looser restrictions resulting from 
Tianjin Free Trade Zone. The conception of the zone offers 
many advantages to growing companies, such as looser 
restrictions as to recruited talents. The Park is now home to 
over 1,130 companies, some having relocated from Beijing.  
The creation of the industrial cluster fosters collaboration 
between large companies and SMEs. 

5. Large-scale projects

 ® Winter 2022 Olympics. As the host of the 2022 Winter 
Olympics, the Mega-Region is investing in its physical 
infrastructure with the aim to boost tourism and economic 
growth across the region. 

 ® Renewable Energy distribution. In addition to the 
construction of a large solar and wind power plant, the 
Mega-Region aims to increase the use of household solar 
photovoltaic to phase out coal. 
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6. Growth of innovation Economy

The Mega-Region has been driving the growth of an innovation 
ecosystem through the creation of specific clustering for 
different sectors and contributing to growing companies’ 
funding. 

 ® Specialisation. A plethora of industrial and science parks 
have appeared in the Mega-Region, each specialised in 
specific sectors. For example, while Xiong’an is to become 
China’s new tech hub with technology giants such as 
Tencent, Alibaba and Baidu relocating in the area, Tianjin 
Intelligent Industrial Zone is to host companies developing 
new technologies, including AI, intelligent finance and smart 
logistics. The national government is also building a $2.1 
billion AI technology park in Beijing’s suburban Mentougou 
district.

 ® Financing the growth of dynamic companies. As rapidly 
growing companies might not find the capital necessary to 
their growth, the Mega-Region has been granting finance to 
boost companies’ competitiveness. Tianjin also established 
a $15billion fund-of-funds to invest in AI companies, with a 
special focus on smart robots, smart sensors, VR/AR and 
cars connected to the Internet of Things. Beijing government 
also aims to introduce $2.2 billion in private capital to tech 
projects.

 ® Encouraging research. 

7. Urban Innovation 

The Mega-Region is encouraging tech companies to develop 
solutions to urban challenges through the establishment of 
demonstration zones.

 ® Demonstration zones enable growing businesses to trial their 
products in real conditions before scaling up. Xiong’an New 
Area has been designated as an innovation testing ground 
for businesses able to offer innovative solutions to improve 
social and public services. After Baidu’s self-driving cars 
tests, it is the turn of major Chinese telecom companies to 
test their 5G wireless networks in the New Area.

 ® Smart City pilots. Cities in the Mega-Region are turning 
to tech companies to implement smart city initiatives. 
Tianjin has partnered with GE and Huawei to make urban 
infrastructure more intelligent. While GE has deployed 
intelligent LEDs in Tianjin’s central business district and is 
now looking to expand it to a wider area, Huawei is to create 
an AI+ Smart City in the city’s economic-technological 
development area. The project aims to gather data from the 
government, companies, residents, and the IoT and perform 
in-depth analysis through AI applications. In Baoding, Baidu 
aims to use AI technologies to improve traffic monitoring and 
management to turn the city into a pilot for smart transport 
development.

 ® Mobility pilot. The city of Tianjin launched a city mobility  
pilot with Swedish-based company NEVS. The programme 
offers car-sharing and ride hailing solutions in Tianjin, with 
electric vehicles produced by NEVS in Tianjin’s Hi-tech 
Industrial Park.

8. Sustainability

Sustainability is one of Jing-Jin-Ji’s core priorities in its fight 
against pollution. In addition to shifting the economy away from 
heavy-polluting industries, the Mega-Region is focusing on 
energy transition and environmental protection.

 ® Energy transition. The Mega-Region is gradually phasing out 
coal from its energy mix and promoting renewable energy. 
Wind power and solar photovoltaic installations are to be 
installed throughout the Mega-Region. The Zhangbei high-
voltage direct-current (HVDC) project is the world’s largest 
comprehensive project combining a mix of wind and solar 
PV installations with an energy storage system and a smart 
power transmission. Geothermal energy will be used to heat 
the entire urban area of Xiong’An. 

 ® Energy integration. The integration effort of the Mega-
Region spans many sectors, including energy supply and 
distribution. The Mega-Region plans to coordinate the 
energy infrastructure and market in Beijing, Tianjin and the 
Hebei province by establishing a renewable energy power 
trading centre that could limit systemic energy loss. The 
Zhangjiakou renewable energy pilot region aims to supply 
55% of the city’s electricity, 50% of commercial and public 
building energy use and 40% of the residential energy 
consumption.

 ® Green Transportation. The Mega-Region is encouraging the 
uptake of new energy vehicles through subsidies. To reach 
its target of 400,000 electric vehicles by 2020, Beijing aims 
to promote the electrification of public transport and logistics 
vehicles. The city also aims to replace all 69,000 taxis with 
electric vehicles. The extensive deployment of charging 
infrastructure is a key success factor in the development of 
low-carbon transportation. 

 ® Environmental protection. Jing-Jin-Ji is taking steps to 
protect the environment. Hebei has been designated as an 
important ecological protection area and more than 2 million 
hectares of trees have been planted across the Mega-
Region since 2014 . Xiong’an Masterplan calls for the use of 
advanced environment-friendly and energy-saving materials 
and techniques in the construction of the New Area.  

 ® Eco-city as a model for sustainable development. The 
Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City, initiated in 2007, combines 
environmental protection with urban development. Built with 
the expertise and experience of Singaporean experts, the 
city includes the Low Carbon Living Lab, a green commercial 
building in which to test –bed and demonstrate green 
building features and building technologies contributing to 
carbon footprint reduction. Home to 80,000 inhabitants, the 
city has strict performance indicators such as 100% green 
buildings, more than 90% of green trips and a recycling rate 
above 60%. 
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6. Yangtze River Delta

Population 90 million 

Density 900 per km2

GDP $2.2 trillion (20% of national GDP)

GDP/capita $24,000

Key sector specialisms Finance, low carbon, automobile manufacturing and processing, advanced manufacturing, life sciences, 
biotech and pharma, marine transportation and logistics, agriculture    

The Yangtze River Delta is China’s richest region per capita. The region comprises of Shanghai and 25 neighbouring cities, 
including Nanjing, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Ningbo, Changzhou, Wuxi, Shaoxing and Nantong. While the region has been 
organically growing in the past decades, the integrated development of the Yangtze River Delta was upgraded as a national 
priority in 2010. The Integration Plan 2018 sets the role of the region in China’s economy, and the projects and policy 
changes in order to achieve an integrated and comprehensive development. Shanghai predominates in the finance, banking, 
property, automobiles and logistics industries. Suzhou is a strong manufacturing base for foreign companies. Nanjing is a 
hub for the automobile industry, electronics, education, energy, iron and steel industries. Ningbo is a growing economic port 
which provides import and export routes for neighbouring provincial cities.
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1. Business Climate

Authorities from the provinces of Shanghai, Zhejiang, 
Jiangsu, and Anhui are collaborating to increase the region’s 
competitiveness and provide a welcoming business climate for 
small and medium sized companies. They have agreed a three-
year action plan (2018-2020), which will provide a strategic 
roadmap and includes nearly a dozen collaborative projects.

 ® The governments of Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Anhui 
signed a memorandum for cooperation on market rules, 
credit governance and market supervision in early 2019 

 ® Shanghai, Suzhou and Jiaxing have reached an agreement 
to shut down interprovincial toll stations, providing 
convenience and cheaper operating costs for businesses 
crossing provincial borders 

 ® The National Ministry of Commerce has been directing the 
Yangtze River Delta region to establish a business credit-
centered system to provide detailed credit information about 
companies, so as to enhance market order and create a 
favourable business environment. Such initiatives also foster 
regional market autonomy 

 ® A $16 billion fund (Yangtze River Delta Collaborative 
Advantage Fund) launched in Shanghai in 2018. 10% of 
this fund will be made available in the first phase and will 
be available for “hard technology” projects that will help to 
integrate the region’s industries

2. Agglomeration 

Shanghai has a gross domestic product of $475 billion, the 
highest of all cities in China. The Yangtze River Delta centres 
around the city while providing surrounding nodes with the 
necessary infrastructure and policies to lead economic growth 
and other agglomeration benefits. Rapidly-growing companies 
can profit from such a tight-knit regional business ecosystem.  

 ® Rapid mobility. The region is connected by a dense network 
of high speed railway networks, including the Shanghai 
to Nanjing intercity line, which also links Suzhou, Wuxi, 
Changzhou, and Zhenjiang. New high-speed railway, 
highways, and inter-city bus routes contribute to making 
a more reliable and rapid transport network. For example, 
the 331km high speed railway line between Hangzhou and 
Wenzhou plans to cut time from 3 hours to 55 minutes. 

 ® Knowledge spillovers between large corporation and SMEs. 
Shanghai is a leading business hub, especially for the 
growing industries of Edtech and Gaming. Such industries 
attract start-ups and large MNCs (EA, Ubisoft) alike, with 
the former benefitting from spillovers through their close 
connection 

 ® Talent attraction. Growing businesses can benefit from a 
highly skilled workforce that emerges from the Yangtze Delta 
Universities Alliance (formed of 8 universities in the region)

3. Trade

YRD is responsible for one-third of China’s imports and exports. 
This provides huge opportunities for companies to start in the 
region and scale up at a national or global level. 

 ® Infrastructure is already highly developed. The region is 
home to nine international airports. The Shanghai and 
Ningbo ports are two of the busiest ports in the world, 
ranked first and fourth respectively in the 2016 container 
traffic world port rankings. These two ports are also partly 
linked by an expansive 35 km bridge across the Hangzhou 
Bay, which is the 12th longest bridge in the world

 ® Strengthening maritime trade. With the Golden Waterway 
project, China aims to open up the central and western 
regions of the country to the east coast, and subsequently 
to the rest of the world. This strengthens Nanjing’s role as 
a maritime base and a gateway into inland China, offering 
opportunities for businesses located around this growing 
hub. 

4. Concentrations

YRD’s numerous business and research parks and FTZs 
aim to help the region collaborate in order to attract foreign 
technology and investment, and attain global recognition in key 
industries. 

 ® The Yangtze River Delta Science City in Zhangjiang and 
Shanghai Free Trade Zone’s project cooperation zone in 
Jiashan, do not only grow the local economy but also 
promote trans-regional flow of industrial resources and 
the gathering of industrial linkage zone. ALSO New zone 
announced in 2019 will further boost the economy of the 
YRD.

 ® Plans to attract foreign talent and investment through new 
industries in industrial parks and FTZs. Priority industries that 
the Yangtze River Delta will be active in developing include 
marine and high-tech ships, new energy vehicles, power 
equipment, advanced rail, medical technology, aviation and 
aerospace, and ICT.

 ® Zhangjiang Hi-Tech Park, sometimes referred to as China’s 
Silicon Valley, has more than 400 R&D institutions.

5. Large scale projects

 ® Regional infrastructure. Private players have committed to 
investing $31 billion in between 2017 and 2021 to build 5G 
infrastructure across the YRD. With the market size of the 
5G industry expected to reach 160 billion by 2026, and the 
Chinese government racing ahead in trial applications, this 
shows potential for start-ups in the industry.  
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6. Innovation Economy and Eco-systems

The continued entrepreneurial efforts to promote R&D, paired 
with more favourable and encouraging programs provided by 
governments, contribute to growing the innovation economy of 
the Yangtze River Delta.

 ® Building a global business identity for member cities: Anhui 
stepping up efforts to build a national scientific centre 
and accelerate industrial transformation by leveraging 
foundations in industrial robots, home appliances and voice 
recognition technology 

 ® Relaxed regulations has spurred the innovation ecosystem 
to grow. In the past decade, the quantity of trans-provincial 
and trans-city application for patent was 5 times higher than 
previous years. From 2000 to 2014, about 130,000 hi-tech 
enterprises registered a patent in the Yangtze River Delta 
region

 ® Improving knowledge flows. Improving Shanghai Stock 
Exchange plans to set up a science and technology 
innovation board to facilitate communication between tech 
and innovative companies from nine districts and cities in 
the region, including Songjiang District of Shanghai and the 
cities of Hangzhou, Suzhou and Hefei.

 ® Abundant access to VC funding. Shanghai has a start-up 
ecosystem value of $52 bn (vs global median value of $5bn). 
Shanghai’s venture capital network includes about 5,000 
angel investors and associations. The Shanghai science and 
technology innovation fund was launched by state owned 
investors with an initial round of $970 million. 17zuoye 
became a unicorn in 2018 when it raised $250 million in 
Series E funding.

 ® Investing in promising sectors for the region. Shanghai, 
Nanjing and Hangzhou have jointly launch the YRD e-sport 
innovation centre to nurture the development of the e-sport 
industry and cultivate a local workforce in the sector.   

7. Urban Innovation – Regional Initiatives 

YRD cities are innovating with rapidly-growing firms to improve 
city systems through analytics and big data.

 ® Shanghai Launches Smart City Program with Berlin-based 
start-up MXC Blockchain: roll out of ultra-efficient, low 
maintenance, technology for IoT developments

 ® Nanjing municipal government has had a Smart City strategy 
since 2009, and has since trialled urban solutions with 
numerous private partners, such as automating transport 
systems 

8. Sustainability

Sustainability is a challenge to YRD’s manufacturing that 
heavily relies on polluting sources. The national government 
has reiterated the need to grow the economy in parallel with a 
green mode of production. 

 ® Target: reducing average density of PM2.5 to 25 micrograms 
per cubic meter 

 ® Industrial capacity will gradually be transferred from the 
Yangtze River Delta region to inland regions, allowing 
these regions to move from lower-end and heavy polluting 
industries to higher-end and more environmentally friendly 
industries. President Xi Jinping has reiterated that the project 
should focus on environmental protection over rapid growth 
by moving from old engines to new engines of growth.

 ® Efforts to lower maritime emissions taken at the  
regional level 

 ® Development of Yangtze River Delta “Hydrogen corridor” to 
develop fuel cell vehicles and deploy fuelling stations  
by 2025 

 ® 3.3-km Ningbo eco-corridor, transforming an industrial site 
into urban green infrastructure

 ® Shanghai to develop low-carbon transportation by 2035 
and reduce total carbon emission by about 5% compared to 
2025 peak by 2035
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7. Tokyo-Osaka

Population 65 million

Density 1,100 per km2

GDP $3 trillion

GDP/capita $46,000

Key sector specialisms Advanced Manufacturing & Robotics, Fintech, Biotech, Life Sciences, Automobile and aircraft manufacturing, 
Pharmaceuticals, Clean Energy, ITC

The Tokyo-Osaka Mega-Region connects Japan’s two largest metropolitan areas of Greater Tokyo and Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto. 
It is concentrated along the high-speed rail corridor that connects all the cities along the Pacific coast. This Mega-Region 
contains more than half of Japan’s population and generates more than 70% of its GDP. It has a track record of growing 
companies across a range of high value sectors, from a cluster of automobile manufacturing in Nagoya to life sciences 
in Osaka-Kobe to robotics in Kanagawa, while Tokyo is the financial and political nerve centre. The Mega-Region also 
comprises Japan’s five biggest container ports. These diverse accumulated assets continue to attract new and emerging 
companies to set up and grow in the region. 
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1. Business Climate 

The Tokyo-Osaka Mega-Region has not always benefited 
from an internationally competitive climate for smaller and fast 
growing businesses but has been recently addressing barriers 
around tax, incentives, language and corporate networks to 
enable small and medium sized companies to grow and scale 
up. 

 ® Preferential tax treatment. Japan has reduced corporate tax 
and as part of Tokyo Metropolitan Government’s ‘Global 
Financial City’ vision, it plans to reduce or exempt corporate 
tax for financial businesses specialised in asset management 
and FinTech. In Osaka, the government rewards SMEs 
that are acquiring factories, R&D centres or warehouses 
in the Industrial Accumulation Promotion Area with a 50% 
discount on the real estate acquisition tax. Tax credits for 
employment are also available to overseas companies that 
are relocating their headquarters from the Tokyo area to 
other local regions or expanding the headquarters functions 
in those regions.

 ® Subsidies. Cities across the Mega-Region are granting 
subsidies to attract specific companies. This is most visible 
in Nagoya, where the government offers a subsidy that 
covers a part of rent for small and medium-sized businesses. 
In Osaka, the government subsidise 5% of premises and 
facilities or 1/3 of rent for foreign-affiliated companies 
establishing new headquarters. In Tokyo, a subsidy system 
was established for foreign company based in finance to 
reduce the fees associated with the use of professional 
services such as lawyers and accountants and the hiring of 
personnel .

 ® Breaking down the language barrier. The language barrier 
is hindering the growth of an international business 
environment that can facilitate the expansion of overseas 
companies within the Mega-Region. As a result, the 
submission of documents in English has been introduced at 
the Tokyo One-Stop Business Establishment Centre and will 
be expanded to other locations to make it easier for foreign 
nationals to start a business. The Nagoya’s International 
Centre provides free information and consultation services 
to foreign residents, with all its services available in eight 
languages. 

 ® Facilitating matches. The Tokyo Metropolitan government is 
organising business meetings between foreign companies 
and small and medium businesses with the aim of 
expanding. Similarly, Osaka offers business matchmaking 
opportunities between large companies and SMEs to 
promote the growth of life science-related small and 
medium companies and start-up venture companies. 

2. Improving agglomeration

In order to maximize the “learning, matching, sharing” benefits 
arising from agglomeration, cities within the Tokyo-Osaka 
Mega-Region have been investing in city centres regeneration 
to increase connectivity and improve the living environment to 
expat standards. Measures have also been taken to increase 
graduate retention.

 ® Improving connectivity to city centres. Enhancing 
accessibility to main city centres strengthens the urban 
fabric as they serve increasingly greater roles as centres 
for business, tourism and vitality. Benefits for growing 
companies include wider market reach, increased foot 
traffic and facilitated exchanges of ideas. In Tokyo, major 
redevelopments are taking place around its key stations 
such as Shibuya station, the entry point to its IT district (Bit 
Valley), with high volumes of residential and commercial 
space to be delivered. I

 ® Improving the living environment for foreign nationals. 
Hindered by a labour shortage, the Mega-Region is looking 
to attract foreign talent. In addition to national changes 
to the immigration legislation, the Tokyo government is 
working on developing a comfortable living environment 
for foreign professionals. Measures include tax reductions 
for companies that are including international schools in 
their redevelopment projects, the provision of medical 
consultations in foreign languages and the development of 
serviced apartments in targeted areas such as Shinagawa 
for foreign-born. 

 ® Graduate Retention. National and regional governments are 
finding ways to attract international talent. The period to 
stay for students after graduation for job hunting was also 
extended to a maximum of 2 years and support is given to 
help foreign students seeking employment. As a result, the 
number of foreign-born applicants has increased by 20% 
and the approvals by almost 25% in 2017. 

3. Trade

The Mega-Region has been helping fast-growth companies 
to scale up and integrate the global value chain by opening up 
dedicated trade offices and upgrading its port facilities.

 ® Setting up special offices.  Offices dedicated to facilitate 
small and medium businesses’ access to global markets 
have been established across the Mega-Region. For 
example, the Tokyo Metropolitan Small and Medium 
Enterprise Support Centre aims to have 1,500 SMEs 
expanding to overseas markets. It has opened an office 
in Thailand to gather information on Thai companies and 
match Tokyo’s growing businesses with potential partners.

 ® Improving port facilities. Improvements in port facilities 
can boost international competitiveness, increase volumes 
of trade and can relieve pressure on the supply chain. The 
municipal governments of Kobe and Osaka established 
Kobe-Osaka International Port Corp in 2015 as a joint 
venture to operate the two ports in an integrated manner. 
Measures to increase cargo traffic include offering subsidies 
for shippers and shipping firms switching to new routes that 
include Kobe and Osaka and installing ship-to-shore cranes 
to better handle mega-ships. Improvements are expected to 
help the Kobe-Osaka ports attract Northern American and 
European trunk lines. 
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4. New spaces and places to encourage entrepreneurship

Strategic zones have been implemented throughout the 
Mega-Region to provide flexible space for dynamic companies 
to grow and operate in and promote collaboration between 
private and public sector actors.

 ® National Strategic Special Zones. The Japanese government 
has introduced National Strategic Special Zone to encourage 
international projects and advance the growth of key sectors 
such as health and medical care. Each zone is allowed to 
loosen regulations in a particular industry or economic 
sector. For example, the Osaka Special Zone Tax system 
supports businesses in the new energy or life sciences 
industry with a 5-year corporate tax exemption, no real 
estate acquisition tax and a reduction in other taxes.

 ® Attracting specific companies. Most cities in the Mega-
Regions aim to grow their key sectors. For example, Kobe 
set up comprehensive special zones that support companies 
in the medical and low-carbon-related fields.

5. Large-scale projects

Large-scale projects such as upgrades in broadband and faster 
trains enhance physical and digital connectivity, which are 
essential to dynamic companies’ sustainable growth.

 ® Broadband improvement. As the world becomes more 
connected, the development of a 5G network will help 
alleviate capacity constraints and fasten broadband speed. 
The creation of a low latency, high data capacity and reliable 
network opens up a wide range of opportunities for small 
and medium sized businesses in specific sectors such 
as autonomous vehicles or robotics. It also creates new 
markets as a key infrastructure for the development of the 
Internet of things. 

 ® Faster connections. The Japanese government has invested 
in Maglev bullet trains that are expected to cut down the 
travel time between Tokyo and Osaka by 1h30 to only 1 
hour. The first connection, connecting Tokyo to Nagoya, is 

expected to be launched in 2027. As a result, companies in 
Nagoya’s region are moving their headquarters closer to the 
station, to benefit from the improved transport links as they 
can reach better to customers and talent. 

 ® Opening up procurement. Facilitating access to public 
procurement for growing companies enable them to 
secure a significant client and potentially scale up.  For the 
2020 Olympics in Tokyo, the government has created an 
online platform to encourage SMEs to participate in public 
procurement tenders. 

6. Growth of innovation Economy

The Mega-Region has invested in a number of measures to 
pursue the growth of the innovation economy. These measures 
all aim to foster interactions and collaboration between large 
organisations and small and medium businesses to develop 
new products and techniques. 

 ® Incubators and accelerators help small and medium-sized 
businesses scale up, providing them the space and support 
to develop new products, learn new techniques and interact 
with other growing companies. At a national level, the 
Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry launched the 
J-Start-up Programme to incubate start-ups with resources 
from large companies and venture capital firms. Tokyo 
launched a FinTech business camp, a FinTech-focused 
government accelerator programme to help financial start-
ups grow and contribute to its vision. In addition to its Life 
Science Incubator, Nagoya established the Creation Core 
facility to support small and medium-sized companies 
working on the development of new businesses.   

 ® Streamlining patent examination. A pro-innovation climate 
is essential to support entrepreneurs and start-ups in their 
ventures, which is why reducing the costs and duration 
of patent examination can boost innovation. For example, 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Government aims to reduce patent 
application examination and trial from about 22.2 months to 
about 1.9 months. Patent fees and examination fees will also 
be reduced to half for small and medium businesses. 
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 ® Institutions such as hospitals play an important role in 
facilitating technology transfer and stimulating innovation. 
With the aim to become Asia’s no1 biomedical cluster, Kobe 
aims to attract highly specialized hospitals, universities and 
research institutes to devise ways to better use the next-
generation supercomputer, promote R&D of medical devices 
and support enterprises in adding value to their products .  

 ® Academia-industry collaboration. Small and medium 
businesses can contribute to such collaboration as they 
are aptly equipped to match technology seeds arising 
from university research with industry needs. The Tokyo-
Osaka Mega-Region is home to many universities which 
are collaborating with companies to produce various 
innovations. In the Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto area, the PMK 
initiative gathers more than hundreds of biotech, bio-
pharmaceutical and global large companies, as well as 
universities and public research institutes. The aim of the 
initiative is to discover commercial opportunities arising from 
collaborative research. 

7. Urban Innovation 

The global call for urban solutions offer growth opportunities 
to small and medium businesses as they can develop tailored 
products to tackle cities’ challenges and improve citizens’ living 
standards. 

 ® Resilience. In order to improve urban disaster prevention 
power of Tokyo as well as revitalisation of the industry, 
the Tokyo SME Development Corporation is encouraging 
SMEs to put their products and prototypes into practical use 
as disaster prevention products, supporting a part of the 
expenses and scale-up expenses.

 ® Autonomous vehicles. Trials for driverless or autonomous 
vehicles are emerging across the Mega-Region. This is 
most visible in Greater Tokyo where they are expected 
for the 2020 Olympics. Tokyo’s Haneda Airport entered 
the second phase of testing of driverless buses. ZMP, a 
autonomous driving technology developer partnered with 
the city’s taxi company for a trial of driverless taxi and 

fare-paying passengers. A similar trial by Nissan and a tech 
firm happened in Yokohama. Beijing-based AI start-up 
SenseTime opened a centre dedicated to self-driving in Joso, 
where it will conduct tests exclusively dedicated to on-road 
driverless vehicles, in partnership with Honda.

8. Sustainability

Sustainability has become a key goal across the Tokyo-Osaka 
Mega-Region, with most cities aiming to reduce drastically 
their greenhouse gas emissions through the expanded use of 
hydrogen, reductions in energy consumption and investments 
in renewable energy. 

 ® A Hydrogen society. Hydrogen is a clean energy source 
that does not produce CO2 when used. Cities are trying to 
expand the use of hydrogen energy to create a hydrogen 
society. The city of Kobe plans to develop the world’s first 
urban system using hydrogen energy, supplying energy 
to Kobe’s hospital, international exhibition centre and 
wastewater treatment plant. A tank and loading facility is 
also under construction to establish a hydrogen supply chain 
with the aim to develop the world’s first liquid hydrogen 
freight ship. Tokyo also plans to expand the use of fuel 
cell buses to more than 100 buses by 2020 and build 35 
hydrogen stations.

 ® Towards zero carbon. Cities are taking steps towards 
reducing their greenhouse gas emissions. While Tokyo 
implemented a cap-and-trade programme to reduce energy 
consumption, the Aichi prefecture created a fund to help 
small and medium businesses invest in equipment to reduce 
their environmental impact and increase energy savings. 

 ® Green Innovation. Kawasaki coastal area is a showcase of 
the city’s energy innovation, home to mega solar facilities, 
wind power generation plants and facilities with cutting 
edge environmental energy technologies.
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APPENDIX
Figure 8 - Industry mix of each Mega-Region.
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Source: Crunchbase. May 2019 data.
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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-
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