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Abstract
This dissertation is a case study o f the interaction between state and society in rural
China. The agricultural extension system is taken as a window to examine how the local
state operates in practice at the county, township and village levels. This thesis draws
upon in-depth interviews, original surveys, and participant observation of farmers,
extension agents, seed vendors and local officials conducted between 2004 and 2006 in
a rural county in the central province of Anhui. It examines how grassroots political
structures and ideologies of rural development shape the interactions between farmers
and the local state, and finds that the local state is fundamentally incoherent in practice,
being driven by a bureaucratic mindset and political structures whose origins lie in the
1950s. Despite market reforms and village self-governance, norms of governance have
changed but slightly. Neotraditional patterns of governance, such as mobilization
techniques, obsession with output and quantifcation, the trumping o f technical expertise
by politics, and personalised rule are still the rule in the grain heartlands o f rural China.
The findings are relevant to several ongoing debates about the local state in China, the
nature of rural development, and the practice o f agricultural extension in developing
countries.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
On the outskirts of a rural county town in Anhui province, a six huge signs declare:
DEVELOPMENT IS THE ONLY PATH

{fazhan shi ying daoli). The barren fields surrounding

Deng Xiaoping's famous maxim were once fertile rice paddy. Initially, the farmers were
evicted from their rice paddies to make way for a Taiwanese-backed five-star hotel
complex. After a month of enjoying the county government's hospitality, the Taiwanese
gentleman was found to be a penniless shyster from a town in northern Anhui. With the
land already useless for cultivation, the county government immediately re-badged the
wasteland as an "Ecological Industrial Park" {shenglai gongye gongyuan).

Signs on the

county line welcome visitors to the park, promising "Big returns, low barriers: you get
rich, [we] develop" {gao huibao, di menlan: ni facai, wo fazhan).

In regular reports to

the Anhui provincial government, this park is lauded as the engine of the county's
economic development and it was pivotal in Benghai being awarded the title of
"national-level ecological county". Yet beyond its neatly-trimmed hedge, the park
remains a barren stretch of land with a handful of relocated local businesses (see
Photograph 1.1). Before and after the fraud was discovered, the county leadership
claimed to be acting in the interests of "local economic development."

This dissertation will address two major themes, both of which are linked to
notions of (to borrow Deng's phrase) paths to economic development. The first strand
focuses on the local agricultural extension service,' which has a well-defined technical

^ For the purposes of this dissertation, the "local state" refers to the three lowest tiers of
government: the county (x/an), the township {xiangzhen) and, somewhat controversially, the
village (cun). Although the village government is not part of the formal state bureaucracy, in the
county I have studied village cadres are now paid by and receive pensions from township
governments. In addition, the effects of village mergers, the manipulation of village elections,
and the expanded role of "sent down" cadres from the township (described in Chapter 4) mean
that village governments are now effectively outposts of township governments in rural Anhui.
Above the county level, other scholars have referred to the prefectural {qu) and even provincial
{sheng) levels of government as "local". Given that both Henan province and Sichuan province

mission: to deliver modern agricultural methods to farmers. The second strand of the
dissertation uses the agricultural extension system as a lens for understanding the
operation of the local state itself. How has political and economic change, coupled with
evolving notions of economic development, influenced the day-to-day operations of the
extension service and, more generally, the interaction of the local state with rural
society?
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Photograph 1.1 "Development is the Only Path'

have populations in excess of 100 million inhabitants, and the prefecture I have studied contains
close to seven million people, the term "local" is not a good fit for these higher levels of
government.

Agricultural Technology Extension and Rural Development
James Ferguson noted in his critique o f the international development industry in
Lesotho that "development" refers to at least two separate things.^ One usage o f the
word refers to a transition towards a modern, capitalist, industrial economy, and implies
historical processes. The second usage o f the word carries a moral tone, and defines
itself in terms o f "standard o f living" and the alleviation o f poverty. Ferguson notes that
the two usages tend to be conflated in international development discourse, with
transition to commercialized

modernization

implicitly linked to the alleviation

of

poverty and the improvement o f the "quality o f life". Several scholars have traced the
evolution o f the moral imperative o f development to Truman's Point Four speech o f 29
January 1949.^ The c o m m o n thread o f many o f these arguments is that poverty is seen
as a failing or as a lack o f certain attributes, and the development discourse serves to
decouple poverty from historical and political factors, presenting modernity as an
apolitical and inevitable choice for the rulers o f developing countries. Yet the ambitions
o f development agencies, be they good governance or sustainable economic growth, can
be thwarted by local and transnational structures o f power and politics. W h i l e these
scholars are largely concerned with the international development industry, and their
critiques do not pose a serious threat to the international belief in the value o f
development,'' this thesis will take a similarly critical approach to rural development
programs in China, specifically the mission of the agricultural extension service. The

^ James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: "Development", Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic
Power in Lesotho (Minneapolis: University of Minnesotta Press, 1994), p. 15.
^ Gilbert Rist, The IHistory of Development: From Western Origins to Global Faith {London: Zed
Books, 1997); Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unma\<ing of the
Third World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995); Carl E. Pletsch, "The Three
Worlds, or the Division of Social Scientific Labor, Circa 1950-1975," Comparative Studies in
Society and History 23, no. 4 (1981), pp. 565-90.
" Stuart Corbridge, "The (Im)possibility of Development Studies," Economy and Society 36, no.
2 (2007), pp. 179-211. Corbridge outlines the weaknesses of five separate theses that critique
the international development industry and question the validity of development studies as a
discipline.

"collective certainty"^ over the need to develop a "backward"^ (luohou) rural China is
stronger within China's ruling elite than it is among the international development
community.^ Development {fazhan) meaning historical processes, and development as a
moral imperative, are not just conflated in Chinese; rather, the distinction is simply not
made.
My concern in this dissertation is not to condemn China's rural development
program or the agricultural extension system in particular, for what it fails to do. Rather,
my aim is to analyze them as institutions in their own right, and thus further our
understanding of the political and social mechanisms that maintain and support them.
What changes do local government officials' evolving notions of "development" and
"modernization" bring? Again, my concern is not primarily with the truth or falsehood
of the arguments, but rather what consequences these attitudes have, and how such ideas
feed back into wider political and social processes.
Rural development in China relies on many state agencies, such as those
concerned with providing services such as credit, land registration and irrigation,^ but
for this thesis I have chosen to single out the activities of the local agricultural

® Rist, The History of Development, p. 22.
® For a concise account of the use of the catch-all appellation "backward" {luohou) in presentday China, see Tamara Jacka, Rural Women in Urban China: Gender, Migration, and Social
Change (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), Chapter 1.
^ Gilbert Rist argues that the evolutionist modernization theories of the economist Walt Rostow
found an almost "pure" manifestation in policy documents produced by Chinese leaders during
the 1980s. See Rist, The History of Development, p. 103; and Walt Whitman Rostow, The
Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1960). While Rist's categorization is simplistic, it cannot be denied that transnational
notions of economic development have strongly influenced both local and national
understandings of development. A strong case has been made that China's administrative
reforms have been influenced by the international "reinventing government" movement,
foregrounding concerns of professionalization, contracting out, privatization, cost-cutting, work
culture and efficiency. See John A. Worthley and King K. Tsao, "Reinventing Government in
China: A Comparative Analysis," Administration & Society 3^, no. 5 (1999), pp. 571-87.
® There have been a number of insightful studies relating to the provision of rural credit. See
Kellee S. Tsai, "Imperfect Substitutes: The Local Political Economy of Informal Finance and
Microfinance in Rural China and India." World Development 32, no. 9 (2004), pp. 1487-507;
Lynette Ong, "The Political Economy of Township Government Debt, Township Enterprises and
Rural Financial Institutions in China," China Quarterly 186 (2006), pp. 377-400.

technology extension system. Agricultural extension offers a neat case study of the state
attempting to produce conformity and obedience among one section of society, the
farmers. As James Scott has noted, ^ agricultural extension in developing countries
involves a homogenizing "high modernist" logic of transforming "farmers into
'standard' farmers growing the required genotype [of crop] on similar soils and leveled
fields and according to the instructions printed right on the seed packages, applying the
same fertilizers, pesticides, and amounts of water. It is a logic of homogenization and
the virtual elimination of local knowledge." As Scott and other authors note,'® the
process of persuading farmers to adopt new technologies is not straightforward. Farmers
tend to be polytheists with respect to agricultural knowledge, selectively adopting only
what seems useful from scientific agriculture. Traditional and modern agricultural
knowledge systems are constantly hybridized and synthesized. Moreover, as Edmund
Oasa has argued, the system of agricultural extension developed during the Green
Revolution tended to promote an attitude to agricultural development which gave
precedence to technologies that offered "high pay-off, quick returns, visible results, and
demonstrability."" Has a mindset favoring rapid, visible, and quantifiable results been
promoted by extension agents in rural Anhui? If so, to what extent and in what forms
has this mindset been taken on by different groups of farmers and grassroots cadres?
The agricultural extension system is one agency where state and society are
bound to meet, and thus should allow us to gain an insight into the coherence (or
otherwise) of the local state. Extension agents are expected to visit farms on a regular
basis, and might be expected to share some common social and political premises with
® James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: IHow Certain Schemes to Improve the IHuman Condition
Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998).
For example, Akhil Gupta, Postcolonial Developments: Agriculture in the Making of Modern
India (Durham; Duke University Press, 1998).
^^ Edmund K. Oasa, "The International Rice Research Institute and the Green Revolution: A
Case Study on the Politics of Agricultural Research." PhD dissertation, University of Hawaii,
1981, p. 443.

their intended clients, the farmers. Writers on the agricuhural extension system in
India'^ and Vietnam,'^ where the World Bank's "Training and Visit" system has been
adopted, found that extension agents occupied what Akhil Gupta has termed the
"blurred boundary"'"^ between the government and the rural communities to which they
are assigned. I will elaborate on the extent to which extension agents are able to
implement central government policies, analyze what social norms influence their daily
work routes, and ask to what extent they and other local officials hold "vernacular"
understandings of government policy with "little place for ideas of fairness or
generalized morality."'^ Fundamentally, I wish to explore to what extent officials at
different levels exercise agency over their daily work.
To provide focus to the dissertation, I will explore the dissemination and
adoption of two of the most prominent technologies recently promoted by the Chinese
Ministry of Agriculture. Both are rice-growing technologies—hybrid rice and the direct
seeding method.'® Other agricultural technologies will also be touched upon. Chinese
government reports indicate a triumphant march of both technologies, but we must be
cautious in taking government planning and assessment reports on the uptake and
effects of agricultural technologies at face v a l u e . B y taking an actor-centered bottomJenny Springer, "State Power and Agricultural Transformation in Tamil Nadu." In Agrarian
Environments: Resources, Representation and Rule in India, edited by Arun Agrawal and K.
Sivaramakrishman (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000).
^^ Natalie Hicks, "Organisational Adventures in District Government: Central Control Versus
Local Initiative in Long An Province, Vietnam." PhD dissertation. The Australian National
University, 2005.
^^ Akhil Gupta, "Blurred Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of Politics, and
the Imagined State," American Ethnologist 22, no. 2 (1995), pp. 375-402.
Stuart Corbridge, Glyn Williams, Manoj Srivastava, and Rene Veron. Seeing the State:
Governance and Governmentality in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p.
For an introduction to these technologies, see Prabhu L. Pingali, M. Hossain, and Roberta V
Gerpaclo. Asian Rice Bowls: The Returning Crisis? (New York: CAB International, 1997) and
the website of the International Rice Research Institute, http://www.irri.org/.
^^ Equally, as James Ferguson has noted, we should be aware of the possibility that
technologies may "turn out" to serve power, "not at the bidding of some knowing and powerful
subject, but behind the backs of or against the wills of even the most powerful actors." See
Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine, p. 18.
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up approach to this investigation, I hope to gain a more nuanced understanding of how
agricultural modernization programs are promoted to farmers, and how both farmers
and local officials "perceive" the state through the process of the promotion of these
technologies.
Recent surveys of developing countries suggest that common pressures are faced
by agricultural extension systems. Most notable are pressures to decentralize local
government, and to privatize the provision of rural services, with farmers expected to
pay for services that they had previously enjoyed free of charge.'^ An FAO report on the
effects of decentralization on agricultural extension noted that decentralization provides
"central governments with a convenient excuse for abandoning certain functions and
does not guarantee improved delivery,"'^ as agriculture is often not a major priority of
local governments in developing c o u n t r i e s . T h e same FAO report noted that attempts
to reform agricultural extension systems, such as transforming them from a top-down
government run service to a more flexible farmer-driven service, were hampered by
"decreased

faith in (public) extension", particularly on the part of the farmers

themselves. Is this also the case in China?

The decentralization of administrative power to lower levels of the state has
arguably been the central administrative feature of China's market reforms since the
1970s. This has unquestionably allowed greater latitude for social and economic actors
to operate. Yet many of the political levers, such as the Leninist nomenklatura

system

Lawrence D. Smith, Gwyn E. Jones, and Chris Garforth, "Decentralisation and Rural
Development: The Role of the Public and Private Sectors in the Provision of Agricultural
Support Services." In Technical Consultation on Decentralization. (Rome: FAO, 1997); Jon
Anderson and L. Van Crowder, "The Present and Future of Public Sector Extension in Africa:
Contracting out or Contracting In?" Public Administration and Development 20. no. 5 (2000), pp.
373-84.
Jean Bonnal, "Challenges to Decentralisation of Agricultural Extension." In Training for
Agricultural and Rural Development {Rome-. FAO, 1998).
Ray Bush, "An Agricultural Strategy without Farmers: Egypt's Countryside in the New
Millenium, Review of African Political Economy 27. no. 84 (2000), pp. 235-48.

of cadre appointments and control, have remained in place. In many instances, they
have b e c o m e more elaborate and rigorously applied, particularly as a discourse of
distrust

in local

government.

officials has at times been

How

have

these

apparent

actively promoted

contradictions

by the

affected the

central

agricultural

extension system, and the functioning of the local state as a whole?
Agricultural extension services have been criticized by many researchers for
exacerbating rural inequality by only benefiting the wealthiest farmers, supplanting
local knowledge, and promoting the interests of large agribusiness concerns such as
Monsanto, Cargill, and Union Carbide. ^^ Given that land is still relatively evenly
distributed in rural China, and there are still considerable formal and informal barriers to
the penetration of transnational agribusiness corporations, do these critiques hold true in
rural Anhui? Or to phrase it another way, although conditions may differ f r o m other
developing countries, have agricultural extension services become a kind of "club g o o d " ,
largely benefiting well-connected farmers?^^ What other factors might infiuence the
delivery of agricultural extension services, and what experiments have emerged at the
local level to provide such services?

' ' Ray Yep, "Can T a x for Fee' Reform Reduce Rural Tension in China; The Process, Progress,
and Limitations," China Quarterly ^77 (2004), pp. 42-70.
^^ Robert S. Anderson, Edwin Levy and Barhe M. Morrison, Rice Science and Development
Politics: Research Strategies and IRRI's Technologies Confront Asian Diversity, 1950-1980
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); Jacl< Ralph Kloppenburg, First the Seed: The Political
Economy of Plant Biotechnology, 1492-2000. 2nd ed. (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin
Press, 2004); Edmund K. Oasa, "The International Rice Research Institute and the Green
Revolution: A Case Study on the Politics of Agricultural Research." PhD dissertation, University
of Haw/aii, 1981; John H. Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green Revolution: Wheat, Genes, and
the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); and Angus Wright, The Death of Ramon
Gonzales: The Modern Agricultural Dilemma. 2nd ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005)
" Richard Comes and Todd Sandler, The Theory of Externalities, Public Goods, and Club
Goods (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). Natalie Hicks concludes that
Vietnamese agricultural extension staff "have helped heighten the growing socio-economic
stratification in rural Long An." See Hicks, Organisational Adventures in District Government p
195. Rural conditions in Vietnam differ in one crucial respect—farmers are able to mortgage
their land to raise credit, which has resulted in rapid differentiation in the size of farmers'
landholdings. In China, farmers are unable to mortgage their farmland (which ultimately is
"collectively" owned) and thus landholdings within a given locale are relatively evenly distributed

From a political science perspective, I am concerned with how the local state
functions in practice. The agricultural extension service will provide a case study to
examine government practices at the local level. While agricultural extension has its
own characteristics which differ from other government agencies, it is a classic example
o f a "mixed good", in that it has the potential to provide both private benefits to farmers
and public benefits to the nation as a whole. In this sense, it is analogous to many other
public goods, such as education or health that local governments are called upon to
provide. The goals o f the agricultural technology extension system have the advantage
o f being explicitly stated in Ministry o f Agriculture policy documents, and in local
government proclamations. But the lowest levels in the bureaucratic hierarchy—the
village and the township—are where most people come into contact with the state. Both
the motivations and mindset of government officials at the lowest level, and the
structure of local government, can crucially influence how policies formulated by higher
le\'els o f government are implemented, and how co'

Rather than looking at local governr
dissertation aims to treat local officials and f

it the state is in practice.

as a monolithic institution, this
lers as agents in their own right, and

thus elucidate the institutional "rules of ' . game"''' for interactions between state and
society. Government practices are comprehend

and experienced differently by each

indi\iduai. whether iney are go^•e^]mc•nl ofi.^ials, local businesspeople, or the nominal
clients of the extension service, far

i. 1 will try to avoid simple characterization of

state or society as "strong" or '"weak", or to reduce state and society to zero-sum
considerations whereby a strengthening o f the state necessarily equates to a weakening

^^ For a thoughtful review of the institutional perspective on social and political change, see
Manoj Srivastava, "Moving Beyond 'Institutions Matter': Some Reflections on How the 'Rules of
the Game' Evolve and Change." Crisis States Discussion Papers 4 (2004), pp. 1-30.
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of society,

and

vice

versa.

I am

sympathetic

to methodological

strength

of

anthropologist Frank Pieke's approach to mapping the "contours" of the Chinese state:
.. .the state is not merely a set of institutions existing in society, the state is society.
Our starting point here should be that we view the state from the perspective of the
people who staff it, studying the state from within in the same way as we study any
other aspect of society: as institutions, communities, and networks that are negotiated
and ever-changing products of both local and supra-local struggles and cultural
practices. ^^
The Chinese local state is far from the Weberian ideal of an independent, professional
bureaucracy and we must certainly be careful to avoid "mystification of the state and its
capabilities."^®
However, taking an overly pluralist view of the state risks failing to explain why
governments formulate and pursue goals that are not reflective of the interests of social
groups, classes or society.^^ It also risks missing the reality of Chinese communist
institutions designed to exercise political control. These influence political behaviour,
create a set of political and personal loyalties, and in the process shape the social
structure itself.^^ Moreover, while scholars may be reluctant to reify the state, "the state"
still matters to farmers in rural Anhui, at times as an object of fear, at times as the centre
of their livelihood strategies.
Thus, it is more helpful to think of the state in terms of its capacity to carry out
its mission, and particularly how it sets about this mission; the content and workings of

" Frank N. Pieke, "Contours of an Anthropology of the Chinese State: Political Structure,
Agency and Economic Developnnent in Rural China." The Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute 10, no. 3 (2004), p. 533. See also Joel S. Migdal, State in Society: Studying How
States and Societies Transform and Constitute One Another {Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001).
^^ Joel S. Migdal, "Studying the State," In Comparative Politics: Rationality Culture and
Structure, edited by Mark I. Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman, pp. 208-36. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 211.
" T h e d a Skocpol, "Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in Current Research" in
Peter B. Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol, eds, Bringing the State Bacl< In
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 9.
Andrew G. Walder, Communist Neo-Traditionalism: Worl< and Authority in Chinese Industry.
(Berkeley: University Of California Press, 1986), p. 7.
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politics. ^^ The

capacity

government systems (or

o f the

xitong),

Chinese

state differs

widely

between

different

in different policy areas, in different economic sectors,

and at different levels o f the bureaucracy.^® Thus, by focusing on local government as a
whole, through the lens o f a specific government ministry, I should be able to offer a
clearer picture of how local government sets about its work in rural China.

In the China studies literature, there is a dearth o f detailed studies examining
how local government operates in practice, and even fewer examining how the local
state interacts with rural society. This is particularly the case for the lowest levels in the
government hierarchy, the county, township and village.^' Partly, this is due to
difficulty in accessing rural sites for long-term field studies. This dissertation aims to
redress that imbalance. By focusing attention on the activities o f a particular line
ministry with well-defined goals, it is hoped that more precise detail on the day-to-day
operations o f the local state may be uncovered.

1 will also attempt to trace recent historical trends in rural governance. In
particular, 1 wish to address the question of whether rural government still shows traces
o f what Lowenthal termed the "revolutionary phase", characterized by personalized rule,
class struggle, and mass mobilization in pursuit of radical political and economic
goals.^^ There is a general assumption in the communist studies literature that regimes
such as China's have long since moved to a more orderly post-revolutionary phase. It is

Skocpol, "Bringing the State Back In", pp. 8-20.
The argument that the Chinese state exhibits "fragmented authoritarianism" is still persuasive.
See Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel Oksenberg, Policy Making in China: Leaders, Structures,
and Processes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988).
^^ Notable exceptions include Ben Hillman, "Politics and Power in China: Strategems and Spoils
in a Rural County." PhD dissertation, The Australian National University, 2005; Tao-Chiu Lam,
"The Local State under Reform: A Study of a County in Hainan Province, China," PhD
dissertation. The Australian National University, 2000; and Bjoern Alpermann, "Economic
Transformation and State Capacity: The Case of the Chinese Cotton Sector." PhD dissertation.
University of Koln, 2006.
^^ Richard Lowenthal, "Development vs. Utopia in Communist Politics" in Chalmers Johnson,
ed.. Change in Communist Systems (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1970).
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widely presumed that the Chinese state lacks the capacity or the inclination to use mass
mobilization as a tool of governance, resorting to such methods only when the regime's
existence is threatened.^^ Tyrene White, writing nearly two decades ago, took the onechild policy as a case study to argue that mobilization remained as an "integral, active
part of the postrevolutionary Chinese political process."^'' Do neotraditional forms of
governance,^' such as personalized rule and campaign-style mobilization still prevail, or
has rural China moved towards a more rules-based, institutionalized system of
government?
The central state has adopted both macro and micro strategies in addressing
perceived shortcomings of local governments in rural areas. From a macro perspective,
several rounds of "streamlining" reforms have targeted township and village
governments. On a micro-level, the state has attempted to strengthen the individual
accountability of local cadres, through an increasingly complex system of audits and
assessments.^^ What impact this evolving system of audits and the ongoing rounds of
administrative reform have had on rural governance has yet to be explored in detail
through a case study of a specific ministry's bureaus at the local level. Have local cadres
become more responsive to central government priorities, or is selective policy

^^ Kenneth Jowitt, "Inclusion and Mobilization in European Leninist Regimes," World Politics 28
^975), pp. 69-96.
" Tyrene White, "Postrevolutionary Mobilization in China: The One-Child Policy Reconsidered "
World Politics 43, no. 1 (1990), p. 55.
" Kenneth Jowitt, "Soviet Neotraditionalism: The Political Corruption of a Leninist Regime,"
Soviet Studies 35, no. 3 (1983), pp. 275-97.
Maria Edin, "State Capacity and Local Agent Control in China: CCP Cadre Management from
a Township Perspective," China Quarterly 173 (2003), pp. 35-52, Kjeld Erik Brodsgaard,
"Institutional Reform and the S/anz/i; System in China," China Quarterly 170 (2002), pp. 361-86;
Melanie Manion, "The Cadre Management System, Post-Mao: The Appointment, Promotion,
Transfer and Removal of Party and State Leaders," China Quarterly 102 (1985), pp. 203-33;'
Zhao Shukai, "The Accountability System of Township Governments", in Andrew Kipnis and
Graeme K. Smith, eds. Rural Governance in the l\/lidst of Underfunding, Deception, and iVIistrust.
Vol. 39, Chinese Sociology and Anthropology, 2007, pp. 64-73.
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implementation the norm?^^
More broadly, what factors determine not just what

services local governments do provide, but also what they do ?iot provide!

Methodology
This dissertation will take an actor-centred "bottom up" approach to probing the
relationship between the rural state and society, where social phenomena are explained
as arising from interactions between intentional

actors (individual, collective, or

corporate) but that these interactions are concurrently structured, and the outcomes
shaped, by the characteristics of the institutional settings within which they occur.^^ My
fundamental assumption is mat all actors—be they government officials, farmers, or
local businesswomen—act not only on the basis of objective needs, but also on the basis
of preferences which reflect their own subjectively-defined interests and valuations and
their normative convictions of how it is right or appropriate to act under the
circumstances.^^
1 did initial background research at Peking University, the Chinese Academy of
Sciences, and the University Ser\'ices Centre of the Chinese University of Hong Kong
to interview leading agricultural policy makers and academics and review relevant
Chinese liu-rature on agricultural policy and local government reform. This dissertation
is largely is based upon 18 months of fieldwork from 2004 to 2006 in a rural county in
Anhui province, which will be referred to by a pseudonym throughout the dissertation
to protect the confidentiality of my interviewees, many of whom would be readily

^^ Frank N. Pieke, "Contours of an Anthropology of the Chinese State", p. 525. Pieke a r g u e s
that "greater selectivity in policy innplementation, responsiveness to local interests, and
accountability of cadres has bestowed on the government a greater ability and legitimacy to
rule."
Fritz W. Scharpf, Games Real Actors Play: Actor-Centered
Institutionalism
in Policy
Research
(Boulder, Co.: W e s t v i e w Press, 1997), p. 1.
^®Sharpf, p. 19.
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identifiable. In addition to formal interviews and surveys, in large part my dissertation
draws

upon

informal

conversations

with

ordinary

farmers,

businesspeople

and

government officials. These interactions occurred in a variety o f informal contexts: over
a meal, a game of table tennis, at the corner store, or simply in the course o f getting
things done.
My

enquiries

initially

focused upon rice farmers, followed

by

township

government extension agents, and then county agricultural technicians.

Farmers'

surveys were designed and implemented in the three wealthiest townships in the county,
given that the conditions for rice cultivation were more favourable in these townships. I
selected two villages from each township, one proximate to the township seat, the other
remote from the township seat, to assess whether proximity played a role in the delivery
of agricultural extension services. Thus, six administrative villages were surveyed in all.
Their demographic characteristics will be detailed in Chapter Four. 198 completed
surveys were obtained. Follow up visits were made to clarify survey results, and
farmers' field schools were arranged for several of the surveyed villages. This phase o f
research obtained data for three growing seasons; 2003, 2004, and 2005.
Face-to-face interviews were also conducted, on some occasions with the help o f
research assistants from Anhui Agricultural University. Throughout each interview,
farmers were encouraged to volunteer their own opinions and experiences and to
identify changes they had observed in the delivery o f agricultural extension services and
in their interactions with the local state. In addition, direct participant observation was
carried out in agricultural supplies stores during the harvest season (Sept/Oct) o f 2005
and the planting season (Mar/Apr) o f 2006, with the cooperation o f store owners. This
allowed me to observe farmers' decision-making processes at the point o f sale, and to
observe the strategies of seed vendors in an increasingly competitive market.
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Township

extension

agents

completed

written

questionnaires.

Different

questionnaires were designed for ordinary agricultural technicians and for extensionstation heads. The station heads have access to more accurate and detailed knowledge o f
matters pertaining to the running of township extension stations, such as staff turnover,
subsidies, and sources o f funding and expertise to support extension work. This phase of
the research was conducted from December 2005 to May 2006 with the full cooperation
o f the County Agricultural Technology Extension Centre, which assisted in arranging
the distribution and collection o f surveys.

Extensive semi-structured follow-up interviews were conducted with willing
extension agents. Interviews were conducted either at my residence in the county seat,
or at the residences of interviewees. The semi-structured inter\'iews provided a more
nuanced picture of extension agents' behaviour and allowed staff to frame and discuss
issues in their own terms, and to construct their own historical narratives o f the local
agricultural extension system.
The primary sources o f information for Chapter Six, which examines the
county-level extension system, are interviews conducted between 2004 and 2006 with
employees o f the county agricultural technology extension centre, officials from other
agencies and local entrepreneurs. The heads of different sections in the extension centre
also completed survey forms similar to those completed by township extension workers.
However, the number o f surveys was insufficient to undertake meaningful statistical
analysis. 1 interacted with members o f this centre on a daily basis, as we cooperated to
design and attract funding to support farmers' field schools for rice, white lotus, green
tea and pigs. During this period I also formed close personal friendships with several
members o f the county government extension service. Following the conclusion o f my
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fieldwork, it has been possible to check facts with my county informants by means of
telephone and email.
After commencing the initial stage of my fieldwork, I was approached by the
county government and overseas development workers to seek my assistance in
attracting projects for a local NGO"^" whose main briefs were poverty alleviation and
environmental protection. This improved my access to rural field sites, and allowed me
to interact with county and township government officials on a day-to-day basis.
Effectively, I was both an agent for and researcher of local government, or in David
Mosse's categorization, "part-insider/part-outsider.""" This position allowed me to
engage in "relativist sociology,"'^^ whereby my colleagues in the NGO were encouraged
to offer their own perspectives on, and analysis of, local government and rural
development. At each stage of the research project, they were invited to challenge my
observations and conclusions. The author continues to be involved in managing rural
education programs in Benghai County.

Overview

In Chapter Two, I will examine historical trends in agricultural policy and in local
government reform. Drawing on both Chinese and overseas literature, I will take a
macroscopic view of policy debates from the first introduction of an agricultural
In theory, the NGO I worked with enjoyed nominal independence from the county government,
as it drew on its own budget, derived from a one-off grant from a foreign government. In the
local phone book, it was listed as "An organization under the direct control of the county
government" {zhishu danwei) and it was closely monitored by the county government. The
director of the NGO was concurrently the head of a middle-ranking bureau, and was completely
subservient to the county Party secretary, who he hoped would grant him promotion to a more
prestigious bureau. From the perspective of the NGO functioning independently and effectively,
this arrangement was disastrous. But from the perspective of my research, these close ties to
the local Party-state apparatus provided a rich source of material.
David Mosse, Cultivating Development (Londorw Pluto Press, 2005), p. 13.
For a more complete explanation of this concept, see Bruno Latour, Aramis, or, the Love of
Technology [ranslaled by Catherine Porter. (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University Press, 1996).
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extension system with funding from tlie Rockefeller Foundation in the 1920s through to
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao's Work Report of 2007. The extensive literature on the role
o f the in local state during the reform era will be reviewed, although discussion will
largely be restricted to issues relevant to agricultural extension. 1 will outline problems
faced by the local state in implementing the central government's directives.

In Chapter Three, I will introduce the field sites. The majority o f this chapter
will be devoted to describing how the local state operates in practice. Drawing on my
experiences in the field and the local literature, this section describes the main players in
the economic and political landscape of Benghai County and the prevailing rules of the
game for county, township and village governments. Formal government structures and
informal mechanisms will be described, noting the impacts of successive rounds of
administrative reforms and recent developments in rural governance that have been
overlooked by previous researchers. This will provide context for my subsequent
examination o f the local agricultural extension system.

Previous studies found village leaders to be the crucial link in the delivery of
agricultural extension services.''^ In Chapter Four, drawing on information obtained
from farmers' surveys and interviews, the economic and agricultural conditions of the
field sites will be examined. I will then turn to the nominal clients of the agricultural
extension system—farmers, seed vendors, and village cadres—and will investigate how
the agricultural extension services are delivered. Drawing on farmers' surveys, followup interviews and participatory observations made in agricultural supply stores, 1
explore farmers' attitudes towards agricultural extension, how they come to make their
decisions on which agricultural technologies they adopt, and their views on the local

Jorgen Delman, Agricultural Extension in Renshou County, China (Hamburg: Institute fur
Asienkunde, 1993); Scott Rozelle, "Decision Making in China's Rural Economy: The Linkages
between Village Leaders and Farm Households," Ciiina Quarterly :37 (1994), pp. 99-124.

state. Specific attention will be paid to their experiences in choosing hybrid rice
varieties, and their adoption (or non-adoption) of the direct seeding method.
In Chapter Five, I will explore the workings of the township government from
the perspective of the agricultural extension agents. Like grassroots extension agents
elsewhere, these township workers are viewed by the state as both agents for, and
targets of, reform. I will investigate the operation of formal and informal systems of
control that are brought to bear on the agricultural extension system, and what they
reveal about how the local state functions in practice.
Chapter Six surveys the next level up in the local state by examining the
operations of the county-level agricultural technology extension centre. While the
township level of government has been subject to numerous rounds of administrative
reform, the county level has (at least on the surface) experienced a period of stability
and expansion. The relationship between the county and township levels of government
will be examined, as will evolution and continuities in strategies of rural governance
and local officials' understandings of "agricultural development".
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Chapter 2 Agricultural Extension and Policy Debates
This chapter provides an historical overview o f the development o f the agricultural
technology extension system in China. 1 will explore the role o f the Rockefeller
Foundation in the development o f early technocratic ideals for agricultural extension in
China and the establishment o f a national agricultural extension system from the 1920s
onward. I will turn to its re-establishment during the collective era, examining the
usurpation o f technocratic ideals by mass mobilization during the Great Leap period and
the subsequent merging o f technocratic ideals with mass mobilization techniques.

1 will review the shortcomings and strengths o f the present system, as presented
by

Chinese

academics

and

agricultural

technology

extension

workers.

Chinese

researchers affirm that the difficulties encountered in undertaking agricultural extension
work are inseparable from recent reforms in local government. This chapter will also
examine the broader debates in China concerning the role of the local state in promoting
a particular type of development philosophy which may be called technological
determinism, the belief that social change is initiated and determined by changes in
production techniques.

Both the bureaucratic mindset and the bureaucratic structure can influence the
degree o f agency and motivations of local cadres in shaping economic development and
policy outcomes. New technologies can be viewed as arguments (no farmer will
abandon time-tested practices without a convincing alternative practice being put
forward). Different bureaucratic mindsets and structures are more suited to promoting
certain types o f arguments. 1 will outline the development of the bureaucratic mindset
and the structure of agricultural extension and in subsequent chapters will flesh out what
types o f technologies, or arguments, mesh well with such a mindset and system. 1 will
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also examine the Chinese literature that debates the future of the agricultural extension
and local government in China.

Early Agricultural Technology Extension
The first experiments with spreading modern agricultural techniques to Chinese farmers
were underwritten

from the

1920s onward

by the Rockefeller Foundation,

in

collaboration with the Nationalist government. In 1924, Rockefeller's International
Education Board supported Cornell University's Department of Plant Breeding in
undertaking agricultural extension and research work in China in conjunction with a
private missionary-run school, the University of Nanjing. The aim was to establish an
agricultural research and extension programme to produce local agricultural experts.
The ideals of the programme were explicitly anti-Communist, with the aim of
decreasing the likelihood of rural unrest. By 1929, one-third of Nanjing University's
900 students were enrolled in the Agriculture College and the first national agricultural
extension

regulations

were

promulgated.

A

Central

Extension

Committee

established in Nanjing, with extension services set up in 16 provinces.

was

Student

numbers had doubled by the beginning of the war against Japan, and after the war
remained at that level until 1949. Chinese graduate students were also sent to the U.S.
for further studies: by 1946 a total of 62 students had undertaken studies in plant
breeding at Cornell."'^
In geopolitical terms, the Cornell-Nanjing programme was significant: it marked
the first occasion when the Rockefeller Foundation intervened directly in a foreign

Leslie T. C. Kuo, The Technical Transformation
Praeger, 1972), pp. 21-22.

of Agriculture

in Communist

Lawrence Schneider, Biology and Revolution in Twentieth-Century
Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2003).

China (New York'

China (Lanham, iVID:
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country. The objective was to use the spread o f agricuhural technology to achieve
political and economic ends:'"' to prevent the spread o f Communism, and to make the
vast China market safe for commerce, a particular concern of Nelson Rockefeller
h i m s e l f ' In this respect, it echoed earlier programmes in the American South, and
portended subsequent ones in Mexico and the Philippines. Writing in 1951, Raymond
Fosdick claimed that the Rockefeller Foundation had spent more money in China than
in any country outside the United States.''^ Additional funding came from the British
Boxer Indemnity Fund."*^

However,

the

Cornell-Nanjing

programme

differed

from

previous

and

subsequent interventions in one crucial respect. In the US South the Rockefeller
Foundation

worked

through

an

existing

agricultural

agency, the

United

States

Department o f Agriculture ( U S D A ) , and both Mexico and the Philippines also had their
own

national

and provincial

agricultural

research

stations. ^^ But in

China,

the

Foundation was starting from a low economic base in a county wracked by civil war
and later by the Japanese invasion. Thus, the Rockefeller Foundation was attempting to
build a national agricultural technology extension programme from scratch. In the view
o f the Foundation's backers:

See in particular Nick Cullather, "Miracles of Modernization: The Green Revolution and the
Apotheosis of Technology," Diplomatic History 28. no. 2 (2004), pp. 227-54, and Edmund K.
Oasa and Bruce H. Jennings, "Science and Authority in International Agricultural Research,"
Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 14, no. 4 (1982), pp. 30-44.
Nelson A. Rockefeller, "Widening Boundaries of National Interest," Foreign Affairs 29 (1951),
pp. 523-38.
Raymond B. Fosdick, The Story of the Rockefeller Foundation (New York: Harper, 1952).
Randall E. Stross, The Stubborn Earth: American Agriculturalists on Chinese Soil, 1898-1937
(Berkeley, Ca.: University of California Press, 1986).
Most of the Rockefeller Foundation's support for agricultural research and extension in the
Philippines was eventually channelled through the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI:
see http://www.irri.org) in Los Banos, while in Mexico the Foundation's research led to the
establishment of the International Centre for the Improvement of Corn and Wheat (CIMMYT;
see http://www.cimmyt.org). Support of the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations, as well as
various international bodies was crucial to the establishment of IRRI. In its turn, IRRI exerted
considerable influence on the direction of agricultural research in China after 1978.
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The China program was frankly an experiment. Primarily, it was an attempt to
awaken the Chinese universities and other native authorities to the means of national
reconstruction that were available through improvement of the rural economy. To
make any noticeable impact on a vast human aggregate represented by the hundreds
of millions of rural Chinese required time and patience, and the trustees of the
Foundation realized that decades would doubtless pass before the effort would bear
conspicuous fruit.
The programme was influential not just in terms of the numbers of agricultural
technicians trained, but also in setting out the philosophy of agricultural research and
extension for China's first extensionists. In 1934, a committee of trustees surveyed the
work of the Rockefeller Foundation and noted that a better understanding of the world
"will not be reached by mere multiplication of men able to collect more facts, but by the
increase of those who know, first, what facts ought to be collected,
value those facts have when assembled...

and second, what

The possession of funds carries with it power

to establish trends and styles of intellectual endeavour... research will continue to be an
effective weapon.''^^ This belief in technology as a solution to social, economic and
political problems has been termed technicity.

Those who develop, distribute, and

theorize new technologies frame them in ways that determine what sort of resources and
results are privileged, and thus what goals and futures may be imagined."
Many commentators criticized the American "agricultural missionaries" for their
narrow emphasis on technical solutions—viewing the crisis in agriculture as a simple
supply-side problem for the experts to solve—to the detriment of addressing m.ore
complex social and economic problems, such as the inequitable distribution of land.^'*
After 1920, the lawlessness caused by civil war and Japanese aggression, as well as
shifts in world trade, meant that prices for agricultural and handicraft products collapsed

^^ Fosdick, The Story of the Rockefeller Foundation, p. 184.
" Ibid. p. 143.
" Cullather, "Miracles of Modernization," p. 229.
^^ See Stress, The Stubborn Earth, and Mary B. Bullock, An American Transplant: The
Rocl<efeller Foundation and Peking Union Medical College (Berkeley, Ca.: University of
California Press, 1980).
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to the extent that most peasants were unable even to cover the costs of production, let
alone buy daily necessities. Even wealthier farmers fled en masse to the cities. Farmers
who produced more found that their farm income still declined." Despite the inability
of technology to address such complex political and economic troubles, the belief that
Western technology would meet the challenge of Communism was central to the
Rockefeller vision.'^ An internal memorandum from the directors of the Rockefellerfunded agricultural extension programme in Mexico, penned in 1951, gives some flavor
of this line of thought:
Whether additional millions in Asia and elsewhere will become Communists will
depend partly on whether the Communist world or the free world fulfils its promises.
Hungry people are lured by promises; but they can be won by deeds. Communism
makes attractive promises to underfed people; democracy must not only promise as
much but must also deliver more."
Writing a couple of years later, leading U.S. analyst John King observed in the journal
Foreign Affairs'.
There is urgent need for efforts to help the peoples of south and southeast Asia
understand that the pretense of plenty and prosperity in China is a myth. And it is
even more urgent that they be made to realize that increased production and a higher
standard of living are possible in their own countries without the adoption of
totalitarian methods. The struggle of the "East" versus the "West" in Asia is, in part,
a race for production, and rice is the symbol and substance of it. ^^
While it is ironic that the Rockefeller Foundation trained the first generation of
agricultural scientists and extension agents for Communist China, ^^ they were
Ramon Hawley Myers, The Chinese Economy: Past and Present (Belmont, Ca.; Wadsworth,
1980), pp. 174-182.
The Foundation belatedly recognised the importance of tackling broader social and political
issues in rural China, funding the KMT's rural reconstruction program in 1936. The program,
which in some ways echoes the recent New Socialist Countryside initiative, promoted literacy
among peasants and invested in rural infrastructure, but lacked the crucial element of land
reform which garnered mass support for the CCP.
Oasa and Jennings, "Science and Authority in International Agriculture," p. 39.
®® John Kerry King, "Rice Politics," Foreign Affairs 31 (1953), pp. 453-60.
®® U.S. observers were resentful that the Chinese Communists had no qualms in adopting their
farming techniques. King (1953) protested, "A Communist does not concern himself with how to
induce a rice farmer to adopt new varieties of seed, or to use different methods of production,
milling, storage and transport. Under a Communist regime individual preferences make little or
no difference. The individual does what he is ordered to do. Refugees making their way out of
China bring constant reports that experimental farms established and financed by the United
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remarkably successful in inculcating a technocratic approach to rural development, and
attitudes to agricultural extension, that persist to the present day, despite the hiatus of
the Great Leap Forward. In his study of the International Rice Research Institute and the
origins of the Green Revolution, Edmund Oasa concluded that the IRRI and the
Rockefeller Foundation embraced a rural development philosophy that sought "high
pay-off, quick returns, visible results, and demonstrability."^"
The arrival of the Rockefeller Foundation in China coincided with the height of
scientism in Chinese political thought, in the wake of the May Fourth Movement, so
while the Rockefeller Foundation viewed itself as promoting distinctly Western notions
of science, Marxism-Leninism also viewed science as crucial to national survival and
progress. It offered a comprehensive vision for national salvation that incorporated both
the human and the natural worlds in a set of laws that were universally applicable, and
consistent with science. This "scientific" vision was central to the Party's legitimacy
both during the revolutionary period and immediately after the revolution up to the antirightist movement brought the primacy of scientific expertise to a definitive end. The
pragmatism of empirical "practice" was explicitly revived by Deng Xiaoping as a means
of claiming that the Party had returned to the original "scientific" methods of MarxismLeninism.^'
The philosophical underpinnings of agricultural technology extension and the
political structure in which it operates are crucial to understanding its operation in the
Chinese context. Both are crucial in deciding what type of technologies will be
transmitted by the extension system, and how they will be transmitted. Once again, the
States have been taken over by Communists, the fruits of their experiments accepted, and their
teachings forced upon Chinese farmers."
Oasa, The International Rice Research Institute and the Green Revolution, p. 443.
H. Lyman Miller, Science and Dissent in Post-Mao China: The Politics of Knowledge (Seattle,
Wa.: University of Washington Press, 1996), pp. 5-6.
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preferred approach of the Rockefeller Foundation towards agricultural technology is
instructive. The Foundation unabashedly promoted a philosophy of "betting on the
strong" or "raising the peaks", targeting the wealthiest and the best educated farmers
who were seen as more likely to adopt new technologies. It was reasoned that their less
fortunate neighbors would eventually adopt the new technology when they witnessed
the benefits (usually higher yields) with their own eyes.
The preferred method of delivering new technologies followed exactly this
principle: demonstration or showcasing under controlled conditions. Although it seems
that such an approach may have exacerbated rural tensions, the Foundation followed the
same strategy it applied when funding USDA agricultural extension agents in the
southern states. Agricultural extension work outside Nanjing targeted wealthier farmers,
the resident landlords. John Buck, an American missionary and husband of the Nobel
Prize winning novelist Pearl Buck, conducted extensive surveys of rural areas in
Nationalist-controlled regions and acted as an advisor to the Cornell-Nanjing crop
improvement programme. In explaining his approach to agricultural extension in China,
he said, "I decided or felt that these resident landlords were the best hope for
introducing new ideas into agriculture, because they were educated, they could
understand, and they were well enough to try something new".^^ Post-1949, landlords
were targeted in a different way, but the practice of first training the capable and bettereducated farmers continues to the present day. In terms of the type of agricultural
technologies to be promoted, the focus of the Cornell-Nanjing crop improvement
programme was clear—those which demonstrably increased output were preferred.
Particular emphasis was given to improving seed varieties.

Cited in Harry McBeath Cleaver, "The Origins of the Green Revolution." (PhD dissertation,
Stanford University, 1975), p. 208.
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The characteristics of the Rockefeller Foundation's approach to rural
development highlighted by Edmund Oasa are remarkably contiguous with the
preoccupations of China's present agricultural technology system, and parallel to much
of current Chinese political thought, which has been referred to as "technological
determinism".''^ Essentially, this mode of thought maintains that social change and
modernity are determined by changes in the tecliniques of production, the most dramatic
example being the invention of the steam-powered engine to set in train the Industrial
Revolution. Such an approach to development favours the introduction of technologies
that bring about rapid, high output and highly visible technological change that will
drive state-approved processes such as modernization and urbanization.^'' Technological
determinism may be viewed as a subset of historical materialism, the Marxist view that
social and political changes were determined by the mode of production of material
goods. Under this world view, the technological underpinnings of the economy are
given causal precedence over ideas in explaining the processes of social and political
change. As Gilbert Rist noted in his critique of development, the adoption of a
technologically-deterministic outlook has caused the Chinese government to adopt a
rhetoric that echoes the explicitly anti-Communist development philosophy promoted in
Walt W. Rostow's The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist

Manifesto!'^

Hua Shiping, Scientism and Humanism: Two Cultures in Post-Mao China, (1978-1989)
(Albany; State University of New York Press, 1995). While Hua identifies Chinese origins in the
thinking of political philosophers such as Su Shaozhi, I believe that, at least in the case of
agricultural technology, there are also clear Western origins to this mode of thought. Aside from
the training of the initial cadastre of Chinese agricultural scientists in Western methods, after
1978 IRRI and other international agricultural research and funding agencies exerted a
|)rofound influence on the direction of agricultural research and extension in China.
Such discourses are now usually framed In the context of individual quality, or suzhi, although
in the early days of the People's Republic, they drew upon notions of "backwardness" and
"feudalism", terms which are still frequently used in local literature when discussing the "three
rural problems" (san nong wenti) of agriculture, rural society, and the peasants. For an excellent
summary of this argument, see Chapter One of Tamara Jacka, Rural Women in Urban China:
Gender, Migration, and Social Change (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2006).
Gilbert Rist, The History of Development: From Western Origins to Global Faith (London: Zed
Books, 1997), pp. 99-103. See also Walt Whitman Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A
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Establishing the Structure: The Collective Era (1950-1978)
The collective era in China was crucial in establishing the political structure in which
the grassroots agricultural extension agencies operate. In many respects, this structure
remains unchanged to the present day. Before turning to the origins of the political
structure, a brief sketch will be made of the inherent tensions which emerged during the
1950s between " W e s t e r n " agricultural science and early Chinese Communist notions of
science.

Red and Expert?
Perhaps more than other agencies, agricultural extension and research bodies were
deeply affected by the tension between Maoist demands for political reliability and the
more practical requirement of technical expertise. While there was a clear need for
agricultural technical expertise, appointments to agricultural research and extension
agencies were often based more on good class background and physical ability than
technical knowledge, particularly after the anti-rightist campaigns of the late 1950s.^^ In
the Maoist view (which differs from the belief of the Cornell-Nanjing extension agents
that only the wealthiest and best educated farmers were able to grasp new techniques)
technicians could learn at least as much f r o m the farmers as farmers could learn from
them. Moreover, physical exertion in itself was seen as having a transformative effect.^^

Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960). As Rist asserts,
Rostow's "conception of modernization has not ceased to nourish the hopes as well as illusions
of the rulers of both North and South. The final goal has remained the same, and the means
towards it (spread of technology, industrialization, exploitation of nature) have not changed.
Every belief feeds on doubts. Today people are raising questions about the generalizability of
the stages-of-growth model, the schedule keeps being pushed back, and its effects on the
environment are a source of concern. But essentially everyone acts as if it were true - that is,
as if it were desirable, possible and achievable."
®® Kuo, p. 24.
Lucian W. Pye, The Spirit of Chinese Politics (Cambridge, Ma.; The M.l.T. Press, 1968).
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Thus physical separation of the experts in their laboratories from the masses in the
fields was undesirable.
As a result, by the end of 1964, a quarter of China's agricultural researchers and
half of the extension agents were stationed at more than five thousand demonstration
farms. Article 21 of the controversial and frequently revised National Programme for
Agricultural Development (1956-1967) stated:
Scientific research in agriculture and technical guidance must be closely linked
with the practical work of the peasant masses. Local farmers' experience in raising
farm yields, particularly that of the old farmers, must be summed up and the useful
farming experiences of other places must be studied. The staff of the county
agricultural advisory centres should choose key farms and agricultural cooperatives^^ as bases for participation in farming.''^
This central role for the peasantry in agricultural development was formalized in "threein-one" {san jie he) study groups whereby cadres, agricultural technicians, and "the
peasant masses" would cooperate in sharing ideas about the three essential aspects of
agricultural development: experimentation,

demonstration,

and extension.

Such

exhortations continued tliroughout the 1960s and 1970s, before gradually fading out
during the reform era. The principle of "three-in-one" had the advantage of versatility,
as it could be applied to almost any rural initiative, such as this State Council directive
for improving seed varieties:
The agricultural departments at various levels should feel out the local needs, put
forward concrete demands in respect of the performance and quality of superior
varieties, and request the scientific research units to breed them... We should go on
to persist in the principle of three-in-one combination of the Party and government
leadership, the scientific and technical personnel and the masses, unearth the
traditional superior varieties of the common people in a well-led and well-organized

When this document was drafted in 1956, full conversion to the People's Commune system
had not yet been Implemented; it was envisaged that the cooperative movement would continue
for some time.
®® This article did not appear in the draft version of the Programme, which refers only to "the
peasants" rather than the "peasant masses". See Renmin Ribao [People's Daily], January 26,
1956. An indication of the relative weakness of the Ministry of Agriculture dunng the 1950s is'
that they had almost no input into the drafting the National Programme for Agriculture, which
was penned by Mao and a handful of Provincial Party secretaries.
Wu Xiang, "Cong Taishan Dao Fenhe Wan [From Mount Tai to the Bend in the Fen River],"
Renmin Ribao [People's Daily], 18 December 1963.
68
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manner, pay attention to the achievements and experiences of the peasant masses in
selecting and breeding seeds, and help them sum up and improve their experiences
scientifically.^'
It would be misleading, however, to overstate the degree of influence that the
peasantry had over the introduction of agricultural technology. Any peasant initiatives
must be "well-led and well-organized" by local cadres. The cadres were the strongest
corner of the "three-in-one" triangle. The Ministry of Agriculture was closely tied to the
Party, and most Party veterans, from Mao right down to village leaders, held that their
long experience working among the peasantry made them better qualified than
technicians to address the problems of agriculture. During the 1950s, the Ministry
answered to the Central Committee's Party Secretariat and Rural Work Department,
while in the government the Ministry answered to the State Council and its No. 7 Staff
Office for Agriculture and Forestry (although this body was actually controlled by the
Central Committee's Rural Work Department).^^
At the grassroots, guidelines were laid down as early as 1952 establishing the
staffing numbers of agricultural technicians at county level (10 to 15 technicians) and at
the sub-county district level {qn), which was an administrative level roughly equivalent
in size to present-day townships (around ten technicians). However, there were no
separate agricultural extension stations {nongji zhan) at this stage: they were expected to
work alongside forestry and water conservancy technicians. Below this level, in what
were then termed townships and v i l l a g e s , " the burden of providing agricultural
extension fell upon farmers or village cadres who were designated as "technically-

"Decision of the CCP Central Committee and the State Council Conceming Seed Work," 1962,
translated in Zhongguo gong chan dang zhong yang wei yuan hui [Chinese Communist Party
Central Committee], Documents of Chinese Communist Party Central Committee, Sept 1956Apr. 1969. (Hong Kong: Union Research Institute, 1971).
Alfred L. Chan, Mao's Crusade: Politics and Policy Implementation in China's Great Leap
Forward (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p, 110.
^^ During the early 1990s the district was abolished as a level of government, and townships
were progressively merged to the point where their area is now roughly equivalent to the size of
the former districts. After recent village amalgamations, what were termed townships (xiang) in
the early 1950s and 1980s are now often equivalent to a single administrative village.
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capable individuals" {jishu nengshou). By 1957, there were around 95,000 agricultural
technicians nationwide, well short of the designated number of technicians required to
cover all of China's counties and districts.^''
All ministries were led by the Party, but the politicization of agriculture by
cadres who had often spend large parts of their careers working with farmers in rural
base areas led the Ministry to follow the Party line more fervently than other ministries,
exacerbating many of the worst excesses of the Great Leap Forward. Moreover, the
abrupt collectivization drive of 1956 left the Ministry of Agriculture with very little
time to adapt to such a rapid shift in rural institutions. While the nationwide formation
of communes permitted the reach of the Party to increase to a level unprecedented in
Chinese history, the influence of the Ministry of Agriculture at the grassroots was
severely diminished.'^
A paternalistic strain of Leninist thought held that any spontaneous initiatives on
the part of the workers or farmers should be controlled and channeled by the Party,
which tempered any moves to delegate real political power to the peasantry. Beyond the
official statements, the farmers were in a far inferior position relative to urban workers.
Underpinning this was Mao's view of agricultural produce as an "intermediate output"
on the way to the final outputs of heavy industry.'^ Essentially, the farmers would be
required to make sacrifices for industry and urban areas.
There has been considerable debate in the literature as to whether Mao's attitude
towards agriculture was purely extractive, or whether it was part of a balanced and
Chen Shaohua, "Wo Guo Nongji Tuiguang Tixi De Jianshe Yu Gaige [The Construction and
Reform of China's Agricultural Technology Extension System]," Paper presented at the Nongye
xingzheng guanii tizhi gaige guoji yantaohui [International Conference on the Reform of the
Agricultural Administration System], Beijing, 20-22 November 2003.
David M, Bachman, Bureaucracy, Economy, and Leadership in China: The Institutional
Origins of the Great Leap Forward (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
Anthony M. Tang, An Analytical and Empirical Investigation of Agriculture in Mainland China
1952-1980 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1984).

31

rational development strategy, within the context o f geopolitical constraints." But it is
agreed on both sides o f the debate that agriculture was viewed as a means to provide a
surplus for industrialization, and that the initial focus was on maximizing output o f
grain and industrial crops such as cotton and oil. The goal was to increase the size o f the
agricultural surplus that might be extracted for urban industries. Within the context o f a
strategy to enhance agricultural

productivity,

agricultural

research and

extension

occupied a position that was both exalted and well defined.

Unfortunately, the infiuence over policy o f Party figures led to the promotion o f
many inappropriate agricultural technologies. M a o himself played a large role in a
campaign to extend Russian-style double-shared and double-wheeled ploughs, which he
saw as a vital first step towards the goal o f agricultural mechanization. The ploughs
proved too cumbersome for Chinese draft animals to haul, and were particularly
unsuited to the waterlogged paddies o f south China.^^ At least two water buffaloes were
required, and Chinese water buffaloes are stubbornly uncooperative beasts. N o amount
o f political education would induce them to haul a double-shared plough together. The
first drive to promote these ploughs during the "mini-leap" o f 1955/1956, which set a
target o f producing four million ploughs in 1956, resulted in massive stockpiles, but this
did not prevent another push to extend the technology again in 1958.^^ M a o ' s faith m
mechanization as the magic bullet for agriculture was encapsulated in his famous

^^ S e e , in p a r t i c u l a r , Y . Y . K u e h , " M a o a n d A g r i c u l t u r e in C h i n a ' s I n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n : T h r e e
A n t i t h e s e s in a 5 0 - Y e a r P e r s p e c t i v e , " China Quarterly :87 ( 2 0 0 6 ) , pp. 7 0 0 - 2 3 ; N i c h o l a s R.
L a r d y , Agriculture in China's Modern Economic Development ( N e w Y o r k : C a m b r i d g e U n i v e r s i t y
P r e s s , 1 9 8 3 ) ; a n d C a r l R i s k i n , China's Political Economy: The Quest for Development since
1949 ( O x f o r d : O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1987).
A t this s t a g e , m a c h i n e r y s u i t e d p r e p a r i n g w a t e r l o g g e d p a d d y fields for c u l t i v a t i o n s i m p l y d i d
not exist. O n l y 0 . 2 % of C h i n a ' s a r a b l e l a n d w a s p l o u g h e d in 1 9 5 2 . S e e B e n e d i c t R u d y S t a v i s ,
" P o l i t i c a l D i m e n s i o n s of t h e T e c h n i c a l T r a n s f o r m a t i o n of A g r i c u l t u r e in C h i n a . " ( C o l u m b i a
U n i v e r s i t y , 1 9 7 3 ) , pp. 7 2 - 7 3 .
S e e C h a n , Mao's Crusade, p a r t i c u l a r l y C h a p t e r 3 a n d S t a v i s , "Political D i m e n s i o n s " , pp. 7 7 83.
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dictum, "The fundamental way out for agriculture lies in mechanization."^® This belief
led to the premature extension by the Ministry of other technologies, such as the cabledrawn plough, which was to enable the effective spreading of another disastrous
innovation, ploughing fields to depths of up to 90 cm. The campaign, launched in
September 1958, fortunately quickly fizzled out as it called for the use of local
resources which were tied up in other campaigns, such as the steel manufacturing and
water conservancy projects.
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Deep ploughing was the basis for the most infamous agricultural innovation of
the Great Leap, close planting. According to the ideas of Michurian biology,^^ plants of
the same species would not compete with each other when planted extremely close
together. Qualified agricultural technicians were aware that close planting led to
competition for light and space, the development of fewer tillers and panicles on each
plant, and thus lower overall yields for a much higher input of seeds and fertilizer.
Despite the opposition of many agricultural technicians, provincial Party leaders such as
Zhao Ziyang in Guangdong took the initiative to promote close planting as a key part of
Mao's "technical revolution", in combination with perfectly sound techniques such as

One practical manifestation of this belief that mechanization was essential to the success of
collectivization was the establishment of the Ministry for Agricultural Machinery. For a
discussion of the link between the promotion of agricultural mechanization and collective
farming, see Jae Ho Chung, "The Politics of Agricultural Mechanisation in the Post-Mao Era,
1977-87," China Quarterly ^ 34 (1993), pp. 264-90.
The water conservancy drive was one of the few initiatives of the 1950s which enhanced the
standing of the Ministry of Agriculture. When the Ministries of Water Conservancy and Electricity
were combined in March 1958, agricultural water conservancy was reassigned to the Ministry of
Agriculture. Farmers and village leaders remember the water conservancy campaigns as one
positive outcome of the Great Leap Forward, and contrast it with the desperate lack of state
investment in small-scale irrigation works today.
For discussion of the perversion of Chinese agricultural research during the 1950s by the
ideas of the Soviet agronomist T.D. Lysenko see Lawrence Schneider, "Learning from Russia:
Lysenkoism and the Fate of Genetics in China, 1950-1986", pp. 45-65 in Denis F. Simon and
Merle Goldman (eds.). Science and Technology in Post-Mao China (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard
University Press, 1989). While the political struggle between Michurinian and Morganist
biological scientists is beyond the scope of this work, the ascendancy of the ideas of Lysenko in
agricultural research circles (until the Chinese Academy of Science's conference on genetics,
held in Qingdao in August 1956) damaged the status of agricultural technicians, as few of them
could see any merit in Lysenko's ideas.
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crop rotation and increased organic fertilizer application. Fetishization of high yields
reached absurd levels, with the vice premier responsible for agriculture, Tan Zhenlin,
telling Anhui cadres that it was possible for wheat yields to reach as high as 75,000 kg
per hectare.^^

There is debate in the literature as to what extent close planting techniques were
adopted at the grassroots, and to what extent they contributed to the disaster of the Great
Leap famine, but most agree that farmers, technicians and local officials alike quickly
recognized it as a crackpot idea and only adopted it in fields where higher-level
inspections were likely.^"' It is likely that the policy of reducing the sown crop area,
called the "three-thirds system",^^ which was launched in late 1958, may have caused
greater crop losses.

The significance of this succession of campaigns for agricultural extension was
that politics continued to trump technical expertise in the implementation of agricultural
policy. Grassroots political cadres and the Party apparatus, rather than agricultural
techncians and the Ministry of Agriculture bureaucracy, were the main vectors of
technological change in rural areas. It also became the custom that local directives on
agriculture tended to be issued by the county Party committee, rather than the
Agriculture Bureau itself County-level agricultural cadres were frequently reassigned
by the Party Organization Bureau to other tasks, depending on the priorities of the Party

Chen Liming, Tan Zhenlin Zhuanqi [Biography of Tan Zhenlin] (Beijing: Zhongguo wenshi
chubanshe, 1994), p. 325, cited in Chan, Mao's Crusade, p. 127. The average wheat yield for
Anhui during the 1930s was 1,212 kg per hectare. Cited in Y. Y. Kueh, Agricultural Instability in
China. 1931-1991: Weather, Technology, and Institutions (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p
325,
See Zhao Gang, Agricultural Production in Communist China, 1949-1965 (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1970).
Under this policy, farmers were encouraged to plant one-third of their fields to crops, leave
one third fallow and plant trees or dig reservoirs on the other third. It was immediately followed
by a campaign in 1959 to increase the area of land sown to crops.
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at any given time.^^ Cadres from other bureaus would also be temporarily assigned to
agricultural tasks (which they were seldom qualified to perform) whenever there was an
agricultural campaign. Aside from the promotion of major technologies, there were
seasonal planting and harvesting campaigns. In Anhui, these tended to be held in
March/April and September/October. In short, the relative institutional weakness of the
Ministry of Agriculture, and the uncertain political status of "agricultural experts"
meant that agricultural technology extension during the collective era tended to be
captured by the Party apparatus of the local state, often to the detriment of the farmers
and to the Ministry's own institutional interests. As will be seen in later chapters, the
Ministry is still subject to arbitrary interference from local Party leaders.

Establishing a Bureaucratic Culture: Campaigns, Audits and Models
The methods of propagating new agricultural technologies—through demonstration
plots, mass mobilization and military-style "shock attack" campaigns complete with
criticism and punishments for those who failed to adopt new techniques, and praise and
rewards for early adopters—all left their mark on the administrative culture of the
Ministry of Agriculture. However useless many of the techniques propagated during the
1950s proved to be, a coercive and dramatic method for promoting agricultural
technologies was established. Despite the rhetoric of cadres, technicians and farmers
working together as "three-in-one", farmers had no input into which agricultural
technologies were propagated, and faced coercive pressures if they failed to adopt the
technologies.^^
A. Doak Barnett, Cadres, Bureaucracy, and Political Power in Communist China (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1967), pp. 277-278.
The degrees of coercion varied considerably, with one 1953 account telling of a cadre in
Shandong who forced peasants dig up cotton plants in order to plant an improved variety of
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The entanglement of ideological goals with the technical extension mission
reached a peak during the Great Leap Forward, but the view that farmers who refuse to
adopt new techniques are "backward", "superstitious" and in need of "reform" persists
among rural cadres to this day. While in the 1950s, many grassroots cadres had the zeal
to attempt forced conversions of the "backward" peasantry to new agricultural
techniques, now the same notion of the farmers as "backward" is used by grassroots
cadres and agricultural technicians to justify the paring back of agricultural technology
extension activities.

The succession of disastrous agricultural technologies introduced during the
1950s did much to increase the resistance on the part of the farmers (and sometimes also
on the part of agricultural technicians) to new Party-led initiatives in agriculture. Many
would have concluded, not unreasonably, that the bureaucracy tended to promote
technologies before these were properly tested for their suitability to local conditions,
making resistance a rational choice. The problem of rushed, coercive popularization of
new agricultural techniques has been so prevalent that Article 19 of the Law of the
People's Republic of China on the Extension of Agricultural Technology outlines
sanctions against anyone who forces farmers to adopt a particular technique (see
Appendix A).
With so many new agricultural technologies being disseminated at once, an
immediate dilemma for the bureaucracy was how to measure the dissemination and how
to monitor the performance of individual rural cadres, no easy task given the sheer

seed at gunpoint. A People's Daily editorial commenting on the incident noted that such
behaviour "in our Party organization is not uncommon." Cited in Kenneth R. Walker,
"Collectivization in Retrospect: The "Socialist High Tide" of Autumn 1955-Spring 1956," China
Quarterly 26 (1966), pp. 1-43. This is not to suggest that coercion was unique to the Chinese
state. One writer relates that extension agents in India secretly applied fertilizer to farmers'
fields in order to induce them to purchase chemical fertilizer. See Jenny Springer, "State Power
and Agricultural Transformation in Tamil Nadu." In Agrarian Environments: Resources,
Representation and Rule in India, edited by Arun Agrawal and K. Sivaramakrishman. (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2000), pp. 92-93.
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volume of tasks thrust upon local authorities. While the cadre evaluation system
developed during the 1950s was less complex and more politicized than the one used
today, the template for the present assessment system was laid. At the end of each
year,^^ each Party and government employee would be required to complete a standard
assessment form {nian zhong jianding

biao),

summarizing not only their work

performance, but also their personal attitudes, social relationships, political views and
general behaviour. This form would then be circulated to all members of the work unit.
After this, a meeting would be held in which each employee would summarize his or
her performance and deliver a self-criticism. Other staff members would then be
expected to make comments and evaluations, and the written report would be handed on
to the head of the work unit, who would write his or her own comments, before
delivering it to either the Party's Organization Department or the government's
Personnel Bureau. This file would then be included in the individual's dossier

(dang'an)

which was crucial to future prospects of advancement.^^ This method of assessment has
remained largely unchanged, although, as will be seen in later chapters, the burden of
assessment now falls most heavily on Party Secretaries and bureau chiefs, rather than
ordinary cadres.
While the process for evaluating individual cadres has changed little, initial
attempts to evaluate the overall success of technology diffusion were less successful.
Many of the problems which arose during the 1950s still arise today. As noted above, a
desire to impress his immediate superior. Chairman Mao, led vice Premier Tan Zhenlin
to announce that it was possible for wheat yields in Anhui to reach 75,000 kg per
hectare. Provincial leaders who failed to set similarly bold targets during the Great Leap
Assessments were also central to the regular "rectification campaigns" conducted during the
1950s through to the 1970s.
®'Barnett, Cadres, Bureaucracy, and Political Power in Communist China, pp. 50-52, 166-168.

37
Forward were labeled as laggards. With such pressure applied from above, false
reporting of technology diffusion outcomes was not merely probable, it became
competitive.
Demonstrating success to one's superiors required showcasing the new
agricultural technologies in model fields {yangban tian). It is striking that most of the
early technologies forced by the Party onto the Ministry of Agriculture—deep
ploughing, close planting, double-shared and double-wheeled ploughs—were preceded
by highly visible, even theatrical, demonstrations of their efficacy. The Rockefeller
Foundation's fascination with showcasing arose from the belief that it would provide a
prescriptive impetus for more farmers to adopt new cultivation techniques and thus be
transformed into modern, commercially-oriented farmers, the purpose of model fields
during the 1950s had more to do with the appearance of modernity. The promotion
prospects of rural cadres were enhanced by physically transforming rural production
into a form that was pleasing to their superiors. The showcasing exercise was a means
of demonstrating that the rural cadres understood what advanced production should look
like. Reports of "satellite yields" invariably arose from these model fields.
In documents issued on agricultural extension during the 1950s, the condnuity
of the Party's goals with those of the Rockefeller Foundation is striking. Increasing
grain production was still seen as crucial to regime survival, but grain yields were
fetishized to a much greater extent, with tragic results during the Great Leap famine.
False reporting of high yields by local Party leaders led to excessive grain procurements
and thus widespread starvation.^" A crucial distinction with the Rockefeller period was
The Great Leap revealed the divide between urban and rural areas. Urban per capita grain
consumption dipped from 201 kg per capita in 1959 to an average of 187 kg for the years 196063 before returning to previous levels. In contrast, rural grain consumption plummeted from 201
kg'in 1958 to a mere 168 kg from 1960 to 1963 and did not retum to 1958 levels until 1979. See
Jeffrey R. Taylor and Karen A. Hardee, Consumer Demand in China: A Statistical Factbook
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that many of the innovations of the Great Leap period were based upon exceptionally
bad science, and sound technical knowledge was often trumped by faith in the power of
mass mobilization.
Belief in the prescriptive power of models was extended to encompass not only
model farms to showcase the most advanced techniques and crop varieties, but also
model farmers who would be the political and technical backbone of an exemplary rural
society. Faith in the power of "model behaviour" to bring modernity to China had
previously been shared by Nationalist leaders.^' The hope that a "technical revolution"
would open the way for a "leap" out of poverty and "backwardness" was consistent with
Rockefeller's ideals. Improvements in agricultural techniques were still central to the
project of modernity, even if the path to modernity differed sharply from the
Rockefeller vision, and many of the technologies were highly dubious. The following
extract from an article penned for the People's Daily by the head of the Party
Agriculture Office of Hubei Province captures many elements of the Party's attitude
towards agricultural production during the Great Leap period:
In 1958, on the basis of the rectification campaign {zhengfeng yundong) and the
Socialist education movement, thoroughly enforcing the Party's general line for
building Socialism and the Eight-Point Charter for Agriculture {ba zi xianfa)^^ the
whole province strove to fight rightist tendencies, smash superstition, competing to
achieve targets, again achieving a year of great reform. Thus, we saw an increase of
124 percent in grain production, and a 21.2 percent increase in cotton output...
We must nip backwardness in the bud, assist backward work units, backward
individuals and rush swiftly towards modernity. Striking the red flag and establishing
models to be followed, these ave the processes of extending advanced techniques, of
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1986). Grain procurements in China were generally more onerous
than in the Soviet Union, even though grain output per capita was 40 percent less. However,
they were mitigated by grain re-sales to rural areas. See Robert F, Ash, "Squeezing the
Peasants: Grain Extraction, Food Consumption and Rural Living Conditions in Mao's China,"
China Quarterly 188 (2006), pp. 959-98.
^ See, in particular, Borge Bakken, The Exemplary Society: Human Improvement, Social
Control, and the Dangers of Modernity in China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
The Eight-Point Charter for Agriculture referred to the eight items which the vice premier
responsible for Agriculture, Tan Zhenlin, deemed to be the most urgent tasks for the newlyformed People's Communes. They were water conservancy, fertilizer, deep ploughing, seed
improvement, close planting, pest control, field management, and tool reform.
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moving from backwardness to modernity,
movement to mobilise the masses!^^

of making technical

reform a

large-scale

Backward techniques were equated with backward individuals and work units,
and opposition to the adoption of new techniques was equated with the cover-all term of
"superstition" (mixin).

While one strain of Maoist thought stressed learning from the

masses, the rhetoric surrounding the adoption of agricultural technology viewed the
farmers as obstacles on the road to modernity. From the perspective of the central
government, both pre- and post-Mao, the emphasis on the efficacy of models
encapsulated several ideological missions: educative transformation of the peasantry, a
civilizing process of social discipline, and a path to national strength through higher
yields and thus larger surpluses for heavy industry.
Other reviews of the advent of modern agriculture in countries such as Mexico
and the Philippines have critiqued the ethnocentrism of Western (usually American)
agricultural experts in ignoring the social and ecological value of traditional farming
techniques,'''' and assuming the superiority of Western agricultural methods. In
environmental terms, new crop varieties tend to require greater inputs of farm chemicals,
particularly synthetic fertilizers.^^ In terms of social costs, new crop varieties tend to

Zhang Hua, "Gaige Wu Zhijing, Shengchan Niannian Zeng: Hubei Da Gao Nongye Jishu
Gaige De Jiben Jingyan [Reform Has No Limits, Production Is Increasing Every Year: Hubei's
Basic Experience in Widely Implementing Agricultural Technology Reform]," Renmin Ribao
[People's Daily], 27 January 1960.
See Angus Wright, The Death of Ramon Gonzales: The Modern Agricultural Dilemma. 2nd ed.
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005); and James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How
Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1998), Chapters.
In the Chinese context, these concerns are far from academic. Such is the intensity of
synthetic fertiliser use in China that during that late 1980s nearly four times more nitrogen (195
kg) was applied per hectare than in the U.S. In wealthy Zhejiang, 400 kg of synthetic nitrogen
was applied per hectare. Thus, Chinese peasants are more dependent on fossil fuels than the
tractor-driving farmers of the U.S. Midwest's grain belt. Other than the consumption of scarce
fossil fuel resources, excessive nitrogen application leads to pollution of groundwater by nitrates
and the atmosphere by nitrous oxide (N2O), a significant contributor to greenhouse gas
emissions. See Joshua S Muldavin, "Impact of Reform on Environmental Sustainability in Rural
China," Journal of Contemporary Asia 26, no. 3 (1996), pp. 289-321; and Vaclav Smil,
"Population Growth and Nitrogen: An Exploration of a Critical Existential Link," Population and
Development Review ^7, no. 4 (1991), pp. 569-601.
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exacerbate income differentials in rural society, as they have tended to favour farmers
who can afford to invest in agricultural inputs, who have access to machinery, and who
have well-irrigated fields.^^
The

Chinese

case

is

somewhat

different,

as

the

"development"

and

"underdevelopment", or "advanced" and "backward" are in apposition within the same
nation. "Backwardness" is not something that just is found overseas (although many
overseas countries will be labeled as backward). This can be seen concretely during the
collective era in the development and extension of hybrid rice.

The Emergence of Hybrid Rice
The International Rice Research Institute, with the backing of the Rockefeller and Ford
Foundations, as well as the World Bank and other international bodies, developed a
strain of "miracle rice" for release in 1966. IRS was a dark green semi-dwarf variety
that gave higher yields than conventional rice under optimal conditions of irrigation and
fertilizer application.^^ IRS quite literally gave rise to the "Green Revolution", a phrase
coined by a former administrator of the United States Agency for International
Development in 196S, in referring to the success of IRS in the Philippines.''^ Although it
had not been tested outside the Philippines, early pamphlets promoted it as "what the
Model T Ford was to automobiles, a rugged variety that can go almost anywhere."''^
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In the case of China, without private land ownership, the potential of new agricultural
technologies to exacerbate rural income inequality is somewhat reduced.
Because of its dwarf stature, it was more tolerant of higher levels of chemical f e r t i l i z e r traditional varieties tended to lodge if too much fertilizer was applied. Its stunted growth also
made it more amenable to mechanized harvesting. The dark green hue allowed it to absorb
more energy for photosynthesis.
^^ Oasa and Jennings, "Science and Authority in International Agricultural Research." p. 39.
Cullather, "Miracles of Modernization", p. 244. Subsequent experience, particularly in Sri
Lanka, indicated that susceptibility to disease and insect pests meant IRS was far from suitable
to "almost anywhere."
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Just as I R R ] was proclaiming the success o f "miracle rice", Chinese writings on
the state o f agricultural research and extension during the 1960s and 1970s paint a bleak
picture. According to Huang Peimin, a senior researcher at the Chinese Academy o f
Agricultural Sciences, the Great Leap period saw two-thirds o f agricultural technicians
leave their posts, while the Cultural Revolution (1966-1969) saw "the elimination of
most agricultural extension bodies as technicians were sent to work in the brigades
[villages]. Some technicians changed their profession, and agricultural
extension work basically c e a s e d . " M a n y

technology

research institutes, such as the Anhui

Academy o f Agricultural Sciences, were simply abolished, and the researchers sent to
work in the countryside, usually on model farms {yangban

tian).

Nonetheless, despite all o f these setbacks, some highly effective research was
conducted, particularly in crop improvement. Despite the vast financial backing IRRJ
enjoyed, it is likely that Chinese researchers, working in the wake o f the Great Leap
famine, had developed high-yielding varieties o f semi-dwarf rice before I R R I scientists
did. Early-planting varieties o f semi-dwarf rice, with similar characteristics to IRS, were
being widely grown in south China as early as 1964.'"' By 1978, over 80 percent o f rice
strains planted were high-yielding, semi-dwarf varieties.'"^
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Huang Peimin, Zhongguo Nongye Keji Yu Tuiguang Tixi De Bianqian [Changes in China's
Agricultural Science and Extension Sysfem7[Webpage], 21 February 2005 [cited 19 December
2006], Available from www econ-stage.net.cn. The Ministry of Agriculture was far from unique in
this respect, as recruitment to most areas of the bureaucracy—with obvious the exception of the
Ministry of Defence—slowed appreciably. See, for example, Jonathan Linger, Education under
Mao: Class and Competition in Canton Schools, 1960-1980. (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1982).
Benedict R. Stavis, "Political Dimensions of the Technical Transformation of Agriculture in
China," pp. 54-55 and'Justin Yifu Lin, "Hybrid Rice Innovation in China: A Study of MarketDemand Induced Technological Innovation in a Centrally-Planned Economy," The Review of
Economics and Statistics 74 (1992), p. 14. There have been suggestions that Chinese
researchers "stole" the recipe for IRS, but given the extent of China's diplomatic isolation at the
time, this seems unlikely.
Bruce Stone, "Basic Agricultural Technology Under Reform" in Y. Y Kueh and Robert F. Ash,
eds, Economic Trends in Chinese Agriculture: The Impact of Post-Mao Reforms (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1993).
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Even as the semi-dwarf varieties were spreading with patchy assistance f r o m the
agricuhural extension service, Chinese rice researchers were already embarking on an
even more ambitious project—the development of hybrid rice. Such a project faced
considerable technical challenges. Commercial hybrid crops are the first generation of a
cross between genetically different inbred lines (effectively a double cross). Because of
a phenomenon called heterosis or hybrid vigour, the progeny of genetically different
parents will tend to be stronger than either parent. In the case of rice, hybrid rice gives a
higher yield because it has a higher biomass and more grains per plant. The seed of a
hybrid plant will tend to be weaker than its parent,

effectively making hybrids

"economically sterile", and thus farmers w h o plant hybrid crops must purchase fresh
seeds each planting s e a s o n . C e r t a i n crops are relatively easy to hybridize. C o m , f o r
example, is an out-breeding crop with large, well-separated male (tassel) and f e m a l e
(silk) flowering parts, allowing for hand emasculation and thus straightforward cross
pollination.'®^ Rice, by contrast, has miniscule florets, and is an inbreeding crop w h i c h
readily self-pollinates.

Commercial production of hybrid rice seed involves a three-line

method:

isolating a cytoplasmic male-sterile parent plant; crossing it with a maintainer line to
produce offspring exhibiting male sterility but with desirable genetic characteristics; and
crossing the sterile plants with a "restorer" line to produce seeds which when planted

103
In the case of hybrid corn, the second generation produces between 20 and 40 percent less
than its parent. See Jean-Pierre Berlan and Richard Lewontin, "Breeders' Rights and Patenting
Life Forms," Nature 322, no. 6082 (1986), pp. 785-88.
For a discussion of the political economy of crop hybridization, see Jack Ralph Kloppenburg
First the Seed: The Political Economy of Plant Biotechnology, 1492-2000. 2nd ed. (Madison
Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004).
During the initial stages of the industry, hybrid corn seed was, quite literally, produced by
hand. During the 1930s and 1940s, around 125,000 labourers were required for a fortnight of
detasseling as the corn shed its pollen. See Paul C. Mangelsdorf, Corn: Its Origin, Evolution
and Improvement (Cambridge, Ma.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1974).
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produce fertile p l a n t s . T h e complexity of this method, particularly the development of
a "restorer" line, meant that most international agricultural researchers were
discouraged from pursuing the hybridization of rice.
The work of Yuan Longping's research group, which commenced in 1964, has
been well documented. While Yuan Longping is rightly feted for his achievements in
rice breeding, the development of hybrid rice was a collective achievement: while Yuan
was based in Hunan, the first viable maintainer was discovered in Jiangxi in 1972, while
the restorer, which is crucial to the success of the process, was discovered by another
researcher in Guangxi in 1973. At a time when agricultural researchers were being sent
down to the countryside and prestigious research institutes closed, the success is
remarkable. In the landmark "Resolutions on Certain Questions on the Histor\' of the
Party" of 1981, only three technological advances are mentioned for the period 1966 to
1978: the testing of the hydrogen bomb, the successful satellite launch, and the
development of hybrid rice. This was not an ordinary technology to be extended; it was
a patriotic and revolutionary duty as hagiographies of Yuan Longping as the "father of
hybrid rice" make clear. The first example of zealous promotion of hybrid rice in the
People's Daily formed the ideological template for subsequent extension campaigns.
With the recent death of Chairman Mao looming over the whole project, it is worth
quoting at length:
As soon as the suggestion [of developing hybrid rice] was put forward, there was
disputation in agricultural science and technology circles. Many enthusiastically
embraced blazing a new trail in agricultural production. Others took their cue from
foreign notions of genetics, quoting from the "classics" and citing "laws", advancing
arguments such as "rice is a self-pollinating crop, hybridization will yield no
advantages; anyone that raises this question is ignorant of genetics. Even if you did
manage to produce hybrid seed, it would have no value" and "foreigners have
conducted research since the 1950s, and as yet no application has been found." In
short, they argued that this line of research was a dead end.
Prabhu L. Pingali, M. Hossain, and Roberta V. Gerpacio, Asian Rice Bowls: The Returning
Crisis? (New York: CAB International, 1997), pp. 209-210.
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Yuan Longping and others weren't frightened by the "authority" of theory...
"What the foreigners have, we want to possess. What the foreigners don't have, we
also want to
possess....
The process of research into hybrid rice is a large-scale mass science movement.
Under the leadership and care of the Party, with the relevant departments holding
close to Chairman Mao's revolutionary line, taking the agricultural science institutes,
rice breeding fields, and agricultural colleges as a base, sending forth poor and
middle peasants as the main force, a vast corps of technicians was organized to
undertake the hybrid rice experiment. In every region training sessions, lectures, and
study groups were held to mobilize and train the masses, to give technology to the
masses, and to gather and summarize the useful experiences and new technologies
generated by the masses in a timely fashion. Every ministry involved in scientific
research sent professional technicians out to work closely with the masses, closely
combining research theory with practical production...
At present, a broad-based mass movement to extend hybrid rice has sprung up,
which shall contribute to rising grain yields across the nation.'
By

1976, Chinese

farmers had

experienced

enough

"broad-based

mass

movements" to have an inkling of what was in store. If technology is viewed as an
argument (adopting any new technology involves abandoning the existing one), then
this argument was backed both by patriotism and the need to justify the mass-movement
campaign style development strategy that Deng Xiaopeng was soon to pronounce as a
failure. Ideology coloured the extension of hybrid rice, which was carried out in the
coercive manner characteristic of Maoist era campaigns. I Continuities in grassroots
political structures were combined with continuities in the bureaucratic mindset to shape
the extension strategy for hybrid rice.
Like any argument, hybrid rice also had its downsides. Although yield gains of
15 to 25 percent over conventional rice were promised,'®^ the seed would have to be

^ Ci Jiwei's thesis on the swift transformation of revolutionary idealism via nihilism and into
hedonism is succinctly captured by this stock phrase. See Ci Jiwei, Dialectic of the Chinese
Revolution: From Utopianism to Hedonism (Stanford, Ca.: Stanford University Press, 1994).
Staff Reporter, "Zajiao Shuidao Shi Zenyang Peiyu Chenggong De [How Hybrid Rice Was
Successfully Cultivated]," Renmin ribao [People's Daily], 17 December 1976, p. 5.
OECD, Traditional Crop Breeding Practices: An Historical Review to Serve as a Baseline for
Assessing the Role of Modern Biotechnology (Paris: OECD, 1993). Note that there are large
geographical differences in yield gaps. In Sichuan, hybrids have been found to outperform
conventional varieties by 54 percent, while Zhejiang the gap was only three percent. See Huang
Jikun and Scott Rozelle, "Technological Change: Rediscovering the Engine of Productivity
Growth in China's Rural Economy," Journal of Development Economics 49 (1996), p. 342.
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purchased every time a new rice crop was planted, undoing thousands of years of
traditional cropping practice, whereby farmers save their own seed. Early varieties of
hybrid rice tended to be more susceptible to diseases and insect p e s t s . W h e n
provincial research centres were disbanded after the Cultural Revolution, the production
of new hybrid rice varieties ground to a halt. Yields of early varieties such as "Pearl
Short" plummeted. Under the direction of zealous local Party leaders, some farmers
even attempted to produce their own hybrids. They failed.'"
Hybrid seed was initially more expensive than conventional seed (as much as
ten times), although this was partially offset by a sprouting rate that was three to four
times better than conventional varieties, meaning that less seed needed to be
purchased."^ The growing period for hybrid rice is generally slightly longer than
conventional varieties,"^ and most studies indicate that hybrid rice requires the
application of larger quantities of chemical fertilizer, in some cases up to 30 percent
more."'' Due to the complexity of the production process, the quality of hybrid rice seed
has not always been reliable, an ongoing source of farmer discontent. Numerous rounds
of reform, most notably the passage of the Seed Law in 2000, have partially addressed

Pingali etal.. Asian Rice Bowls, pp. 209-210.
Anita Chan, Richard Madsen, and Jonathan Unger, Clien Village under Mao and Deng. 2nd
ed (Berkeley Ca.; University of California Press, 1992), pp. 236-238.
^^^ Cristina C David and Kejiro Otsuka, Modern Rice Technology and Income Distribution in
Asia (Boulder. Co.; Lynne Rienner, 1994), pp. 377-380; and Lin Yifu, Zai Lun Zhidu, Jishu Yu
Zhongguo Nongye Fazhan [More Thoughts on the Structure, Technology, and the Development
of Chinese Agriculture] {B&jmg: Beijing Daxue Chubanshe [Beijing University Press], 2000),
Chapters.
. .c.
,
Hybrid rice technologies should not be conflated with the development of technologies to
promote double-cropping, such as altering photosynthesis sensitivity and maturation times, as
these can be equally well incorporated into hybrid and conventional varieties. Huang Jikun and
Scott Rozelle, "Technological Change," 1996, p. 340.
"" Ibid, p. 342. A study by the same research team indicates that hybrid rice requires more
intensive management, resulting in more peasants staying on the farm. See Scott Rozelle and
Richard N. Boisvert. "Grain Policy in China's Villages". Journal of Agricultural Economics 74
(1992), pp. 339-49.
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the problem, although farmers continue to report partial crop failures due to impure
seed."^
However, before the campaign to extend hybrid rice could begin in earnest, one
corner of the "three-in-one" triangle—the specialists—were released from their
obligation to toil alongside the masses, and after the brief interlude of being valorized
(at least in rhetoric) by Maoism, farmers and workers were relabeled as "backward".
After considerable debate and maneuvering within the Politburo, Deng Xiaopeng felt
sufficiently bold to open the National Science Conference on 18 March 1978 with the
words:
Those who labour, whether by hand or brain, are all working people in a socialist
society... there is still a very big gap between our science and technology and
advanced world levels and our scientific and technical forces are still very weak, far
from meeting the needs of modernization. We have lost a lot of time... Average
annual output of grain per farm worker is about 1,000 kilogrammes in China,
whereas in the United States the figure is over 50,000 kilogrammes, a disparity of
several dozen times... BackMwdness must be perceived before it can be changed...
Scientists and technicians should concentrate their energy on scientific and technical
work. When we say that at least five-sixths of their work time should be left free for
their scientific and technical work, this is meant to be the minimum demand... We
cannot demand that scientists and technicians, or at any rate, the overwhelming
majority of them, study a lot of political and theoretical books, participate in
numerous social activities and attend many meetings not related to their work. Lin
Piao and the "gang of four" frequently attacked scientists and technicians, accusing
them of "being divorced from politics" and labeling people "white and expert"...
How can you label as "white" a man who studies hard to improve his knowledge and
skills?
Leading Party cadres at various levels must not be content to remain laymen. They
must study their work and gradually learn the ropes. We must apply ourselves to the
study of Marxism and raise our political level and we must also strive to acquire
scientific knowledge... and grasp the objective laws governing scientific and
technological work."

See long Pingya, Zhongguo Zhongye Shei Zhu Chenfu? [Who Is Responsible for the
Trouble in China's Seed Industry?] {Gulyang: Guiyang Science and Technology Press [Guiyang
keji chubanshe], 2002); and Sun Shixian, Zhongguo Nong Zuowu Pinzhong Guanii Yu Tuiguang
[The Management and Extension of China's Agricultural Crop Varieties] (Beijing: Zhongguo
nongye kexue jishu chubanshe [China Agricultural Science and Technology Press], 2003). Most
state-owned seed stations [zhongzi zhan) went bankrupt immediately after the passage of the
Seed Law, as it allowed private vendors to sell hybrid seed.
Deng Xiaoping, "Speech at Opening Ceremony of National Science Conference," Peking
Review, 24 March 1978, p. 12.
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The majority of the large corps of scientists and technicians w h o had been sent
d o w n to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution would be allowed to return to
urban areas and focus on what they did best: science and technology. One of the first
World Bank assessments, published in 1983, found that the agricultural

extension

system was, compared to other developing countries, a relative success, being able to
transmit research results s p e e d i l y . " ^ However, the Bank worried that the corps of
extension agents was aging, and the reallocation of scientists and technicians to
appropriate posts did not appear to be proceeding with great urgency, hampered by the
indifference of personnel bureaux and, in many cases, by personnel files detailing their
" b a d " class backgrounds, many dating back to the Nationalist era."^ However, before
they could test new technologies such as hybrid rice on the Chinese peasantry, Deng
X i a o p e n g and his allies had one more surprise in store.

Decollectivised

Farmers

B e f o r e the agricultural extension system could see the campaign to promote hybrid rice
through to its conclusion, the grassroots extension system and local

governments

underwent a fundamental shift in the way they functioned in rural areas. The mandated
dissolution of collective farming meant a return to individual households working
individual plots. Under the previous arrangement, instructions for innovations were
transmitted d o w n an administrative conveyor belt from the provinces to the counties, to
the c o m m u n e s , down to the brigades, and finally down to the production teams, which

World Bank, China: Socialist Economic Development {\Nash\ngton DC: World Bank
Publications, 1983), Annex C.
Richard Conroy, "China's Local Scientific Research Sector: Its Role, Impact and Future
Prospects," The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs 1 (1982), pp. 85-118.
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held the power to direct production and divide up the harvest. As the Beijing Review
expressed it:
Scientific farming was the business of the production brigade or the production
team's agricuhural technician. His job was not to teach an understanding of advanced
measures for agricultural production assigned by the leadership at the higher level,
but simply to disseminate them, make demonstrations, explain operating instructions
and check up on it. The commune members copied these measures mechanically,
without knowing why something should be done a particular way or whether it was
done well."®
Resistance to the adoption of new technologies was possible, in particular through
passive resistance, but its potential was limited in scope for individual farmers. After
decollectivisation, the household became the basic unit of production, and individuals
(within certain constraints) were now free to decide which technologies to adopt, and
which technologies they would reject.
The production teams, renamed "villager small groups"

{cunmin xiao zu),

were

still the ultimate collective owners of rural land and property (such as dams and fish
ponds). Production team heads did use their position to gain advantages for their friends
and relatives (by activities such as arranging the purchase of collective equipment,
leasing fish ponds, fiddling the allocation of arable land, and assuming management of
collective enterprises), but once the dust had settled, the production team basically
ceased to exist as a level of administration. Formerly, there were seven or eight
production team cadres, while after decollectivization typically only one cadre remained
in the villager small group: the "group head"
is still referred to as "team head"

(duizhang).

{zu zhang)}^^

In Anhui usually this farmer

The powers of the

duizhang

were severely

proscribed, generally limited to providing information to the village cadres, and
mediating in land disputes or personal quarrels.
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Li Yongzhen, "Peasants' Enthusiasm for Science," Beijing Review 11 (1984), p. 24.

120 In some villager small groups, the posts of accountant and cashier were retained.
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From

the

perspective

of

the

agricultural

technology

extension

system,

decollectivization posed a dilemma. A production team might consist of as many as 50
households, so the number of separate clients of the extension system had increased by
more than an order of magnitude with the mandated disbandment of the collectives,'^'
without any corresponding increase in the number of qualified extension agents. One of
the first responses from the Ministry of Agriculture was to centralize formerly dispersed
agricultural service providers. In a nationwide movement, agricultural extension stations,
plant protection stations, soil fertility stations, animal husbandry stations, farmers'
training schools, were merged and centralized in the county seat, to form county
agricultural technology extension centres {xianji nongye jishu

tuiguang zhongxin).

It

was believed that this structural change would lead to more comprehensive service
provision and increased e f f i c i e n c y . I n examining the state of agricultural technology
extension from the early 1980s onwards, there are a few detailed case studies and
nationwide surveys that we can turn to.

Agricultural
In a previous

Extension during the Early Reform
fieldwork-based

Period

study, Jorgen Delman examined agricultural technology

extension services in Renshou County, Sichuan, a rice-growing region situated to the
southwest of the provincial capital, Chengdu. Taking Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel

Some authors make the case that decollectivisation was a spontaneous, nationwide
movement See, for example, Daniel Roy Kelliher, Peasant Power in China: The Era of Rural
Reform, 1979-1989 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). Although my fieldwork was
undertaken in the same province as the first decollectivised village, in 18 months of research I
did not come across, or hear of, a single production team that had spontaneously taken the
initiative to disband the collectives. All production teams visited parceled out farmland exactly as
they were instructed to by higher-level cadres. This was consistent with Jonathan Unger, The
Transformation of Rural China (N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), pp. 95-96.
^^^ Chen, 'The Construction and Reform of China's Agricultural Technology Extension System,"
p. 26.
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Oksenberg as inspiration,'^^ D e l m a n ' s booic is mainly concerned with bureaucratic
responses to the reform agenda.'^'' The focus of D e l m a n ' s case study was the countylevel agricultural technology extension centre, and his research was conducted in the
late 1980s.
Delman found that county-level agricultural technology extension officials had
considerable influence over which new technologies were diffused, but no m a j o r
initiatives were launched at county level until they had been sanctioned from above. In
describing the nature of agricultural extension, Delman argued that national and local
extension agencies pursued development goals through forced interventions, which he
termed "mandatory e x t e n s i o n . " F r o m interviews with administrative cadres in the
Agriculture Bureau he gained the impression that "from the government point of view,
the CA.TEC [County Agricultural Technology Extension Centre] had no independent
role to play in extension interventions other than delivering the technical

input.

Extension was basically seen as an administrative task, requiring the cooperation of a
number of agencies from within the ATMS [Agricultural Technology Management
System]."'^^
The Renshou county extension centre split from the administrative apparatus to
form a separate service unit

{shiye danwei)

and were designated as a self-supporting

in 1985. They had their own bank accounts,

{zifuying

kui)

work unit with the authority to

raise funds by selling agricultural inputs. Yet decisions concerning the use of f u n d s
were still made by the Agriculture Bureau, which also controlled titles, entitlements,
salary scales and large projects. Administrative cadres thus dictated priorities to

^^^ Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel Oksenberg, Policy Making in China: Leaders, Structures and
Processes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988).
J0rgen Delman, Agricultural Extension in Renshou County, China (Hamburg: Institute fur
Asienkunde, 1993).
Ibid, p. 48.
Ibid, p. 167.
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technical cadres, and Delman believed that they largely based their prioritisation on
documents from higher levels, particularly No. 1 Documents, which were regularly
issued during the late 1980s (and are back in vogue some two decades later). He
observed that funds were available for training and projects, often from central
government

initiatives

Programme {fengshou
Spark {xinghuo)

such
jihua),

as

the

Ministry

of

Agriculture's

Bumper

Harvest

and the State Science and Technology C o m m i s s i o n ' s

and Torch (liaoyuan)

Programmes.

He observed an obsession with quantification at all levels. "Goals were—
without exception—stated in quantitative terms, mostly in per-unit yield increases. Only
in a couple of instances were goals identified in economic terms... [A] reason for
quantifying project and activity goals as much as possible was the pressure f r o m above
to fulfil plans and targets.

At the next level down the administrative rung, he cited lack of training
opportunities as the main concern of township extension workers, and more recent
articles also lament the lack of qualifications possessed by grassroots

extension

workers.'"^ Renshou Count)' had 132 townships in early 1990,'^^ and of these 29 were
said to possess township agricultural extension stations that met basic standards. The
county-level extension agents saw the township agricultural extension stations as the
most important linkage, and claimed to provide training for township technicians at
least once a year, diffusing two to three new technologies annually. However, he found
that the township extension stations ultimately were subordinate to the township

Ibid, p. 214.

Huang Jikun, Hu Ruifa, and Sun Zhenyu, "Rang kexue jishu jinru nongcun de qian jia wan hu:
jianii xin de nongye jishu tuiguang chuangxin tixi [Let Science and Technology Spread
Throughout the Countryside: Establishing an Innovative Agricultural Extension System],"
(Beijing: Center for Chinese Agricultural Policy, CAS, 1999).
The number of townships has since been reduced to 60. Zhongguo xingzheng q u h u a w a n g
[Chinese Administrative Districts Website], http://www.xzqh.org/quhua/51sc/1421rs.htm.
Accessed 26 February 2007.
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government, and would be expected to implement whatever tasks were assigned to
t h e m . E v e n in a model agricultural extension station, where the extension services
were provided on a for-fee basis by a relatively large, autonomous company, Delman
found that the bureaucratic mission of the township government continued to impose
itself on the technical mission to the extension station well after the structural
relationship had changed.
Delman concluded that, contrary to the situation on paper, the township
extension station was neither controlled nor supervised by the county agricultural
extension centre, and that most extension tasks and activities were concentrated at the
county level, resulting in a top-heavy extension service with a thin base of technical
support to the farmers.

While there was some attempt to separate Party and

government work at the county level, at the township level, with only a few staff
associated with each Party or government organ, such an arrangement was
impracticable.'^^ Each village was assigned two township cadres, who were expected to
carry out agricultural extension tasks as just one element of what Delman termed the
"global contract" {tongzhi shu) of tasks to be c o m p l e t e d . A n o t h e r fundamental
problem, he believed, was a lack of funding for extension activities. The outlay by the
county government was not sufficient even to cover salaries, placing the burden on the
extension agents to raise funds by selling agricultural inputs. He calculated the level of
agricultural extension investment to be only US$1 per hectare of cultivated land, or 0.27

Delman, Agricultural Extension in Renshou County p 205
Ibid, p. 239-240.
Ibid, p. 228. There were a total of 46 staff working in one township government (Cihang) and
42 staff in the other (Gangtie), a much smaller number than one would find today.
While these contracts are not identical to the annual assessments described above, they are
associated with a similar set of performance rewards and punishments. Delman gives the
impression that the completion of agricultural extension tasks was seen as a core item of
performance that village leaders were assessed on.
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percent of the gross value of agricultural output, much lower than the 1988 Asia-Pacific
regional average of 0.56 percent.'^''
Delman found that from the perspective of county extension agents, "village
cadres were the primary clients of the system, [as] was the case during the collectivist
period" and that the performance of the village leaders in carrying out agricultural
extension tasks was, in principle, linked to their salaries. Although decollectivisation
had been in force for several years, the village leaders would still assign tasks to the
production team heads. However, when villagers were asked who was the crucial
provider of agricultural extension advice they nominated family members, township
agricultural extension agents, followed by their neighbors, the village head and other
r e l a t i v e s . O t h e r village cadres, demonstration households, and specialized households
were not seen as sources of agricultural information, and Delman concluded that
demonstration households were, at best, a potential "window" on new technologies.
Delman's findings suggest that Chinese government rhetoric on the primacy of models
for promoting technology was not matched by reality. The mission of the township
extension agents was to provide technical advice, while village chiefs and production
team leaders were charged with a bureaucratic mission to ensure that the villagers
adopted the technologies:
...if farmers did not wish to adopt new technologies, they would be persuaded to do
so by the village head and team leaders. They would apply the time-seasoned method
invented by the Chinese Communists: "criticism and education" {piping-jiaoyu).
The
village head called this method a forced intervention (ganyu), but he had no other
way, given his role and tasks, he argued.

Albert Nyberg and Scott Rozelle, "Accelerating China's Rural Transformation." (Washington
D.C.: The World Bank, 1999), p. 84.
Delman, Agricultural Exter^sion in Renshou County, p. 313. As the author himself noted,
these results should be taken with a grain of salt, as the 20 households Interviewed were hand
picked by the township agricultural extension station. Seven of the interviewees were Party
members.
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Although Delman's access to farm households was limited, he was able to
ascertain reluctance on their part to pay for agricultural extension services (although
given the prevalence of arbitrary fees and levies during the late 1980s, this could easily
reflect a reluctance to pay fees of any kind, rather than a lack of enthusiasm for new
agricultural technologies). He found that the mandatory approach to extension matched
the needs of the bureaucracy, as extension was connected to the fulfillment of
agricultural plans. There was little scope for individual decision-making on the part of
farmers.
Scott Rozelle, surveying village leaders and farm households in the late 1980s
and early 1990s, similarly found that farmers had little control over decisions relating to
land and capital. Under a nationwide scheme to guarantee the delivery to the state
marketing system of grain, oilseed, and fibres, called the "three link ups" {san gua gou),
farmers were offered access to subsidized chemical fertilizers, diesel fuel and credit in
return for meeting their quota deliveries. In a variant of this, township extension stations
in Hubei offered farmers fertilizer at below the market price in return for deciding to
plant hybrid rice.'^^ Village leaders, particularly in Jiangsu, also used access to village
farming equipment as a lever to encourage farmers to follow their agricultural plans,
under a policy referred to as "unified management"

(tongyijingying).

While they cajoled and coerced the peasantry, Rozelle found village leaders in
Hubei were in their turn pressured from above to compete with other villages in
providing evidence of their agricultural expertise through statistics which demonstrated
that their village had adopted new technologies, particularly hybrid rice. Rozelle argued
that success in promoting agricultural extension was crucial to the career prospects of
Ibid, Chapter 6.
Scott Rozelle, "Decision Making in China's Rural Economy: The Linkages between Village
Leaders and Farm Households," China Quarterly ^37 (1994), p. 113.
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village leaders, particularly if they were hoping to secure a post in the township
government. He quotes one village cadre whose predecessor had managed to secure a
j o b in the township:
The [result] that caught the attention of the township and county leaders was his
programme for promoting the spread o f new agricultural technologies. We will be
one o f the only villages not to have trouble fulfilling our hybrid rice targets in 1990
because we have extended the varieties and persuaded our farmers to gain experience
before the county began requiring its cultivation.'^^
Rozelle perceived that village leaders could neglect industrial development, but not
agriculture, and that village leaders tended to support households that specialized in
agriculture by favouring them in the periodic reallocations o f arable land, and providing
them with large amounts of subsidized chemical fertilizer.

Village leaders were

enthusiastic in promoting hybrid rice partly because o f the promise of political reward,
but also because higher yields ensured that they would be more likely to meet their
grain procurement targets (which Rozelle termed a "hard" constraint), and would
potentially free up land to cultivate cash crops (such as cotton) for village industries,
thus increasing local government revenues.
Drawing on observations made just two years later, in the wake o f Deng's
southern tour, K.C. Tan was predicting the stagnation and peripheralization

of

agriculture due to the emphasis on government investment in rural industrialization and
urbanization in small towns

{zhen),

under the policy of "leaving the soil but not the

village, entering the factory but not the town" (//

tu bu li xiang, Jin chang bu Jin

cheng).^^^ In some ways, this policy was a continuation of the development collectivelyowned township and village enterprises which emerged during the 1970s, but after
Deng's tour, local governments were more able to take advantage of cheap labor and

Ibid, p. 115.
Ibid, p. 119.
K.C. Tan, "China's Small Town Urbanization: Criticism and Adaptation," GeoJournal 29, no.
2 (1993), pp. 155-62. See also Jean Oi, "Reform and Urban Bias in China," Journal of
Development Studies 29, no. 4 (1993), pp. 129-48.
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access to resources to compete with state-owned enterprises.'"^' However, like many
policies which have been applied nationwide based on a model which worked well in
one particular region (in this case, southern Jiangsu), it was enforced with "one cut of
the knife" {yi dao

qie),

regardless of whether local conditions were suitable for the

development of rural industries.
In one of the few extensive fieldwork-based studies of local rural government
published in English, Tao-Chiu Lam contended that agricultural extension services were
not of vital interest to the county government, so the township government was allowed
to play a more active role in this area.'"^ At the county level, the status of agricultural
extension in Hainan was compromised by bureaucratic rearrangements to meet higher
level requirements for reducing the number of bureaux. After the reform, the old
Agricultural Commission

{nongye

weiyuanhui)

was renamed as the

Agricultural

Technology Promotion Centre and placed under the control of the new Agricultural
Bureau. The original Agricultural Technology Centre was then subsumed by the
retagged Centre. Once all the administrative gymnastics were complete, the new
Agricultural Bureau found itself responsible for supervising no less than seven agencies,
all of them equivalent to it in bureaucratic s t a t u s . O n paper, the number of county
Party and government organs had been reduced from 51 to 30, enough to satisfy
superiors in the provincial government. He also found that the decentralization reforms
of 1994 had an adverse effect on the state of township government finances: employees

See, in particular, Jean Oi, Rural China Takes Off: Institutional Foundations of Economic
Reform (Berkeley, Ca.: University of California Press, 1999); and Susan L. Shirk, The Political
i-ogic of Economic Reform in China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).
Tao-chiu Lam, "The Local State under Reform: A Study of a County in Hainan Province,
China." (PhD dissertation. The Australian National University, 2000).
Ibid, pp. 147-148.
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of the township received only partial salaries, while those in the county government
were fully funded.
Nearly all writers agree that the fiscal decentralization reforms of 1994, while
increasing local autonomy, resulted in a large imbalance between the revenue share and
expenditure responsibilities of local governments, particularly at the county and
township levels. The central government assumed control of significant taxes such as
income tax and value-added tax, causing their share of fiscal revenues to more than
double, while local governments' share dropped sharply.'''^ Thus revenue allocation was
recentralized, without a corresponding shift in expenditure responsibilities. Transfer
payments and earmarked expenditures were insufficient to redress the budgetary
imbalance. Thus local governments became increasingly dependent upon off-budget

{yusuan

vi a/) revenues simply to pay staff

These "tax-sharing"

{fen simi zhi)

reforms altered township governments into

extractive a g e n c i e s . W i t h i n township and county governments, this had the effect of
raising the status of those Party organs which had the capacity to raise funds by
collecting taxes or levying fees. Those to reap the greatest benefits were local and
national taxation bureaus, finance bureaus, and the family planning offices. One author
cites a township head who admitted that in 2000, 34 percent of township government
revenues came from family planning f e e s . T h e immediate consequence for serviceproviding agencies, such as agricultural extension stations, was a reduction in their
status within county and township governments, and the emerging problem of non-

Ibid, pp. 171-172.
World Bank, "China - National Development and Sub-National Finance; A Review of
Provincial Expenditures." 208. (Beijing: Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Unit,
East Asia and Pacific Region, 2002).
Chen Guidi and Chun Tao, Zhongguo Nongmin Diaocha [A Survey of China's Peasants]
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe [People's Literature Press], 2004), p. 127.
''' M Glovanna Merii, Qian Zhenchao and Herbert L Smith, "Adaptation of a Political
Bureaucracy to Economic and Institutional Change under Socialism: The Chinese State Family
Planning System," Politics & Society 32, no. 2 (2004), p. 246.
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payment of the salaries of agricultural technicians, particularly in central and western
China, where local governments were often unable to fulfil tax quotas. Even in
relatively wealthy coastal provinces, often only the salaries of

finance

bureau and

family planning office employees would be guaranteed by the township government.''*^
Christine Wong, in examining the division of expenditure
between

county

and

township

governments

during

the

responsibilities

mid-1990s,

found

that

agricultural extension was largely a matter for the county, perhaps reflecting regional
variations in government structure:
Expenditure responsibilities of townships primarily pertain to providing social
services (principally education and health and welfare) and government services
(administration of law and order and disaster relief). Infrastructure support to the
economy—agricultural extension, water conservation, farm mechanization, and other
capital investments in the rural sector—is a county responsibility.'''^
Even within her data set, there is considerable variation. In one county in S h a n d o n g
province, W o n g found that "agricultural administration appears to be a township-level
expenditure that is subsidized by the county", as the bulk of its funding for agriculture
and forestry support is transferred to lower levels, while in a slightly poorer county
within the same province, less than one-fifth of the earmarked support was transferred
to lower levels.

This suggests the county

finance

bureau and the county Party

apparatus exercised considerable discretion over the allocation of funding, and that
bargaining over the allocation of funding and responsibilities led to quite different
outcomes within the same province. W o n g also noted that increasing local government

LI Changjin, "Nongji Tuiguang Zhi Tong [The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology
Extension]," Sannong zhongguo [Rural China] 8, no. 2 (2006), pp. 130-131.
Christine P. Wong, ed, Financing Local Government in the People's Republic of China (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1997)
Ibid, p. ^97.
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reliance on extra-budgetary funds during the late 1980s and early 1990s led to
inequalities in service provision between rich and poor regions.'^'
More recent examinations of the agricultural extension services argue that the
most fundamental problems are lack of funding and overstaffmg. According to a 1996
survey, township extension stations are chronically under-resourced, and "have money
to raise their soldiers, but no money to go to w a r . " ' " During the 1990s, the number of
staff employed by agricultural extension organizations increased dramatically, and a
World Bank report estimated that salary expenditures as a proportion of agricultural
extension expenditures rose to over 70 percent during the 1990s, compared to 46
percent in 1 9 8 6 . ' " In some township agricultural extension stations, the allocated
funding did not even cover basic salary costs (in poorer counties, wages were often up
to 12 months in arrears),'^" and staff were expected to make up the difference by selling
agricultural inputs.

This could lead to potential conflicts of interest where farmers were unable to
ascertain whether the advice they were receiving from an extension agent was based on
the agent's commercial self-interest or science. One study indicated that receiving
advice from an agricultural extension agent had no measurable effect on the amount of

^^^ Ibid, p. 209. Wong cites a 1988 Ministry of Agriculture survey of 27 provinces, whicli found
that farming houseiiolds were paying an average of 74 different fees. Tfiis amounted to 8.22
percent of household income. Only 27 percent of the funds raised in this manner were directed
into formal revenue channels.
Dai Cong and Xue Guixia, "Nongye Jishu Tuiguang [Agricultural Technology Extension]. In
Jinru 21 Shiji De Zhongguo Nongcun [the Chinese Countryside Entering the 21st Century],
edited by Jingming Xiong, 283-300. (Beijing: Guangming Ribao Chubanshe [Guangming Daily
Publishing], 2000).
Nyberg and Rozelle, "Accelerating China's Rural Transformation," p 84.
^^^ A 1993 account from a township Party secretary in Henan describes a township agricultural
extension station where 17 staff are on the books, but only three possess the rank of state
cadre The annual financial allocation for the entire station was only 3600 yuan, not enough to
cover the salary of a single employee. The situation was such that the extension agents were
considering migrating to Wuhan and Guangzhou to set up agricultural input businesses there.
Zhang Xiaobing, Dui Nongmin Rang Li: Yige Xiangzhen Dangwei Shuji De Gongzuo Biji
[Matting Concessions to the Peasants: Working Notes of a Township Party Secretary]. (Xi'an:
Xibei daxue chubanshe [Northwest University Press], 2002), pp. 114-116.
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pesticide sprayed

by cotton

farmers, despite the promotion of Integrated

Pest

Management (IPM) techniques'^^ within the agricultural extension system from the
1990s onwards.

The World Bank report also cited evidence that the rapidly

privatizing seed industry was starting to bypass the agricultural extension system,
selling directly to f a r m e r s . ' " This reduced an important source of revenue for the
extension system.
Real wages for agricultural extension workers declined from 1986 to 1995; by
1995, extension

agents

were

paid

17 percent

less than

non-agricultural

state

e m p l o y e e s . A discussion paper from the Chinese Academy of Sciences presented a
bleak view of the agricultural extension system. Their survey of extension agents in
Zhejiang, Sichuan, Henan, and Heilongjiang found that 65 percent of agricultural
extension workers admitted that they did their work because they had no other j o b
opportunities, while 17 percent of staff were ready to quit their posts at the first chance.
The paper identified a conflict between the interests of extension agents and farmers:
because agricultural extension agents are state employees with a bureaucratic mission,
they tend to focus on high yields (not quality) and capital-intensive technologies, while

The generally accepted definition of Integrated Pest Management is "A flexible and hoiistic
approach which views the agro-ecosystem as an interrelated whole and utilizes a variety of
biological, cultural, genetic, physical, and chemical techniques as required to hold pests below
economically damaging levels with a minimum amount of disruption to the cropping ecosystem
and the surrounding environment." See C. Malena, Gender Issues in Integrated Pest
Management in African Agriculture, Socio-Economic Series No. 5. (Chatham: Hyperion Books,
1994).
Huang Jikun, Ruifa Hu, Carl Pray, Fangbin Qiao, and Scott Rozelle, "Biotechnology as an
Alternative to Chemical Pesticides: A Case Study of Bt Cotton in China," Agricultural
Economics
29 (2003), p. 64. There is no question of demand for IPM techniques from Chinese farmers,
particularly in grain-producing heartland provinces such as Anhui, where monocultural farming
dominates and pest pressures are high. However, without substantial investment China's
extension system lacks the capacity to effectively transmit IPM techniques. Teaching IPM to rice
farmers requires 40 hours of instruction over an entire growing season, with follow-up training
for at least one season. See P.C. Matteson, '"Farmer First' for Establishing IPM," Bulletin of
Entomological Research 82 (1992), pp. 293-96.
Nyberg and Rozelle, "Accelerating China's Rural Transformation", p. 85. In addition to the
income from marketing seed, the local agricultural extension service should (in theory) test each
variety of seed for its suitability to local conditions, to avoid seed failure {zhongzi shigu).
Huang Jikun et al., "Let Science and Technology Spread throughout the Countryside", 1999).
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farmers are more interested in crops that yield a higher commercial dividend, and also
in labour-saving technologies.

Recent Developments in Agricultural Extension Policy

A detailed recent survey of the national agricultural extension system was conducted in
2002 by the Chinese Academy of Science's Center for Chinese Agricultural Policy. A
total of 1,245 agricultural extension agents in seven p r o v i n c e s w e r e interviewed faceto-face by student enumerators. They found agricultural extension services to be in a
reduced state, with township agricultural extension agents spending only 74 days of the
year engaged in agricultural extension work, while their counterparts in the county
agricultural extension centre spent only 86 d a y s . T h e authors attributed this to both
lack of funding and recent structural reforms to county and township governments,
which had placed the power for personnel, finance, and materials in the hands of
township governments {sanquan xiafang). In those counties where township extension
stations remained under the control of the county government, extension agents spent an
average of 98 days on extension work, while in those stations that were directly
controlled by the township government, only 72 days (or 20 percent of the year) were
dedicated to agricultural extension activities. In township agricultural extension stations
that were self-funded (z/ shou zi zhi) the situation was worse: only 59 days per year.'^'
This survey also found that the burden of extension work fell disproportionately
on the shoulders of township extension station heads and the older extension agents.
Hebei Heilongjiang, Zhejiang, Hubei, Guangdong, Sichuan, and Gansu.
Hu Ruifa, Sun Xiangqiang, and Dong Xiaoxia, "Nongji Tuiguang Renyuan De Xiaxiang
Tuiguang Xingwei Ji Qi Yingxiang Yinsu Fenxi [Analysing the Field Work Behavior of
Agricultural Technology Extension Officers and Influencing Factors]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji
'China Rural Economy], no. 11 (2004), pp. 30-31.
Ibid, p. 31.
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Extension station heads averaged 14 more days each year on extension tasks than
ordinary extension agents. For each year spent working in the agricultural extension
system, an extra day was spent guiding farmers in the field. The corollary of this was
that farmers are less likely to be receiving up-to-date knowledge from younger
agricultural technicians. The study also found large regional variations, with extension
agents in Sichuan spending an average of 120 days per year in the fields, while their
counterparts in Heilongjiang only managed 46 days per year. Partly this is due to
climatic condifions (Heilongjiang has a shorter growing season) and partly to
differences in local government reform strategy. The speciality of an extension agent
also plays a part—horticulturalists average 131 days of the year in extension work;
agricultural machinery technicians only 55 days.'^^ But the key factor, in addition to the
placing of extension stations under the control of township governments, is the lack of
funding for projects. For each project allocated to the extension service, extension
agents will spend on average 13.5 more days in the field.
In an interview with the author of the report, Hu Ruifa, a senior researcher at the
Chinese Academy of Science's Centre for Agricultural Policy, identified several recent
policy decisions which had contributed to the deterioration of the agricultural extension
service. In 1996 the Ministry of Agriculture issued a document to implement a policy
called the "three fixes" {san ding) which aimed to cut the number of administrative
organs {ding jigou), clarify their functions {ding zhineng), and fix the number of staff
{ding renyuan) appropriate for each government and Party organ.

From the

perspective of the agricultural extension network, the reforms were initially welcomed,
because there were insufficient extension agents at the grassroots level, and many
Ibid, p. 32.
J®' Ibid, p. 35.
See Kjeld Erik Brodsgaard, "Institutional Reform and the Bianzhi System in China," China
Quarterly 170 (2002), pp. 361-86.
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technicians were deserting their posts to seek work elsewhere. The resuU of the policy
was that the number of agricultural technicians on the government payroll rose, and the
rank (and thus salary) of many technicians improved, meaning that the wages bill for
agricultural extension increased overnight. However, allocations by local government
finance bureaus did not keep pace with all the new state employees, so the wages of
agricultural technicians continued to decline, and fewer funds were available to carry
out extension work.'^^
Also around 1996, the formal system of allocation of university graduates to
matching work units ifenpei zhidu) was largely dismantled and replaced by a more
flexible system. This meant that many university graduates whose families enjoyed
good connections with members of township and county governments sought a way in
through the "back door". Some of those recruited in this manner to agricultural
extension agencies had useful qualifications, others did not.'^^ Ironically, a package of
reforms which aimed to alleviate problems within the agricultural extension system
instead resulted in a destabilizing influx of unqualified staff
As part of Prime Minister Zhu Rongji's reforms in 1998 to streamline
administrative departments {xingzheng bumen), agencies were required to reduce the
number of administrative cadres {guowu yuan) by around one-third. Because
administrative cadres are closely associated with the Party, they tend to be better
connected than ordinary government employees. So rather than risk friction, most local
According to the head of the National Agricultural Technology Extension Centre, Xia
Jingyuan the intensity of investment in agricultural extension (the ratio of agricultural extension
expenditure to agricultural GDP) hovered around 0.42 percent during the 1990s, below the
average for 57 developing countries in the Asia Pacific region, v^/hich stood at 0.56 percent in
1998 See Han Bingjie, "Nongji Tuiguang: Ming Cun Shi Wang Dai Chongzheng [Agricultural
Extension: Existing in Name Only, Awaiting Reform]," Liaowang Xinwen Zhoukan, no. 28 (2004),
^^ aYanalysis of a data set from 1996 reveals that out-migration was the "second choice" of
rural residents seeking off farm employment, as well-connected, educated residents sought
work closer to home. See Guang Lei and Lu Zheng, "Migration as the Second-Best Option;
Local Power and Off-Farm Employment," China Quarterly 181 (2005), pp. 22-45.
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governments chose to downsize these units by converting a certain number of their
administrative cadres to service staff {shiye ganbu or shiye zhigong)}^^

This resulted in

a further swelHng of the numbers of "agricultural technicians" on the books.
The main rationale for placing the township agricultural extension stations under
the aegis of township governments {sanquan

xiafang)

was that county agricultural

bureaus were under severe financial pressure, and often could not afford to pay the
salaries of township technicians. As Hu described it:
They [township extension agents] became dependent on the township governments
for their wages. So it's as though they were transformed overnight into township
officials. So the township government will often get the agricultural extension agents
to do tasks that clearly lie outside their competence, to undertake tasks that are a
priority of the township government and have nothing to do with agricultural
extension. They will have to enforce family planning, collect fees and taxes.
This reform also made it even more straightforward for township government leaders to
allocate positions in the agricultural extension station to their friends and r e l a t i v e s . S o
while the reforms of 1998 were meant to streamline local government, government
expenditure on staff-related expenses actually rose after this "downsizing" initiative,
according to one source by as much as 70 billion
From the perspective of grassroots extension technicians, it became still more
difficult to receive their wages, and by 1999 the average annual expenditure on
agricultural extension was 9,200 yuan per worker at the county level, and only 2,800
yuan per worker at the township level, 47 percent and 23 percent of the required

I have translated shiye as "service", as most widely used alternative translations (such as
economic or non-profit) make no sense. The distinction between administrative cadres and
service staff will be elucidated further in the following chapter.
This sudden expansion in the number of township staff in all bureaus was confirmed by a
survey conducted by the Party's Central Organization Bureau in 1998, which found that the
average township in Shandong had designated positions (bianzhi) for 35 cadres, but the actual
number of cadres on the books was around 200. If temporary staff and teachers were included,
the average number of staff exceeded 400. See Zhan Chengfu, "Guanyu Shenhua Xiangzhen
Tizhi Gaige De Yanjiu Baogao [Research Report on Deepening the Reform of the Township
System]," In Sannong yanjiu canl<ao [Rural Research l\/Iaterials] (Beijing: Zhongyang Dangxiao
^Central Chinese Communist Party School], 2003).
Linda Chelan Li, "Embedded Institutionalization: Sustaining Rural Tax Reform in China," The
Pacific Review 19, no. 1 (2006), p. 70.
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expenditure r e s p e c t i v e l y . W i t h i n the extension agencies themselves, the lack of
funding meant that different workers within the same organization were required to
perform the same tasks while receiving completely different staff benefits. Fully-funded
staff would be expected to work alongside self-funded staff, a situation that must have
produced considerable disharmony within extension stations.'^' The lack of funding to
cover basic salary costs meant that the amount actually spent on extension work
(huodongjingfei)

shrank to 20 percent of salary expenditures at the county level, and 10

percent at the township level.
There are large regional variations in the staffing situation in extension agencies,
particularly at the township level. Agricultural extension stations in Zhejiang tend to
employ only one or two technicians, and have difficulty finding enough staff. In one
county which Hu Ruifa visited in Guangdong, there were around 60 employees in each
township extension station during the 1990s, but in line with provincial policies calling
for small government, the extension stations now have as few as two staff members,
nominally working for eight different agencies {ba kuai paizi): the Agricultural
Bureau's Crop Section, the agency of the County Agricultural Extension Centre, the
Plant Protection Station, Agricultural Technical Station, the Agricultural Technology
Association, the Seed Station/Company, the Seed Management Station (zhongzi guanli
zhan), and the Administrative Law Implementation Brigade {xingzheng zhifa dadui).
In terms of the actual technologies being disseminated through the agricultural
extension system, Hu observed a change in the link between research and extension. In
™ Gao Qijie, "Wo Guo Nongye Tuiguang Touzi Xianzhuang Yu Zhidu Gaige De Yanjiu [China's
Agricultural Extension Investment and Structural Reform]," Nongye jingji wenti [Issues in
Agricultural Economy], no. 8 (2002), p. 27.
"^According to Ministry of Agriculture figures for 2003, 53.76 percent of township extension
stations are fully funded {quan'e bokuan), 25.54 percent are partially funded {cha'e bokuan),
and 17.87 percent are self-funded {zishou zizhi). See Han, "Agricultural Extension: Existing in
Name Only, Awaiting Reform."
Gao, "China's Agricultural Extension Investment and Structural Reform , p. 28.
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the late 1980s and early 1990s, a large number of new technologies were developed by
agricultural colleges and research institutes, but the uptake of these averaged only
around 30 to 40 p e r c e n t . M u c h of this was due to the audit system of the research
institutes, which required that an innovation be adopted on a wide scale before a
researcher could apply for a promotion or additional funding. Now, however, he
believes there are insufficient new technologies relevant to Chinese farmers being
developed, and that the adoption rate of those that become available is considerably
higher.
Hu's account of recent changes to agricultural extension is largely matched by
the accounts of local extension agents, which form a literature unto themselves. One of
the most thorough analyses appeared in a recent issue of the journal Sannong

Zhongguo

(Rural C h i n a ) . L i k e many extension agents I interviewed, Li Changjin mourns the
passing of the 1970s and 1980s when "the results of agricultural extension work were
an important element of the annual assessments and political prospects of leading cadres
at all levels". He defends the coercive measures associated with "administrative
methods", noting that although the old system was inflexible and often wasted
manpower and resources {lao min shang cai), "many techniques that improved crops
and led to increased production were popularized by such a s y s t e m . A report on the
development of China's beef industry concurred that top-down measures were still
effective in mobilising households on a large scale.
Li identified two shifts in government policy that led to the marginalising of
agricultural extension. He traces the beginning of overstaffmg in the township agencies

173 Huang et al., "Let Science and Technology Spread throughout the Countryside".
174 Li Changjin, "Nongji Tuiguang Zhi Tong [The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology

Extension]," Sannong zhongguo [Rural China] 8, no. 2 (2006), pp. 128-39.
Ibid, p. 129.
176
Scott A. Waldron, Colin G. Brown, and John W. Longworth, Rural Development in China:
Insights from the Beef Industry (Aidershot Ashgate, 2004), pp. 29-31.
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to the late 1980s when there was a shift to "branch dictates" {keceng zhi), whereby all
government ministries attempted to extend their "legs" down to the grassroots, and the
"seven or eight technicians" became the "seven stations and eight offices" (gi zhan ba
suo). With an excess of staff, the first signs of the agricultural extension agents being
drafted into general township government work {zhongxin gongzuo)

emerged.

During the mid-1990s, following the fiscal decentralisation reforms, Li noted a
change in the content of the annual assessments of local governments and cadres. The
key indicators were now local G D P and local taxation revenue. As the contribution of
agriculture to G D P and revenue was limited, and there was no way for it to deliver
instant and highly visible (// gan jian ying) political and economic benefits that would
be apparent to their political masters in higher levels of government, agriculture became
marginalised. As Li laments, "In the past, when leaders from all levels of government
visited the grassroots, agricultural technicians would form the core of the accompanying
delegation.

Now

they

have

been

superseded

by

factory owners

and

property

developers."'"
In terms of recent campaigns to streamline and merge township governments, Li
observed that great pressure was exerted on staff in the 45 to 50 year old age bracket to
take early retirement. In his opinion, this cohort contains the most dedicated and
experienced agricultural extension staff By contrast, he characterises younger staff as
possessing "quite low professional standards, they often got their position through
connections and came in through the back door. Many have spent most of their career
working outside the county, and generally they have little useful experience in
agricultural work."
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Li, "The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology Extension," p. 131.

Ibid, p. 138.
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Li agrees with Hu that many of the innovations released through the agricultural
extension service during the early 1990s were not welcomed by the farmers, and he lists
a series of perennial failures, many of which have been promoted by the extension
system for more than thirty years. He singles out "regenerative rice" (zaisheng

dao),

which has been promoted since the 1970s without being adopted by farmers to a
significant extent, yet continues to be promoted today. Li also questions several other
rice technologies. Yuan Longping's "Inheritance Project Rice" (yichuan gongcheng

dao)

was heavily promoted in 1995, but resulted in large scale crop failures in southern
China. The rice soon disappeared from stores, but the losses were borne by rice vendors.
In a similar vein was the introduction of Brazilian upland rice during the mid-1990s.
Apparently it was one of several crops given to then Premier Li Peng by the Brazilian
delegation to a UNEP conference in 1992. The rice seed retailed for 200 yuan

per

kilogram (50 times more expensive than conventional rice seed), so it was promoted
through provincial poverty alleviation programs and given free to farmers. The yields
were lower than local rice varieties.
An example of a rice technology that made sense to researchers, but not to
farmers, was two-line hybrid rice, developed with considerable funding from the
national 863 Bioteclinology Project. Hybrid rice was produced with one less stage than
the traditional three-line method, but the resulting rice seed had no almost advantages
over existing rice varieties, and so farmers saw no reason to buy it. Li also questions the
claims of breakthrough rice yields made on behalf of Yuan Longping's latest research
and marketing venture, "super rice" {chaoji dao). Given that there have been no major
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breakthroughs in rice breeding technologies since the 1970s he wonders whether claims
of a breakthrough in the rice yield frontier are credible.
The most recent resolution on the reform of the agricultural extension system,
put forward by the fourth session of the 10th National People's Congress in March
2006,'^° summarizes the current state of the system in blunt language:
Our agricultural technology extension system was established on the basis of the
1950s planned economy model. Although there has been constant reform, the
direction of reform has been unclear, and thus development has been slow. The
grassroots extension system in many regions... is characterized by a segmentation of
the dictates of b r a n c h e s and areas {bumen, diqu

fenge)...

Insufficient consideration is given to whether the farmers actually want the
technologies being promoted, or whether the extension system has the capacity to
promote the technologies over a large area. There are many divisions within the
agricultural agencies themselves... There are too many agricultural technicians, and
their quality is low. According to 2003 figures, China has 1.03 million extension
agents, an average of more than 500 per county, but approximately half of these
workers are primarily engaged in administrative work or selling agricultural inputs.
There are an excessive num.ber of unqualified technicians, who make up around half
of the extension service. Because of constraints on the staffing system, many
extension agencies have no way to bring in new graduates from the agricultural
colleges, leading to a breakdown in the dissemination of new agricultural knowledge.
We are facing a serious problem whereby "those on the payroll aren't at their posts,
and those at their post have no understanding of how to do their job".
Funding for agricultural extension is inadequate; siphoning off and embezzlement
of agricultural extension funds is common. The majority of funds earmarked for
township extension stations are not used for their designated purpose. Most of these
funds are used to cover administrative costs, and are squandered in an irrational and
inefficient manner. Investigations reveal that only ten percent'^' of agricultural
extension expenditures at the county level are actually spent on extension activities.

It is generally claimed that "super rice" increases rice yields by around 150 jin per mu (1125
kg per hectare), or more than 20 percent. See, for example, "Agricultural Technology Extension
System Needs a Boost" (http://www.china.org.cn/english/2006lh/160737.htm, accessed on 15
February 2007). If such yield gains are proven, they run counter to trends of a stagnating rice
yield frontier elsewhere in Asia. See David Dawe, A. Dobermann, P. Moya, S. Abdulrachman,
Bijay Singh P Laid S.Y. Li, B. Lin, G. Panaullah, 0 . Sariamh, Y. Singh, A. Swarupi, P.S. Tan,
and Q.X. Zhen, "How Widespread Are Yield Declines in Long-Term Rice Experiments m Asia?"
Field Crops Research 66 (2000), pp. 175-93.
Guanyu gaige wo guo xianxing nongye jishu tuiguang tixi de ti'an.
This figure - and many others in the resolution—is based on Hu Ruifa, Huang Jikun, and Li
Liqiu "Zhongguo Nongji Tuiguang: Xianzhuang, Wenti Yu Duice [China's Agricultural Extension:
The Situation Problems and Their Solutions]," Guanii Shijie [Management World], no. 5 (2004),
p 51 This report found the amount spent on agricultural extension (tuiguang Jingfei) at the
county level was 11 percent, compared to 59 percent spent on current personnel [renyuan
jingfei) 12 percent on retired staff, seven percent on office expenses (bangong jingfei) and 11
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The resolution goes on to call for a "new agricultural technology extension
system" and thus wades into a debate about the future of agricultural extension in China.
The resolution attempts to steer a course between advocating a fully privatized
extension service, and a properly funded government-run extension service, endorsing
the fme-sounding but ambiguous policy slogan "stabilize public extension, release
commercial activities to the market" {wenzhu gongyi xing, fanghuo jingying

xing). This

incremental approach to reforming state-provided agricultural extension services is far
from unique to China. 182
It is also notable that the resolution unequivocally declares that there are "too
many" agricultural technicians. While in line with the central government's general
discourse on the importance of downsizing local governments, this dissertation will
demonstrate that the problem is not that there are too many extension agents, but rather
a system of governance and a development ideology that prevents them from
performing their d u t i e s . I n terms of specific measures, the resolution called for:
•

the county agricultural bureaus to resume direct control of township extension
stations;

•

allowing the provision of private, fee-based extension services;

•

fair and open bidding for pubiicly-funded agricultural extension projects;

percent on miscellaneous expenses. At the township level, only seven percent of expenditures
went towards agricultural extension.
See, for example, Jon Anderson and L. Van Crowder, "The Present and Future of Public
Sector Extension in Africa: Contracting out or Contracting In?" Public Administration and
Development 20, no. 5 (2000), pp. 373-84; and Natalie Hicks, "Organisational Adventures in
District Government: Central Control Versus Local Initiative in Long an Province, Vietnam."
^PhD dissertation, The Australian National University, 2005).
In terms of the number of extension agents per farmer, there are is one extension agent for
800 farmers in China, which is close to the Asia Pacific average of one agricultural technician
per 873 farmers, but well below the figure for developed countries. Hu Ruifa and Li Liqiu,
"Nongye Jishu Tuiguang De Guoji Bijiao [An International Comparison of Agricultural
Technology Extension]," Keji Daobao [Science and Technology Review], no. 1 (2004), p. 27.
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• township agricultural technicians transferring to the administrative cadre
(guowuyuan) system, and providing cover to those who lack retirement benefits
and health insurance;
• a thorough straightening out of the staffing system, removing non-specialists
from the system, and establishing formal mechanisms for the entry of new staff
and their annual assessment;
• reducing the possibility of staff entering the system via informal connections;
• immediate revision of the Agricultural Technology Extension Law, and laws
relating to animal inoculation, plant and animal protection, pesticide and seed
management.
While there is some indication of a shift towards privatization, most agricultural
policy experts agree that full privatization of the agricultural extension system is
unlikely.

Most believe that farmers would be unwilling to pay for agricultural

extension services, and that such a policy would run counter to the general push to
reduce the farmers' financial b u r d e n . G i v e n the small average land area of Chinese
farms, farmers' lack of access to the formal credit system, and the limited prospect of
farmers being able to transfer or mortgage rural land to raise funds for investing in

^^^ Author's interviews, Beijing 2004-2006; Hefei 2004, 2006.
This is not to say that with the elimination of the agricultural tax, there are no longer peasant
burdens. As one writer points out, with 400 to 500 billion yuan paid in value-added tax on
agricultural inputs, the average rural resident is effectively paying around 400 yuan per capita in
unavoidable taxes. See Wang Shaoguang, "Xiangzhen Caizheng De Guoqu, Xianzhuang Yu
Weilai [The Past, Present and Future of Township Finances]," Sannong zhongguo, no. 2 (2006),
pp. 18-24. If one considers the cost of rural health care and education (particularly tertiary
education), the peasant burden is a long way from being "eliminated". According to a survey
conducted in 2005 by the China-based Horizon Research Consultancy Group, the cost of their
child's education was for the first time listed as the main household expense by urban and rural
households. Among rural households, 32.6% of annual expenditure was devoted to education.
Of those questioned, 40% to 50% blamed the cost of education for a reduced standard of living.
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agriculture,'^^ most policy experts agreed that farmers lacked both the inclination and
the capital to invest in learning new farming skills. This view was not held by all
respondents, however, and most made the distinction between crops such as grain which
are often grown at a loss to f a r m e r s , ' " and more lucrative produce, such as vegetables,
livestock, and aquaculture. One survey of cotton farmers in five provinces indicated a
willingness to pay for agricultural extension services, and demonstrated that those
farmers who had previously received agricultural training were more willing to pay for
such services. 188
Rather more contentious is a related debate as to whether the lack of explicitlydefined rural property rights per se inhibits farmers' investment in agriculture. A great
deal of effort on the part of the World Bank, the Rural Development Institute (RDI), the
Gates Foundation, and other bodies has gone into convincing Chinese policy makers
189

that clearly-defined property rights are the cure for China's rural woes.

However,

even the RDI's own survey indicated that Chinese farmers prefer to redistribute land
amongst themselves, in defiance of an increasingly stringent set of government edicts
concerning land contracts.

Irene Wang, "Property Law Finally Put to Congress." South China Morning Post, 9 March
2007. An earlier draft of the bill contained provisions for the mortgage and transfer of land use
rights by peasants. This article quotes NPC Standing Committee Vice-Chairman Wang
Zhaoguo, explaining the omission of this provision in the law, which went through seven
readings and 60 revisions, "The right to manage contracted land and the rights to the land
occupied by their houses provide a life-long foundation for farmers, and the conditions for lifting
such restrictions are not yet ripe."
Li Zhenjie, Caogen Diaocha: Zhongguo Jiceng Wenti De Shehuixue Fenxi [Grassroots
Investigation: An Analysis of China's Basic Problems from a Sociological Perspective], (Beijing:
Jmgji guanii chubanshe [Economic Management Press], 2003), pp. 160-161.
Wang Xuanwen and Hu Ruifa, "Nongmin Dui Nongye Jishu Tuiguang Zuzhi Youchang Fuwu
Xiuqiu De Yanjiu," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China Rural Economy], no. 4 (2003), pp. 63-68.
Bank loans for poverty alleviation and environmental rehabilitation projects are conditional on
the registration and issuance of guaranteed long-term land-use contracts to individual farmers.
See Sally Sargeson, "Full Circle? Rural Land Reforms in Globalizing China," Critical Asian
Studies 36, no. 4 (2004), p. 643.
James Kaising Kung, "Common Property Rights and Land Reallocations in Rural China:
Evidence from a Village Survey," World Development 28, no. 4 (2000), pp. 701-19.
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While secure property rights are taken as a precondition for investment in
agricuhure by most economists, the average land allotment for a Chinese farming
household is so small, and plots of land so dispersed, that granting permanent,
immutable property rights would seem unlikely to have a spectacular effect on
productivity, without this measure being combined with genuine support for
independent farmers' associations.'^' Surveys of farmers reflect this. A recent survey of
40 counties in Anhui found greater support among farmers for cooperative farming
(71%) than the granting of immutable property rights (38%).'^^ This support was
consistent across different types of farming households—those dependent on crop
cultivation, livestock, off-farm work, and those involved in the manufacturing and
service industries.
Many noted that the most lucrative aspect of agricultural extension—the sale of
seed, pesticides, fertilizer and other inputs—had already largely fallen into the hands of
private vendors, often laid-off employees of the seed stations and extension stations,
limiting the scope for privatization of extension s e r v i c e s . P r e v i o u s attempts during
the 1990s to generate income led to the selling off and misappropriation of the Ministry
of Agriculture's a s s e t s . M o r e o v e r , the emergence of large supermarket chains in
urban areas means that large market players will make their own arrangements for
agricultural technology extension and quality assurance as they develop their own
Lawrence D. Smith, "Decentralization and Rural Development: The Role of the Public and
Private Sectors in the Provision of Agricultural Support Services," In Technical Consultation on
Decentralization (Rome: FAO, 1997).
Liu Pengling, Li Jing, and Luan Jingdong, "Nongmin Dui Tudi Zhidu Gaige De Renzhi: Jiyu
Anhui Sheng Nonghu Diaocha Ziliao Fenxi [Peasants' Perceptions of Reform to the Farmland
System: A Survey of Farming Households in Anhui Province]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China
Rural Economy], no. 7 (2005), p. 46.
There were also doubts that were extension stations to resume their involvement in the sale
of agricultural inputs, whether any profits raised would go towards providing agricultural
extension services. Previous experience during the early 1990s suggests that any profits
generated ended up in private pockets, while any losses would be charged to the public account.
See Li "The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology Extension", p. 130.
"" Gao, "China's Agricultural Extension Investment and Structural Reform", p. 33.
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agricultural produce supply chains.

However, in rural Anhui, the future of the

agricultural extension service is still closely tied to what shape local government reform
takes, so I turn now to the relevant debates in this literature.

Current Debates: Local Government
As with many services provided by the local state, agricultural technology extension is
to a large extent the victim of ongoing contestation between the local and central state
over political, administrative and fiscal decentralization. A considerable volume of
literature presents the local Chinese state as corrupt, predatory and overstaffed,
dependent on off-budget and extra-budgetary fees and levies, and needing to be kept in
check by a strong central state.

A parallel observation is that such predatory

behaviour arises less from the individual shortcomings of local leaders than from a
fiscal system which does not adequately redistribute revenue from the central back to
local governments via transfer payments and earmarked subsidies, thus saddling local
governments with mounting debts, and responsibilities that they have no hope of
fulfilling.'" Ray Yep makes a convincing case that placing the blame for the rural

Hu Dinghuan, Thomas Reardon, Scott Rozelle, Peter Timmer, and Honglian Wang, "The
Emergence of Supermarkets with Chinese Characteristics: Challenges and Opportunities for
China's Agricultural Development," Development Policy Review 22,^no. 5 (2004), pp. 557-86.
Cao Jinqing, Huang He Bian De Zhongguo [China Along the Yellow River] (ShanghaiShanghai Wenyi Chubanshe, 2000); Yu Jianrong, Yuecun Zhengzhi: Zhuangxingqi
Zhongguo
Xiangcun Zhengzhi Jiegou De Bianqian [Yuecun Politics: Changes in the Rural Political
Structure During China's Transitional Phase] {Be\]\ng: Shangwu yinshuguan [Commercial
Pnnting House], 2001); Li Changping, Wo Xiang Zongli Shuo Shihua [Some Home Truths for
the Premier] {Be\j\ng: Guangming Daily Publishing [Guangming Ribao Chubanshe], 2002);
Chen Guidi, and Chun Tao, Zhongguo Nongmin Diaocha [A Survey of China's Peasants] '
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe [People's Literature Press], 2004); Thomas P Bemstein
and Xiaobo Lu, Taxation without Representation in Rural China (Cambridge Cambridge
University Press, 2003).
See World Bank, "China - National Development and Sub-National Finance"; Kai-yuan Tsui
Local Tax System, Intergovemmental Transfers and China's Local Fiscal Disparities," Journal
of Comparative Economics 33 (2005), pp. 173-96; Zhao Shukai, "Kunju Zhong De Xiangzhen
Caizheng [The Predicament of Township Finances]," Juece Zixun, no. 10 (2004), pp. 21-23; and
Lynette Ong, "The Political Economy of Township Government Debt, Township Enterprises and
Rural Financial Institutions in China," China Quarterly 186 (2006), pp. 377-400.
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unrest of the 1990s on local officials, rather than on an inequitable and dysfunctional
fiscal system, was an easy out for the central government.''^
Another stream of literature presents the decentralization reforms as producing a
de facto

federalist state, providing impetus for China's rapid economic development,

transforming local officials from "agents" into "principals" and local governments into
"developmental" s t a t e s . E x t r a - b u d g e t a r y revenues are seen as providing an incentive
for the local state and individual cadres to develop the economy through support for
township and village enterprises. Opaque local finances and information flows are seen
as positives, as they increase local initiative by reducing the scope for arbitrary
encroachment

by the central state.

Being able to provide services for their

communities enhances their legitimacy.
Between these models lies a variant known as the "entrepreneurial" state,
whereby local cadres do indeed attempt to bypass central control to serve their own
interests, but such behaviour is seen as producing overall positive outcomes, particularly
in promoting economic growth.^®' Other authors concur that local cadres behave in an
entrepreneurial manner, but view this as less benign, believing that its main objective is
the stripping of state assets into private hands.^"^ Many other authors find that the local
state can behave in completely different ways, even within the same township.

Ray Yep "Can Tax for Fee' Reform Reduce Rural Tension in China: The Process, Progress,
and Limitations," China Quarterly 177 (2004), pp. 42-70. Nor is this the first time the Party has
taken this tack. After the Great Leap, the Central Committee explicitly blamed local cadres for
the famine. See esp. Lu Xiaobo, Cadres and Corruption: The Organizational Involution of the
Chinese Communist Party {Stantord. Stanford University Press, 2000), pp. 98-105.
Jean Oi State and Peasant in Contemporary China: The Political Economy of Village
Government (Berkeley, Ca.: University of Califomia Press, 1989); Marc Blecher and Vivienne
Shue, Tethered Deer: Government and Economy in a Chinese Counfy (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1996).
..
Qiao Yingyi and Barry Weingast, "Federalism as Incentives to Preserving Market Incentives,
Journal of Economic Perspectives 11, no. 4 (1997), pp. 83-92.
Jane Duckett, The Entrepreneurial State in China: Real Estate and Commerce Departments
;>7 Reform Era T / W ' " (London: Routledge, 1998).
, , e. . a ^
c. ^ f
Sally Sargeson and Jian Zhang, "Re-Assessing the Role of the Local State: A Case Study of
Local Govemment Interventions in Property Rights Reform in a Hangzhou Distnct," The China
Journal 42 {^999). pp. 77-99.
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depending on geographical and historical factors, and the personal characteristics of
local leaders.^"^ Jonathan Unger's review of rural China suggests that geography plays a
crucial role, with governments located in the prosperous industrial regions of Eastern
China more likely to exhibit "developmental" characteristics, while those located in the
grain-growing heartlands and marginal agricultural regions have a greater proclivity for
"predatory" behavior.
From the perspective of local governance, such debates are far from academic,
as the discourse on the nature of the local state can influence perceptions of local
government and the direction of proposed administrative reforms. During the course of
my fieldwork, many interviewees expressed dismay that township governments were
portrayed in such a negative light in the media, which eroded their authority and thus
made completing their work tasks even more difficult.^°^ Much of the literature suggests
that township governments (and to a less extent, county governments) are overburdened
by a mountain of tasks, performance indicators, assessments, meetings, and the need to
"entertain" visiting delegations from higher levels of g o v e r n m e n t . T h e impression is
that township governments are kept busy by the county and prefectural governments

Xu Jiang, '"Rich Brothers' and 'Poor Cousins': The Political Economy of Post-Reform Rural
Disparity in a Chinese Township," Journal of Contemporary China 13, no. 41 (2004), pp. 801-17;
Michelle S. Mood, "Opportunists, Predators and Rogues: The Role of Local State Relations in
Shaping Chinese Rural Development," Journal of Agrarian Change 5, no. 2 (2005), pp. 217-50;
Jude Howell, "Reflections on the Chinese State," Development and Change 37, no. 2 (2006), pp.
273-97; and Linger, The Transformation of Rural China.
Linger, The Transformation of Rural China, pp. 204-213.
Central government documents have also served a "mobilizing role" in collective action
against the state by farmers. See esp. Bernstein and Lu, Taxation without Representation in
Rural China, pp. 130-40.
Tan Qiucheng, "Caizheng Kaohe, Zhidu Zujin Zhaqu Yu Xiangzhen Zhaiwu [The Annual
Financial Assessment, Institutional Rent Squeezing, and Township Government Debt],"
Zhongguo nongcun guancha [China Rural Survey], no. 6 (2004), pp. 2-13; Wu Licai and Zhu
Hongxuan, "Xiangzhen Gaige: Xiangzhen Ganbu De Suo Si Suo Xiang—Dui Hubei Sheng
Xiangzhen Ganbu De Wenjuan Diaocha [Township Reform: What Township Cadres Think—a
Survey of Hubei Province]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China Rural Economy], no. 11 (2005), pp.
61-67; Zhao Shukai, "Xiangzhen Zhengfu De Yingchou Shenghuo [The Social Life of Township
Officials]," Zhongguo gaige [China Reform], no. 7 (2005): 53-56; Zhao Shukai, "Xiang Cun
Guanxi: Zai Kongzhi Zhong Tuojie [Township-Village Relations: Dislocated Control]," Huazhong
shifan daxue xuebao [Journal of Huazhong University] 44, no. 5 (2005), pp. 2-9.
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performing arbitrarily-imposed,

meaningless tasks. At the same time,

township

governments lack the resources or the power to complete their tasks, a situation
commonly described as "a thousand threads, but only one needle".
The most eloquent recent account of township government work was penned by
a sociologist, Gu Wenfeng, who was posted by the Henan provincial government to a
township in Hebi prefecture. His experiences as Party secretary correspond closely to
the situation I observed in Anhui. A passage entitled "Pressure is Pressure" (yalijiu

shi

yali) describes the everyday frustrations arising from the township government's lack of
agency in its dealings with county and prefectural leaders:
The county has administrative cadres who are industrious, and others who are less
so. In some bureaus, these cadres have no idea how to fill up their day. They'll read
the smallest advertisements in the paper several times over. A newspaper and a cup
of tea, that's a day's labour. But after a while, they get fed up, so it's time for an
inspection of "grassroots work". They'll happily go for a tour, or perhaps score some
points [on the annual assessment] by calling a meeting. They loaf around, eating and
drinking for a few days, picking up "souvenirs". When the higher-level organs carry
out their work, do they ever consider whether it has the slightest economic or social
benefit?
As far as township cadres are concerned, I tell them not to bother looking for
excuses, there are no excuses. Focus on results, don't worry about the process. If
there are petitions [by farmers to higher levels], no matter what the cause, blame lies
with the township. If the higher levels make work arrangements, it doesn't matter if
they have any relevance to reality; the tasks have to be completed, otherwise
criticism will be swift. Regardless of whether there are funds, when you're required
to accomplish something, it must be done. As far as higher levels are concerned, you
just convene a meeting, write a memorandum, issue a document, and then carry out
inspections, and that's it. But down in the township, no matter what the
circumstances, no matter what difficulties you face, the task has to be completed—no
one is going to do it for you, or take responsibility... You're constantly in fear,
nothine is ever settled. When the phone rings at night, your first thought is "what's
gone wrong now (

Current

Trends

In terms of changes to local government, the direction of administrative reform is
currently being fleshed out, meaning that much of the debate about the nature of local

Gu Wenfeng. "Extraordinary Accounts," pp. 101-102.
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government is tied to specific reform agendas. Before describing the workings of local
government in greater detail, I will outline the "consensus position" on local
government reform, gleaned from the statements of national leaders, central government
resolutions, and the writings of influential researchers.
At the sub-provincial level, the role of prefectural governments will continue to
decline, as fiscal authority over county governments is transferred to provincial
governments, with the reduction of red tape and embezzlement of earmarked central
government funding the main reasons cited by policymakers.^®^ The status of the county
government is likely to be strengthened. The finance offices in townships are already
under the direct control of the county finance bureau. Streamlining of staff and
government bureaus is likely to be most drastic at the township level, although given the
failure of previous streamlining reforms,

the central government is proceeding

cautiously, with pilot reforms in Guizhou, Anhui and Hubei. Much of the reform to date
has involved the merging of townships and township government and Party organs and
the amalgamation of administrative villages, which will be discussed in Chapter Three.
There is a growing realization within central government circles that mergers
and amalgamations are not a magic bullet, as the main problem is not overstaffing per
se, but the non-performance of government staff

Downsizing efforts to date have

Chen Xiwen, Vice-Ministerof the Office of the Central Leading Group on Financial and
Economic Affairs, cited in Cary Huang, "Shake-up of Grass-Roots Government in Pipeline,"
South China Morning Post, 4 July 2005.
Brodsgaard, "Institutional Reform and the Bianzhi System in China."
210
Xie Ziping, "Xiangzhen Zhengfu Zhineng Zhuanhuan He Jigou Gaige: Shishi Qingkuang Ji
Duice Jianyi [Transforming the Function of Township Government and Institutional Reform: The
Present Situation and Policy Recommendations]," in Duan Yingbi and Song Hongyuan, eds,
Zhongguo Nongcun Gaige Zhongda Zhengce Wenti Yanjiu Baogao [A Research Report on the
Major Policy Problems of Reform in Rural China] (Beijing: China Finance and Economics Press
[Zhongguo caizheng jingji chubanshe], 2004), pp. 50-71. Duan Yingbi was one member of a
team of three chosen by the State Council to oversee reforms, while Song Hongyuan is the
deputy director of the Ministry of Agriculture's Rural Research Centre. The report found that
many townships, particularly in remote areas, weren't ready for amalgamation, because
transport and communications infrastructure remained poor. It also found that township mergers
had a negative effect on staff morale, as township cadres saw themselves as targets of reform,
rather as than agents of change. As a cadre from Sichuan explained, "The township mergers
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suffered from regional e c o n o m i c differences. Townships in developed regions have
enjoyed far m o r e success in shedding staff than those in poorer regions. Avenues for
e m p l o y m e n t outside o f government service are limited in impoverished t o w n s h i p s . ^ "
W h i l e some scholars call for the abolition o f the township level o f government
or the extension o f popular elections to the t o w n s h i p , n e i t h e r option seems likely in
the near future. Prime Minister W e n Jiabao's 2007 Government W o r k Report mentions
neither possibility, instead highlighting the need for "reform o f the m a n a g e m e n t system
for county and t o w n s h i p budgets to gradually m a k e the administration and m a n a g e m e n t
system for the countryside more streamlined and efficient", as well as pledging to
increase

transfer

payments

to

grain-producing

regions

and

those townships

with

financial difficulties, and reduce the debts o f township and village organizations.^'^
Before g o i n g on to analyze the effects o f reform on the grassroots operations o f
one specific government agency, the Ministry o f Agriculture, I will first examine the
local state within w h i c h the agricultural extension service must operate.
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w e r e all f i x e d by t h e p r e f e c t u r a l a n d c o u n t y g o v e m m e n t s ; w e h a d n o s a y in o u r o w n f a t e . . . A f t e r
t h e m e r g e r s , w e w e r e f o r c e d t o t r a n s f e r m a n y of o u r f u n c t i o n s t o t h e v i l l a g e , b u t t h e n it is h a r d
t o a v o i d e x c e s s i v e i n t e r f e r e n c e in v i l l a g e a f f a i r s . "
- " Xie Ziping, " R e n y u a n Fenliu: X i a n g z h e n Jigou Gaige De Jiaodian Y u Nandian [Streamlining
P e r s o n n e l : F o c u s a n d D i f f i c u l t i e s in t h e R e f o r m of T o w n s h i p B u r e a u s ] , " in D u a n a n d S o n g , A
Research Report on the Major Policy Problems of Reform in Rural China, pp. 6 5 - 6 6 . T o w n s h i p s
in p o o r r e g i o n s w e r e f o u n d t o h a v e s h e d a n a v e r a g e of n i n e staff; t h o s e in m i d d l e - r a n k i n g
r e g i o n s s h e d 3 1 , w h i l e t h o s e in w e a l t h i e r r e g i o n s s h e d 4 5 s t a f f m e m b e r s .
^ ^ ^ Y u Jianrong, " X i a n g z h e n Bu S h e Zhengfu, Huifu N o n g c u n Zizhi [ R e m o v e T o w n s h i p
G o v e r n m e n t s , R e s t o r e R u r a l D e m o c r a c y ] , " Jiangsu nongcun jingji [Jiangsu Rural Economy], no.
1 ( 2 0 0 4 ) p. 18; Z h a o S h u k a i , " T i z h i Z h e t e n g X i a n g z h e n , X i a n g z h e n H u n o n g T i z h i [ T h e S y s t e m
S q u e e z e s t h e T o w n s h i p s ; t h e T o w n s h i p s T r i c k t h e S y s t e m ] , " Zhongguo fazhan guancha [China
Development Review], n o . 8 ( 2 0 0 5 ) , pp. 4 7 - 4 9 .
W e n J i a b a o , " R e p o r t o n t h e W o r k of t h e G o v e r n m e n t . " B e i j i n g : Fifth S e s s i o n of t h e T e n t h
N a t i o n a l P e o p l e ' s C o n g r e s s , 2 0 0 7 . A c c e s s e d 15 M a r c h 2 0 0 7 at
http7/vww.china.org.cn/english/2007lh/203278. htm.
F e w E n g l i s h - l a n g u a g e studies offer a detailed descnption of h o w county a n d s u b - c o u n t y
g o v e r n m e n t s o p e r a t e in p r a c t i c e . N o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n s a r e H i l l m a n , " P o l i t i c s a n d P o w e r in C h i n a " ;
a n d a t r a n s l a t i o n of Z h a o S h u k a i ' s s u r v e y o f 2 0 d i f f e r e n t t o w n s h i p s in t e n p r o v i n c e s , w h i c h
a p p e a r s in A n d r e w K i p n i s a n d G r a e m e S m i t h , e d s , " R u r a l G o v e m a n c e in t h e M i d s t o f
U n d e r f u n d i n g D e c e p t i o n , a n d M i s t r u s t , " Chinese Sociology and Anthropology 39, n o . 1 ( 2 0 0 7 ) " .
In t h e C h i n e s e l a n g u a g e l i t e r a t u r e , G u W e n f e n g , Extraordinary Confessions, o f f e r s a n i n s i g h t
i n t o t h e d a y - t o - d a y w o r k i n g s of t o w n s h i p g o v e r n m e n t .
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Chapter 3 Grassroots Politics: The Political Systems of
Rural Counties, Townships and Villages
Shifting our focus to the micro-level, we will use a case-study approach to examine the
effects of local government recent reforms on the implementation of agricultural policy,
with a focus on a rural county in Anhui Province. In this chapter, key concepts and
structures in the machinery of local government will be introduced and recent local
economic and political developments in the country will be described. The emphasis
will be on real configurations of political power and the behavior of key actors in the
local state. This will provide context for the subsequent examination of a specific aspect
of the local state, the agricultural extension system.

The County's Economic Situation
Benghai County is located in central China, and boasts a range of agricultural products
in keeping with its varied geography. The east of the county is primarily rice-growing
flatlands with quite a number of rural enterprises, while the west is more mountainous,
producing primarily tea, bamboo, and silk, with relatively few successful rural
enterprises. GDP per capita for the county in 2005 was almost exactly the same as the
provincial average oil A49 yuan, which is 71 percent of the national average. Benghai is
a relatively small county, with just over 370,000 inhabitants.
When compared to other counties within the surrounding prefecture, which
contains six counties, Benghai has performed well, ranking first in GDP per capita and
first in terms of absolute

government revenue in 2004, even though its population is

considerably smaller than neighboring counties. The county government revenue per

81

head was six times greater than the poorest county in the p r e f e c t u r e , ^ r a n k i n g it as the
fourth weahhiest county in Anhui province in terms of government revenues. The
burgeoning revenue figures are due in large part to Anhui's love of hard liquor. Over
100 mWWon yuan in tax was paid by one corporation, which manufactures a well-known
brand of grain spirits. According to several informants, the liquor factory's contribution
accounts for almost half of the county's tax revenues. Other successful industries based
in the county include a large light bulb manufacturer and a food additives factory. This
concentration

of

relatively

profitable

enterprises

has

not

only

benefited

the

government—average wage earnings in rural enterprises 2006 were deemed to be the
highest in Anhui province.

Although Benghai is a rural county, it is no longer primarily reliant on
agriculture for government revenues. Industrial output accounted for nearly two-thirds
of G D P by the year 2000.^'^ This shift to an industry-centered economy means that the
recent abolition of agricultural taxes has not affected the income of the county
government as seriously as in neighboring counties. All agricultural taxes were
abolished after 2004 by central government decree, but in that year these accounted for
less than ten percent of the total county government revenue. The expansion of
industrial output allowed a corresponding increase in revenues, meaning that the county
government is in a position to provide services such as agricultural extension to rural
residents, if it choses to do so.

The Benghai county government, like most county governments in China,
usually runs a budget deficit, even though revenue increased rapidly towards the end of
the

1990s. By 2005, the total deficit exceeded

100 million yuan, with

^^^ A n h u i nianjian [Anhui Yearbook], Hefei, Anhui nianjian bianweihui [Anhui Y e a r b o o k
Committee], 2005,
A n h u i nianjian [Anhui Yearbook], Hefei, Anhui nianjian bianweihui [Anhui Y e a r b o o k
Committee], 2001,

annual
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government expenditure topping 350 million _yMa«. The primary source of this deficit
was overstaffing at both the county and township levels.
Despite these relatively healthy GDP and government revenue figures, Benghai
was designated in 1986 as an impoverished county {guojia ji pinkun xian). As of 2007,
it remains one of China's 592 officially designated poverty counties, with the number of
impoverished residents officially calculated to be just over five percent of the
population. Both county and provincial officials privately concede that it should have
had its poverty "hat" removed some time ago, and during the mid-1990s, the hat was
briefly removed in order to further the prospects of county leaders. But benefits in the
form of central government loans through the Poverty Alleviation Bureau and
preferential access to national infrastructure projects were too valuable to forgo, and a
way was found (through networks in Beijing) to "retrieve" the hat, and attract two largescale international aid projects to the county.^'^ After obtaining these projects, removing
the "poverty hat" would have placed the donor organizations and the central
government in an awkward position. So despite sustained economic growth, the hat
remains securely in place. The determination of poverty status was said to be "politics
first, economics second" (zhengzhi zai shang, jingji zai xia).218

^^^ A German scholar, who had conducted extensive research in the notoriously poor counties
of northern Anhui, expressed disbelief that this county was seen as "impoverished". Benghai is
far from unique in this respect. Wuwei County, which consistently ranks among Anhui's ten
wealthiest counties, retains its hat to this day. These irregularities have led to a shift towards
targeting poor villages, rather than the designated counties. See Nick Young, "Government
Embraces 'Participation', Pledges More Poverty Funds and Better Targeting," Beijing: China
Development Brief, 2005.
Anhui's provincial governor, Wang Jinshan, publicly conceded that county-level statistics on
peasants' incomes were routinely falsified to keep their "poverty hats" in place. Irene Wang,
"Central Edicts 'Not Right for All Regions'." South China Morning Post, 24 April 2006. The
arbitrary nature of poor county designations has been noted by previous researchers. See
Albert Park and Sangui Wang, "China's Poverty Statistics," China Economic Review 12, no. 4
(2001), pp. 396-397.
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County-Level Political Organization
The Key Leaders
T h e concentration of p o w e r in the hands of the Party secretary is remarkable. The Party
secretary (while not a native of Benghai) had previously served three years as the
county head, allowing ample time to build up his personal networks. This has been the
custom for most of B e n g h a i ' s Party secretaries. Also, while the Party secretary does hail
f r o m outside the county in accordance with the law of avoidance

{huibi zhidu),^^^ he

w a s the deputy county head of a larger county immediately to the east of Benghai, so
m a n y of his immediate subordinates are former classmates from the prefectural Party
school, and a three-year posting to the central Party school has allowed him to extend
his networks inside the prefectural and provincial levels of government. He also spent
time working in Benghai County at the township level during the 1980s.

The fates of B e n g h a i ' s previous Party secretaries have been mixed. The most
recent Party secretary did exceptionally well, being promoted to deputy head of one of
the most powerful bureaus in the provincial government. Others have been less
successful, leading to the widespread belief among cadres that the county government
w a s suffering from the poor

fengshui of the county government building. While the

building sits at a foot of a mountain with water below it, the mountain l o o m s to the
south and the water lies to the north, an inversion of ideal geomantic conditions. This
situation is soon to be rectified, as more than 300 million

yuan has been set aside for

building a new county government headquarters, well away from the foot of the
mountain.

The principle that key posts must be held by non-local cadres applies to both the county
Party secretary and the county head. It is also followed for key posts such as the heads of the
Party Organization Bureau and Finance Bureau. It does not apply to township leaders.
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In Benghai, as elsewhere, a group of the key county leaders exert their influence
by holding multiple posts. They hold leadership positions in the four leading groups
{sitao banzi)\ that is, the county Party committee, county government, the People's

Congress, and the People's Political Consultative Conference.
Prior to 2002, the heads of the People's Congress and the People's Political
Consultative Conference were usually old cadres with little or no political influence, in
keeping with the relatively low status of these bodies. It was usually a requirement that
the head of either of these bodies had given up their position in either the Party or the
government. However, in 2003, the Benghai Party secretary broke that trend,
concurrently assuming the position of head of the People's Congress. This is in keeping
with province-wide and nationwide developments,^^" and is mirrored in structural
changes both above (at the prefectural and provincial level) and below (in township
governments). In 1990 and 1995, only five county Party secretaries in Anhui province
concurrently headed up the People's Congress, but by 2002 more than half held these
dual positions, while in 2003 there were only five exceptions among the 61 county Party
secretaries. The rationale behind this political shift was that as both of these bodies are
made up of local cadres, having the Party secretaries (who are always from outside the
county) head these bodies was an expedient way to enhance Party control and
legitimacy,^^' and silence dissent from increasingly outspoken People's Congresses.
The concentration of power in the hands of the county Party secretary is not
unique to Benghai—and corruption often results. ^^^ In one compilation of criminal
Dali Yang, Remaking the Chinese Leviathan: Market Transition and the Politics of
Governance in China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), Chapter 8.
Bringing local people's congresses to heel is likely to be more difficult in wealthier regions.
See Oscar Almen, "Authoritarianism Constrained; The Role of Local People's Congresses in
China", PhD dissertation, Goteborg University, 2005.
^^^ There is considerable local literature on the problems posed by the concentration of power in
the hands of Party secretaries. See esp. Jian Da, "Wei 'yi ba shou' ma shou shi zhan de fubai
[Corruption from Following the Leader's Example]," Cai Zhi [Intelligence] {2003), p. 55.
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cases involving county Party secretaries,^^^ the former Party secretary of Mengcheng
County, Anhui, explained why involvement in corruption was unavoidable:
Too much power is placed in the hands of the "first-in-command" (yi ba shou). For
example, if I'm the county Party secretary, and I recommend someone for a post, will
that carry the same weight as being recommended by another county leader?
Precisely because I'm the Party secretary, all candidates who've been recommended
or who are seeking posts will eventually come knocking on my door. Whatever I say,
the Party Organization Bureau will listen obediently. The relevant procedures are
there in name only; all manner of supervisory systems that are there on paper
basically don't exist. These problems are systemic.
Below the Party secretary, the crucial body for day-to-day decision-making is
the standing committee of the Communist Party. Only the leading county cadres and the
heads of the three most powerful Party organs (the Party Organization Bureau, the
Propaganda Bureau, and the Party Discipline Committee) sit on the Party standing
committee (see Table 3.1), which meets at least once a month to discuss all matters
relating to the county, particularly in regard to key personnel decisions. Only two
township Party secretaries hold positions on the county Party standing committee. The
Party secretary for Xuanyang owes his position on the committee to the strategic
importance of Xuanyang (the largest township which houses the county seat) and to his
close friendship with the county Party secretary, his high school classmate. The Xiaozi
Party secretary was promoted after her competent performance when Xiaozi was hit by
floods in 2005. She is being groomed to be the next county head.
On paper, deputy county Party secretaries and deputy county heads belong to
separate systems, the former to the Party, and the latter to the government. In practice,
they are simply referred to under the collective term "deputies", as both are seen as
representatives of the Party. At the apex of township governments, there is even less
separation between Party and government.
Chen Ge Yi Shou Gai Tian: 18 Ming Xianwei Shuji Kuadiao De Jingshi [One Hand to Cover
Heaven: 18 Cautionary Examples of Fallen County Party Secretaries], (Beijing: Xinhua
chubanshe [Xinhua Press], 2006).
Ibid. p. 39.
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Table 3.1 Portfolios of Party Standing Committee Members, 2006
System {xitong)

Background

Party Secretary. Head of the People's
Congress Standing Committee

Party

Neighboring
county

County head. Overall government work

Party

Prefectural
government

Deputy Party Secretary. Deputy Head,
Standing Committee

Party

Local

Head, Party Organization Bureau {zuzhi bu)

Organization

Neighboring
county

Head, Propaganda Bureau {xuanchuan

Propaganda and
education

Neighboring
county (former
head, Prefectural
Party Civilization
Office)

Head, Party Discipline Committee (jiwei).
Inspection Bureau (jiancha ju)

Political and
legal affairs

Neighboring
county (former
Organization
Bureau head)

Deputy County Head and Deputy Head of
Standing Committee. Responsible for legal
affairs, finance and taxation, personnel,
auditing and supervision, administrative
examinations and approvals

Finance and
economics

Prefectural
government

Deputy County Head. Responsible for social
security and labor, and promotion of science
and technology

Finance and
economics

Hebei province.
Central Labor
Bureau

Deputy County Head. Head, Development
and Reform Committee, Political and Legal
Affairs Committee, Pricing Bureau and
Electricity Co.

Political and
legal affairs

Provincial
government
(former mishu)

Xuanyang Town Party Secretary

Party

Local

Committee Head, People's Armed Police.
Militia and PLA.

Military

Distant county

Deputy head. People's Political Consultative
Conference; Party Secretary, Xiaozi Town

Party;
organization

Local (former
Party
Organization
Bureau staffer)

Deputy County Head. Responsible for
agriculture, dams, irrigation, forestry, family
planning, and health

Finance and
economics

Prefectural
government
Personnel Bureau

bu)

Source: Benghai Government Website, 2006; Author's Interviews 2004-2007
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In addition to the five deputies on the Party standing committee, there are a
further six deputies without seats on the standing committee; a total of 11 deputies. One
county official saw it as symptomatic of lavish government spending, wryly noting,
"This means our county is rather like a rich playboy, it can afford lots of wives." The
portfolios and bureaucratic affiliations of the six lower-ranking deputies are shown in
Table 3.2. Of these deputies, four were sent down {gua zhi) from higher levels of
government (one from the central government, two from the province, and one from the
prefecture). This is well in excess of the national recommendation of "one leader and
four deputies" {yi zheng si fu) but due to pressures to streamline higher levels of
government, both prefectural and provincial governments send large numbers of their
staff to work in the county, just as the counties and townships send their excess cadres
to the villages.

This proliferation of deputies has occurred despite a campaign in 2006 called the
"three reductions" {san jian),

the primary aim of which was reducing the number of

deputy Party and government positions at all levels of local government. Such a topheavy bureaucracy is unlikely to lead to smooth governance, and overstaffing among
deputies is also quite common at the township level, particularly in townships close to
the county seat.
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Table 3.2 Portfolios of Lower-Ranking County Leaders

Position and responsibilities

System {xitong)

Bacl<ground

Land management, transport,
construction, postal and
communications services, social
stability (petitions)

Finance and
economics;
military

Local (former township
leader, head of
Environmental Protection
Bureau)

Industry, attracting projects and
investment {zhao shangyin zi),
environmental protection, statistics,
trade union

Finance and
economics

Local (former mishu)

Commerce, grain, supply and
marketing cooperatives

Finance and
economics

Local (former deputy head
of county Agricultural
Committee)

Tourism, electronic governance,
economic information

Finance and
economics

Prefectural government

Poverty alleviation, civil affairs

Finance and
economics

Provincial Records Bureau

Education, culture, broadcasting,
sport

Propaganda and
education

Neighboring county

Source: Benghai Government Website, 2006; Author's Interviews 2004-2007

All deputies are assigned a range of portfolios. With a larger number of deputies,
the likelihood of bureaucratic overlap and squabbling over resources and staff increases,
particularly in the finance and economic xitong, which currently boasts eight deputies.
The deputies outrank the heads of the bureaus they are charged with overseeing, and the
bureau heads spend a good deal of time petitioning the deputies for information and
access to resources. However, in the case of a powerful bureau, such as finance, the
bureau head may have greater clout, particularly if the deputy hails from outside the
county. Another crucial variable is how seriously the deputies take their work. M a n y
deputies are notorious for appearing only when a free meal is on offer.
Such a proliferation can also have unexpected consequences. As a staffer at the
county television station said:
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When there are too many deputy county leaders, it's a real pain. Everyone wants
their say, so meetings drag on and on. There are so many people seated at the main
table, you don't know where to point your lens. Some senior deputies work out how
long the camera lingers on them, and if they get eight seconds less than the cadre
below them in the pecking order, they'll never forgive you. They even come and
make trouble at the television station!
With lots of deputies, you have to bear in mind their respective ranks. Because
seating arrangements reflect rank, and rank reflects power, secret or open conflicts
are impossible to avoid. There's also a lot of chopping and changing over who is
responsible for what. If there's an accomplishment, they'll all want to claim it, if
there's a problem, it's someone else's fault. There's a lot of attention paid to outward
signs of status - their office has to be at least as big [as other deputies], their cars
have to have the same luxuries, their computers have to be at least as expensive otherwise they'll see it as a grave injustice.

The Informal Players
Another striking trend has been the recent emergence of the Party secretary's personal
secretaries

(mishu)

as a force in county politics.^^^ Although the Party Organization

Bureau must approve their appointment, the personal secretaries have no real rank
within the formal political system, but much of their influence arises from the hazy
definition of their powers, and the lack of reference to them in the legal code, leading to
them being referred to as "Chief of the Unnamed Bureau"

{buguan

bu

buzhang)^^^

Their power derives from managing information flows and access to the Party
secretary.^" By controlling information flows, they can do much to influence the
agenda of the county government. In recent years, the Party secretary is often out of the
county, seeking to attract investment or attending meetings at the provincial or
The extraordinary influence of corrupt personal assistants at the national level has long been
noted See Kenneth Lieberthal, Governing China: From Revolution through Reform. 2 n d ed.
(New York- W W Norton & Co., 2004), pp. 212-215. Chen Xitong's secretary, C h e n Jian,
provides a recent example of personal assistants acquiring influence in Beijing, but little has
been written on their role in sub-provincial politics.
^ ^
• u .u .
•
c
Z h a n q Peiyuan "Mofei You Lundao Mishuzhang 'Luoma ? [Could it be that we v e Regressed
to a R o m a n Empire run by Personal Assistants?]," Gongren Ribao [Worker's Daily], 12
D e c e m b e r 2005. This article lists a string of corruption cases involving personal assistants, from
both wealthy coastal regions and poorer inland areas.
Although it is a sensitive topic, the occasional article outlining this phenomenon d o e s appear
in the mainland press See Zhang Jianwen, "Xinxi Yu Mishu Fubai [Information and the
Corruption of Personal Assistants]," Guanming ribao [Guanming Daily], 23 N o v e m b e r 2 0 0 5
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prefectural level, so much of the day-to-day work—and opportunities for personal
enrichment—falls to their personal assistants.
A crucial factor is the extended tenure of the mishu. They are all natives of
Benghai, and in some cases have spent decades building up networks inside and outside
the county. When a new county leader arrives for their three-year stint, they are to a
large extent dependent on their personal assistant to decide whom they can work with,
and whom they cannot. One county official claims to have heard a mishu boast, "What
does a county head amount to? In a few years he'll be gone. I'll still be here." In the
event that a mishu leaves the county government compound, they are usually transferred
to a post of county branch department head, or assigned as a township head, or township
Party secretary. While it is unusual for a mishu to buy their position, they pay regular
bribes to protect their positions, a practice which heads of profitable bureaus also
engage in.
Another type of personal assistant to enjoy status and rent-seeking opportunities
well beyond their actual position are the chauffeurs {siji) of leading cadres. Chauffeurs
joke that they spend more time with leading cadres than the cadres' wives do, and
consequently they know everything.

One driver, aged in his late thirties, has already

managed to accumulate three houses in the county seat. Another driver is the subject of
an ongoing petition to higher authorities. After banqueting with his township Party
secretary (and former county police chief) in the county seat, he returned to his
township late in the evening. He was so inebriated that he did not realize he had struck
and killed a pedestrian. When the matter came to light, the Party secretary denied the
chauffeur had touched a drop. The matter remains unresolved.^^^

One Chinese writer noted similarities in the behaviour of personal assistants and drivers,
describing a case from Henan where a county Party secretary's chauffeur accumulated more
than two million yuan in bribes over a six-year period. Jiang Zengpei, Tan Guan De Siji Yu
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A stark indication of the influence of personal assistants came on August 10,
2005, when the Anhui provincial government issued an edict, directed at provincial,
prefectural and county governments, entitled "Provisional Legislation Concerning the
Strengthening of the Management and Supervision of Leading Cadres'

Personal

Assistants."^^^ The circular listed 17 actions that were forbidden, and would result in
instant dismissal. Among the more notable items were prohibitions against "using one's
position or using the name of leading cadres for making arrangements to the benefit of
friends, relatives, or themselves"; "interfering in personnel issues, particularly arranging
the selling of posts for others or o n e s e l f ; "deliberately providing leading cadres with
false reports, statistics, or hushing up incidents"; "revealing Party and national secrets,
circulating information that is not ready to be made public"; "encouraging grassroots or
leading cadres to arrange illegal entertainment"; "receiving money, shares, or valuable
gifts on behalf of leading cadres"; and "seeking illegal benefits for leading cadres, their
spouses, children and other relatives."

A National People's Congress delegate from Zhejiang, Pan Shouli, recently
called for limiting the number of personal assistants, particularly at the prefectural and
county level
These personal assistants don't just attend to work arrangements such as receiving
visitors and writing speeches, they also make arrangements for the private lives of
leaders, giving the masses the impression that their leaders stand high above them.
This is far from the tenets of Communist Party. Even more seriously, these
"intimate" {tie xin) personal assistants will usually be promoted to some other office
after several years, but they frequently lack any experience of grassroots work. So in

Mishu [The Drivers and Personal Secretaries of Corrupt Officials] : 8 December 2006 [cited 17
March 2007], Available from

http://pinglun.eastday.com/eastday/news/node47824/nocle95768/nocle95843/node95845/node9
7831/index.html.

<Guanyu jiaqiang dui lingdao ganbu shenbian gongzuo renyuan guanii jiandu de zanxing

Zhuang Lihua, and Deliang Yue, Pan Shouli Daibiao: Kongzhi Lingdao Mishu Shuliang [NPC
Representative F=an Shouli: Control the Number of Personal Assistants] [V\lebpage]. Xinhua, 8
March 2007 [cited 18 March 2007], Available from http://news.xinhuanet.eom/mrdx/200703/08/content 5817143.htm.
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Iheir work style and mode of handling affairs, they tend to rely on developing close
relations with their superiors, which inhibits the development of creativity in
government work.
In addition to staffers such as drivers and personal assistants, the friends and
relatives of leading cadres form a "shadow state" around the formal state bureaucracy.
Barbara Harriss-White defines the shadow state as a "set of intermediaries who ensure
that the informal economy is supplied cheaply with goods, rights or favours from the
State (or who simply steal them), and who can sell goods and services to the State at
higher prices than would be the case in an 'open' market."^^' The latter function of the
"shadow state" is particularly evident in Benghai.^^^ The close friends and relatives of
officials run businesses that contract goods or services to the local state, varying from
small restaurants, printing shops and car repair yards to large construction and property
development firms. Sometimes these firms are specific to particular bureaus—such as
relatives of Forestry Bureau cadres who run seedling nurseries.

The Formal Assessment

System

Informal and factional politics play a crucial role in the allocation of personnel and
resources, but the role of the formal assessment system (kaohe) in determining
government priorities and influencing the behavior of leading cadres cannot be
overlooked. Different actors face different assessments. The greatest burden of the
assessment system is borne by Party secretaries at both the county and township levels,
as it can play a crucial role in deciding their prospects for advancement. Under this
231

Barbara Harriss-White, India Working: Essays on Society and Economy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 81.
I find the concept of "shadow state" more nuanced and useful than emotive descriptions of
local state corruption in the China studies literature, such as "gangster capitalism." Kathy Le
Mons Walker, '"Gangster Capitalism' and Peasant Protest in China: The Last Twenty Years,"
Journal of Peasant Studies 33, no. 1 (2006), pp. 1-33. Such descriptions exaggerate the
violence of the local state, and fail to capture the reality that many ordinary citizens, when the
opportunity arises, engage in their own "primitive accumulation" by pilfering from the state.
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system, the Party secretaries are directly answerable to the Party Organization Bureau at
the next level up. At the other extreme, for ordinary staff with no realistic hope of
promotion to the leadership ranks, the assessment system is for the most part ineffective
in providing motivation.
The assessment system aims to audit certain aspects of Party and government
work, in order to provide rewards and punishments. At the heart of the system is an
obsession with quantification, as all assessed aspects of work are subject to a pointscoring system. Ordinary staff in Anhui province face an annual test that ranks their
performance out of one hundred points.^" These 100 points are divided up into four
categories. Political integrity {de) counts for 20 percent, competence {neng) for 20
percent, diligence {qin) for 15 percent, and work outcomes (/7) for 45 percent. These
categories and the method of evaluation echo notions of merit and demerit that date
back to imperial times.^^'' Staff with no prospect of promotion universally mock the
annual assessment system as both unfair and useless. Many told me that there is only
one criterion for a glowing assessment, "obedience" {ting hua) to one's superiors. Staff
with some hope of promotion,^^^ or who have recently received a promotion, tend to
defend the system. The portion of the annual assessment which measures the "political
integrity" of ordinary cadres is translated in Table 3.3 to give some feel for the
subjectivity of the evaluation system.

Anhui shengjiguan, shiye danwei gongzuo renyuan lianghua ceping biaozhun biao, 2005
[Table of Quantifiable Criteria for Administrative and Service Work Unit Staff in Anhui Province,
2005],
^^^ Cynthia Joanne Brokaw, The Ledgers of Merit and Demerit: Social Change and Moral Order
in Late Imperial China (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991).
Only ten to fifteen percent of staff in any bureau can be classed as "excellent" {youxiu).
Those who are evaluated as excellent for three years running are eligible for promotion, but in
the eyes of most staff, only those personally favored by leading cadres receive this designation,
while professional competence plays a secondary role at best. Similar skepticism was
expressed as to the awarding of "advanced work unit" {xianjln danwei) titles, which were
awarded annually to 20 percent of county bureaus.
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Table 3.3 Assessment of "Political Integrity" {de) in Ordinary Staff
Criterion

Grade

Standard

Mark

Political

Excellent

Enthusiastically and thoroughly implements the

9-10

Party line, national targets and policies, and is an

Thought

exemplar of respect for national laws, edicts, and
bylaws. Upright of bearing, and impartial in all
dealings.
Good

Relatively diligent and thorough in implementing

6-8

the Party line, national targets and policies, and
respects national laws, edicts, and bylaws. Upright
and fairly impartial in all dealings.
Average

Sufficiently able to implement the Party line,

4-5

national targets and policies, but sometimes makes
mistakes or deviates. Basically respects national
laws, edicts, and bylaws. Fairly upright and
generally impartial.
Poor

Weak in implementing the Party line, national

0-3

targets and policies. Lacks earnestness in respecting
national laws, edicts, and bylaws.
Professional

Excellent

Ethics

A model of respect for social norms, the ethics of

9-10

their profession, and cherishes their post.
Good

Respects social norms, the ethics of their profession

6-8

and their post.
Average

Basically respects social norms and professional

4-5

ethics; middling respect for their post.
Poor

Behavior violates social norms or professional
ethics; lacks respect for their post.

0-3
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For leading cadres, and particularly Party secretaries, the annual assessments are
a much more serious matter. Assessments have become increasingly complicated in
recent years,^^^ and are a major tool for prefectural and provincial governments to
exercise control over county leaders, and for county governments to wield power over
township leaders. Both the government as a whole, and individual cadres, are assessed
and ranked. One feature of the system looms large: the "one-vote veto" or "one-strike
rejection" (yi piao foujue).

Under this system, failure to meet targets in the designated

key areas of policy means that all other achievements are annulled. There are two
priority targets in Benghai: family planning and social stability {shehui zhi'an).

This

matches national priorities, as noted by previous researchers.^^^ County and township
leaders sign lengthy responsibility contracts for both these areas, involving specific
targets, rewards, and punishments.
In family planning work, the monetary and political rewards offered to leading
cadres and family planning officers are substantial. Heads of township family planning
offices are rewarded with benefits equivalent to those enjoyed by a deputy township
Party secretary {fu keji), and if they survive three annual assessments by the county
Family Planning Committee and the Party Organization Bureau without receiving a
warning {huang pai), those benefits are guaranteed until they retire. Further, if they
work for three years in the same township and manage to be ranked in the top category
for their work each year, they are eligible for promotion to a rank equivalent to

Zhao Shukai, "Cong 10 Sheng (Qu) 20 Ge Xiangzhen De Diaocha Kan Biduan Yanzhong
Xiangzhen Zhengfu Wenze Tixi [A Survey of 20 Townships in 10 Provinces (Districts): The
Severely Defective Evaluation Systems of Township Governments]," Kexue Juece [Scientific
Policy], no. 3 (2005), pp. 46-49.
Maria Edin "State Capacity and Local Agent Control in China: CCP Cadre Management
from a Township Perspective." Ciiina Quarterly M3 (2003), pp. 35-52; Zhao Shukai, "Tizhi
Zheteng Xiangzhen, Xiangzhen Hunong Tizhi [The System Squeezes the Townships; the
Townships Trick the System]," Zhongguo fazhan guancha [China Development Review], no. 8
(2005), pp. 47-49.
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township

head

{zheng

keji). ^^^ Other

authors

have observed

that the

gradual

privatization of services is raising the status of family planning work,^^^ and the great
volume of both bureaucratic and technical^''^ tasks means that family planning offices
draw in staff and resources from other bureaus.
For social stability, the key measures are the number of grievance petitions by
rural residents that are lodged with higher levels of government, and the occurrence of
mass protest

incidents. In one ongoing

land-requisitioning

scandal, the

county

government has shown its willingness to go to any length to suppress both the
petitioners, and any reporting of mass incidents. A failed agribusiness project led to a
hamlet losing 130 mu (8.7 ha.) of rice paddy land with no compensation. Several
newspaper reporters and a television crew were preparing to broadcast the story, but a
last minute intervention by the county Propaganda Bureau with

provincial-level

authorities, combined with large one-off payments by the county government to the
journalists (the TV reporter merited the largest bribe) and their media outlets prevented
the story from airing. Such payoffs are said to be common, and some media researchers
report that they make up a large portion of journalists' incomes.^"'' Farmers from this
hamlet still protest outside the township government offices, and on one occasion
became so frustrated that they even beat up an out-of-uniform police officer who had
been involved in moving them off their land (when later questioned about the incident.
238 „ ,

"Xxian zhenjisheng fenguan lingdao yu jisheng ban zhuren kaohe renyong banfa (shixing)
[The Trial Annual Assessment Method for County X Township Leaders in Charge of Family
Planning and Directors of Family Planning Offices]." Issued by County X Party Organization
Bureau, 2005.
M. Giovanna Merii, Zhenchao Qian, and Herbert L. Smith, "Adaptation of a Political
Bureaucracy to Economic and Institutional Change under Socialism: The Chinese State Familv
Planning System," Politics & Society 32, no. 2 (2004), pp. 231-56.
Previously, the main technical task of family planning was female sterilization. With a shift to
less drastic birth control methods (Norplant or lUDs), greater follow-up and monitoring is
required. See MerIi et al., pp. 243-44.
David Bandurski, "China's Yellow Journalism," Far Eastern Economic Review 169, no 5
(2006), pp. 49-51; Beijing Review, "Should Media be Fined for Reporting on Disasters Without
Govemment Approval?" 13 July 2006, p. 28; and Wang Xiangwei, "Newshounds Leave
Sopranos in the Shade," Soutii China Morning Post, 9 April 2007.
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they told the authorities he wasn't wearing a uniform, so they tiiought that he was a
bandit). But in the official reports, the county's record of social stability is maintained.
Many Chinese academics have recently expressed concern that attracting
projects and investment {zhao shangyin zi) has been written into the annual assessments
of local governments and cadres.

In Bcnghai, every county bureau and every

township government is set specific targets for the amount of external capital {shiji
liyong M'aizi) they attract each year to the county.

Even relatively impoverished

bureaus, such as the Meteorology Bureau, the Retired Cadres Bureau, and even the
county Party School are not exempt from these strictures. Wealthier bureaus and Party
committees are additionally set targets for the number of projects attracted to the
County's Eco-lndustrial Park.^'^'^ The financial rewards offered are substantial. Those

W u Licai and Zhu Hongxuan, "Xiangzhen Gaige: Xiangzhen Ganbu De Suo Si Suo Xiang Dui Hubei Sheng Xiangzhen Ganbu De Wenjuan Diaocha [Township Reform: What Township
Cadres Think - a Survey of Hubei Province]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China Rural Economy],
no. 11 (2005), pp. 61-67; Yu Meng, Cong Gong, Jian, Fa "Gai Hang" Zhao Shang Yin Zi Shuo
Qi [Musing on Why My Classmates in the Police and Judiciary Are Seeking Projects and
Investment] People's Daily Online, 16 May 2004 [cited 13 September 2006], A People's Daily
reporter was contacted by former classmates seeking investment. He was told "there's no
bottom line. Land, tax, everything can be negotiated... the good projects are hard to attract, as
everyone else is offering preferential deals, however energy-intensive, heavily-polluting
industries are a bit easier to bring in. In short, those projects no one else wants, we'll take them
all." See also Liang Peng, Jiceng Ganbu Zhaoshang Yinzi: Nongmin Xin Liang [Making the
Peasants' Blood Run Cold: Local Cadres Attracting Investment] [Webpage]. China Elections
and Governance Website, December 13 2005 [cited August 18 2006]. Available from
http://www.chinaelections.org/Newslnfo.asp?NewslD=43318. This mania for attracting
investment extends to the township level - Liang found that one township in Xihua County,
Henan, was set a target of 30 million yuan for the amount of investment brought to the township.
The Party secretary and township head were individually set targets o f t e n million yuan, while
their deputies were expected to bring in five million yuan each.
One local reporter found that Siyang County in southern Jiangsu had adopted a "name and
shame" policy of publicly announcing the "worst work unit" and "worst cadre" in the county. This
assessment was based almost entirely on failure to accomplish tasks related to attracting
investment. The reporter also noted a large number of incomplete projects, found government
offices to be deserted, and quotes a brothel owner who assures him that "the county leadership
are doing everything they can to attract investment, so the police never come here on
inspections It's very safe! Relax!" See Tao Jianqun, "Siyang, Ni Weihe Pa Caifang? [Siyang
County Why Are You Afraid of Reporters?]," Shidai Chao, no. 8 (2003), pp. 12-13.
2"" The establishment of this Eco-lndustrial Park provides an insight into the lack of selectivity
applied by county leaders in attracting investment. As mentioned in Chapter One, the initial site
was slightly more than 200 mu (13.3 ha.) of nee paddy, affecting two villagers' small groups.
The site was meant to accommodate a five-star hotel, to be built with backing from a
"Taiwanese" investor Apparently no one thought to ask why any businessman would want to
build a resort in an unremarkable, remote county in Anhui. The land was duly cleared, the
peasants evicted and the investor spent a month familiarising himself with the banquet menus
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who succeed in attracting investment are paid a commission by the county government.
The rate is currently set at one percent of the value of fixed investment of each project.
If that isn't enough to shift cadre priorities, the successes of individual cadres, bureaus,
and township governments in attracting projects are painted prominently on walls
throughout the county government compound.^'"
One incident in Benghai illustrated how bureaucratically-imposed targets can
lead to economically-irrational behaviour on the part of local cadres. The Propaganda
Bureau had succeeded in matching an investor from Fujian with a privately-run paper
mill in Benghai. The business proposal was to produce environmentally-friendly food
packaging for the Japanese market (the Fujian man sported a fake Japanese passport,
and thus counted as an "overseas investor"). After trust-building exercises in the local
saunas, he signed off on half the sum required for upgrading the paper mill, and
provided the mill owners with a list of suppliers who could provide them with the
technology. However, the investor and the supplier were the same entity, and the paper
mill was tricked into paying well over market value for the equipment, largely because
they believed their "partner" was paying half the amount. Packaging was eventually
produced, but with their partner suddenly not returning their phone calls, no market
could be found for the expensive packaging, resulting in losses running into millions of

yuan.
As the county's success in attracting an overseas investor had already been
reported to the provincial government, and the political credit claimed by the county
and saunas of Benghai. Eventually, he was found to hall from Fuyang, in northern Anhui and
did not even possess an urban residence permit. With the land already unsuitable for farming
the county leadership did not miss a beat in declaring the area an "Eco-lndustrial Park". It has
since been upgraded to a provincial-level development zone, and has expanded to an area of
over 15 sq km.
Compared to other counties in Anhui, the mania for attracting projects is still at an early
phase in Benghai. In a county further east, a local researcher who hoped to gain information on
the workings of township agricultural extension stations reported that although there were 50
workers registered as agricultural technicians in the township, all but four were endeavouring to
attract investment.
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leadership, the police were reluctant to investigate, and for half a year stymied all efforts
to recover the funds. With the aid of friends in the provincial government, the paper mill
owner managed to induce the provincial Police Bureau to exert pressure on the county
Police Department. The investor was captured by the county police, who promised to
release him if he paid the sum invested by the paper mill into the police department's
bank account. They then released the investor into the waiting arms of a neighboring
county's police service, where he had perpetrated the same scam. The total amount
bilked nationwide exceeded 300 million yuan, but because in each case the county and
prefectural leadership had been duped, no other county or prefecture had attempted to
bring the investor to book.^'^^
Regardless of what quotas are written into the annual assessments, the effect of
this increasingly complex, monetarily-driven and output-obsessed audit system is to
cause leading cadres and departments to look upwards, rather than downwards to the
rural residents they are now supposed to serve under Hu Jintao's principle of '"putting
the people first" {yi ren wei ben).

The Bureaucracy
The proliferation of bureaus at the county level in recent years is stunning—at one stage
in my research it appeared that there was a new bureau or office opening each week.
Some are related to specific projects, such as the Eco-Industrial Area Management
Committee {shengtai

gongye

qu guan weihui),

or specific products that the county

government deems worthy of special promotion, such as the Tea Development Office

The mill owner's saga did not end there—before the police would release the money, they
demanded that the mill owner pay a 100,000 yuan "cracking-the-case fee" {po'an fei). As no
such fee existed anywhere in government financial regulations, 80,000 yuan was paid in kind:
the Police Department received a new vehicle.
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{chaye fazhan

hangongshi),

or reflect policy thrusts at higher levels of government,

such as the Development and Reform Committee {fazhan he gaige weiyuanhui) to carry
out the instructions of the National Development and Reform Commission.
Bureaucratic power at the county level and below boils down to control over two
things: personnel {ren) and finances {cai). Bureaus can be divided into those with
control over personnel and hence resources (the chess players); those with access to
resources or funding (the big earners); and those with neither power nor money (the
backwaters).

The Chess Players
When asked to nominate the most corrupt bureau, the head of a middle-ranking county
bureau laughed in my face, "Are you serious? Do your really need to ask that? It's no
contest. The Party's Organization Bureau is the most corrupt." While the county Party
secretary has the final say in key appointments to bureaus under his j u r i s d i c t i o n , t h e
county government has expanded to such an extent that the Organization Bureau {zuzhi
bu) wields unprecedented power and hence has access to unprecedented resources.
Ostensibly, the government's Personnel Bureau (remhi

bu) controls government

appointments below the rank of county department head, but in reality, the Party's
Organization Bureau has a say in any appointment above the rank of tea lady.^"'"'
Effectively, the Personnel Bureau serves as an extension of the Organization Bureau
into the government. In addition, the zuzhi bu has considerable autonomy from higher

Ben Hillman similarly divides local government bureaus into four categories: "Big budget",
"engaged with the private sector", "quiet earners" and "veto players." See Hillman, Politics and
Power in China, pp. 141-48.
The prefectural and provincial levels directly control an increasing number of bureaus {tiao
tiao danwei). The banks, the taxation bureau, the postal and telecommunications bureau, the
msurance company, and the tobacco bureau all answer to higher levels.
The head of the Personnel Bureau is always the deputy Party secretary of the Organization
Bureau, a clear indication of their relative importance.
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levels, as its relationship with the prefectural Party Organization Bureau is one of
"professional relations" {yewu guanxi), rather than the more restrictive "leadership
relations" {lingdao guanxi). Another consequence of this is that the county Party
secretary and Party standing committee can readily influence appointments.
The revival of the practice of buying positions {mai guan) has received
considerable attention in the Chinese media in recent years, and the zuzhi bu, in
conjunction with the county Party secretary, is at the center of this lucrative practice.^^"
Local sources suggest that about 80 percent of the department head posts in Benghai are
bought,^^' but they are at pains to point out that it is not a simple commercial transaction.
The candidate for the post must be capable of doing the job (a large proportion of mai
guan transactions involve transfer within the same work unit), and must be trusted by
both the Party secretary and the zuzhi bu.^^^ The transaction is rarely direct, and many
informants complained privately about the time-consuming process "looking for a
contact" (zhao ren) to handle the transaction. Nor is securing one's position simply a
matter of handing over the cash. Typically there will be banquets involving useful
intermediaries, games of mahjong where the applicant continually has a deliberate bad
run of luck, often followed by trust-building visits to saunas or massage parlors. A
compilation of the worst cases of mai guan from 1995 to 2003 indicated that the main

Aversion to "money politics" and "the buying and selling of positions" has been advanced as
one of the main reasons for stalling on the expansion of democratic reforms beyond the village
level. See comments from Li Junru, Vice President of the Central Party School, Reuters.
"Beijing Anxious to Avoid Chaos of Political Reforms," in South China Morning Post. Hong Kong,
11 March 2006.
Other researchers concur that the practice of buying and selling positions is "widespread and
severe". See Li Lianjiang, "Direct Township Elections," in Grassroots Political Reform in
Contemporary China, edited by Elizabeth J. Perry and Merle Goldman (Cambridge, Ma.:
Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 116.
This transaction is a mixture of what James Scott has termed "parochial corruption", where
kinship and personal connections determine access to power, and "market corruption", where
those who can pay the most gain access to political resources. James C. Scott, Comparative
Political Corruption (Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: Prentice-Hall, 1972).
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beneficiary is usually the county Party secretary, with the head of the Organization
Bureau and the county head reaping smaller sums.^"
The sums involved and the scope of the problem are not trivial. As one
informant in Benghai put it, "Everyone is doing it. The only difference between now
and the Qing dynasty is that back then the selling of positions was out in the open.
When someone gets caught, it's either someone who's been isolated in a factional
struggle, or they got too greedy and kept too much of the money for themselves." The
Party secretary of Dingyuan County, in central Anhui, was found to have taken a total
of 334 bribes during his time in office, totaling 2.84 m\\\\on yuanOf

the 334 bribes,

297 were instances of receiving money for bought positions (the others related to
construction projects). It emerged that all 37 township heads had purchased their
positions. The Party Organization Bureau chief was sentenced to 13 years jail.
Attempting to list the different bureaus in Benghai County according to
influence would be tedious, but recent cases of selling government positions {mai guan)
provide empirical data on the relative power of various institutions. In Henan Province's
Shangcai County, the position of head of the Finance Bureau attracted the top bid of
400,000 yuan, the position of director of the county hospital attracted 300,000

yuan,

while township Party secretary positions went relatively cheaply, for between 60,000
and 100,000 yuan. Table 3.4 details payments made from 2000 to 2005 for the purchase
of various positions in rural Shangzhou district, Shaanxi.
Other offices whose power largely derives from control over people rather than
resources include the Propaganda Bureau {xuanchuan

bu),

the Party

Committee (Jiwei), and the County Party Committee Office {xianwei

Discipline

ban).

253

Sun Yan, Corruption and Market in Contemporary China (Ithica, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 2004).
^
Shi Fei, "Fubai shuji mai guan, zhuzhi bumen yao fuze [If a Corrupt Party Secretary Sells
Positions, the Organization Bureau Is Responsible]," Xinhua, 21 October 2006.
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Table 3.4 Payments for Positions in Shangzhou District, Shaanxi
Original Position

Final Position

Payment
(yuan)

Deputy Party secretary,
inspection committee

discipline

Head, education bureau

380,000

Head, city government office

Assistant (zhuli)
to
neighboring county

of

50,000

Deputy head, transport bureau

Deputy head, government office;
Deputy
director,
freeway
environmental protection office
for supervising land requisition

50,000

Deputy head, finance bureau

Head, same bureau

50,000

Township Party secretary

Head, family planning office

50,000

Deputy head, taxation bureau

Head, same bureau

40,000

Director, district tourism company;
deputy township head

Head, external
tourism bureau

Deputy head, office of district
goverrmient in the provincial seat

Head, Party committee office

30,000

Staff, rural workers bureau

Deputy head, same bureau

26,000

Deputy head, organization bureau

Head, personnel and labor bureau

20,000

Deputy head, planning bureau; Head,
scenic beautification office

Head, planning bureau

20,000

Head, agricultural development office

Head, animal husbandry bureau

20,000

Deputy head, poverty alleviation and
development bureau

Head, same bureau

20,000

Deputy head, office of district
government in the provincial seat

Deputy head, transport bureau

20,000

Deputy section level (fu keji) staffer.
Party committee

Deputy head, civil affairs bureau;
head, religious affairs bureau

20,000

Deputy
head,
law
enforcement
section of family planning office

Head, same bureau

20,000

Township Party secretary

Head, forestry bureau

10,000

Deputy head, same bureau

10,000

Discipline and
Inspection
secretary, education bureau

Party

head

affairs

section,

30,000
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The Big Earners
A number of bureaus fall into this category, particularly in a county such as Benghai
where government revenues are healthy. The biggest earners are those with the capacity
to raise their own funds, such as the Finance Bureau {caizheng ju),
Bureaus (shuiwu ju),

the Construction Bureau (jianshe ju),

the Taxation

the Transport Bureau

(jiaotong ju), the Land and Resources Bureau (guo tu ziyuan ju), and the various law
enforcement agencies that are able to levy fines.
Despite edicts prohibiting waste, wealthier bureaus flaunt their wealth through
cars, mahjong gambling, and banqueting. One informant with access to expenditure
records estimated that the county taxation bureau alone spent 700,000 yuan annually on
banqueting, which worked out at approximately 30 yuan per staff member per day. Due
to the nature of the tax bureau's work, they were generally treated to lunch and dinner
by both businesspeople and other bureaus, so the informant reckoned that the actual
figure would be far higher—closer to two raWWon yuan.
The head of the village adjoining the county seat had amassed a huge fortune by
combining all of the entertainment needs of visiting businessmen under one roof, a short
walk from the county government headquarters. Sauna City offered a hot pot restaurant,
gambling rooms, saunas, and prostitutes, usually partaken in that order. Many bureau
chiefs and county staff seeking promotion grumbled about excessive eating, drinking
and other activities loosely classified as "fun" {wan >), but all felt they had no choice
but to join in. The common refrain was, "If you don't, you're on the outside." Another
popular ditty, punning on Mao's famous dictum and known to all restaurant owners,
was "Revolution is not inviting friends for a banquet; it is just having a banquet"
(geming bu shi qing ke chifan, jiu shi chifan).
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An excellent measure of the relative power of different bureaus is the number
and make of vehicles they have at their disposal. The development-project organization
I worked with, which was designated as a "unit directly under the county government"

{zhishu danwei),

formerly had three vehicles, but now only boasted one, left over from a

previous project. Because it was a fully-imported SUV, it was in great demand with the
county government, and the county Party secretary in particular. As a direct result of our
unit's low position in the pecking order, we provided a vehicle, which was expensive to
fuel and maintain, free of charge to the county Party secretary. After salaries, this was
our organization's main expense. The county Party branch had the largest fleet of cars,
followed by the finance and tax bureaus. Even the humble Civil Affairs Bureau had four
new vehicles, the most luxurious costing a ^staggering 180,000 yuan. Reflecting their
lower status, most township governments had only one vehicle. A leading author on
corruption estimates that the money squandered on the public funding of automobiles is
trumped only by banqueting.^"
The wealthiest office in Benghai, surprisingly, had no capachy to levy fees,
impose fines, or arrange personnel appointments. The office had been set up to manage
the construction of an upstream extension to an existing hydroelectric dam. Part of its
largesse derived from siphoning off earmarked funding for the project, but the greatest
windfall was from kickbacks paid by construction contractors hoping to win the rights
to build the dam.

The Backwaters
Locals refer to such bureaus as "impoverished yamen" {qing shiii yamen). With access
to neither resources nor influence, these bureaus are the least sought after, although they

Sun,

Corruption and Market,

pp. 102-103.
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do have the advantage of usually being under less administrative pressure than other
bureaus. As one Finance Bureau staffer said of the agricultural extension centre, "I
wouldn't mind a job there. They've got no tasks (renwu) to fulfill. They come and go as
they please!" Other examples of backwater county bureaus include the Records Bureau
{dang 'an Ju), the Party History Research Office (dang shi yanjiushi),

and the Cultural

Affairs Bureau (wenhua ju).
The least desirable bureaus in this category are those with few resources or
influence, but considerable administrative pressures from above. Perhaps the most
difficult bureau is the Letters and Petitions Bureau {xinfang ju), which is charged with
mediating disputes (usually over land requisitioning) with practically no resources,
other than their powers of persuasion. Ongoing disputes affect the political prospects
{zheng ji) of county, township and village leaders, so the pressure brought to bear on
this underfunded bureau is considerable. To complicate matters, the source of disputes
is frequently the local leaders themselves, placing the Bureau in a nearly untenable
position. This was borne out recently in Benghai County when the head of the Letters
and Positions Bureau took his own life, leaving a note attributing his suicide to his
inability to do his job.
A bureau may not permanently belong to the backwaters category, as changes in
central or provincial government policy can lead to dramatic changes in access to
resources. For example, the county Labor Bureau {laodong ju)

was once largely

responsible for the employment of manual workers in the township governments: the
drivers, cleaners, and tea ladies. Now it is referred to as the Labor and Social Insurance
Bureau {laodong he shehui baozhang ju). Central government moves to start providing
basic social insurance coverage for rural areas has led to significant resources being
directed to this formerly impoverished bureau, allowing it to hire new staff and to
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regularly host some o f Benghai's most lavish banquets, nearly always held in a
restaurant run by the elder brother of the Labor Bureau chief ^^^
The Civil Affairs Bureau

[minzheng ju)

and the Forestry Bureau

{linye ju)

have

undergone similar transformations in recent years. An exceptional boon for the latter
bureau was the advent o f Zhu Rongji's "returning the fields to forest" policy

huan lin),

{tui geng

whereby farmers were subsidized for converting marginal sloping farmland^"

into either ecological or commercial forest. Initially, the funding was channeled through
each level o f the Forestry Bureau, allowing considerable scope for raking off the funds
and employing new staff At the peak of the windfall, the township Forestry Bureau
based in the county seat employed over 30 staff, many of them with no background in
forestry, when it required at most half that number. Not all attempts to milk this project
were successful, however. On the eve o f the program coming into effect, large numbers
o f friends and relatives of forestry bureau employees set up seedling nurseries for the
most common tree varieties - chestnuts, maple trees and poplars. The result was a crash
in the price of seedlings, and many newly-established nurseries found themselves
unable to find buyers.
It is also possible for divisions within a backwater bureau to become involved in
the scramble to gain access to valuable resources. As will be discussed further in
Chapter Six, the county Animal Husbandry Bureau

{xumu yi Ju),

which until 2007

answered to the relatively impoverished county agricultural extension centre, has
benefited from national concerns about the spread of animal-borne diseases, starting

Hillman (2005) conducted an interesting survey to gauge the relative wealth of different
bureaus by surveying the owners of five different restaurants. In Benghai, however, this was not
possible, due to Balkanisation of dining practices. Each bureau had its own preferred restaurant,
nearly always run by relatives of a senior bureau staffer.
in practice, fertile, flat farmland was also converted to forest. The future of this program is
uncertain, as subsidies on commercial forest only last for five years, and are due to end soon.
Many county officials joke that pressure to produce more grain will soon lead to a "returning the
forests to fields" {tui lin huan geng) policy.
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with SARS, and more recently avian influenza, and a less publicized outbreak of a
swine disease that killed over 40 people in Sichuan province.^^^ In addition to the ability
to raise funds by providing vaccinations and certificates of health to producers, there are
plans for a considerable injection of funds from the central government to build new,
fully equipped animal husbandry stations in every township. After this influx of f u n d s
was announced, the township animal husbandry stations were placed under the control
of the county government, while township extension stations (which nominally control
township Animal Husbandry stations) remain under the control of the township
government.

The Staff
Studies of county and township governments tend to overlook a key dynamic, that staff
working within the same bureaucratic system {or xilong) enjoy quite different standings,
depending on whether they are classified as administrative staff {xingzheng
gongwuyuan),

service staff {shiye ganbu or shiye zhigong),

or off-budget personnel {bianzhi

manual laborers

ganbu

or

{gongqin)

wai).

Administrative Staff
At the county level, a high percentage of cadres belong to this category, while at the
township level, only leading Party cadres and the heads of various Party-affiliated
"offices" and "bureaus" enjoy this status. The head of a township family planning office
is an administrative cadre, while the head of a township agricultural extension station is
not. At the county level, one often finds equal proportions of administrative and service
staff within the one bureau. In the Agricultural Bureau, the leading body is the
Xinhua, 23 August 2005.
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Agricultural Committee

{nong wei),

which is staffed entirely by administrative cadres.

The service staff of the county agricultural extension center are answerable to these
administrative cadres.
As administrative staff are classified as civil servants on the State Council
payroll, the Party Organization Bureau at the level immediately above them in the
hierarchy assigns them to their posts. Thus administrative cadres at township level are
appointed by the county Organization Bureau. The salaries o f administrative cadres are
guaranteed in full by the finance bureau of the relevant level. Despite numerous
streamlining campaigns targeting administrative cadres, landing such a job is still seen
as a guarantee o f lifetime employment.
The primary differences are status and security of tenure. An administrative staff
member can become a member of service staff without any barriers, but it is very
difficult to move in the other direction. Typically a period of study at a Party school is
required, examinations must be sat, money must be paid, and time and effort must be
spent banqueting the right intermediaries. An agricultural extension agent in Jiangxi,
describing the streamlining reforms conducted in 2004 in his rural county, reported that
the number of staff in service agencies decreased from 666 to 396 (a decrease o f over 40
percent) while the number o f administrative cadres actually increased from 360 to
362."^

Service Staff
These are staff that work in "service units"
below the rank of deputy section chief

(shiye danwei).
(fu keji)

At the township level, those

are appointed by the government

Personnel Bureau, while the Party Organization Bureau assigns those above this rank.

Li Changjin, "Nongji Tuiguang Zhi Tong [The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology
Extension]," Sannong zhongguo [Rural China] 8, no. 2 (2006), p. 137.
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Their salaries depend on the status of their organization. Fully-funded service units pay
their staff entirely from Finance Bureau monies, while partially-funded units (cha'e
danwei) pay their staff a portion of their salaries, while the rest must be raised through
commercial activities or levying fees. Other service units are entirely self-funded {zi
shou zi zhi). One might expect that self-funded units would be among the least desirable,
but the reverse is often the case. County hospitals are usually self-funded, and the
directors of these hospitals, and their procurement agents, do exceptionally well from
service charges and kickbacks.
The funding situation of staff within the same bureau can be tremendously
complex: it is not uncommon for staff of the same rank, working in the same office, to
belong to completely different categories. Some may be fully-funded personnel, some
partially funded, some entirely self funded, and others working off budget. This gives
rise to severe tensions between staff.
It is also very common for competent service staff to be drafted into other, more
powerful bureaus. During the course of my research, the best-trained agricultural
technician in Benghai spent most of his time working for the county Party Organization
Bureau on tasks unrelated to agricultural technology extension. When told of this
situation, another county official sighed, "It's not as though the Organization Bureau is
short of staff It's just that all of the people who've managed to get onto their payroll are
useless, or have no interest in doing their job. So as a powerful bureau, they poach the
most capable staff from other work units. When they're finished with him, they'll just
send him back to the Agricultural Bureau. No matter how capable he is, without
someone helping out backstage (houtai), there's no way he'll get onto the administrative
cadre payroll." In this case, employees are paid the salary of their original bureau,
See also Kenneth J. DeWoskin and Ian J. Stones, "Facing the China Corruption Challenge,"
Far Eastern Economic Review 169, no. 7 (2006), p. 37.
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regardless of the actual work they are engaged in, or how long they have been with their
new bureau. Such workers often attempt to transfer out of their original bureau, but this
process requires considerable time and expense.
One account from an experienced agricultural extension worker from Hubei
province reveals the antipathy felt by some service personnel towards administrative
cadres:^®'
i) Administrative cadres can retire, even elect to take early retirement, and receive
an old age pension. Agricultural technicians give the best years of their life to
exhausting agricultural work, yet receive no such support in retirement.
ii) When administrative cadres lost their posts during streamlining reforms, they
still got their salary on time, and when posts became vacant they could apply for
them. Yet when agricultural technicians lost out in streamlining reforms, they were
just cleared from the books. What sort of reform is this?
iii) When administrative cadres fall ill, they can claim sick leave and continue to
be paid a full salary. But agricultural technicians must keep coming to work;
otherwise even their basic wage won't be paid. Is this reasonable?
v) Township agricultural technicians are professionally trained, and their overall
standard {siizhi) is superior to administrative cadres drawn from the ranks of high
school graduates and village cadres. Most agricultural technicians have been
involved in administrative work, and quite a few have undertaken such work since
they graduated. Their achievements in no way fall short of administrative cadres, but
just because their status is different, they now have to fend for themselves. Is this fair?
When 1 think back on my fellow students, who failed to gain admission to university
but instead joined the civil service, it's difficult not to wonder about the value of the
high school graduation exams...
Reflecting on this, 1 can't help asking: Were we wrong to obey the Party?
Manual Laborers
Remuneration for workers is generally lower than for administrative and service cadres,
but as mentioned above, not all manual laborers in Benghai lack power and influence in
local government. Drivers of leading cadres are well provided for. Aside from gifts,
many senior drivers are allowed to use the government-owned cars for their own
Nongjiyuan [An Agricultural Technician], Ting Dang De Hua - Cuo Le Ma? Yige Jiceng
Nongiiyuan De Xinsheng [Were We Wrong to Listen to the Party? The Thoughts of a
Grassroots Agricultural Technician] [Webpage], Zhongguo nongcun yanjiu wang [Chinese Rural
Studies Website], 19 October 2005 [cited 7 August 2006], Available from
http://www.ccrs.org.cn/artlcle_view.asp?ID=442.
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businesses. Despite their lack of qualifications, several younger drivers have moved
onto the payroll of the Labor and Social Insurance Bureau, as the influx of funds for
establishing a rural social insurance scheme has provided an opportunity for
bureaucratic expansion.
While manual workers' positions are of lower status, cutting their jobs is often
just as problematic as laying off normal cadres. One Chinese researcher tells of a
province where strict orders were issued for the retrenchment of telephone operators,
made surplus by the introduction of modern telephones. However, when crowds of
telephone operators appeared at the gates of the provincial government headquarters,
documents rescinding the previous order were issued, and the staff were assigned other
manual tasks, such as cleaning desks and filling thermos flasks.^^^
Off-Budget Employees
Off-budget {bianzhi wai) employees are appointed directly by their work unit, and as
such are an appealing option for many bureaus, because they have greater control over
these staff members. They are also cheaper than personnel employed through the formal
staffing system. One county-level cadre remarked, "There is a young staffer in my
bureau who has been with us for about two years. He's very capable, and does twice as
much work as anyone else, but for less than half the salary. It really isn't fair. But if he
slacks off, the [bureau] boss will sack him the next day. There aren't many white-collar
jobs going in the county seat."
In many bureaus, numerous formal staffing posts remain unfilled, while a large
number of off-budget personnel are employed. This category is one of the major reasons
for overstaffing at both the county and township levels. As long as a bureau has
Zhao Shukai in Andrew Kipnis and Graeme K. Smith, eds. Rural Governance in the Midst of
Underfunding, Deception, and Mistrust. Vol. 39, Ctiinese Sociology and Anttiropology, 2007, p.

62.
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available funds, it will take on staff, as there is constant pressure on bureau heads to
take in new graduates and demobilized soldiers. The pressure from the friends and
relatives of county government staff is particularly acute, and lack of oversight in the
hiring of off-budget personnel can lead to absurd situations. In a neighboring county,
the niece of the Tax Bureau chief was among the off-budget staff This would be
unremarkable news, except that she was still attending primarj' school.
While off-budget personnel are subject to less formal administrative control—
they are not subject to annual assessments (kaohe), for example—their position is
described by many as analogous to those on the outside of a "besieged city" (wei cheng).
Off-budget employees desperately want to obtain the security and conditions of a
formal staff post, while many of those inside the formal staffing system feel besieged by
administrative pressures, the drudgery of their work and the impossibility of gaining a
promotion, and long for the freedom of running their own business.

The Townships

While the boundaries of the county have remained unchanged since 1949, as can be
seen from Table 3.5, Benghai has experienced a ceaseless change in the administrative
boundaries of its districts {qu), towns {zhen), townships {xiang) and administrative
villages {xingzheng cim).^^^ The most significant changes in recent years were the
abolition of the district {qu) level of government in 1992; further merging of the
Territory was ceded to a county adjoining Benghai when the county borders were redrawn in
1949. This is widely attributed to the influence of military figures from the neighbouring county,
which still refers to itself as the "home of the generals", and boasted one nonagenarian general
who had served on the Central Military Commission during the 1980s and had cultivated a
formidable informal patronage network. He was sufficiently secure to mock Jiang Zemin for his
"weakness" in dealing with the U.S. over the EP-3 spy plane incident. By contrast, Benghai's
leading revolutionary figure and his supporters were slaughtered by supporters of Zhang
Guotao during an internal Communist Party purge in 1931. This remains a source of resentment
among Benghai locals. Many are delighted that despite central government favouritism, their
neighbour remains economically "backward."
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townships from 24 to 16 in August 2003; and the amalgamation of administrative
villages in 2004, which more than halved the number of villages.

Table 3.5 Changing Sub-County Administrative Divisions in Benghai County
Year

Districts

Towns

Townships^

Administrative

iqu)

(zhen)

(xiang)

{xingzheng

cun)

1949

5

2

31

143

1955

10

1

96

451

1960

-

-

9

79

1965

7

2

56

263

1970

-

1

24

237

1975

7

1

42

270

1980

7

1

42

275

1985

7

10

44

282

1990

7

10

35

282

1995

-

9

15

282

2000

-

9

15

282

2005

-

12

4

130

" From 1958 to 1983, townships were renamed People's Communes (renmin
and administrative villages became production brigades {shengchan

villages

gongshe)

dadui).

Sources: Benghai County Gazetteer, 1993; Anhui Yearbooks 1991, 1996, 2001 and
2005; unpublished County Gazetteer; author's interviews.
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Township and District

Reform

The abolition of the seven sub-county districts {qu) in 1992 was meant to be part of a
countywide effort to streamline local government bureaucracy, but nearly all district
level cadres were shuffled into either the township or the county bureaucracy. Despite
the elimination of a tier of government, the overall number of cadres in Benghai County
increased dramatically since 1992. The other aspect of the administrative reforms of
1992 was to reduce the overall number of towns and townships, from 45 down to 24
(see Table 3.5). When the People's Communes were abolished in 1983, at the national
level there were 56,331 People's Communes; in 1984 there were 91,171 town and
township governments.^^'' In particular, the number of towns increased. In Benghai they
increased from one (in the county seat) to ten.^^^
Designation as a town {zhen) government, rather than a rural township (xiang)
government, has several benefits, which explains the decrease in the number of
township governments since 1985. A town government has more authority than a
township government, is in a better position to negotiate with the county government
for projects and funds, and has been allowed to raise more revenue through taxation.
There is, however, a tradeoff The degree of county government control over town
governments is higher. There will be a greater percentage of county bureaucrats sent
down to work in the town governments, and a larger number of visiting county work
teams, than in their poorer township cousins. However, the degree of

county

government control over both zhen and xiang has increased in recent years.

Zhongguo tongji nianjian [China Statistical Yearbook], 1985, p. 94.
Zhen and xiang are commonly referred to as "townships" (xiangzhen). In this dissertation, we
will refer to zhen as "towns" and xiang as "townships". A zhen is meant to differ from a xiang in
terms of population size and the number of nonagrarian residents.
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While increasing levels o f industrialization have led to a degree of urbanization,
particularly in the county seat, figures suggesting that Benghai's urban residents make
up 30 percent of the total population are ludicrous. The percentage o f non-agrarian
residents is a key criterion in assessing whether an area is a town or a township, and the
push to transform township governments into town governments is to a large extent
behind the reported rise in the urban population. The figure was manipulated, as is seen
in the fact that the urban population achieved a Stakhanovite leap, more than doubling
between 2002 and the township mergers of 2003. Since urbanization became a central
government-mandated priority, such falsifications have become common.

The township mergers o f 2003, which reduced the number of town and township
governments from 24 to 15, further strengthened the position of the county government.
All decisions on township boundaries and personnel were taken at the county and
prefectural level, and township personnel say that consultation with the townships was
minimal

or

non-existent.

Several

township

governments

with

strong

political

representation at the county level were spared amalgamation, while others found
themselves saddled with economically weaker townships. The township mergers o f
1992 and 2003 were in keeping with national trends that reduced the number o f
township governments (if not the number of township government employees). By 2003,
there were 38,028 townships, well under half the number o f townships that existed in
1984, and fewer than the original number of People's Communes. Within the next ten
years, the Ministry of Civil Affairs has committed itself to reducing the number o f

Fan Jie, Thomas Heberer and Wolfgang Taubmann, eds. Rural China: Economic and Social
Change in the Late Twentieth Century (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), p. 298. This team of
researchers noted, "The [urbanization] plans seem to be rather exaggerated when viewed
against a background of the facts. The building commissioner of the province of Sichuan, for
instance, discovered that when all the target numbers of shi [cities] and zhen [towns] in the
province were summed, the number of inhabitants was higher than that of the present total
population of Sichuan."
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townships to 17,280. The mergers, however, do not mean that township governments
have undergone any significant structural or functional change.
The mergers are part of a wider central government strategy for administrative
reform, summarized in the eight-character phrase "Increase the number of provinces,
abolish the prefectures, strengthen the counties, and merge the townships."^" While the
main justification for merging townships is administrative cost cutting, improvements in
transport and communications are also cited by central government advisers, such as Li
Chenggui, head of the Policy Research Centre of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences.^^^ The arrival of paved roads, electricity, and mobile phone coverage in the
most remote reaches of Benghai County has made governing easier, and most township
leaders now reside in the county seat (although this is also related to the large number of
meetings convened by county government and Party organs). The anticipated result of
the next round of administrative mergers is that the township boundaries and names of
2007 will correspond almost exactly to the boundaries and names of the ten districts and
towns that were defined in 1950, and the administrative villages of 2007 will
correspond closely to the "townships" of 1950.

The Townships' Economic Situation
I chose the three wealthiest townships in Benghai for farmers' surveys, because
agricultural conditions for rice growing were more favorable in these townships. They
also offered a range of conditions in terms of administrative and political change, and
all three were closer to the national average in economic terms. All of these township
Zeng sheng, che shi, qiang xian, bing xiang.
Li Chenggui, Zeng Sheng, Che Shi, Qiang Xian, Bing Xiang [Increasing Provinces,
Eliminating Prefectures, Strengthening Counties, and Merging Townships] China Elections
Website, 1 December 2004 [cited 21 September 2006],
17

governments (theoretically) possessed the financial means to fund public services, such
as agricultural extension, if they chose to do so. Their economic and administrative
details are summarized in Table 3.6.

Table 3.6 Official Administrative and Economic Data for the Townships, 2005

Xuanyang Town

Datong T o w n

Wuchao Shan
Township

Population

75,000

39,800

15,800

Administrative villages

11

10

5

Villager small groups

334

671

148

Distance from county

0

12

11

-

500

180

-

12,570

11,390

seat (km)
G D P {miWion

yuan)

GDP per capita

Source: Benghai County Government Website; unpublished county gazetteer

While the fiscal situation in these townships is relatively healthy, the smallest
township surveyed, Wuchao Shan, is saddled with the highest level of debt, in the order
of seven million yuan.^^'^ The main source of this debt was for "entertainment" for
visiting higher-level delegations. While the absolute level of debt is not shocking (an

269

This debt is said to have been reduced due to the siphoning off of land compensation
payments associated with the building of a national highway through the township, however I
have not been able to verify this. For a thoughtful account of how and why each level of local
govemment skims off farmers' land compensation payments, see W u Yi, Xiangcun De Quanii
Chengbao [The Contract Arrangements of Rural Power] [Webpage], Sannong Zhongguo [Rural
China], 30 October 2006 [cited 15 March 2007], Available from
http://www.sannongzhongguo.net/article/show.php7itemid-264/page-1.html.
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average Chinese township is estimated to be four million yuan in the red),^™ the source
of the debt is. Despite the debt, backing from the county government meant that
township government services were well funded. Large projects for tourism, poverty
alleviation, agriculture and irrigation were awarded to this township during the course
of my fieldwork, and township cadres continued to banquet and gamble with impunity,
even when there were no visiting delegations or work teams.
The reason Wuchao Shan Township government is allowed to sustain such a
high level of debt is that many significant figures in the county government—notably
the head of the Finance Bureau and the tourism chief—hail from Wuchao Shan, and
they are said to have been pivotal in the township being off limits to administrative
reform. Also, one of Benghai's largest and most influential industrial conglomerates (a
light bulb factory) originated in the township. Wuchao Shan should have been merged
with an agricultural township to its west, but the argument put to the county government
was that industrialised Wuchao Shan was unsuited to a marriage with a township that is
widely viewed as a perennial failure. The latter township was so poorly run that county
leaders were anxious that 1 not conduct any research there.
The other townships had been forced to undergo amalgamations, however. The
new Datong Town has been formed from three different townships, creating an
administrative area more than twice the size of Wuchao Shan Township. Unlike
mergers in other parts of China,^^^ it was effective almost immediately, and looks to be
J i a J i a n y o u , Wu Shui Shidai, Xiangcun Nancheng Nongji Tuiguang Zhi Zhong [After the
Abolition of Taxes, Rural Areas Will Struggle to Support Agricultural Extension]
[Webpage],
Z h o n g g u o n o n g c u n yanjiu w a n g [Chinese Rural R e s e a r c h Website], N o v e m b e r 10 2 0 0 5 [cited
August 7 2006], Available from http://\Aww.ccrs.org.cn/article_view.asp?ID=1099.
D u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f m y t i m e in B e n g h a i , I d i s c o v e r e d t h a t t h e r e w e r e s e v e r a l r e a s o n s f o r t h e
c o u n t y leaders' u n e a s e a b o u t this t o w n s h i p , relating to i n s t a n c e s of illegal land requisition, a
failed t o w n s h i p enterprise, a n d corruption surrounding a national irrigation s c h e m e .
^^^ L a m T a o C h i u , p e r s o n a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 4 S e p t e m b e r 2 0 0 6 . L a m f o u n d t h a t t o w n s h i p
g o v e r n m e n t s in H a i n a n p r o v i n c e c o n t i n u e d t o f u n c t i o n i n d e p e n d e n t l y e v e n a f t e r t h e y w e r e
formally merged.
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sustainable. The township which formed the western boundary of the new town was
primarily a transport hub, and the township to the east immediately reverted to the
village it originally was, with the restaurants, hotel, and even the phone company
closing their doors the week after the cadres gathered up their newspapers and tea mugs
and left their offices.
Xuanyang Town, which is situated in the county seat, was formed from the
merger of two townships in August 2003. In terms of resources, its proximity to the
county government headquarters, as well as relatively convenient transport and
communications links, grant it considerable leverage in accessing projects and
investment. The township Party secretary sits on the county Party standing committee,
and is a former classmate of the county Party secretary. But Xuanyang is clearly the
poor cousin of the county government, both in terms of salaries and working conditions.
This affects the morale of township government workers, who constantly rub shoulders
with more fortunate schoolmates who managed—through money, contacts, or ability (in
that order)—to obtain employment in the county government.

The Township's Political Structure
The political structure in the townships and towns in many ways mirrors that of the
county. Power is even more concentrated in the hands of the Party secretary, and the
position of a township head is considerably weaker than the equivalent at the county
level, as a township head has no clearly defined control over either personnel or
resources. It is up to the township Party secretary to delegate such powers. Effectively,
the township head is the Party secretary's principal assistant. Most interviewees saw
Party secretaries as representing the interests of their faction within the county
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government, for the simple reason that 80 percent of the Party secretaries were sentdown county bureau chiefs, county deputies, or former mishu. Two township Party
secretaries concurrently serve on the county Party standing committee and the majority
of township Party secretaries live in the county seat.
At the township level, the distinction between Party and government work has
completely broken down. All major decisions are made at joint Party and government
meetings, and Party functionaries invariably chair such meetings. While there are
occasionally separate Party meetings to discuss matters such as the recruitment of new
Party members, the township government never holds separate meetings. The Party
Committee

Office {dangwei

bangongshi)

and

the Government

bangongshi)

are not physically or administratively separated.

Office

{zhengfu

The deputy township Party secretaries and deputy township heads perform
similar functions to those at the county level, although they tend to be less motivated, as
there is little chance they will be promoted to the county level. They will usually serve
in the township government until they reach retirement age and do not answer directly
to the county level. The deputy township head in charge of, say, agriculture, does sign a
performance contract

{gangwei

mubiao

zerenshu)

with the county

Agricultural

Committee, but the annual evaluation is carried out by the township.
Overstaffing among deputies at the township level is not as serious as it once
was, although townships closer to the township seat have more cadres. Xuanyang Town,
which houses the county seat, has eight deputies. Reports from wealthier provinces
indicate substantial cuts in the number of deputies at the township level, with Zhejiang
reporting a 25 percent cut during the 2006 leadership transition.
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Mao Chuanlai, "Zhejiang 95% xiangzhen dangwei wancheng huanjie [95 percent of
Township Party Branches have Completed their Transition]," Zhejiang Ribao, 14 December
2006.
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The pattern of personal assistants wielding disproportionate influence is also
echoed in the role of the "office managers"

{bangongshi

zhuren)

who control access to

the township Party secretary, and effectively manage the day-to-day work of township
government staff during the long periods of the year when the township leaders are in
the county seat for meetings, or further afield seeking projects and investment. While
most offices (apart from family planning and finance) in the Xuanyang

Town

government were deserted, the office manager had eight staff working under him,
including a driver. The other key player in the township government is the head of the
township Finance Bureau, particularly as the abolition of agricultural taxes and the
steady decline of township enterprises has increased the dependency of the township
government on fiscal transfers from above.
Since the township level was reformed in the 1980s, all township offices^^"^ have
been subject to dual control from both the county and the township, and in many ways
this tension is a continuity from Maoist times.^^^ The head of each township office is
answerable to both the county and township leadership. At the township level, their
immediate superiors are the deputy township leader assigned responsibility for their
office, the township head and the Party secretary. In this case of offices that are
classified as administrative work units

(xingzheng

danwei),

and are thus closely

associated with the Party, the township head usually has no real say. In contrast, the
township Party secretary has considerable influence over the operation of service work
units (shiye danwei) that are nominally associated with the government. Each township

For the sake of convenience, township-level government and Party organs will be referred to
under the broad term "offices," although in Chinese there is a plethora of terminology. Locals
still refer to the township governments as the "seven stations and eight offices" {qi zhan ba suo)
to convey the sense of administrative confusion. In the past, "stations" were associated with the
government, and "offices" with the Party.
A. Doak Barnett, Cadres, Bureaucracy, and Political Power in Communist China (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1967).
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office also answers to their superiors in the corresponding county-level bureau, and
ultimately to the county Party leadership.
Thus, the director of a township agricultural technology extension station
answers to the deputy township head responsible for agriculture, and also to the
township head and the Party secretary. The director also answers to the head of the
county agricultural extension centre, which is tightly controlled by the county's
Agricultural Committee, which in turn is closely monitored by county Party leaders.
However, as will be demonstrated in later chapters, the county now has less direct
influence over the agricultural extension station than township leaders.
Bureaus that are powerful at the county level are also powerful at the township
level. The crucial distinction is whether the township bureau has leadership relations
{lingdao guanxi) with the corresponding bureau at the county level, or whether it only
has professional relations {yewu guanxi) with the county level bureau. The former are
referred to as "vertical agencies" {chuizhi danwei)

while the latter type are called

"devolved work units" {xiafang danwei). Offices at the township level with access to
resources will invariably be vertical agencies. Table 3.7 shows the division of bureaus
into provincially-managed vertical agencies, county-managed vertical agencies, those
"jointly managed" by county and township, and those managed directly by townships.
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Table 3.7 Administrative Status of Typical Township Offices
Industry and Commerce Office {gongshang suo)
Tax Agency {dishui fenju)
Telecommunication Agency {dianxin fenju)
China Post (youzheng fenju)
Transformer Substation (biandian suo)
Agricultural Bank (nonghang yingyesuo)
Rural Credit Cooperative (xingyong she fenshe)
Land Management Office {tuguan suo)
County
Police Station {paichu suo)
Forestry Station (linye zhan)
Forestry Police Station {linye paichu suo)
Judicial Office {sifa suo)
Township Hospital {zhongxin yiyuan)
Grain and Oil Trading Co. {Hangyou gongmao gongsi)
Supply and Marketing Agency {gongxiao fenshe)
County/Township Finance Office {caizheng suo)
Family Planning Office {jisheng ban)
Education Office {jiaoyu ban)
Broadcasting Station {guangbo zhan)
Labor and Social Insurance Office {laodong shehui baozhang suo)
Township
Party and Government Office {dangzheng ban)
Agricultural Extension Station {nongji zhan)
Civil Affairs Office {minzheng ban)
Letters and Petitions Office {xinfang ban)
Grain Station {hang zhan)
Rural Planning Office {zhen cun guihua ban)
New Socialist Countryside Office {shehui zhuyi xin nongcun ban)
Economic Development Office {jingji fazhan ban)
Industry and Trade Office {gong mao ban)
Ecology Office {shengtai ban)

Province
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While this is a complicated set of administrative arrangements for offices
located within the same township, there are further distinctions between the offices
within each group. There is a status distinction between administrative offices
{xingzheng

danwei)

and service offices {shiye damvei). Also, as part of the campaign to

reduce staff at the township level, certain agencies are being withdrawn altogether: in
Benghai, the Agricultural Bank, the Tax Agency, and the Grain and Oil Trading
companies have already been removed. Other offices have been reduced in number, so
that one office covers several townships, creating a new, unofficial layer of government
between the county and the township, which is usually referred to as a "district
management area" {quyu guanli pian).
and

Commercial

Offices in this category include the Industrial

Offices, telecommunication

agencies,

China

Post,

transformer

substations, and the Supply and Marketing agencies.

Vertical Agencies {Chuizhi

Danwei)

The powers of township Party secretaries are more circumscribed than county Party
secretaries in several ways. The do not have the power to appoint personnel at the
deputy (fu keji) level and above. Thus, the county appoints deputy township leaders and
the heads of township offices. Party and administrative posts are filled by the Party
Organization Bureau and the county Party standing committee. While governm.ent or
service unit positions are decided by the county government Personnel Bureau (albeit in
practice the Party also has the final say on these posts), it is possible for the township
Party secretaries to influence these decisions. The greatest check on the power of
township Party secretaries is that while vertical agencies are physically located in a
township, the township Party and government organs have no formal authority to
control either the leaders, or even the staff, of these agencies.
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The finances of these agencies are independent of township finances, as the
superior county or prefectural agency pays the salaries. Usually only the salaries of
personnel on the formal payroll will be covered; fees, levies or commercial activity will
be required to support off-budget staff Beyond this, however, all township offices must
pay out a host of other expenses, which are outlined in their usual order (from highest to
lowest) in Table 3.8. In order to meet these expenses, and to hire off-budget staff,
vertical agencies can levy user fees and fines (the Public Security Office and the Land
Management Office are very active in this regard), attempt to attract projects that they
can siphon money from, engage in commercial activities, or ask the township
government for funding.

Table 3.8 Main Expenditure Items of Township Agencies
Expenditure Item

Pinyin

Office expenses

bangong

Entertainment expenses

zhaodaifei

New facilities

shebei

Facilities maintenance

xiushan fei

Meeting costs

hiiiyi fei

Vehicle repairs

xiuche fei

Newspapers and book subscriptions

shubao fei

Fuel

ranliao fei

Road maintenance

yanglu fei

Travel expenses

chailu fei

Training costs

peixun fei

People's militia training

minbin xunlian fei

jingfei

gouzhifei
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There are, of course, differences in the ranking of these items between townships,
but this was the order I arrived at from interviews with township officials across the
county. Poorer remote townships tended to have only one vehicle, while the township
officials of Datong Town, who were known for their ability to "cash down the cash"
(pao) outside the county, had two vehicles (an Audi for the Party secretary and a
Santana for the township head) which accrued expenses on fuel, toll payments, and
repairs. Some townships have been more successful than others in reducing the burden
of "entertainment expenses". A large amount spent by a township on "entertainment"
does not in itself suggest that wastefulness. In the words of one county informant, it
simply means that "the higher-ups like to dine there" {shangmian ai chi). There were
also a large number of township government buildings being rebuilt from scratch,
although these funds came from soft loans rather than out of the township government's
limited coffers. The grandest township office I visited was five stories high. It was
opened in 2005, occupied over 3000 sq m of office space (30 sq m per staff member)
and cost 36 million yuan.
It can be seen from Table 3.7 that the majority of offices at the township level
are now vertical agencies, and the proportion has been increasingly steadily over time.
The increasing proportion of agencies that are "sent up" (shanghua)

is a source of

dissatisfaction for leading township cadres. Many complain that placing agencies under
the control of higher levels of government demonstrates a lack of trust in the
competence of township cadres, and actually leads to worse performance on the part of
township staff in these agencies, as the county is too far away to know whether
township staff are doing their job. One technique township Party secretaries often
employed to influence vertical agencies (such as the police station or the Finance
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Bureau) was to arrange for the head of these agencies to be granted the title of deputy
Party secretary.^^^
Moreover, township leaders contend that the county usually does not care what
goes on inside vertical agencies, as the main passion of county officials is to please their
superiors further up the vertical hierarchy in the prefectural and provincial governments.
Aside from being reinforced by the formal cadre monitoring system, there is also an
inherent bureaucratic logic: those higher in the vertical chain control resources and
personnel, those lower in the chain usually do not. One popular local saying (which
puns on the inability of locals to enunciate the difference between the sounds xi and shi)
was "Above there is hope, below there is despair" {shangmian you xiwang, xiamian you
shiwang).
However, township leaders are not in a position to simply ignore vertical
agencies, as the activities of these agencies have a direct bearing on their own prospects
for advancement. As mentioned above, township leaders, and the township Party
secretary in particular, face the one-strike rejection (yipiao foujue) for two areas: family
planning and social stability. The Family Planning Office is under joint county and
township management, and township Party secretaries invariably direct large numbers
of staff and resources to it. However, only the county has authority over the police
station. The main measure of social stability is the number of petitions by farmers to the
prefectural, provincial or central governments. The police play a crucial role in both
managing and suppressing such petitions. Thus, township leaders have to develop
informal strategies and rewards (either political or monetary) to encourage police
officers based in the township to actually do their job.
This strategy has been noted in other locales. See Zhao Shukai In Andrew Kipnis and
Graeme K. Smith, eds. Rural Governance in the Midst of Underfunding, Deception, and Mistrust.
Vol. 39, Chinese Socioiogy and Anthropology, 2007, p. 13.
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Nor is the independence of vertical agencies ever absolute. Staff in vertical
agencies live and work in the township, and are continuously subject to informal
pressures. As an example, the Rural Credit Cooperatives answer to the province, but
township leaders, particularly the township Party secretary, exercise discretion over who
can receive substantial (in excess of 10,000 yuan) loans. Similarly, if the township
government opts to divert funds earmarked for education or flood relief, the finance
office will be forced to comply.

Devolved Offices {Xiafang

Danwei)

The township agricultural extension station is one of a handful of offices still subject to
direct township government control. As such, it looks to the township Party and
government for the allocation of what is commonly referred to as the three powers (san
quart): personnel, funds, and materials {ren, cai, wu). Because the Ministry of
Agriculture is one of the poorer, less powerful ministries, township agricultural
extension stations have always struggled for resources, regardless of whether they were
under vertical control or area control. Actually, poorer bureaus in many ways welcome
devolved control, because it means that the wages and benefits of their staff are
guaranteed.
The essential difference is that the amount of time the staff in devolved bureaus
spend on tasks related to their profession is left to the discretion of the township leaders.
In particular, it is left to the township Party secretary to decide what constitutes "key
work" or "central work" (zhongxin

gongzuo)

and what does not. Priorities vary

depending on the economic and geographical situation of townships and the personal
preferences and networks of different Party secretaries, but as previous writers have
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noted, the broad priorities are framed by the annual assessments for township leaders.^"
In particular, the pressure of the one-strike rejection on the political prospects of the
township Party secretary is passed on to all staff working in devolved offices. Tax
collection was formerly one of the two most important tasks of the staff in devolved
offices. Since the abolition of agricultural taxes, family planning is the single foremost
priority for offices that answer to the township government, while attracting projects
and investment is increasingly prominent.
Some of the offices listed in Table 3.7 are derogatively referred to as "hanging
sign offices"

{gua paizi

basis

zhi)

{zhuan

danwei)

that have no personnel assigned to them on a full time

and are usually set up in response to the requirements of higher level

bureaus. When there is an inspection by the higher ups, or a work team comes to town,
the New Socialist Countryside Officc, the Industry and Trade Office, and the Ecological
Office may all bustle with activity, right on cue. Reports will be furnished to
demonstrate the achievements of the offices, and if necessary, an inspection tour to a
carefully-selected site will be arranged. As soon as the inspection or work team leaves
the township, these offices revert to what they are: freshly painted black and white signs.
Do similar rules of the game prevail at the next level of rural administration, or has
village self-governance tempered the influence of the Party?

The Villages
In Benghai County, village governments are now effectively outposts of township
governments, and largely respond to the priorities of their superiors in the township.^'^

Susan Whiting, Power and Wealth in Rural China: The Political Economy of
Institutional
Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); and Edin, "State Capacity and Local
Agent Control in China."
There are caveats to this statement. Village leaders may still act in a predatory and
opportunistic fashion. Also, if a village is home to an influential cadre from a higher level of
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So while the township is the lowest level of formal government in Chinese
organizational charts, 1 believe that in practice, village governments should be
considered as part of the local state. The rules of the game have changed. Several
interrelated developments in village governance have been instrumental in this shift: the
merging and amalgamation of administrative villages; the changed employment
conditions of village cadres; the further strengthening of the position of the village Party
secretary relative to the village committee; the rise in influence of sent-down cadres;
and widespread manipulation of elections by township governments.

Village Amalgamations and the Merging of Village Positions
While shedding local government cadres has been described by previous researchers as
a "strange cycle"

{guai

quart)

where "reductions in bureaucratic staff yield expansion

and further reductions result in reexpansion,"^^^ my research indicates that village
cadres have been permanently shed from the government payroll. Recent
administrative-village amalgamations provided township governments with an
opportunity to strengthen their control over village governments. These reforms have
proceeded by reducing the number of administrative villages, and by reducing the
number of cadres in each v i l l a g e . T h e rationale for amalgamations was that after the
g o v e m m e n t , the township g o v e m m e n t can, to an extent, be bypassed by the village
g o v e m m e n t , particularly in attracting investment and projects.
King K. Tsao and John A. Worthley, "Chinese Public Administration; Change with Continuity
during Political and Economic Development," Public Administration
Review 55, no, 2 (1995), p.
Each village will, at a minimum, have at least three cadres: the Village Party Secretary
{cunbu shuji), who is responsible for overall management of the village, and is appointed by the
township. There are also two elected positions: that of village clerk (wenshu), responsible for
village finances and submitting reports to higher levels; and the W o m e n ' s Cadre {fu gan),
responsible for family planning. In addition, the village may have a village head (cun zliang or
cunhui zhuren) that is in charge of the elected village committee and several s e n t - d o w n cadres
(xiapai ganbu) from the township or county govemment. The different types of s e n t - d o w n
c a d r e s will be detailed in the next section. In larger administrative villages, the posts of deputy
Party secretary and deputy village head may still exist.
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abolition o f agricultural taxes, the majority o f village government work had been
eliminated, as tax collection had been the primary task o f village cadres, in terms o f the
time and effort required. Compared to township or county cadres, village cadres are soft
281
targets for streamlining, as they are not part o f the state staffing system

(bianzhi).

According to data provided by the county Civil Affairs Bureau, the number o f
village cadres in Benghai County has been reduced by 56 percent (the average number
of native cadres per village is now four). A stated aim o f the village amalgamations was
to improve the "quality" (suzhi)

o f village cadres by reducing the average age.^^^ The

average age is now 44, a reduction o f four years.^^^ O f the newly-elected (and selected)
cadres, more than half are senior high school graduates and 28 percent are w o m e n .
However, as the women's cadre will always be a woman, this suggests that only a
handful o f women now hold the posts o f village Party secretary, village head, or village
clerk. In one village that I visited during an election, the acting village head made it
clear that there would be only one w o m a n elected to the village committee. I f more than
one woman received enough votes, he laughed that those votes would just have to be
thrown away {reng diao

le).

In some parts of China, there have been experiments with amalgamating villager small
groups, but township and village cadres were united in declaring such an idea as disastrous. As
one township head put it to noisy agreement from his colleagues, "It's hard enough managing
10 or 20 households, can you imagine trying to get 60 households to agree on anything?" The
largest villager small group I came across had more than 50 households (the growth in the
number of households in this villager small group - there were less than 30 households during
the 1970s - was largely due to generational change, as any young man hoping to secure a
bride required his own house and land).
It is unclear, however, why younger cadres would make any substantial difference to modes
of rural governance. See esp. Lu Xiaobo, Cadres and Corruption: The Organizational Involution
ofjhe Chinese Communist Party {Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), pp. 255-57.
Locally-posted instructions indicated that no one over the age of 45 was allowed to stand for
re-election except under "special circumstances". The average age of 44 suggests quite a few
candidates were granted special circumstance. Other requirements applied to candidates who
had not previously stood for election. They must not: i) have an education level lower than
senior high school graduate; ii) have ever violated Party or government discipline; ill) have been
inactive in Party activities for more than six months or failed to pay Party fees (applied to Party
members only); iv) have violated any family planning regulations since 1992, or have violated
any civil regulation within the past three years. One villager wryly noted that these regulations,
while intended to attract younger cadres, had the effect of disqualifying younger villagers, who
would have spent time working outside the village (violating Point iii). Thus he concluded the
village elections were simply "the old cadres playing games" (lao ganbu zai wan'r).
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In addition to reducing the number of administrative villages and restricting the
number of cadres in each village, the county leadership was also promoting a policy
called "holding two posts concurrently" {yi ren jian), colloquially known as "carrying
the load on one shoulder" {yi jian tiao). Under this policy, the post of village head and
village Party secretary would be held by one person.^^'' By the end of 2005, this was the
case in 60 percent of Benghai's administrative villages.^^^ This reform, which critics see
as marking a return to the Maoist era, is commonly justified as a means of increasing
the "solidarity" (tuanjie) of village government and increasing the effectiveness of the
Party in rural areas. It is a response to divisions that have emerged between village
committees and village Party branches in recent years,^^^ and is also praised for saving
on village staff costs. Many local cadres who favoured the reform also saw it as
borrowing from "scientific" Western management practice, with the new village (or
township) supremo having powers similar to the CEO of a corporation.^^^ The strained
finances of township governments are cited as the main reason for this reform, but the
result is to effectively emasculate village self-governance and make the village
governments an outpost of township governments.
In the words of a Shanxi Party Organization Bureau chief, the reform was a
response to the problem that "in some villages, there are serious problems in the
coordination between the "two committees" [the Party branch and the Village
Committee] leading to situations where "one cadre's word counts" {shuo le suan), or
"no one's word counts" {shei shuo dou bu suan), or even "outright conflict" {duizlte
^^^ In other provinces, such as Shanxi, this reform has been extended to the township level.
Thus, the posts of township Party secretary and township head are held by the same cadre.
This is in keeping with developments elsewhere in China. See He Baogang, Rural
Democracy in China. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan), 2007.
For a discussion of the problematic relationship between village Party branches and village
committees, see Bjoern Alpermann, "The Post-Election Administration of Chinese Villages," The
China Journal 46 {200^), pp. A5-67.
It is remarkable that the obscurantist language of business management has filtered into the
language of govemance in rural China. I am not persuaded that village chiefs in Anhui are able
to act as impartial CEOs to attain the development goals of higher levels of government.
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gan).''

It is hoped the reforms will "guarantee solidarity, reduce internal strife

(neihao),

improve cohesion, and stabilize the leadership group." ^^^ The downside, from the
perspective of village self-administration, is that the village leader must be a Party
member, settled upon by an internal Party ballot, not by a ballot o f all villagers.
For village cadres who managed to attain re-election (or re-appointment by the
township), remuneration is significantly improved. In addition to a generous (as much
as 100 percent) pay rise granted to all village cadres, they are guaranteed a form o f oldage pension, better conditions than many township agricultural technicians enjoy.
Moreover, village cadres in Benghai are now paid entirely from the township
government budget, rather than drawing income from village enterprises, or deriving a
percentage of collected taxes. The piper calls the tune.
Those village cadres who lost their jobs were assisted by a two-million

yuan

"poverty alleviation campaign", led by the county Party Organization Bureau and
Poverty Alleviation Bureau and covering nearly 800 impoverished Party members.^^^
The campaign combined "thought work" with efforts to retrain such village cadres with
marketable skills. However, at least one township Party secretary noted problems
emerging by the end of 2006. He stated on the county Party's website that laid-off
village cadres were the main instigators

(tiao ton)

of petitions to higher levels o f

government, and were a source of chaos

{luan yuan)

in stirring up conflicts between

cadres and farmers.

See recent comments by the head of the Changzhi Party Organization Bureau. Guo Xinmin
Changzhi Tuixing Xiangzhen, Cun Dangzheng 'Yi Jian Tiao'De Shixian Yu Sikao [Analysis and
Practice in Promoting the Merging of Townsliip and Village Party-Government Positions]
[Webpage], China Elections Website, 1 November 2006 [cited 12 March 2007], Available from
http://www.chinaelections.org/Nevi^slnfo.asp?NewslD=97620.
In the words of one county Party Organization Bureau cadre, poorer village cadres fail to
represent the "advanced nature" of the Party and "are even poorer than ordinary farmers, so
there's no way they can help the masses come out of poverty. They can't even help themselves
So when they speak no one listens; if they try to achieve something, the farmers just ignore
them."
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A great deal of township government work now involves resolving disputes
between amalgamated villages. Villages that were previously in competition, or outright
conflict, are now lumped together. Hard decisions have to be made and accepted, such
as which village houses the village government headquarters and the primary school
(school amalgamations have accompanied village amalgamations). Different villages
come with different resources, and different levels and sources of debt.

The

amalgamations have diminished farmers' regard for the village collective, and reduced
the level of state control over rural society, although only a few Chinese researchers
have taken up this topic.

For village leaders, problems arose when villages with different fiscal situations
were merged. For example, one village was involved in a protracted land dispute over
an army base. The PLA had requisitioned over 1000 mu of (mostly mountainous) land
from the village in 1997 and is yet to pay full compensation to the village government.
The village cadres from its proposed partner village were displeased that the merger was
going ahead before the matter was resolved by the township government. Other
common problems were uncollected revenue—some village governments had been
diligent in collecting agricultural taxes, others less so. Village debts incurred by failed
village enterprises were also mentioned. At least one administrative village was being
run as two separate villages well after it had merged on paper. In this case, the more
remote village had been ruled by a particularly rapacious village Party secretary, who,
O u y a n g Zhongqiu, Xiangzhen Gaige, Buke Qingyan Bin Cun [In the Course of Township
Reform, Villages Cannot Be Merged Lightly] China Elections Website, 11 August 2005 [cited
July 5 2006], Available from http://www.chinaelectlons.org/Newslnfo.asp?NewslD=3204, This
author argues that newly formed villages will not be recognized by peasants, particularly in
areas w h e r e there are existing cultural, religious and clan divisions. He further argues that the
m e r g e r s will m a k e it even more difficult to recover township and village g o v e r n m e n t debts, as
well as debts g e n e r a t e d by collective enterprises.
He X u e f e n g "He Cun Bing Zu: Yihuan W u q i o n g [Amalgamating Villages and M e r g i n g
Villager Small Groups: A n Ongoing Calamity]," Diaoyan Shijie [World of Survey and
Research],
no 11 (2005) pp 30-31; and W u Licai, "He Cun Bing Zu Dui Cun Zhi De Fumian Y i n g x i a n g
[Negative Effects of Village and Village Small G r o u p Amalgamations]," Diaoyan Shijie [World of
Survey and Research],
no. 8 (2005), pp. 39-40.
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in the words of one county official, "stole everything that he could" {shenme dou tan le).
Relations with the farmers were slowly being rehabilitated by a sent-down Party
secretary from the county, who was well-regarded by most villagers.
Some villagers see the amalgamations as a township government land grab. In
one village, the residents were in revolt against the township education office, which
wanted to sell off a single-room primary school {dan ban xuexiao) that had been closed
down the previous year.^^^ "We built the school with our own hands; the materials were
donated by a local enterprise," grumbled one farmer, "Now these township government
bastards want to sell it for personal profit? No way."

Sent-Down Cadres
In addition to a core staff of three to five native village cadres (Party secretary/village
head, deputy Party secretary/village head, village clerk, women's cadre), all villages
surveyed had at least one, and usually several cadres from the township and county
governments. One administrative village had six sent-down cadres (one from the
County Industrial and Commercial Bureau, five from the township), outnumbering the
five regular village cadres (Party secretary, Deputy Party secretary, village head, clerk,
and women's cadre). This practice of cadres from higher levels "sponsoring" {bao) or
being "sent down" {xia pai) to work in village government received no mention in
documentation issued by the county and township governments, yet it was a crucial

In Benghai County, school consolidations are one of the major sources of farmer discontent,
especially for female farmers who now spend hours walking their children to the nearest primary
school. A report from a wealthy county in Shandong, where students are bussed to school,
found that the amalgamations had been well received, see Andrew Kipnis, "School
Consolidation in Rural China," Development Bulletin 70 (2006), pp. 123-25. This is another
example of policies being implemented with "one cut of the knife", with little regard for local
conditions.
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aspect of the county government's efforts to control and monitor the direction of
political and social change in village communities.
Sent-down cadres from the county tended to be younger, often in their late
twenties, who frequently had a powerful relative (usually their father) in the county
government. Serving as a sent-down village Party secretary was viewed as a necessary
step to prove one's ability to work at the grassroots, and more crucially, one's loyalty to
the Party. Most sent-down cadres continued to live in the county seat, commuting to the
village when they were required, unless the village was in a remote mountainous
township. However, not all of the younger county cadres were keen to undertake this
initiation. As one young county staffer explained:
A few years ago, I had the chance to take up the post of sent-down Party secretary.
On the surface, it was quite a good offer, and it was clear that I would be required to
show my appreciation [pay a bribe] to secure the post. If all went well, after three
years 1 would have been guaranteed a promotion and a transfer to the county Tax
Bureau with a much higher salary. But I turned them down after talking it over with
my grandfather [who had been a village cadre until the mid-1980s]. What would
have been the point in taking the post? You have no funds, and no power to change
an>thing. The only thing you can do is have a few achievements for show, patch up a
road or build a little bridge. You're just adding to the farmers' financial burden...
Some of the things you would be required to do, there's no way 1 could do them.
Taking a woman with a belly this big, and forcing her to lose her baby. It's simply
illegal, but you have to do it. My grandfather used to tip the women off about any
inspections. Still, things have improved. In the 1980s, if a family didn't have the
money to pay a fine [to the family planning office for excess births] your house
would be knocked down {ha fangzi) to set an example to the other villagers.^^^
Working as a sent-down cadre v»'as more common among township cadres, and
nearly all of the agricultural technicians whom I interviewed had worked as a sent-down
cadre in at least one village. For younger township cadres, working as a sent-down
cadre could similarly enhance their prospects of promotion, or if they were working as a
service cadre, it could improve their chances of getting onto the administrative cadre
A l t h o u g h this p h e n o m e n o n s o u n d s extreme, a researcher from R e n m i n University n o t e d that
t h e p r a c t i c e c o n t i n u e d in h i s c o u n t y in n o r t h e r n A n h u i until 1 9 9 5 . M a n Y o n g , Cunmin zizhi
beijing xia de baocun ganbu [Sent-Down Cadres and Village Self-Governance]
[Webpage],
C h i n a R u r a l N e w s W e b s i t e , 19 A u g u s t 2 0 0 3 [cited 2 2 M a r c h 2007], A v a i l a b l e f r o m
http://\AWAW.chinarural.org/news_showaspx?cols=1923&ID-12632.
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(guowuyuan)

payroll. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, this was widely viewed as

enhancing one's job security. More commonly, though, sponsoring a village was either
accepted as a "task"

(renwu)

or resented as a waste of both the villagers' time and their

own. Township cadres were paid a bonus o f 80 to 150

yuan

per month (depending on

the remoteness of the village) during their tenure as village cadres, to cover extra
transport, accommodation and meal costs. Many informants in the county government
admitted that the practice was not just part of an effort to reassert higher-level control
over village governance, but also a direct result of pressure to streamline township
governments.
From the perspective of native village leaders, cadres from the county were
considered useful, as they brought an allotment of funds with them.^^"^ Village leaders
were less enthusiastic about township cadres. They felt sent-down township cadres
came and went as they pleased, but lacked the access to resources or networks to
provide any

meaningful

assistance to the village government.

They

felt—quite

correctly—that the main task of these cadres was to keep an eye on them, and report any
irregularities to the township authorities.
Local literature on the phenomenon suggests that sent-down cadres are required
in two types o f villages: those that have been selected as showcase or model villages for
inspections by higher levels of government (the New Socialist Countryside program has
proved a boon to these already privileged villages), and villages where there have been
instances of social disturbances or signs o f a crisis emerging.^^^ However, my research

Sent-down Party secretaries from the county are given 40,000 to 50,000 yuan to be
disbursed on projects—nearly always road building—over three years, plus 5,000 yuan annually
for office expenses. The office expenses may be spent at the sent-down Party secretary's
djscretion, as long as they are not spent on retiring debt or paying salaries.
Zhao Shukai, "Xiang Cun Guanxi: Zai Kongzhi Zhong Tuojie [Township-Village Relations:
Dislocated Control]," Huazhong shifan daxue xuebao [Journal of Huazhong University] 44, no. 5
(2005), p. 4.
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indicated that all administrative villages had at least one sent-down cadre, and that the
number of sent-down cadres in a village increased with proximity to the county seat.^®^
The large number of township staff working at the village level certainly is not a
promising development from the perspective of village self-governance, or for the
morale of existing village cadres. There was concern that elected village cadres would
gradually be replaced by township appointees. One women's cadre expressed her belief
that village-level women's cadres would gradually be squeezed out by staff from the
township Family Planning Office, whenever township governments were forced to shed
staff. A further common complaint was that native village cadres simply had no scope
for using their initiative, as financial control of village affairs had steadily been passed
upwards to the township.

Village Elections
Since the Law Regulating the Organization of Village Committees went into effect in
1988, much scholarship on village government has been focused on village elections.
Many of these studies, particularly early research, suggested that democracy was
flourishing at the village level,^^^ or that if there were problems, most irregularities
could be straightened out by standardizing of election rules and procedures.^^^ While I

There are large regional variations. One village head from Liaoning province asserted that in
his area they v\/ould not tolerate sent-down cadres because villagers saw them as an
infringement of their democratic rights. Author's interview, Beijing, 2006. At the other extreme,
another researcher in northern Anhui found that practically all township cadres, with the
exception of the township Party secretary and the township head, were working as sent-down
cadres See Man, Sent-Down Cadres and Village Self Governance.
See for example, Susan V. Lawrence, "Democracy Chinese Style," The Australian Journal
of Chinese Affairs 32 (1994), pp. 61-68; and Wang Xu, "Mutual Empowerment of State and
Peasantry: Grassroots Democracy in Rural China," World Development 25, no. 9 (1997), pp.
1431-42
Tan Qingshan, "Building Institutional Rules and Procedures: Village Election [sic] in China,"
Policy Science 37 (2004), pp. 1-22.
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do not intend to go to the extreme of arguing that village elections are irrelevant,^^^ and
open village elections are clearly important in building farmers' trust in local leaders,
my fieldwork observations indicate that elections have little bearing on the provision o f
services such as agricultural extension. Indeed, a recent survey by Kellee Tsai on the
effects o f village elections in 316 villages across eight provinces found that competitive
elections made precisely no difference to the provision of village public goods.
Tsai and other authors

agree that what can positively affect village-level

service provision is the presence of informal social institutions, which have the potential
to cultivate unofficial norms and standards within a community, binding both village
leaders and villagers. ^^^ Examples

o f such associations

include

village

temple

organizations or village-wide lineage groups, in effect a return to the traditional, prerevolution forms village administration.^^'* However, in villages where such social
organizations are not present, or have little influence, the consensus view is that the
village Party secretary (appointed by the township) nearly always trumps the elected
village committee, and that village cadres in general place the interests o f their superiors
in the township government ahead of their c o m m u n i t i e s . T s a i disputes that formal

See, for example, Mobo Gao, Gao Village: Rural Life in Modern China (London: Hurst &
Company, 1999).
Melanie Manion, "Democracy, Community, Trust: The Impact of Elections in Rural China,"
Comparative Political Studies 39 (2006), pp. 301-24.
Kellee S. Tsai, "The Struggle for Village Public Goods Provision: Informal Institutions of
Accountability in Rural China," In Grassroots Political Reform in Contemporary China, edited by
Elizabeth J. Perry and Merle Goldman, pp. 117-48. (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University Press,
2007). Tsai examined per capita expenditure on public goods, as well as objective measures
such as the existence of paved roads, running water, and the percentage of classrooms that
were unusable in rainy weather.
303
"Democracy, Community, Trust"; and Hillman, Politics and Power in China.
This finding echoes Tsai's earlier research into the provision of informal finance. See Kellee
S. Tsai, Back-Alley Banking: Private Entrepreneurs in China (Ithica: Cornell University Press
2002), particularly Chapter 1.
Zhao Shukai gives an account of how such groups can be instrumental in organizing
communities that higher levels of government have already categorized as "anarchic". Zhao
Shukai, "'Luan' Cun Xiu Lu Ji (An Account of Road Repair in an 'Anarchic' Village)," Zhongguo
fazhan guancha [China Development Review] (2005), pp. 13-15.
Alpermann, "The Post-Election Administration of Chinese Villages," p. 66. Alpermann
examines what happens after village elections, and concludes "Since village cadres are still
dependent on and accountable to administrative superiors, principal-agent relations between
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bureaucratic institutions have much influence. She argues that in wealthier regions—
where there are more avenues for employment—and in poorer regions—where the
wages o f village cadres are paid late (if at all)—few see the post of village cadre as a
long-term proposition. So they simply put personal profit first.^"^

While village elections are not the focus of this dissertation, this author was able
to observe one village election while living with an elderly village head. The election
was hotly contested, as four natural villages were being amalgamated

into one

administrative village, meaning 75 percent of the cadres would be out of a formal post.
Every manner o f electoral abuse was in evidence: mobile ballot boxes, manipulation by
the township government, pressure applied on villagers by villager small group heads to
choose the candidates from "their" natural village, and an "arrangement" that no more
than one female cadre would be elected, the women's cadre.

In other villages, when township governments interfered in elections, there was
evidence o f what Hok Bun Ku has termed "moral politics" coming into play.^°^ Few
village cadres would be stood down without reason. One Party secretary was axed for
his perceived corruption in managing a village-run coal brick factory, while another
village head was removed after being involved in protracted divorce proceedings.
Villagers concurred that if he could not run his own family, he was unfit to manage the
village. For many villagers, incompetence was viewed as a greater shortcoming than
perceived moral failings. This village cadre's inability to manage his own family was
linked in their minds to a long-awaited bridge had not been built, despite two decades of
promises. One villager small group leader, who had held the position for several

the state and village cadres prevail over those between villagers and village organs even for
activities that are supposed to lie w/ithin the sphere of self-administration... self administration is
a supplement to, not a substitute for state control."
'°'Tsai "The Struggle for Village Public Goods Provision", pp 144-48.
" " Hok Bun Ku, Moral Politics in a South China Village: Responsibility, Reciprocity, and
Resistance (Lanham: Row/man & Littlefield, 2003).
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decades, reasoned that negotiating with township government leaders and their ''yamen
runners" was surely a trickier proposition than bargaining with one's wife. Paralleling
observations from West Bengal and Yunnan, local cadres were largely judged in terms
of their capacity to get things done.

Replacements for "failed" village cadres

invariably had a "strong backstage presence" {houtai hen ying) in the township
government, usually a well-placed relative.

Cadre Priorities
As noted in Chapter Two, previous writers observed that during the late 1980s and early
1990s, village cadres were the crucial link in the delivery of agricultural extension
services.^°^ Since these studies, few researchers have examined the delivery of these
services at the village level. My research indicates that agricultural extension is now a
low priority for them. In one village headquarters, I found a notice outlining the
responsibilities of all village cadres following the amalgamation of their village.
Interestingly, from the perspective of the above discussion, it suggests that laid-off
village cadres, particularly the laid-off women's cadres, will still be expected to play a
role in village administration. On this single sheet, family planning is mentioned eight
times, along with other priorities including "security" (shehui zhi'an),

providing

documentation and statistics for higher levels of government, and "creating spiritual
civilisation" {jingshen wenming chuangjian). However, the word "agriculture" does not
appear once (See Table 3.9).
Arild E. Ruud, "Talking Dirty About Politics: The View from a Bengali Village," in The
Everyday State and Society in Modem India, edited by Christopher J. Fuller and Veronique
Benei, pp. 115-36. (London: C. Hurst & Co., 2001); Hillman, Politics and Power in China.
Jorgen Delman, Agricultural Extension in Renshou County China. (Hamburg: Institute fur
Asienkunde, 1993); Scott Rozelle, "Decision Making in China's Rural Economy: The Linkages
between Village Leaders and Farm Households," China Quarterly 137 (1994), pp. 99-124.
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A county plant-protection technician confirmed this change, explaining:
In the 1980s and the 1990s, village cadres were the main source of information
about agricultural extension from higher levels. Back then, the township
governments had very limited funds, and the township would often hold meetings for
the village cadres. Whatever we wanted them to do, they would lead the villagers in
doing it. But that system has largely broken down now, and there are very few
meetings and fewer village cadres, and so n o w they don't do extension work.
On paper the village cadres, particularly the village head, were still required to
perform tasks related to agricultural extension, and several village leaders interviewed
had received agricultural training from township extension agents in recent years. In
theory, from there they are meant to pass on their knowledge to villager small group
heads, but this rarely occurs, for several reasons.
Village leaders most commonly liaised with all the villager small group heads
when a village meeting was called. Village meetings were called very infrequently.
Village leaders, villager small group heads and extension agents all agreed that they are
not ideal forums for the dissemination of technical knowledge. Also, many villager
small group leaders saw themselves as more competent farmers than village cadres who
were regarded as "part-time farmers". As one villager small group leader said, "all of
the village cadres are much the same. If 1 need them, I'll just go to the village
headquarters and yell out."
One crucial barrier is that no one checks whether or not village cadres pass on
their skills. As one county forestry technician said, "When we run a forestry training
project, each participant must prove that they have passed their knowledge on to at least
five other villagers, otherwise we won't have them back for next year's training. There
are plenty [willing to take their place]. W h a t ' s the point in training s o m e o n e if they
w o n ' t share their knowledge, especially if it's something you need the w h o l e village to
adopt, like sustainable forest practices, or integrated pest management? But that's
agricultural extension. It exists only in the mouths of cadres."
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Tabic 3.9 Task Allocation Roster for a Recently-Amalgamated Village
Post

Tasks

First Party
Secretary (sent
down from
county)

Support all kinds o f Party work. Responsibility for family planning,
social stability, basic infrastructure construction, building grassroots
Party organizations, and expanding village Party branches.

Party Secretary
(local)

Support daily work o f the village Party branch, assist the first Party
secretary in managing Party affairs, and enforce family planning
work. Responsibility for choosing staff for Party committees,
building grassroots organizations, creating a "spiritual civilization"
and promoting openness in village affairs.

Village Head

Supporting the work o f the village committee; main responsibility is
enforcing family planning work, as well as civil administration and
welfare, village openness, village-level finances, establishing
planning frameworks, coordinating personnel files, entertaining
visiting guests, etc.

Women's Cadre

Responsible for the daily implementation of family planning work,
the Women's Federation Committee, Youth League work, providing
statistics for family planning report forms to higher levels,
coordinating all former village family planning workers in
implementing the concrete tasks of family planning.

Village clerk

Responsible for day-to-day work of village militias. Assist the first
Party secretary in strengthening village Party branches and the
village head in compiling personnel files

Village
committee
member 1

Coordinate former village clerks. Responsible for the collection and
completion of all kinds o f report forms, documentation, and accounts

VCM2

Assist village committee member 1 in accounting work

VCM3

Assist the village head in all aspects of work

VCM4

Assist the Women's Cadre in family planning work for their native
(pre-amalgamation) village, assist the village Party secretary

VCM 5

Assist the Women's Cadre in family planning work and the village
head in liaising with their native village

VCM6

Assist the Women's Cadre in all aspects o f family planning work

This work schedule is effective immediately
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Conclusions
Certain trends in rural governance—the concentration of power in the hands of the Party
secretary, the tendency o f Party organs to trump government agencies at each level, the
superior

status

o f the

Party's

administrative

cadres relative to more

qualified

government staff and the drive for quick, visible results to impress one's superiors—all
suggest that the local state in heartland rural areas is reverting to a form that existed
during the post-revolutionary period. As detailed in Chapter Two, during the 1950s the
Party was in command, personalized rule was the norm, and each county, brigade and
commune strove to accomplish production tasks sooner and on a more grand scale than
their neighbours. Whether it is boosting the amount of investment attracted to the
county, the number of fanners' grievance petitions originating in a certain township, or
the number of out-of-quota births in a certain village, the concern is still rapidly
obtaining quantifiable and visible results, not process.
The latest drive to encourage farmers to form associations, under the leadership
o f the Party, also has echoes of a campaign launched in December 1953 to encourage
the formation of Agricultural Producers' Cooperatives. Perhaps not coincidentally, after
many years of administrative tinkering, the new administrative boundaries for villages
and townships in Benghai County now correspond almost exactly to the form that
existed in 1950.
The Party of 2007 is not operating in the society or economy o f the 1950s,
however. In the highly-commercialized economy of Benghai County, government posts,
contracts for infrastructure projects and rural land all have a price and many are willing
to pay. Collusion between Party leaders, their personal assistants, and their friends and
relatives in the local business community has led to the effective emergence of a
"shadow state". This trend is being exacerbated by a province-wide push for "attracting
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projects and investment" {zhao shang yin zi). Originally conceived as a way to boost
local economic growth, it is now a political task written into the annual assessments of
leading county and township cadres.
Government agencies with influence are those which have the ability to generate
revenue or control the allocation of staff. Agencies which lack such means are "clear
water yamen",

ignored by local Party leaders. This is less related to moral failings on

the part of local leaders (as central government rhetoric suggests), and more to unfunded
mandates and the emphasis of annual assessments, particularly the
rejection" (j'i piao foujue).

"one-strike

The influence of formal and informal pressures on the

behaviour of local officials will be further examined in subsequent chapters.
While Table 3.9 suggests that village cadres have opted out of playing an active
part in agricultural extension, they are under constant pressure to meet family planning
targets and attract investment. In their turn, farmers still plant and harvest rice according
to the traditional lunar almanac, apply fertilizer and pesticide to their fields, and attempt
to raise credit to improve their livelihoods. In the following chapter, I will detail the
economic characteristics of the surveyed villages, and draw upon field observations and
farmers' surveys to analyse farming practices in Benghai County. This will provide
context for taking a closer look at farmers' perceptions of the grassroots agricultural
extension system and the local state as a whole.
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Chapter 4 Farmers' Practices and their Assessment of
the Agricultural Extension System
In this chapter, I will examine the farming practices in six surveyed villages, and then
investigate the attitudes of farmers towards the local agricultural extension system. I am
concerned particularly (but not exclusively) with how this government agency, and the
local state as a whole, is perceived by different groups of farmers. Case studies of
individual farmers who have invested substantial sums in agriculture, and attempted to
engage in more specialized production will be presented. To further focus my enquiries,
farmers were asked about their specific experiences with two rice growing technologies:
hybrid rice varieties and direct seeding.
Rather than addressing theories of technological adoption and diffusion, which
often tend to examine what demographic factors cause farmers to "fail" to adopt a given
technique,

I will discuss what social forces influence farmers' decision-making

processes, how they come to make their decisions, and how their access to agricultural
extension services is influenced by grassroots political structures.
By focusing on how extension services are delivered (or not delivered), I hope to
observe the interaction between state and society through the lens of these two stateapproved technologies. This will allow for the possibility that actors other than the state
extension service might play an important role in farmers' decision-making processes,
and in their access to new agricultural technologies and information. I will first describe
the agricultural conditions prevailing in the surveyed villages, as they impose their own
particular constraints on the practices of farmers and extension agents.
A review of the literature is provided by Barbara Wejnert, "Integrating Models of Diffusion of
Innovations: A Conceptual framework,"
Annual Review of Sociology 28 (2002), pp. 297-326.
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The View from the Farm

Economic Conditions in the Villages
As mentioned in Chapter One, I selected two villages from each township on the basis
of their proximity to the township seat to assess whether this proximity played a role in
the delivery of agricultural extension services. Table 4.1 shows the demographic
characteristics of the six amalgamated villages surveyed.
The per capita income figures provided in Table 4.1 are those reported by the
township governments. They are included to provide a comparison with other areas of
China, but as has been reported elsewhere, farmer income statistics are unreliable. Of
the six villages surveyed, the poorest village, which had no viable industries and
inconvenient transport links, reported the highest per capita income of 2600

yuan

(Xiahu). Conversely, another village head admitted that the actual per capita income for
his village, which was proximate to one of the county's most successful rural
enterprises, exceeded 3000 yuan, but the township government set the reported figure.
Zhao Shukai has noted that many of the township Party secretaries whom

he

interviewed agreed that, "Average per capita farmer income is meaningless {bu suan
shu), and is as high as we say it is in our reports."^"

311

Zhao Shukai, "Cong 10 Sheng (Qu) 20 Ge Xiangzhen De Diaocha Kan Biduan Yanzhong
Xiangzhen Zhengfu Wenze Tixi [A Survey of 20 Townships in 10 Provinces (Districts): The
Severely Defective Evaluation Systems of Township Governments]," Kexue Juece [Scientific
Policy], no. 3 (2005), p. 48. What does matter is fiscal income. As Zhao notes, "Township
leaders experience excruciating misery if the township governments have no money of their
own: staff salaries cannot be paid, their cars lie Idle, and their telephones do not ring. Hence,
township concern for development is first and foremost focused on government revenue."
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Table 4.1 Demographics of Surveyed Villages
Village

Original

Villager

no. of

small

villages

groups

Wuye Fan

2

19

Xiahu

5

Koushui

Pop.

Distance to

Arable

Income

(,000)

county

land per

(yuan)

(township) seat

head {mu)

2.5

3

0.75

2400

42

4.3

10

1.53

2600

3

35

3.6

15(2)

1.63

2100

Tuqiao

3

36

2.9

16(8)

0.88

2200

Shanshui

2

24

2.4

16(3)

1.02

2460

Tianbao

4

44

4.7

19(6)

1.32

2240

Source: Unpublished county gazeteer, county Agriculture Bureau records, 2006

The designation of villages as officially "impoverished" (which guaranteed
preferential access to county-level projects and better access to credit for farmers
through the Poverty Alleviation Bureau and the Rural Credit Cooperatives) seemed
even more arbitrary than the designation of national impoverished counties (see Chapter
3). Xiahu was deemed to be an officially poor village, while Tuqiao Village, with a
lower reported farmer income and about half the per capita land availability, was not.
Officials from the county Poverty Alleviation Bureau explained that designation
depended on the percentage of households in a village classified as living in absolute
poverty, rather than the average income of villagers. Village cadres asserted that it
depended on effective lobbying. The soon-to-be-deposed village Party secretary for
Tuqiao was angered that his village had not been designated as "impoverished" and also
regretted that his time working as the village headmaster had left him without helpful
contacts in the county government {meiyou shu ren).
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The poverty designation helped Xiahu Village to attract investment in a tourism
project. A one-million yuan fund (700,000 yuan for 5 km of road, 300,000 yuan for
labour) had been allocated by the county government to bring tourism to a mountain
with a moderate level of scenic and historical interest (it was visited by Emperor Han
Wudi). Grain subsidies for farmers along this road were also diverted to fund this
project. Tourism, and particularly eco-tourism, was viewed by county leaders as a last
resort for villages with no hope of attracting industrial or agricultural investment. I once
visited a remote village in Datong Town with the deputy Party Secretary responsible for
education. After walking for about ten minutes along a pleasant river, he sighed, "In a
place as god-forsaken as this, you can only do eco-tourism." He then threw his lunch
wrapper in the river.
A wide range of rice farming conditions were surveyed - some farmers in Xiahu
had access to up to two mu of rice paddy per capita, while in the hills outside Tuqiao
village, the per capita land allocation was as low as 0.2 mu?^^ For these farmers, the rice
crop does not cover subsistence requirements, and they rely on income from livestock
(mostly pigs and chickens), green tea, medicinal herbs, tung oil (used for waterproofing
wooden boats), bamboo, and off-farm work to survive.
Few profitable village industries were in evidence, and the dependence of village
governments on fiscal support from the townships was almost total. Village-run
enterprises, which had flourished in the early 1990s, had collapsed when township
government support ceased. Wuye Fan Village, the closest village to the county seat,
hoped to derive additional income from a large quarry and from a small fishing resort.
Tuqiao Village was formerly home to a "Third Front" (san xian gongcheng) munitions factory,
meaning that the first paved road in the county leads to the village and the mountains beyond.
The factory relocated to the provincial capital, Hefei, in 1990, and now manufactures car parts.
The physical structure of what was once a vast factory remains, and the locals (who were never
allowed to work in the factory, but benefited by providing various services) are still proud of
'their' factory.
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while all of the villages derived small amounts of revenue by leasing out dams for
aquaculture. Xiahu Village had signed a 30-year lease with a local agribusiness, signing
over 30 mu of dry land {han di, usually used by households for vegetable cultivation).
The company promptly handed the land over to another company, which has started to
build ponds for raising geese. Many villagers were uneasy about the arrangement, as
they are yet to see any of the money (lOQyuan per mu per year) owed to them.

Farmers' Agricultural

Practices and Agricultural

Conditions

The main grain crop in Benghai County is rice, which is planted only once per year.
Corn was formerly an important grain crop in upland townships, and is now grown
mainly for animal feed. It has gradually been replaced in the upland townships by rice,
as varieties with shorter growing periods and frost-tolerance have been developed. The
county Agricultural Bureau also promoted rice cultivation in upland regions as part of
the "Food and Warmth" poverty alleviation project (wenbao

gongcheng),

which

commenced in 1990. Fruit cultivation is unimportant, although some peaches and
grapes are grown close to the county seat.
Benghai County boasts a plethora of cash crops which the local agricultural
extension system could assist in developing. The major cash crops are tea, bamboo,
chestnuts, kudzu, timg oil, edible fungus, silk, and eels which are exported to Japan via
Guangzhou. Farmers also cultivate a pharmacopoeia of medicinal herbs, including white
lotus {bai he), gastrodia elata {tian ma), ginseng, eucommia bark {du zhong),
mushroom (Ganodenna
officinalis,
youcai,

lucidum;

ling zhi) and Japanese cornel dogwood

Reishi
{cornus

shan zhu yu). The main crops cultivated in winter are winter canola {dong

a slow-growing crop, which takes around 8 months to ripen), and winter wheat
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{dong mai). Few farmers bother to plant wheat, as the returns are not worthwhile. At
present there are no subsidies for planting wheat; the main subsidies are for rice.
1 found considerable variation between villages in the levels of grain subsidies
during 2004, the first year of implementation. Both subsidies—the grain subsidy
{liangshi butie) and the superior seed subsidy {liangzhong butief^^ were meant to be
paid at the rate of 15 yuan per household member (or sometimes per mu of arable
land)—but during 2004, the subsidies were often diverted to pay for road works or to
make up for unpaid agricultural taxes.
At present, the superior seed subsidy is poorly targeted. Although designed to
allow farmers to purchase more expensive and thus higher-yielding seed varieties, few
farmers had any idea what the subsidy was for. As one put it, "whenever they [cadres]
want money from you, they'll explain in great detail why it's absolutely essential and
even give you a receipt. But if there is money coming your way, they just toss it at you
without a word of explanation." There was some improvement in 2005, with many
farmers issued with a bank book into which their subsidy would be deposited without
passing through the hands of village cadres. However, 1 still found large variations in
the amounts disbursed, and many villagers were yet to receive either subsidy by the end
of 2005, two years after the program was launched.
Village cadres were instructed by the county to collect all of the taxes owed for
the period from 2000 to 2004, while outstanding debts dating from prior to 2000 would
be written off When the grain subsidies arrived in 2004, they were used to repay this
In 2004, those farmers who paid their agricultural tax on time were also rewarded with a
rebate of two yuan for each household member {gongliang tuiku qian). This rebate was only
granted in years when the county was deemed to have suffered a natural disaster, but Benghai
County managed at least one natural disaster each year during my fieldwork period. In 2005 a
flood devastated townships along the main river, in 2004 a severe hailstorm left the county seat
looking like a war zone, and in 2003 high temperatures during July and August caused a
reduction in rice yields of between 30 and 50 percent.
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former debt. One village Party secretary claimed that 70 percent of the outstanding taxes,
which totaled 22,000 yuan for his village, were owed by households working off farm,
15 percent were from households in genuine financial difficulties, and 15 percent were
from "difficult" (dingzi hu) households. But he blamed most of the difficulty in
collecting back taxes on divisions within the village leadership team itself He lamented
that "these days, information always leaks out before you do anything."
The introduction of agricultural subsidies and the abolition of the four
agricultural taxes were welcomed by all of the farmers interviewed.^'" Previous
experience with the collection of the agricultural taxes had done little to endear the
township and village cadres to farmers. One farmer likened tax collection to a "military
operation":
They'd collect the agricultural taxes twice a year. The first time they appeared was
just after the Spring Festival, in March. We called this extraction the "new seedlings
fee" iqing miao fei). Usually the broadcast system lies silent, but when they want
money, it doesn't let up. They didn't want grain, they just wanted cash. If you
thought about not paying up, they'd bundle you off to the township lockup and rough
you up properly.
In 2005, under the new central government policy, none of the farmers who were
surveyed paid the agricultural taxes, and in theory they should have received between
25 and 32 yuan per head in subsidies. A survey in Jiangxi province found that grain
subsidies actually decreased grain production, as having cash in hand encouraged
farmers to invest in more profitable activities, such as raising livestock.^'^ Another
The grain prices in 2004 were higher than previous years, and the overall grain harvest also
rose, reversing a four-year slide in output from 1999 to 2003. At the 2005 meeting of the
National People's Congress, Minister for Agriculture Du Qinglin claimed the bumper harvest was,
"a result of our agriculture-friendly policies, efforts from the farmers themselves and the good
weather conditions last year." See http://www.china.org.cn/english/2005lh/122429.htm. Farmers
were heartened by the change in the central government's attitude, but given that the subsidies
arrived after the planting season (if at all) it is hard to see how this would have affected
individual farmers' grain production decisions. My farmers' surveys indicated that most
households had higher priorities than investing in grain production.
315 See Nico Heerink, Marijke Kuiper, and Shi Xiaoping, "China's New Rural Income Support
Policy: Impacts on Grain Production and Rural Income Inequality," China & World Economy 14,
no. 6 (2006), pp. 58-69.
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survey by researchers from Anhui Agricultural University found that the amount o f land
planted to "superior" varieties o f rice actually declined in 2004.^'® Typical household
expenditures on agricultural

inputs also put the influence o f grain subsidies

in

perspective.^'^
In terms of recent rice yields, 2004 and 2005 were excellent years for the
farmers I surveyed, especially when compared to 2003. The average per-/?7W yield in
2005 was 469 kg, and in 2004 was 495 kg, compared to only 294 kg in 2003. The poor
harvest in 2003 was due to unseasonably hot weather during the flowering phase
(consistently above 35 degrees C e l s i u s ) . ^ A c c o r d i n g to sources in the Datong Town
government, the Ministry o f Agriculture had hushed up the extent of the disaster. They
said that the problem was identified as the planting season taking place earlier each year,
exposing the rice plants to greater heat stress from mid-July to early August. They saw
difficulties in accessing irrigation as the main reason for this trend, as farmers saved
water by planting earlier and faulted the extension system for failing to inform farmers
that they should plant their rice crop a few weeks later. Older farmers tend to use

Liu Pengling, and Luan Jingdong, "Anhui Sheng Nongye Butie Zhengce Shishi Zheng Cunzai
De Wenti Yu Duice [Problems in the Implementation of Anhui's Agricultural Subsidy Policy and
the Solutions]," Anhui nongxue tongbao [Anhui Agricultural Science Bulletin] 12, no. 1 (2006),
pp. 8-9.
Aside from agricultural inputs, farmers also faced other outlays at planting and harvesting
time. Most farmers prepared their fields for planting using either a rented water buffalo, with a
water buffalo shared between three to seven households, or with a hand held or ride-on minitractor {tie niu, literally "iron buffalo"). The average cost of renting a water buffalo (230 yuan)
was slightly cheaper than a tractor (270 yuan). Many farmers preferred mechanical harvesting
(average cost 300 yuan) to hand harvesting (224 yuan), even though there was a common
perception that the mechanical harvesters (whose operators hailed from Jiangxi and Zhejiang)
did a rough job and missed up to five percent of the grain. A large number of households still
shared the workload with other farmers without any money changing hands. Many older farmers
who would have preferred to avoid the backbreaking labour of planting and harvesting were too
poor to opt out, as the cost of hiring an agricultural labourer rose to 50 yuan per day at planting
and harvest times. Other major outlays faced by some households were slaughtering fees (90
yuan), nee threshing fees (85 yuan), and irrigation fees (64 yuan). Compared to these outlays,
the average amount received in grain subsidy (54 yuan) and "improved seed" subsidy (73 yuan)
was rather insignificant.
Farmers also noted that it snowed less frequently in Benghai than in the past, which they
saw as a key factor increasing pest pressure.
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traditional lunar almanacs to decide when to prepare their fields, but as the official
noted, almanacs were created before global warming took hold.
Of particular concern to nearly all interviewees was the state of the irrigation
network.^Rice evolved from a semi-aquatic plant, and is hence more susceptible to
water deficit that other grain crops, so irrigation is often the limiting factor in rice
yields.^^® An intricate system of dykes and small ponds were constructed with corvee
labour during the collective era, particularly during the Great Leap years. Many village
cadres complained that it was now difficult to mobilize corvee labour for irrigation and
road maintenance.
In Benghai, a system of corvee labour for dam and road maintenance was still in
force, called the "one-task-one-meeting" system {yi shi yi yi) whereby the village cadres
are required to gain permission for each project ft-om the villagers' assembly {cunmin
weihui). Several villagers joked that the village cadres spent a great deal of effort
collecting these fees, but in the end all the village had to show for it was a "child labour
project" {ban lazi gongcheng) where roads were patched up in some sections, but not in
others. The increased rate of out-migration (typically 20 to 30 percent of the population
were working off farm, and around ten percent of households had left indefinitely)^^'
meant that many farmers still working the land were simply too old^^^ to be useful in the
heavy manual labour of dredging ponds and canals, traditionally carried out during the
Concem was not unique to Benghai. A recent report for the World Bank found that 59% of
Chinese farmers were unhappy with their irrigation systems. Of all rural public goods
surveyed—roads, schools, clinics, drinking water, garbage collection—dissatisfaction with
irrigation was the highest. Zhang Linxiu, Haomiao Liu, Chunhui Ye, Renfu Luo, Lerong Yu, Y.Y.
Yan, and Scott Rozelle, "Investing in China's Rural Infrastructure and Environment," (Stanford:
Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies, 2006).
P Inthapan and S. Fukai, "Growth and Yield of Rice Cultivars under Sprinkler Irrigation in
South-Eastern Queensland. 2. Comparison with Maize and Grain Sorghum under Wet and Dry
Conditions " Australian Journal of Experimental Agriculture 28, no. 2 (1988), pp. 243-48.
^^^ According to official figures, 18 percent of the population work outside the county.
^^^ Regarding the aging of China's agricultural labour force, see Pang Lihua, Alan de Braauw,
and Scott Rozelle, "Working Till You Drop: The Elderly of Rural China," The China Journal 52
(2004), pp. 73-94. I encountered an 80 year-old man who was still drawing an income by
ploughing other farmers' fields.
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winter months.^^^ Many older farmers and village cadres also noted that new hybrid rice
varieties were more drought tolerant than conventional rice varieties, reducing the
effects of the deterioration in the irrigation network.
One village 1 surveyed had been fortunate enough to obtain funding from a
national level irrigation project, but the others had a long list of repairs for the county
irrigation bureau. Simply obtaining a well-funded project will not guarantee an
improvement in the irrigation network, however. I visited the village in a neighbouring
township that had been host to a national irrigation project two years prior to my arrival,
and found that the concrete irrigation pipes had already collapsed in many places (see
Photograph 4.1). Even the railings on the bridges had fallen off, exposing rusted metal
supports. A large marble plinth had been erected within a few hundred metres of the
collapsing infrastructure, proclaiming that 4.11 million

had been invested in the

project. The "shadow state" had taken more than its due.

Fertilizer Usage
According to the county Agricultural Bureau's statistics, an average of 38 kg of
fertilizer is applied per mu of arable land. The main elements of chemical fertilizers are
nitrogen (81%), phosphate (14.7%), potassium (3.8%), boron (0.2%), and zinc (0.15%).
Most farmers believed there had been an improvement in the quality of chemical
fertilizer. These figures do not take into account the continuing use of nightsoil and
animal manure by farmers, but most of these fertilizers are applied to farmers' dryland

Silting was becoming a serious problem in many areas, and farmers were reluctant to rent
out the ponds from the villager small groups for aquaculture because of the risk of fish being
stolen at night by their neighbours. For an account of the tribulations involved in establishing a
profitable freshwater fishing industry in neighbouring Hubei, see Wang Ning, Making a Market
Economy: The Institutional Transformation of a Freshwater Fishery in a Chinese Community.
(New York: Routledge, 2005), Chapter 5.
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vegetable plots. I did encounter one farmer who used no inorganic fertilizer and applied
no pesticides to his rice crop, but he owned a medium-scale chicken farm.

^

^

i-

\

Photograph 4.1 Irrigation infrastructure, two years after conclusion of project
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For most farmers, fertilizer was their largest financial o u t l a y . O n e 42-year old
farmer, who had rented land from his relatives and thus farmed a total of 11 mu of land,
spent 975 yuan on conventional fertilizer (fuhe fei) and 390 yuan on urea fertilizer
iniaosu). This compared to the 150 yuan he spent on pesticides, and 159 yuan spent on
the two most popular varieties of hybrid rice seed {er you 838 and ming 84). Across all
of the households surveyed, average expenditure on fertilizer for each of the years 2004
and 2005 was 287 yuan, six times more than the average expenditure on pesticides, at
just 47 yuan. Rising outlays on fertilizer were largely due to a sharp rise in the price of
urea fertilizer, which was related to a hike in the cost of petroleum.^^^ While farmers
had the option to purchase conventional fertilizer manufactured outside the province
(even from Russia), the urea fertilizer market was a remnant of local protectionism that
rankled with many farmers.
When questioned about changes in the fertility of their fields over the previous
decade, 21 percent of farmers believed the fertility had improved, 38 percent believed
the soils were poorer, while 41 percent had observed no change. Older farmers recalled
that silt was once an important element of the fertiliser added to rice paddies, but after
the introduction of inorganic fertiliser, no one bothered to dredge the ponds. Some older
farmers noted that the hybrid rice varieties required more fertilizer than conventional

On average, Chinese farmers apply more than twice as much chemical fertilizer per hectare
of cropland than U.S. farmers, and nearly three times the world average. See Barry Naughton,
The Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth (Cambridge, Ma.: MIT Press, 2007), p. 265.
Average rice yields are considerably higher than the world average. Fertilizer usage rose by
more than 300 percent during the initial years of the reform period, largely due to improvements
in production capacity. See Bruce Stone, "Developments in Agricultural Technology in China,"
China Quarterly
(1988), pp. 767-822. Fertilizer production rose sharply in all East Asian
countries after the introduction of market reforms, in direct contrast to other regions, such as the
CIS countries, where production plummeted. See Scott Rozelle and Johan F.M. Swinnen,
"Success and Failure of Reform: Insights from the Transition of Agriculture," Journal of
Economic Literature 42 (2004), p 415.
The price of conventional fertilizer was being closely monitored by the County Pricing Bureau
(wujiaju) which went to the trouble of contacting all major agricultural suppliers in 2006 and
instructing them that the price of fertilizer was to be kept as low as possible.
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varieties, making the soil "leaner" {pinji) over time.^^^ Many also noted a connection
between increased fertilizer applications and increased pest pressure.

Pesticide Usage
The relatively low expenditure on pesticides did not mean that farmers were moderate
in their application of it. Pesticides and herbicides are cheap. One packet of Bayer's
broad-spectrum pesticide Decis {di sha si) cost as little as two yuan, while a 500 mL
bottle of the herbicide glyphosate (better known as Roundup) sold for only 2.5 yuan.
The market price for having your crops sprayed was only three yuan per mu for the
chemicals, and six yuan per mu for the labor. Nearly half of the farmers interviewed
who were able to read the instructions on the pesticide packaging admitted that they
always applied more than recommended by the manufacturers; several farmers admitted
to applying more than double. Only six percent of farmers applied less than the
recommended dosage. Seed vendors identified lack of knowledge about pesticide usage
and preventative measures to prevent pest and disease outbreaks as the largest gap in the
knowledge system of farmers. Many farmers cited increasing resistance of insects to
farm chemicals, and concern over the quality and effectiveness of pesticides as reasons
for spraying so intensively. A story circulating in Tuqiao Village concerned a man who
ran the general store. It v.'as said that he attempted to commit suicide by drinking his
own pesticide, but after quaffing half a bottle he did not even require hospitalization
because his pesticide was fake.^^^

The observations of older farmers on the effect of chemical fertilizers on the soils in many
ways mirrored those noted by Akhil Gupta's study of how Indian farmers synthesised modem
agricultural knowledge with traditional understandings of agriculture. See Akhil Gupta,
Postcolonial Developments: Agriculture in tlie Making of Modern India. (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1998).
.
, ,
Pesticides are the most common method of suicide in rural areas, particularly among women.
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Farmers observed an increase in pest pressure over the previous decade.
Seventy-three percent observed more insect pests, with only 12 percent believing there
were fewer. Eighty-four percent of farmers admitted that they sprayed more pesticide
now than a decade previously, and one-third of farmers had experienced some form of
pesticide poisoning during the previous five years, ranging from skin irritation and
nausea to vomiting and paralysis that lasted several days. Few sought medical treatment.
Farmers usually soaked their clothes in a nearby stream, scrubbed the affected areas of
skin with soapy water, and rested for a while if affected. No farmers wore protective
clothing while spraying; a handful wore masks, but most felt that these were too hot to
be practical. Elderly farmers and former barefoot doctors recalled that when pesticides
were first applied on a large scale during the 1970s, deaths from pesticide poisoning
were common, particularly when spraying late-ripening rice varieties. The most recent
case of severe pesticide poisoning that I encountered involved a professional pest
controller, who paid over

yuan for medical treatment.

While the Ministry of Agriculture had a long-running campaign to remove
banned pesticides from circulation, farmers agreed that it was still possible to purchase
these pesticides from smaller shops, although one had to pay a premium and they might
be past their use-by-date. The head of Wuchao Shan Township extension station
confirmed these suspicions, and one farmer allowed me to photograph such pesticides
(see Photograph 4.2). The farmer complained that legal pesticides were ineffectual,
particularly after heavy rain. Of the two organophosphate pesticides

pictured,

dimethoate (better known as le guo, "happy fruit") is rated as moderately toxic by the
WHO (class II), and is particularly hazardous in regions where farmers rely on surface
and groundwater for drinking, as they do in Benghai. Dichlorvos is rated as a Class I
chemical by the WHO, and poses a direct danger to human health.
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Photograph 4.2 Restricted pesticides: Dimethoate and Dichlorvos, 2004

Farmers tend to purchase their farm chemicals at the nearest general store, rather
than making a trip into a specialist agricultural supplies shop in the township or county
seat, as they do for seed (fertilizer is usually delivered to their door). Herbicides were
usually purchased at the same time as rice seed (farmers who had adopted the direct
seeding method bought a stronger herbicide formula).
When discussing agricultural inputs with farmers, it became clear that many did
not distinguish between the agricultural extension service and the agricultural supplies
shop. When asked the reason for their most recent trip to consult an agricultural
extension agent, the most common reply was to buy seed or fertilizer. However, in the
three townships 1 surveyed, the agricultural extension service was no longer directly
involved in the sale of agricultural inputs. In two of the townships, the situation was
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further confused as two of the largest agricultural supply shops were run by former
extension agents who had lost their jobs during the 2001 government streamlining
reforms. These agricultural supplies stores sported Benghai County "government
approved" signs that proclaimed them as "Agricultural Technology Service Stations"
{nongye jishu fuwu zhan).
Access to Credit and Investment Priorities
The most apparent geographical difference between the villages was found in their
access to the formal credit system. The two administrative villages closest to the
township seat, Wuye Fan and Koushui Villages, had the best access to credit, with twothirds of respondents in both villages obtaining credit over the previous five years.
Overall, 51 percent of respondents had taken out some form of loan over the previous
five years. Among respondents who had taken out loans, only two percent received
bank loans, while 52 percent had managed to obtain a loan from the rural credit
cooperatives and 46 percent resorted to private credit. Farmers were asked why they had
borrowed money (Table 4.2), and how much money they had borrowed.
While agriculture-related loans were the second most common reason for
borrowing money, many of these loans reflected financial hardship on the part of
farmers, rather than a desire to invest in agriculture. For example, it was common for
farmers to borrow money to purchase fertilizer, as they are often short of funds during
the planting season. The most common direction for agricultural investment was in
livestock. Agricultural loans suggested an increasingly diverse agricultural economy,
with farmers raising turtles, eels, pigeons, kudzu, orchids, and even cacti.
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Table 4.2 Purpose and Size of Respondents' Loans
Purpose of loan

Respondents (%)

Average loan (ywaw)

Total money loaned (%)

House

27

10900

31

Agriculture

26

3300

10

Education

14

6700

10

Hospital bills

9

15600

17

Marriage

7

12800

16

Business

6

23300

14

Other

10

4500

2

Source: Author's surveys, 2004-2005

In aggregate terms, agriculture-related loans ranked last of the six major items
listed by farmers. The large amount that was spent on hospital bills is striking; a trend
that is in line with nationwide surveys indicating that the cost of health care is the main
reason for farmers sliding back into poverty. Many households afflicted by illness or
accident were deeply in debt, with little prospect of ever paying off their loans. A
diverse range of items were included under the heading of "other", including a bond
paid by several households to gain employment in the local light bulb factory. At the
height of business, bonds were as high as 25,000 yuan, but now that wages have fallen,
a position may be obtained for a few thousand yuan. One farmer also borrowed money
f r o m the Rural Credit Cooperative to pay his agricultural taxes.
To gain a better idea of how farmers would spend discretionary income, 1 asked
h o w they would spend the extra income if their annual income were to double. Table
4.3 indicates that agricultural investment was not a high priority for the majority of
farmers interviewed. In explaining why they were reluctant to invest in agriculture,

163

164
many farmers cited lack of land, old age (the average age of the main farmer in the
household was 51 years old and I came across several men in their eighties still
involved in agricultural labor), and that farmers who lacked funds were unable to obtain
funds from the formal credit system. In order to obtain a substantial loan, it was usually
necessary to pay the interest on the loan in advance and to "show appreciation" {gei yi
dian yisi). Paying a bribe could also help lower the interest rate charged by the Rural
Credit Cooperative. Farmers were especially dismissive of larger loans (over 10,000
yuan) obtained through the Poverty Alleviation Bureau. As one farmer said, "Those
loans aren't for the likes of us (meiyou women de fen). Those with connections and
influence snap them up straight away, and use them for doing business."
Table 4.3 Preferred Direction of Discretionary Expenditure
Item

Percentage of responses

House

jian/xiu fangzi

22

Household goods

shenghuo yongpin

22

Child's education

zinujiaoyu

19

Food

shipin

14

Agricultural inputs or equipment shengchan ziliao/shebei

11

Weddings

xiao haijiehun

10

Debt

huan zai

9

Business

zuo shengyi

6

Source: Author's surveys, 2004-2005
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Attracting

Rural Development

Projects: Inter-Village

Differences

During the course of my field research, it became clear that political and historical
factors were at play in deciding which villages were favoured in terms of whether or not
they received government services. ^^^ As one example, Tianbao, the most remote
village I visited (19km from the county seat), had managed to secure investment from
the prefecture in a tourism project that would bring sealed roads and full electrification
to the village. The instigator of the project was a Nanjing property developer, who also
enjoyed a seat on the prefectural People's Consultative Congress. The focus of the
project was a lake that was to be converted into a fishing resort for high rollers (from
N a n j i n g and Shanghai, it was said), complete with an artificial waterfall, houseboats,
and luxury "European-style villas" {ou shi bieshu).

Farmers from three villager small

groups had already signed over their use rights to the mountainous land, and although
17 households had lost all of their land, they were yet to receive any financial
compensation (it was agreed in principle that each household would be paid 200 yuan
per year for lost firewood). The developer had agreed to a 70-year lease, and investment
was expected to total 28 million yuan,

but the rationale for the project was unclear.

Transport to the lake was difficult, and although the area was pleasant enough, it was far
f r o m the most spectacular in the county.
Even more surprisingly, the village had managed to secure a national-level
project for building irrigation canals, improving roads, and levelling fields to make
them suitable for mechanised harvesting. The Huang-Huai-Hai Project (covering the
During the course of managing an education project with a local NGO, I developed a
shorthand way of determining whether or not a village enjoyed higher-level patronage.
According to provincial guidelines, each primary school should have one properly-qualified
teacher for every 25 students, although many remote schools had far less than their quota.
Occasionally however you would encounter isolated schools with a large number of young,
well-trained teachers On further questioning, it would nearly invariably be the case that these
villages had also received a large number of projects from higher levels in recent years and
boasted a "famous" resident in the county govemment or higher.
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catchments of the Yellow and Huai Rivers, as well as Chao Hai Lake) was described by
one local businessman as a "vast corruption-producing machine" because of the
opportunities for graft it provided to local officials and the shadow state of local
contractors. The main opportunities arose in the project tendering stage, over-estimating
the costs and amounts of materials used in construction, overstating the length of roads
and irrigation canals, cutting comers by using cheaper materials, and

including

previously built infrastructure as having been built for this project. The latter method
was the preferred way of extracting money from infrastructure projects funded by
international donors.
Over an eight-year cycle, only two villages in each county were able to secure
this project, which was expected to bring over seven million yuan of investment into the
village over two years. The sent-down Party secretary for this village worked for the
powerful county Finance Bureau. Party secretary Fang also happened to be the son of
the former county police chief. Of all the sent down Party secretaries I encountered, it
became clear from subsequent interviews that 28-year-old Party secretary Fang was
under the greatest pressure. Aside from the responsibility (and opportunities) arising
from managing two large projects, his father had recently fallen from grace in a
factional struggle within the county Party branch. The widely agreed upon version of
his fall held that the county Party secretary, after visiting one of his villas in the county
seat during the mid-1990s, had been outraged that it was far more lavishly decorated
than his own. As a result, his father was stripped of his post and subjected to house
arrest {shuanggui)

for a time before being demoted to the Political and Legal Affairs

Committee {zhengfa wei).
The reason for Tianbao's favoured status was aUributed to two influential
residents—the families of the finance chief and the tourism bureau head both lived in
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this village. The village leaders made no attempt to disguise the importance of this
connection in obtaining projects from the county government, and saw the exploitation
of this personal link as enhancing their prestige among ordinary villagers. Did
personalised political factors also play a part in determining the allocation of everyday
government services, such as agricultural extension?

Farmers' Recollections

The farmers of Benghai County were practically of one voice in their assessment of the
work of the township extension stations: we never see them; they aren't doing their job
conscientiously {tamen gaode bu renzhen). One village small-group leader from
Koushui Village, who was a personal friend of the township Party Secretary, and
managed a large chestnut plantation and 20 head of cattle, confidently asserted that the
Datong Town extension station no longer existed. In a strict sense, he was correct. The
extension station was now located in an unmarked room within the township office. It
had been re-badged as the Ecological Office {shengtai ban), although it was still entirely
staffed by agricultural technicians. The extension station had originally been phj'sically
separate from the township government, but soon after the extension agents were placed
under the control of the township government in 2001, their building was auctioned off
Another villager small-group leader from Tianbao Village captured the feelings
of many farmers, "The extension station shouldn't exist. They don't come and ask, or
even look. The country is wasting that money. If you don't ever see the ordinary people,
what use are you?" An older farmer from Shanshui Village complained that "now
they're only interested in selling you stuff, there's no chance of them coming out here
and instructing you. The only chance you have of seeing an agricultural technician out
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here is if they have family planning work, or some other administrative task." The
extension agents were not completely invisible, however, particularly in Wuchao Shan
Township. Shanshui Village was sponsored by the head of the township extension
station, and several farmers had received training in direct seeding (paoyang) and basic
IPM methods.
During extended

interviews with farmers, several themes in

agricultural

extension delivery emerged. There was widespread agreement that there was little
chance of meeting an extension agent face-to-face unless one took the trouble to seek
one out. The decline was traced to the 1990s. The 1980s were recalled as a time when
agricultural extension agents were more active, particularly in the promotion of
agricultural mechanization and hybrid rice. It was also remembered as a time when
extension work carried the flavour of "government orders" {zheng ling). There were
village meetings relating to agricultural techniques and new varieties, which involved
representatives from all of the households. As the former accountant for Tianbao
Village recalled, "from 1982 onwards hybrid rice seeds were provided to the brigades,
and the brigades would pass on the responsibility to the production teams. Everyone had
to be involved. It was an administrative task, and you had to complete it. Those cadres
who persuaded their team to adopt hybrid rice would be publicly praised at a village
meeting, while those who failed would be subject to criticism. Unfortunately the first
varieties promoted weren't very good, and often the grain wouldn't emerge from the
bud. There was quite a lot of resistance from some farmers."^^^
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The seed was not meant to be handed out for free. Farmers were expected to first sign for
their seed at the township (or brigade) rural credit cooperative, before collecting their seed from
the gram station. There was a guarantee of compensation if the crop failed. After the harvest
they were expected to pay for the seed, but according to a few villager small-group leaders
many farmers never paid for the seed, and the credit cooperatives did not chase down the '
debtors.
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After decollectivizalion, the demonstration plots in the production teams
(subsequently referred to as villager small groups) were divided up among different
households. Usually the villager small-group head (former production team head)
became the demonstration farmer for his area, and received financial guarantees from
the village leadership in return for being the first to adopt new rice varieties. After
hybrid rice was widely adopted during the 1990s, this practice died out, and villager
small-group heads are now allowed to grow whatever crops they wish."" Village-wide
meetings are no longer held, although extension agents do continue to provide advice to
village cadres on rice pests and diseases, as well as posting notices outside all
agricultural supplies stores.
The village broadcast system plays less of a role in providing extension advice
than in the past, and in several villages the broadcast system is now permanently silent,
as village governments have been unwilling or unable to pay for the electricity. Farmers
welcomed the emergence of a weekly agricultural information programme on the
county television channel, called "The Wind in the Fields" {tianye feng). On this
programme, county agricultural technicians would give short talks on the technical
aspects of agricultural production. Many extension agents saw television as a promising
method of disseminating new technologies, noting that in contrast to the township and
village government propaganda, television content enjoyed a "high degree of trust"
{xinyi du) among farmers. Television and radio were also used in emergency situations
It is, however, nearly impossible to grow conventional rice. It is not available for purchase in
seed shops, and grain vendors will not purchase conventional rice from farmers. Some varieties
of conventional rice are still grown in Benghai County, but only by a small percentage of
subsistence farmers in remote mountainous townships. We encountered a few farmers who had
stopped growing conventional rice as recently as 2001. They recalled the conventional varieties
as being more resistant to pests and diseases, giving a stable per-mu yield of 350 kg year in,
year out They cited higher yields as the main reason for changing, as well as the physical
appearance of the hybrid rice, which had much larger panicles than conventional varieties. Even
if farmers wished to continue growing conventional varieties, without access to fresh seed from
other farmers and a market for their grain it would be very difficult to continue.
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such as to alert farmers to sudden pest outbreaks or to notify farmers of agricultural
products that needed to be recalled.
Some farmers were desperate to see more agricultural training not just for
themselves, but for their neighbours. One farmer from Xiahu Village complained,
"Some households just grow their crops blindly these days {mangzhe

de

zhuangjia).

During the busy season, they slap on pesticide and fertilizer without the slightest
amount of thought. It would be great if [a technician] would tell them to use less
fertilizer, and to spray only when necessary. What they do affects my crops."
Farmers were pleased with the improvement in the quality and range of seed and
fertilizer, and found they were able to get more advice at the point-of-sale than in the
past, when the agricultural inputs were sold by agricultural extension agents and the
Supply and Marketing Cooperatives, in addition to advice at the point-of-sale, farmers
noted that in the past agricultural inputs did not come with instructions for use, while
now seed and pesticide packaging included clear instructions. Many believed that these
instructions were sufficient for cultivating ordinary crops, and that

agricultural

technicians were only required if one branched out into specialty crops or livestock
production. Others were sceptical that the latest techniques would be disseminated to
ordinary farmers.

Invisible and Visible Barriers
When asked "Why don't you visit the township extension station?" it became apparent
that there were numerous barriers to farmers, both social and physical. All the extension
stations visited were housed inside the township government headquarters (seldom
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One example was the 2002 recall of a hybrid rice variety produced in Jiangsu (fe you 559).
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welcoming structures), and usually did not have a sign on the door to indicate their
function. In the past, plant protection stations and animal husbandry stations were
separate from the township governments, but these buildings were either auctioned off
or now serve as housing for Agricultural Bureau staff When these buildings were
converted to other uses, as either residential or retail spaces, many farmers assumed that
extension services were no longer provided.
Older farmers realised that extension agents were unlikely to visit their hamlets,
but were accustomed to the old system of extension service delivery. As one farmer
from Tuqiao Village put it, "they haven't notified you, so why would you go? You must
send a representative from the village government." For many older farmers, extension
agents were not perceived to occupy a "blurred boundary" between the state and society.
They were cadres. Under the traditional rules of the game, they could only be
approached by other cadres. Despite central government rhetoric of service-oriented
government, many older farmers expected the state to operate by Maoist rules. The
picture which most commonly hangs in the place of honour in farm households' living
rooms is still an image of a youthful Chairman Mao. His presence is more than
symbolic.
Other older farmers and retired village cadres had strong memories of the Great
Leap famine period, which affected Anhui worse than other provinces, with 68.6 deaths
per 1,000 people in 1960, compared to 28.6 in rural China as a whole.

This,

combined with the random violence of the Cultural Revolution (noted by several
inter\'iewees from villages close to the county seat),"^ left some older farmers reluctant

Figures cited in Thomas P. Bernstein, "Mao Zedong and tlie Famine of 1959-1960: A Study

in Wilfulness," C/7/na Quarter//186 (2006), p. 422.

This is consistent with observations that rural violence during the Cultural Revolution was
largely confined to county seats and, in some cases the People's Commune headquarters. See
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to engage with the local state. The accounts o f older farmers who had sought advice
from extension agents in the past suggested that high staff turnover at the township
extension station had an impact at the village level. A common lament was, " W e don't
know the people there now. All o f our friends have retired."

A younger farmer from the same village put it more bluntly, " W h y on earth
would you go to the extension station? You're not their superior, you don't work in the
township government, what business would you have there? W h o would talk to you?"
Younger villagers were also dubious o f recent reforms to the agricultural extension
network. One farmer noted, "I often used to go there when we started raising cattle [in
1999] to get news and technical information. Back then, there were a lot of extension
workers. But I've no idea where they are now. I've lost touch with them." When this
farmer needed a loan for raising cattle, he went straight to the Datong Town Party
Secretary, who was able to arrange a

20,000-yuan

loan through the Poverty Alleviation

Bureau and the Rural Credit Cooperative. Off-farm work, either inside or outside the
county, was widely viewed as a more appealing strategy for farm households, and it was
rare to encounter farmers under than age o f forty. Many villagers wanted nothing to do
with cadres of any description, often expressing the view that "they do their thing, and
we do ours." A younger farmer explained, "They only understand their paycheck. All
their effort goes into gambling: three aces are their "tliree represents"
Then there's "tliree talks"

{san Jiang):

{sange

daibiao).

you don't talk, I won't talk; you talk, then I talk."

Farmers who had recently attempted to obtain services from the township
extension station were u n i m p r e s s e d . A villager small-group leader who visited the

Jonathan Unger, The Transformation of Rural China. (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), pp.
53~54.
This disjunction between the demands of farmers and the state of extension services has
been noted by other authors. A nationwide survey conducted by the State Council's
Development Research Center found that of 1,047 farming households, more than half of the
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Datong Town office to discuss obtaining technical assistance for tea and tung oil
production, and the possibility of setting up a farmers' organisation to process and
market the products, said he was well received at first, but found that "no one offered
real support, and no one contacted me" (meiyou ren zhichi ni, meiyou ren lai wen), and
concluded that if you wanted to get a project going, you needed an intermediary,
preferably a village cadre, to represent your interests {xuyao yige daitou

ren)P^

Aside from the difficulty of raising credit for projects, several enterprising
farmers who had managed to get agricultural projects started often found themselves
burnt by shifting markets and politics. Two farmers from Xiahu Village were
encouraged by the former township government leadership to cultivate kudzu, and
supported one farmer to visit Jiangxi to be trained in the buyer's requirements (no
chemical fertilizer or pesticide). The Jiangxi partner set up shop in the township seat
and a neighbouring county (it turned out its main interest was selling kudzu seedlings).
But the promised yields of 10kg per kudzu plant did not eventuate, with each plant
yielding only two kilograms. The market price for kudzu fell to Q.\5 yuan per kilogram
in 2002, and the Jiangxi businessman soon left town, having sold large numbers of his
own kudzu seedlings. The farmers had hoped to recover some of their losses (19,000
yuan)

from the township government's poverty alleviation funds, as the former

township government was their partner in the contract signed with the businessman, and
the township agricultural extension station was meant to provide technical input. But
after the township was merged with Xuanyang Town in 2003, the new leadership was

respondents believed that agricultural extension agents were potentially the most effective
disseminators of agricultural information, and yet only one quarter of them listed them as a
significant source of such information. Zhao Shukai, "Nongmin dui keji fuwu de xuqiu [Farmers'
Requirements for Science and Technology Service]." Accessed at
http://viww.usc.cuhk.edu.hk/wk_wzdetails.asp?id=1578.
^^^ This expectation is paralleled by observations from India. See Stuart Corbridge, Glyn
Williams Manoj Srivastava, and Rene Veron, Seeing the State: Governance and
Governmentalityin
india. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), C h a p t e r s .
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adamant that the project had nothing to do with them, as the former township had
ceased to exist.
Not all farmers were so unfortunate. In the course of conducting surveys, I came
across several farmers who had managed to expand their agricultural businesses. Zhu
was a young poultry farmer who began raising chickens on a large scale in 1999, with
the help of a loan brokered by the Benghai County Poverty Alleviation Bureau (2000
yuan, one-year loan, 2.4 percent interest). He was officially designated as a
"demonstration farmer" {shifan hu) by the township government in 2002, although he
admits that he has no personal contact at the township extension station: "In ten years,
I've never seen an extension agent visit this village." He pays an annual "disease
prevention fee" of 200 yuan to the county, but this simply provides a guarantee that can
sell his produce; no service is provided. He usually purchases inputs in a small market
town, which is 20 minutes away by motorbike. Support from the township is mostly in
the form of relatively easy access to credit, and technical advice. Specifically, the
township extension station will notify him in the event of a poultry disease outbreak.^^®
Most of his birds are sold in Hefei (some are sold in Nanjing and Ma'an Shan).
Initially, he had a stall of his own, but now poultry salesmen come and pick up the
chickens at the gate. Zhu does collaborate with two other large-scale chicken farmers in
the village, but at the moment this is largely economic—they consult each other on
prices and always deliver their chickens at different times, staggering {cuo kai) their
sales to keep the price high. They also share information on vaccinations, new breeds of
chicken, and choice of feed, but have not formed a professional association or
cooperative. He hopes they will in the future. All of his skills were learnt from other
poultry farmers, particularly one in the nearby market town. His main headache was
It is clear that this is Shu's greatest fear - his business was badly affected by outbreaks of
chicken flu and SARS. The mortality rate among his chickens is between two and three percent.
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credit. Even though his annual sales were in the region of 300,000 to

yuan, he

couldn't borrow money from the bank to invest in new facilities and expand his
production {dai bu dong yinhang). Zhu says loans offered by the township Rural Credit
Cooperative are too small (up to

yuan) to be useful.

While Zhu was a specialist, Ye was spreading his bets. In addition to his
family's seven mu of rice paddy, he managed a chestnut plantation which produced
around a tonne of chestnuts every year; three fish ponds stocked with fish and shrimp
covering an area of 1.3 hectares; and a pigeon coop which had more than a hundred
pairs of birds. Like Zhu, his inifial investment came from personal savings and a loan
from the Rural Credit Cooperative brokered by the county Poverty Alleviation Bureau
yuan\ one year; 2.5 percent interest).
At the time of my visit, he was in conference with a pigeon farmer from the
neighbouring township who was interested in buying some of his breeding pairs. His
visitor was exclusively a pigeon breeder, boasting more than 600 pairs and advanced
equipment, such as automatic watering systems.^^^ As 1 walked around, Chen pumped
his visitor for information on feed, something he readily admits he knows little about.
Both operators voiced suspicions that someone, possibly based in Hefei, was keeping
down the price. They suspected that different vendors who bought their pigeons were
working for the same operator, and the possibility of cooperafing to find a new buyer
was in the air.
Despite the machinations of the mysterious pigeon wholesaler, the price of
pigeon meat was still high, but the market for chestnuts had collapsed. Ye obtained
Chen's facilities by contrast, were rather makeshift. The pigeons were housed in a former
retirement home that Chen purchased outright for 14,000 yuan. Gross monthly income from the
pigeons is only 1000 yuan, but Chen stresses that the price for pigeons is excellent, and he is
keen to expand.
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seven

per kilogram for export-quality chestnuts last year. This year, the unit price

dropped to as low as 0.9yuan^^^ In 2000, Ye secured a deal to contract fish ponds from
the production team; he provides 250kg of fish to the team every year as rent. This
activity is not without controversy. Other farmers in this villager small group complain
that irrigation has suffered since the fish ponds were contacted to him.
Ye saw his main problems as lack of management experience and a shortage of
labour at harvest time. Even if he offered 40 yuan per day, he had trouble finding
anyone to harvest the rice. He admits he lacks technical knowledge, and could walk to
the township government offices inside 15 minutes, yet he has no contact with the
extension station. Over a decade of farming experience had taught him that expanding
his contacts with other farmers was a more effective than engaging with the extension
station. In his opinion, "It has no influence. No one could be bothered to go."^^^

Farmers' Hopes for the Delivery of Extension Services
When asked what sort of skills they would be interested in learning from extension
agents if a farmers' field school were to be held, it emerged that farmers were
preoccupied with the susceptibility of hybrid rice varieties to pests (particularly the
brown plant-hopper, dao fei shi) and disease (bacterial leaf blight, bai ye ku bing). The
next most common concern was receiving advice on what rice varieties were suited to
Large numbers of farmers have converted their rice paddy to chestnut groves under the
Grain for Green scheme, so the price is likely to fall still further.
Researchers working in an impoverished rural area found that farmers with more social
connections were more likely to adopt new technologies and enjoy higher incomes. Farmer
innovation circles are a useful way of conceptualising the diffusion of new technologies, but I
believe it is implausible to argue that certain farmers are wealthier and more innovative'because
they have more social connections. Feedback mechanisms should not be ignored. See Wu Bin
and Jules Pretty, "Social Connectedness in Marginal Rural China: The Case of Farmer
Innovation Circles in Zhidan, North Shaanxi," Agriculture and Human Values 21 (2004), pp 8192.
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local soil and climatic conditions. Livestock raising (particularly pigs, as the bird flu
scare and S A R S had brought considerable losses to poultry fanners) and a variety of
cash crops were also frequently mentioned, while a number of farmers indicated they
were too old to learn any new skills, or that their land area was too limited for them to
put much thought into farming. As one put it, "I've only got a couple of mu of rice
paddy, so 1 really don't need any instruction. What would be the point? I ' m happy
enough just to muddle along

{mosuo):'

Farmers were also asked to rate the effectiveness of different forms of
agricultural training, from "most effective" (1), "effective" (2), "average" (3), to
"useless" (4).

Table 4.4 Farmers' Assessments of Different Forms of Agricultural Training
Effectiveness

Source of training

1.51

In-field instruction

tianjian

zhidao

Technical booklets

jishu

Television

dianshi

2.64

Demonstration households

shifan hu

2.70

Broadcast technical lectures

guangbo jishu

Village meetings

cunmin hui

Agricultural technology message board

nongji xuanchuan

Newspapers or books

baozhi/shuxiang

2.37

xiaoce

jiangzuo

2.94
3.01

Ian

3.08
3.13

Source: Author's surveys, 2004-2005
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These results suggest that the old methods of agricultural extension—top-down
dissemination through village meetings, message boards, and demonstration
households—were not the preferred approach of farmers, and that recent steps to
prioritise holding farmers' field schools and issuing technical booklets are well received
by farmers. Many farmers indicated that demonstration households were useful in
theory, but they had no knowledge of any demonstration farmers living in the area.
State rhetoric on the efficacy of models to disseminate agricultural teclinology was not
matched by the reality on the ground.
It is clear that farmers want extension agents to visit their farms to provide infield guidance, but given the long tradition of extension services being provided free of
charge, would they be willing to pay for these services, as their counterparts in India
and Vietnam currently do?

Privatization of Agricultural Extension?
As mentioned in Chapter Two, a survey of cotton farmers in five provinces suggested a
willingness on the part of farmers to pay for agricultural extension services.
Researchers from the Chinese Centre for Agricultural Policy of the Chinese Academy of
Sciences found that 84 percent of farmers surveyed were willing to pay for agricultural
extension services. To test whether such willingness extended to farmers in a grainproducing region, I asked farmers the same set of questions. In response to the
proposition "If the government agricultural extension agencies, or a company, or an
individual, set up an agricultural production service company, if the price was
reasonable, would you be willing to pay for the assistance in carrying out technical
340

Wang Xuanwen and Hu Ruifa, "Nongmin Dui Nongye Jishu Tuiguang Zuzhi Youchang Fuwu
Xiuqiu De Yanjiu," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China Rural Economy], no. 4 (2003), pp. 63-68.
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work (such as pest and disease control)?" Eighty-seven percent of farmers (N = 182)
replied that they were willing. This corresponds closely to the results for cotton farmers
(84% nationwide; 90% of farmers in Anhui).
Farmers who were willing to pay for agricultural extension services were further
quizzed as to what sort of assistance they would be willing to pay for, from the
following choices:
1. The company would provide technical guidance; you would pay a service fee;
2. The company would provide assistance in certain aspects of production, such as
preparing your fields for planting, or pest and disease prevention;
3. The company would assume responsibility for all aspects of agricultural
production, and you would receive rental payments or agricultural produce.
Of all farmers surveyed, 48 percent chose the first option, 23 percent chose the second,
while 13 percent were willing to hand over all agricultural production to a private
company. Again, these responses closely match those of cotton farmers (nationwide
59%, 15% and 10%; in Anhui 62%, 11% and 17%).
A handful of farmers had already paid private companies for various agricultural
extension services. One villager small group head, after hearing an advertisement on the
radio, travelled to Nanjing to purchase seeds for cacti, which he is growing on sandy
riverbank soil. When the cacti mature, he calls the company to come and harvest the
cacti. Another farmer was cultivating orchids, which his son had learnt about on the
Internet. Several households in Wuye Fan Village had rented out their land to a local
agribusiness company, for an annual rental of 350 yuan per mu per year. The company,
which was to use the 20 mu of land to grow the medicinal white lotus {bai he) had
negotiated the lease directly with the farmers without involving the village government.
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On paper, the company was a "farmers' association", but it had been set up by the
county Agricuhural Bureau in collaboration with a remote township government
without any involvement from farmers. Its main concern was finding a market for the
produce, which was initially sold in Shanghai, and is now sold throughout Jiangsu and
Zhejiang. Farm laborers from the remote township were crucial to production, as the
farmers of wealthy Wuye Fan Village were unwilling to accept the low wages (25 yuan
per day) offered by the company.
One farmer also paid 2000 yuan for training provided by a private agricultural
college in another county. This was the only occasion I came across a farmer who had
paid for agricultural training alone. State extension agents were unable to charge fees to
farmers for their services, relying solely on the state for their income.^"" A more
common form of quasi-private agricultural extension service provision was exemplified
by one seed vendor from Datong Town, who was mentioned by several interviewees.
For this seed vendor, providing agricultural advice was an effective way of selling more
agricultural inputs. In effect, although he had never worked for the extension station,
and had paid his own way through agricultural college, he was doing the legwork for
the formal extension service. During the course of a morning spent at his shop, I
observed that although it was raining heavily, he and his wife were constantly kept busy
by farmers visiting their shop, and also by farmers telephoning for advice. By contrast,
during weeks spent in township extension stations, I did not encounter a single ordinary
farmer. The only exception to this was an extension station that had been rebuilt during
the late 1990s with assistance from a foreign donor. The extension station was

This is in contrast to Vietnam, where extension agents may take an entrepreneurial approach,
raising funds under the "Training and Visit" system to cover the running costs of the district
extension stations. See Hicks, Organisational Adventures in District Government, pp. 206-07.
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physically separate f r o m the township government, and had an agricultural supplies
store immediately below the extension station.

Hybrid Rice and Direct Seeding
Regardless of the state of extension

services, or farmers' level of interest

and

willingness to invest in agriculture, farmers are still obtaining information about
agriculture and making decisions about which crops to plant and how to cultivate them.
To understand further h o w agricultural extension is changing at the local level, I will
examine two specific missions of the agricultural extension service: the promotion of
n e w rice varieties, and the extension of the direct seeding method.

Uptake of New Hybrid Rice Varieties
The promotion of superior varieties {Hang zhong) has been a core concern of C h i n a ' s
agricultural extension service since the arrival of the Rockefeller Foundation in the
1920s. The 2007 Benghai County Gazetteer listed promoting "superior rice varieties" as
the first priority of the extension system. The rate of turnover of seed varieties (varietal
turnover), is commonly taken as a measure of farmers' willingness to innovate. Chinese
farmers have been shown to turn over their "basket" of grain varieties more quickly than
their Indian counterparts. One research paper suggested that this proved that Chinese
farmers were more inherently innovative than their neighbors on the subcontinent.
While exploring the inherent innovativeness of farmers in different countries is beyond
m y abilities, 1 will explore h o w Chinese farmers choose rice varieties, and what this
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reveals about their decision-making processes and their interactions with the grassroots
agricultural extension service.
In order to gain an insight into what factors motivated their decision to purchase
a particular variety, I asked farmers what were the five most important considerations
when purchasing a rice variety (Table 4.5). The data suggests that their primary concern
is risk avoidance, seeking consistent yields rather than striving for high yields. The two
most popular varieties of rice across all of the villages surveyed were er you 838 and er
you 084, neither of which were spectacularly high-yielding varieties. The main rice
varieties being promoted as "advanced" were er you ming 86 and er you 794. Notably,
only two percent of farmers indicated that they would buy a rice variety on the grounds
that the variety would fetch a good price. This is one of the main difficulties in
encouraging farmers to adopt "superior" and more expensive varieties of rice, as state
grain stations and private grain vendors offer the same wholesale price for rice
regardless of variety.
I enquired how often farmers changed their basket of rice varieties, and was
surprised to find that it was even faster than previous research suggested. On average,
each rice variety had been in use for only three years. The more urban-oriented farmers
in Xuanyang Town, the closest village to the county seat, turned over their rice varieties
slightly more quickly (every 2.75 years), but the trend was consistent across all villages.
Younger farmers tended to change varieties more frequently, a practice summed up by
one seed vendor as "those who are lazy about farming are diligent in changing varieties"
{Ian zhong zhuangjia, qin huan zhong).
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T a b l e 4.5 Desirability of Hybrid Rice Variety Characteristics
Characteristic

Importance (%)

Stable Yield

chanliang wending xing

64

High Yield

chanliang gao

51

Taste

kougan hao

43

Drought tolerant

kang han

35

Pest resistant

nai chong

33

Disease resistant

kang bing

27

Nutritional value

yingyang hao

23

Price

Jiage pianyi

18

Suitable for mechanized cultivation

shihe jizai gengzuo

12

Frost resistant

kang han

8

Mid-ripening

zhong shu

4

Appearance of the seed grain

haokan de ziliyanse

3

Good sales price

jiao hao shoujia

2

Convenient harvesting time

cuokai shijian

1

Source: A u t h o r ' s surveys, 2004-2005

However, on questioning the farmers in detail about why they changed their
varieties so frequently, it soon became clear that it was not as simple as younger and
better-educated farmers displaying a willingness to embrace risk and innovation. Rather,
their decision to change varieties arose from both distrust of the seed industry, and
traditional agricultural practices.
Farmers were practicing a form of crop rotation by regularly swapping their rice
variety. Many explained that they found different varieties made different d e m a n d s on
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the soil, and were susceptible to different type of pests. Prior to the widespread
promotion of hybrid rice, when farmers saved their own seed, they would rotate three or
four different varieties of locally-developed rice varieties. Conventional rice is also
more genetically diverse than hybrid rice crops, and was thus less susceptible to pest
pressure, so the pressure to switch hybrid varieties is even greater.
One legacy of the Maoist era that facilitates the adoption of new varieties is the
practice of using small test plots to trial

{shi zhong)

new varieties. In Maoist times, a

portion of the collective land would be designated as a test plot, and now farmers use a
portion of their own fields to trial new varieties.^"^ In 2004 and 2005, farm households
grew an average o f 1.50 different rice varieties. One 51-year-old farmer from Tuqiao
Village grew six different varieties on his 21 mu of rice paddy (15.5 mu was leased from
friends and relatives). He reasoned that "up here, the climate is very unpredictable, so
by growing a few more varieties I have some sort of safeguard." In 1999 and 2000, the
number of varieties sown was 1.51, so this practice seems to have been unaffected by
the sudden increase in the number of rice varieties on the market.
The extent of farmers' readiness to use test plots to reduce risk became clear
when I questioned them as to their willingness to adopt genetically-modified ( G M ) rice.
While only 14 percent of farmers indicated that they had heard of genetically-modified
food

{zhuan jiyin shipin),^^^

66 percent of them indicated a willingness to grow G M

" This is facilitated by the scattered nature of rice plots. On average, households farmed 4.5
rice plots, with one farmer in Dan Jia Miao Township tending 16 different rice plots.
This result is at odds with a 2002 Chinese survey of 300 farm households which found that
60 percent of farmers in Shandong, 52 percent of farmers in Hubei, and 38 percent of farmers in
Qinghai had heard of GM produce. See Huang Shuzhong and Huang Zuhui, "Nonghu, Zhengfu
Ji Zhuan Jiyin Nong Chanpin—Dui Wo Guo Nongmin Zhuan Jiyin Zuowu Zhongzhi Yixiang De
Fenxi [Farmers, Government and Genetically Modified Agricultural Produce—Analysis of the
Willingness of Chinese Farmers to Grow GM Crops]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China Rural
Economy], no. 4 (2003), p. 35. This paper also attempted to correlate farmers' willingness to
adopt with their level of patriotism. I find these figures difficult to believe, given that many
extension agents in Benghai County had never heard of GM produce.
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rice.^'*'' When asked why, many replied that they "trusted in science" and would trial
G M rice on a small portion (ji fen tian) of their land. Most who were willing to plant it
added the caveat that it must be backed by a guarantee from the government.
Many farmers believed that the longer a rice variety was on the market, the less
pure the seed. Hence some farmers planted a new variety every year, reasoning that the
germination rate in new varieties would be higher during its first year on the market.
Seed vendors confirmed that farmers were absolutely correct, as unsold seed was
returned to the seed company at the end of each planting season. Thus seed varieties that
had been on the market could potentially contain seed that dated from years gone by.
Farmers saw seed selection as crucial, and were particularly concerned to sow
seed varieties that were suitable to the agricultural conditions in their village. I asked
farmers, "When you first purchased this rice variety, who influenced your decision?"^""^
Table 4.6 indicates that the main influence on farmers'
farmers.

choice of rice variety was other

One respondent expressed his reluctance to risk growing an unfamiliar variety

in the following terms: "If everyone is growing the same variety, and there's a drop in

This proposition was tested when around 29 tonnes of pest-resistant GiVI rice w a s illegally
sold to farmers in Hubei province. Farmers were willing to pay a premium of up to 300 percent
to purchase GM rice seed produced by a commercial offshoot of Huazhong Agricultural
University, which developed the rice variety. Township agricultural extension stations were
involved in promoting the rice variety on television, even going so far to guarantee that farmers
would not have to use any pesticides. It sold for as much as 40 yuan per kilogram, and
contained genes extracted from Bacillus thuringiensis or Bt, a bacteria that provides resistance
to certain pests, particularly the yellow and striped stem borers. The vice-president of the
Chinese Science and Technology Association, Zhang Qifa, was said to be involved in the illegal
release. Bt rice has been field tested in Hubei since 1999, and proponents of GM rice are
frustrated that it has not yet been approved for commercial release, however it is likely that
XA21 rice (resistant to bacterial leaf blight) will be given the go-ahead before Bt rice. XA21 rice
w a s approved by the National Biosafety Committee in 2004, but rejected by the Ministry of
Agriculture. Interviews, Beijing 2004 and 2005. The debate over the approval of G M rice has
grown heated, with Greenpeace Hong Kong playing a pivotal role. One biotechnology
researcher, Guo Sandui, declared "Greenpeace know nothing about genetic engineering, and
they don't care whether farmers live or die", in Liu Jianqiang, Zhuan Jiyin Shuidao-13
Yi Ren
Anquan Yu Liyi De Boyi [GM Rice—The Struggle over 1.3 Billion People's Safety and Welfare]
Nanfang Zhoumo [Southern Weekend], 2004 [cited 28 June 2007],
http7/news.163.com/41209/9/175BUJKA0001124T_4.html. See also James Keeley, "Balancing
Technological Innovation and Environmental Regulation: An Analysis of Chinese Agricultural
Biotechnology Govemance," Environmental Politics 15, no. 2 (2006), pp. 293-309.
Ni di yi ci mai zhege pinzhong, shei yingxiang le nide xuanze?
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the grain yield, then everyone experiences the same pain. But if you're the only one
growing it, you'll be sorry if the crop fails. So I'll place my bets with the majority."
There was safety in numbers.

Table 4.6 Main Influences on Farmers' Selection of Rice Variety
Percentage of Responses

Agent
Neighbours

linju

48

Family members

jiali ren

20

Seed vendors

zhongzi

Television

diamhi

5

Product information

shuoming shu

4

Own decision

ziji

2

Township extension station

nongji zhan

2

County extension centre

xian nongji

Demonstration household

shifan hu

Less than 1

Village cadres

cun ganbu

0

Newspapers or magazines

baozhi huo zazhi

0

gongsi

zhongxin

17

Less than 1

Source: Author's surveys, 2004-2005

This concern is realistic, as 28 percent of respondents stated that they had
experienced some form of "seed failure" {zhongzi shigu) or purchased "fake seed" {jia
zhongzi) during the past five years. On further questioning, it emerged that most of
these failures involved seed that was "not pure" and had a low germination rate. One
door-to-door seed vendor expressed his frustration over farmers' willingness to blame
all their cultivation problems on the quality of seed. "Some farmers really have no idea
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how to grow rice. They just don't get it. When they ought to be irrigating their fields,
they let them dry out, so of course most of the rice withers up. Then they say the seed
has a problem; that it's fake, and they come looking for me and want compensation.
I've had enough; I'm not doing that job again!" The one clear instance of a seed failure
recalled by county extension agents and seed vendors was the promotion of er you 9 in
1999. This rice variety was susceptible to heat stress, so while it grew quite well in the
upland townships, the lowland townships experienced crop failures, as the rice did not
come into flower in areas where the temperature exceeded 34 degrees celcius. Yields
were as low as 200 kg per mu, causing real hardship for marginal farm households.
Many seed vendors are now cautious about promoting completely new varieties.
Also striking is that only one respondent chose the county extension centre as
influencing his decision, and that not a single respondent mentioned the village cadres
who still, on paper, play a role in disseminating agricultural information. Private seed
vendors were by far the greatest influence on farmers beyond their immediate family
and community. The total lack of using newspapers and magazines as a source was not
surprising, as one respondent asked, "other than cadres, who has time to read the
newspaper?" Agricultural magazines play an indirect role, as all seed vendors cited
these as an important source of knowledge.
One indication that the former agricultural extension system is increasingly
distant from farmers is that only one respondent mentioned that a demonstration
household {shifan hu) had influenced his choice of seed variety. The stated purpose of
shifan hu is to lead other farmers to experiment with new varieties and techniques
{shifan daidong). In government documents, the rhetoric on the importance of models
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has changed Httle since the Great Leap p e r i o d . I n the words of Benghai County's
2007 Plan for Agricuhural Modernization Work:
Every leading work unit should take responsibility for establishing one or two
standardized county-level demonstration plots, possessing sufficient size and
specialized characteristics. Every township should also set up large-scale
demonstration plots, with prominent signs (jianjie pai) indicating their purpose. It
must be made clear which cadre is responsible for administration, and whom is
responsible for technical input. These plots should provide inspiration, be of the
highest standard, and lead the masses by example to promote development.
In reality, this meant erecting a large sign to impress visiting delegations is more
important to the county government than establishing a productive farm. Former county
and township demonstration plots had been leased out to private farmers, as extension
agents no longer had the time or resources to attend to these farms.
Despite rhetoric on the primacy of scientific knowledge and models, gaining the
title of demonstration farmer had more to do with politics than farming expertise. In
Tianbao Village, the 80-year-old local demonstration farmer was well known, but he
was viewed more as a curiosity than a model. As one farmer explained, "You always
see him on the county and provincial television stations, but all the stories are bogus.
He's got no ability to guide other farmers. He was never a farmer; he was always a
cadre. He isn't even making any money raising goats.

But he's held high office, so

he can count on a pension of 2,000 yuan per month from his former job [as head of the
county Education Bureau] to get by."
At the other end of the spectrum, I encountered a farmer who was keen to be a
demonstration farmer, but the township government would not grant him that status
because he was deemed, in the words of the extension station chief, "too poor and too
According to Datong Town Government documents, there are no fewer than 130
demonstration farmers in the township, or more than ten for each village. In Tuqiao Village, we
uncovered one such farmer (who specialised in raising chickens), while village cadres in
Koushui Village could only think of two (a chestnut, pigeon and fish farmer, and a cattle farmer).
We also found one more farmer in Koushui who claimed to be a demonstration grain farmer, but
none of his neighbours were aware of this.
The neighbour of this demonstration farmer confirmed that his herd seemed to be declining
overtime.
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ignorant." Yet the farmer had spent a large sum studying agricultural skills at an
agricultural college in a neighbouring county. He farmed 18 mu of land (enough to have
seen him labeled as a landlord in the 1950s), ran a tung oil processing factory as a
sideline business, and was well respected by his neighbours. However, aside from being
a bit scruffy, what he lacked was Party membership. As one official explained, "Party
organization and demonstration activities are tightly linked {shifan yu zuzhi guagou):'
The only respondent who mentioned demonstration households was a young Party
member whose former business partner was a demonstration farmer. With backing from
the township Party secretary, they had undertaken a livestock-raising project, but due to
the high cost of feed this venture had folded by 2006, and both men left to seek work in
the provincial capital.

In the Seed Shops
Direct obsen'ation over three weeks at several seed vendors in Xuanyang Town and
Datong Town during the planting season (March—April 2006) was undertaken to gain
greater insight into farmers' decision-making processes. Most farmers did not make
their choice lightly, and spent a great deal of time questioning the seed vendor (often
over several visits) before choosing a new variety of hybrid rice. Typically the vendor
initially asked the farmers what village they hailed from, what type of soil they worked
(sandy or clay), what varieties they grew last year, and whether they transplanted by
hand {zaiyang) or used direct seeding {paoyang). The farmers then examined the seeds,
either in a loose form or through a small window in the packaging, assessed the seed
size, luster and how many of the seeds are cracked (to offer some clue as to the likely
The four farmers involved were outlaying around 20 yuan per head per day on fodder, but by
the time they took the animals to the slaughter house, they were "skin and bones" {pi bao gu).
O n e township informant estimated they had lost in excess of 100,000 yuan on the project.
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germination rate—80 percent is set as the minimum national standard), and quizzed the
vendor about the yield and taste of new varieties. Farmers also asked whether the seed
had been approved by the Benghai Seed Station.
The seed vendor then usually suggested a couple of varieties to replace the old
ones. For example, er you 084, which grows well in sandy soils, is to be gradually
replaced by an Jiang 6, which is two yuan more expensive. Similarly, the popular and
cheap er you 838 (which came out in 1994) is to be replaced by er you 718. For more
reluctant customers, cigarettes will be offered, and often a DVD promoting new rice
varieties will be screened. Farmers take such information with a grain of salt. Once
when a video promoting Yuan Longping's newest and most expensive variety (pei Hang
you zi 4, sold for 50 yuan per kilogram) claimed per-ww yields in excess of 800
kilograms,^''^ a group of farmers all laughed and cried out "bullshit" {chui niu). The
poster used to promote this variety is shown in Photograph 4.3. Note the almost
impossibly large rice panicles, ubiquitous in rice advertising, as is Yuan Longping's
signature in the bottom right corner.
To an extent, the rapid turnover of varieties is supply driven and not a product of
the agricultural extension system's efforts to promote new varieties. The two most
popular rice varieties from 1999 and 2000 {shuang gui and gui chao) were not on sale in
any agricultural shop that I visited, nor was it possible for farmers to purchase
conventional rice seed. The number of hybrid rice varieties with patent protection has
increased sharply in recent years,^^® and seed vendors and extension agents were in
agreement that this had coincided with a steep increase in rice seed prices.
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An excellent per-mu rice yield in Benghai County is around 500 kilograms. It is claimed that
^e/ hang you zi 4 attained a per-mu yield of 875.7 kg in a test plot in Hunan province.
In 2001, only seven varieties of hybrid rice were granted plant variety protection, while in
2003, that number rose to 124. See Hu Ruifa, Huang Jie, Carl Pray and Huang Jlkun,
"Zhongguo Zhiwu Xin Pinzhong Baohu Zhidu De Jingji Yingxiang Yanjiu [Impacts of Plant
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Photograph 4.3 Advertising for Yuan Longping's "Super Rice",pe/ Hang you zi 4
The most popular rice variety, er you 838, effectively doubled in price. It sold
for six to seven yuan per kilogram in 2004, while in 2005 it sold for anywhere between
7 and 18 yuan per kilogram, with an average price of 12 yuan (still making it the
cheapest on the market). According to my survey, the price of the average rice variety
purchased by farmers increased by 3.6 yuan between 2004 and 2005, a jump of 28
percent in one year. This sudden spike in rice prices was a source of dismay to rice
Breeders Rights on Rice Seed Prices and Variety Adoption in China]," Zhongguo
[China

Soft Science],

man

kexue

no. 1 (2006), p. 50.
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farmers, but it is a trend that is unlikely to be reversed, as more rice varieties are
patented. It is also widely anticipated that several strains of genetically-modified rice
will eventually be approved for commercial release; having already undergone several
years of field trials.
While farmers agreed that the privatization of the agricultural supplies market
had improved the range and quality of agricultural goods, there were suggestions of
profiteering by new market entrants. One small-scale agricultural supplier was adamant
that private seed vendors in several townships were taking kickbacks amounting to tens
of thousands of yuan to stock the seed of private seed companies. Several extension
agents and seed vendors were also doubtful that some newly-released varieties
possessed any varietal novelty, beyond new packaging.
The extension system still plays a role in the promotion of novel rice varieties,
as each new variety must be tested under local conditions in their "superior variety
fields" {Hang zhong chang) for two years before being released. Also, in order to retain
their licenses, seed vendors are required to undertake three to five days of training
during the winter months, organized by the county extension centre. The course costs
240 yuan, and most retailers found that the most useful part of the course was an annual
subscription to Modern Agricultural

Technology, published by Anhui Agricultural

Science College. However, as one older seed vendor explained, "Usually I don't bother
turning up for more than one day to get my license stamped. It's just a way of putting
food on their tables. Aside from a few technical lectures, which are OK, it's pretty much
a waste of time."
Some newly-opened agricultural supplies stores were bypassing the agricultural
extension system, by not taking part in the annual training course and selling rice
351

For an analysis of some of the politics behind the approval (and rejection) of various GM
crops, see Keeley, "Balancing Technological Innovation and Environmental Regulation".
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varieties that have not been approved by the county Agricultural Bureau. There are also
private agricultural input franchises emerging, in particular Anshang Nongjiafli,^^^
which provides agricultural products and extension advice to members. Typically,
vendors pay an up-front fee of 10,000 yuan to join. As a condition of joining the
franchise, vendors must sell a standardized set of agricultural supplies, are expected to
take part in training, and are expected to be able to offer on-site advice to farmers.
From the perspective of the farmers and seed vendors, the agricultural extension
system still plays an indirect role in the promotion of new hybrid rice varieties, but it
seems that this role is quickly being eroded by new market players such as Anshang
N o n g j i a f u , as well as smaller private seed vendors. So what of the other major priority
of the agricultural extension system, the promotion of direct seeding?

Direct Seeding
Direct seeding, or broadcast seeding, is a labor-saving rice cultivation technique
developed in Japan during the 1960s. Rather than transplanting seedlings by hand, seed
or seedlings are scattered onto the soil. Wet direct seeding with pre-germinated
seedlings {hanyu wupart paoyang) is most commonly used by farmers in Benghai. In
this form of direct seeding, once the rice seedlings have sprouted two to three leaves,
they are separated and broadcast by hand into a level paddy field, covered with a very
thin layer of water {hua pi shui). Typically, one mu of land requires slightly more than
one kilogram of seed, or around 20,000 seedlings, around one-third less seed than when
transplanting by hand. Aside from saving on labor time and labor costs, when done

352 -p^g company's propaganda claimed that in 2006 it had an annual turnover of 1.5 billion yuan,
over 1000 stores and accounted for half of the agricultural inputs sold in Anhui province. See
h t t p : / / f i n a n c e . s i n a . c o m . c n / l e a d e r s h i p / m s y p l / 2 0 0 6 1 2 2 6 / 1 4 3 3 3 1 9 7 5 9 7 . s h t m l , accessed 14 March
2007.
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correctly an improvement in yield of around five percent can be achieved. The main
reason for this seems to be that during transplanting physical damage is sometimes done
to the rice plant. The main disadvantages compared to hand transplanting are that weed
control is more difficult,^" the fields must be flat and well prepared, the crop is
susceptible to birds and rats, and heavy rainfall or wind can cause crop establishment to
fail.
In Benghai, direct seeding had been promoted in two phases. The first phase
began in the mid-1990s. Plastic disks {youpan paoyang) were used for dispersing the
rice seedlings. This extension effort was jointly led by the extension agents and the
county Personnel Bureau (remhi bu). Indications are that this was a traditional,
campaign-style extension program, with administrative targets set for adoption rates. It
also seemed to be an abject failure, as no fanners I interviewed had adopted this
technique during the 1990s?^'^ The second phase involved teaching farmers how to
direct seed without the use of plastic disks {wupan paoyang). It commenced in 1999,
and has been more successful.
It is claimed in the agricultural report prepared for the upcoming county
gazetteer that direct seeding had been extended to 3,000 hectares of farmland by the end
of 2003. A popular booklet for introducing the direct seeding method to farmers claims
that by the end of 2004, this area had doubled to 6,000 hectares. (Total rice paddy area
While the Intemational Rice Research Institute now actively promotes direct seeding, in early
literature it advised against adopting direct seeding techniques. In response to the rhetorical
question, "Why transplant?" their manual replied, "Weed control is simpler in straight rov*/
transplanting; direct seeded rice is susceptible to attack by rats, snails and birds." See B. S.
Vergara, A Farmer's Primer on Growing Rice (Los Banos: International Rice Research Institute
1979), p. 39.
An extension agent from Jiangxi also describes this campaign as a complete failure, and
suggests that it was largely motivated by a desire to sell the technology package associated
with the technique—plastic disks and seedling preparation fertilizer—which was produced by an
agricultural supplier with good connections in the prefectural government. Each township was
left with a debt for the goods in excess of 10,000 yuan (farmers were not expected to pay for the
technology package), and very few farmers adopted the technique. See Li Changjin, "Nongji
Tuiguang Zhi long [The Difficulties of Agricultural Technology Extension]," Sannong zhongguo
[Rural China] 8, no. 2 (2006), p. 134.
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in 2003 was reported as slightly more than 14,000 hectares). The three areas I selected
for farmer surveys were lowland townships with relatively good irrigation (compared to
upland townships), so the adoption rate of direct seeding would be expected to be higher
than for the county as a whole. Before each survey, I interviewed township extension
agents about the level of adoption, and were quoted impressive figures for Xuanyang
Town (virtually 100 percent) and Datong Town (70 to 80 percent).
However, across all farmers surveyed, the adoption rate of the direct-seeding
method was close to the county average, at 41 percent. This figure suggests that the
agricultural extension system is functioning at a certain level. To be adopted by two in
five farmers within five to six years is a healthy adoption rate, particularly when we
consider that the technique runs counter to thousands of years of agricultural practice
and accumulated experience. I quizzed farmers as to how they had learned the technique
(Table 4.7). For those farmers who had not yet adopted direct seeding, or had rejected
the technique, 1 was keen to discover whether lack of support from the extension system
was the limiting factor, or whether there were other reasons.
From the perspective of the agricultural extension system, these results are
encouraging, particularly as many farmers who taught themselves drew on materials
prepared by the either the county or prefectural extension services. 1 found that adopters
tended to be clustered geographically, so that if a certain number of households within a
villager small-group adopted the technique, most households were likely to adopt direct
seeding. Similar to their practice of trialing new seed varieties, some farmers attempted
direct seeding on a small portion of their fields in the first year they adopted the directseeding technique. This allowed them to compare yields before their accepting or
rejecfing the method in subsequent years.
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Table 4.7 How Farmers had learned the Direct Seeding Method
Main information source

Percentage of adopters

Neighbours

55

Township extension station

18

Self taught (instruction manuals, technical booklets, TV)

16

Family members

6

Outside the county

5

Source: Author's survey, 2004-2005
However, these results are skewed by two villages. One village was sponsored
by the head of the Wuchao Shan Township extension station (Shanshui) and another
was sponsored by a tea technician from Xuanyang Town extension station (Xiahu). All
the respondents who received training organized by the formal extension syster}^ came
from the two villages that were sponsored by agricultural technicians. The other
villages were left to fend for themselves. So the main determinant of whether or not a
village received agricultural extension services (beyond the advice of seed vendors) was
not proximity to the township seat, nor political connections to higher levels,^^^ but
simply whether or not an extension agent had recently sponsored the village. Otherwise,
extension agents did not visit the villages.
Within the villages that were sponsored by extension agents, there was further
variation due to the practice of "managing an area" {guan pian), whereby sent-down
cadres would manage only a handful of villager small groups (rarely more than ten) in
one part of the village. On my first day in Shanshui Village, the extension station chief
In politically well-connected Tianbao Village, it was widely known that the technique had
been disseminated from a neighboring county, and a few experienced farmers from that village
routinely traveled to that county to purchase seed and seek agricultural advice.
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accompanied me for an hour. During our first discussion, quite a crowd gathered, and
the interviewee, who guessed who was accompanying me, talked at length about all the
useful advice and pest warnings that the township extension station provided. The
station chief departed, looking somewhat sheepish, and the room dissolved into laughter,
as everyone professed that they'd never seen him before in their lives, and that the
extension station was wholly useless. My first interviewee, the village wit, was pleased
with his performance.
Those farmers who had adopted the direct seeding method were impressed by
the amount o f time and (if they hired agricultural laborers) money saved. The only
exception to this was a handful of farmers who had neglected to look at the weather
forecast and were forced to sow their fields again after a heavy storm blew away their
seedlings. Most farmers reported a slight reduction in the amount of rice seed used, and
a majority believed that direct seeding increased their rice yield.
So with the direct seeding method familiar in most areas, why are around 60
percent of farmers not adopting this technique, especially as nationwide surveys have
long indicated that in areas where off-farm work is available, farmers are most attracted
to agricultural technologies that save labour?^^^ Is it failure on the part of the extension
system, inherent conservatism on the part of rice farmers, or are other factors in play? I
asked farmers who had not learnt the teclmique, or who had learnt the technique but
were not applying it, why they weren't using direct seeding to sow their rice crop (see
Table 4.8).

Song Jun Hu Ruifa and Huang Jie, "Nongmin dui nongye jishu xuanze xingwei fenxi
[Analysis of Farmers' Behaviour in Selecting Agricultural Technologies]," Nongye jishu jingji
[Agrotechnical Economics], no. 6 (1998), pp. 36-39, 44.
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Table 4.8 Farmers' Reasons for Not Adopting Direct Seeding (N=82)
Main reason

Percent

Farmers' Explanations

Irrigation

21

"The irrigation water has to pass through other farmers'
fields before it reaches mine, so if the other farmers aren't
willing to adopt direct seeding, it doesn't work. The
planting time isn't the same, there's about 20 days
difference. If you plant too early, the seedlings will freeze."
Male farmer, 35
"Our fields aren't level, and water use is tricky. Two or
three days after direct seeding, you have to flood the fields,
but with transplanted fields you have seven or eight days.
The water is collectively owned, so disputes readily arise."
Male farmer, 53

Unreliable

13

weather
Insufficient

"I tried it out last year, but hadn't caught the weather
report. All my seedlings blew away." Male farmer, 51

11

knowledge

"I haven't had a chance to learn the technique. I'd give it a
try, but I'm used to hand planting. Direct seeding looks
uneven. Sparse here, dense there, and the stalk length is
irregular." Male villager small-group leader, 62

No need to

10

change

get their hands into the soil, and those plastic disks are

traditional

fiddly.

practice
Wastes time

"No one in these parts practices direct seeding. Men should

Some say it works, others say it doesn't. In any
case, few have adopted it." Male farmer, 40

9

"Direct seeding is less consistent than transplanting. Once
you've done your first run, you have to go back and fill in
the gaps (bupao), so you end up spending more time" Male
farmer, 55
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Main reason

Percent

Farmers' Explanations

Unsuitable soil

8

"We have sandy soil, so direct seeding doesn't work well.

conditions
Decreases yield

The mud dries up too quickly" Female farmer, 44
7

"I pay people to sow my fields, but I wouldn't be
comfortable paying them to direct seed. I'd worry that
they'd sow too sparsely. I've heard the yields are much
worse." Male farmer, 64

Labor shortage

6

"When it's time to direct seed, you only have one or two
days to find help. But transplanting you can put off for a
week: it makes no difference. My sons aren't around to
help, so I plant by hand." Female farmer, 68

Weeds and

5

the weeds can choke the crop." Male farmer, 40

pests
Fields too

4

4

hand harvest

"Direct seeded fields are a mess, very uneven. They don't
look as neat transplanted fields." Male farmer, 51

appearance
Difficult to

"Our fields are small, with lots of embankments, so it's not
easy to do direct seeding." Female farmer, 56

small
Uneven

"In the hilly paddy fields, rice stalk heights are uneven, so

2

"Direct seeding is fine until harvest time. Direct-seeded
fields are tough to cut, so I'd never direct seed in a large
field." Male farmer, 47

Source: Author's surveys, 2004-2005
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The results in Table 4.8 suggest that the second phase of promoting broadcast
seeding in Benghai County has been a quaHfied success for the extension service, as
only 11 percent of respondents claimed insufficient instruction as the factor preventing
them from adopting the new technique. However, Table 4.8 also suggests that the goal
of persuading nearly all farmers to adopt direct seeding will not be fully realized
without significant improvements to agricultural infrastructure. The most commonly
cited barrier to adoption—difficulty in accessing irrigation in a timely manner—will
require considerable investment and labour to fix. It is not clear where either will come
from.^" Most farmers complained that the irrigation situation was deteriorating year
after year, and one common solution was to purchase their own water pump. When
asked what agricultural equipment (if any) they had purchased since decollectivization,
"water pump" (shui beng) was the most common response, and most of these had been
purchased recently.
One result that I had not anticipated is that some households that were short of
labour, and who would benefit most from adopting the technique, were unable to use it
because of the narrower time frame for direct seeding. Overall though, the technique
was benefiting farmers, particularly those who already had a geographical advantage.
Farmers in Wuye Fan Village, the closest village to the county seat, were the most
interested in adopting labour-saving techniques such as direct seeding and agricultural
mechanization. They welcomed the introduction of direct seeding and the stronger
herbicides that accompanied it, as less time spent on weeding allowed them to devote

While improving irrigation infrastructure is part of the New Socialist Countryside Program, it
is not a major component. Roads, education, health, and improving the appearance of villages
are the main priorities. See Graeme Smith, "Pick a Cadre, Any Cadre," The Diplomat (2006), pp.
48-49. The central Ministry of Finance is also likely to do all it can to choke off funding to the
program, partly because of a need to cool the overheating Chinese economy, but mostly
because the Beijing-based cadres see any money directed to local governments in central or
western China as "money down a rathole". Personal communication, David Dollar (China
Country Director, World Bank), March 2007.
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more time to working (or seeking work) in the county seat, where they could earn 40 to

50 yuan per day.
One former extension agent, who now runs her own agricultural supplies store in
Datong Town, said that farmers were rejecting direct seeding for a host of reasons:
Most farmers have come to dislike {kan bu guan) direct seeding. In most villages,
accessing irrigation is difficult, so the vast majority stick with transplanting. I'd
estimate that direct seeding has only been taken up by about one-tenth of farmers.^^^
Direct seeding definitely saves labour, but if you can't readily access water, you can
forget it. Lots of farmers are averse to it, a big clump here, a bald patch there; it's not
very well distributed (junyun). Also, most farmers around here harvest their crop by
hand, and in fields that have been direct seeded, there's no gap between the rows to
place your rice bundle {dao kun)... And it looks ugly."
In follow-up interviews with farmers, the chaotic appearance of direct-seeded fields did
seem to be a genuine factor in rejecting the technique, as did the lack of dramatically
increased yields. In this sense, the direct seeding campaign is to some extent a victim of
the extension system's own development philosophy of "high pay-off, quick returns,
visible results, and demonstrability." While it easy to demonstrate (one 75-year old
farmer learnt the technique from reading an instruction manual), there is no high pay-off
or quantifiable return in terms of rice yield, nor is it visually impressive—quite the
opposite. Farmers commonly remarked that direct-seeded rice fields looked "messy"
(Juan) or "ugly" {bu haokan), in contrast to the orderly, regularly-spaced lines of
transplanted rice.
Just as Scott has argued that scientific agricultural research has an elective
affinity with technologies that lie within reach of its methods, such as high-yielding
pure stand crops,^^^ 1 believe that Chinese farmers have internalized similar preferences
Seed vendors in Xuanyang Town estimated tliat the rate of adoption was around 30 percent.
While these figures are only estimates, seed vendors are the best-placed individuals to know
the extent of adoption, as they have to ask each farmer who visits their shop to purchase seed
whether they direct seed or transplant (direct-seeded crops require a stronger herbicide than
transplanted crops).
^^ ,,
^
James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve tlie Human Condition
Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998).
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for technologies that conform to the modernist aesthetic, and an aversion to techniques
that do not. In training manuals and when explaining the direct-seeding technique to
farmers, agricultural technicians present the technique in quantifiable, scientificsounding language. Many recommend marking out the field into regular grids,
specifying a certain number of seedlings for each grid. Yet the end result—if direct
seeding is done properly—is far from uniform and controllable.

Conclusions
The agricultural extension system was a site where state and society met, but
unexpectedly, a number of factors meant that grassroots extension agents did not
occupy the "blurred boundary" between state and society as did their counterparts in
India and Vietnam. From the perspective of farmers, extension agents were simply
cadres. In part, this arose from the persistence of memories of the traditional practices of
rural governance. The People's Communes had been re-badged as townships more than
two decades previously, but many older farmers still referred to the township
government as the commune, the villages as brigades and the villager small groups as
production teams. For many farmers, an expectation remains that agricultural extension
should be a top-down, government-led activity, passing through successive levels of a
bureaucracy that is distant from their everyday lives. Collective memories of how the
local state ought to act prevent many farmers from taking the initiative to seek
agricultural information from extension workers. Thus, the disconnect between farmers
and the local state is reinforced from below, as well as from above.
Despite recent central government initiatives to introduce "service-oriented"
local government, for many farmers the state was still perceived as an object of fear
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rather than a provider of rural services. Until 2005, agricultural taxes had been collected
in a coercive manner, with m a n y farmers likening it to a military exercise. While taxes
have been abolished, local cadres continue to use coercion to meet targets for family
planning and social stability.
Collective perceptions of how the extension system was expected to function
were playing a role in f a r m e r s ' attitudes towards new technologies. The campaign to
p r o m o t e hybrid rice had been underpinned by the traditional concerns of the Chinese
agricultural extension
technologies

that

system and the Maoist political system: the promotion

offered

high

pay

offs,

quick

returns,

visible

results,

of
and

demonstrability. In addition to meeting all of these criteria, hybrid rice also had the
advantage of being amenable to a coercive, mass mobilization approach, as each link in
the government b u r e a u c r a c y — f r o m the province to the county, the county to the
township, the township to the village, the village to the villager small group, and finally
the villager small group to the farmer—were charged with quantified targets for
adoption rates. Failure to meet targets was dealt with by "administrative coercion."
Following the widespread adoption of hybrid rice, the local state initially
attempted to use the same strategy to promote direct seeding during the 1990s, setting
targets for the area of rice paddy where farmers had adopted to this method. The first
phase, involving the use of plastic disks to disperse rice seedlings, was a spectacular
failure. I found no farmers had adopted the technique during this period. At the time of
m y surveys, around 40 percent of farm households had adopted the modified technique,
whereby rice seedlings are scattered by hand.
Partly, f a r m e r s ' resistance reflected practical concerns—difficulty in accessing
irrigation in a timely manner, lack of training in the technique, the unpredictability of
the weather and pressures from weeds and pests. But a major source of resistance arose
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from farmers' perception that direct seeding did not match their expectations of what
they envisioned modern agricultural technology should entail. As well as being visually
unimpressive, farmers objected that it did not offer increased yields, and if done
incorrectly it would actually reduce the grain harvest. The local state was a victim of its
own success in inculcating farmers in the ideology of high modernism.
From the perspective of ordinary farmers, relying on family and friends to make
collective decisions is consistent with risk aversion, both political and economic. Risks
that were formerly shared under the system of collective farming now fall on individual
households. As one extension agent observed, "They don't have any spare cash. So they
have to make money every season, and they can't afford to take risks." This was
apparent in farmers' preferences for hybrid rice traits—stability of yield was preferred
to other characteristics, including absolute yield. Risk-averse behavior was reinforced
by collective memories of the state-induced Great Leap famine and by suspicion of the
quality of agricultural inputs. Nearly one-third of farmers reported that they had
experienced "fake seed" or a "seed accident" during the previous five years. Other
techniques for reducing personal risk were growing new rice varieties in test plots, or
planting a large number of varieties (one farmer sowed six different types of rice) to
hedge against the vagaries of weather, pest pressure and seed quality. Paradoxically, this
inward turn by farmers away from the state towards traditional norms is coupled with an
embrace of the modernist aesthetic.
While experiences

in other developing countries

found that

agricultural

extension services can become a "club good," benefiting only the wealthiest farmers, I
found that this was not the case in rural Anhui. The relatively even landholdings of
farmers and lack of access to substantial rural credit meant that it was unusual for
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individual farm businesses to "capture" extension agents, as has been the case in other
developing countries where green revolution technologies have been promoted.
Formerly, village cadres were a key link in the local agricultural extension
service, passing on instructions from the township to the villager small group leaders. In
my surveys, not a single farmer nominated them as a source of agricultural information.
Only in villages where extension workers were serving as sent-down cadres were
farmers trained in the direct seeding technique. Even then, this training was restricted to
the section of the village (or "management area" guanli pian)

that the township

extension agent was directly responsible for. Despite government rhetoric on the
importance of model farms for raising agricultural output, only one farmer mentioned
demonstration households as a source of information, and many "model farmers" had
not seen an extension agent in ten years.
With the withdrawal of the state from the agricultural inputs market, the former
clients of the extension system—village cadres—no longer influence the farming
practices of ordinary villagers. At the next level down in the former bureaucratic
hierarchy, the production teams still exist as "villager small groups", but the group
leaders do not receive any substantive payment from the state, and thus feel no
obligation to pass on agricultural techniques to farmers in their group.
Another international trend in the provision of agricultural extension services,
privatization, was in its early stages in rural Anhui. With the retreat of publicly-funded
extension

services,

combined

with

farmers continued

demand

for

agricultural

information (87 percent of respondents indicated a willingness to pay for agricultural
extension services); a gap in the market exists. This is currently being exploited by a
local franchise which claims to supply half of the agricultural inputs for Anhui province.
Some vendors are former extension agents, but many have no training in agricultural
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science. Innovations in the provision of extension services by the local state included
support

for the establishment

agricultural

of farmers'

products such as the medicinal

associations
herb, white

to produce

specialized

lotus. However,

such

associations were largely concerned with the marketing of produce, and were captured
by the local state when they turned a profit.
Farmers indicated that seed vendors had greater influence on their choice of rice
varieties than the township extension stations, but the main influence on their
agricultural decision-making processes—for both rice variety and the direct seeding
method—were family and friends. The sidelining of extension agents as sources of
agricultural information was not due to a lack of trust in the public extension system,
but was related to the shortcomings of the agricultural extension per se. Farmers said
that state extension agents had simply disappeared in recent years. More than two
decades after Deng Xiaoping lambasted China's low grain output and called for
technicians to be freed from political activities, why is the state still not delivering new
technologies (in which it professes great faith) to the farmers?
To further understand the workings and bureaucratic logic of the agricultural
extension system, and to discover why farmers are so rarely visited by extension agents,
we now turn our attention to the next level in the local state, the township.
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Chapter 5 The View from the Township
Three powers sent down {sanquau

xiafang)

Professional work drains away {zhuanye
-

paotang)

34-year-old agricultural machinist, Datong Town

In this chapter I will examine the workings of township extension stations from the
perspective of the township government staff and the extension agents themselves.
From their accounts, I will seek a consistent historical narrative of the local extension
system and examine the major changes they perceive in township government work. I
will ask whether the extension agents themselves feel they are providing an adequate
extension service, what institutional factors and social norms influence their daily work,
and how they perceive their clients, the farmers. What structures do they believe will
allow them to fulfil their mandate as extension agents, and achieve some level of
personal satisfaction?
Widening the perspective, I ask which institutions, among the many operating in
the county and the township, have primacy over others in influencing the direction of
township government work, and defining what constitutes "rural development"? How
do formal and informal system.s of control, originating in the county and township,
operate in the specific case of the township extension system, and more broadly in terms
of the township government leadership? What effects have recent reforms to local
government and the agricultural extension system had had upon these systems of
control, and what does this tell us about the rules of the game in rural governance?
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Survey of Township Extension Workers
Work Histories:

The Road to Neglect

The three townships where I surveyed farmers—Xuanyang Town, Datong Town and
Wuchao Shan Township—were the primary focus of this phase of the research,
ahhough agricuhural technicians from other townships were also interviewed. To get a
broader picture of the career paths and choices of extension agents, retired and laid-off
extension agents were also interviewed, as were extension agents who had been
transferred to other township government agencies such as the Family Planning Office.
I also interviewed technicians from a range of agricultural specialties. Tea technicians,
agricultural machinists, vets, sericulture experts, fisheries technicians, plant protection
agents, soil fertility specialists, and generalist agricultural technicians {nongxue)

were

all interviewed.
I asked interviewees to nominate specific years when the amount of time
devoted to their professional work {yewu) was at its height, and what periods they were
less busy, or involved in unrelated aspects of government work. One of the most
consistent themes of the work history interviews was that all technicians,
specialty, observed attrition in the amount of time dedicated
work subsequent to each round of administrative

regardless

to agricultural

of

extension

reforms. In the words of one extension

station head:
In recent years, 1992 saw the [seven] districts {qu) abolished, and the small
township merged into 24 large townships (xiang)-, 1996 saw the township extension
station placed under the control of the county Agricultural Bureau; in 2001 we were
returned to the control of the township again; while 2003 saw the amalgamation of
many townships. With all these changes, it was very hard for my staff to go about
their work with much security.
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J0rgen

Delman^^® and Scott Rozelle^^' depicted agricultural extension as central

to the mission of township and village governments during the late 1980s and early
1990s. In their view, this reflected the large amounts of central government funding that
were provided for agricultural development programs, such as the Spark {xinghuo),
Torch {liaoyuan) and Bumper Harvest ifengshou) Programmes, as well as the political
priority given to agricultural extension, particularly the adoption of hybrid rice. Funding
from various levels of government was put towards the forced adoption of hybrid rice,
described as "administrative coercion" {xingzheng ganyu) by Delman. This movement
was at its height in Benghai County from 1991 to 1994, and was referred to as the
"double-hybrid-high-yield" (shuartg za shuang gao) campaign. Hybrid canola seed
(grown as a winter crop) and hybrid rice were promoted as a package. There is little
doubt that the campaign to persuade farmers to change from conventional to hybrid
varieties was very successful, and that it led to significantly increased yields in the wellirrigated flatlands of the county, albeit with an increase in the intensity of pesticide and
chemical fertilizer application.
Older extension agents described the period from the mid-1980s through to the
early 1990s as a period when they were relatively busy, and content in work which
materially improved the lives of farmers, helping to eliminate the threat of hunger in a
region where many farmers eked out a marginal existence. They recall a time when the
status of their work within the government was unquestioned, and they were not
expected to perform tasks unrelated to agricultural extension. Quite the reverse, staff
from other government agencies were expected to participate in the effort to convince
farmers to cultivate hybrid rice, and everyone in the Party hierarchy—right down to the
Jorgen Delman, Agricultural Extension in Renshou County, China (Hamburg: Institute fur
Asienkunde, 1993).
Scott Rozelle "Decision Making in China's Rural Economy: The Linkages between Village
Leaders and Farm Households," China Quarterly
(1994), pp. 99-124.
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village and villager small group level—were set firm targets for converting a certain
percentage of rice paddies from conventional to hybrid rice cultivation.
Asked to nominate specific time periods when the time dedicated to professional
work iyewu gongzuo) deteriorated, most older extension workers nominated 1992, when
the district level of government (which lay between the county and township level) was
abolished while the townships were merged into larger administrative units {che qu bing
xiang). At this time, the agricultural extension stations were placed under the control of
the newly-reformed townships, and remained under township control until 1996. Prior
to 1992, the township agricultural extension stations looked to the Ministry of
Agriculture's administrative system to provide salaries, train personnel,

provide

materials, and determine the professional duties of extension agents. Specifically, they
answered to the county Agricultural Bureau, which in turn answered to the county Party
Agricultural Committee.
From 1992 to 1995, agricultural technicians were still able to dedicate most of
their time to extension work, despite being a devolved agency which answered to the
township government. As one agricultural machinist explained, "On paper, we were
working for the township government cadres. But we'd never taken orders from them
before, so no one really accepted the reform. So we kept our distance from the local
government. We always expected that we'd soon go back to working for the [county]
Agriculture Bureau." Moreover, the campaign to promote hybrid rice and canola ran
until 1994, meaning that agricultural extension was still a central element of Party and
government leaders' annual assessments, and was consequently considered "central
work" {zhongxin

gongzuo).

The early to mid 1990s was also a period when the number of staff employed by
the township governments expanded rapidly, drawing on income from township and
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village enterprises and agricultural taxes. The agricultural extension service, like other
arms o f government, found itself taking in staff through both regular and irregular
channels. As one township station head lamented, "
From 1992 to 1998, our extension station took on 18 new staff members
[originally they had three] but many of them didn't have any relevant qualifications.
I f you include the agricultural machinery station, a total of 24 new staff came onto
the books. There were a large number of ex-military staff {dang bing tuiwu de), who
were completely useless. If you have no technical skills, how can you expect the
farmers to listen to you? What a joke. But as station head I had no say whatsoever
about who joined. It was all decided within the political system {zhengzhi
lixijiieding
de). Earlier in 1988, it was a little bit better; the district station head still had some
right o f veto over staff
This agricultural extension station was only five kilometres from the county seat,
making it a more attractive destination than remote townships, whose government staff
numbers did not rise as sharply during the 1990s. As many interviewees noted,
"everyone wants to live in town"

{shei dou xiang Jin cheng).

This influx also upset the

balance in the specialities of extension workers. Presently, there are only nine animal
husbandry technicians working at the township level, meaning that half of the townships
lack a qualified veterinarian. Figure 5.1 shows the number of staff recruited to the
township extension stations since 1980 (there was one extension officer who was hired
in 1977). N o new staff have been hired since 1999.

The heads of township extension stations, other than slightly higher salaries, enjoyed few
perks. None boasted separate offices, or even superior desks compared to their nominal
subordinates. They did not have a great deal of initiative on either personnel or work
organization matters. As a result, they tended to side with their staff on most matters. Older
station heads (who had little chance of promotion to the county or within the township itself) had
little to gain by siding with "management", whether management was the township government,
or the county Agricultural Bureau. Station heads tended not to criticise their immediate superior
(the deputy township head responsible for agriculture), and tended to reserve their criticisms for
the township Party secretary or county-level officials, with whom they had little direct contact.
This practice mirrored that observed in Michel Crozler's study of the French bureaucratic system.
Michel Crozier, The Bureaucratic Plienomenon (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964).
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Figure 5.1 Recruitment o f Staff into the Township Agricultural Extension System,
1980—2000
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This sudden influx of staff affected the wages of existing personnel. When the
township extension stations were directly controlled by the county Agricultural Bureau
(1996—2001), wages were often paid late, or not at all, as the Agricultural Bureau
lacked the resources to cover wages for all the new staff. Township extension agents
were each owed at least 15,000 yuan in wages (equivalent to at least one third of the
wages that they were due) for the period 1996 to 2001. There was considerable variation
between different townships. Wealthy Datong Town was able to pay extension agents
two-thirds of their basic wage {si kuai), while in more remote townships, workers
received one-third of their basic wage {hang kuai), or less.
During the 1990s, any increase in revenue, regardless of whether the extension
agents were supervised by the township or the county level, was spent on hiring new
staff, rather than upgrading equipment, training, or setting aside funds for actually going
out to the villages.^^^ Although agricultural extension is far from the most prestigious
and well-remunerated occupation, most interviewees found obtaining their post required
considerable time and expense "finding the right person" {zhao ren). Money was spent
on bribery and banqueting, in that order. Township governments faced considerable
external pressure to take people in, and if funds permitted, they did.
During the 1990s, it was expected that all service bureaus would "create
income" (chuang shou) in order to pay the wages of their staff. For township extension
stations, the most logical method was selling agricultural inputs. For all their
dissatisfaction with the current extension system, one constant theme of all interviews
was that staff were pleased that they no longer had to rely upon income from selling

This situation was not universal. It is reported that in several counties in Zhejiang, even
during the 1990s, there v^^ere only a couple of extension agents in each township. They were
well-funded and dedicated the nnajority of their time to service provision. Hu Ruifa, Chinese
Academy of Sciences, Personal Communication, 2005.
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agricultural inputs, and were now (mostly) paid in full and on time by the township
government. This state o f affairs that had not prevailed since the late 1980s.
Relying on income from selling agricultural inputs created tension

within

theagricultural extension stations.^*''' Aside from seeing it as a waste o f their time, an
increasing number o f staff were fighting over a small pie, particular in mountainous
townships where the area o f farmland, and thus the amount o f agricultural inputs sold,
was limited. This led to interpersonal tensions. Senior technicians would expect to
receive a larger share o f the profits, while younger staff would be forced to work in the
agricultural

input

stores.

There

was

also

structural

discrimination.

Agricultural

machinery technicians, for example, were excluded from sharing in the profits from the
sales o f agricultural inputs, as they were expected to generate their own income by
harvesting farmers' fields.^^^ However, many townships had no access to harvesting
machines.
Agricultural machinists were the one exception to the observation that the
amount o f extension work declined consistently after 1992. Many o f them cited the late
1990s as the period when they were most active in their professional work. The county
Agricultural Machinery Bureau managed to secure project funding in 1997 to purchase
several

mechanical

harvesters, which

agricultural

machinists

from the

township

extension stations were encouraged to promote to farmers. However, after a couple o f
years of being set demonstration tasks by the county government, harvesting work was
largely left to private contractors, and agricultural machinists went back to being idle.

For an account of how pressure to sell agricultural inputs compromised the mission of Indian
extension agents, see Jenny Springer, "State Power and Agricultural Transformation in Tamil
Nadu." In Agrarian Environments: Resources, Representation and Rule in India, edited by Arun
Agrawal and K. Sivaramakrishman. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), pp. 87-89.
While there has been some acceptance of mechanical ploughing machinery in recent years,
before 2001 nearly all farmers prepared their fields with water buffaloes.
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This cyclical campaign-style approach to agricultural extension was a striking
feature of individual technicians' work histories. Each agricultural specialty—general
agriculture {nongxue), field crops (zaipei), plant protection (zhibao), horticulture
iyuanyi), soil fertility {tufei), agricultural machinery {nongji), animal husbandry {xumu),
agricultural economics {nongjing), tea (chaye), silk (cangsang), and aquaculture
(shuichan)—had enjoyed a period in the sunshine, when their work was a core task of
the government and the Party. For tea technicians, improving cultivation techniques for
the best-known local variety of green tea, which was selected by the county government
as a "local specialty" (it is impossible to visit the county without receiving this tea as a
gift), kept them active during the late 1980s and early 1990s. The promotion of tea
garnered sufficient revenue to see the establishment of the county Tea Development
Office {chaye fazhan ban) whose functions overlap with the tea technicians employed
by the county Agricultural Extension Centre. ^^^ As a means of raising additional
funding, tea technicians were also encouraged to lease out mountainous land from
villager small groups for tea cultivation, but these projects generally ceased after 2001
when extension workers were expected to devote themselves to township government
administrative tasks.
The hybrid rice campaign was a boon to plant protection specialists (the current
head of the county agricultural extension centre is from this branch) and soil fertility
experts, as hybrid rice varieties were more susceptible to pests and required greater
quantities of fertilizer than conventional varieties. Currently, animal husbandry experts
This is not to say that this type of tea has been successfully marketed outside of the county.
Tea vendors and technicians admit that despite the Tea Development Office employing large
numbers of staff spending considerable sums on attending tea fairs in Zhejiang and Fujian, and
occupying the most impressive offices in the county, the vast majority of sales are still v^^ithin the
county and that the main client is the govemment itself. Many stores are run by the relatives of
leading officials providing another example of how the "shadow state" operates. Tea shops
provided an ideal channel for masking illegal payments. Those seeking favors from officials
"show their appreciation" by purchasing tea at well above the market rate.
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and horticulturalists are in greatest demand due to a nationwide campaign to prevent
outbreaks of avian influenza, and a county-wide campaign to promote the cultivation of
the medicinal herb, white lotus {bai he). These campaigns, which are orchestrated at the
county level, will be described in greater detail in Chapter Six.
The one specialty that has never found favour is environmental protection
(huanhao), which failed to find a place in the mission of either county or township
extension agencies. Workers who were unfortunate enough to choose this specialty have
largely been laid off. As one female technician recalled:
1 enrolled in the degree [environmental management] in the first year it was
offered. There was a lot of emphasis on environmental issues then [mid-1990s], so it
seemed like a good option and I was personally quite concerned about the state of the
environment. But because it was the first year, the course was a bit vague {longtong)
and incomplete. We studied a bit of this, a bit of that: mining pollution, industrial and
urban runoff, solid waste, but nothing directly related to agriculture. When it came to
applying it, it was pretty much useless. I wasted my time and money {baifei le).
In being genuinely interested in her specialty, however, this former extension
agent was not the rule. Many township extension agents, when asked why they chose
their specialty, indicated that little thought went into the degree they chose. Many
simply stated that it was the best they could do given their academic performance. The
majority of township extension agents only undertook two years of technical college
(see Table 5.1), and many of them indicated that the standard of the teaching was quite
low. The majority of extension agents were employed before 1997, when the work
allocation system (fenpei zhidu) was still in place, meaning that one's degree led quite
predictably to a government post. Some extension agents felt no great commitment to
their vocation, and did not mind that they were now performing tasks unrelated to their
academic qualifications.
Others pointed out that when the 24 township extension stations were under the
purview of the county (1996—2001), staff were often idle. There were too many
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extension stations for the county to keep track of, and too many extension agents to
assign tasks for. One county Agricultural Bureau official noted, "Plenty of the extension
agents are quite happy to be assigned to other duties. If the township government
leaders don't transfer you to other duties, you won't have access to subsidies and other
bonuses. You'll just have your basic salary. You're on the government payroll {chi
caizheng fan),

but if you don't have anything to do. After a while you'll get lonely,

bored and anxious."

Table 5.1 Educational Level of Township Extension Agents (N=130)
Qualification

Percentage

Postgraduate

benke yishang

0

University

Benke

14

College

da zhuan

22

Technical college

zhong zhuan

62

Less than technical college

gao zhong/chu zhong

2

Source: Countv Agricultural Bureau Personnel Records, 2006

When control of the agricultural extension stations was returned to the township
governments in 2001, the transfer was accompanied by an examination at the end of
2000 to decide which staff would be shed from the agricultural extension system. The
majority of this examination was based on technical knowledge (60 percent), but the
annual assessment {kaohe)

score was also a consideration (40 percent).

Many

interviewees expressed doubts about the fairness of the examination, particularly as the
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annual assessment was viewed as having more to do with currying favour with one's
superiors than one's technical knowledge. One station head commented that "lots of
good people were laid off, and large numbers of unqualified staff remained on the
books."
One technician joked that her husband had performed far worse in the
examination than she did. He had originally studied accountancy, ^^^ rather than
agriculture. Yet unlike herself, he went to the trouble of "doing the rounds" {pao) of
county Party officials, and thus kept his position, while she was laid off. She explained,
"We'd talked about it before the exam. If we were both stuck in the same work unit,
we'd be vulnerable to future structural reforms. So if one of us got laid off, we'd be able
to diversify, perhaps open a business. So before and after the exam, I didn't take the
trouble of calling in favours {la shang guanxi)." She now runs an agricultural supplies
store, while her husband's efforts resulted in a transfer to a better-paid job in the county
judiciary {zhifa ju). A county Agricultural Bureau official believed that the examination
itself was suspect: "It wasn't strict, like the university entrance exams. If the teacher
supervising the examination room wasn't particularly diligent, or arrangements had
been made, it was easy enough to look around and copy. Plenty of unqualified staff got
through in this way."
The obvious losers from the examination were agricultural machinery
technicians. After the examination, more than 40 percent of these technicians were laid
off, while fewer than 15 percent of technicians from other backgrounds were dismissed.
While the decline of agricultural mechanization has been a nationwide trend since
Accountants were recruited into the agricultural extension system during the 1980s and
1990s, but their usefulness was questioned by other extension agents. One asked, "There are
plenty of industries and administrative bureaux that could put accountants to use, but township
extension stations don't even have finance sections (caizheng zu). Some stations sold seed and
herbicide, but you don't need an accountancy degree for that. What a waste."
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decollectivization,^^^ local staff saw the cuts as reflecting county politics. As one senior
agricultural machinery technician explained:
The key factor was the head of the county Agricultural Machinery Bureau. His
political status, his social standing, to put it more crudely, his lack of personal charm,
all meant that he wasn't up to the job of bureau chief He had no pull at the county
level. So we all got rolled. Lots of highly-motivated, highly-qualified staff were laid
off It was never a level playing field. The annual assessment is all about personal
connections. Say you have a good impression of me, and 1 add to this by providing
entertainment or largesse (yingchou), then you'll give me a good mark. Where the
difference between passing the examination and being out of a job might be onetenth of a percentage point, such things are crucial.
The examination also drove home the difference between service personnel and
administrative cadres. While around 20 to 30 percent of service personnel (data from the
county government claims 43 percent) were cut from township governments across the
county, no administrative

cadres lost their posts. Several interviewees expressed

outright contempt for administrative cadres. They saw such cadres as less qualified than
agricultural technicians. Many interviewees noted that older cadres often had only
completed junior high school, and that most administrative cadres did not possess a
genuine college or university degree.^^' But due to the primacy of the Party, they were
protected from streamlining reforms. This meant that an increasing proportion of
township staff were involved in "management" (guanli), but in the opinion of many
agricultural technicians, the administrative cadres were incapable of managing staff and
were mainly concerned with playing politics. As one extension station head explained,
"I'd never become an administrative cadre. If you join their ranks, you have to learn
how to flatter and fawn [your superiors]. I'll stick with agricultural extension. Farmers
are easier to please."
Jae Ho Chung, "The Politics of Agricultural Mechanisation in the Post-Mao Era, 1977-87,"
China Quarterly ^34 0993). pp. 264-90.
. , , ,
Many senior administrative cadres had upgraded their qualifications to the equivalent of a
bachelor's degree but these were universally viewed as "trumped up qualifications" (mao ge
Hade wenping) These were usually not simply bought (although that was possible), but it was
common that the work for such degrees would be farmed out to junior staff members, current
students, or recent university graduates. Such degrees were referred to as "real fake degrees"
{zhende jiade wenping).
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The staff cuts also reinforced the difference in the treatment of county and
township staff Many extension agents expressed disbelief that no cuts had been made
to the county government, even though its bureaucracy was seen as more bloated than
township governments. The head of one township extension station observed:
Sometimes when we are asked by the county Agricultural Bureau to carry out an
extension task in the villages, we simply can't find anyone to go. That's because all
the staff cuts have been made at the grassroots. Lots of people complain that they cut
staff here and there, but at the end of the day, they're always removing the
foundations. Those at the county level and above never get touched. But if you
consider agricultural work, the only ones with real tasks to perform are those at the
grassroots. The higher levels are mainly concerned with collecting fees, examining
documents and passing them on, conducting inspections, submitting reports to their
superiors, and collating statistics. From the point of view of technical expertise,
they're pretty well worthless, because they never put anything into practice. Yet the
cuts are still made at the township level.

Agricultural Technicians' Surveys
1 had hoped that it would be possible to survey all of Benghai's 130 agricultural
technicians, but reaching many of them proved to be impossible, because they were out
of the county on official or private business or stationed in remote villages. In the end, I
surveyed 95 technicians. I will start with a description of their current working
conditions.

Working

Conditions

When asked to compare their salary with employees of other township service agencies,
no respondents

believed that they were paid more than other township employees.

percent believed they were paid "about the same" (chabuduo),

Sixty

while 40 percent

perceived that they were paid less. Station heads and deputy station heads, who enjoyed
greater access to information about salaries, were more likely (55 percent) to believe
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that they were paid less. The average monthly wage earned by township extension
agents in 2005 was 1,125 yuan-, the median wage was 1,200 yuan. There were
substantial variations between townships. The lowest monthly salary was 734 yuan,
received by a 27-year-old agricultural technician in a mountainous township. The
highest wage reported was 1,500 yuan, received by a 42-year-old technician from the
relatively wealthy Wuchao Shan Township. Seniority was, in general, a good predictor
of income.
When asked how the salary they received compared to the salary level that they
had expected when they graduated {yuqi shouru), no respondents received more than
their expected salary. More than three-quarters of respondents received lower wages
than they had hoped for. Despite the dissatisfaction expressed over salary levels, a
majority (62 percent) of respondents indicated that they wished to continue working in
agricultural extension. Only nine percent of respondents expressed a desire to change
their profession.
The heads of extension stations were asked whether township governments
provided subsidies for agricultural extension agents to go out into the villages {xiaxiang
hutie). It emerged that no lownships provided subsidies for extension work. There were,
however, subsidies for carrying out administrative work. Extension agents who were
sent down from the township to "sponsor" {bao) an administrative village received an
allowance to cover their transport and meal expenses. The most common subsidy
amount was 960 yuan per year (or 80 yuan per month), but the amount varied from 500
yuan up to 3000 yuan. The more remote a cadre's village was from the township seat,
the greater the subsidy received.
Respondents were asked how much time was spent on a range of work-related
activities, including training farmers {peixun nongmin)- introducing new technologies,
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demonstrations, and experimentation (Jishu yinjin

yu shifan shiyan)\

and technical

consultation, investigation, and grassroots extension work, etc. {jishu zixun,

diaoyan,

xiaxiang tuiguang gongzuo deng). In all, extension agents averaged 69 days on these
three activities, which is close to the national average for township extension agents (74
days) measured by other researchers in 2002.^™ However, these figures are almost
certainly an overestimate. As the head of the county extension centre wondered, "if you
spend seven hours of your day on family planning work, and one hour on agricultural
extension tasks, does that count as a day spent in the field (xiaxiang)!"
Extension agents were asked what technologies they disseminated in 2005. Table 5.2
presents their responses, presented as a percentage of all extension work in 2005
(N=180). These results confirm that the promotion of direct seeding was the main task
of the agricultural extension service."' Among the extension agents who were active in
promoting direct seeding, a small percentage in remote townships were still promoting
direct seeding with plastic disks {youpan paoyang),

even though the technique has

proved unpopular with farmers. Table 5.2 indicates that the other major priority of the
extension system is improving tea cultivation techniques, including the dissemination of
organic farming methods and asexual propagation techniques. These interventions were
initiated by two different county-level agencies, the Tea Development Office (chaye
fazhan ban), and the horticulture branch of the county agricultural extension centre.

Hu Ruifa, Sun Xiangqiang, and Dong Xiaoxia, "Nongji Tuiguang Renyuan De Xiaxiang
Tuiguang Xingwei Ji Qi Yingxiang Yinsu Fenxi [Analysing the Field Work Behavior of
Agricultural Technology Extension Officers and Influencing Factors]," Zhongguo nongcun jingji
^China Rural Economy], no. 11 (2004), p.31.
The county received 150,000 yuan from the provincial Agricultural Bureau to support the
promotion of improved rice growing techniques—such as direct seeding—in 2005.
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Table 5.2 Types of Agricultural Extension Work in 2005 (N = 180)

Technique/technology
Direct rice seeding

paoyang

23%

Green tea cultivation

chaye zaipei

17%

Livestock vaccination
Rice pests and IPM

fangyu/fangyi

15%

shuidao bing chong hai zonghe fangzhi

11 %

Other rice techniques

7%

Other livestock techniques

5%

White lotus cultivation

baihe zaipei

4%

nongji

3%

Silkworm production

cangsang

3%

Other cash crops'*

shangpin

Canola

yoiicai

3%

Aquaculture

shuichan

2%

Fertilizer application

peifang

Rice variety promotion

shuidao liangzhong

Agricultural machinery

Total extension interventions

3%

ZUOM'U

2%

shifei
tuiguang

2%
100%

* Other cash crops included peanuts, kudzu, fungus, grapes, medicinal herbs, and
greenhouse vegetables.
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The large number of rice IPM extension interventions reflected two factors—the
present head of the county extension centre is a plant protection (zhibao) specialist who
participated in FAO-sponsored IPM training during the 1990s, and the author was able
to attract funding to the county to support farmers' field schools for IPM in three
townships. In addition, the provincial Agricultural Bureau provided 80,000 yuan

to

support rice IPM projects in 2005. The small number of technicians (two percent) who
mentioned the promotion of new rice varieties as part of their work confirms the
observation in Chapter Four that this is now largely left to the private sector. But the
equally small number of technicians promoting rational fertilizer application (two
percent) can be expected to rise sharply in subsequent years, as this campaign (launched
by the Ministry of Agriculture following remarks by Premier Wen Jiabao during a visit
to Hubei in June 2004) was still building momentum in 2006.
Another finding from this data set is that extension agents are expected to be
generalists rather than specialists. Tea technicians taught farmers rice IPM methods,
while agricultural machinists supervised the inoculation of poultry and pigs. One
technician from a remote mountain township had, in the course of a year, instructed
farmers in the direct seeding method and in white lotus and kudzu farming techniques,
inoculated pigs, cattle, poultry and goats, delivered a lecture series on the local
television station on livestock disease prevention, and demonstrated grafting and
asexual propagation techniques for tea cultivation. With large numbers of extension
staff transferred to other duties by the township government, the remaining staff were
expected to provide the same services to farmers, regardless of their qualifications.
Both the funding and initiative for agricultural extension projects still came from
the county, prefectural, and provincial levels, even though the extension stations were
now under the purview of the township government. One remote mountain township
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had managed to secure funding from Anhui Agricultural College for a rice IPM project,
as well as a silkworm-raising project jointly funded by a local company and the
provincial Silk Research Institute {can kesuo). Otherwise extension project funding
from higher levels was still funnelled through the county Agricultural Committee. The
one exception was a wealthy township, Wuchao Shan, which funded a range of
extension activities from township finances. This will be discussed later in this chapter.
Extension agents were quizzed as to how much time in 2005 was dedicated to
study and training {benren jinxiu yu peixun). On average, they spent 11 days a year on
some form of study or training. However, two-thirds of extension agents received no
training whatsoever in 2005. Moreover, the vast majority of those who did receive
training paid for it out of their own savings. Only two respondents—both of them
station heads—stated that their training was paid for out of government finances. One
tea technician in a remote township spent 7,000 yuan over three years to upgrade his
technical college diploma {zhong zhuan) to the equivalent of an undergraduate degree,
an outlay equivalent to half a year's wages. Even the handful of animal husbandry
technicians, whose training was a national priority,"^ were forced to pay for their own
tuition. Many extension agents made this investment reluctantly, seeing it as providing
some guarantee that they would continue to be employed as extension agents. Also, a
number of the extension agents received training in areas unrelated to agriculture, with
the apparent aim of leaving the agricultural extension system to become administrative
cadres. Several respondents had undertaken courses in "economic management" ijingji
guanli) through the county Party School, at a cost oi3QQQyuan per year.
With only one third of respondents undertaking training, no meaningful
statistical analysis can be fashioned from the training data set, but they mirrored the
^^^ Veterinarian training became a priority due to tine fear of an animal-borne pandemic in the
wake of SARS (2003), followed closely by the avian influenza scare of 2004.
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extension interventions detailed above in Table 5.2. General agricultural training was
the most common form of training, followed by tea cultivation techniques; rice IPM,
direct seeding, administration, agricultural mechanization, and silkworm rearing.
With a paucity of training, the question arises: where are the agricultural
technicians themselves obtaining agricultural knowledge to pass on to the farmers?
Table 5.3 shows their replies in two ways: as a percentage who mentioned a given
source as their primary

source of information, and as a percentage of technicians who

mentioned it as an important information source.
With the retreat of the state from providing technical training, it is unsurprising
that extension agents are forced to rely on other sources of information. However,
although many extension agents praised television as the ideal combination of images
and words (tu wen bing mao), it is doubtful whether television or newspapers are ideal
primary

media

for imparting

technical

agricultural

information.

A

number

of

respondents cited CCTV 7, the national agricultural channel. The information provided
by this channel is obviously not specific to Benghai County's agricultural conditions.
The

Internet

does

offer

more

promise,

with

the

quality

of

the

provincial

(http://www.ahnjtg.com) and county agricultural extension websites improving in recent
years.
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Table 5.3 Information Sources of Township Extension Agents

Information Source

Primary source

Important source

Television

29%

67%

Superior levels of government

19%

59%

Internet

13%

32%

Newspapers

12%

32%

Magazines/technical journals

9%

35%

Books

8%

21%

Training

4%

20%

Colleagues

4%

15%

Agricultural supply companies

1%

16%

Demonstration plots

0

3%

Farmers

0

1%

Source, Author's surveys, 2006

Despite being exposed to FAO-sponsored farmers field schools and a six-yearlong international poverty alleviation programme that introduced into the county the
international development community's rhetoric of "participatory approaches" (even
spawning a "Benghai Model" of participatory d e v e l o p m e n t ) " \ only one agricultural

The Benghai Model was a rehash of the Maoist model of "three-in-one" {sanjie he), whereby
the farmers the technicians and the cadres would work in harmony to bring development to
rural areas 'initially I suspected that the Chinese project manager, who was an avowed Maoist,
had cooked up this model. However, as the local project director's aide-de-camp informed me.
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extension agent mentioned farmers as a source of knowledge about new varieties and
techniques. Farmers' Icnowiedge was effectively invisible to the state.

Perceptions of the Farmers
How do agricultural extension agents see the primary clients of the system, the farmers?
The results presented in Table 5.3 suggest a rather negative view. Compared to other
township government cadres whom I interviewed, however, agricultural extension
agents had a positive view of farmers. Some technicians couched criticism of the
priorities of township government in pro-farmer terms. One stated that "it's as though
these officials have forgotten that they are the sons and daughters of farmers", while
another complained that "we need time to pass on our knowledge to the farmers, but the
cadres don't have that approach to their work, always rushing blindly from one task to
another."
Many interviewees reflected that in the past the agricultural extension system
had let farmers down by not listening to them and forcing them to adopt technologies
that they did not want. There was a feeling that selling off demonstration plots had been
a mistake, because unless farmers actually saw someone demonstrating the techniques
and enabling them to see the benefits, it was nearly impossible to persuade them to
adopt new tecliniques. A surprising number of technicians saw the main problem in
agricultural extension work as the low calibre of the extension agents themselves, rather
than the farmers. Others were sympathetic to farmers who were reluctant to adopt new
techniques, noting "they don't have any spare cash. So they have to make money every
season, and they can't afford to take risks."
"Director Z h a n g is indeed very a c c o m p l i s h e d in empty, formulaic talk (fao hua).
But he n e v e r
d e s c e n d s into total bullshit {fei hua).
T h e foreign project director c a m e up with that one."
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By

contrast,

ordinary

township

government

cadres, when

they

weren't

complaining about the frustrating bureaucratic constraints imposed on them by the oneparty system, spent a great deal of time expositing on the low "quality" {suzhi) of
farmers, and how this makes financing agricultural extension work a low priority for
township governments. One deputy township Party secretary responsible for agriculture
told me, ''Anyone

with the slightest

ability and intelligence

has gone to work in the

cities. W h o ' s left? Just a bunch of dimwits {shagua). You can lecture them all day about
something and they still won't get it. So why would you bother?"
The promotion of urbanization was one of the main goals of all of the township
governments in Benghai. This was reinforced by the rhetoric of the New Socialist
Countryside programme, and underpinned much of the criticism directed at those
farmers who were "left behind" on the farm. The leading officials in many of the
townships accordingly took the view that investing anything in agriculture was a waste
of scarce funding and resources. Diverting resources into urban-related projects—such
as improving the infrastructure and appearance of the township market town—was
partly driven by the structure of political incentives binding township cadres and partly
by the pressure to provide projects suitable to the property developers and infrastructure
contractors who made up the local shadow state. The urbanization drive also reinforced
a pervasive attitude among township Party cadres that rural areas were backward
{luohou)

in comparison to urban areas, and made it easy for township leaders to

overlook spending on agricultural extension services.
Township extension agents were asked what sort of agricultural techniques and
produce they believed farmers were most interested in learning about. The results are
presented in Table 5.4 in two ways: as a percentage who believed a given type of
agricultural technology or a given type of agricultural produce was what farmers were
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most interested {ganxingqu)
of significant

in, and as a percentage of technicians who mentioned it as

interest to farmers. These results suggest the township extension system is

undergoing a gradual shift away from the traditional emphasis on high yields and grain
crops. Increasing grain yields is still one of the main priorities of the county
Agricultural Bureau, but extension agents perceived that farmers were more interested
in higher market prices and cash crops than increased yields and grain crops.

Perspectives on the Township

Government

If agricultural extension is no longer a central mission of township governments, just
what function does the local state serve, how has this changed in recent times, and how
do extension agents perceive the local state? To address these questions, I asked
township extension agents what at present to them were the main tasks of the township
government, compared to 1999 (when the township extension stations answered to the
county), to 1994 (when they answered to the township), and to the 1980s. The final
column presents extension agents' responses to the query, "If you have recently
sponsored {bao) a village, what was the main content of your work?" The results are
presented in Table 5.5. The first figure in each column represents the percentage of
extension agents who saw the task as the highest priority of the township govermnent
during the specified time period. The second figure represents the percentage of agents
who saw it as a major priority at that time.
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Table 5.4 Agricultural Extension Agents' Perceptions of Farmers' Preferences

Types of Agricultural

Technologies

Most

Significant

Interested

Interest

Increased produce prices

tigao le chanpin de jiage

34

63

Increased yield

tigao le chanliang

30

61

Labour saving

jianshao le laodongli

19

52

Improved produce quality

tigao le zhiliang

Cost reductions

jianshao le chengben

6

52

Reduced losses from pests

jianshao le bing chong

3

23

and diseases

hai de suns hi

40

80

24

49

42

Type of Produce
Cash crops (including

jingji zuowu (baokuo

medicinal herbs, etc)

zhongyao cai, deng)

Grain crops

liangshi

Horticulture (including

yuanyi zuowu (baokuo

vegetables, fruit, tea and

shucai, guoshu, chaye he

silkworms)

cansang)

Livestock (including

xumu yangzhi ye (baokuo

specialty breeds)

tezhong dongwu

Edible mushrooms/fungus

shiyongjun

Aquaculture

shuichan

zuowu

11

56

6

25

0

6

yangzhi)

zhongzhi
yangzhi

64
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2005

1999

1994

1980s

Village

1. Fulfilling tasks assigned by higher levels of

14

17

23

17

10

government

51

75

63

75

49

2. Thoroughly implementing national Party

33

10

9

14

15

guiding principles and policies

76

58

55

63

58

7

0

0

2

0

46

9

3

3

32

8

0

0

2

9

54

23

37

24

65

1

0

0

1

0

32

19

23

33

9

1

1

0

0

1

rural roads and irrigation

50

35

34

32

54

7. Attracting investment and projects to develop the

20

3

0

0

9

economy

74

19

6

5

35

8. Guaranteeing social stability' and public order

0

0

0

2

3

41

39

48

53

38

16

13

14

19

53

67

99

97

71

86

0

56

54

46

0

0

95

95

92

0

Task (highest priority/major priority)

3. Safeguarding the e c o n o m i c and political rights of

farmers

4. Providing agricultural technology extension,

information and other public services to f a r m e r s

5. Developing culture, education, health and related

projects

6. Providing public w o r k s and infrastructure such as

9. Family planning

10. Collecting tax

Source: Author's surveys, 2006
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The picture is consistent with information obtained during semi-structured
interviews. Township governments during the 1990s had two main functions: collecting
taxes and family planning (items 9 and 10), and a simple purpose: carrying out the
bidding of the county government (item 1). During the 1980s, township government
work was more varied, although not as complex as present-day work. The data also
suggest that extension agents see the present-day township government, and that of the
1980s, as more faithful to the spirit of central government policies than the township
governments of the 1990s (item 2).

Aside from fulfilling—or appearing to fulfil—central government

policy,

attracting investment and projects {zhao shang, yin zi) was seen by extension agents as
the current priority of township governments (item 7). This was uniform across all
townships: even the most remote and impoverished townships are devoting considerable
resources toward attracting outside ir
"investment guide books" (touzi
outside investment, and det:

,iment. Wealthier townships produce glossy
.). These describe projects that are seeking

ax and land incentives available to prospective

investors. Typically, a tax-free period of c

cast three years is offered, as well as very

low land rental rates (as little as one v in per square metre, or even free for a certain
period). Preferential (jvuhui)

conaitions are offered to larger businesses.

Some

townships hau scl up oiiice^- i-'ccifically for attracting investment {zhaoshang ban), but
regardless ol whether

. an office exists, the bulk of this work is done by township

leaders, particuiariy the township head and the Party secretary.

The Party secretary and the head of Datong Town are well known for their
acumen in attracting projects and investment, or "being able to chase the cash" {neng
pao), praise that carries an undertone of questioning their personal ethics. It is widely
perceived that success in attracting higher level projects involves exploiting personal
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connections and paying bribes to the right people in higher levels of government. The
greatest recent coup of Datong Town was to be anointed as a provincial-level
Demonstration Township under the N e w Socialist Countryside programme.
It is unlikely that the Party secretary of Datong Town is exceptional. My attempt
to survey township extension agents in Wuhu County, Anhui, came to an abrupt end
when it emerged that less than ten percent of extension staff could be located. Their
colleagues were all outside the county, seeking investors. A township Party secretary
from Suxian County in Henan admitted to spending two-thirds of the year "chasing the
cash" in eight different provinces.
As noted in Chapter Three, Chinese scholars have questioned the value of each
province, prefecture, county, township, and even village competing to offer the most
attractive package to investors.

However,

inasmuch

as attracting projects

and

investment forms the core of the annual assessments of township leaders, this priority is
unlikely to change soon, unless the promotions criteria set by higher authorities are
altered. Many extension agents wondered about the practicability of the policy. In the
words of one extension agent from a remote township, "What sorts of companies can
we attract to a township like ours? We're an hour's drive from the county seat. Get
serious. Profitable businesses will look for somewhere close to the big markets, with
good transport and communications, somewhere like Hangzhou or Shanghai. So we
n .

OIK

cisv

v.ani,

._ ,

.«.. s, uiiproiua'"'-

"K..wtr5-?s,

new business that we attract, another one goes bust (zhao yige, kua

So for each

yige)"^''
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Liang Peng, Jiceng Ganbu Zhaoshang Yinzi: Nongmin Xin Liang [Making tiie Farmers' Blood
Run Cold: Local Cadres Attracting Investment] [VMebpage], China Elections and Governance
Website, 13 December 2005 [cited 18 August 2006], Available from
http://www.chinaelections.org/Newslnfo.asp?NewslD=43318.
These comments echo Yu Meng, Cong Gong, Man. Fa "Gai Hang" Zhao Shang Yin Zi Shuo
Qi [Musing on Why My Classmates in the Police and Judiciary Are Seeking Projects and
Investment], People's Daily Online, 16 May 2004 [cited 13 September 2006]
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Aside from the amount of tax revenue collected (which ceased to be an
important criterion in 2005), Table 5.5 demonstrates that two aspects of government
work have remained crucial for assessing the performance of townships since the 1980s:
social stability and family planning. The record in maintaining social stability was
largely measured by the number of "mass incidents" {qimzhong shijian) and petitions
(shangfang) by farmers to higher levels of government. The indicators for success in
implementing family planning policies have grown more complex over time, which
partly explains why this now occupies township and village governments' time and
resources. Both items have remained consistently close to the top of township
government priorities, particularly family planning.
When extension agents were asked what their main tasks were when serving as
sent-down village cadres, it became clear that family planning was still the main focus
of township government work in village communities, with 53 percent of respondents
considering family planning to be the most important aspect of their work in the villages.
Only nine percent of respondents saw providing services such as agricultural extension
as the main component of their work in the villages, while one-third did not even
mention service provision.
As mentioned in Chapter Three, this extreme emphasis on family planning is
spurred by a section of the township government's annual assessment (kaoping) known
as "priority targets with veto power", or to convey its sense of finality, the "one-strike
rejection" (yi piao foujue), whereby achievement in one's post {zhengji) and the
evaluation of the entire township government is contingent on outcomes in priority
areas. An agricultural technician in Wuchao Shan Township elaborated that "if a task
doesn't have yi piao foujue associated with it, then it means you don't regard the task as
important. That's the way it is. If you don't go over the top, the next level up won't
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know about it. And if you really go over the top, it is effective in a way that's noticeable,
at least on the surface

(biaomian

shang)."

Thus, township extension agents find

themselves both the agents and targets of state-mandated rural development. The annual
assessment system for individuals

(kaohe)

and township governments

{kaoping)

will be

described in greater detail in the next section.
Asked why the government persisted in using forceful methods to accomplish
tasks set by higher levels of government, one county official argued, "You have to do it
this way. Otherwise no one will listen to you. They've fallen for [the government's]
tricks too many times

(shangdang le tai duo

c/)." But while coercive methods may be

effective in meeting the quantified targets set by higher levels of government, the onestrike rejection is anathema to any pretence of providing service to rural areas. The
outcome of this management approach is that rural residents are regarded as problems to
be dealt with, rather than as citizens to be served. Not a single agricultural technician
nominated "protecting the political and economic rights of farmers" (item 3) as the main
component of their work as sent-down cadres.^^^
The current priorities of the township government largely mirror those of sentdown village cadres, reflecting the widely-held perception that the recent increase in the
number of sent-down cadres reflects an effort by township governments to rein in
village governments. Asked whether there were many meetings attended by village
leaders held in the township, one cadre declared, "There's no need for that any more.
Every village has several township cadres staying in it. If the upper levels have any
fresh instructions, we just inform those cadres."

This conflict between a client-centred approach to service provision and the cadre monitoring
system has been noted by authors researching the introduction of new contraceptive methods
into the family planning system. See M. Giovanna Merii, Qian Zhenchao and Herbert L Smith,
"Adaptation of a Political Bureaucracy to Economic and Institutional Change under Socialism:'
The Chinese State Family Planning System," Politics & Society 32, no. 2 (2004), p. 243.
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One obvious point of divergence between township and village government
priorities was "attracting projects and investment" (item 7). This was seen as a current
township government priority by 74 percent of extension agents, while bringing
investment to the villages was only seen as a priority by only 35 percent of technicians
who had recently served as village cadres. Thus, investment is to be attracted for the
benefit of the "urban" township seats, rather than to village communities, exacerbating
intra-township inequality. Many township Party leaders believed that village enterprises
were troublesome, because they made village governments harder to control, as they
offered an independent source of revenue and prestige to the village leaders.

Extension agents were quizzed as to whether they had any confidence {xinxiri) in
the direction township reform was taking, and what sort of reform to township
government they felt was the best course {chulu). The results shown in Table 5.6
indicate a low level (18 percent) of confidence in the reform process. Uncertainty about
the direction of reform was a common theme in many interviews, and led many
extension agents to devote a great deal of their energies to seeking an escape route,
whether through business or finding a place on the administrative payroll. A large
number of extension agents already had a side business, such as a restaurant or a
printing shop. As one county official noted:
Their jobs are insecure. Sooner or later, they'll be out of work {chizao hui che). If they
don't find a way out, they'll be on the scrapheap. It's not a question of ability; that's no
guarantee. Think about it, they work for the township extension station. No matter how
skilful they are, how do they show this? How do they get the higher ups to notice their
ability? There's no way to do so. Capable or useless as extension agents, they're all in
the same boat. So they may as well play cards and get drunk.
Many extension agents, regardless of which reform path they

favoured,

expressed the view that the main problem faced by township governments wasn't that
they were overstaffed, but rather the way they functioned. In particular, they were
exasperated that politics continued to trump technical expertise. As one noted,
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"Abolishing the township isn't viable: there's no need. What's the use of changing the
broth without changing the medicine {huan tang bu huan yao)T' Another explained that,
"We need to come out of this miasma of complex documents and targets set by higher
levels, give up playing games on paper {wenzi youxi), and actually start providing some
services for ordinary people."

Table 5.6 Extension Agents' Attitudes toward Township Government Reform
Level of Confidence in Current

Reforms

Confident

you xinxin

18%

Unsure

shuo bu qing

67%

No confidence

meiyou xinxin

15%

No need for change

mei biyao bian

31%

As county-level agency

xianji paichu

39%

Abolish as a level of government

chediao

5%

Take away some functions

chediao yi bu fen

15%

Other

qita

9%

Best Course for

Reform

jigou

The most widely-accepted strategy for reform was to make the township an
agency {paichu jigou) of the county government. In the view of many respondents, this
best reflected the existing balance of power between the townships and the county
government, and that it was the most effective way to cut out the middlemen—township
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Party leaders. A s one station head noted, "At present, most professional work carried
out by township agencies is done under the direction of county departments. If the
t o w n s h i p government itself simply becomes a county agency, everyone will be able to
go about their professional work more effectively, and lots of unnecessary friction
{moca)

between the township and county will be alleviated." Another argued that,

"With improvements in transport and communications, this [model] is better suited to
cuiTent economic conditions, and reduces the capacity of township leaders to abuse
(lauyong)

their power and connive for personal gain. It's the only way to implement the

central g o v e r n m e n t ' s n e w rural policies."
The conviction that a handful of township leaders were a barrier to improving
rural conditions was a c o m m o n theme. Another extension agent noted that, "The trend
towards the privatization of power is spreading like a stain. The concentration of power
in the hands of one or two people {gebie ren) makes it impossible to develop democratic
practices." Many agricultural technicians expressed uneasiness with the "privatization"
of political power. The ubiquitous practice of "buying posts" {mai guan)

was of

particular concern. It was widely known that all township Party secretaries and most
heads of county bureaus had paid bribes to secure their positions, which eroded the
respect of staff for their superiors (the majority of staff had also " s h o w n

their

appreciation" to obtain their posts, but the sums involved were less).

Networks of Township

Power

Agricultural technicians were once important players in the local state. C a m p a i g n s to
increase agricultural output, such as the promotion of hybrid rice, placed them at the
centre

of

toxwship

government

work.

Now

they

are

marginalised;

surplus

to

requirements. If the extension stations are no longer vital, which institutions do wield

239

240
power within the township? Respondents were quizzed as to which township service
agencies (shiye danwei)

and administrative units {xingzheng

danwei)

enjoy the best

working conditions and salaries. To gauge the influence of different agencies, they were
asked which departments they liaised most frequently.
Tables 5.7, 5.8 and 5.9 confirm that power at the township level rests in the
hands of the leading Party members who comprise the Party and government office
{dangzheng

ban), and the members of the Finance Office {caizheng

suo), who now

answer to the county Finance Bureau and county Party leaders. The primacy of the
Family Planning Office in township government work is underscored by the fact that 47
percent of the extension agents reported that they frequently liaise with this office.
The Forestry Stations were mentioned as offering "good working conditions" by
only one respondent. At first glance, this is surprising. Eleven of the 16 townships in
Benghai County are heavily forested, and the county claims a forest cover of 73 percent
to support its national "Ecological County" {shengtai

xian) status. Forestry Stations

retain the right to levy fines for (or collude in) illegal logging. During the late 1990s,
township forestry stations in Benghai experienced an even more remarkable expansion
in staff numbers than agricultural extension stations. Xuanyang Town Forestry Station
boasted nearly 40 staff, many of them friends and relatives of leading township cadres.
It would seem that the nepotistic employment boom induced by the "grain for green"
programme {tui geng huan lin) is over.
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Table 5.7 Relative Status of Township Service Agencies
Office/Station/Bureau*

Best conditions

Good conditions

Finance

caizheng suo

70%

100%

Family planning

jisheng

11%

65%

Land

tudi suo

5%

26%

Education

jiaoyu

7%

21%

Agricultural extension

nongji zhan

2%

11%

Agricultural economy

nongjing zhan

0

11%

Health

M'eisheng

3%

6%

Urban construction

chengjian ban

0

3%

Electricity

gong dian suo

0

3%

ban

ban

Source: Author's surveys, 2006
* Other agencies mentioned by individual respondents included the Forestry Station
{Unye zhan), China Post (youzheng ju), the Rural Credit Cooperative {xinyong she), the
Dam Area Management Office {ku qu ban), the Water Conservancy Station (shui bao
zhan), and the Communications Bureau (dian

xinju).
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Table 5.8 Relative Status of Township Administrative Units
Office/Station/Bureau
ban

Best Conditions

Good Conditions

53%

71%

Party and Government

dangzheng

Local tax

dishui ban

21%

29%

Police

paichu suo

18%

26%

Industrial and Commercial

gongshang ju

2%

23%

Civil Affairs

minzheng ban

2%

16%

Economic Development

jingji fazhan

2%

8%

Judiciary

sifa suo

0

6%

Social Affairs

shehui shiwu ban

0

6%

Investment and Projects

zhaoshang

0

5%

Industry

qiye ban

0

3%

ban

ban

Source: Author's surveys, 2006
* Other individual responses were the National Tax Office {guojia shui zhan),
township Party secretary (shuji),
manager {bangongshi

the township head {xiangzhang),

the

and the office

zhuren).
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T a b l e 5.9 Frequency of Daily Interaction witli Different Agencies

Office/Station/Bureau

Most frequent

Frequent

41%

50%

25%

47%

8%

30%

8%

27%

Party and G o v e r n m e n t

dangzheng

Family planning

jisheng

Agricultural (County)

nongwei / nongji

Finance

caizheng

Village leaders

cun

ganbu

6%

16%

Forestry

linye

zhan

3%

13%

Land

tudi suo

2%

9%

Civil Affairs

minzheng

0

5%

Environmental Protection

huanbaoju

0

3%

Police

paichu

suo

0

3%

Industry and C o m m e r c e

gongshangju

0

3%

Culture

wenhua

0

3%

ban

ban

zhongxin

suo

ban

ban

* Agencies mentioned by individual respondents were the county-level Agricultural
Machinery

Bureau

{nongji

ju).

Animal

Husbandry

Station

Development Office {chaye ban). Statistics Bureau (longjiju).
C o m m i t t e e (kewei)

and Irrigation Bureau {shuili ju);

Construction Office {chengjian
Development Office {wenrning
{nongjing

{xumu

zhan).

Tea

Science and Technology

and the township-level Urban

ban). Social Affairs Office {shehui shiwu ban). Cultural
chuanjian

ban), and Agricultural E c o n o m i c s Station

zhan)-, as well as production team heads and farmers.
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The most consistent thread between township service agencies (Finance Office,
Family Planning Office, Land Bureau and Education Bureau) and administrative units
(Party and Government Office, Local Tax Bureau, Police, and the Industrial and
Commercial Bureau) with superior working conditions is the ability to levy and—to
differing extents—retain fees and fines to cover salaries and office expenses
fei) and sometimes for "entertaining guests" (zhaodai

fei).

{bangong

Township agricultural

extension stations, joking referred to as qing shui yamen^^^ by several interviewees,
have neither the right to charge for services (aside from small fees charged for animal
vaccinations), nor the authority to levy fines. Several interviewees noted that, on paper,
their own conditions seemed better than township Party leaders, whose formal monthly
wages were 300 to 400 yuan less than an experienced extension station head. However,
extension station heads rarely had access to significant rent-seeking opportunities.
The other obvious connection between agencies that were seen to offer the best
working conditions is that they are all vertical agencies {chuizhi dartM'ei) which do not
answer directly to township leaders. The one exception is the Party and government
office (dangzheng ban). However, township leaders, and the township Party secretary in
particular, see their political future in the county. As discussed in Chapter Three, for
township Party secretaries, the most common goal is to finish one's career as the head
of a relatively influential county agency. Township leaders keenly feel the pressure of
the annual assessments, which are administered by the county Party Organization
Bureau. In these respects, the dangzheng

ban itself resembles a vertical agency.

The four main agencies that township agricultural technicians profess to interact
with as part of their "daily work" (richang gongzuo)

are township agencies (the Party

377

This phrase, which has been in currency since imperial times, literally means "clear water
govemment office": an agency with no access to additional revenues, and thus lacking in
prestige.
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and Government Office, Family Planning Office, the Finance Office) and their superiors
in the county Agricultural Committee. Only 16 percent of respondents reported regular
contact with village leaders, who should be their main link to ordinary farmers. So what
are agricultural technicians doing in their daily work?

The Three Powers: People, Money and Materials
A Chinese Academy of Sciences researcher, Hu Ruifa, identified reforms to rural
township government as presenting a major challenge to the provision of agricultural
extension services. His study found that township extension agents in areas where the
"three rights" of control over personnel, finance, and materials {ren, cai, wu) had been
transferred to the township governments {sanquan xiafang), extension agents spent an
average of 26 fewer days per year on extension work. In Benghai County, the "three
powers" were transferred to the township level in 2001.
Extension agents in Benghai were asked what administrative arrangement, in
terms of the allocation of the "three powers", would be most conducive to carrying out
their agricultural extension work. Two-thirds of the respondents favoured merging
several township extension stations into "regional" or "district" {quyu) extension centres,
which would be managed by the county government. Such a reform has been trialled
elsewhere in Anhui. Support for this reform partly sprang from the belief that it would
return the agricultural extension service to its pre-1992 structure, when Benghai was
composed of seven districts {qu) and one town {zhen). Only 18 percent of respondents
favoured

retaining

the

existing

arrangement

of management

by the

township

government, but even fewer respondents (15 percent) wished to return to the pre-2001
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situation, wiien the county managed the township extension stations. Memories of
unpaid wages were still fresh.
When extension agents were asked what effect the transfer of their stations to
the township government had on their ability to deliver agricultural extension services,
some of them did not view it as a retrograde step. An animal husbandry technician, w h o
had a busy year inoculating poultry and pigs, noted that the sanquan

xiafang

reform

"allows us to present extension work as an administrative order from the township
government, which makes it easier to complete tasks." The flip side of this was that, in
the view of many extension agents, village cadres and the township leaders had to be
enlisted as conduits for extension activities. As one station head described it, "You can't
just go out and undertake extension work. The township government has to show its
face (chu mian), make arrangements for which villages are to receive training in, say,
direct seeding. The village cadres must be contacted in advance by the township to
arrange a suitable day, and perhaps they need to contact the county to arrange for one of
their experts to lead the training. Following examination, approval {shenpi) and

finally

agreement from cadres at the different levels, only then you can set out."
As Jorgen Delman observed, administrative coercion {xingzheng

ganyu)

has

long been a feature of extension work, and most extension workers still see their work
as a "task" {renwu) rather than a service to be provided for farmers. But even if they
were diligent in their work, most agreed that placing the extension stations under the
aegis of the township government had caused a large reduction in the amount of training
received and in the time spent on extension work. Instead, they found themselves doing
the bidding of the township Party Secretary. One agricultural machinery specialist wrote:
We don't get an opportunity to use the skills w e ' v e been trained in: the vast
majority of our time is spent on administrative work {xingzheng gongzuo). W e ' v e no
time to impart the knowledge that the farmers need, and the work that the cadres give
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us is a mess. One day you'll be hosting a visiting delegation, the next demolishing
illegal buildings, or tidying up the appearance of the township seat, or cleaning up
rubbish; there's no thought of providing meaningful service to the farmers.
A recurrent theme in interviews was the feeling that the skills of agricultural extension
agents were being wasted, and that their proper duties were being neglected {wu bu
zheng

ye).
Funding for agricultural extension is provided to the townships by the county

Finance Bureau, and all townships in the county are currently allocated the full amount
requested by the township governments for extension work. Yet the most frequent
complaint from extension workers concerns insufficient funding. Most commonly,
township governments only guarantee extension agents' wages, and do not provide
funds for them to visit farmers. As one township Party secretary explained, "If we have
money from above for a specific project {xiangmu zijin), then we'll send them out.
Otherwise, there's plenty of other work for them to do." Extension agents only receive
subsidies when they are sent down to work as a village cadre. As shown in the final
column of Table 5.5, the main duty of sent-down village cadres is "central work"
{zhongxin

gongzuo)

or carrying out the main administrative tasks of the township

government, as determined by township leaders.

Most of the teclinicians surveyed identified this increased burden of ill-defmed
"administrative work" {xingzheng

shiwu) as the most negative aspect of the township

reforms, and the greatest barrier to providing extension services to farmers. One tea
expert complained:
It's fair to say that now we just do administrative work, particularly family planning,
and we do agricultural extension in our spare time. It's easy to forget that we are meant
to be providing an extension service... The main function of administrative work should
be harmonising the decision-making process, not ordering us around according to their
personal whims.
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Another wrote, "Professional and technical tasks have been completely replaced by
administrative work." No interviewees expressed any enthusiasm for this administrative
tasks, with several of them describing the work as "learning to play a duplicitous and
unrewarding game", or literally "groping... clambering... rolling... and being battered"
{mo pa gun da).
Nearly all of the extension agents were frustrated by the failure of their township
leaders to give any thought to agriculture and they often couched their criticism in moral
terms, believing that township cadres were thwarting the will of higher levels. One
agricultural specialist wrote, "Higher levels of government really attach importance to
agriculture, but at the township level, the officials don't have the slightest understanding
of it; the only ones who pay any attention to agricultural production are the extension
workers."

Extension

workers

held

quite

different notions

of what

constituted
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"appropriate or exemplary behaviour" from the local Party leaders.
Other extension agents felt that the township leaders themselves were in an
untenable position, and that the neglect of agricultural extension was symptomatic of a
wider malaise in township governance. The proliferation of documents, meetings,
inspections, "entertainment", and other tasks received from higher levels made it
difficult for the township government to provide meaningful services to farmers. As one
station head explained:^™

James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, Rediscovering Institutions: The Organization Basis of
Politics (New York: Free Press, 1989).
This picture of township government officials caught in a web of higher level inspections and
assessments matches that outlined by a State Council research team. They reported,
"Regardless of whether a region is impoverished, developing or wealthy, in the aftermath of
administrative reforms to township government, we found that dealing with inspections from
higher levels of government still occupies most of the time of township leaders. The county
governments use the traditional method to spur township government work—coercion
(qiangzhi). Although the number of township agencies has been cut, the number of tasks set by
higher levels has not been reduced. Mergers and amalgamations are a cosmetic approach to
addressing the problems of township governance. The core problem of disjointed relations
between the county and the townships remains untouched: the county issues instructions and
the townships mill about, in the county there are scores of committees, offices and bureaus, all
248

249
It's not simply a matter of township leaders not caring about agricultural extension.
Looking at it objectively, the township government is overrun with countless
difficult issues {qian tou wan xu), simply far too many to complete, so the township
leaders usually have no time for extension work. That's not to say that they never
will. Take last year as an example. The county put pressure on them to implement the
industrialisation of agriculture [relating to tea and bamboo processing], and suddenly
I had their attention. But if there is the slightest let up in pressure from above to
complete a certain task, the township leaders will disappear. It becomes a matter of
choice: they can give it attention, or not. Just for the moment, the county is attentive,
asking "How many demonstrations have you carried out? How much mountainous
land has been reclaimed? What acreage of new tea plantations has been established?"
County officials come to inspect, make reports, issue documents.^^" So the township
leaders pay attention. But otherwise nothing will happen; they have too much on
their plate. There's simply no way they'd ever think about looking for new
responsibilities. Without extreme pressure from above, they're numb and indifferent
{M'U qi wu li).
Just how completely agricultural extension work had been overtaken by other
tasks became clear when I conducted interviews with the heads of various extension
stations, and collated personnel data with the help of the county Agricultural Committee.
The majority of extension workers, while still officially part of the Ministry of
Agriculture's staffing system, now work on a full-time basis for other township
government agencies. Many went through the entire year without doing a single day of
extension work. The main agency they worked for was the Family Planning Office. The
breakdown of Benghai's township extension agents in terms of their actual workplaces
is shown in Table 5.10.

swamping township governnnents with a miasnna of documents and instructions. As an official in
Anhui noted, 'There's been no change in work style. Take newspapers for example. We hold
meeting resolving that we can't afford to subscribe to all these publications, but at the end the
year we still sign up Or for family planning, we'll be set a target to produce 300 small wall
calendars which cost five yuan each to produce and distribute. There's no way to avoid It—It's
written Into the annual assessment. Things like this drain time and resources. We can't shake
the old planning system approach to management." Duan Yingbi and Hongyuan Song, eds,
Research Report on the Major Policy Problems of Reform in Rural China [Zhongguo Nongcun
Gaige Zhongda Zhengce Wenti Yanjiu Baogao] (Beijing: China Finance and Economics Press
[Zhongguo caizheng jingji chubanshe], 2004), p. 57.
Several sources in the county government estimated that the average township would
receive at least 1000 documents per year from higher levels. In the past, the figure was even
higher as administrative offices are no longer allowed to issue documents directly to the
township level. These documents must now pass through the County Party Committee.
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Table 5.10 Actual Work Units of Township Agricultural Workers
Percent

Agency/Station
Agricultural Extension Station

nongji zhan

26

Family Planning Office

jisheng

26

As sent-down village cadres

xiapai cunji ganbu

11

Social Insurance Organization

shehui baoxian zu

9

Township government office

xiangzhen zhengfu bangongshi

7

Party and Government

dang zheng ban

3

Agricultural supply business

nongzi

2

Industrial Estate Management Committee

gongyuan qu guanli

Industrial and Commercial Office

gongmao

Urban Planning Office

chengzhen guihua ban

Urbanization and Civilization Office

chengjian M>enming ban

Residential Area

shequ

Projects and Investment Office

zhaoshang

Ecological Office

shengtai

ban

chuangshou
weiyuanhui

ban

ban
ban

* Individual responses were county judiciary {zhifa ju), industrial estate
Livestock Project Office {xumu xiangmu
(minzheng
fazhan

(gongyeyuan).

ban)-, the township-level Civil Affairs Office

ban), police station (paichusuo).

Economic Development Office

ban). New Socialist Countryside Office {shehui

zhuyi

xin nongcun

(jingji
ban),

Planning Office {guihua ban) and the Residential Community Office {shequ ban).
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Table 5.10 indicates that in 2005 only 26 percent of Benghai's agricultural
extension workers actually worked as extension agents, with an equal number working
for the Family Planning Office. Given that sent-down village cadres have been shown to
spend most of their time on family planning work, at least 37 percent of extension
agents were devoting all or most of their time to implement family planning policy.
Moreover, the figure for full-time extension agents was almost certainly an
overestimate. Many extension agents held "concurrent posts" (Jianzhi)

making it

difficult to determine whether their main work was agricultural extension or the duties
associated with their "concurrent post". Where possible, these extension agents were
asked what the bulk of their work entailed, but where it was not possible to interview
them, it was assumed that their main task was agricultural extension. Even staff who
were officially listed as "full-time" {zhuanzhi) extension agents often admitted that they
did little or no extension work. The head of Datong Town extension station, who was
annually awarded the title of "excellent" (youxiii) by the county Agricultural Committee
for his extension work, admitted that since 2001 he was lucky to spend more than thirty
days each year doing his job.
In the course of spending time in different township offices, the lack of physical
boundaries between different township agencies was striking. In many townships,
several agencies shared the same office. In one township, five different agencies shared
one small room: the Agricultural Extension Station, the Agricultural Economics Station
(nongjing zhan), the Social Insurance Organization {shebao zu), the Poverty Alleviation
Office {fupin ban), and the Broadcasting and Culture Station {guangbo wenhua

zhan).

These five agencies shared three desks. The other agencies whose signs are pictured in
Photograph 5.1 are (from back to front): the general administraitive office (zonghe
the People's Congress {renda), narcotics traffic {Jindu), legal popularization

ban),
(pufa).
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letter and petitions (xinfang), agricultural industrialisation {nongye chanyehua)

and the

Ecological Office {shengtai).
- I

Photograph 5.1 The Profusion of Township Government Agencies

Lack of physical separation between different agencies made it easy for
township leaders to mobilize staff in a collective manner, and encouraged staff to think
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of themselves as working for the township government, rather than a particular ministry.
At both the township
the preferred

and village level, neotraditional

method for completing

campaign-style

mobilization

was

the tasks set by higher levels. It was common to

visit townships and discover that only a handful of staff remained in the office.^^'
Enquiring as to the whereabouts of their colleagues, it would emerge that township staff
members had departed en masse for one administrative village, typically for "thought
work" {sixiang gongzuo)

or inspections related to family planning, often under the

guidance of a work team {gongzuo

xiaozu)

composed of cadres from the county

government. Similarly, at the village level, it was common for all village cadres to
throw themselves into a single task, such as "persuading" a young woman to have an
abortion, or dealing with a social disturbance or dispute, such as the theft of power lines
(to obtain copper wire) or a dispute between neighbours.
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Being "dragged into" administrative work raises an issue in service delivery: if
all township workers act collectively and coercively in carrying out their work, there is
little hope that villagers will take seriously efforts at service-oriented governance by the
same set of cadres. The distinction between an expert providing advice on livestock
diseases and the unfortunate cadre charged with pursuing pregnant women to the next
province is lost if the former can, on any given day, be charged with the latter's
mission. ^^^ Rather than occupying a "blurred boundary" between state and society,
extension agents will be viewed by the fanners as agents of state coercion.

Staff numbers in township governments are impossible to estimate, but all townships had at
least 50 staff, and many of them had more than one hundred.
While the literature gives the impression that most land disputes arise as a result of local
government capriciousness, I found that most land disputes arose as a result of conflicts
between neighbours, particularly in relation to house construction, which was undergoing a
mini-boom in villages close to the township or county seat.
All village women's cadres interviewed had recently undertaken such expeditions to urban
centres several going as far as Shenzhen, a two-day trip by train. These pursuits made up a
large proportion of family planning expenses. Asked whether they were always able to track
down the women, the women's cadres claimed a 100 percent success rate.
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Higher-level pressure to "integrate" (jicheng) township offices has—perhaps
unwittingly—reinforced this trend towards campaign-style work. Many of the newlycreated offices, such as the Urbanization and Civilization Office,^^^ and the Economic
Development Office, have absorbed several former township agencies into one body.
The oft-encountered Township Economic Development Office (/'/"g/' fazhan

ban)

subsumed five agencies: urbanization (cheng jian), civilization establishment {wenming
chuangjian), projects and investment (zhaoshang), township enterprise {xiangzhen

qiye),

and collective economy {minying jingji). These newly-created entities drew on staff
from a variety of township agencies. One township's Urbanization and Civilization
Office had seven staff: two administrative cadres, two from the Agricultural Extension
Station, one from the Agricultural Economics Station, one from the Broadcasting and
Culture Station, and one from the Urbanization Station (chengjian ban). These newlycreated entities ultimately answer to one person: the township Party secretary. Many
interviewees referred to the township government as a "single chessboard" (yi pan qi),
and made it clear that the sole chess player is the Party secretary.
The centralized, collective style of township governance is reflected in the
expansion of the township administration office. Seven percent of extension agents have
been drafted to work in this office. Typically located at the entrance to the township
government headquarters, I found it to be the most consistently busy office in all the
townships. Township leaders were often kept busy attending meetings in the county seat,
or further afield in search of investment and project funds, so the township office, and
particularly the office manager (bangongshi

zhuren),

controlled the daily flow of

information from higher levels. Even though the office manager's word was not final

The task of these Orwellian-sounding agencies was urban beautification, or in the words of
one director, "Realising the four transformations"—"beautification" (me; hua), installing street
lights or "illumination" {Hang hua), "cleansing" {jing hua) or knocking down "Illegal" buildings, and
extending the network of paved roads in the township seat or "solidification" {ying hua).
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{bu suan shu), as he (all the office managers I've encountered have been men) is
expected only to act on behalf of an absent Party secretary, the office manager exerts
considerable informal power, and is much sought after as an intermediary.
One agency that features prominently in Table 5.10 is the Social Insurance
Organization {shebao zu), which answers to the county Labour and Social Security
Bureau {laodong yu shehui baoxian ju). These offices were set up recently as part of a
national initiative to provide a basic social security net in rural areas by encouraging
farmers to contribute towards their own old-age pensions. The office itself does not
wield much influence, and tended to be a dumping ground for young graduates and
unqualified county and township staff, such as laid-off drivers and well-connected exservicemen. The Benghai staff of this new agency admitted that few farmers had been
persuaded to voluntarily join the pension system. They were starting with village cadres
and hoping to expand the coverage to other rural Party members. However, as one
village cadre pointed out, "How can you call it voluntary? They just took it straight out
of our wages." China's deputy Auditor General, Xu Xiaoming, was quoted on the
B B C ' s Chinese-language website admitting that 30.8 billion yuan of China's social
security funds had been "misappropriated" (nuoyong)

in 2006.^^' This figure did not

include data from Shanghai, where a large pension scandal broke in 2006, leading to the
removal of the city's Party secretary, Chen Liangyu.
The Ecological Office {shengtai ban) was found in only two townships, one of
which was Datong Town. In effect, it operated as an extension station, as its employees
were former extension agents, and the county Agricultural Committee still treated them
as part of the formal extension system, sending them the same documents and

Zhongguo Cha Chu 308 Yi Shebao Jijin Bei Nuoyong [China Discovers that 30.8 Billion Yuan
in Social Insurance Funds have been Misappropriated] BBC World Service, 15 March 2007
[cited 20 May 2007], Available from
.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/chinese/simp/hi/newsid_6450000/newsid_6452800/6452841.stm.
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information as other township extension stations received. The walls of its office were
festooned with charts showing an inexorable increase in the area of arable land
cultivated under conditions of "ecological agriculture" {shengtai nongye). The language
of the international environment movement had permeated as far as rural Anhui, to be
manifested in a concept that was never precisely defined, and was subject neither to
independent certification nor a set of production standards.
However, the Datong Town Ecological Office was the most chronically underresourced extension station I visited, even though it served the largest (in terms of the
area of cultivated land) township in the county. By contrast, the much smaller
neighbouring township of Wuchao Shan had five full-time extension workers (one for
each administrative village) and could boast some of the most

comprehensive

agricultural extension services in the county.
The Datong Town government had not only exercised its control over personnel
and finances by diverting staff and funds away from agricultural extension, it had also
decisively exercised its control over the third power, materials {wu). The former twostorey agricultural extension station, located across the street from the township
government, had been auctioned off and was now a clothing store.

Gathering

information about this sensitive topic was difficult, but most interviewees estimated that
two-thirds of agricultural extension stations had been sold off to raise funds for cashstarved township governments. The remainder served as accommodation for the
township extension agents. Only one of the 16 townships maintained a full-equipped
extension station. It faced the township government building, located above an
agricultural supplies shop or "service window" (fuwu chuangkou)?^^

As selling off the
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Although only one township had a "service window" many station heads nominated this as
the first thing they would establish if their station were to see an increase in its operational
budget.
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extension stations was the norm, I was intrigued to find out what prevented township
governments from selling off this asset.
The fully-functioning extension station was an anomaly. The building had been
finished in 1999, constructed with assistance from a foreign donor. As the donor
maintained links with the county government, it was impolitic to sell it off, although
half of the staff had been assigned other duties. More commonly, the presence of an
influential and experienced extension agent could prevent—or at least delay—the sale
of assets.
In one township close to the county seat, arrangements had been made to sell off
the extension station to the county government. The building was in good condition,
having been built with assistance from the World Bank in 1987, but by 2003 plans had
been drawn up to build a "district"^^^ courthouse on the site, as it occupied a prime
location at the juncture of three townships. The crucial agent in preventing the sale was
not the station head, but an agricultural machinery technician who had worked in the
township for two decades and had built up extensive connections in the county and
township governments. This allowed him to arrange face-to-face meetings with the
township Party secretary and township head, the county's deputy Party secretary in
charge of agriculture, the county head, and finally the county Party secretary. While he
was successful in persuading the government not to sell it off, he saw it as only a
temporary stay. He noted, "The township government still has this patch of land in mind,
and will sell it off given half a chance."
Not all townships had extension agents with influence and experience. The
constant succession of reforms and mergers meant that most extension agents frequently
changed townships, preventing them from developing loyalty to a particular township
After 1992, the district no longer existed as a formal level of government, but the county
government often behaved as though it did.
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extension station. One animal husbandry expert reflected that in two decades of
employment he had never stayed in one post for more than three years.
There are marked differences in the condition of agricultural extension services
between townships, even though they are all subject to similar pressures from the
county government. The township leaders are not entirely without agency in deciding
the priorities within their bailiwicks. To what extent does the formal assessment system
shape the actions (and inaction) of township governments?

The Annual

Assessment

A consistent theme of intei-views was the changing nature of "work pressure" {gongzuo
yali) over time. Much of this concern involved coping with pressure to perform certain
tasks in order to obtain a promotion, or at least keep one's post. The formal
manifestation of this pressure was the personal annual assessment {kaohe) and township
annual assessment {kaoping), which was conducted at the end of each year and affected
both the salaries of staff and their prospects of promotion. Extension agents and station
heads were asked, "What influences does the annual assessment have on you?"

Township Staff
For township staff, the assessment has three main aspects: political thought (sixiang
biaoxian), professional work {yewu gongzuo), and peer evaluations {qunzhong toupiao).
As outlined in Chapter Three, the personal assessment is increasingly detailed, and
involves the quantification of the seemingly unquantifiable, such as the standard of
one's "political thought". It was not criticised by ordinary extension agents for
demonstrating the lack of trust their superiors had in their work, rather it was simply
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dismissed as unfair and a waste of time. Typical responses included, "it's just for the
sake of appearances; it doesn't have any useful function" {shi zhong xingshi,
qidao

zuoyong),

meiyou

or "the annual assessment is just a matter of going through the

motions" {kaohe zhi shi zou guochang).
it was an "unfair" {bu gongzheng)

Older technicians in particular complained that

assessment system, and that the only real criteria for

success was "two words: listen obediently [to your immediate superiors]" {hang ge zi:
ting hua).
It was also constant reminder to agricultural extension staff that their main
mission is not providing agricultural extension services to farmers, and that the ideal of
rural development embodied in the annual assessments diverged from that of the
Ministry of Agriculture. As one agent noted:
The evaluators are assessing your achievements in carrying out administrative tasks,
but there's practically no reference to your professional achievements, and no one could
be bothered to assess that. So it doesn't matter how brilliantly you do your real job,
you'll never be assessed as "excellent" (youxiu).
An agricultural machinery technician echoed this:
The measurable outcomes of the annual assessment are all related to administrative
work, so any work you do in providing extension services simply won't show up in it.
This forces us to put more energy into administrative tasks, and it's easy to forget about
agricultural technology, about providing extension services, and this has a big influence
on the development of these services.
Being assessed as excellent is essential to promotion to a leadership position.
Designation as excellent is bestowed upon ten to fifteen percent of the staff each year.
Staff members who receive the title for three consecutive years jump to the next salary
level, and are likely to be promoted to station head, deputy station head, or head of
another township agency. The aim of many younger staff members, particularly in
remote townships, is to find a way out, preferably to a county government agency, or at
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least to a township closer to the county seat.^^^ Stories of impending drastic cuts to
township staff (the most common rumour involved a 60 to 80 percent staff cut), or even
the complete abolition of the township level of government, have increased these
pressures.
Unsurprisingly, staff who regularly performed well in the annual evaluations
tended to support them. The extension station chief for Wuchao Shan Township, who
had recently obtained a pay rise after obtaining the title of "excellent cadre" for three
consecutive years, claimed, "It's fair. Absolutely fair. Everyone is assessed at the same
time, from the township leaders to ordinary workers. There's mutual assessment. As
some people say, I don't have any wondrous achievements (gonglao) to show off, but I
toil (kulao) away. [Scoring well in] the annual assessment is recognition of that."
However, not all of those who scored well in the annual assessment believed
that it made much difference. The head of Datong Town extension station, who was
also regularly awarded the "excellent" moniker, doubted that the assessment was taken
seriously by anyone, even by those who administered it: "The annual assessment is an
empty exercise. It's hard to say how much influence it really has. Those with higherlevel connections might be rated poorly by their peers, and yet they still end up being
promoted. Plenty of others with no one helping out backstage (meiyou houtai)

might

score well in the assessment every year, but their position and wages remain the same."
Another station head thought that unwarranted personal influence was reflected in the
results of the assessment itself, noting that "The assessment is mostly about personal
connections. There are plenty of unrecognized, hardworking technicians who will never
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This preference arose from the (partly self-fulfilling) disparity in service provision between
townships. For many township government workers, their main concern was the education of
their children. It was widely known that schools in the county seat and in wealthier townships
attracted better teachers and enjoyed more funding. Cultural factors, such as the availability of
entertainment, were also mentioned by interviewees.

260

261

score well in the assessment, while those who excel in cultivating relationships with
their superiors reap unjustifiable rewards."

Township Leaders
While many extension staff viewed the annual assessment as an empty bureaucratic
charade, everyone agreed that it affected the actions of township Party leaders, in
particular the Party secretary. An extreme emphasis on family planning arising from the
pressures of the annual assessment, in particular the influence of the "one strike
rejection" {yi piao foujue),

was apparent at both the township and the village levels, and

was manifested in the way township Party secretaries distributed their staff (Table 5.10).
One station head, who recently saw three of his ten staff moved to the township
Family Planning Office (jisheng ban), explained that "If your township has over-quota
births, it doesn't matter how successful you've been in carrying out other tasks, or how
hard you've worked, you're finished. If family planning isn't done properly, you've
failed totally." Another township extension

station head added, "The

township

leadership's work is basically about coping with all the inspections by the upper levels,
there's no thought of taking the lead in developing the region. Grassroots cadres need to
be liberated from these endless inspections, and placed under the direct management of
the county level. Then we won't all be dragged into work stemming from the one-strike
rejection".
Several technicians called for agricultural extension to be made part of the
annual assessment for township cadres, but many also saw the contradiction between
the obsession with pseudo-scientific quantification inherent in the annual assessment,
and the nature of agricultural extension services. Even at the height of the campaign to
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increase the area of land under hybrid rice cultivation, it was only a "soft priority" {ruan
zhibiao) for township governments. As one station head noted, "-The adoption of hybrid
rice is almost universal,

so now the resuhs of agricultural

aren't readily visible [to one's superiors] (biaoxian

technology

bu zhiguan),

extension

work

so after the reforms,

extension workers were largely transferred to other areas, such as finance, tax, family
planning, and township construction."^^^ Results had to be visible and

quantifiable.

An older technician captured the dilemma succinctly, "agricultural extension
services have always had the problem that there is no concrete way to quantify them as
targets, making it very difficuh to implement
and punishments:'

a set of management

guidelines,

rewards

This was confirmed by a cadre from the Party Organizational Bureau,

the department which manages the kaohe for Party cadres and the kaoping for township
governments. As he explained, "when an inspection team from the higher levels arrives
for a couple of days, how can it discern whether the rice yield is close to optimal for our
agricultural conditions? Of course they can't know if the yield is a hundred kilograms
per mu less than it ought to be. It's not something you can see. But they can see newlypaved roads or newly-buiU office buildings."
Township governments face a variety of assessments, which are crucial to the
prospects of promotion of township leaders. The pressure is felt most by the township
Party secretary, with a smaller effect on the township head, followed by the deputy
Party secretaries, deputy township heads, and finally the chiefs of various agencies.
New priorities and tasks are added to the township government's annual assessments in
tune with shifting national priorities. The basic approach of the assessments are constant.
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Grain yield is, of course, quantifiable. But this extension agent was making the point that the
main thrust of the current extension service—promoting direct seeding and teaching farmers
how to use less pesticide and fertilizer—did not produce an increase in government revenues or
visible outcomes to show their superiors. In the case of direct seeding, where rice was no longer
sown in straight row, it actually made the countryside appear less orderly.
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regardless of whether the content concerns family planning, attracting projects and
investment, maintaining social stability (all discussed in Chapter 3), or the most recent
central government policy direction—facilitating the establishment of grassroots rural
organizations.

The new central government initiative to establish grassroots organizations
(jiceng zuzhi) was welcomed by the county leadership, as Benghai had experimented
with different types of farmers' organizations since the 1990s. Much of the impetus
came

from an

international

poverty

alleviation project, which

assisted

in the

establishment of different types of farmers' cooperatives: white lotus, tea and bamboo
growers' associations; a rural women's shoe-making cooperative; water users' groups;
community revolving credit associations; and ecological agriculture associations, which
assisted communities in establishing methane gas collectors.

Of these different organizations, the most successful has been the community
revolving credit associations, which are now promoted by the county

Poverty

Alleviation Bureau. Due to the small scale of these credit associations (10,000 to 20,000
yuan was managed by a single villager small group), the risk of predation by village
leaders was less significant. Agricultural associations had yielded

demonstrable

economic benefits. Associations to promote ecological agriculture served as vehicles for
the dissemination of new agricultural technologies, particularly IPM. The White Lotus
Producers' Association provided access to lucrative urban markets in Shanghai and
Hangzhou.
However, farmers' associations faced a common set of problems that threatened
their long-term viability. Farmers' cooperatives lacked legal status, and thus were prone
to capture by local governments once profits were generated. A Chinese Academy of
Sciences survey of Benghai County's farmers' associations concluded that conflict
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between the elected heads of a profitable organic tea growers' association and village
leaders was "inevitable" after the foreign project wound up. Once captured, the
associations continued to function as associations on paper, as they were useful in
meeting the requirements of higher-level inspection teams. Even before the international
development project concluded, two-thirds of water users' groups existed in name only.
For many associations, conflicts between commercial realities and social and welfare
functions often arose.
The 2007 assessment method and assessment criteria for establishing grassroots
organizations

in Benghai County are translated

in Appendix

5A. Despite

the

democratic ring of the term "grassroots organizations", the main goal of this new
initiative is manifestly Maoist. The primary aim is to increase the reach of the Party in
rural areas. Rural residents who are involved in organizing grassroots organizations will
be encouraged to join the Party, while rural Party members are encouraged to become
involved in setting up and running grassroots organizations.
The self-image of the Party spelt out in the assessment criteria is far from M a o ' s
vision. More than half of the Party's new recruits are to be "wealthy individuals with
leadership skills" {zhifu daitou ren), and existing Party members are to be assisted on
the road to wealth. Simply toiling away on the farm is not acceptable; paid employment
must be arranged. This attitude echoes the county Party Organization Bureau C h i e f s
claim that poor Party members are useless: "When they speak no one listens; if they try
to achieve something, the farmers just ignore them".
Establishing farmers' organizations should—in theory—require a less coercive
approach than assessments to ensure the completion of unpopular tasks, such as
enforcing national birth control policies. Yet the medicine of the annual assessments
remains the same: an emphasis on visible and quantifiable results, an overt linking of
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these results to the political prospects of township Party leaders, and the proliferation of
"one-strike rejection" items faced by the township government. While all bureaucracies
are subject to the discipline of audits, it is striking h o w explicit this assessment is in
seeking the approbation of higher levels (by promoting good news stories about the
establishment of grassroots organizations in o n e ' s township) and avoiding disapproval
(oral, or worse yet, written criticism), particularly from the provincial government. The
heart of the assessment is far f r o m the grassroots.

Inter-Township

Differences:

The Question of Agency

The differences between the qualities of agricultural extension services are not, as I had
first presumed, primarily a function of the relative wealth of each region. In the
wealthiest township, X u a n y a n g Town, the head of the extension station lamented:
Agricultural extension services in this township are deteriorating. After the
amalgamation (of two townships), for a time we had 16 extension workers, but now
only two of them are engaged in extension work. All of our extension funds have been
siphoned off {nuoyong) for other uses. You can't change your fate - y o u ' v e been
ignored {hushi) by the township leaders.
The station head had been drafted into the N e w Socialist Countryside Office in 2006. Of
the two workers left in agricultural extension, one effectively spent all her time working
for the township administration office. The other worker, an animal husbandry expert,
spent half of his time as a sent-down village cadre. V/hen asked who was actually
running the extension station, he replied, " T h a t ' s a good question. N o one really." All
that remained of the extension station were two desks in an unmarked room on the first
floor of the t o w n s h i p government building.
In Datong Town, the largest township in terms of the area of arable land and the
second wealthiest township in Benghai, the state of agricultural extension services was
also poor. After the amalgamation of three townships in 2004, the D a t o n g Town
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government had 25 extension agents at its disposal. It then set about disposing of them.
Ten of them were immediately transferred to other agencies. The remaining fifteen staff
were farmed out, one by one, until only two remained. The original extension station
building had been auctioned off. It could be seen from the window of the Ecological
Office, where the station head admitted he spent less than thirty days each year on
extension work. The office was usually deserted.
Five kilometres to the north, in Wuchao Shan Township, the government had
retained five of its ten agricultural extension agents. Three had been dispatched to the
Family Planning Office, one worked as a sent-down cadre, and one spent most of the
year outside the county doing the bidding of the Investment and Projects Office
{zhaoshang

ban). The remaining staff members were largely free to concentrate on

extension work, and they received a disproportionate number of agricultural projects
from the county and provincial governments. The township government even provided
a small amount of support to promote direct seeding. Even though this only amounted to
200 yuan per technician, it was the only instance I uncovered of a township government
actually providing project funds {xiangmu zijin) from its own coffers for extension work.
This township was seen as the "spoilt child" of the county, as it was allowed to
run higher levels of debt and expenditure than other townships, and historically received
more largesse from higher levels of government. This was attributed to the presence of
influential figures in the county government who hailed form Wuchao Shan (such as the
Finance Bureau chief), and to the fact that one of Benghai's most influential industrial
conglomerates had originated in this township.
Many contributing factors behind inter-township differences were mentioned by
interviewees. The presence of a lucrative cash crop in the township (such as white lotus)
with the potential to contribute to local government finances could encourage resources
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to be directed towards agricultural extension. As noted above, a relatively senior or
influential employee

working

in the extension

station can successfully

pressure

township and county leaders not to sell off assets for short-term profit. Greater pressures
to achieve birth control targets in more populous townships led to more extension
agents being drafted into family planning work, either with the Family Planning Office
or as sent-down village cadres. Merged townships were more likely to have a greater
proportion of staff transferred away f r o m agricultural extension work, as the mergers
had provided a one-off opportunity for restructuring township governments. Weaker
agencies, such as agricultural extension stations, tended to lose staff and resources.
There were, however, exceptions to all these trends.

One factor was consistent across all townships. Ultimately, the amount of
resources devoted to agricultural extension came down to the attitude of one person: the
township Party Secretary. All interviewees agreed that Party secretaries owed their
loyalties to the county, as most of them had already served in at least one county Party
or government agency. All Party secretaries saw their long-term careers in the county
seat, where they typically had one or more residences. While they all faced similar
formal and informal pressures from above, the sheer number and variety of pressures
f r o m higher levels meant that township leaders had to make decisions as to where scarce
administrative resources would be directed. While certain areas, such as family planning
and social stability, could never be neglected, there were marked differences in the
types of factional networks at the county level and above that they could d r a w upon for
resources. To a great extent, this determined their "development strategies."

The Party secretary of Datong Town, for example, saw no need to waste
resources on farmers, and he spent practically all of his time outside the county, doing
his best to land lucrative government-funded infrastructure projects as well as private
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investment. The motivation for his behaviour, in addition to enhancing his long-term
political prospects, was simple: Money. It was widely known that township Party
secretary positions were bought. Wealthier townships, such as Datong, commanded a
better price than remote mountainous townships. As one county official remarked, "He
made a substantial investment. He has only three years to make sure that he gets his
money back. No one wants to make a loss {kui hen).''

Conclusions
From the perspective of the township extension stations, a switch from area {kuai) to
vertical (tiao) management would reduce arbitrary interference from township leaders
and allow agricultural extension technicians to spend more time advising farmers. But
there are ingredients in the current medicine of rural governance that are anathema to
service provision, and will undermine attempts to transform township governments into
service-oriented agencies. Without a move away from the practice of administrative
coercion, and the "one-strike rejection" that gives rise to it, the local state will continue
to view farmers as problems, rather than as clients or citizens. Without public and
transparent recruitment processes for government posts, local government will serve the
"shadow state", preferencing the employment of friends and relatives over directing
funds to meeting farmers' needs.
An increasingly elaborate system of audits and inspections imposed by higher
levels of government, aside from occupying a considerable amount of the extension
agents' time, served to remind them that their main duty was carrying out "central
work" {zhongxin gongzuo), that is, the main administrative tasks set down by township
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Party leaders. Unlike in other studies of "audit cultures",^^^ extension agents were not
frustrated that these audits demonstrated the lack of trust of higher levels of government;
they did not expect such trust. Rather they were disillusioned that the audits were
incapable of assessing their professional competence or the success of agricultural
extension work in their townships. Nearly half a century after the Great Leap Forward,
it is still more important to be "red"—at least in terms of loyalty to the local Party
branch—than "expert." Inspections and audits focused on intangibles such as one's
"political thought" or "diligence" and were designed to measure one quality: obedience
to the local Party leaders.
For ordinary township and county government staff members with little prospect
of obtaining a promotion, the current audit system provides little motivation. While an
inspection team from higher levels is visiting, they may be diligent. But with limited
prospects of promotion and inadequate agency over their daily work, ordinary local
government staff lack initiative and shirk their duties, a situation described as "One day
of being a monk; one day of ringing a bell" {zuo yi tian heshang, zhuangyi tian zhong).
While township extension agents did not occupy a blurred boundary between the
farmers and the state, they did frequently find themselves at odds with how the local
state operated. One crucial point of departure was the ongoing tendency for the Party to
trump the government in the allocation of resources and tasks. This was manifested in
the superior treatment enjoyed by administrative cadres relative to service cadres. The
former had largely been untouched by waves of administrative reforms. Extension
agents were frustrated that despite their superior professional qualifications they were
more vulnerable than administrative cadres to lose their jobs in streamlining reforms,
and often found themselves being assigned work according to the "whims" of local
Marilyn S t r a t h e r n , ed. Audit Cultures: Anthropological
the Academy ( L o n d o n : R o u t l e d g e , 2000).

Studies

in Accountability,

Ethics

and

269

270

Party leaders. Moreover, they expressed deep unease at the "privatization" of political
power, particularly the purchasing of senior government and Party posts. Grassroots
extension agents share neither the development ideals, nor the motivation of their
political masters. They hold different ideas of what constitutes appropriate or exemplary
behaviour. The local state is fundamentally incoherent at the township level. Does the
situation change as we move a step closer to the centre, and examine the workings of
the county government?
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A p p e n d i x 5A Benghai County Rural Grassroots Organization Building Assessment
Method

To all township Party committees: Below is the Benghai County Rural Grassroots
Organization

Building

Assessment

Method.

Please

implement

it

earnestly

and

thoroughly.

Benghai County Party Organization Bureau

In order to advance and strengthen the leading role of the Party in rural work, to
ceaselessly improve the overall standard of rural grassroots organizations throughout
the county, this method is established on the basis of the Chinese Communist Party
Constitution, the Statute of the C C P on Building Grassroots Rural Organizations, and
the Central

Committee's

Document

No. 26 (Recommendations

for

Tri-Level

Linkages in Deepening the Development of the Party in Rural Areas) and other
regulations.

1. G u i d i n g Principles
Under the guidance of D e n g Xiaoping Theory and the Important Thought of the Three
Represents, thoroughly

and comprehensively

implement

a scientific approach

to

development, stick closely to the establishment of a prosperous Benghai County, the
goal of building a harmonious society, taking "creativity and linkages between the three
levels"

{sanji

lian

chuang)

as the means, driven by reformist spirit, give prominence to

the principles of "Attending to the grassroots, strengthening the foundations, attending
to implementation, taking every opportunity, attending to practical results, seeking
The "three levels" (san ji) are the village, township and county.
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innovation, attending to due process, promoting durable results". Ceaselessly promote
the establishment and improvement of grassroots organizations, to provide a cast-iron
organizational guarantee for successfully building the New Socialist Countryside.

2. Assessment Method
Establishing rural grassroots organizations is assessed out of 100 points on the basis of
point scoring and subtraction. On the basis of the final tally, each township will be
evaluated as being of either first, second or third rank. The assessment consists of three
components: marks awarded to township agencies, routine inspections, and the main
inspections.
Factors influencing the gain or loss of marks include inspections by teams from higher
levels of government, innovation in work methods, and fulfillment of the appended
tasks.
i) Marks awarded to township agencies (10 points). Depending on their success in
completing tasks set by the county Party Committee and Party Organization Bureau, at
the end of each year each agency will be awarded marks which are averaged across the
township.
ii) Routine inspections (20 points). The county Party Organization Bureau will
conduct unannounced inspections to assess the situation of establishing rural grassroots
organizations; the inspections will cover phase-dependent {jieduan xing) work and
regular work. Phase-dependent work will be evaluated as 20 marks, averaged over all
visits. Where work has been undertaken in timely fashion, full marks will be awarded.
Work that is behind schedule will receive half marks, and work that has yet to be
undertaken will receive no marks.
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iii) The main inspections and assessments (70 points). These will be conducted
biannually. The mid-year inspection is worth 20 points, while the end-of-year inspection
is worth 50 points. The assessment will involve listening to reports {ting

huibao),

inspecting documentary materials {cha ziliao), and interviewing ordinary people {wen
qunzhong).

The detailed rules for the assessment will be outlined by the county Leading

Group for Establishing Grassroots Organizations. Before each inspection, on the basis
of the work schedule, appropriate and substantial adjustments should be made. The
details of the 2007 assessment are appended.
iv) Higher level inspections. For each central government inspection conducted, three
points should be added (two points for provincial level; one point for prefectural level).
Four points (three points for provincial level, two points for prefectural level) shall be
added for townships that receive written commendation. Two points (one point for
provincial and prefectural level) should be deducted for verbal criticisms, and three
points (two points for provincial level, one point for prefectural level) for written
criticisms.

v) Innovative work. Three points should be added for townships that receive
commendation awards at the provincial or prefectural level; whose "model experience"
{dianxing jingyan)

is adopted and promoted by the provincial or prefectural government;

or whose experiences are called upon at provincial- or prefectural-level meetings; or if
the provincial or prefectural authorities hold an on-site meeting {xianchang

hui). Two

points should be added for county-level commendations and meetings. A maximum of
five points may be awarded for this category, and points do not accrue for items that are
duplicated.
vi) Additional tasks. Some townships will be designated additional tasks by the county
Party Committee or Party Organization Bureau. Depending on the degree of complexity,
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one to two points will be awarded for each successfully completed task, while half a
point will be deducted if the tasks are not completed according to requirements.
Townships which are not set additional tasks will not receive additional points.
In accordance with the requirements of the "Notice Concerning the Investigative,
Information and Propaganda Work of Inspection Teams" (Benghai County Party
Organization Bureau Document no. 29), one point will be added each year for
townships that meet the basic requirements for reporting information to higher levels
(one published article or 12 news items); three points will be added for each article
published in provincial-level professional journals (two points for prefectural level).
Short news items receive half the number of points. The maximum amount awarded for
this item is five points. Articles or news items covering the same topic will not be
double counted.
vii). Veto items (foujue xiangmu).

If the following circumstances arise, townships

cannot obtain the highest rank in the assessment.
a) Party fees have not been paid according to regulations;
b) The expansion of female representation within the Party has not met the regulatory
requirements;
c) The requirements for submitting research articles and news items has not obtained a
score of at least three points;

d) The township has received written criticism from provincial or prefectural authorities.

3. The Effect of Assessment Results
i) According to the annual assessment results, six to eight townships will be designated
by the county Party Organization Bureau as first grade; one or two will be designated as
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third grade; with the others being designated as second grade. Townships that are
designated third grade will receive "special management" and assistance from the
prefectural and county authorities to build themselves up to standard {zheng

jian).

Townships which are designated as first grade for two consecutive years will be
nominated by the county to receive the prefectural title of "The Five Best Township
Party Committees". Commendations will be subject to flexible management; work units
that have already received commendations will be required to re-nominate for the next
round of appraisal.
ii) The assessment results will be essential data in determining the work achievements,
awards, punishments and future appointments of township Party secretaries, deputy
Party secretaries, grassroots organization Party committee members, and appointed
cadres. Party leaders in townships singled out for "special management" by the
prefecture and county will receive warnings (jie mian) and not be eligible to receive the
title of "excellent" iyouxiu)
townships
to other
iii) Each

that are designated

in their personal annual assessment. Party secretaries
as third grade for tM'o successive years will be

in

assigned

duties.
year a number of excellent Party cadres will be chosen to receive

commendations. They will be drawn from cadres in first-grade townships, as well as
outstanding grassroots organization chiefs and professional association heads in secondgrade townships.
iv) Internal departmental briefings and websites will establish work report columns, to
provide notice of work results, relevant inspections, and the supervision situation in
each township. Procedures shall be transparent, concrete achievements will be affirmed,
problems will be pointed out, underlying difficulties will be analysed, and ideas for
rectification and improvement put forward.
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Copies circulated to: County and Prefectural Party Organization Bureaus.

Attaclied: Detailed rules for the assessment of Grassroots Organization Establishment
Work.
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Assessment Standard

Method

Establishing the village Part>' branches and village cadre ranks (22)
1. Ongoing strengthening

of the village Party branch (14)

A. The "two committees" {Jiang wei) are established (1); all systems are Examine
in place (2); adhering to a duty roster and keeping records (2)

documents,

B. The village Party leading groups has convened one "Democratic
meeting" {minzhu shenghuo hiii) each year (1)

meetmg
records,
C. Rural Education Program {nongcim zhuti jiaoyu huodong) has been.
mterview.
grasped; all materials and software are in place (5)
Deduct item
D. Some problems have been resolved (3)

by item for
each village

2. Act as conduit in providing services, improve quality of cadres (8)
A. The village had established a "serving the People" spot {wei
quan cheng daili dian) and related work has been carried out (2)

minExamine
documents'

B. There is a sign and a site (1); relevant structures and procedures deduct
shown on the wall of the village HQ (1); there is a register and a list of points
undertakings (2)

taking

local

C. 95 percent of items associated with the program completed, public
•r •
•
r 1
no
into account
satisfaction rating of at least 98 percent (2)
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Establishing the ranks of Part>' members (35)
392

3. Earnestly
campaign.

organize
The function

and iniplement

the "Three Cultivations"

(san ge

peiyang)

of Party pioneers and models to be fully realized (9)

A. The village has implemented concrete measures associated with the
"Three Cultivations" campaign (2)
B. Have set down an annual plan (1) and a summary of work (1)
C.

Earnestly

organize

and

implement

the

"Three

C u l t i v a t i o n s "

As above

movement (3)
D. Allowed Party members with the ability to assist impoverished
villagers to do so; this has visible results (2)
4. Stress the importance

of Party members'

work, strengthen

the structure

and

quality of Party ranks (7)
A. Implement

the joint

signing

and nomination

policy

(2)

and

impartiality (1)
B. Ensure that at least 27 percent of new members are women (2); a l ^ ^ above
least

60 percent

of new

members

possess

wealth,

initiative

and

leadership skills (zhifu daitou ren) (2)

The "three cultivations" involves "cultivating excellent wealthy and capable individuals
(youxiu zhifu nengshou) into Party members, cultivating Party members into wealthy and
capable individuals, and cultivate wealthy and capable Party members to become village
cadres."
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5. Strengthen the management of Party rank and file (9)
A. Have records proving that at least two activities were undertaken to
find employment for Party members. Have certificate to prove
employment (2)
B. Have system in place to manage turnover and migration of Party
members (1); carry out the "double impetus" {shuang xiang daidong)
campaign (1); earnestly implement the "two coverages" {Hang ge^^^
f u g a i f (1)
C. Support establishment of Party cells in professional associations (2)
D. Village has a fixed location for conducting Party activities, with
hardware and software in good order (2)
6. Implement the Food and Warmth Program (wen nuan gongcheng) (10)
A. Establish the ideology of the Program with the local Party cells (1)
B. Carry out a range of activities associated with the Program (4) with
As above
obvious results (1)
C. Keep thorough records of the Program (2)
Establish grassroots democratic practices (12)
7. Implement Party tasks and village government transparency (7)
A. Village has a "village affairs transparency noticeboard" {cunwu
gongkai Ian) (1)
B Have a system of procedures for transparency work (1) implement
As above
transparency in a timely and thorough manner (3)
C. The village Transparency Inspection Committee is able to carry out
its activities in a normal manner (2)

Party members must have a grassroots organization; grassroots organizations must have a
Party member.
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8. Implement a democratic management system (5)
A. All items relating to the wellbeing of villagers are discussed in a
timely manner at villagers' or villagers' representatives meetings (3)

As above

B. Party members and villagers' representatives have undertaken one
democratic evaluation of village cadres (2)
The work of appointed village Party secretaries (12)
9. The designated village Party group is stronger (3)
A. Able to support village Party work (1)
B. The village Party secretary has received the necessary training a n d ^ s above
there are records to prove this (2)
JO. The appearance (mianmao) of the village has visibly improved (6)
A. Any specific project funds have been spent appropriately, property
rights are clear, social stability was consistent, results were visible, the
project had a standardized and enforceable contract, and records were
kept(2)
B. Village infrastructure strengthened; villagers are obtaining tangible As above
benefits (2)
C. Plan drawn up for the maintenance of infrastructure (1); other funds
obtained have been made public and reported to the relevant county
agencies (1)
77. Cadres work earnestly and have strict standards (3)
A. Cadres have set down a three-year plan for implementing the New
Socialist Countryside programme, and annual plans (1)
B. Cadres kept a record of their work, and spent at least 22 days per
month on village work (1)

lAs above
I

C. Cadres ate and lived in the village, taking holidays, sick days, and!
engaging in business only as permitted
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Establishing rural service demonstration sites (6)
12. Rural service demonstration
with strong demonstrative

site established

and played clear role; set up sites.^

effect (6)

A. Each village had a demonstration site and records were kept (2); the As above
function of demonstration was clear (3)
B. Supported the demonstration site in building the Party branch (1)
Party members' poverty alleviation (8)
13. Village leaders prioritize

rural service, have on daily agenda (2)

A. Set up model for Party members' poverty alleviation fund (1)
B. Appointed political instructors for community funds (1)
14. Bodies established

and run in standardized

As above
i

L

manner (6)

A. Convened a village Party members' meeting for the community fund. Any
established management team and supervision team, and set up a irregularities
standardized system (2)

mean

this

B. Debit and credit procedures were mature and standardized (2)
scored
C. Management teams met on time; records were kept (2)

as

zero

Party cadre distance education (5)
15. Organize and set up (1)
Established leading group, appointed managers, qualified personnel Deduct
were assigned for each task (1)
16. Television-Internet
A.

Established

item by item

Program yielded visible results (4)

systems

for maintaining

equipment

and

viewing, As above

establish a workable curriculum (2)
B. At least one training session per month (including at least four
practical technical training sessions per year), the training record is full
and accurate, and the results of training are evident (2)
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Chapter 6 The County Agricultural Extension Centre
This chapter will explore the next higher level in the agricultural extension hierarchy,
the county agricultural technology extension centre {xianji nongji tuiguang zhongxin).

I

will first trace the position of the centre within the Agricultural Bureau, and the county
government as a whole.
This chapter will raise also questions to provide a snapshot of the complex
interactions between the county and township governments. How have administrative
reforms at the township level affected the outlook and political strategies of countylevel agencies? How do the county and township extension services interact under
conditions of "professional relations" {yewu guanxi),
relations" (lingdao

guanxi)

rather than the "leadership

that existed before township extension stations were

devolved from the county to the township governments? Are members of the county
extension service now subject to pressures to be involved in the county government's
"administrative work" {xingzheng shiwu), or are they free to carry out extension tasks?
If so, how do they go about their extension duties in the context of weakened township
and village extension services? In the context of shifting national agricultural priorities,
how unified are technicians of different specialties within the county extension centre?
Looking at the role of agriculture within the county as a whole, I ask can
agriculture still be seen as marginalized? If so, what factors might contribute to this? Is
the recently-launched New Socialist Countryside Program likely to change the status of
agriculture and will this program have an impact on rural governance in general? What
sort of development philosophy prevails in the county government, and how does this
affect the agricultural extension service and rural residents in general?
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Organizational Structure
Table 6.1 shows the position of the county agricultural technology extension centre in
the administrative hierarchy of the agricultural sector, which is under the control of the
county Agricultural Committee {xian mng wei). The Agricultural Committee was not
separate from the county extension centre, as government organization charts might
suggest. Rather, it was the core unit of agricultural policy making. The extension centre
would not undertake any extension projects without the Party Committee taking a
supervisory role, and it maintained close, day-to-day control over the allocation of tasks,
funding and personnel. The Party Committee and the extension centre share the same
building, with the Party Committee's administrative staff on the first floor, and
extension staff on the second floor, a reminder of their relative importance (key offices
are usually on lower floors).
The extension centre was under "line management", subject to "leadership
relations" {lingdao guanxi) from the prefectural and provincial agricultural bureaus. In
practice, the county Party leadership controlled the direction of rural development
through its supervision of the Agricultural Committee. The Party Committee itself is
divided up into six sections {gu)'. office, general administration, agricultural economics,
finance,

the vegetable inspection project office {cai jianzi gongcheng

ban) and the

agricultural broadcasting school {nong gnang xiao).
In addition to a Party secretary, the leading group of the Agricultural Committee
is composed of five deputy Party secretaries and three other committee members. The
head of the Agricultural Machinery Bureau and the head of the Silk Conglomerate are
both deputy Party secretaries. The three other committee members are the chair of the
county trade union, the head of the Party Discipline Inspection Group {ji wei), and the
head of the Agricultural Resources Office.

283

284

Table 6.1 County-level Administrative Hierarchy of the Ministry of Agriculture
Organization

Administrative
Level

Agricultural Committee {xian nong wei)*
Section: Fully

Agricultural

Tea Development

Silk Conglomerate

funded {zheng keji

Machinery

Office (chaye

{can sichou

quan 'e bokuan shiye

Bureau

(nongjiju) fazhan

jituan)

ban)

danwei)
Deputy Section—

Agricultural

Agricultural Law

Agricultural

Fully funded (fu keji

Technology

Enforcement Unit

Resources Office

quan 'e bokuan shiye

Extension Centre

{nongye zhifa

{nongye

danM'ei)

{nongji

dadui)

ban)

tuiguang

nengyuan

zhongxin)
Sub-section:

Seed

Agricultural

Horticulture Farm

Partially funded

Management

Science Office

{yuanyi chang)

(guji shiye danwei)

Station (zhongzi

(nongkesuo)

guanli zhan)
Superior Seed

Tea Company

Seed Company

Farm {Hang zhong

(ming cha gongsi)

{zhongzi

gongsi)

chang)
Enterprises: Self

Fish farms {yu zhong

chang)

Eel farm (manyu

chang)

funded iqiye)

* Several offices share premises with the Agricultural Committee, and are (on paper, at
least) of the same administrative rank. They are the New Socialist Countryside Office
{xin nongcun jianshe bangongshi),
bangongshi).

the Agricultural Leading Group (nongye

Farmers' Burden Alleviation Office ijianfu bangongshi),

headquarters of

the Office to Prevent Serious Animal-Borne Epidemics (fangzhi zhongda
yibing

zhihuibu

bangongshi),

lingdaozu

the Sunshine Project Office iyangguang

dongwu
gongcheng

bangongshi), the Industrialization Office {chanye hua bangongshi), and the Agricultural
Development Office {nongye fazhan

bangongshi).
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Although the Agricuhural Machinery Bureau ranks above the extension centre
in the bureaucratic hierarchy, interviewees agreed that it was in a relatively weak
position. In a relatively small, mountainous county such as Benghai, the Agricultural
Machinery Bureau was unable to garner central or provincial government projects. Just
as township extension stations were prone to lose their most capable staff to other
bureaus, the Agricultural Machinery Bureau frequently had staff transferred to other
county agencies. By contrast, the staffing situation within the county Agricultural
Extension Centre was relatively stable.
The proliferation of newly-created offices within the Agricultural Committee
headquarters, which are not part of the formal Ministry of Agriculture bureaucracy,
reflects a campaign-style approach to rural governance. In order to attract resources and
meet the requirements set down by higher-level government agencies, new structures
are created when a new campaign is launched, only to be merged or abolished during
subsequent "streamlining" campaigns. Staff will often move from one office to another
as priorities shift. For the period of time that the current New Socialist Countryside
campaign has precedence, staff will be shifted from other offices which are no longer
central to the current political agenda, such as the Farmers' Burden Alleviation Office.
Explaining the cyclical nature of these campaigns, one county official ground
his fist into his palm, with a twisting motion, saying "This is how it aKvays goes. On the
surface, you see a great deal of activity and movement. But it can never break through.
It just stays on the surface. Perhaps there is some friction, so it gets a bit hotter.
Whenever a new government direction comes along, firecrackers are let off as new
offices are established, signs and banners are painted, the inflatable pailou

[memorial

arch] goes up over there [indicating the road in front of the county government office],
the propaganda van drives around, speeches are written, meetings are convened, and
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slogans are invented. But it's all on the surface (biaomian shang). It slowly fades away,
until the next campaign starts up."

Organizational History
The recent organizational history of the county Agricultural Bureau and the county
Agricultural Technology Extension Centre is complicated. Figure 6.1 shows a timeline
of the relevant structural changes that have affected both organizations.
Cycles of reform in the local extension service can be observed. Agencies are
merged, only to be later devolved, split, and then merged again. The clearest downward
shift in the bureaucratic hierarchy has been visited on the Agricultural Machinery
Bureau, which has moved from being equal in rank with the Agricultural Bureau to
being directly under the Agricultural Committee. It is in contrast to the recently
recreated Animal Husbandry Bureau, which has benefited from recent public health
scares. The rise of the Animal Husbandry Bureau within the Ministry of Agriculture
will be discussed further later in this chapter.
The formation of the Agricultural Law Enforcement Unit in 1998, when
farmers' tax burdens were at their peak, reflects the coercive and extractive nature of
local government during the late 1990s. It was also a sign of the ongoing shift within the
Ministry of Agriculture away from agricultural service provision—which struggles to
attract central and provincial government funding—and towards the management of
"food safety" (shipin

anquan)

and "public health" {shehui

gonggong

weisheng).
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Figure 6.1 Timeline for the County Agricultural Extension Service
Year

Major Events

1986

Agricultural responsibilities were divided between the Agricultural Bureau
{nongye ju),
Husbandry

the Agricultural Machinery Bureau {nongji ju) and the Animal
and Aquaculture

Bureau {xumu

shuichan

ju).

All had

equal

bureaucratic status and separate extension stations at the township level.
1988

The county Agricultural Technology Extension Centre was established as a
"service

organization"

{shiye

danM'ei)

under the Agricultural

Bureau.

combined the following stations: Grain and oil crops {Hang you zuowu
zhan); tea {chaye zaipei zhan)\ silk {cansang zhan)', plant protection

It

zaipei
{zhibao

zhan); and soil fertility {tufei zhan).
1992

The district level of government was abolished, causing the closure of the eight
district-level

extension

township extension

stations (qu

nongji

zhan).

The 24

newly-formed

stations were placed under the control of

township

governments;
A large influx of new staff at both the county and township levels.
1996

The township extension stations were again placed under the control of the
county Agricultural Bureau;
As part of a streamlining campaign, the county Animal

Husbandry

&

Aquaculture Bureau was merged with the county Agricultural Bureau.
1997

The Agricultural Bureau established a profitable eel farm.

1998

The county Agricultural Extension Centre was established as a

financially-

independent organization. It was still housed within the Agricultural Bureau and
enjoyed only nominal autonomy. A major international

poverty-alleviation

project commenced, bringing resources to the Agricultural Bureau as well as the
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language of "participatory development";
The Agricultural

Law Enforcement Unit, an "administrative

work

unit"

{xingzheng danwei), was established with 18 staff, nearly all of them transferred
from the Agricultural Extension Centre.
1999

The Silk Conglomerate was established as an independent organization with a
separate office on the other side of the county seat.

2001

The 24 township extension stations were placed under the control of township
governments.

2002

The following agencies were all placed under the control of the Agricultural
Committee: the Agricultural Bureau, the Agricultural Machinery Bureau, the
Township Enterprise Bureau (xiangzhen

qiye ju), the Agricultural Economics

Party Committee, and the Science and Technology Commission's Agricultural
Resources Bureau {kewei de nongcun nengyuan
2003

ban).

The Tea Cultivation Station was removed from the County

Agricultural

Extension Centre, to form part of the newly-established Tea Development Office
(chaye fazhan ban)-.
The number of townships—and thus township extension stations—was reduced
by eight. 16 township extension stations remain.
2007

A new county Animal Husbandry Bureau was established, jointly financed by
the provincial and county governments. New Animal Husbandry Extension
Stations are to be constructed in each township.

Food safety and public health have the advantage of being in line with national
priorities, particularly

as they

are increasingly

linked

with

international

trade
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concerns,enabling the Ministry of Agriculture to lobby more effectively for central
government funding. They also allow the Agricultural Bureau to levy fines and fees,
generating revenue for the county government, and raising the status of the bureau in
the eyes of local Party leaders. Additionally, they have readily quantifiable targets,
making them easier to measure in the annual assessments of the cadres who staff the
Party Agricultural Committee.
The formation of separate offices for the Silk Conglomerate and the Tea
Development Centre weakened the position of the county extension centre within the
local bureaucracy. These two new agencies also allowed more staff to be brought onto
the county government's books, consistent with the pattern of opportunistic bureaucratic
expansion at the county level, which has been particularly evident since the early 1990s.

Work Histories of County Extension Centre Staff
The contrast between the working conditions of the county agricultural extension centre
and the township extension stations is striking. At the county level, extension agents
have their own desks and basic experimental equipment. They receive annual training
and enjoy monthly salaries in excess of

yuan. They are allowed to spend most of

their time engaged in agricultural extension work, and are generally not transferred to
work for other county departments, but this did not universally hold. Several of the
county's most experienced extension agents were drafted by the county Party
Organization Bureau to help with the "Food and Warmth Program", mentioned in
Appendix 5A. This work, which lasted for half a year, was largely unrelated to
^^^ The US popular press is starting to make a link between China's poor food safety record and
the parlous state of its extension service. See Ariana E. Cha, "In China, Farming Advances Lie
Fallow: No Clear Path for New Science or Policy Changes to Reach Rural Fields," Washington
Post, 6 August 2007, A01.
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agricultural extension. The main purpose of the program was to avert potential social
tensions by finding employment for village cadres who had lost their jobs during the
recent round of village amalgamations.
While all county extension agents acknowledge their working conditions are
superior to their colleagues in the townships, their conditions are poor relative to other
county departments. Their salaries are less than half of employees in the county tax
bureau, where salaries are typically around 5000 yuan per month. In terms of their
office conditions, they can point to several vastly superior offices, such as the "OneStop Investment Centre", an agency established with the assistance of an international
donor. Its brief was to cut down on the administrative overheads of investors from
outside the county. Rather than doing the rounds of different county and township
government offices, all of their fees would be collected by this "one-stop" office.
Situated across from the county government headquarters, it boasts marble floors and is
festooned with LED displays. It is also perpetually empty. One author cited these
investment centres as evidence of the shift to "service-oriented government".^^^ In a
middling county such as Benghai, they better illustrate the phenomenon of "one cut of
the knife" (yi dao qie) bureaucratic conformity as local officials in each county compete
to show their superiors that they can ape (in form at least) the practices of wealthier
regions. Powerful local bureaus, such as tax and finance, were unwilling to delegate
their powers to this newly-established centre.
The county

Agricultural

Extension

Centre has 46

staff on the

books,

considerably fewer than during the 1990s, before staff were moved out to the
Agricultural

Law

Enforcement

Bureau,

the

Silk

Conglomerate,

and

the

Tea

Development Centre. This represents fewer than ten percent of the staff who answer to

Dali Yang, Remaking the Chinese Leviathan: Market Transition and the Politics
Governance in China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 172-74.

of
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the Agricultural Committee. Of these 512 staff members, 15 are administrative cadres,
290 are service personnel, and 207 work for enterprises. Table 6.2 shows the structure
of the county Agricultural Technology Extension Centre, broken down by technical
specialization, while Table 6.3 shows the educational qualifications of the staff The
figures in brackets represent the qualifications of township extension staff
While the statistical snapshot of the county agricultural extension centre
suggests a stable team of well-educated staff, interviews painted a more complex picture.
Unlike the township extension system, the county extension centre staff had not been
subject to an examination to weed out unqualified staff As a result, a number of
unqualified staff, such as demobbed military personnel, who were brought in during the
1990s, continued to draw a salary from the extension centre. Those with a "technical
college" qualification were nearly all demobbed soldiers, or had been brought in by
irregular means.
Similar to township

extension

stations, the county

extension

system

is

vulnerable to fluctuations in staff and resources brought about by the campaign-style
approach to implemenfing agricultural policy. One soil fertility expert recalled, "When 1
first joined the soil fertility station in 1986, we had about 16 staff That's because taking
soil fertility measurements {lurang pucha) was a national priority at the time. When the
campaign wound down, some staff retired, others were transferred to other agencies.
Soon we only had three s t a f f "
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Table 6.2 Structure of the County Agricultural Technology Extension Centre, 2006*
Number of Staff

Section

10

Animal Husbandry

xumu

shouyi

Plant Protection and Quality Control

zhibao

General Office

bangongshi

7

Soil fertility

turangfeiliao

6

Cultivation

zaipei

5

Science and Technology Education

kejijiaoyu

5

Aquaculture

shuichan

Agricultural Environmental

nongye huanjing

8

zhijian

3

yangzhi
baohu

2

Protection
* There are also 25 retired staff members who form part of the wages bill for the Centre

Table 6.3 Educational Qualifications of County Agricultural Technology Extension
Centre Staff (N=46)
Qualification

Percentage

Postgraduate

benke

University

benke

21% (14%)

College

da zhuan

40% (22%)

Technical college

zhong zhuan

35% (62%)

Less than technical college

gao zhong/chu zhong

0% (2%)

yishang

5% (0%)
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In another illustration of the cyclical nature of Party-led campaigns, Prime
Minister Wen Jiabao's visit to the Hubei countryside in 2005 has sparked a re-launching
of the "rational application of chemical fertilizer" campaign from the early
The sums involved are not trivial. The head of the Soil Fertility Station estimated that
one million yuan

of earmarked central government funds will be invested in this

campaign over four years. Already the number of soil technicians at the county
extension centre has jumped from three in 2005 to six at the end of 2006. The sudden
onset of campaigns such as this meant that qualified staff could not be found
immediately, so extension agents with other specializations were drafted in. Campaigns
also provide an opportunity for township agricultural technicians to be promoted to the
county level, and for unqualified staff to enter the extension system.
As can be seen from Appendix 6A, all major agricultural projects originate with
the provincial and central governments, or international donor agencies. The county
agencies, to borrow Christine Wong's description, remain "nodes for the distribution of
funds from the provincial and central governments earmarked for agriculture, disaster
relief, and poverty a l l e v i a t i o n . A s the county government is a conduit for funds from
higher levels of government, it is difficult to determine the attitudes of county leaders
towards agricultural extension.
However, as one county official pointed out, "If you want to see what the
priorities of the county Party leaders are, look at the staff, not the money. Personnel are
hired, and then funding follows." Following this insight, personnel policies suggest that
agricultural extension is not a major priority of the county leadership. The agencies

This is not to say the objectives of this campaign are not worthwhile. Farmers do apply
excessive amounts of nitrogenous fertilizer. The environmental costs, outlined in Chapter 4, are
considerable. What is noteworthy is that encouraging farmers to use less fertilizer should be a
routine aspect of agricultural extension work, not simply the subject of four-year campaigns
once every 25 years.
Christine P. Wong, ed. Financing Local Government in the People s Republic of China. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 169.
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listed in Table 6.1 employ a total of more than 600 staff. Of these, if the Tea
Development Office and the Silk Conglomerate are included, only around five percent
are qualified agricultural technicians actively engaged in extension work. The county
Science and Technology Committee, which is meant to manage projects with a science
and technology component, was not mentioned by a single county or township
extension agent as a significant source of information, or as an agency they liaised with.
A Chinese writer painted a similar picture of the agricultural extension system:
In the organization of agricultural extension at the township level, there is a
handful or at most a dozen qualified agricultural technicians in the county
Agricultural Technology Extension Centre who involve themselves
in
demonstrations at the village level. Everyone else in the Agricultural Bureau, the
Science and Technology Association, the Forestry Bureau, Animal Husbandry
Bureau, and other agencies related to agriculture have few agricultural technicians.
The few who that can be found are mostly concerned with administrative tasks. In
addition, technology extension isn't a hard target (ying zhibiao) or task. So when
there are duties to be performed, they might grant the township a few small
incentives (some meager subsidies or a few materials), then fill out some forms,
complete a few reports, and declare mission accomplished. These empty numbers are
meaningless. 30 percent of counties and prefectures provide little or no funds for
agricultural extension, and thus the onus is shifted downwards to the village and
township levels.
The work histories of qualified county extension agents usually involved
employment in township extension stations early in their careers, often followed by a
period of time working in a local agribusiness, before transferring to the county
extension centre. County extension agents thus have an understanding of the effect of
recent administrative reforms on the township extension system, as many of their
former colleagues (often relatives) continue to work in township extension stations.
Compared to the township extension workers, there is greater interest in
improving one's educational standing among county agricultural technicians. The main
motivation for this is to obtain promotions. Ongoing training of at least 72 hours per
398

Jia Jianyou, Wu Shui Shidai, Xiangcun Nancheng Nongji Tuiguang Zhi Zhong [after the
Abolition of Taxes, Rural Areas Will'Struggle to Support Agricultural Extension] [Webpage],
Zhongguo nongcun yanjiu wang [Chinese Rural Research Website], November 10 2005 [cited
August 7 2006], Available from http://www.ccrs.org.cn/article_view.asp?ID=1099.
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year is a requirement for promotion, of which at least 70 percent has to be technical
training.

To

yanjiuyuan)—one

reach

the

highest

rank—that

of "extension

researcher"

(tuiguang

must have at least three articles published in official journals, and

have obtained at least one prize. The recently-appointed head of the county extension
centre has published a dozen articles, and received two national-level prizes, one for
disease prevention research, and the other for his efforts with the FAO (Food and
Agricultural Organization) in organizing farmers' field schools.
The main prizes are "science and technology advancement prizes" {keji jinbu
Jiang)

and "agricultural extension prizes" {tuiguang Jiang).

Compared to wealthier

counties, technicians in Benghai are at a disadvantage. They lack the funding to obtain
the equipment necessary to undertake novel agricultural research. No one in the county
has ever won the highest science and technology advancement prize. Below this are
awards that recognize success (chengguo),

of which around 15 percent are upgraded to

prizes, subject to the approval of the Provincial Science and Technology Office (sheng
keJi ting). Receiving an award makes it easier to win promotion, but lobbying for
promotion is still crucial. Even if prizes are obtained and articles are published,
approval for promotion must be secured from the county Personnel Bureau and the
Party Organization Bureau.
WTiile many township extension workers hope to gain employment in the county
government, few county extension workers aspire to a position in the prefectural or
provincial governments. Most were satisfied that they had secured a job in the county
seat. None of the interviewees aspired to a career in the higher echelons of the county
government or Party, and for senior technicians, it was too late in their careers to make
such a transition. Moreover the prejudice against administrative cadres that is prevalent
among township extension agents lingers at the county level. As one senior plant
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protection

agent,

when

asked

whether

he

had

ever

considered

becoming

an

administrative cadre, mused:
In the past, one of my superiors suggested that I make the transition from the
service arm to the administrative arm of government. But I passed up the chance,
because I used to hold administrative cadres in contempt {kan bu qi), I just loathed
them {you yi zhong miaoshi de xintai). Thinking it over now, such a move would
have had its advantages as well as its costs. Still, I'm very content with my lot. But
plenty of township extension staff are keen to become administrative cadres {tigan).
Extension agents that I believed carried the hopes (jieban) of the local extension
system, they've all left and taken up new careers because the working conditions in
the townships are just too wretched. The most talented township workers, those
whom we've had an eye on for promotion, they've all been snapped up by other
agencies.
The next generation of agricultural science graduates has higher expectations.
Even the county government holds no appeal. County extension workers all mentioned
the difficulty of recruiting new extension agents from the ranks of new graduates. The
head of the soil fertility station complained, "Now we can't even attract technical
college {zhong zhuan) graduates. We've advertised positions, but no one is willing to
join up. Why? The younger generation isn't willing to engage in this sort of work.
They'd rather wait for a job in Hefei [the provincial capital] or in the prefectural seat."
While the township extension stations answer to the township government, the
county extension station remains under the auspices of the Ministry of Agriculture—
professional and teclinical links with higher levels of the bureaucracy remain unbroken.
The provincial Agricultural Bureau is related to the county Agricultural Bureau by
"leadership relations", while the county only has "professional relations" with township
extension stations.
However, as argued previously, a simple notion of dual leadership—where
either the vertical {tiao) or horizontal (kuai) relationship takes precedence for a given
county or township agency—is inadequate in describing the complexity of local
governance. As mentioned previously, the county Agricultural Committee, which
answers to the local Party leadership, closely controls the work of the extension centre.
296

297
County leaders enjoy greater autonomy from the prefectural and provincial governments
than township leaders do from the county government (their career path lies in the
county government). Nevertheless, senior county Party leaders do hope to obtain
promotions to the provincial (or at least prefectural) government, and thus the priorities
of provincial and prefectural Party organizations influence the actions of the county
leadership.
There are indications that county Party apparatchiks are starting to interfere with
the workings of the county-level extension service. In survey forms, county extension
agents indicated that they are spending more time on "administrative work" {xingzheng
shiM'u) and more time in the office than was the case in 1999. They also noted a
decrease in the amount of time spent on extension work. When asked what period was
optimal for extension work, most replied that the period from the 1980s until the mid1990s was optimal. However, unlike their colleagues at the township level, they are still
engaged in some extension work and received substantial training every year, as noted.
How has the county agricultural extension centre adapted to reforms at the
township level?

Working with the

Townships

N o county extension agents interviewed favoured the devolution of township extension
stations to the control of township governments. The consensus was that after
devolution, at most only one or two staff in each township were engaged in agricultural
extension work, and that if one visited a township without announcing it well in
advance, one would be unable to find any extension agents. Many lamented that the
Ministry of Agriculture's meager assets at the township level have been sold o f f One
animal husbandry technician commented, "The damage to the system was considerable.
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In the past, each township had buildings and fixed assets that belonged to the Ministry.
But after the three powers were handed over to the township, management was very lax.
Overnight, staff were no longer accountable to the Ministry for these assets. So asset
stripping was rife. Some townships simply auctioned the lot off."
They did not hesitate in nominating Datong Town as having the worst extension
service. By contrast Wuchao Shan was mentioned favorably. They pointed to one
reason—the different attitudes of the two township Party secretaries. Commenting on
the Datong Town Party Secretary, one noted, "As soon as he took over, he made it clear
that he didn't care whether or not an agricultural extension service even existed (yao bu
yao, rnei shi). Yet at the same time, he busied himself organizing his administrative staff
according to grades (// cheng). Some of them had only been on the job for a couple of
weeks and they were designated as middle grade. What rubbish. If none of them have
any technical skills, what's all this talk about grades? Someone like that, of course he
couldn't give a fig for agricultural extension." Given that Party secretaries are rotated
every three years, and each Party secretary has different attitudes towards agriculture,
the county extension personnel who were surveyed felt it impossible to make any longterm plans for extension work that involves township extension stations.
In their view, township extension stations had been devolved because the
lobbying power of the Ministry of Agriculture was weak at the provincial level. Several
interviewees raised the example of the Forestry Stations, which remained under the
control of the county Forestry Bureau. An aquaculture technician explained.
Whether or not the three powers [personnel, finance and materials] are placed under
the control of the townships was largely up to the province to decide. The situation
was the same across the whole province. 399 The forestry stations were briefly
devolved to the townships [in 2001], but the provincial Forestry Bureau simply told
the county governments that if forestry stations remained devolved to the township
Although this is no longer the case—some counties have restructured the extension stations
into "regional" {quyu) extension stations.
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governments, they could forget about forestry projects, such as "Grain for Green"
{tui geng huan lin). The Forestry Bureau reasoned that if the stations were devolved,
everyone would be diverted to other township government tasks, no one would be
doing forestry work, and the project funds would be wasted. The county
governments didn't want to pass up the project funds. So pretty soon, all township
forestry stations returned to line management.
While county extension agents are still part of the Ministry of Agriculture
system, how do they go about extension work now that the next rung in the extension
system is substantially depleted? One strategy is to direct agricultural projects towards
those townships where there still is a functioning extension service. Therefore, Wuchao
Shan Township is favored as a site for poverty alleviation projects that target agriculture,
even though it is one of the wealthiest townships. A list of such poverty alleviation
projects, for the period 1986 to 2004, is provided in Appendix 6A. A farmers' field
school for IPM techniques was held in Wuchao Shan Township and Datong Town, and
the project manager, who had worked in both the township and county extension
services, reported the following to the donor organization upon the conclusion of the
project in October 2005:
The township agricultural technicians have limited professional ability and are
strongly dependent on external support to provide training courses to farmers. Thus,
it is difficuh to launch activities independently. The instructors in villages and towns
provide a lot of theoretical and dull knowledge in the class because of their lack of
systematic training, so it is difficult to increase students' interest in study. Instructors
have limited ability to organize the farmers in the field, which reduces the training
effect to varying degrees.
With the decline in the quality of technical support at the township level, a
common strategy is simply to bypass the township altogether. The staff of the county
extension centre go directly to the villages and villager small groups to conduct farmers'
field schools. As one aquaculture technician stated, "We've pretty much given up on the
township level. If you go out to the township, there's no guarantee you'll find a single
extension agent, let alone one with the right technical background. The staff that remain
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are often the ones that no other township agency wants. So for most projects, we don't
bother contacting them. We just do the project ourselves."
County extension agents feU that the breakdown in the extension service at the
township level had forced them to be more creative in their approach to extension work,
as the traditional top-down method is no longer feasible. One soil scientist explained:
After the township extension stations were devolved, the pace of agricultural
extension work slackened, and our links to the township became unreliable. But
agricultural technology extension can take many forms. For example, we're currently
contracted by the Ministry of Agriculture to retrain farmers with vocational skills
that will be useful in finding work in urban areas. We help them to make contact with
various factories. Relying on the township extension stations to manage that sort of
work, there's no way it would work, so instead we've turned to a variety of training
academies. Another method is to prepare lectures for broadcasting on the local TV
station. There are numerous advantages to this approach. You can cover a large area;
the message and the benefits arrive more immediately than if you were to go village
by village, field by field. There's no doubt that the devolution of township extension
stations has had an impact on us, but not all extension work has to involve them.

The Rise of the Animal Husbandry Bureau
Just

as individual

agencies

within

the

county

government

can

enjoy

sudden

improvements or gradual declines in their bureaucratic status depending on shifts in
central and provincial government priorities, sections within agencies can undergo
similar shifts. The gradual decline of the agricultural machinery specialty within the
agricultural extension service has been described, as has the most spectacular recent rise
of veterinarians due to a series of animal-borne public health scares from 2003 onwards
(SARS, avian influenza, and swine disease in particular). Formerly one of the least
prestigious branches of an extension service dominated by the Maoist notions of "grain
as the key link" (yi Hang wei zhu), the animal husbandry station within the county
agricultural extension center now answers to the provincial rather than the county
leadership. The key to this shift was the redefinition of animal husbandry work,
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particularly livestock vaccination, as a matter of public health, rather than as an
agricultural service provision matter.
The logistics of comprehensive

vaccination in counties such as

Benghai

necessitates significant investment. As one vet explained, " I t ' s not work that can be
d o n e all year round. W e have to go out in spring and autumn. The work is completely
top down, run by the government, so everyone right down to the villager small group
has to play their part. In m a n y villages, organization is difficult, and in s o m e parts of
Benghai, two-thirds of the houses lie empty at any given time. H o w to you ensure that
you h a v e n ' t missed any animals? And in between vaccination drives, there's the
possibility that some livestock will have an adverse reaction to the vaccination, which
also poses considerable difficulties."
In 2005, the State Council issued Document No. 15, which detailed the overhaul
of the animal husbandry extension system. Under this policy, a new bureau—the
Animal Husbandry and Veterinarian Bureau {xumu yi ju)—was

established. The animal

husbandry workers are still housed within the county extension center. But since their
f u n d i n g n o w comes directly from the province, f r o m an administrative perspective, they
should enjoy greater independence f r o m the county government. In 2007, a n e w animal
testing laboratory was constructed inside the Agricultural Committee compound, at a
cost of 1.2 million >'wa;7.
As the Animal Husbandry Bureau is located within the county Agricultural
C o m m i t t e e compound, it remains to be seen whether it will enjoy genuine autonomy.
There is some indication that other branches of the county Extension Centre, such as the
Plant Protection Station, will claim space inside the new animal husbandry building, as
they are plamiing to establish food testing laboratories of their own. This would allow
the Agricultural L a w Enforcement Unit to levy more fines on local wet m a r k e t vendors
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whose produce does not meet standards for pesticide usage. Raising revenue in this
manner raises their status in the county government hierarchy and allows them to
reframe their work as "public health" rather than "agricultural extension service".
Interviewees indicated that they thought this would be a successful strategy in attracting
more funding from higher levels.
The next phase will involve the construction of township animal husbandry
stations.

The

township

animal

husbandry

technicians

have

"returned

to

line

management" {gui tiao le), although given that only half of Benghai's townships have
qualified animal husbandry technicians, a recruitment drive will be required. The station
head expects each township-based animal husbandry extension station to cost at least
130,000 yuan

each. Of course, the townships previously had functioning animal

husbandry stations up to as recently as 2001.
The wastefulness of rebuilding one component of the extension system from
scratch is patent, yet consistent with the cyclical campaign-style approach to rural
governance. Notably, too, rebuilding the stations allows further expenditures that bring
concomitant benefits to the "shadow state" of building contractors surrounding local
governments. It also will allow the county and township governments to report
quantifiable outputs to their superiors, as well as visible results to show higher-level
inspection teams.
The rise of the Animal

Husbandry

Bureau brings to the fore another

characteristic of the agricultural extension bureaucracy. While technicians of different
specialties had been united under a single county extension centre since 1988, they still
have tended to view themselves as part of separate bureaucratic systems according to
their specialty. This tendency is especially pronounced among animal husbandry and
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agricultural machinery technicians, as their bureaus had once stood independent from
the Agricultural Bureau.
County-level extension agents outside the Animal Husbandry Bureau are forced
to undertake grassroots extension work without assistance from their subordinates in the
t o w n s h i p extension stations. With the final rung in the Ministry of Agriculture's
bureaucratic ladder effectively knocked out from underneath them, they are currently
rethinking their approach to extension work. It is clear that a handful of county
extension workers are unable to provide an effective hands-on extension service to a
population of over 350,000 residents. But if agricultural extension is increasingly
limited to televised lectures, the odd farmers' field school and a telephone hotline, what
sort of rural development is the state offering?

Local Government Development Philosophies
In this section, I will examine recent trends in the interpretation of central government
agricultural policies at the county level, and suggest what they reveal about the local
state's interpretation of the notion of "development". The N e w Socialist Countryside
Program, introduced in late 2005, has brought a raft of new policies at the local level,
and is purported to herald a shift in emphasis on largely urban-focused development to a
more balanced approach to development. Does it represent a shift in the style of rural
governance,

or

does

it reinforce the

neotraditional

campaign-style

mobilization

approach? I will examine whether the N e w Socialist Countryside vision of development
has changed the status of agriculture in the eyes of local government.
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The New Socialist Countryside:

Transformation

or

Neotraditionalism?

The Chinese government's Work Report, delivered to the National People's Congress
by Premier Wen Jiabao on 5 March 2006, unveiled a set of pledges to improve the
welfare of rural residents, whose average income is often reported to be one-third of
their more fortunate urban cousins. Wen promised to waive miscellaneous fees for rural
students by 2007 and to implement a nationwide cooperative health system by 2008.
Large amounts of funding were earmarked for grain subsidies, rural roads, and irrigation.
Most of the speech was based on a government White Paper, drafted in late 2005 and
publicly released in early 2006, which coined the slogan "Building a N e w Socialist
Countryside" (jianshe shehui zhuyi xin

nongcun).

Soon after the vision of a rural socialist Utopia was unveiled, Xu Kuangdi, the
vice chairman of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, said, "As
Premier Wen was giving his speech, I made a quick calculation: If 300 billion yuan
were divided up among China's 800 million farmers, each would only get 424 yuan.
What worries me the most is that they won't even get 24 yuan. In constructing rural
irrigation, as the funding travels from the ministries down through the provinces,
counties, and townships, it's certain that each level will grab the lion's share of the
funds; in funding "Grain for Green" {tui geng huan lin), the Ministry of Forestry will
walk away with a cut; 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
farmers?"
That such strong opinions can be voiced by a senior leader, and be printed in the
Party's mouthpiece. The People's Daily, indicates that there is a desire among elements
at the top of the Communist Party hierarchy to revamp current approaches to rural
governance. The new White Paper contained plenty of strong language. As well as
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outlining such priorities as spending on education, health, and rural infrastructure, much
of the document details what the funds should not be used for, which suggests that the
leadership in Beijing has some idea of how things work on the ground in rural China.
In Article Three, the document

states: "In Building the New

Socialist

Countryside, we should emphasis actual results, not engage in superficial work; act
according to our abilities, not engage in blind comparisons and boasting; consult in a
democratic fashion, not force directives through; give prominence to distinguishing
features, not impose uniformity; be supportive and not try to do what should be left to
others."
Reaction is mixed in Benghai. Ordinary people are sceptical, having seen county
and township cadres waste money on vanity projects, notably the 30-million->'wa;7
airport mentioned in Chapter Three that saw a grand total of one flight (carrying the
Party secretary and a developer from Zhejiang, who quickly left town without having
invested a cent). Currently, residents are watching the construction of a brand-new
county government headquarters at a cost of over 300 million yuan.
A local agribusiness entrepreneur told me he was delighted with the New
Socialist Countryside program, seeing it as exactly what China needed to stimulate
investment in the countr>'side, and to correct the imbalance which had seen farmers'
savings disproportionately funnelled into investment in urban areas. After some
reflection, though, he lamented, "But why did they have to use the world 'socialist'?
That worries me. They should keep the money as far from local cadres as possible. They
don't have the first notion about agricultural development; they only understand eating,
drinking and gambling. Every agricultural development scheme and infrastructure
project around here ends up being used to pay the wages of the county government staff
and to line the pockets of the leading cadres."

305

306
From the perspective of the agricultural extension system, although the main
focus is on rural health and education, the Program offers some prospects of attracting
additional resources to the Agricultural Bureau. A major task of the Program is setting
up farmers' specialty associations and developing specialty agricultural products (see
Appendix 5A), all of which will presumably require training. According to county
government documents, each demonstration village will receive at least 100,000 yuan
from county finances to support "development" projects. Thus, the funding is there, but
the Agricultural Bureau will be competing with other county agencies for the funds.
Most of the resources are likely to be claimed by powerful bureaus, such as the
Construction Bureau and the Transport Bureau, but the New Socialist Countryside
Office, the Agricultural Development Office and the Agricultural Resources Office, all
located within the Agricultural Bureau, have been designated by the county government
as appropriate agencies for projects under the New Socialist Countryside Program.
The rhetoric of county government proclamations on the Program, however, is
uncomfortably reminiscent of the Great Leap Forward. In the 2007 Work Report on
Building the New Socialist Countryside, cadres are exhorted to "lay the groundwork
tlirough the whole county, seek breakthroughs in the model villages" {mian shang da
jichu,

dian shang qiii tupo), to "transform social traditions" (yi feng yi su), and "to

establish healthy customs for weddings and funerals" (jianli wenming

hunsang

xin

fengshang).
An obsession with outputs and quantification also permeates pronouncements.'*'"'
Each model village is to train three to five specialist households (zhuanye hu), establish
at least one farmers' specialized cooperative, and develop one new specialty product {yi
cim yi pin). Rural incomes are to be raised by 15 percent annually, 30 to 50 farmers

Several economists argue that "output obsession" is the main impediment to improving
China's microeconomic performance. See Huang Yasheng, "The Microeconomic Rise of India "
Far Eastern Economic Review 169, no. 2 (2006), pp. 31-33.
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from each village to be retrained by local companies and training agencies, 20 percent
of the "agricultural structure" must be adjusted this year, and each village must have at
least 200 mu planted to a specialty crop, of which at least 50 mu must be connected
together {lian pian).
The policy

of "betting

on the strong" is also evident

is

county-level

pronouncements, and seems likely to exacerbate intra-township inequality. More
funding is to be directed towards the construction of "key schools" {zhongdian

xuexiao)

in each township seat, with minimum requirements set for the area of each school (at
least 6785 sq m). These schools are already the most privileged in each township. The
township education offices, which control the distribution of resources and staff, are
based within these schools, and the children of these officials commonly attend the "key
school." The difference between the conditions in key schools and remote primary
schools is outrageous. While remote schools often lack running water or a single library
book, the key schools, located only a few miles away, may have computers and a full
range of gymnastic equipment.
Further evidence of betting on the strong was that the designated model villages
already enjoy "relatively good economic conditions" (jingji liaojian xiangdang

hao).

The 16 model villages (one for each township) are ranked as provincial-level,
prefectural-level or county-level demonstration villages under the Program. The
wealthier townships invariably have the highest-ranked model villages. Wealthy Datong
Town, whose agricultural extension service has basically ceased to exist, is ranked as a
province-level model township. The villages in both Xuanyang Town and Wuchao Shan
Township are ranked as province-level model villages, again reflecting the relative

A recent report for the World Bank found that villagers reserved their "greatest outrage" for
the merging of primary schools and the focus on key schools. Zhang Linxiu, Haomiao Liu,
Chunhui Ye, Renfu Luo, Lerong Yu, Y.Y. Yan, and Scott Rozelle, "Investing in China's Rural
Infrastructure and Environment," (Stanford: Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies,
2006).
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wealth of these areas. In comparison, the five villages designated as the lowest priority
for funding under the New Socialist Countryside Program are located in the five poorest,
most remote townships.
Directing the majority of resources towards "model villages" reinforces another
traditional Communist Party approach to rural governance: showcasing. Of the 16
model villages, tliree are located in the township seat itself, further concentrating
resources in the wealthiest part of each township. Although coverage of bituminized
roads in Benghai County is limited, all 16 model villages share one characteristic:

they

may be reached by sealed road. All interviewees admitted this was one of the primary
considerations in choosing model villages. Higher-level delegations do not enjoy
travelling on unsealed roads in their Audis and Santanas, and for them to see unsealed
roads would reflect poorly on the county leadership.
County Party cadres spoke of the policy with a mixture of hope and fear. Hope
because township and village governments have been paralysed from lack of funding
since the recent abolition of agricultural taxes.'"'^ Fear, because they foresee an extra
financial burden, since they have already seen their share of fine-sounding but underfunded central government programs. When asked about the Program, many recalled
the compulsory education scheme launched in the late 1990s with the noble aim of
ensuring that every child received nine years of schooling {pu jiti). It also saddled many
township and village governments with debts that they will never pay off Cadres made

With the abolition of agricultural taxes in 2005, and with Insufficient revenue passed on from
higher levels to make up for the local loss of tax revenue, village and township governments are
selling off land to developers just to feed their staff. The main sources of off-budgetary funds
have gradually shifted from enterprise fees, to highway fees, to land transfer fees {tudi churang
jin) and sales of government assets. Nationwide, the funds raised by land transfers were
estimated at 615 billion yuan in 2004. By comparison, fiscal transfers by the central government
to lower levels of government amounted to 1,041 billion yuan in the same year. See Susan
Whiting, "Central-Local Fiscal Relations in China." In China Policy Series. (New York: National
Committee on United States-China Relations, 2006), pp. 8-11.
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one thing clear—another large central government campaign means business as usual
for rural governance.
One county education official drew a simple example of wasteful bureaucratic
over-supervision to illustrate the point that most of the funding for initiatives like the
N e w Socialist Countryside Program is unlikely to reach the rural primary schools.
Primary schools have no less than seven levels of administrators to whom they are
answerable at the lowest level of government. In ascending rank, they are the
headmaster; above him the headmaster of the township's "key school"; the head of the
township education office; the sent-down cadre responsible for education; the deputy
township Party secretary in charge of education; the township head; and finally the
township Party secretary. Beyond this are the county, prefecture, provincial and central
governments with equally labyrinthine hierarchies. As money flows down from the
central government, all of these officials gain opportunities to divert portions of it to
cover their own staff, office, and entertainment expenses.
Campaigns to streamline local government have frequently been launched, but
many of the government staff members are tightly linked to the local leadership by ties
of blood, friendship and bribes. Ways are found to keep everyone on the books. Much
of the new White Paper is dedicated to reprimanding grassroots cadres. But without
fundamental changes to the structure and funding of local government, the New
Socialist Countryside may result in a predictable outcome: an increase in the number of
local cadres as a sudden influx of funds allows them to hire more friends and relatives,
followed by an even worse crisis when the funds dry up.
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Conclusions
Aside from Benghai County, I spent a considerable amount of time in different county
seats in Anhui and elsewhere in central and western China. My impressions are similar
to those of Cao Jinqing, a controversial figure among Chinese academics, who wrote
about different county governments' uniform dreams of modernity:
In all of the county seats I have visited throughout central China, I always get a
feeling of deadening uniformity. Steel and concrete roads, steel and concrete
buildings: a coalescence of the massive banks loans and the enormous debt burden of
the farmers; a symbol of previous county leaders' dreams of modernity; and an
expression of the post-Mao system of political point scoring. This construction has
served its function in enabling a series of county leaders to gain promotions, but does
it yield any economic benefit? No one could answer that question. How could this
version of modernity bring any benefit to the hundreds of millions of farmers toiling
away on one or two mu of land? I'm at loss on this question too..'^^^
At the time Cao was penning his account, the fever for attracting projects and
investment {zhao shang yin zi) was yet to grip central China, but dreams of steel and
concrete modernity had already taken hold. The political point scoring Cao refers to is
the system of rewards built into the annual assessments of local leaders for creating
GDP. The fastest way to create GDP is to channel investment into fixed assets, which
meshes well with the national policy of promoting urbanization. Whether local
governments

possess

the

revenue-raising

capacity

to

support

expensive

urban

infrastructure is a problem left to future local leaders.
Initiatives like the New Socialist Countryside Program reinforce existing
patterns of rural governance, which, like the local political structures which support
them, have remained largely unchanged since the 1950s. The names may have changed,
but the game remains the same. The end is still obtaining visible, quantifiable outputs in
the steel and concrete of the county and township seats, and paper of endless reports and
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Cao Jinqing, Huang He Bian De Zhongguo [China Along the Yellow River] (Shanghai:
Shanghai Wenyi Chubanshe, 2000), p. 226.

310

311

documents, to demonstrate success to one's superiors. Providing services that rural
residents actually want is not part of the agenda.
The means are still mass-mobilization style campaigns. Output figures and
targets are said to demonstrate a grasp of "scientific management techniques", in a
strange fusion of Maoist rhetoric and Western management studies doublespeak, but
most of the quantification in government work reports and annual assessments is
meaningless. As cadres admit, the numbers in reports and assessments, whether they
relate to farmers' incomes, the length of bituminized road in the county, or the number
of farmers' associations established, are as high as they say they are. There is no science.
It is, as one respondent noted, simply "a game on paper" {wenzi youxi).
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Appendix 6A Poverty Alleviation Projects in Benghai County, 1986—2004
Time

Investment

Development Project

(yuan)

period
1986-1998

Source

Edible fungus, animal feed, aquaculture, tea

635,000

Centre

600,000

Province

1.5 million

Province

300,000

Province

and medicinal herbs
1986-1990

Processing of medicinal herbs

1988-1991

Production

and

marketing

for

edible

mushrooms, tea and bamboo products
1989-1991

Marketing of high-grade waterproof building
materials

1989-1991

Low to middle grade tea

62,500

Centre

1990-1992

Edible fungus

25,000

Centre

1991-1993

Chinese medicinal herbs

100,000

Centre

1991-1995

Research

100,000

Centre

to

improve

tea

cultivation

techniques
1992-1995

Medicinal herbs

90,000

Centre

1993-1995

Specialty fertilizer for tea plantations

180,000

Centre

1994

Dry bed rice cultivation

200,000

Province

1996-1998

"Natural" tea products

2.1 million

Centre

1998-2000

Vegetable

380,000

Centre

120,000

Province

100,000

Centre

production

bases

in

remote.

mountainous townships
1999

Silkworm cultivation techniques

1999-2000

Counter-season

"pollution-free"

vegetable

production bases
2000-2001

Improving yields of field mushrooms

100,000

Centre

2001-2003

Science and technology information network

4.1 million

International

2002

Counter-season mushroom production

100,000

Province

2002-2003

Organic tea

100,000

Province

2003-2004

Geese raising

200,000

International

Source: County Agricultural Technology Extension Centre, 2006; author's interviews
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Chapter 7 Conclusions
Returning to the vignette that opened this dissertation, the Eco-Industrial Park that had
such an inauspicious beginning in 2002 has now expanded to an area o f over 15 sq km.
The "eco-" moniker has quietly been dropped, perhaps appropriately, as at least two o f
the main businesses—a food additives factory and a light bulb manufacturer—produce
highly toxic wastewater. The site is now simply known as the Benghai Economic
Development Zone. According to its new slogan it offers "Live-In M a i d Style Service"
{baomu

shifuwu)

to all o f its resident businesses, playing on the reputation o f Anhui for

providing live-in maids to wealthy urban areas.
This dissertation has demonstrated that farmers receive rather different levels of
service from local governments, and that central government rhetoric o f serviceoriented government is at present, just rhetoric. Although the dissertation has focused
on one particular aspect o f the local state, agricultural extension, dysfunction and
incoherence is also c o m m o n to other local government services, which are similarly
promised on paper but which also fail to reach rural residents. In particular, education,
health, and village self-governance come to mind.
The picture o f the local state that emerges is that o f a partially-blind leviathan,
intervening to great effect in those few key areas which are tightly linked to the political
advancement o f local leaders (namely family planning, preventing "mass incidents" and
attracting investment), but being nearly completely b l i n d e r at least indifferent—in
other areas o f rural governance. The state does succeed in imposing its will on the rural
populace, but only in a very crude and narrow fashion. For James Scott, the peril of the
modern state is that it sees too much;'"' this dissertation suggests that the peril is that

James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human

Condition

Have Failed {Nevj Haven: Yale University Press, 1998).
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the Chinese state sees too much in certain areas, too little in others, including
agricultural services.
Moreover, this leviathan mimicks Scott's high modernist state by simplifying
Chinese society, treating the country as a homogenous entity. The same methods of rule
and development ideals are pursued in the central agricultural heartlands, the
industrializing countryside of the coastal regions and the remote and impoverished
provinces of west China. Both types of regions are expected to attract investment and
deliver "service-oriented government", even though their capacities to do so are
manifestly unequal. Benghai is not Wenzhou, nor is it Lijiang, yet the assessment
criteria and pressures faced by local leaders are similar.
The behaviour of the Chinese rural government described in this thesis is far
from the notion of the enlightened "developmental state", which arose from the success
of rapidly industrializing countries in the East Asian region. That is not to say that local
state actors in Benghai County do not subscribe to the primacy of economic
development, or that they will not in certain circumstances act in a manner that might be
described as developmental. Rather, the developmental state thesis falls down because
the state acts in a highly incoherent manner in practice. Development and predation
coexist. Local officials are quite capable of either tack, depending on what will suit their
own needs, please their immediate superiors, fit with their incentive structures, or match
their capabilities.
Why bother maintaining an agricultural extension system if only one-quarter of
the grassroots technicians are actually working on agricultural extension and only onethird of the staff receive training of any description? When farmers complain that "the
state is wasting that money", they are quite correct. As discussed in Chapter Two, the
Ministry of Agriculture and the National People's Congress have issued a series of laws
314
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and resolutions condemning the local extension system's failure to address the needs o f
farmers, and condemning the tendency o f local governments to divert funds earmarked
for agricultural extension to other purposes. Agricultural experts have demonstrated that
the dissemination o f appropriate technologies was vital to the improvement o f China's
rural e c o n o m y during the 1 9 8 0 s and 1990s.''°^ And yet qualified agricultural technicians
remain in their o f f i c e s or get assigned to other duties by local Party leaders. W h y does
the central government allow this to happen?
B e f o r e examining historical continuities in the actions o f the local state, I will
summarize what this study o f the local agricultural extension system has revealed about
state-society interactions in rural Anhui.

State-Society Interactions
Grassroots extension agents did not in the past and do not in the present day occupy a
"blurred boundary" between state and society. T h e disconnect between farmers and
extension agents was reinforced from below, as well as above. To farmers, extension
agents were and are cadres. An expectation remained that agricultural extension was a
top-down, government-led activity, passing through a distant bureaucracy. R e m e m b e r e d
ideals, as well as actual experience o f how the local state had acted in the past prevented
farmers from taking the initiative to go seek agricultural information f r o m extension
workers, and encouraged them to turn to each other for such support.
F r o m the perspective o f ordinary farmers, relying on family and friends or
making collective decisions with regard to agricultural technologies is consistent with
risk aversion, both e c o n o m i c and political. Risk aversion was manifested in farmers'
A strong case has been made that technological advances-particularly the extension of the
area sown to hybrid rice and double cropping-were more important than decollectivization in
boosting grain yields during the 1980s. See especially Huang Jikun and Scott Rozelle.
"Technological Change: Rediscovering the Engine of Productivity Growth in China s Rural
Economy," Journal of Development Economics 49 (1996), pp. 337-60.
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preferences

for

hybrid

rice

traits—stability

of

yield

was

preferred

to

other

characteristics—and reinforced by doubts as to the quality o f seed, pesticides and
fertilizer.
Collective perceptions of how the extension system was expected to function
also played a role in farmers' attitudes towards new technologies. The campaign to
disseminate hybrid rice blended the ideals of agricultural extension and communist
neotraditionalism. The state promoted a technology offering high pay-offs, quick
returns, visible results, and demonstrability. Hybrid rice was amenable to a coercive,
mass mobilization approach. Its extension had commenced during the Maoist era, using
Maoist methods: failure to meet targets was dealt with by "administrative coercion",
using a mixture of political and financial pressures to force production teams to plant
hybrid seed. Initially, the local post-Mao state used the same strategy to promote direct
seeding. It was a spectacular failure, suggesting that the old methods o f coercion were
no longer effective. No farmers adopted the technique during the 1990s. At the time o f
my surveys, around 40 percent o f farm households had adopted the modified technique.
Farmers' resistance to the direct seeding technique was partly practical—poor
irrigation infrastructure, lack of training, and unpredictable weather, weeds and pests.
But a further major source o f resistance arose from farmers' perception that direct
seeding did not match their expectations of what they envisioned modern agricultural
technology should entail. In the words of one villager small group leader, direct seeding
"Looks uneven. Sparse here, dense there, and the stalk length is irregular." Farmers also
objected that it did not offer increased yields, and if done incorrectly it actually wasted
time and reduced the harvest. The local state was a victim of its own success in
inculcating farmers in the ideology o f high modernism.
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While experiences in the introduction of green revolution technologies in other
developing countries found that agricultural extension services often became a "club
g o o d , " benefiting only the wealthiest farmers, this was not the case in rural Anhui. The
relatively even size of landholdings and farmers' limited access to credit meant that it
w a s very difficult for individual farm businesses to "capture" local extension agents.
For f a r m households, off-farm work, either inside or outside the county, was viewed as
a more

appealing

income-generating

strategy than agriculture.

Even

the

county

agricultural extension centre was active in retraining farmers to leave the soil.
Despite recent central government initiatives to introduce "service-oriented"
local government, the state was still perceived as an object of fear rather than as a
provider of services. While agricultural taxes were abolished in 2005, family planning
work continues to be forcefully implemented, and is n o w the main focus of village
government work. Recent administrative reforms have transformed village governments
in rural Anhui into outposts of township governments, unresponsive to the needs of
villagers w h o (in theory) vote them into office.
Farmers indicated that seed vendors had greater influence on their choice of rice
varieties than the township or county extension stations, but the main influence on their
agricultural decision-making processes were family and friends. The sidelining of
extension agents as sources of agricultural information was not due to a lack of trust in
the public extension system, but was related to the shortcomings of the agricultural
extension services per se. Although many farmers believed that the laziness of cadres in
general explained the low profile of state extension workers, but this inactivity of
extension agents was not of their own choosing. It revealed divergences within the local
state.

317

318

Divergence within the State
From the perspective of the grassroots extension agents, those who wished to spend
more time on extension work were frustrated by successive waves of administrative
reform, an audit culture that encouraged them to spend more time on "administrative
tasks" than extension work, and the attitudes of local Party bosses, who—for the most
part—held a vision of rural development that was at odds with both the needs of farmers
and the professional ideals of extension agents. Thus, while extension agents did not
occupy a blurred boundary between the fanners and the state, they found themselves
dissatisfied with how the local state operated.
Politics is still in command. The Party trumps government agencies in the
allocation of resources, tasks and personnel. There exists a clear and growing divide
between government service cadres and the Party's administrative cadres, with the
former often holding the latter in contempt. Extension agents, who boasted a higher
average level of education than administrative cadres, were more vulnerable to lose
their jobs, and found themselves being assigned administrative tasks according to the
caprice of local Party bosses. Extension agents were not trained to perform family
planning work, and they do not enjoy it.
Collusion between Party leaders, their personal assistants, and their friends and
relatives in the local business community had led to the emergence of a "shadow state"
dealing in government contracts, projects and the ubiquitous trade in government posts
(mai guan). Extension agents were particularly uneasy with this creeping "privatization"
of political power. It was known that all township Party secretaries and most heads of
county bureaus had paid bribes to secure their positions, eroding the respect of staff for
their superiors (the vast majority of staff had "shown their appreciation" to obtain their
jobs, but the sums involved in such transactions were considerably less).
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Party leaders were further distracted by a province-wide push for "attracting
projects and investment" {zhao shartg yin zi). Originally conceived as a way to boost
local economic growth, it is now a political task written into the annual assessments
(kaohe)

of leading county and township cadres and has become the main item of

township government work. To the dismay of grassroots extension workers, county and
township leaders squandered time and resources "chasing the cash."
Decentralization reforms, as observed in other countries, had a largely negative
impact on agricultural extension services. Township Party secretaries had consolidated
their control over extension staff, as the agricultural extension stations were designated
as "devolved agencies" (xiapai jigou), rather than "vertical agencies" under the control
of the county Agricultural Bureau. Only a quarter of township extension agents actually
worked as extension agents and two-thirds of them received no training in 2005. Staff
were moved to other types of assignments. As earlier noted, of the staff remaining in the
formal agricultural extension system, more than a quarter worked full time in family
planning offices. Other township extension station staff had been transferred to other
local government agencies or were working as sent-down village cadres.
Although the rhetoric of economic development in China may be characterized
as technological determinism, with its emphasis on the centrality of science and
technology and the power of models, it is remarkable that the handful of local
government staff with scientific qualifications are unable to use their skills. Extension
staff were aware of these ironies, but as long as their salaries were paid by the township
government, they could either show passive resistance by passing their days drinking,
gambling, and playing cards, or abandon their agricultural science training and fashion a
new career.
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An elaborate system of audits and inspections by higher levels of government,
aside from occupying a considerable amount of the extension agents' time, reminded
them that their main duty was "central

work" (zhongxin

gongzuo)—the

main

administrative tasks set down by township and county Party leaders. Contrary to other
studies of audit cultures, agricultural technicians were unconcerned

that

audits

demonstrated a lack of trust on the part of the higher-ups. Rather, they were
disillusioned that the audits did not assess their technical competence. Inspections
focused on intangibles such as one's "political thought" or "diligence". In the words of
many extension agents, the audits were designed to measure one quality: obedience to
the Party.
The pressure of these audits and inspections was most keenly felt by the Party
secretary at each level, who relied on a positive assessment to gain promotion to the
next tier of government. The Leninist nomenklatura

levers of government remain

effective, at least in controlling the behaviour of leading cadres. But for ordinary
township and county government staff members with little prospect of obtaining a
promotion, the current audit system provides little motivation. While an inspection team
from higher levels is visiting, they may be diligent. But with limited prospects of
promotion and inadequate agency in their daily work, ordinary local government staff
lack initiative and shirk their duties, a situation described as "One day of being a monk;
one day of ringing a bell" (zuoyi Han heshang, zhuangyi

tian

zhong).

For county-level extension agents were forced to undertake grassroots extension
work without assistance from their subordinates in the township extension stations.
While county level extension agents still received professional training, and were able
to undertake some extension work, they were also finding more of their time taken up
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by administrative tasks and higher-level campaigns, such as the New

Socialist

Countryside Program.
The delineation on Chinese organizational charts of bureaus and staff as being
either under the control of superior government ministries as vertical
{tiaoshang
lingdao)

lingdao),

or under local Party control as devolved agencies

agencies
{kuaishang

has broken down under the complexity of local politics, with lower-level

cadres tied to their superiors by a complex web of formal audits and inspections and
informal ties of money, kinship and mutual obligation. While the county extension
centre is nominally a vertical agency controlled by the provincial agricultural extension
centre, its daily priorities are set by the county Agricultural Committee, which is
beholden to local Party leaders. The top county leaders see their future in either the
provincial or prefectural governments, and as such their priorities for rural development
are influenced by the Party committees at these higher levels.
At the township level, where the extension stations have only "professional
relations" {yewu gitanxi) with the county Agricultural Bureau, the degree of interference
by township leaders is more marked than at the county level. However, the township
Party branch is not, as organizational charts might suggest, an "area" {kuai) acting
independently of higher levels. Township cadres, particularly the Party secretary, see
their future in the county government. In fact, rather than live in the township that they
head, they often reside full time in the county seat. Township Party leaders act
according to what they perceive to be the wishes of their superiors in the county Party
branch, and the diversion of staff and resources away from agricultural extension occurs
with the tacit consent of county, prefectural, and provincial Party leaders. Central
government resolutions condemning local cadres for thwarting the wishes of higher
levels by not providing rural services are empty rhetoric. As extension agents realize,
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extension stations were devolved to township government control simply because
central and provincial political leaders no longer see agricultural extension as a priority
for rural development.
The bureaucratic structure of the extension system, despite numerous rounds of
administrative reforms over the past two decades, is still fundamentally the same as
what existed during the commune era. While the state no longer reaches into the
personal lives of farmers to the same extent, from an institutional perspective politics
are still in command. Is it this that accounts for historical continuities in the behaviour
of the local state?

Continuities
While there is an expectation in the communist and post-communist studies literature
than an initial revolutionary phase, characterized by personalized rule, class struggle
and mass mobilization would give way to more orderly, rules-based institutionalized
governance, I found this was not the case in rural Anhui. While class struggle no longer
torments the descendants of former landlords and Nationalist soldiers (although the
effects are still felt), personalized rule and mass mobilization techniques are normalized
at all levels of local government. Moreover, recent reforms to local government
exacerbate these twin elements.
Experiments during the 1980s to depoliticize the bureaucracy by separating
Party and government functions have been abandoned and an extension of Party control
is evident at all levels of local government. In fact, in half of the villages of Benghai
County, the posts of village Party secretary and village head have been combined.
Moreover, the merging of administrative villages and the proliferation of sent-down
cadres from the township government have allowed the township Party secretaries to
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exercise more direct control of the villages in their bailiwick. As a result, when called
upon to carry out priority government tasks at both the village and township levels, rural
administrations act collectively, with little regard for professional boundaries between
staff Whether it is promoting family planning, the formation of farmers' associations,
or the New Socialist Countryside Program, all available hands are dragged into the local
Party's campaign du jour. Traditional, or rather neotraditional,"*®^ patterns of governance
are now routinized by the local state.
In the townships, while many agencies have returned to county control, the
power that remains at the township level is increasingly concentrated in the hands of the
Party secretary, and the posts of Party secretary and township head have been merged in
some parts of Anhui. The power of township Party secretaries over devolved offices
such as the agricultural extension stations is considerable. As noted above, only 26
percent of the extension agents are still working as extension agents, with the remainder
diverted to areas prioritized by individual township Party secretaries. Selective policymaking is the norm, with different standards of extension services offered by different
townships within the same county. The assets of devolved agencies have been stripped
by township governments, and often the offices that formerly belonged to the Ministry
of Agriculture have been auctioned off
The reallocation of township extension workers indicates that enforcing family
planning policy is still the main priority of township governments. This is largely a
result of the "one-strike rejection" {yi piao foujue) policy, whereby all achievements of
the township government and the Party secretary are annulled if targets are not met in
key policy areas, such as family planning or preventing rural unrest. Much of the
coercion that is still evident in the practices of the local state arises from this policy, as

Kenneth Jowitt, "Soviet Neotraditionalism: The Political Corruption of a Leninist Regime/
Soviet Studies 35, no. 3 (1983), pp. 275-97.
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Party secretaries feel they need the level of government immediately above them to see
that these targets are being met. As one agent noted, "If you don't go over the top, the
next level up won't know about it. And if you really go over the top, it is effective in a
way that's noticeable, at least on the surface {biaomian

shang).'"

An increasing number of items in local government work are subject to the
"one-strike rejection". In the recent Party-led drive to encourage the formation of
farmers' associations, an additional four items were deemed subject to the one-strike
rejection. Aside from the question of how useful a coercive mechanism such as this
could be in encouraging the formation of "voluntary" farmers' associations, such a
proliferation of "one-strike" items reduces the efficacy of this blunt policy instrument,
encouraging local leaders to engage in selective policy implementation.
This system of audits and inspections is reinforces a superficial, short-term,
campaign-style

approach

to

rural

governance,

encouraging

each

level

of

the

bureaucracy to look upwards to its political masters, rather than downward, as might be
expected under the current push for "service-oriented" government. The desire to please,
or at least to be seen to meet the requirements of higher levels of government has led to
a profusion of offices in both the township and county governments. This is illustrated
in Chapter Seven by the first impact of the New Socialist Countryside Programme,
launched in 2005, which resulted in the opening of "New Socialist Countryside Offices"
in every township, diverting staff from other tasks.
The continuity of rural political structures goes some way towards explaining
this persistence of personalised rule and campaign-style governance. This dissertation
has shown but much of it is perpetuated by collective notions (both from the cadres
above and the farmers below) regarding the appropriate manner in which the local state
should function. As one county official remarked on hearing of a drive to reduce the
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number of meetings and documents, "The one thing the Party has taught us is how to
hold meetings and issue documents. If they take that away, what will we do?"
Documents on reducing the number of documents were duly issued, and rounds of
meetings were held to discuss reducing the number of meetings.
This dissertation has shown that communist neotraditional forms of governance,
such as personalised rule, output obsession, and a short-term campaign approach to
rural administration are routinized in Benghai County. These routines are reinforced by
historical continuities in rural political structures, the Party's strategies of formal and
informal control, and the expectations of farmers. It is doubtful that the local state will
"evolve" towards adopting more democratic, rules-based institutional procedures. On
the contrary, recent central government reforms have enhanced the power of the Party,
and growing opportunities for personal enrichment through the "shadow

state"

encourage local leaders to maintain the status quo. Politics are firmly in command, and
doing very nicely, thank you. The result is a local state which is incoherent, functioning
in a manner that contradicts central government rhetoric, the development ideals of its
own staff and the interests of ordinary farmers. Five decades after the Great Leap
Forward, it is still more important to be "red" than "expert".
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