IIED’s
China work
Fostering sustainable development in
China and in its overseas engagement

In brief
IIED’s China Team works to foster sustainable development
in China and in its overseas engagement. We focus on research
and policy exchanges between China and other countries where
IIED has strong ties, particularly in Africa. We primarily work on
natural resources and land-related sectors (agriculture, forestry,
mining and other land-use sectors).
Our work encompasses two themes:
1. China Going Global
Promoting China-Africa relations that benefit the economy, poor communities and the
environment.
2. China’s lessons for the world
Sharing China’s sustainable development practices and lessons with other countries.

Why now?
China is now the second largest economy in the
world. It has reduced the number of its people
living on less than one dollar per day from 65%
of the population in 1981 to less than 10 per
cent today. The country also leads the world in
several indicators of environmentally-friendly
market growth, including wind-power capacity
and biomass power.
With such impressive growth it is easy to forget
that major disparities and inequalities still exist;
China is the largest developing country in the
world, with 80 countries ahead of it in terms of
per capita income. China’s progress has also
come at tremendous social and environmental
cost both at home and abroad.

With its economic rise, Chinese overseas
engagements – in the form of aid, trade and
investment – have grown exponentially. It is now
Africa’s largest trading partner. But while China’s
engagement in sectors such as forestry, mining,
agriculture, infrastructure and hydropower have
brought significant economic benefits to the
African continent, questions remain for social and
environmental safeguards of such investment.
At the same time, reliable data on Chinese
investments across the continent is often
lacking. There is an urgent need for grounded
research on the realities of these activities,
as well as constructive solutions-oriented
partnerships between Chinese and African
policymakers, researchers and NGOs.

Promoting China-Africa relations that benefit the
economy, poor communities and the environment

• China and Brazil in African Agriculture:
Mapping Chinese agricultural engagement
in Africa and developing related case
studies.

Our past work includes research on Chinese
engagements and land-based contracts in
Africa and research on sustainability standards
in Chinese trade with Latin America.
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vital statistics
9 out of 10 people work in the
informal sector in some African
countries, including Tanzania, Zambia
and Benin.1
38% of the national GDP of some
sub-Saharan African countries is
generated by the informal economy.2
More timber is sold by
unregistered rural loggers than by
registered companies in countries
such as Cameroon, the Republic of
the Congo, and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC).3

Recognising informality
in the China–Africa
natural resource trade
How understanding informal small-scale trade
and investment can promote pro-poor and
sustainable resource governance
China is now Africa’s largest trading partner;
over the past 15 years the value of trade has
risen from US$10 billion to US$200 billion.
At times dubbed ‘resource plunder’ or
‘neo-colonialism’ by Western media, the
social and environmental impacts of Chinese
trade and investment in Africa, particularly in
natural resources and land, are receiving
global attention. Yet a crucial element to the
policy debate is missing.

Focusing on small-scale trade
and investment
Research to date has focused on large-scale
projects and big players, such as China’s
state-owned enterprises; we know little

about the thousands of Chinese
entrepreneurs and migrants conducting
small-scale trade and investment in Africa.
Yet their activity has a direct impact on local
communities and the livelihoods of rural
farmers, loggers and miners — these rural
residents may work as suppliers, labourers,
intermediaries and business partners for
Chinese traders and investors.5 In turn, rural
populations’ participation in the value chains
link Chinese businesses firmly to the local
informal resource and land economy.
Despite this, few researchers and
policymakers examining the social and
environmental implications of the China–
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90% of all minerals produced by
artisanal miners in the DRC come
from the informal sector.4

Recognising informality in the
China–Africa natural resource
trade

Why it is iMPortant
Small-scale Chinese trade and
investment in Africa’s natural resources
and land is often portrayed as illegal or
as ‘land grabs’. African and international
policymakers and practitioners advocate
stricter law enforcement to tackle
informal trade, criminalising Chinese
and local economic actors who
participate in the value chains. But
legalistic approaches could do more
harm than good.
Thousands of poor families depend on
Africa’s vast informal economy: rural
villagers with contested resource and
land rights are often excluded from the
formal economy and must look outside
it to earn cash income. Research shows
that informality is the daily reality of
natural resource extraction and
production in rural Africa.

http://pubs.iied.org/17286IIED.html

Policy design must promote sustainable
and pro-poor engagement by China in
Africa’s resource and land economy,
looking at what works for rural
communities and the environment.
To support this, we need to face the
complexity of Africa’s resource
governance: we need to talk about
informality.

www.facebook.com/theIIED

Chinese views of African
forests: Evidence and
perception of China-Africa links
that impact the governance of
forests and livelihoods

Chinese views of African forests
Evidence and perception of China-Africa links that
impact the governance of forests and livelihoods
Xiufang Sun, Peng Ren and Marissa Van Epp

http://pubs.iied.org/17569IIED.html

Chinese agriculture goes
global: food security for all?

The global land rush
DECEMbEr 2012

Chinese agriculture goes global: food
security for all?
China’s agricultural aid, trade and investments around the world are increasing.

Policy
pointers
n Conflated reports of Chinese
‘land grabbing’ mask
the diversity of Chinese
agricultural engagements,
saying little about why they
happen, or what policy
responses could ensure
more environmental and
developmental benefits.
n Chinese agriculture
engagements are redefining
the landscape of ‘aid’ from
development assistance to
a paradigm of development
cooperation mixed with
development investment.
n China’s agricultural
cooperation is guided by a
strong belief in technocratic
modernisation and optimism
about global agriculture’s
potential to provide food
security for the world.
n Development actors must
understand and engage with
Chinese visions if they are
to ensure local food security,
environmental sustainability
and inclusive agrarian
development.

This trend is well documented, yet its nature and significance is hotly
debated. Media reports cast China as a leader in the ‘global land grab’ and
Chinese engagements with Africa have drawn particular, but often inaccurate,
media criticism. This policy brief puts some of the ‘myths’ into perspective,
considers the implications of Chinese agricultural engagements for OECD-style
development work (especially work on food security), and argues that better

http://pubs.iied.org/17146IIED.html

understanding could help both Chinese and other development actors support
more environmentally sustainable and equitable development outcomes; and
help national governments develop their own policies for Chinese involvement
in agricultural development and food security.

Grabbing Africa?
Global agribusiness is keen to invest in developingcountry farmland, bombarding investment offices in
Africa, Asia and Latin America with requests for land.
China’s alleged leadership in the ‘global land grab’ —
the rush for land leases in poorer countries for exportoriented production and profit — has attracted much
concern, particularly over Africa.
China’s engagement with Africa is often portrayed
as threatening development, attempting to oust both
Western and African control over land and politics, and as
an exploitative grab to ensure its own food security. Media
reports variously accuse China of “secretly working to turn
the entire continent into a new colony”,1 engaging in an
“unchecked ‘land grab’ not seen since the 19th century”,2
and a “global shopping spree” in which its “voracious
commodity appetite is unlikely to abate.”3
But rigorous fact checking repeatedly finds much smaller
land investments than claimed, with most food crop
production not exported.4 Researchers at the International
Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) recently
verified only 54 Chinese agricultural projects covering
4.9 million hectares of land worldwide, from reports of
86 large agriculture projects covering 9 million hectares
(ha).5 Of those 54 projects worldwide, only 32 (covering

1.4 million ha) are operational and only 463,792 ha
(nine per cent) are in Africa5 (Figure 1).
The study listed three Chinese investments in Africa
that reach 100,000 ha. But one of these — for biofuels
in the Democratic Republic of Congo — is on hold;
another for maize and sorghum in Zimbabwe is not yet
operational; and the third — for hybrid rice and wheat
in Mali — is actually a Libyan investment employing
Chinese workers and production technologies.
The next largest investment, 60,000 hectares of exportoriented sesame production in Senegal, is an outgrower
scheme offering farmers’ groups Chinese seeds and
fertilisers, while the Senegal government offers training,
technical guidance and credit guarantees. In its first
year (2009), the scheme engaged 200,000 smallholder
farmers over 35,000 hectares of land. It aims for
60,000 hectares by 2013, but ongoing difficulties
suggest it may not reach this target.6
Only three other Chinese agriculture investments
in Africa break 20,000 ha. These are in Ethiopia,
Madagascar and Mali, growing sugarcane and biofuels
for local and export markets, including regional and EU
markets. IIED research suggests the Ethiopian project
(25,000 ha for export-oriented sugarcane) may have
been cancelled.

Download the pdf at http://pubs.iied.org/17146IIED

CBAA

• China-Africa Informal Commodity
Trade: Understanding China-linked
commodity trade chains in Africa’s
burgeoning informal economy – the
case of timber, minerals and agricultural
products

Natural resource management

Narratives of ChinaAfrica Cooperation
for Agricultural
Development: New
Paradigms?
Lila Buckley1
March 2013

This paper was produced as part of the China and Brazil
in African Agriculture (CBAA) Project work stream
Working Paper 053

www.future-agricultures.org

Working Paper

Our current work includes:
• China-Africa Forest Governance:
Improving evidence, capacity and joint
action for sustainable Chinese investment
in Africa’s forests.

Backgrounder

Mike Goldwater

Research rooted in grassroots fieldwork –
both in Africa and China – is key to IIED’s
China-Africa work. We carry out research in
the forests of the Congo Basin, rural farming
communities in East Africa and the bustling
markets in African capital cities. In China, we
work directly with policy makers, academics,
NGO practitioners and journalists who are
reshaping the policy framework for China’s
overseas engagement.

Narratives of China-Africa
Cooperation for Agricultural
Development: New Paradigms?
http://www.future-agricultures.org/
publications/research-and-analysis/1639narratives-of-china-africa-cooperation-foragricultural-development-new-paradigms/file

China’s environment and development lessons
for the world
Facing multiple environmental and
development challenges simultaneously,
China has become a laboratory of
sustainable development ‘experiments’.
Supporting and sharing lessons from these
experiences can help other developing
countries cope with increasingly scarce
resources and rapid environmental change.
Equally, China will become a more effective
and responsible agent of change in global
development processes if it is able to learn
from the experience of other countries.

China’s path to a
green economy

Decoding China’s green economy
concepts and policies
Xiaoxue Weng, Zhanfeng Dong, Qiong Wu and Ying Qin

Country Report

http://pubs.iied.org/16582IIED.html
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Green China: Chinese
insights on environment and
development

Green China
Chinese insights
on environment
and development
Edited by James Keeley and Zheng Yisheng
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Our current work includes:

http://pubs.iied.org/17509IIED.html

• Chinese Smallholder Innovation
for Resilient Agriculture: Working to
strengthen biocultural systems for food
security in the face of climate change
in China through research and policy
advocacy within China, as well as sharing
of methods and insights across three
other countries where the project is
implemented.
• New Perspectives on Climate-Resilient
Drylands Development: Striving to
reframe pejorative narratives around
drylands in China, India and Kenya to ones
of potential and resilience in the face of
climatic change.

China’s path to a green
economy: decoding China’s
green economy concepts and
policies
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Policy
pointers
The domestic biogas
sector needs a
comprehensive review to
accurately measure the
costs and benefits of
biodigesters, and to
establish actual not just
potential usage.
Public and/or private
sector biogas service
networks need
improvement, as
maintaining biodigesters
poses challenges to many
rural households.
Alternative government
subsidies should be
explored to find the most
cost-effective options,
whether cash rewards for
households using biogas
or performance-based
subsidies for biogas
providers.
Biogas should be made
more pro-poor, because
those who could gain the
most from the technology
are usually least able to
afford it. More grants to
help low-income
households install
digesters, or to provide
them with more effective
technical support
services, could help.

China’s domestic biogas sector
must adjust to changing
conditions
China’s biogas programme is renowned for its rapid expansion in rural areas
and community-level uptake. A decade of heavy government investment means
that around 100 million rural people now benefit from biogas digesters, turning
livestock manure into clean cooking fuel and organic fertiliser and cutting
carbon dioxide emissions by up to 61 million tonnes a year. But China is
changing. Rapid urbanisation has reduced rural labour, and household livestock
are declining. A shortage of technical services poses another challenge. China’s
new socioeconomic landscape could threaten biogas as a sustainable energy
solution for millions of rural households. Reviewing the biogas sector and
taking objective action to secure its future would benefit China and provide
lessons to other countries facing challenges in rural energy supply.
Biogas development in rural China is at a
crossroads. Following a decade of expansion,
emerging problems are calling into question
whether domestic biogas can meet rural
households’ increasing energy needs, and how
government subsidies can be made more
cost-effective. The potential benefits of
overcoming these obstacles are huge.

Clear benefits for rural
households
Biogas technology can address several rural
problems, such as a lack of clean cooking fuels
(and associated indoor air pollution), water
pollution from waste, human and animal waste as
an infection source, soil degradation from
overuse of inorganic fertilisers, and overcollection of firewood.
These benefits have motivated China’s huge
biogas expansion programme, which had a

cumulative government investment of 31.5 billion
Chinese yuan (US$4.5 billion) by 2012, reaching
a quarter of all rural households with biogas
technology (Figure 1).

Problems and opportunities
In the midst of this massive expansion
programme, challenges have emerged. Problems
include a shortage of manure as traditional
animal husbandry at individual households gives
way to centralised livestock farms, the increasing
cost of rural labour and migration away from
villages, and the competing availability of liquefied
petroleum gas and electricity. The proportion of
biogas digesters reported to be in regular use
varies widely across villages, from less than 30
per cent to over 90 per cent.
On the other hand, new opportunities are
emerging. People are more aware of the
advantages of using decentralised renewable

Download the pdf at http://pubs.iied.org/17185IIED
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Key terms

Our past projects include producing an
introductory guide to China’s path to green
economy and sharing key lessons from
BRICS’ urban transition.

Credit: Han Jianping

• Sustainable Agriculture in China:
Assessing different approaches to
sustainable agriculture in China through
case studies, stakeholder meetings
and policy advocacy. Research report
forthcoming.

ecological agriculture: Integration
of traditional sustainable Chinese
agriculture practices with modern
science and technology, based on the
principles of ecology, ecological
economics, biology and material
recycling.
Circular agriculture: Aims to reduce
agricultural waste and environmental
pollution by focusing on reusing,
reducing and recycling material and
energy in agricultural production
systems. Based on sustainable
development thinking and circular
economic theory.

Sustainable agriculture
in China
Traditions, policies and challenges for feeding
the world’s most populated country
China’s history of traditional ecological
farming practices stretches back 4,000
years. But in recent decades the growth of
conventional agriculture has taken an
environmental toll. Recognition of this has
helped spur the recent development — or
resurgence — of sustainable agriculture in
China. However, this system needs improved
governance if it is to provide clarity for
producers and consumers, and strengthen
the market for sustainably produced foods.

Sustainable traditions
For most of its long history, Chinese
agriculture was practised without chemical
fertilisers or pesticides. Traditional practices
included legumes for nitrogen fixation,
intercropping, crop rotation, terracing and
systematic recycling of waste. China’s four
millennia of land fertility can be ascribed to
an ‘agriculture without waste’ ethos, with no

reliance on external inputs. This system was
characterised by small-scale intensive
farming designed to maximise land
productivity in a context of high population
density and limited arable land.

http://pubs.iied.org/17185IIED.html
http://pubs.iied.org/17185CIIED.html
(Chinese)

Sustainable agriculture
in China
http://pubs.iied.org/17291IIED.html

Hazard-free products: Certification
designation signalling 'safe' use of
government-regulated pesticides,
fertilisers, genetically modified
organisms and other inputs to food
products. Can be understood as
equivalent to conventional agriculture
production methods.

vital statistiCs

Ecological degradation
Industrialisation in the 1960s introduced
conventional agriculture. By the 1980s,
China’s agricultural system was
characterised by high inputs of
agrochemicals and the pursuit of high
efficiency and high output. Significant
investments were made in farm machinery,
chemical fertiliser industries, and agroresearch and development. Indeed, technical
progress during this period was impressive:
China developed high-yielding rice varieties
several years earlier than breakthroughs
elsewhere. Modern inputs and advanced
irrigation techniques facilitated wide adoption

Contact: Seth Cook seth.cook@iied.org Lila Buckley lila.buckley@iied.org

Green foods: Certification
designation signalling reasonable
application of agrochemical inputs
(including pesticides, fertilisers,
veterinary drugs and additives).
Aims to ensure environmental
quality in production and safety
in end product.

China’s domestic biogas
sector must adjust to
changing conditions

@iied

• About one per cent of China’s

agricultural land is under organic
production.
• In 2013 sales of organic

products reached ¥20–30 billion
(US$3.2–4.8 billion)
• The ‘green food’ market value was

over US$60 billion within China
and over US$2.6 billion for exports
in 2013.

www.facebook.com/theIIED

Use it or Lose it
Protecting the Traditional Knowledge,
Genetic Resources and Customary Laws
of Marginal Farmers in Southwest China

i

Jingsong Li and Yiching Song,
Centre for Chinese Agricultural Policy (CCAP, China)

Use it or Lose it: Protecting
the Traditional Knowledge,
Genetic Resources and
Customary Laws of Marginal
Farmers in Southwest China

September 2010
Use it or Lose it: Protecting the Traditional Knowledge, Genetic Resources and Customary Laws of Marginal Farmers in Southwest China

PRoTeCTinG CoMMUniTY RiGhTS oveR TRAdiTionAL KnowLedGe
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Who we are and our approach
The International Institute for Environment
and Development (IIED) is one of the world’s
top policy research organisations focusing
on sustainable development. A pioneer in the
field, it was launched in 1971 by renowned
economist and policy advisor Barbara Ward.
Now, with partners on five continents, IIED
is helping to tackle 21st-century challenges
ranging from climate change and cities to the
pressures on natural resources and the forces
shaping global markets. The institute works with
some of the world’s most vulnerable people to
ensure they have a say in the policy arenas that
most closely affect them — from village councils
to international conventions. Beyond research
and advocacy, IIED also advises governments,
business and international development
agencies, and publishes widely.

The China Team consists of experienced
researchers on China and China-Africa
sustainable development issues with rich
fieldwork experience. Our work entails
grappling with Chinese perspectives, investing
in research to better understand Chinese
development models, and ensuring that this
research informs constructive next steps to
influence better development outcomes – both
in China and abroad.
IIED brings unique strengths:
• global leadership in shaping sustainable
development research and policy
• deep networks with national-level
stakeholders in the these regions from
40 years of history, and
• insightful research based on case studies and
in-depth interviews with actors in the field

Together with our local partners in research,
civil society and government – in China
and Africa – we support better decisions on
policy, investment and practices for pro-poor
and sustainable development.

Get involved
There are many ways to stay in touch, get
involved and spread the approach.
Visit our website
www.iied.org/our-China-work
Get in touch with IIED team to find out
more about our China work.xt phase.
Lila Buckley, lila.buckley@iied.org
Seth Cook, seth.cook@iied.org
Xiaoxue Weng, xiaoxue.weng@iied.org
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