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PREFACE

D.GALE JOHNSON

The subject of this collection of articles is one of the two or
three most important issues confronting the agricultural and food
system of the People’s Republic of China. Perhaps because it is
so important, it has also been the aspect of the agricultural re-
form process inaugurated in late 1978 that has been largely left
alone so far as national policy decisions are concerned.

The articles deal primarily with the institutional arrange-
ments related to the ownership and use of land and the effects of
those arrangements upon the productivity of agricultural re-
sources and the responses that farm families have made to the
particular rules that control the rights to use land. While most of
the articles are concerned with the developinents of the past
decade, historical experience is not ignored. The historical expe-
rience serves to remind us that issues related to land ownership
and rights to use land have been of major importance in the histo-
ry of China and that the experiences of the last half century are
not as unique as we may be inclined to believe.

Very briefly the reforms that resulted in the rapid spread of
responsibility systems with the household responsibility system

becoming dominant and with the abolition of the communes did
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not change the ownership of farm land. Who really owns the
land is as ambiguous today as it was when the communes exist-
ed. If one asks who owns the land,one gets a variety of answers
— the state ,the production teams ,the villages. The ambiguity on
this important issue remains presumably because it is in the in-
terests of the cardes to keep it so. It is obvious that clearly defin-
ing property rights greatly limits the arbitrary exercise of author-
ity by the cadres at all levels —village ,township,county ,province
or national. If the rights to use land were clearly specified and
there was a means to enforce those rights,then the kinds of arbi-
trary actions that occurred in Shunyi County to recollectivize a-
griculture or the campaign in Hebei Province in 1991 to reduce
the number of plots per holding from 8 or 9 to 2 or 3 could have
been stopped. But neither condition actually exists since rights
are not well defined and enforcement procedures generally are
under the control of the cadres.

Under the household responsibility system each family has
been given rights to use land. This right is for a specified period
and for specific pieces of land. Important issues arise with respect
to the use rights and how they are allocated and these issues have
an important role in this volume. Generally speaking within each
decision unit (production team or village)land has been allocated
on an egalitarian basis—on the basis of the size of the family or a
combination of size and number of able-bodied members.”But if
the egalitarian principle is applied to future members,then as the
population of families within the unit change, land is reallocated
with some families gaining and others losing. While there is con-

siderable ambiguity concerning the factual situation,there is evi-
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dence that in mary areas such land reallocation occurs every three
years even though land use rights have been assigned for a much
longer period.

Zhachui Hong’s article vividly illustrates the failure to sys-
tematically enforce the land use rights. Big farms have been
formed in Zhejiang Province,at least in some cases, by forcing
some farmers to return their land to the villages before the expi-
ration of their land coniracts. His article provides further
evidence, if any were needed, that there are not significant
economies of scale in farming in China. Many of the large farms
in Zhejiang Province are heavily subsidized by direct financial
support and tax concessions. It is further noted that the lack of
security in their land use rights influence the behavior of the
large farms by inducing shorti-sighted behavior in the use of
land. The periodic reallocation of land, where it occurs, creates
uncertainty that influences decisions families make concerning in-
vestments that either improve the productive capacity of land or
that serve to reduce or eliminate losses in productivity due to ero-
sion or other processes that adversely affect the land. Conse-
quently, this is an issue that merits serious consideration, and
the approach taken by Meitan Couniy to abandon the link be-
tween household population and land reallocation is described by
Qiren Zhou.

An important ambiguity concerning the land use rights is
the degree to which such rights can be transferred either by rent-
ing or sale. With minor exceptions such transfers are not legal
though undoubtedly many arrangements do exist under which a

family’s land is cultivated by someone else. The failure to make
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such rights transferable has significant effects upon the sizes of
farm operating units and the development of part-time farming.
Both issues are ably discussed in this volume.

An issue that is noted in a number of the articles is that ru-
ral communities have been forced to adapt to numerous restric-
tions that affect mobility of labor,especially from the countryside
to the cities but also from one rural area to another. These re-
strictions impose substantial costs upon rural areas.

The papers in this book are well worth careful study. They
are written by relatively young Chinese economists who show the
relevance of modern economics to an understanding of very im-
portant problems confronting the rural areas of China. They

have much to say that is important.
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