
Source: International Journal of Urban and Re ional Research
Vol. 19, r~o. 4 (1995):593-621.

The Evolution of Free Economic Zones

and the Recent Development of Cross-

National Growth Zones*

XIANGMING CHEN

Introduction

Throughout the world, several functional and spatial variations of the free economic zonel
(FEZ) have been emerging. Such rapidly industrializing countries as Taiwan and
South Korea established export processing zones (EPZs) in the mid-1960s and early
19705. The reforming socialist economy of China created special economic zones (SEZs)
in the late 1970s and early 19805, as did the former socialist economies in Eastern and
Central Europe (e.g., Bulgaria, Poland) and former Soviet republics in the late 19805 and
early 19905. Although the FEZ has become a truly global phenomenon, most comparative
studies(Kreyeetal.,1987;Park,1993;Rabbani,1983;Vittal,1977; Warr,1989; Wong
and Chu, 1984) focus narrowly on the economic characteristics and roles of EPZs in
developing countries. Little consideration has been given to when, why and how the FEZ
evolves under, is influenced by, or adapts to diverse economic, political, sociocultural
and spatial conditions on an international, regional, national and local scale. In this paper
I push beyond a conventional, limited economic focus on EPZs and construct a general
model of the evolution of the FEZ, which has become adaptable and transferable within
countries (intra-national FEZs) and potentially so across countries (cross-national growth
zones) with different economic and political systems and in different geographical
regions. To support this model I provide extensive historical and the most recent
comparative evidence.
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