China's Engine Kept Humming
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China's economy has been up for so long that this year it was time to tug it down a little.

A year ago, China's policymakers were fretting over the prospect of the economy overheating, with too many new factories and apartment blocks supposedly generating too much demand for steel, concrete, iron ore and energy.

Since then, China's leaders appear to have executed a so-called soft landing, applying curbs to fresh bank credit into the hottest growing sectors such as steel and automaking -- enough to slow growth in some areas but not so much to dampen China's relentless expansion or, worse, deliver a crash.

The economy keeps on cooking, expanding 9.5 percent this year, according to official estimates, with the private sector now the biggest engine. The warning signs and pitfalls remain in abundance -- some $500 billion worth of bad loans choking the banks, a widening gap between rich and poor, serious energy shortages and mass unemployment in some areas of the country. And worries about overdevelopment remain, particularly about a potential real estate bubble and an excess of manufacturing capacity, which has produced more goods than even China can sell, depressing prices and profits.

There are plenty of troublesome images within the vast country, yet the big picture seems positive: the continuation of growth and no immediate crises on the horizon.

