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China’s real GDP growth for the January-March quarter recorded a huge increase of 18.3% 

YoY due to a rebound from the negative growth last year caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Although quarter-on-quarter growth slowed, the level of GDP remains in line with the long-term 

growth trend (Chart 1 upper). The recovery in face-to-face services is lagging with catering 

sales for the January-March quarter lower than they were before the COVID-19 pandemic due 

to lockdowns in some regions where there was an increase in cases (Chart 1 lower). 

Nevertheless, private consumption – particularly that of goods – is robust and net exports 

made a positive contribution to overall growth owing to strong exports as overseas economies 

recover.  

While the recovery in face-to-face services has been slow up until now, there appears to be 

some signs that the domestic tourism sector is finally starting to pick up. The size of China’s 

domestic tourism industry before the pandemic in 2019 was 6 billion tourists and RMB 5.7 

trillion in tourism revenue, equating to 5.8% of nominal GDP (Chart 2 upper). From the start of 

this year, the number of domestic tourists during the Spring Festival (11th to 17th February) 

was only 260 million: 40% lower than in 2019 before the pandemic (Chart 2 lower). This could 

be explained by a lingering sense of caution about the spread of infection and the 

government’s request that people not return home during this period as cases were rising in 

January in some areas. However, the number of tourists around Tomb-Sweeping Day (3rd to 

5th April) totalled 100 million and recovered to 5% lower than the same period in 2019 as it 

was decided that submission of a negative PCR test certificate in order to travel to Beijing was 

not necessary for those from low risk areas. If China can continue to control the spread of 

infection in the future and cases do not rise again, the number of domestic tourists can be 

expected to recover further, especially during the coming National Day (1st to 7th October). This 

is one of China’s biggest consecutive holiday periods and takes place every autumn when 

around 800 million domestic tourists travel during a typical year.  

As of the end of February, the China Tourism Academy (the data centre for the Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism) estimated the number of domestic tourists for this year at 4.1 billion (2.9 

billion in 2020) and domestic tourism revenue at RMB 3.3 trillion (RMB 2.2 in 2020). Based on 

this forecast, the increase in domestic tourism revenue from last year will amount to around 1% 

of nominal GDP for 2020. Looking ahead, if China can continue to contain the spread of 

infection, it may be of some help in sustaining the recovery in the domestic tourism industry, 
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which in turn will support private consumption in its slow return to pre-pandemic spending 

patterns.  
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Chart 1: China's Real GDP and Catering Sales
(Jan-Mar 2017 = 100)
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Translated by Elizabeth Foster 
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Chart 2: Number of Domestic Tourists and Revenue
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For further details, please contact the Economic Research Office, MUFG Bank 
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