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Abstract

The Heihe-Tengchong line has long served as a key reference for China’s population distribution
and economic geography, embodying the structural constraints that natural endowments, transport
costs, and market agglomeration impose on regional development. Drawing on long-run historical
evidence spanning 1935 to 2025 and on the core-periphery framework of new economic geography,
this paper traces the persistence, evolution, and policy reshaping of regional patterns on either side
of this divide. We argue that agricultural carrying capacity and the increasing returns of early in-
dustrialization jointly reinforced the concentration of population and economic activity in the
southeast. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the Western Development Strategy, fiscal trans-
fer payments, large-scale infrastructure investment, and the deployment of emerging productive fac-
tors—most notably the “Eastern Data and Western Computing” project—have together constituted
a systemic regional rebalancing policy mix. Without fundamentally altering the underlying popula-
tion distribution, these measures have advanced the equalization of public services and the conver-
gence of per-capita welfare.
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Table 2. Policy adjustment tools and their constraints
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