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Last month, the world'’s attention was fixed on the ongoing series of U.S.-Israeli September 26, 2026

attacks against Iran and their consequences. Meanwhile, China—the great rival—
took a far less dramatic but arguably more consequential step: it adopted its 15th
Five-Year Plan for 2026-2030, setting the main directions of national development. Search

To many foreign observers, five-year plans still read like

—especially in post-socialist countries, where the term carries historical baggage.
Today’s Chinese plans, however, function more as development programs or
strategic guidelines; the Chinese title itself replaced “plan” (jihua it%l) with a softer
term (guihua #%!). These documents remain critically important: local party and o
state officials use them to discern the central leadership’s priorities, while

economic actors learn which sectors may attract state support.
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Adopted by the National People’s Congress in March, the Ron Fichtner on
extends the 14th Five-Year Plan approved five years earlier. Because the 14th plan

(2021-2025) also through 2035, the new plan largely operationalizes

those medium-term goals. The headline target remains to double per capita GDP

by 2035 relative to 2020 and reach “moderately developed country” status; Septemiber 23, 2026

The flaw in this thinking is the

progress to date is broadly on track.
assumption that as the oil

resources are depleted the

Key Signals value of remaining oil...

The plan mixes concrete projects with aspirational language, with the vaguest Dr. Jim Anthony on
passages reserved for the hardest trade-offs. Three signals come through clearly.
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Dr. Lim's overarching review of
Al galloping developments may
be baffling to some but are of
great value to those...

() Patial RC on
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First, Beijing is not executing a sharp policy turn. The plan frames China as a China’s reaffirmation of
supertanker in rough seas: it keeps to its charted course and limits reactions to support for India’s permanent
external turbulence. seat on the UN Security Council

is welcome—Dbut it should now

Second, ’ ' (gao zhiliang fazhan S RE % E) is the core move from...
yardstick, shifting performance assessment away from headline growth rates. In . _
practice, total factor productivity, R&D intensity, the consumption share of GDP, %‘% FatialRC on

and green indicators are treated as at least as important as annual GDP growth. September 13, 2026

Third, the leadership continues to treat science and technology as the master lever The Houthis can ultimately be

. .. : challenged only by Yemen'’s
for problem-solving—from energy efficiency and health outcomes to demographic

government and, more
pressures. This has shaped Chinese policy thinking importantly, by the Yemeni
since the early twentieth century. people themselves. External

military...
The plan notably avoids a specific annual GDP growth target, saying only that

growth should stay ‘within a reasonable range’ given prevailing conditions. The
omission signals two lessons from the previous cycle: fixed targets

local over-borrowing and low-return investment; and in a volatile environment,
missing an explicit target would carry an avoidable political cost.
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Domestic demand and
confidence

Boosting domestic consumption is one of the plan’s top economic priorities
(Chapter 15). Its diagnosis is blunt: ‘supply is strong, demand is weak’ (Chapter 1).
With capacity exceeding domestic absorption—and only part of the surplus
exportable—competition turns increasingly zero-sum.

The plan uses’ ' (neijuan A#&) to describe the resulting dynamic (Chapter

4). more effort for the same outcome, with in productivity or welfare.

Persistent price wars squeeze margins, weaken incentives to innovate, and push
outward—fuel for trade frictions.

To raise consumption, the plan points to familiar levers—higher incomes, a
stronger safety net, and more services spending—but leaves key implementation
choices underspecified. High , rooted in culture and institutions,
remains a binding constraint.

There is also a policy trade-off: rapid wage growth without matching productivity
erodes competitiveness in export-oriented manufacturing, especially at lower
technology levels. On overcapacity, the plan promises ‘planning guidance, capacity
regulation, price management and sectoral self-regulation’ (Chapter 4). These tools
dampen competition, but they also create new distortions.

Restoring is a central task after the regulatory tightening
of 2021-2023. The plan reiterates the ‘two unwavering commitments’ (/iangge
haobu dongyao mNEANIE): strengthening the state economy and supporting
the private sector are declared complementary (Chapter 18). It also promises
private firms access to major infrastructure projects and public R&D platforms.

At the same time, the document maps an expanded role for state-owned
enterprises. The tension is structural: a larger SOE footprint in capital-intensive
high-tech sectors can crowd out more agile but less capitalized private firms
through financing, procurement, and regulatory advantages. Unless
implementation hardens neutrality across these channels, the plan’s dual promise
will remain unresolved.

The document repeats the phrase ‘unification of the national market’ eight times—
an explicit signal that remains a drag. Local protectionism
still distorts interprovincial trade. The plan again calls for removing internal
barriers (standards, administrative hurdles, and allocation distortions) via unified
competition regulation, shared credit registries, and procurement platforms.
Earlier attempts stalled against local interests and bureaucratic resistance (Chapter
17).

Technology, technology,
technology

The document aggregates technology policy into four linked priorities:

First, upgrade traditional industries—steel, petrochemicals, electronics, textiles—
through technology-driven modernization so they move up the value chain and

sustain competitiven
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The digital economy is treated as an enabling layer through the * '
program and the ‘Al+" action plan. Artificial intelligence is mentioned 52 times; the
focus is less on inventing new Al models than on deploying Al across sectors and
public services (Chapter 13).

Implementation and constraints

A planis only as credible as its execution. On technology upgrading, past cycles
show strong delivery capacity: earlier plans were met—and often exceeded. The
open question is relative rather than absolute: whether competitors match the
pace, or whether China widens its lead.

Where targets are binding and accountability is clear—as with mandated
environmental indicators—implementation tends to be strong. Where goals are
diffuse, responsibilities shared, and incentives misalighed—most notably in
rebuilding private-sector confidence—the plan reads as strategic direction, not an
operational blueprint.

Three contradictions define the plan’s policy space. The first is control versus
dynamism: it expands party-state oversight while seeking an innovation ecosystem
that depends on predictable regulation, market contestability, and entrepreneurial
risk-taking.

The second is fiscal sustainability versus social commitments: the plan prescribes
costly expansions—childcare capacity, reforestation, broader pension coverage—
while local governments’ land-sale revenue model has weakened sharply, and the
document offers no durable replacement financing mechanism.

The third is domestic strengthening versus external openness: supply-chain
security and technological self-reliance imply import substitution, which collides
with trading partners’ expectations and increases external friction. These trade-offs
will shape policy choices amid a volatile environment.

In five years, implementation should be judged sector by sector, not as a binary
success or failure. The leadership has a track record of keeping major risks
manageable, and growth potential remains. The largest gains are still most likely in
science and technology. But the same technological wave that boosts productivity
will also introduce shocks—economic, social, and security—some of them adverse.

For external partners, the hardest implication is . The plan’s
proposed capacity coordination is unlikely to materially reduce surpluses, so
export pressure and trade disputes will persist. In parallel, the technology race will
tighten: R&D intensity and innovation capacity are set to rise, raising the bar for
competitors. Those that underinvest risk strategic slippage in the domain that
increasingly shapes both living standards and military effectiveness.

The next five years will be shaped by uncertainty: the trajectory of U.S.-China
relations, leadership politics in Beijing around 2027-2028, and the diffusion of
disruptive technologies. Against that backdrop, the key question is not whether
China advances by 2030, but how far—and whether others adjust in time.

China's 15th Five-Year Plan portrays the country as a supertanker: heavy, hard to
turn, and committed to a charted course. The 2026-2030 cycle therefore prioritizes
continuity, shifting attention from speed to quality, and treating technology as the
primary instrument for growth, resilience, and social goals. This approach can
absorb turbulence, but it also exports spillovers and tightens strategic competition.
Overall, the plan suggests continuity over correction, with only incremental
adjustments within an unchanged state-led trajectory; persistent overcapacity
pressures, as domestic price wars and surplus output sustain export pressure and
trade disputes; and an accelerating tech race, in which self-reliance, Al diffusion,
and frontier R&D investment raise the competitive threshold for others.
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