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China 

Xi  Jinping’s  
fingerprints are 

everywhere  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Xi Jinping has been active this summer in the 
preparations of the 13th five-year plan (2016-2020) and 
he has already set his fingerprints on it. But this is only 
one, albeit an important building block in his political 
program. He is now three years into his first five-year 
term and at the apex of power. He has full control over 
his peers in the leadership in Beijing and has 
expropriated the limelight in the national media. He is 
here, there and everywhere, actively pushing his 
program and delivering step-by-step on his reform 

By Invitation 

Insightperspectives regularly invites experts to write on 
“special”   issues of importance to the financial market. In this 
context, Joergen Delman, professor, PhD, China Studies, 
Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies, University 
of Copenhagen, has been invited to make his assessment of 
the upcoming 13th five-year plan (2016-2020).  

Joergen Delman works  on  China’s  political  economy,  politics,  
civil society, climate policies and environmental issues. He is a 
frequent public speaker and media commentator on these 
topics and has lived in China for ten years, working as a 
consultant for international development organisations, as 
well as Danish and international businesses. He has worked 
extensively with and within Chinese government 
organisations at central and local level. Joergen Delman is Co-
coordinator of ThinkChina.dk.  

http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://www.thinkchina.dk/
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agenda outlined in 2013. Internationally, he has been a 
frequent flier. His state visit to the US in September 
demonstrated   that  China   is   indeed   the  world’s  second  
superpower. Despite the usual bickering and mutual 
accusations that characterize the fragile US-China 
relationship, Presidents Obama and Xi were able to see 
eye to eye and negotiate and agree on issues as tough 
as cyber and nuclear security and collaboration on anti-
bribery, anti-terrorism, climate change and 
international development assistance. 

Popular, powerful and influential 
Xi’s  public  profile,  his  assertiveness,  his  reform  agenda  
and his active international diplomacy has earned him 
considerable popularity in China. A survey by the Ash 
Center at Harvard University found that Chinese 
respondents rated Xi higher on 9 out of 10 dimensions 
than any other head of state was rated by their own 
populations. 94.8 percent of the Chinese respondents 
expressed confidence about his handling of domestic 
affairs and 93.8 percent were satisfied with his role in 
international affairs. While heads of authoritarian 
states generally rank higher than leaders of democratic 
states in these surveys, it is significant that Xi has the 
highest national approval ratings in the world. Further, 
Forbes found that Xi was the third most powerful 

person in the world after Vladimir Putin and Barack 
Obama, and just ahead of Pope Francis, Angela Merkel 
and Janet Yellen, Chair of the US Federal Reserve. 
According to Bloomberg, Xi is one of the most 
influential people in the global business world, ahead of 
Tim Cook of Apple and Warren Buffet, but he is not as 
influential as Janet Yellen. 

 

Still vulnerable 
Despite his aggressive approach, his national and 
international influence and his popularity at home, Xi is 
not invulnerable. He staked his reputation on salvaging 
the Chinese stock market during its turmoil earlier this 
year through massive state stimulus and regulatory 
interventions which cast doubt on his self-promotion as 
a market protagonist. The interventions did not work as 
expected and Xi lost face. International observers are 
now wondering whether his leadership can manage the 
soft landing associated with slower growth smartly. 

http://www.forbes.com/powerful-people/
http://www.forbes.com/powerful-people/
http://www.forbes.com/powerful-people/
http://www.forbes.com/powerful-people/
http://www.bloomberg.com/features/2015-markets-most-influential/#graphic
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Mid-October, official Chinese sources reported that the 
GDP growth rate for Q3 was 6.9%, the lowest rate since 
Q1 in 2009 during the global recession. However, it was 
as close to the 7 % target for annual GDP growth set in 
the 12th five-year plan (2011-2015) as could be and it 
seems that the economic and psychological effects of 
going from 10 % to 7 % takes long time to absorb both 
at home and abroad.   

Even more, there is concern in China that slower 
growth may lead to unemployment and cause social 
unrest. Xi is aware that he must offer better social 
security as a buffer against unemployment. Otherwise, 
China will see more spontaneous protests and social 
unrest as was the case during the stock market turmoil. 

Anti-corruption with no end 
The corruption campaign continues, although not at 
the same intensity. A few high-level “tigers”  have  been  
taken out this year and former security czar, Zhou 
Yongkang, was put away for life without apparent 
opposition. His network has been dismantled and Xi 
seems   to   be   in   control   of   that   flank.   Xi’s   predecessor,  
Hu Jintao, has also seen a few of his protégées in the 
central leadership being removed and some senior 
leaders of state owned enterprises (SOE) have been put 

under investigation. But while Xi seems politically 
unchallenged, it is evident that the bureaucracy is 
getting tired of the continuing corruption campaign and 
it is reported that local leaders around the country are 
wary of making critical decisions.  

The Tianjin blast on 12 August sent shock waves 
through   Beijing.   It   came   a   few   weeks’   ahead   of   Xi’s  
‘crowning’   ceremony,   the   military   parade   on  
September 3 in Beijing. The parade is a ritual that every 
Chinese top leader will organize a few years after 
ascending to power since it signifies that he is now on 
top of things. Fortunately for the leadership in Beijing, 
it was  apparently concluded that the blast was due to 
negligence, possibly corrupt, by local officials and not 
to  ill  intent  aimed  at  Xi’s  leadership  in  Beijing.  

SOE reforms and 13th five-year plan without 

surprises 
SOE   reform   remains   one   of   Xi’s   major   concerns   since  
SOEs are not doing as well as they are supposed to. 
Many observers looked forward to the SOE reform 
proposal   this   summer  as  a   test  of  Xi’s  political   stance.  
But eventually the proposal confirmed that Xi is rather 
conservative on this issue. The proposal argues 
refinement and not substantial reforms. Most 

http://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/oct/19/chinese-economic-growth-slows-to-69-in-third-quarter
http://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/oct/19/chinese-economic-growth-slows-to-69-in-third-quarter
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44330&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=789&no_cache=1#.Vh5sfvmqqko
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44330&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=789&no_cache=1#.Vh5sfvmqqko
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significantly, while SOE leaders are supposed to be 
more market oriented, the Party will not relinquish its 
control over the leadership over the SOEs. New 
regulations on SOE governance are expected but they 
will not change the relationship between Party, 
government and SOEs substantially.  

While GDP growth and other significant indicators in 
the 12th five-year plan are more or   less  on  target,  Xi’s  
“war  on  pollution”   and  his   climate   change   targets   are  
not faring as well. A review of the progress of 
implementation showed that China is falling behind on 
its targets relating to increasing the percentage of non-
fossil fuels against other non-recyclable energy and to 
lowering its energy and carbon intensity. This does not 
bode  well  for  Xi’s  war  on  pollution. 

The top leadership is expected to discuss the outline of 
the 13th five-year plan at the end of October. But Xi  
has already made the priorities clear. In line with his 
“new normal”,  the  top  priority  is  to  maintain  growth  at  
around 7 %. The economic model will be adjusted. 
China will have to rely on more balanced development 
of the three main economic sectors, it will move 
towards high-end manufacturing and consumption as 
drivers of economic growth, while infrastructure 
investments and exports will remain important. The 

“optimum”   future   sectors   will   be   favoured   at   the  
expense  of   ‘sunshine’   industries;   therefore,   innovation  
will be stimulated across the economy and the public 
sector. As part of the effort to balance sectoral 
development, agricultural modernization will be 
accelerated. Administrative reforms are supposed to 
follow suit so as to stimulate market based economic 
development rather than being a bureaucratic 
straitjacket. There will be more focus on coordinating 
regional development across administrative borders, 
e.g. in the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region and along the 
Yangzi Economic Belt. Eco-civilization is next with a 
focus on cleaning up the environment and securing 
better environmental conditions for ordinary people. Xi 
also links eco-civilization with the necessity to promote 
green  growth.  The  ninth  point  in  Xi’s  list  of  priorities  is  
better livelihoods, higher real incomes, more 
education, and improved social and food security for 
China’s  people.  Finally,  the fight against poverty will be 
continued.  

It is no surprise that these priorities are fully in line with 
Xi’s   political   programme.   He   has   a   natural   interest   in  
setting his fingerprint on such an important document. 
The Central Committee will approve the overall 
framework of the plan at the end of October, the 

http://www.chinabusinessreview.com/understanding-chinas-13th-five-year-plan/
http://www.chinabusinessreview.com/understanding-chinas-13th-five-year-plan/
http://www.insightperspectives.eu/cui_flipbook/2014_octKKKDDjjd998dH/2014_octKKKDDjjd998dH_v1.html#21/z
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2015/07-20/7416788.shtml%20http:/www.china.org.cn/china/2015-05/29/content_35687548.htm
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2015/07-20/7416788.shtml%20http:/www.china.org.cn/china/2015-05/29/content_35687548.htm
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planners will fill in the details during the winter and the 
detailed plan will then be approved by the National 
People’s  Congress  in  March  next  year. 

New leadership line up 
Xi’s  final  priority  at  this  stage  is  the  19th  Party  congress  
in 2017 which provides him with an opportunity to set 
his fingerprint on the new leadership line-up. Five of 
the seven incumbent Standing Committee members, 
except Xi himself and Prime Minister Li Keqiang, and six 
out of the remaining 18 members in the Politburo are 
due to step down due to age limits. Xi cannot decide on 
promotions alone. They must be negotiated with 
retired elders, the factions in the leadership and the 
political families. But he will definitely use his position 
to promote allies and protégés from his network. With 
regard to the Standing Committee, the candidates must 
primarily come from the incumbent Politbureau. 
Choices   are   few   since   Xi’s   predecessors   have   already  
exerted significant influence on the selection of the 
current members. This is the name of the game and the 
rules seem to be fairly institutionalized. Therefore, Xi 
must also count on the future. Next time around, many 
of his allies and protégées will make it to the top, but 
they cannot all make it while he is the top leader. 
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