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Vegetable greenhouses are partially covered with rice straw to aid in temperature control.

Third, the agricultural industries
in both countries are heavily involved
in international trade. In that sense,
the well-being of the countries are
interconnected—the United States is the
leading supplier of many commodities
in China, especially soybean and pork,
and US imports of vegetables and fruits
from China more than doubled from
2000 to 2010.
Due to historical and political
reasons, you could easily ind many
sharp contrasts for the agricultural
industries in the United States
and China, the four major
differences are:
First, natural conditions for
agriculture are better in the United
States. As shown in Table 3, the
population of agricultural producers in
China is 75 times larger than the United
States, but China has less than half
the arable land available for farming.
A typical US farm of 400–500 acres is
equivalent to the total farmland for a
200-household village in China.

Second, there are key differences in
the paramount objectives of agricultural
policies in the United States and China.
Supporting and maintaining net farm
income for a rural household is arguably
the most important goal of US farm
policy, however, the Chinese government
views the national food security as a
much more important goal in making
agricultural policy decisions. In other
words, China pays much more attention
to the total acreage of cropland, as
opposed to the well-being of the
farmers.
Third, the support system for
Chinese agricultural producers is not
nearly as well-structured or effective
as the American system. Since the start
of communist rule in 1949, farmers
have been marginalized in China’s
economic and political system. Before
China opened up to a market economy
in the late 1970s, a sizeable portion of
agricultural proceeds were taken from
farmers to support the development
of heavy industries. Despite the rapid
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exported to China, it is almost
impossible to overstate the importance
of the Chinese economy and its
consumers have for US agricultural
producers and the farm sector in
general. However, there is a lack of
understanding of China’s agricultural
industry and, in particular, the life and
work of a typical Chinese agricultural
producer. Having been born and raised
in a rural Chinese county, I want to share
some of my observations regarding the
commonalities and differences between
Chinese and US agriculture.
China and the US have a lot in
common when it comes to agriculture.
First, agriculture is a multi-billion dollar
industry in both countries, as shown
in Table 1, despite various forms of
government policies and distortions,
market prices remain the key signal
both Chinese and US producers respond
to when making production decisions,
and individual producers in both
countries are free to choose whatever
crops and inputs they wish.
Second, the agricultural sectors in
both countries face similar challenges
and opportunities: farmers in both
countries are aging; farm succession
and access to land are common
concerns; phosphorus-induced algal
blooms occur in both the United
States and China—in fact, as shown in
Table 2, Chinese farmers apply more
fertilizers and pesticides than their US
counterparts. However, innovations,
such as the big-data revolution, GPS, the
internent, and unmanned aerial vehicles
are providing US and Chinese farmers
with new opportunities to combine
technology and agriculture.
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growth in agricultural subsidies in
the recently, China only abolished its
agricultural tax system in 2003. The
average government payment per farm
Chinese farmers receive is only $113,
compared to $9,925 for an American farm,
as shown in Table 4. Chinese farmers are
far behind their American counterparts in
terms of both educational achievements
and access to resources, such as machinery
and internet, as shown in Table 5. In
addition, China lacks a strong extension
program that helps farmers, especially
those in poorer areas, to improve yields,
mitigate environmental impacts, and
master modern agricultural technologies.
The best agricultural universities in China
are often located in mega-cities such as
Beijing, Shanghai, and Nanjing, as opposed
to Ames, IA, College Station, TX, Ithaca, NY,
and Urbana-Champaign, IL.
Fourth, agricultural is far more volatile
in China than it is in the United States. In
the foreseeable future—within 10 years—
China expects to see another 100 million
agricultural producers move to cities in
the largest urbanization movement in the
history of the world. China has recently
enacted several policies and pilot trials for
rural land reform aimed at encouraging
consolidation of small plots and
improving productivity. China is learning
from the United States and Europe
about setting up massive agricultural
subsidy, crop insurance, and agrienvironmental conservation programs.
With the development of the Internet and
Alibaba—a Chinese e-commerce company
that has a sales portal larger than Amazon
and eBay combined—more and more rural
youths are opening online shops to sell
agricultural and non-agricultural products.
While the US agricultural industry is
much more mature and stable, things
could change very quickly for Chinese
agriculture, as is true in almost every
industry in China.
As one Chinese saying goes, ‘bread
always comes irst,’ and the well-being of
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Table 1. Summary statistics of the agricultural sector in China and the United States

Table 2. Fertilizer and pesticide use in China and the United States

Table 3. Summary statistics of the agricultural sector in China and the United States

Table 4. Government programs and machinery use in Chinese and
American agriculture

Table 5. Demographic characteristics for Chinese and American farmers
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farm households and the farm sector are
of perennial signi icance in China and
the United States. Despite signi icant
differences and even disputes, Chinese
and US agricultural industries have a lot
in common and most importantly have
a lot to learn from each other. As China’s
president Xi puts it: the Paci ic Ocean is
vast enough to embrace both China and
the United States.
Data Sources
National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s
Republic of China, 2008, “Second
National Census of Agriculture in China,
2006”, available online at http://www.stats.

gov.cn/tjsj/tjgb/nypcgb/qgnypcgb/ 200802/
t20080221_30461.html (in Chinese).
Rural Social and Economic Investigation Division,
National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s
Republic of China, 2011, “China Rural Statistical
Yearbook, 2011”, China Statistics Press, available
at http://tongji.cnki.net/overseas/engnavi/
HomePage.aspx?id=N2011110092&name=
YMCTJ&ϔloor=1.
“China Agriculture Statistical Yearbook –
2009” China Agriculture Press, available at
http://tongji.cnki.net/overseas/engnavi/
HomePage.aspx?id=N2010060192&name=
YZGNV&floor=1.
U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014, “2012 Census
of Agriculture: United States – Summary and
State Data” Vol.1 Part 51, available at http://
www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/ 2012/
Full_Report.

U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2009, “2007 Census
of Agriculture: United States – Summary and
State Data” Vol.1 Part 51, available at http://
www.agcensus.usda.gov/ Publications/2007/
Full_Report.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National
Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) Quickstats
Database, available at http://quickstats. nass.
usda.gov/.
U.S. Census, 2015, “State and County QuickFacts –
Iowa”, available at http://quickfacts. census. gov/
qfd/states/19000.html.
World Bank 2015, “Databank by Country – China,
2015” available at http://data.worldbank. org/
country/china.
World Bank 2015, “Databank by Topic –
Agricultural and Rural Development” available
at http://data.worldbank.org/topic/agricultureand-rural-development. 

Agricultural Policy Review / 7

