
The Government’s Subsidy Policies  
and the Film Industry in China: 

 A Historical Perspective 
 
 
 

Xiaolan Zhou 
Zhxl@hotmail.fr 

 
South China Normal University 

 
© Xiaolan Zhou/Seoul, Korea 1 

mailto:Zhxl@hotmail.fr


Nowadays Chinese films with Box office sales 
of more than 1 billion Yuan 
(about 16 million dollars) 

Films in the 1960s and 
1970s: the model films 
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• I. The system behind the film industry from 
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I. The system behind the film industry from 1949 to nowadays 

• The films were recognized as:  

•  “the most powerful instrument of propaganda which can be 

generalized efficiently, while also being a sophisticated productive 

enterprise.” 

• “Decision to strengthen the film industry” (1949) 

• The purpose was to “foster the propaganda for the Communist Party 

as well as the New Democratic Revolution and Construction.” 

• The industry had to “serve the party, serve socialism” 
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(1) Film production 
     System copied from the Soviet Union 
     The task of producing films was first given to four biggest national 

studios: 
 

 
 

Shanghai Film 
Studio 

Beijing Film Studio August First Film 
Studio 

Changchun 
Film Studio 
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1. The 1950s: A highly centralized administration 



(2)Film Distribution 

• 1949, the Bureau of Films set up the Distribution Office 

• 1951, the China Distribution General Corporation became in charge 

of the films’ distribution all over the country 

• 1958, the Screening Office of the Bureau of Films + China 

Distribution General Corporation = China Film Distribution and 

Screening Corporation (hereafter CFDSC) 

• (3)Results: 

• 1/ heavy double censorship 

• 2/ no space for productivity and creativity 

• 3/ reduction in the output of the film industry until the 1980s 
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• 1979,  each film could be purchased by the CFDSC at a fixed price of 
700,000 RMB(about 113,000 dollars) 

• 90% of the earning went to CFDSC 
 

 
 

 
• Results: 
• 1) confusions in the management system- films were put in the hands of 

the CFDSC and the local cultural departments directly after their 
completion;  

• 2) unequal distribution of the profits (90% of which went to the CFDSC) 
put Chinese filmmakers in a bind;  

• 3) producing, distributing and screening procedures are isolated, which 
tended to slow down the film industry’s accommodation to the market. 
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2. Reform 1980s-1990s: Unfinished business  



• 1992, the film broadcasting industry was officially considered part of 

the tertiary industries 

• 1993, price liberalization; the right for the filmmakers to distribute their 

own films 

• 1997, all filmmakers of different levels, including the municipal studios 

and TV stations, had the right to apply for the license for producing 

films 

 
 

Beijing Forbidden City 
Film Co. (1997-) 

• the first beneficiary of this policy 

• its film Days without Leifeng earned it a 

national-wide reputation 

• 30 million Yuan (5 million dollars) of box office 

was then a record 
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• 1)the industry was still under the leadership of the Party and the 

government 

 

• 2)perhaps the CFDSC lost its position of monopoly in the distribution 

of the films, but the provincial and municipal film corporations still 

played a crucial role in distribution and screening 

 

• 3)the national studios remained the biggest producers of films which 

relied on traditional distribution methods 
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Results: the reforms didn’t manage thoroughly to reshape the 
industry 



• 2000, the State Administration of Radio Film and Television 

Broadcasting tried to install the integration of producing, distributing 

and screening, and to establish an American-style theater-chain. 

• A number of national studios finished their restructuring into group 

enterprises 

 
• Conclusions: 

 
1) The reforms were oriented towards the vertical 

integration producing-distributing-screening 

procedures. 

2) The government continued to lay down policies in 

order to financially support the industry.◎ 
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3. The 21st century: New steps 



• 1984, The government gradually reduced financial aid to the industry; the 

number of films, especially the  “theme-oriented films”  were reduced. 

 

• 1- Direct subsidies: the Special Fund 

• 1991, the establishment of the special fund. The special fund was 

available to : all studios authorized by the State Department; all state-

owned distribution and screening corporations; all state-owned cinemas 

• 1997, 5% of the revenue from cinemas (the box office) of different levels 

(municipal, provincial and national) would be transferred to the fund. 
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II. The Subsidy Policies on the Film Industry  



 
 

• 1/Historical events about the Party, the 

country and the army or the biographies of 

the leaders of the Party, in the country and 

in the army.  

• 2/Historical events about the revolutionary 

struggles since 1840 (the Opium War) 

especially since 1921 (the foundation of the 

Party). 

• 3/The other themes such as the socialist 

revolution, the socialist construction and the 

Open and Reform.  

1997, directed by Xie Jin 

2011, directed by Han Sanping 
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Privileged themes: 



 
 
 

• The reasons for the publication of the program: 

• 1) Not many “theme oriented films” came out, while commercial films 

could not reach the purpose of “serve the country, the people and the 

Party”;  

• 2) The mediocre development of the industry was worrying to the 

government 

• 9550=“During the ninth five-year plan, we plan to complete 50 theme-

oriented films of high quality, that is to say, 10 good films each year” 
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2. Indirect subsidies: “Nine Five Five Zero” program 



• 1996, in the Conference of Changsha, “Nine Five Five Zero” program 

was proposed by Ding Guangen, the director of the Propaganda 

Department of the Central Committee of the CCP. 

• 1) construct large-scale film bases;  

• 2) the special fund could be increased by charging 5% of the entrance 

fee;  

• 3) the lack of funds could also be complemented by 3% of the revenue 

gained from advertisements by CCTV and provincial TV stations.  

 

From 1991 to 1996, about 16 million dollars were used to support the 

production of 60 theme-oriented films. Thanks to the “Nine Five Five 

Zero” program the national studios received nearly 71 million dollars of 

fund from central or local governments. 
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• The year of China’s entrance into WTO, only 88 films were produced. 

Thus, the government decided to encourage the production and 

improve the quality of the films by employing new tax exemption 

policies 

 

• 1) The 2005 measure 

 

• 2) The 2009 measure 

• ◎ 
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3. Tax exemption policy 



• The Chinese government tried to strengthen the industry by 

numerous supporting policies. Do these protectionist policies really 

have a positive impact on the industry? 
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III. The impact of the subsidy policies 



 
Output of the films 
since the “Open 
and Reform” 
 

Source: The National Bureau of Statistics of China 

Box office of 
Chinese home-
made films (1985-
2011) 

© Xiaolan Zhou/Seoul, Korea 17 



© Xiaolan Zhou/Seoul, Korea 18 

The Box office between the domestic films and imported 
films since the entrance of WTO (2001-2013) (Billion RMB) 
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Box office realized per film (2009-2013) (million dollars) 



• The govt subsidy policies are necessary for the existence of local 

Chinese filmmakers, especially for those who produce “theme-

oriented” films. 

 

• But they are not a cure-all. 

 

• The subsidy policies would not be able to save the badly-equipped 

Chinese film enterprises to compete with imported films. 
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Conclusion 



Thank you for your attention! 
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