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Fig. 1. Net population inflow by province 2000 –2024 (сalculated and presented in graphical form  
based on data from National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS))

The 21st century marks China’s transition from a low-mobility «rural society» to a «migratory nation». Accor
ding to the seventh national census data2, there were 376 mln migrants in 2020, among them, the inter-provincial 
migrant population is 125 mln. This migration phenomenon is characterised by three evolutionary dimensions:

1) scale evolution. Migration surged until 2010 (with an annual growth rate of 8.5 % between 2005 and 
2010), then slowed (2.17 % from 2010 to 2015) and declined (− 0.83 % from 2015 to 2019). This trend reflects 
urban saturation and rising living costs in eastern hubs, alongside industrial relocation to central and western 
provinces (e. g., base of company Foxconn in Zhengzhou).

2) directional pluralisation. While coastal clusters (the Yangtze River delta, the Pearl River delta, and the 
Beijing-Tianjin Region) absorbed over 60 % of inflows before 2010, post-2010 witnessed inland urbanisa
tion (The Sichuan-Chongqing Region saw a net inflow surge to 1.45 mln between 2020 and 2024, driven by 
policies «Western Development»); interior hubs (central provinces (e. g., Hubei, Hunan) reduced popula
tion losses through initiatives «Rise of Central China»); return migration (Anhui shifted from a net outflow 
(−3.36 mln between 2010 and 2014) to an inflow (+ 0.54 mln between 2020 and 2024) as manufacturing 
relocated (fig. 1)).

3) structural transformation. Migration has diversified beyond rural-urban flows (city-to-city mobility rose 
to 37.9 % of total flows, linked to high-skilled labour chasing jobs in tech and finance); demographic upgra
ding (college-educated migrants increased from 3.2 % (2000) to 13.3 % (2020), notably in Zhejiang and Guang-
dong); household migration (family relocations (involving ≥ 3 members) exceeded 53.5 %, raising demands  
for the integration of urban welfare systems. This structural upgrading towards more skilled and stable migra
tion flows likely contributes to higher productivity and economic growth in destination regions [7], a dimension 
that merits further quantitative analysis.

The author believes that spatial clustering and «Hu Huanyong line» resilience. Migration networks rein-
forced the «Hu Huanyong line» (southeast – 93.8 % population; northwest – 6.2 %3). Coastal clusters exhibited 
intensified agglomeration (e. g., Yangtze River delta urban agglomeration), while western nodes (Chengdu, 
Xi’an) emerged as secondary poles. Despite inland gains, the southeast’s share of inflows remained > 75 % 
(2020), confirming the line’s stability as an economic-geographic anchor [10; 11].
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