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Sichuan’s shopaholics?
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istorically Sichuan province was known as the
‘Land of Abundance’, although it took a
creative eye to make best use of the resources
that flourished there. The high density of lac
trees encouraged local craftsmen to become experts in
lacquer work, and the thriving population of silkworms
fostered a rich brocade industry.
Silk work was so integral to the early days of Chengdu’s
development that the river which runs through the city is
still called Brocade River (Jinjiang). The city’s affinity with
high fashion is present still today.
In 2015 the city was named China’s Most Fashionable
City by Trends, a China-based fashion retail research and
media firm. Retail revenues have grown more than 10% for
the last 11 years, reaching Rmb562 billion ($82.71 billion) in
2016. This year there are a further 22 shopping malls due to
open in the city, raising the total gross floor area by 1.7
million square metres, suggesting tremendous confidence
there will be increased consumer spending.
HKMB, a research and news portal run by the Hong
Kong Trade Development Council,
believes that
Chengdu’s strong retail sales reflect the cultural heritage

of the local population, writing that “the people of
Chengdu are known for their leisurely and carefree
lifestyle and this attitude directly affects their spending
habits”. Others believe that the relatively low cost of
housing gives Chengduers a bit more spare cash to spend
on minor luxuries.
The average disposable income in Chengdu has been on
the rise for the last few years, climbing from Rmb20,829 in
2010 to Rmb35,902 in 2016. But whilst HKMB thinks the
strong consumer spending partly reflects a carefree mood,
Maxxelli Consulting speculates it also indicates a desire to
flaunt wealth and overcome the perception that Chengdu
is a backwater city. HKMB almost acknowledges this, noting
that while many Chinese buy luxury goods as gifts for
others, Chengdu citizens are more likely to buy them for
themselves.
The preference to shop for themselves rather than buy
gifts for others feeds into HKMB’s assessment that the sales
experience is particularly important to Chengdu shoppers.
Retailers have discovered a preference in the local
demographic for outlet malls over department stores.
Indicative of this, a number of struggling department stores
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The number of malls
scheduled to open in
2017, adding 1.7 million
square metres of
floor space
REUTERS

Wangfujing: a mall located in the Chunxilu area

SINOPOLIS: CHENGDU

79

RETAIL

Chunxilu
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closed last year only to be reopened as malls.

Future growth
In 2015 Chengdu announced its plan to develop the city into
an “international shopping paradise”. The scheme is short
on specifics but is divided into three five-year stages.
Each stage has been set financial benchmarks: in the
early stage, annual consumer spending should reach
Rmb850 billion, while the food and drink industry should
contribute Rmb78 billion and tourism will garner Rmb347
billion; by the end of the final stage these yearly earnings
should have risen to a total of Rmb2.2 trillion, comprising
Rmb150 billion from food and drink and Rmb657 billion
derived from tourism.
How the city intends to achieve this growth is a little
vague, but some of the specifics include opening the city’s
second airport and having 15 operational subway lines by
2020.

Where to shop in Chengdu
Chunxilu
Chunxilu (Chunxi Road) has grown from single a street to
a 200,000 square metre area, as the boundaries between
different districts have been blurred by the addition of new
malls.
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The journey from the head of Chunxilu down to Yanshikou
or across to Taikoo Li is a seamless progression of shops.
The original Chunxilu street seems a little bit left behind,
although it’s crowned by the Wangfujing mall, which offers
brands like Armani and Calvin Klein, as well as a section
dedicated to “Ethnic Clothing”. It also has a section
dedicated to luxury watches. But perhaps the biggest
giveaway of the original strip’s relative decline is the
presence of two knock-off New Balance stores, just a few
metres apart from each other.
As you walk further east to Taikoo Li, more legitimate
and international retailers appear, such as Adidas and Zara,
culminating in your arrival at the International Finance
Square (IFS, although a more literal translation of the
Chinese would call it the International Finance Centre, and
so many use that as the English name instead).
Supposedly modelled on Harbour City in Hong Kong,
this 206,000 square metre mall houses luxury retailers
such as Prada, Louis Vuitton and Coach and is part of a
larger complex consisting of office space and the Niccolo
hotel, adorned with an iconic rooftop statue of a panda
designed by Australian artist Lawrence Argent. The IFS
opened in 2014 and was soon followed by Taikoo Li – an
open-air shopping and dining district just across the street
that continues the theme of modern chic, with brands like
Gucci, Apple and Tesla [see box].

Rmb562
billion

The total
retail sales
for 2016, up
10% on the
year before
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Renmin South Road

5%

The average
vacancy for
retail space
in 2016, 3.3%
in prime
areas, 5.3%
in non-prime

More accurately translated as People’s Road South, this is
the southern section of the main road that cleaves the
centre of Chengdu. The primary shopping mall on this strip
offers valet parking so visitors can access the mall quickly
and more efficiently.
This savvy retailer is Yanlord Landmark, where high-end
designers like Louis Vuitton and Prada gleam from the
ground floor. Similar to IFS, where the same brands have
opened their second shops, the Yanlord complex is mixeduse, comprising office space above the retail mall and
adjoined to Fraser Suites serviced apartments.
On the opposite side of the road is the black veneer of
Maison Mode, built by Chinese developer Lessin. This was
the first Lessin mall to open in China. More than simply
sounding exotic, the mall’s French name signposts the
menagerie of Paris retailers within, such as Hermès, Chloe,
and Celine as well as other European brands like Bottega
Veneta and Salvatore Ferragamo.

Financial City
Currently this area is more of a secondary shopping area,
but as it is primed to be Chengdu’s new central business
district it will rise in significance for shoppers. According to
Savills, at least three of the 22 new malls this year will open
in Financial City including the InTime mall, which has
82

Dior at Yanlord Landmark

190,000 square metres of gross floor area (GFA).
InTime alone will increase the current retail GFA of
Financial City by more than a third; as of the first half of this
year the total GFA covered 530,000 square metres. But
Savills says many of the malls in the area are going through
a “tenant mix and brand positioning” readjustment,
suggesting malls are still testing the local market.

Hehuachi
Lotus Pond Market, to give it its English name, sits at the
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opposite end of the spectrum from the luxury retailers
listed above. Appropriately enough, it is also at the opposite
end of the city, near the North Train Station. This market is
not nearly as serene as its name suggests. Arguably
Southwest China’s largest wholesale market, this bustling
junction is a parade of stalls divided into sections based on
product: menswear, womenswear, babywear, accessories,
and so forth. Finding the section you want can be an
adventure and then finding an item you desire at the right
price is another.
There are a few different precincts within this market
(such as the stationery section) and the boundaries between
them are blurred by the throngs of porters on the streets.
But a short stroll from this beehive is a Wanda Plaza, for
your more conventional shopping needs. n

Hehuachi Stationery market
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The world’s biggest building

The New Century
Global Centre
welcomed 20
million visitors
last year
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The New Century Global Centre was built in
the middle of Tianfu New City, on top of
Subway Line 1. It was heralded as the largest
single building in the world by gross floor area,
measuring in at 1,700,000 square metres, and
opened in 2013 after only three years of
construction.The timing was unfortunate: Deng
Hong, the founder of the company developing
the project, was arrested that year on
corruption charges. The Fortune 500 global
summit – initially billed to convene in the
Centre – chose to relocate to the Shangri-La
hotel instead.
Deng wasn’t seen again for 20 months, but
appears to have been in better shape since. As
does his Global Centre, which last year
welcomed 20 million visitors, a two million
increase on the year before. Financially the
Centre seems to be performing well too, its
managers shrugging off reports in 2016 that
the site was going to be sold for Rmb65 billion,
claiming there was no reason for Deng to seek

a buyer. In fact the project has proven
successful enough that an agreement was
reached to build another similar centre in
Kunming, only this would be substantially
smaller, with a floor area of 1,000,000 square
metres.
As you might expect for the world’s largest
building by GFA, it can’t rely on retail alone for
its revenue: it also has an ice rink, a cinema,
restaurants, office space, a water park and two
hotels. The hotels both belong to
InterContinental and many of their rooms offer
views over the “fake beach” that adjoins the
water park. The “beach” is just yellow floor, but
it received a lot of press attention for its size,
stretching over 5,000 square metres. And the
surf is provided periodically by a wave
machine (life jackets are compulsory, since
many Chinese have never learned to swim).
Certainly it’s a sight to behold, if not quite the
“tropical paradise” the waterpark promises in
its name.
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New Century Global Centre

1.7 million sqm

The gross floor area of the world’s largest single
building, the New Century Global Centre
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Apple opened its second Chengdu store in Taikoo Li

86

SINOPOLIS: CHENGDU

RETAIL

Malls
IFS
•
•
•
•
•

Opened: 2014
Size: 206,000 square metres
Location: Jinjiang
Demographic: High-end
International stores: Prada, Fendi, Coach, Louis Vuitton

Taikoo Li
•
•
•
•
•

Opened: 2015
Size: 114,000 square metres
Location: Jinjiang
Demographic: Mid-high end
International stores: Gucci, Hermès

Yanlord Landmark
•
•
•
•
•

Opened: 2010
Size: 50,806 square metres
Location: Jinjiang
Demographic: High-end
International stores: Louis Vuitton, Prada, Dior

Maison Mode
•
•
•
•
•

Opened: 2001 (as LCX, changed its name in 2003)
Size: 12,000 square metres
Location: Jinjiang
Demographic: High-end
International stores: Salvatore Ferragamo, Bottega Veneta, Chloe
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Ikea: the Swedish furniture store has two outlets in Chengdu, the first opening in 2006
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A temple for shoppers
Completed in 2015, the open-plan retail quarter Taikoo Li was built by a
joint venture formed by Sino-Ocean Land and Swire Properties. It
incorporates the third in Swire’s “House” collection of hotels – Upper
House (in Hong Kong), Opposite House (in Beijing) and, here in Chengdu,
Temple House.
The House hotels are all named in a way that reflects their character.
Temple House takes its style and title from the nearby Daci Temple,
which has been incorporated into the Taikoo Li shopping district and
inspired the fourth-century design of the shops. Xuanzang, the monk
whose pilgrimage to India is said to have inspired the classic Journey to
the West, is believed to have been ordained at this temple.
The temple still continues its daily operations, albeit on the fringes of
Taikoo Li’s “Slow Lanes”. The retail quarter was designed on the premise
of Slow and Fast Lanes – the Slow giving itself primarily to cafes and
restaurants, while the Fast features fashion icons such as Gucci and
Hermès, as well as an Apple store and a Tesla dealership.
Taikoo Li is a mixed-use development – incorporating the retail zone,
the hotel and serviced apartments of Temple House, and Pinnacle One, a
47-storey grade-A office tower.
After less than a year of operation, Taikoo Li generated Rmb1.9 billion
in sales, making it the fourth highest grossing mall in Chengdu.
Last year, Taikoo Li’s revenues grew 78.3%, earning it an estimated
Rmb3.39 billion.
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Taikoo Li shopping district

Daci Temple
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