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The central government of China recently mapped out an important strategy on “building a new coun-
tryside” to overall coordinate urban and rural development and gear up national economic growth. This
paper analyzes the potential factors influencing the building of a new countryside in China, and pro-
vides a critical discussion of the problems and implications concerning carrying out this campaign, from
a geographical perspective. To some extent, regional discrepancies, rural poverty, rural land-use issues
and the present international environment are four major potential factors. Our analyses indicated that
land consolidation, praised highly by the governments, is not a panacea for China’s rural land-use issues
concerning building a new countryside, and the key problem is how to reemploy the surplus rural labors
Development strategy and resettle the land-loss farmers. More attentions should be paid to caring for farmers’ future livelihoods
Rural-urban relationships in the process of implementing the strategy. The regional measures and policies concerning building a
China new countryside need to take the obvious regional discrepancies both in physical and socio-economic
conditions into account. In a World Trade Organization (WTO) membership environment, efficient land
use for non-agricultural economic development, to some extent, needs to be a priority in the eastern
region instead of blindly conserving land to maintain food security, part task of which can be shifted to
the central region and the northeastern region. More preferential policies should be formulated to reverse
the rural brain-drain phenomenon. Based on the analyses and the complexity of China’s rural problems,
the authors argue that building new countryside in China will be an arduous task and a long road, the
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target of which is hard to achieve successfully in this century.

© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

At present, rural development and urban development in China
are experiencing a transition period of both society and economy
(Long et al., 2007a; Unger, 2002). In the process of industrialization
and urbanization since the economic reforms of 1978, agriculture
and the countryside have made a big contribution to, to some
extent, the huge sacrifices for the development of industries and
the cities in China, which has resulted in a series of problems that
hamper the social and economic development of China (Long et al.,
2009). Under these circumstances, the central government of China
recently mapped outanimportant long-term development strategy
on “building a new countryside,” which is expected to solve above
problems through coordinating urban and rural development.

To some extent, China’s building a new countryside is a kind
of policy concerning countryside planning. Countryside planning
first started to appear in the literature around the end of the 1960s,
with a strong emphasis on village form and expansion, but with
a growing recognition of the role of rural area or community in
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regional development (Robinson, 1997; Selman, 2006). Rural devel-
opment and urbanization are closely inter-related in the aspects of
migration, employment, land use and natural environments. With
the process of urbanization, the rural population is increasingly
marginalized and natural environments are increasingly destroyed.
A new rural-urban compact needs to arise where cities acknowl-
edge and pay for environmental sustainability (Gutman, 2007).
How to perceive the rural world in its divergence and conver-
gence with the urban world is a new paradigm of the concept of
sustainable development (Hudeckova, 1995). A new paradigm of
multi-dimensional rural development has emerged which advo-
cates a broader conception of the rurality where the rural is no
longer the monopoly of the farmer (Cloke, 2006; Korf and Oughton,
2006; Woods, 1998, 2005).

We can easily find some meta-themes concerning new coun-
tryside in western literatures, e.g. globalization/modernization,
restructuring/reshaping,  post-productivism/environmentalism,
and political economy (Beesley et al., 2003; Cloke et al., 1995;
Edwards et al., 2003; Hoggart and Paniagua, 2001; Johnsen, 2004;
McCarthy, 2008; Pierce et al., 2000; Woods, 2008). Actually, the
rural areas are being produced through increasingly globalized
forms and relationships (McCarthy, 2008). Agriculture is at the
heart of rural development (UMOD, 1969). However, agricultural
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restructuring is a challenging issue, which can be testified by
the not simple story of UK'’s farming pendulum swinging from
depression to prosperity (Robinson, 1988, 2004). In addition, New
Zealand farmers were affected in significant ways by agricultural
restructuring during the mid-1980s, resulted from financial hard-
ship for farm families (Johnsen, 2003). In Mexico, the government
played an important role in economic restructuring aimed at
privatization and global competitiveness through revitalizing
select agricultural sectors (McDonald, 2001). The French farmers
will face major challenges with the rapid modernization and the
enlargement of the EU (Clout, 2006). Woods (2007) argued for
more place-based studies of globalization as experienced in rural
localities, e.g. the reconstitution of rural places under globalization.

Globalization has brought about significant impact on the coun-
tryside through affecting national macroeconomic development
strategies (Peemans, 1995). To a great degree, building a new coun-
tryside in China is a kind of macroeconomic development strategy
aiming at rural restructuring under globalization. Woods (2007)
argued that the impact of globalization in rural localities is highly
geographically uneven, and requires a closer understanding of how
globalization remakes rural places. The rural restructuring under
globalization needs to highlight the interaction of local and global
actors, and of human and non-human actants, to produce new
hybrid forms and relations (Woods, 2007). Accordingly, the objec-
tives of this paper are to analyze the potential factors influencing
the building of a new countryside, and to provide a critical discus-
sion of the problems and implications concerning carrying out this
campaign and solving problems related to farmers, agriculture and
rural areas (so called “San Nong Wen Ti” in Chinese) in China, from
a geographical perspective. It can also provide some references for
other developing countries.

Historical perspective of China’s rural development

China is a nation with a huge population of 1.3 billion. In order
to feed them, China built its national economy on the agriculture
foundation since early time. The development of agriculture and
industry was very much unbalanced and a “dual track” structure
was formalized in the national economy, and industrialization was
pushed forward somehow under the sacrifice of agriculture and the
peasants (Wu, 1997). Since the rural population made up almost
80% of China’s total population in 1950s, the production and devel-
opment in the rural sector was not only crucial from economic
perspective but also important from political perspective and social
stability in particular (Wu, 1997). For this, the central government
took the improvement of land ownership and agricultural manage-
ment as its priority task. China had completed land reform by the
end of 1952, and 96% of the peasant families had been organized
into advanced cooperatives under which land and other means of
production ceased to be privately owned before 1957. Before 1978,
traditional central planning economic policy had been carried out
in China. At that time, the rural population in China had no choice
but to work in collective farming (with weak incentives for work),
and all members shared the output more-or-less equally (Long et
al., 2007a).

China has experienced rapid transitions since Deng Xiaoping
launched economic reforms in 1978. The traditional central plan-
ning economy was changed into a market based one and the
primarily agricultural economy is being transformed into an urban,
industrial economy. The early 1980s saw high growth in primary
sector output in the wake of de-collectivization and the privatiza-
tion of land-use rights under the “household responsibility system”,
which was introduced and adopted throughout China in the mid-
1980s, and to a great extent stimulate rural economic growth at the

early stages of China’s transition (Chow, 2002; Heilig, 2003; Lin,
1992).

The implementation of the responsibility system has aroused
Chinese peasant’s enthusiasm, liberated Chinese countryside from
the self-sufficient status to open up a new prospect with the
emerging of the township and village enterprises (TVEs), which
are widely regarded as one of the major successes of the coun-
try’s reforming socialist economy (Jefferson, 1993; Unger and Chan,
1999; Weitzman and Xu, 1994). It contributes significantly to the
increase in rural income levels and employment by making full use
of the local resources, utilizing the capital scattered in the peas-
ant’s hands, developing the wisdom of the skilled craftsmen, and
rising up the peasant’s income. However, the rapid development of
TVEs also brings about some problems. On the one hand, as rural
enterprises are growing too fast, in some places, material, energy
and capital are in short supply. On the other hand, the allocation of
most industries is disorderly mixed up with residential buildings,
and as most of the factories are simply equipped and with a low
level of management, have absolutely no treatment for disposal
of polluted water, poisonous gas and wastes, the environmental
quality is getting worse (Wu, 1997).

The TVEs and rural non-agricultural sector were widely
regarded as the most dynamic sector in the Chinese economy dur-
ing the reform era. However, such a successful story and optimistic
view had changed tone since 1997, seemingly from the robust boom
to a deep recession (Zhao and Wong, 2002). Zhao and Wong (2002)
argue that the recession is inevitable due to the dysfunctional
nature created by TVEs in the rural sector. That is, farmers simulta-
neously perform two different functions: agriculture and industry,
both of which should be functionally and spatially separated. To
a great extent, the implementation of the household responsibility
system has also liberated the rural productive force. While 430 mil-
lions of agricultural labors were tilling 133 million hectares of land,
it is estimated that 1/3 of the labors became surplus (Wu, 1997).
Most of them shifted from farming to diversified productions run
by households, villages or townships, or moved to the cities trying
to find a new living (Zhang et al., 2001, 2002). China’s rural labor
migration is directly linked to rural development through remit-
tances, as well as through physical and human capital brought back
by return migrants (Ma, 1999).

Before 1978, the regional development philosophy in China was
to wipe out regional disparities through an even distribution of
productive materials and activities. There was no obvious differ-
ence in the degree of development in the regional rural economy
in China, despite the enormous regional diversity in climate, ter-
rain, natural and human resources. However, since the adoption of
economic reforms and open policies in the late 1970s, China has
acknowledged uneven regional development as an inevitable stage
of development, which can be proved by Deng Xiaoping’s theory on
development—allowing some people and regions to get rich before
others, so that those becoming affluent first should help those not
yet getting rich and finally follow the road to common prosper-
ity. The reform-induced industrialization and urbanization have
rapidly altered the physical and human landscapes in China’s rural
areas, as evidenced by the substantial rate of rural housing devel-
opment, rural to urban migration, agricultural to non-agricultural
land conversion, widening rural-urban income gap, and regional
rural inequalities.

An overview of the “building a new countryside” strategy
With the progress of social and economic restructuring, a more

integrated rural policy needs to be developed because of the
diverse character of the contemporary countryside (Woods, 2005,
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p. 131). In 2003, China’s per capita gross domestic product (GDP)
reached 1090 US dollars, which implies China’s economic and social
development entered an important, brand-new period. China’s
fast-growing economy and its stronger position in the global com-
munity make itself be ready for providing an atmosphere in which
industries support agriculture and cities support the countryside.
Furthermore, under the pressures of both the recently widen-
ing income gap between the rural and urban population and the
problems related to farmers, agriculture and rural areas, an epoch-
making strategy on “building a new countryside” was put forward.
In the integrated rural policy, a ‘new countryside’ means advanced
production, improved livelihood, clean and tidy villages, a civilized
social atmosphere and efficient management (Long et al., 2009;
SCPRC, 2006).

The goals of ‘advanced production’ focus on developing modern
agriculture and strengthening the productive forces of the coun-
tryside, and the corresponding measures include: (1) to improve
traditional cultivation techniques and popularize agricultural stan-
dardization; (2) to promote the strategic adjustment of agriculture
structure by optimizing the industrial structure, the product struc-
ture and regional distribution of agriculture; and (3) to improve
rural (agricultural products) circulation system and strengthen the
building of agricultural service system (Long et al., 2009).

The task of ‘clean and tidy villages’ is related to the general
impression of “dirty, disorderly and bad” to the visitors in most
China’s current villages. The objectives of building clean and tidy
villages involve: (1) to expand the use of clean fuels such as marsh
gas and solar energy in rural areas; (2) to change the status quo
of more than 60% of rural households do not have access to flush
toilets; and (3) to gradually improve the rural houses according to
scientific village plan (Long et al., 2009).

The current livelihood in most China’s rural areas is urgently
needed to be improved. In 2005, the disposable income of urban
dwellers was 10,493 RMB¥ (US$ to RMB¥: 1-8.1), which is 3.22
times over the per capita net income of Chinese farmers (3255
RMBY¥). In 2005, 80% of the medical resources are distributed in
cities; only 22.5% of rural people are covered by rural cooperative
medical care system; about 150 million rural households face prob-
lems in fuel supply; and 6% of villages are still beyond the reach of
highways; 2% of villages (about 20 million people) have no elec-
tricity supply; 6% of villages do not have telephones. Accordingly,
three measures were put forward to increase the income of farm-
ers and finally improve the inferior situation: (1) developing more
profitable agricultural products with improved breeds and indi-
vidual characteristics, and prolonging the industrial chains, such
as storage and process, fresh-keeping, transportation, and so on;
(2) increasing farmers’ non-agricultural income by promoting the
structural adjustment and institutional innovation of TVEs; and (3)
improving subsidiary policy and lessening farmers’ burdens (Long
et al., 2009).

Building a more civilized and harmonious society is helpful for
realizing sustainable rural socio-economic development. One of the
important ways to building a civilized social atmosphere is to pro-
pose and carry out “the principles for citizens’ virtue construction”,
e.g. the principal virtue of “to love one’s country, obey the law, be
honest, be friendly, work hard and make contribution to the soci-
ety”, thatis to focus on the construction of social virtue, professional
virtue and family virtue. Another important way is to let rural resi-
dents have more access to ‘culture’, by way of developing television
and radio, establishing village libraries and fixing physical exercise
facilities, and in return to promote cultural and ethical progress of
countryside.

Inefficient management is one of the major obstacles for build-
ing a new countryside. In the new strategy, the rural management
efficiency will be promoted through the following ways: (1) to

strengthen the management and training of rural labors, which is
necessary for the transfer of rural excess labors; (2) to promote the
construction of primary organizations and strengthen their service
function; and (3) to improve the mechanism for the rural man-
agement by carrying out democratic management and an open
government affairs.

Many cases showed that the development of countryside will be
paid more attention to when the industrialization and urbanization
of a country attain a certain phase, in the form of laying out a series
of favorable policies. For example, the policies and funds associated
with the basic agricultural laws of 1960 and 1962 have transformed
many aspects of the French countryside over the past half-century
(Clout, 2006). South Korea’s remarkable economic performance
in recent decades has benefited much from strong community-
based rural development. In the 1970s, South Korea carried out the
“Saemaul Undong” or “New Village Movement” to modernize its
rural villages, by improving living conditions of rural communities
through self-help and cooperation, supported by community and
external resources, ultimately for community members themselves
to build a stronger community.! What can be learned from South
Korea’s “New Village Movement” for building new countryside in
China is advancing rural areas based on community-level mech-
anisms, along with government-initiated measures to encourage
popular participation. Japan implemented similar campaign in the
1960s, and established corresponding laws and regulations, which
were in favor of rural development.2

The strategy of building new countryside in China could be
labelled ‘post-productivism’ (Evans et al.,, 2002; Mather et al,,
2006). Not only agricultural production, social and environmen-
tal objectives were also now explicitly included within it. With
the implementing of building new countryside strategy, China’s
agricultural policy and practice will shift the emphasis away from
production towards the creation of a more sustainable agriculture.
To some extent, a multifunctional agricultural regime, put forward
by Wilson (2001), is forming in China. The implementation of this
strategy is absolutely not an easy thing, which is determined by
some both endogenetic and exogenetic factors. China’s accession
to the World Trade Organization (WTO) determined that Chinese
agriculture will be exposed to the intensified competition of global
market forces (Lin and Ho, 2003). That turning China’s existing
administration management model to a new one, active partici-
pation of the farmers in the management of public affairs and the
implementation of democracy at grassroots level, will be a long
road. In addition, other influencing factors include obvious regional
discrepancies in both socio-economic development and geograph-
ical and bio-geo-physical conditions (Long et al., 2007a).

Potential factors influencing the building of a new
countryside in China

In rural China, there are many physical, socio-economic and
political problems or constraints that need to be solved or taken
into account in building new countryside. More or less, regional dis-
crepancies in both socio-economic development and geographical
and bio-geo-physical conditions will affect reaching these building
goals. The goal of ‘improved livelihood’ cannot be achieved with-
out alleviating rural poverty. However, one of the most important
factors is land use. On the one hand, land supply is a bottle-
neck constraining the spatial development of advanced agricultural

1 Improving community-driven development (CDD) strategy: the case of new
village movement in Korea. (http://go.worldbank.org/CJ47JQBECO).

2 “New Village Movement” of South Korea and “55 years system” of Japan.
(http://dycj.ynet.com/article.jsp?0id=7520089&pageno=3).
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production. On the other hand, unrestrained urban fringe land
development driven by the financial benefits to be gained by devel-
opers and local governments, and the expansion of rural housing
caused the massive agricultural to construction land conversion.
It also brings about the problem concerning land-loss farmer’s
making a living. The decrease of farmland and the modernization
of agriculture will result in the excess of rural labor. In addition,
international environment, such as WTO-membership and global
climate change, will affect the agricultural production and its mar-

ket, and the government’s decision on agricultural prices and food
security, which in turn will influence the farmers’ enthusiasm
for pursuing grain production and the trend of rural-urban labor
migration. Therefore, regional discrepancies, rural poverty, rural
land-use issues and the present international environment are the
major factors influencing the building of a new countryside (Fig. 1).
Sustainable rural development in China is impractical, if these fac-
tors are not taken into account in the concepts of building a new
countryside.
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Table 1
Comparison of selected socio-economic indicators in the four regions.
Indicator National Eastern region Central region Western region Northeastern region
total
Absolute % of national Absolute % of national Absolute % of national Absolute % of national
figures total figures total figures total figures total
Land resources
Area of land (10,000 km?) 960.0 91.6 9.5 102.8 10.7 686.7 71.5 78.79 8.2
Area of cultivated land (km?) 1,220,667 266,644 21.8 290,916 23.8 449,940 36.9 212,972 17.5
Per capita cultivated land 0.0934 0.0575 0.0826 0.1251 0.198
(ha)
Population and employment
Population at the year-end 130,756 46,388 36 35,202 274 35,976 28.0 10,757 8.4
(10,000 persons)
Rural population (10,000 74,544 21,854 301 22,321 30.8 23,522 324 4823 6.7
persons)
Employment at the year-end 75,825 24,810 36 19,065 28.0 19,448 28.6 4704 6.9
(10,000 persons)
Rural area 48,494 16,814 334 15,274 30.3 15,552 30.9 2748 5.4
Township and village 14,272 7521 49.2 3883 254 2881 18.9 991 6.5
enterprises
The proportion of illiterate 11.04 9.20 11.24 15.21 5.54
population?
Population density 136.2 506.2 342.6 524 136.5
(persons/km?)
National accounting
Gross domestic product 183,084.8 109,924.6 55.6 37,230.3 18.8 33,493.3 16.9 17,140.8 8.7
(GDP) (100 million RMBY¥)
Primary industry 23,0704 8681.8 37.7 6204.6 27.0 5924.6 25.8 2192.6 9.5
Secondary industry 87,046.7 56,673.2 58.5 17,412.7 18.0 14,3316 14.8 8505.8 8.8
Tertiary industry 72,967.7 44,569.7 57.2 13,613.1 17.5 13,2371 17.0 6442.4 8.3
The ratio of primary, 13:47:40 8:52:40 17:47:36 18:43:39 13:50:37
secondary and tertiary
industries®
Per capita GDP (RMBY¥) 14,040 23,768 10,608 9338 15,982
Economic density 191 1200 362 49 218
(10,000 RMB¥/km? )¢
Agriculture
Grain output (10,000 tons) 48,402.2 12,766.2 26.4 14,778.3 30.5 13,438.7 27.8 7419.0 15.3
Cotton output (10,000 tons) 5714 185.5 325 176.4 30.9 209.1 36.6 0.4 0.1
Oil-bearing crops output 3077.1 906.4 29.5 1252.5 40.7 766.3 24.9 151.9 4.9
(10,000 tons)
Transportation
Length of railways in 75,437.6 16,998 23 17,457 231 27,594 36.6 13,388 17.7
operation (km)
Length of highways (km) 1,930,543 515,791 27 463,507 24.0 780,339 40.4 170,906 8.9
Expressways 41,005 16,724 41 10,476 25.5 10,530.0 25.7 3273.0 8.0
Highways density 2011 5628 4511 1136 2169
(km/10,000 km?)
Railways density 78.6 185 170 40.2 169.9
(km/10,000 km?)
Health care
Number of hospitals (unit) 298,997 98,780 33.0 68,317 22.8 99,894 334 32,006 10.7
Medical technical personnel 446.0 172.2 38.6 113.9 25.5 1114 25.0 49 10.9
(10,000 persons)
Number of hospital beds 335.1 126.7 37.8 82.2 24.5 87.7 26.2 38 115
(10,000 beds)
People’s livelihood
Per capita disposable income 10,493 13,375 8809 8783 8730
of urban households (RMB¥)
Per capita net income of rural 3255 4720 2957 2379 3379
households (RMB¥)

Notes: (1) As the sum of some indicators by region is different to the national total, while calculating the percentage of eastern, central, western and northeastern provinces
to all country, the denominator is the sum of 31 provinces; (2) all the data are the value of 2005, the data of cultivated land are from the Ministry of Land and Resources of
China (MLRC, 2006), and other data are from National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBSC, 2006); and (3) exchange rate US$ to RMB¥: 1-8.3.

2 Illiterate population in this table refers to the population aged 15 and over, who are unable or very difficult to read. Here means the proportion of illiterate population in
total aged 15 and over.

b The Chinese statistical definition of primary industry includes farming, forestry, animal husbandry and fishery; secondary industry includes mining and quarrying,
manufacturing, production and supply of electricity, water and gas, and construction; and tertiary industry refers to all other industries not included in primary or secondary
industry.

¢ Economic density was calculated by dividing the gross domestic product (GDP) of country or each region by the total area of country or the region.
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Regional discrepancies

There are obvious regional discrepancies in China, which were
studied from different aspects, e.g. society and economy transition,
regional development, economic policy, diversity and sources of
economic growth (Arayama and Miyoshi, 2004; Cai, 1999; Heilig,
2006; Lin et al., 1998; Liu, 2006; Lu et al., 2003). According to
Chinese statistical definition, there are four regions, i.e. eastern
region, central region, western region and northeastern region
(Fig. 2). Table 1 shows obvious regional disparities of some indi-
cators closely relating to rural socio-economic development. Per
capita cultivated land of northeastern region was 0.198 ha, which
is double more of national level and three times more that of east-
ern region. Western region has the highest proportion of illiterate
population, which amounted to 15.21%, almost three times that
of northeastern region. Eastern region has the highest share (52%)
of secondary industry (also called industry) in GDP, and the low-
est proportion (8%) of primary industry (also called agriculture) in
GDP. On the contrary, western region has the lowest share (43%)
of secondary industry in GDP and the highest proportion (18%) of
primary industry in GDP. The highways/railways density of eastern
region was nearly five times that of western region. As a result,
the economic density of eastern region amounted to 12 million
RMB¥/km?, more than 24 times that of western region; and per
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capita net income of rural households of eastern region was twice
of western region.

It can be seen from Fig. 2 that there are distinct provincial dis-
parities in the aspects of rural socio-economic conditions. During
the period 1990-2005, the rural population decreased sharply due
to the progress of urbanization by 49.6% and 30.3% in Shanghai
and Jiangsu, respectively. On the contrary, the rural population
increased rapidly in Xinjiang, Yunnan and Shaanxi by 52.9%, 29.6%
and 28.7%, respectively. There exists a sharp contrast on the
increased per capita net income of rural households between the
provinces of eastern region and that of western region, during the
period 1990-2005. The income gap between rural and urban res-
idents has enlarged by more than 70% in Guizhou, Yunnan and
Shaanxi since 1978. In contrast, the gap in Tianjin and Shandong
was decreased by 30.5% and 20% from 1978 to 2005, respectively.
The cultivated land in Beijing was decreased by 42.8% from 1991
through 2005. However, there was a little increase in Tibet and
Xinjiang in the same period.

Regional discrepancies, and in particular the gap between rural
and urban areas, are primarily seen as an economic problem, while
other dimensions such as geographical and bio-geo-physical con-
ditions are often ignored or underestimated (Heilig, 2003). China
has all possible extremes in climate (from the desert to the hot
tropics) and terrain (from the Himalaya to the North China Plain).
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Fig. 2. Provincial disparities of rural socio-economic conditions in the four statistical regions of China. The Chinese statistical definition of Eastern Region includes Beijing,
Tianjin, Hebei, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, Guangdong, and Hainan; Central Region includes Shanxi, Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, Hubei, and Hunan; Western

Region includes Guangxi, Inner Mongolia, Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet,

Shaanxi, Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai and Xinjiang; and Northeastern Region includes

Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang (NBSC, 2006, preface). The data of cultivated land are from the Ministry of Land and Resources of China (MLRC, 2006), and other data are
from National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBSC, 2006). Since Chongging was set-up as a municipality directly under the Central Government in 1997, including Qianjiang
prefecture and three cities in the rank of prefecture, i.e. Chongqing, Wanxian and Fuling, in Sichuan province formerly, the data of increased per capita net income of rural
households of Chongqing is during the period 2000-2005, but the data of other indicators of Chongging and Sichuan were calculated according to existing extent. The income
gap was calculated by dividing the per capita disposable income of urban households by the per capita net income of rural households; the income gap in 1978 of Guangdong
and Hainan was calculated according to their present extent, although Hainan belonged to Guangdong province before 1988.
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Comparison of some indicators between poverty counties and non-poverty counties in China.
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Indicators

Poverty counties (592 key counties and Tibet)

Non-poverty counties

Total population (in million)

Population density (persons/km?)

The proportion of illiterate population (%)

The proportion of rural population (%)

The proportion of ethnic minority population (%)

Total fertility rate from 9.5% sample survey

Population with no school (in % of population age 6+)
Population with college degree (in % of population age 6+)
Per capita GDP (RMB¥)

Employment in tertiary industry (in % of all employed)
Employment in secondary industry (in % of all employed)
Hospital beds (per county)

Hospital beds (per km? of land area)

Households with telephone (in % of all households)
Households without tap water (in % of all households)
Households with bath facilities (in % of all households)
Average grain yield (kg/ha)

Cultivated land (in % of total land area)

Average altitude (m)

210.79 1057.45
144.6 787.6
20.7 9.6
85.26 65.67
39.31 10.67
1.71 1.27
16.4 743
0.19 0.75
2689.5 5050.1
11.07 19.78
4.94 15.77
451 737
0.20 0.71
16.54 28.40
7.41 529
0.79 234
3398.6 4895.8
20.68 40.07
1633 566

Notes: (1) Calculation was conducted using GIS spatial analyst module (Heilig et al., 2006); (2) the data of cultivated land are from the Ministry of Land and Resources of
China, altitude data are from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), and the socio-economic data are from National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBSC, 2001); and (3) exchange

rate US$ to RMB¥: 1-8.3.

The annual precipitation in China is decreased gradually from more
than 3000 mm per year in southeastern coastal area to almost no
rainfall in northwestern inner land. Consequently, large areas of
China are arid or semi-arid, which not only severely restricts pos-
sibilities for agriculture or livestock production, but also affects
water availability for industry and settlements (Chen and Tang,
2005; Fang et al., 2007; Huang and Rozelle, 1995; Liu et al., 2003,
2005a; Smit and Cai, 1996). Many (economic) disadvantages in
western China are simply related to the lack or extreme scarcity
of rainfall. Yet another natural factor of diversity is the topog-
raphy: much of China is covered by steep mountains and hills
- which not only hamper or prevent agriculture (terracing), but
also increase the costs of infrastructure construction and main-
tenance - in particular roads, as it shown by the low railways
and highways density of western region (only 40.2 km/10,000 km?
and 1136 km/10,000 kmZ, respectively, which is about one-fifth of
that in eastern region) (Table 1). These natural conditions are also
reflected in regional population density (52.4 persons/km? in west-
ern region and 506.2 persons/km? in eastern region form a sharp
contrast; see Table 1), which clearly mirrors the country’s terrain
and climate conditions. All these physical and socio-economic fac-
tors will directly affect the building of a new countryside, which
needs understanding the specific development constraints and
options of various regions.

Rural poverty

In 2001, the central government adopted its new 10-year
(2001-2010) poverty strategy (SCPRC, 2001). The pockets of rural
poverty that remained at the end of 2000, as defined by the on-
going national poverty line adjusted for inflation (625 RMB¥ per
capita net rural income in 2000 prices) amounted to 32.1 million
people. Under the new strategy, the government has designated key
counties for national poverty alleviation and development work. At
the end of 2002, 592 key counties had been selected, most of which
were national poverty counties under the previous system but some
were new. Most of the poverty counties have become more concen-
trated in the remote, minority, and border areas especially in the
central and western regions.

Many of these poverty areas suffer from difficult environmen-
tal conditions, either due to high altitude, poor soils (as in Karst

counties of Guizhou and Yunnan provinces), degraded grasslands,
desertification or terrain given to landslides and large-scale ero-
sion. The areas most affected by environmental degradation and
consequential rural poverty are the northwestern and southwest-
ern provinces, followed by the central mountainous regions (ADB,
2004; Feng et al., 2005; Liu et al., 2003, 2006, 2008a; Long et al,,
2006; Rozelle et al., 1997). Except for the environmental disad-
vantages, these remaining poverty areas suffer from infrastructure
deficiencies, particularly a shortage of roads and water storage
facilities, poor health and education services, low agricultural
productivity, and under-developed non-agricultural industries, in
contrast with non-poverty areas (Table 2). The proportions of illit-
erate population, rural population and ethnic minority population
of poverty counties are 20.7%, 85.3% and 39.3%, respectively; how-
ever, that of non-poverty counties are only 9.6%, 65.7% and 10.7%,
respectively. The GDP per capita of poverty counties is 2690 RMBY,
which is only half or so that of non-poverty counties. How to mit-
igate existing gaps between poverty areas and non-poverty areas
and alleviate rural poverty will be one of the most important tasks
of building new countryside in China.

Rural land-use issues

Obvious land-use change has occurred, since China initiated
economic reforms and an open-door policy in 1978. Urban-related
industrialization is well known to be one of the most important
driving forces of land-use changes in China (Lin and Ho, 2003; Liu
et al., 2008b; Long et al., 2007b; Qu et al., 1995; Xie et al., 2005),
and it plays an important role in reducing the quantity of arable
land (Cai, 1990; Chen, 1999; Li et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2005b; Tan
et al, 2005). Land-use changes can be mainly characterized by
the changes of cultivated land and construction land, which are
tightly inter-related with human production activities. In China’s
rural areas, cultivated land and rural settlements are the two most
important land-use types depicting rural development (Long et al.,
2009).

According to the statistical data of the Ministry of Land and
Resources of China (MLRC), during the period 1991-2001, total cul-
tivated land decreased by approximately 7.32 Mha, or about 5.42%.
During this period, eastern region, central region, western region
and northeastern region contributed 28.79%, 22.60%, 41.31%, and
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Fig. 3. Change patterns of rural construction land across China from 1990 to 2000. ER—eastern region, CR—central region, WR—western region, and NR—northeastern region.

7.30% of the loss of cultivated land, respectively. China is a country
with vast population and scarce land per capita. This basic charac-
teristic has determined the preciousness of cultivated land to its
people. The drastic loss of valuable agricultural land has caught
the attention of the central government. In the beginning of the
10th 5-year plan (2001-2005), The State Council claimed to carry
out strict cultivated land protection policies. However, the culti-
vated land decreased 6.16 Mha during the period 2001-2005, with
a speed of 1.23 Mha per year, which was speeded up comparing
with that during the period 1991-2001 (MLRC, 2006). In addition,
the environmental impacts of cultivated land changes will threat
the sustainability of food production. The studies showed that food
production capacity has continuously been reduced by the loss of
cultivated land (Li and Wang, 2003; Yang and Li, 2000). Given the
rapid decline trend in cultivated land not be halted, Lester Brown'’s
‘Who Will Feed China?’ will no longer be shocking (Brown, 1995).
Rural construction land in China amounted to 16.55 Mha, which
accounted for 65.95% of China’s total construction land in 2002.
While the rural population is decreasing, the rural construction land
is still increasing in China. It is very difficult for the Chinese govern-
ment to control housing construction in the countryside (Sargeson,
2002). We used Landsat TM/ETM data at a spatial resolution of 30 m
to reconstruct spatial and temporal patterns of rural construction
land across China over the period from 1990 to 2000 (Fig. 3); data
source and processing, see Liu et al. (2005c) and Tian (2003). The
results indicated that rural construction increased 0.79 Mha dur-
ing the period 1990-2000, 93.2% of these changes occurred at the
expense of cultivated land; eastern region, central region, western
region and northeastern region shared 39.4%, 29.1%, 25.5%, and 6.0%
of the loss of cultivated land, respectively (Fig. 3). Currently, rural
housing has been one of the major rural land-use issues, while it

has been overlooked. On the one hand, rural housing is the prin-
cipal part (nearly 66%) of China’s construction land and increased
very fastin last three decades. On the other hand, the increased rural
housing paid little attention to cherishing the scarce land resources
and lacked scientific village plan, which caused serious waste of
land resources. In current rural areas of China, it is not difficult to
find that large amounts of cultivated land are occupied by new rural
housing, which borders a mass of idle rural housing land and vacant
rural housing (Fig. 4).

The accelerating urbanization and industrialization process
increased the degree of fragmentation and structural complexity
of land use in the last two decades (Long et al.,, 2007b, 2009).
This situation is unfavorable for mechanized/efficient agriculture.
According to the viewpoint of Simons (1987), land fragmentation
often results in a serious of problems including the increased labor
time, land loss, need for fencing, transportation costs and restric-
tions to human, machinery, and irrigation access, and the resulting
operational difficulties such as those associated with pest control
and land supervision. Unrestrained urban fringe land development
caused the massive agricultural to non-agricultural land conver-
sion, and the resettlement and reemployment of the land-loss
farmers is a big problem posed to the developers and local govern-
ments. In addition, the creation of the excess of rural labor will be
inevitable due to the modernization of agriculture and the decline
of farmland. It is estimated by the Ministry of Agriculture of China
that there were 150 million rural excess labors in 2006.

International environment

In the backdrop of soaring food prices worldwide and the warn-
ings by the United Nations and the World Bank against a looming
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Fig. 4. A large amount of cultivated land were occupied by new rural housing, which bordered a mass of idle rural housing land and vacant rural housing in a village of

Xingguo county, Jiangxi province. (Photos taken by the first author.)

food crisis, the stability of food supply and agricultural produc-
tion in China is of particular significance to the food security of
the entire world. At present, the central government has attached
unprecedented importance to agriculture development and grain
production, and has regarded food security as a central concern and
set the rate of grain self-sufficiency at 95%. However, China’s WTO-
membership will bring about obvious impacts on the agricultural
production and its market (Huang et al., 2001). Trade liberaliza-
tion will influence domestic grain production and farmer’s income.
In China, although the administered prices that farmers received
for their output were increased, the combination of the fall in
the real price of output and the rise in the real price of inputs
led to a crisis in the agricultural sector, which shrank farmer’s
enthusiasm on grain production. In 2007, the central government
continued to increase direct subsidies to grain farmers for produc-
ing grain and subsidies for growing superior seed varieties and
purchasing agricultural machinery and tools, and followed a policy
of granting general subsidies for agricultural production supplies.
Authorized by the State Department, the fund for the direct subsi-
dies to grain farmers amounts to 63.3 billion RMBY¥, 615 RMB¥ per
ha. However, farmer’s enthusiasm on grain production is still not
increased.

China’s agriculture was labor intensive. With agricultural mod-
ernization and a contraction of the agricultural sector due to further
trade liberalization, a large percentage of the rural labor force will
no longer be needed in this sector. These people will inevitably
migrate to urban areas and find jobs in manufacturing industries,
construction and household service sectors. In the long run, how-
ever, these rural migrants will not go back to the rural areas, but
will try to stay in the towns and cities, where incomes are higher

and living conditions better. Since most of these migrants are young
and better educated than the remaining rural population, there is
a significant rural-urban brain-drain. The countryside is losing its
most active population segment.

Another important influencing factor is global climate change.
A report by six government departments in China said “Climate
change will increase the instability of agricultural production. If no
measures are taken, in the latter half of the century, production of
wheat, corn and rice in China will drop by as much as 37%.”3 China
will need an extra 10 million hectares of arable land to feed its
people in 2030 because global warming will reduce the country’s
grain harvest.*

Discussion

Is land consolidation an effective prescription for rural land-use
issues?

Fragmentation of landholdings is commonly regarded as a major
obstacle to agricultural production growth in China (Tan et al,
2006; Wu et al., 2005). China’s accession to WTO makes Chinese
agriculture have to face the intensified competition of global market
forces. Considering the impacts of global climate change on agricul-

3 China climate report says food security at risk. (http://www.chinadialogue.
net/blog/show/single/en/665-China-climate-report-says-food-security-at-risk).

4 Climate change ‘will threaten China food security’. (http://www.chinadialogue.
net/blog/show/single/en/1270-Climate-change-will-threaten-China-food-
security-).
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tural production, the limitation of the potentially reclaimable culti-
vated land resources and the fact that China is in the process of fast
industrialization and urbanization, the decline in cultivated land is
almost inevitable. One of the principal constraints for China’s rural
development will come from the land supply, the enough or not of
which depends on how to deal with above rural land-use issues.

To some extent, land consolidation praised highly by the gov-
ernments seems to be an effective prescription for China’s rural
land-use issues (Yu et al., 2009). Land consolidation is a spatial
problem-solving technique that attempts to eliminate certain types
of land fragmentation and to improve land productivity through a
process of concentration of plots, which is usually accompanied by
the construction of new roads, irrigation facilities and other auxil-
iary services (Coelho et al., 1996; LCRC, 2000; Yu et al., 2009). Land
Consolidation and Rehabilitation Center (LCRC) of MLRC was estab-
lished in 1998, and some land consolidation projects were initiated
in national level in the same year. During the period 1998-2005, the
national objective of land consolidation emphasized on increasing
the quantity of cultivated land by land (e.g. unused land, pasture
land and wetland) reclamation and consolidation, to compensate
the decrease of that due to urbanization and industrialization.

Frankly, cultivated land consolidation actually may contribute
to developing modern agriculture and strengthening the produc-
tive forces of the countryside (Long et al., 2009). But its functions
on increasing cultivated land quantity to compensate the decrease
of that due to urbanization and industrialization and keeping a high
quality of newly increased cultivated land are doubted. During the
period 2001-2005, 1.43 Mha of cultivated land were supplied by
carrying out land consolidation (Fan, 2006), but 2.19 Mha of that
were lost due to construction activities® at the same time. How-
ever, most of the increased cultivated land is the newly reclaimed
land, which is poor in quality and is located in the areas where
the ecosystem is fragile, and their yield and multiple cropping are
inferior to the fertile land lost in economically advanced regions.
In addition, the potential for increasing cultivated land by carrying
out land consolidation is limited after all.

At present, the central government expands the connotation
of land consolidation from early focusing on arable land consol-
idation to simultaneously paying attention to curbing excessive
and idle rural housing and consolidating rural construction land.
It is taken for granted that consolidating rural construction land in
China is an effective prescription for solving present rural land-use
issues. Rural construction land consolidation may play an impor-
tant role in protecting the farmland and building “clean and tidy
villages” (Long et al., 2009). However, in China, rural construction
land consolidation will confront many obstacles (Ding, 2007; Long
et al., 2009). For example, most peasants are not willing to move to
live in another unacquainted area; China’s land legal and manage-
rial system is somewhat problematic involving rural construction
land consolidation; and the benefit allocation system of stake-
holders concerning rural construction land consolidation needs to
be established, which cannot come to an agreement in a short
time.

Hence, land consolidation cannot be regarded as a panacea for
China’s rural land-use issues concerning building a new country-
side. With the progress of land consolidation and modernization
agriculture, the key problem is how to reemploy the surplus rural
labors and resettle the land-loss farmers, i.e. the farmers’ liveli-
hoods issues in building a new countryside.

5 How to hold China’s ground of 1.8 billion mu cultivated land (1 mu=0.067 ha).
(http://gb.chinareviewnews.com/crn-webapp/doc/docDetailCreate.jsp?coluid=7
&kindid=0&docid=100152984).

Who cares for farmers’ future livelihoods?

In 2007, the Chinese government decided to spend 14% more
in building new countryside, and spent 339.7 billion RMB¥ (US$
to RMBY¥: 1-7.5) in agriculture, rural areas and farmers.® The fund
will be mainly used for strengthening basic development of farm-
land, accelerating construction of infrastructure projects such as
roads, drinking water supplies, methane facilities, power grids and
communications. While it is a big number, it is not enough for the
whole country’s implementation of this strategy, to say nothing
of the loopholes in management. Xu Kuangdi, the vice chairman of
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, said, ‘I made
a quick calculation: If 300 billion RMB¥ were divided up among
China’s 800 million peasants, each would only get 424 RMB¥ (57
US$). What worries me the most is that they won’t even get 24
RMBY. In constructing rural irrigation, as the funding travels from
the ministries down through the provinces, counties, and town-
ships, it’s certain that each level will grab the lion’s share of the
funds; and there will be areas where local cadres waste the funds on
cheaply-built vanity projects, or just embezzle it, so what will be left
over for the peasants?’ (Smith, 2007). Our survey’ more or less testi-
fied Xu's saying. Currently, in the process of implementing building
new countryside strategy, a great number of local cadres engage in
superficial work. They usually pay more attention to building a new
community in suburb or a new village, mainly including new roads
and new apartments, but they forgot that advanced (agricultural)
production is the first objective of this strategy.

Building new countryside needs a lot of funds, most of which
need to be provided by local finance. Therefore, building new coun-
tryside carried out with physical progress takes place mainly in
the coastal areas with a strong economic base. Local further devel-
opment in the coastal China needs land, which is very scarce.
However, local government grasped the opportunity of an inno-
vative land management policy called “linking up increased urban
construction land with decreased rural construction land”, and land
displacement and centralized settle-down is taken as a principal
and successful model, local government thought, of building new
countryside in coastal China (Long et al., 2009). However, this so-
called successful model is somewhat problematic. To some extent,
the village and township governments are selling off land to devel-
opers in a disguised form just to feed their staff, but they did not
care of the peasants’ future livelihoods (Long et al., 2009).

“In recent years, local governments have made a lot of money
charging industry developers land-use fees but that revenue has
been used mostly for urban construction; however, rural areas have
seldom benefited. To spend part of the revenues from land-use fees
on agriculture is a practical way to increase investment in the coun-
tryside,” said Han Jun, an expert on rural affairs. What's the farmers’
really wanted compensation? According to our household inter-
view, we suggest that it is feasible to change the mode from one-off
compensation to annual salary compensation and insurance com-
pensation. Some farmers, lacked long-term plan, expended their
one-off compensation in several years, which will result in having
difficulties in making a living in the future. Annual salary com-
pensation can resolve this matter. Furthermore, drawing part of

6 China to spend 14% more in building new countryside. (http://www.gwy8.com/
JAZJ/YYTD/HYYY/list363/200708/JAZ).188796.html).

7 Although large amounts of funds for building new countryside are earmarked
for grain subsidies, rural roads and irrigation, our survey in several villages in north-
ern Jiangsu province, showed that the only improvement was a rural road after
implementing the strategy of building new countryside for almost 2 years, and the
peasants grumbled for local cadres’ corruption and told us that they have benefited
nothing from the policy of building new countryside, even the grain subsidies have
not been sent to their hands.
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the revenues from land-use fees to spend on farmers’ basic old-
age insurance is a practical way to provide farmers with future
guarantee of basic cost of living allowances.

Rational regional development models

As is typical for a large and rapidly developing country, regional
development is highly unbalanced in China (Fig. 2 and Table 1).
Different regions have diverse developing advantages, and also
are confronted with different development problems. They will
be at different stages of development and, therefore, should be
characterized by different models for building a new countryside.
Considering the obvious regional discrepancies both in physical and
socio-economic conditions, it will be unfeasible to carry out build-
ing a new countryside by applying an incorporated policy. Regional
measures and policies® tailored to the different socio-economic
conditions are especially important. Therefore, regional discrepan-
cies should be the soul of the measures and policies contributing to
building a new countryside. That is to say, adopted measures and
policies should be suited to regional physical and socio-economic
conditions as well as different stages of development.

The eastern region is unique because of its high population
density and economic density in the four regions (Table 1). The
rapid industrialization and urbanization in this region increased
the demand for construction land, which diminished cultivated
land (Fig. 2). The industrialization pushed forward the develop-
ment of TVEs, which led the expansion of rural housing areas and
the pollution of local environment. Hence, the focus of building a
new countryside in eastern region should concentrated on build-
ing “clean and tidy villages”. The eastern region has the advantages
and should also take the lead in basically realizing the objectives
of building a new countryside. However, lean policy deployment is
needed.

Since most areas of the central region are agriculture-dominated
region and constitute China’s grain bases, developing modern agri-
culture and improving agriculture productivity is the primary task
of building a new countryside in this region. The central region is
also undergoing industrialization and urbanization, however, the
pace of which is relatively slower than that of eastern region. The
employment of local surplus rural labors is one of the major issues
of building a new countryside in this region, according to authors’
surveying in the central region. In addition, environmental pollu-
tion and disorderly expansion of rural housing areas need to be paid
more attentions to in the process of industrialization and urbaniza-
tion. Therefore, building a new countryside in central region should
not follow the same disastrous road as the eastern region went.

There are large quantities of fertile cultivated land in the north-
eastern region, which has long been one of China’s the most
important producing bases of commercial grain. Boosting the
capacities of innovation and transformation of agricultural sci-
ence and technologies so as to enhance the integrated capacity of
grain production, promoting the strategic adjustment of agriculture
structure, improving agricultural products circulation system and
strengthening the building of agricultural service system are the
primary tasks of building a new countryside in this region. All in all,
developing modern agriculture and strengthening the productive
forces of the countryside, i.e. “advanced production,” is the over-
whelming objective of building a new countryside in northeastern
region.

Fragile eco-environment and lagging behind rural livelihood are
the major characteristics of China’s western region. At the turn

8 How to implement these measures and policies is beyond the scope of this
article.

of the century, the Chinese government launched the Western
China Development Program, aiming to reorient the growth vigor
towards the western region (Wang and Wei, 2004). Till now, China’s
development strategy for its western region has mainly focused
on infrastructure construction and protection of the ecological
environment and obtained great progress. However, development
of agricultural production and other industries has not got sub-
stantial progress. Considering the lowest per capita net income
of rural households in the western region (Table 1), policies con-
cerning “advanced production” and “improved livelihood” will be
particularly important. Increasing farmers’ incomes and poverty
alleviation should be given more attention. Nevertheless, other
objectives of building a new countryside also cannot be overlooked,
since there are problems with multi-dimensions in the rural areas
of western region.

China’s agriculture is developing into a new stage and the great
change is taking place in the relation between demand and supply.
The development of agriculture should be tailored to the market
demand and agricultural production structure needs to be read-
justed and optimized. In order to abide by the commitments of
China’s accession to WTO and promote the strategic readjustment
in agricultural structure, the comparative advantages should be
paid more attention to in the process of designing local develop-
ment model. That is to say—needs deploying agricultural products
at a holistic level and designing development models suited to local
socio-economic conditions. However, it will rely on the means of
enhancing the macroeconomic control, carrying out priority poli-
cies, and deploying the key elements (land, capital, materials, etc.)
of agricultural production reasonably and effectively. As for local
socio-economic development, some models need to be developed
according to its advantages in resources, technologies, capitals, or
production tradition, so as to form a rational structure of primary,
secondary and tertiary industries.

Land for efficient usage or food security?

The central government of China treated food security as a cen-
tral concern and set the rate of grain self-sufficiency at 95%, the
objective of which was taken for granted to be achieved by keeping
the cultivated land from decreasing any more. However, the low
incentive for raising agricultural land-use intensity may more seri-
ously threaten food security than the shrinking cultivated land area
and the low technological potential in China (Li and Wang, 2003).
At present, domestic grain production and farmers’ income were
influenced greatly by trade liberalization, which frustrated their
enthusiasm for pursuing grain production. Our household inter-
view carried out in 2006 in Dongjing village of Jinhua city, Zhejiang
province, showed that a farmer can only obtain yearly profit of 580
RMBY¥ (US$ to RMB¥: 1-7.8), but he can earn 40 RMB¥ per day if
he pursues other labor activities on building site (Long et al., 2009).
Although the government’s fund for the direct subsidies to grain
farmers increased from 20 RMBY¥ per mu in 2006 to 41 RMB¥ per
mu in 2008, the situation will not change any more, because the
farmers cannot get their expected profit from grain production.

Ina WTO-membership environment, since the government can-
not manipulate agricultural prices in such a way as to reward
farmers adequately for their efforts, setting a little lower rate
of grain self-sufficiency may be a better solution. The rate of
grain self-sufficiency may be a little lower than 95% in the near
future. The study of Pieke (2005) showed that, in highly commer-
cialized coastal China such as Taicang, proscribing land use for
non-agricultural purposes is helpful for maintaining food security
forfeit of efficient land usage, but it hamstrings the local develop-
ment. Hence, efficient land use for economic development should
be a priority in the eastern region instead of blindly conserving land
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to maintain food security, the task of which can be shifted to the
central region and the northeastern region. In return, they can get
financial transfer payment from the eastern region.

De facto needs of the poor and the brain-drain countryside

Although Chinese Government took several nation-wide mea-
sures to support poverty areas, such as subsidized loans for poor
people, “Food for work” programme, agricultural tax reform and
subsidies (Heilig et al., 2006), China still has 26.1 million people
who live in dire need and who it is believed will be “the hardest
nut to crack” during the poverty reduction program, by the end of
2005. Many poverty-stricken villages still suffered from low family
incomes, poor transportation conditions and a shortage of clean
drinking water. In 2005, the central government allocated 13 billion
RMBY¥ (about 1.6 billion US$) to its poverty reduction program,
13 times that in 1980 and 37.2% of which was poured into the
autonomous regions of Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Ningxia, Guangxi
and Tibet, and provinces with large ethnic populations, such as
Guizhou, Yunnan and Qinghai. In 2006, some heart-stirring policies
are carried out: the most important thing is the agricultural tax,
which has had a history of 2600 years, was rescinded completely;
an increasing number of children in rural areas gained access to
free compulsory education; and the country began to lower the
price of medical services by instituting a rural cooperative medical
service system.

The central government allocated large amounts of funds to
poverty alleviation, but the effect is not very obvious. The real
problem involved the utilization and management of the allocated
money. Some of the money was misappropriated, and some was
allocated in the form of “projects”, which cannot ensure that the
allocated money is really spent on the needy. Aiming at poverty
alleviation, the following ways may be feasible and effective: (1) the
government pours money to improve the infrastructure of poverty
areas, focusing on drinking water, living conditions, transport and
telecommunication infrastructure; (2) the government organizes
special skill training and encourages poor villagers to find jobs in
cities, which will help to transfer the surplus rural labors; and (3)
the government should turn more attention on its rural poor by
reducing various taxes, promoting free compulsory education, and
leading the poor village to develop industries making full use the
advantages of local distinguished resources.

With agricultural modernization and a contraction of the agri-
cultural sector, the young and better educated excess rural labor
force will inevitably migrate to urban areas and find job, which
forms brain-drain countryside for losing its most active population
segment. This is a fundamental problem of every rural area in China
during the specific transition period. At present, the phenomenon
of brain-drain countryside has been paid more attention by cen-
tral government. Selecting and dispatching undergraduate village
officers has been popularized by every province, since the prefer-
ential policies was formulated by central government to encourage
college student to work at rural areas in 2005. In addition, some
local governments set up fund for university students’ innovative
undertaking in rural areas. More preferential policies should be for-
mulated to absorb talents to work at the countryside so as to reverse
the rural brain-drain phenomenon.

Conclusion

“Building a new countryside” with advanced production,
improved livelihood, a civilized social atmosphere, clean and tidy
villages and efficient management, will be great helpful to practi-
cally resolve current China’s problems related to farmers, agricul-

ture and rural areas. There are four major potential factors influ-
encing the building process. That is the regional disparities both
in physical conditions and economic development, rural poverty,
rural land-use issues and the present international environment.

Land consolidation is not a panacea for China’s rural land-use
issues concerning building a new countryside, and the key problem
is how to reemploy the surplus rural labors and resettle the land-
loss farmers. More attentions should be paid to caring for farmers’
future livelihoods in the process of implementing the strategy. Con-
sidering the obvious regional discrepancies both in physical and
socio-economic conditions, building a new countryside in China
cannot adopt an incorporated policy, and the regional measures
and policies should be tailored to the different socio-economic
conditions. In a WTO-membership environment, since the govern-
ment cannot manipulate agricultural prices so as to reward farmers
adequately for their efforts, setting a little lower rate of grain self-
sufficiency may be a better solution. Correspondingly, efficient land
use for economic development should be a priority in the eastern
region instead of blindly conserving land to maintain food secu-
rity, the task of which can be shifted to the central region and the
northeastern region. With agricultural modernization and a con-
traction of the agricultural sector, the young and better educated
excess rural labor force will inevitably migrate to urban areas, which
forms brain-drain countryside for losing its most active popula-
tion segment. More preferential policies should be formulated to
absorb talents to work at the countryside so as to reverse the rural
brain-drain phenomenon.

The dysfunction of local administrations is one of the main
causes of the peasant burden in China, and any solution should
imply active participation of the farmers in the management of pub-
lic affairs and the implementation of democracy at grassroots level
(Li, 2003). In the process of building new countryside, it should be
clear that the principal part of implementing the strategy is peas-
ants themselves instead of governments or social organizations.
The governments have the responsibility to lay out plan and provide
infrastructure and public services, and the social organizations may
act as a cooperator. But the peasants should participate in working
out the building plan themselves, make the decisions and carry out
them.

About the timetable for achieving the objectives of building
China’s new countryside, there are different viewpoints. Lin (2006)
put forward that it could be finished by the end of 2020, along
with the accomplishment of building fairly well-off society. Ye and
Na (2007) made a conclusion based on the interviews with farm-
ers that it can be realized in two decades (80% of the interviewers
thought so). Hua (2006) thought that it will take 40-60 years; at
that time, China’s modernization will be finished, and the gaps of
income and modernization level between rural and urban areas will
almost disappeared. Based on above analyses and rural investiga-
tions, the authors argue that building new countryside in China will
be an arduous task and a long road, the target of which is hard to
achieve successfully in this century.
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