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The Chinese Government Should Support Small Scale
Agriculture for a Green China
Rowan Alcock, DPhil candidate in Politics, University of Oxford

If China truly wants to be the leader in the global effort to avoid the worst effects of climate
change, it needs to once again look at the rural as the place for revolutionary answers.
China’s rapid growth has, to a large extent, been sustained and powered by the rural. First
by extracting surplus wealth from the rural to invest in urban industrialisation during the
state socialist era (Chan, 2009, 199; Chan, 1992), and, more recently, through large scale
rural-to-urban migration (Chan, 2010, 516; Pun & Chan, 2013, 180). Rural ‘hukou’1
(household registration) holders, who would have once been expected to till the fields to
supply China's population with food, have moved to the cities to become factory workers
and builders. While rural ‘hukou’ holders' incomes increase due to this migration,
significant negatives also occur. As Yan and Chen note, ‘the aging and feminization of
rural producers, fragmentation of familial life2, estrangement of social relations within
villages, [and] growing rural disparity’ (Yan & Chen, 2013, 964). There is also an
environmental cost due to this mass migration of the relatively young. As the rural
population becomes older on average, their physical ability to labour the fields decreases.
As such, they have resorted to chemical pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers as labour
saving devices (Lora-Wainright, 2009, 68; Ebenstein et al., 2011). The environmental and
health effects of excessive chemical inputs is well documented. Excessive chemical inputs
are found to be harmful to pollinators and organisms that create healthy soils, reduce
biodiversity (Carrington, 2014), and pose health risks such as acute poisoning of
agricultural workers and adverse developmental abnormalities in children (UN, 2017, 5-8).
1

The 'hukou' system is an internal resident permit which allocates state services at place of residence. It is difficult although not impossible - to change 'hukou' residency. For more information on the 'hukou' system see Chan
(2009).
2
For information on 'left behind' children see Zhou et al. (2014)
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In China an estimated 26 million hectares of farmland is said to be dangerously tainted by
containments including pesticides (Zhang & Zhou, 2016).
Overuse of fertiliser is another environmental issue. China's fertilizer consumption per
hectare of arable land, for example, far outstrips India, the USA and Brazil combined [Table
1]. This overuse of fertilizers is responsible for a large percent of China's C02 emissions,
water pollution, and less responsive land (Ebenstein et al., 2011). The use of fertiliser in
China is highly inefficient. It is estimated that ‘it would be possible to decrease the nitrogen
application rate by 30-60% while maintaining the same crop yield’ (Ebenstein et al. 2011).
However, Ebenstein et al. (2011) argue that fertilizer use is increasing due to labour
shortages. One potential solution therefore is for migrants to return to the land.
Whilst China has only 7% of the world's arable land to feed one fifth of the world's
population (Wu, 2011), what it has in abundance is a skilled and knowledgeable army of
rural farmers armed with the knowledge of environmentally sustainable farming techniques
(Schneider, 2015, 332; Cook, 2015). The frequently deployed counter-argument put
forward against small scale agriculture is that it can't feed the world, yet the evidence is
that ‘There is an inverse relationship between the size of farms and the amount of crops
they produce per hectare. The smaller they are, the greater the yield’ (Monbiot, 2008). A
further benefit of sustainable agriculture is climate change mitigation. Abandoning
intensive industrialised agricultural practices such as mono-cropping and the blanket use
of pesticides and fertilizers could create an agricultural environment that has the potential
to sequester up to 2.6 gigatons of carbon per year or perhaps even more (Leslie, 2017;
Hickel, 2016). Biodiversity would likely improve too (Vidal, 2016; Marshall, 2016). As China
searches for 'green' jobs for its transition to an 'ecological civilization', an army of 'carbon
farmers' (Simmons, 2016) could be the next Chinese rural revolution the world desperately
needs.

Table 1 Overuse of fertiliser is another environmental issue. China’s fertilizer consumption per hectare of arable land, for
example, far outstrips India, the USA and Brazil combined [World Bank Data]
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This is not pie in the sky thinking. The ‘return to the countryside’ movement to develop
sustainable agriculture has been happening in China on a small scale in peri-urban
locations (Shi et. al, 2018; Cheng, 2014). An expansion of such citizen initiatives would
need large scale state support. Of course this transition is not going to be easy. Significant
push and pull factors mean migrants chose urban life and urban work. Incomes from
farming would likely have to rise to attract people to return to the countryside, but this could
be achieved by farmers directly selling organic standard products, which demand a price
premium, to consumers and/or the state paying farmers to increase biodiversity and
carbon sequestration. The lack of high quality health care and education in rural areas is
another important factor for China’s rural-to-urban migration. But these public institutions
could be strengthened with innovative ideas such as ‘education stations’ (Yan, 2016) and
government support.
It is clear that the future of agriculture needs to change. As the Report of the Special
Rapporteur argued, we should ‘move away from industrial agriculture’, ‘reduce pesticide
use worldwide’, ‘develop a framework for the banning and phasing-out of highly hazardous
pesticides’ and ‘promote agroecology’ (UN, 2017, 22). The over-use of fossil fuel derived
fertilizer is unsustainable (Horton, 2017). Changes are needed in order to reduce the
polluting of rivers and seas and to reduce GHG emissions (Wolfe et al., 2011). The
development of smaller sustainable farming businesses should be a major part of this
transition (Horton, 2017; UN, 2017). China has the history, the labour power, and the
expertise in sustainable agriculture to create a new, science-led, rural revolution of modern
small-scale agroecological farming.
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