WhyChina
Doesnt
Starve

he narrow highway connecting Nanking and Yang-

chou is a maze of bicycles, two-wheeled carts, and

other slow-moving vehicles that challenge a bus

driver’s patience and overwork the loud horn that
helps clear the way. Unusual obstacles include a stretch
where rice is spread to dry in the sun on half the
black-topped roadway. In fields along the way, thousands
of men and women work the land with hoes and other tools
as their ancestors have for centuries. Others with baskets
and shovels clean silt from irrigation ditches, spread com-
post, scrape mud from canals and fish ponds, and level
fields. Water buffalo sun themselves here and there, and
occasionally one is seen pulling a plow.

The only evidence of mechanized farming in this typical
rural scene in Kiangsu Province are a few tractors, both
small hand types and old Russian-made models, pulling
carts along the road, and the overhead lines that carry
power to irrigation pumps and other rural electric outlets.
[s this the agricultural system the People’s Republic of
China relies on to produce food for a population estimated
at between 800 and 900 million, and climbing? How is
starvation avoided with such backward methods in a nation
with roughly one-fourth of the world’s people? What about
diesel tractors and pesticides, feedlots and fertilizer tanks,
and other scientific advances that agribusiness companies
tell us are essential to modern farming?

Answers to questions like these began taking shape
during a visit to Yangchou in late January, probably the
most informative part of a 15-day trip through rural China.
Yangchou had a prominent place on the schedule because
an agricultural college, a research institute, and a huge
water conservancy project are all located there. We were
told that we were the first Americans to come to that area
since the 1940s.

Water project engineers explained how irrigation and
flood control developments now protect most of China’s
best cropland, a tremendous achievement in a country
plagued through history by drought and devastating floods.
A fast-developing program of problem-solving research and
technical assistance to people on the land was outlined by
scientists at the institute. And professors at the college told
how their students spend time working on the communes,
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Above: Commune members applying fertilizer to  the
cotton seedlings in a field inter-cropped with wheat.

Top Right: Harvesting cotton

Right: Members of the Hsuhang People’s Conunune
on the outskirts of Shanghai inspect wheat.

with peasants evaluating their performance and submitting
their grades to the school.

My conclusion from this and eye-opening visits to other
farming areas is that China, staggered by starvation and
disease when it closed its borders to Westerners more than
25 years ago, has built a strong agriculture and appears now
to be doing a good job of feeding its people. It has done
this by making agriculture its first priority, adopting a
system that stresses productivity of the land rather than of
labor, and refusing to replace labor-intensive practices
proven over the centuries with energy-intensive technology.

[SELF-RELTANCE]

he question of whether this agricultural approach is

working no longer needs to be evaluated on the

basis of reports from Peking. A recent study pub-

lished by the U.S. government shows that Chinese

peasants and highly-mechanized U.S. farmers now produce

the same amount of grain on roughly the same amount of
land, and that China produces three times as many hogs.

The Chinese reported last winter that they have had 13
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good crops in a row, an unprecedented record, and much of
the credit is given to the extensive irrigation and drainage
system. Another significant result of taming the rivers and
developing these water projects has been the ability to shift
gradually from two to three crops a year — usually two of
rice and one of wheat in much of eastern China — with
important gains in total output.

This doubling up is nothing new in China, where multi-
ple cropping and relay planting have been practiced for
centuries. Crops are planted between the rows before earlier
crops are harvested and it is not unusual to see two or more
crops growing together in the same fields. These combina-
tions include fruit trees and vines, which are also planted
around chicken and hog pens to utilize manure washed
away from feeding areas and to provide summer shade.
Food is also produced on all vacant areas in the cities and,
as one recent visitor put it: “Almost anyone in China can
walk out the door of his home and see where his next meal
is coming from.”

Ithough most of China’s arable land has been farmed

intensively for 30 to 40 centuries, the fertility of -

the soil has been maintained through a self-

renewing type of agriculture that uses the full
range of organic fertilizers. An important source through
the ages has been “night soil,” the human waste that is
composted and put on the fields in all Asian countries.
Other important fertilizer sources include city garbage,
hauled to the country and composted, and the rich mud
reclaimed from the bottom of canals and fish ponds when
they are drained and cleaned in the winter months.

Livestock manure has always been a valuable fertilizer
source in China and the peasants, unlike big U.S. feedlot
operators, have never questioned whether it was “economi-
cal” to haul it out on the land. Manure will become even
more important now as the result of a decision to try to
increase hog production to a level of three pigs per acre of
cropland. This decision appears sound economically be-
cause pork produced for export is becoming an important
cash crop for the communes. There is little doubt that the
pigs-per-acre goal will be reached because pig manure is
considered an excellent fertilizer by the peasants, fresh
pork moves well in the city markets, and hogs are being
used increasingly to consume the by-products of food
milling and processing.

At the Red Star People’s Commune near Peking, for
example, by-products from a milk drying plant and a grain
milling facility were providing all the feed needed for 1,600
hogs. In a similar setup at Lou-Tang People’s Commune
northwest of Shanghai, hogs were getting the by-products
from a plant turning out sweet potato starch noodles. Using
hogs as waste disposal units in this way, of course, is a
modern slant on the centuries-old practice of having a pig in
every backyard to consume household garbage and other
edible wastes.

As more and more land is triple-cropped, however,
organic fertilizer sources fall short of requirements and it is
necessary to supplement them with inorganic plant foods.
About 800 small fertilizer plants are now in operation
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Members of a small village in the Lou-Tang People’s
Commune.

making ammonium bicarbonate fertilizer from water and
coal. China also is constructing ten large fertilizer plants
with a capacity of a thousand tons a day and these are
expected to be operational in about two years. The Chinese
have plenty of natural gas for nitrogen fertilizer manufac-
turing, but for now, at least, they indicated they will use it
only as needed to supplement the traditional organic
sources.

Mechanization is taking hold slowly, at least by Ameri-
can standards, partly because an incredible amount of
skilled hand labor is available. Another reason is that the
Chinese, seeing what has happened in countries where
farmers have become captives of high-energy fossil fuel
systems, have decided to commit as little of these non-
renewable energy resources as possible to food production.
The multiple cropping and relay planting, which are more
like gardening than farming, also do not lend themselves to
large machinery.

It is estimated that 600 million people live in the
countryside. Although many are not directly involved in
farming, working instead in light industry or providing
services in barber shops or clinics or similar places, they are
available if needed on an emergency basis to help plant or
harvest a crop. The communes, however, have now begun
supplementing this vast labor force by purchasing some
large Chinese-built tractors ranging up to 110 horsepower.

More popular, however, is the small “hand tractor,” a
powerful two-wheeled walking unit that can be maneuvered




Hogs at the Red Star People’s Commune near Peking feed
on the byproducts of a milkdrying plant and grain milling.

with ease over the small fields. These gasoline-powered units,
which also provide belt pulley power for small rice thresh-
ers and similar equipment, have been mass produced since
1964 at Tractor Works No. 1 in Shanghai and elséwhere.
This tractor probably wouldn’t sell in America because it
isn’t much to look at. But the factory manager emphasized
that it was designed by engineers who spend their summers
out on the communes, is just what the peasants ordered,
and will be redesigned anytime they decide they want
something else.
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Sweet potato starch noodles drying in the sun.

[TECHNOLOGY THAT WORKS]

he input that farmers make in tractor design is just

one example of the emphasis on exposure of

scientists to farmers and farmers to scientists. The

Chinese peasant may look backward, particularly
when he is guiding a plow behind a slow-moving water
buffalo, but he is actually involved in a highly-organized
program of agricultural education that results in rapid
adoption of new farming techniques.

The director of the Agricultural Research Institute at
Yangchou, which was relocated there after years in an
urban setting at Nanking, explained that scientific farming
groups operate at the commune, brigade, and work team
levels. ““About one million people are directly involved in
our network of scientific groups in Kiangsu Province,” he
said. “In that way research results are adopted promptly.”

Most of the institute’s research projects are on commune
land where peasants propose many of the projects and
watch the results. Seventeen problem research centers are
set aside for crop experimentation. Both professors and
technical people carry the program of experimentation,
popularization, and demonstration to rural areas.

This was verified in a question-and-answer session with
Sun Ping-Sheng, responsible member of the office at the
Evergreen People’s Commune near Soochow. “We are stres-
sing scientific farming methods by shortening time of
growing, raising output per unit, and popularizing short-
term crops,” he told us. “We have agri-technicians in every
brigade and production team and they work together with
commune members to be sure this technology works and is
adaptable.”

Production problems that appear are researched prompt-
ly, mainly because the Yangchou institute’s “open door
policy” keeps its staff on a three-year rotation. They spend
one year doing research at the institute, another working on
research projects while living and working with the peas-
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ants, and the third year touring the province to gather
information on problems to be researched and to share
research findings through adult education classes.

It is obvious to a visitor that China has been tremen-
dously successful in getting technology adopted at the farm
level. As Sterling Wortman, A Rockefeller Foundation vice
president, put it after an extensive look at Chinese agricul-
ture: “Locally, there’s no such thing as a good or bad
farmer. Various farming regions may differ, but within a
given locality the productivity on all lands has been raised
to the same standard of excellence.”

The scientific team headed by Dr. Wortman found that
the Chinese had developed high-yield, dwarf rice varieties
that are similar to the “miracle rice” varieties developed by
the International Rice Research Institute. “Much of the rice
we saw would clearly yield six to seven tons per hectare,”
he reported on his return. “That’s extraordinarily good by
world standards.”

The research projects also stress the need to keep food
free of chemicals and to create an agricultural environment
that will endure indefinitely. The projects include work on
better methods of controlling weeds without chemicals, of
propagating and releasing beneficial insects, of developing
insecticides made from herbs, of improving strains of
bacteria added to the soil to speed decomposition of crop
residues, and of expanding an extensive program of biologi-
cal control of insects. They reported good results with
breeding “nurseries” turning out millions of bugs to attack
and eat aphids, for example, and said the golden bee
released several years ago has been effective in controlling
the cotton boll weevil.

[BREAKING THE CYCLE]

an this strong commitment to agriculture be sus-
tained in a country like China where there clearly
are needs for development of heavy industry and
other sectors of the economy? One can only
conclude that the total involvement of people in this effort,
and the painful memories many have of starvation in the
past, will make it possible to maintain this momentum.

There is no need in China to remind people where food
comes from or for direct farmer-consumer marketing ar-
rangements aimed at easing the economic stranglehold of a
highly concentrated food industry. It is likely that more
people have first hand knowledge of agriculture in China
than anywhere else in the world. Even the soldiers in China
are required to produce most of their own food on their
own bases.

All high school students are required to complete
courses in agriculture, for example, and all city people in
China spend one month every two years working on a
commune as a kind of sabbatical. A large proportion of the
high school graduates also work on communes for a year or
two during the period when they are making arrangements
to enter an apprenticeship program, enroll at a university,
or take some other kind of training.

Another strength is the commune system itself, which
has retained some personal incentives not usually found in a
communal society. It includes a system of work credits for
labor on the land, sharing of profits from other commune
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enterprises, and the small private plots where rural families
produce most of their own food, keep a pig and some ducks
or chickens, and are able to sell whatever produce they can
spare on the open market.

The rural commune typically covers an area the size of a
Midwest rural county, involves anywhere from 15,000 to
50,000 people, and is set up much like a large farming
cooperative. The communes are organized into brigades,
which do most of the accounting and handle things like
leasing machinery, and work teams which are made up of
20 to 30 families in a neighborhood who work the land in
common.

The Lou-Tang Commune, one of the 190 in the Shang-
hai area, is a typical example with 15 brigades and 138
production teams working a total of 2,400 hectares of land.
This commune was set up in 1958 with about 24,000
people in 5,770 households. Rice is grown on 50 percent of
its land, cotton on 45 percent, and vegetables on the
remainder. It also produces about 36,000 hogs a year. The
commune also has 24 large tractors, 120 walking tractors,
and has 95 percent of its land under electrically-powered
irrigation.

The communes provide such services as farm implement
repair and maintenance, hospital services, management for
large dairy and other livestock enterprises, carpentry and
blacksmith shops, and a wide variety of jobs in light
industry. Most of the peasants live either in the town where
the commune is headquartered, which is much like a
county seat town in our rural areas, or in homes clustered
in villages or scattered across the countryside. A few have
moved into new workers’ apartments, making their former
mud homes available for conversion to livestock shelter.

This system also makes it possible to implement a policy
of keeping people on the land and avoiding the kind of
mass movement to the cities that has caused such critical
social and economic problems in Third World cities, not to
mention our own metropolitan areas. The light industry
being developed in rural areas is the kind that is labor
intensive and that can operate so more jobs are available in
winter months when farm work is slow. The emphasis is on
things like basket weaving, fan and rug making, and hand
embroidery that utilize skills handed down through the
generations and that turn out beautiful items that can go
into the export market and provide a good cash return for
the commune. Also emphasized are silk and tea production,
both traditional cash crops that involve a tremendous
amount of hand labor.

China does not yet aim to be the breadbasket of Asia.
The hard-won miracle of the past 25 years has been more
immediate and basic than that. Commune by commune,
China has become a nation of local breadbaskets, economi-
cally interdependent and yet at the same time self-suffi-
cient. With a commitment by the whole society to share
both its resources and its labor, it would seem that, for
China at least, the ancient cycle of recurring famine has
finally been broken.

Roger Blobaum is an agricultural consultant to the Center
for the Biology of Natural Systems and the National
Catholic Rural Life Conference. He visited Ching in January
1975 with a group of Kansas farmers.




A Declaration of Interdependence
by Robert McAtee Brown

ichard Nixon left so many baleful legacies to the

American people that it would be difficult to

decide which one will inflict the most long-term

damage. I have an uneasy feeling that after the

dust of Watergate has settled, and even after the Southeast

Asians can once again direct their own lives free of an

American presence, an even worse legacy will remain:

Nixon’s attempt to sell us on the necessity for American

“independence” by 1980: to do whatever is necessary to

maintain, undiminished, our American way of life, no
matter what happens elsewhere.

Such a vision is both immoral and impossible. Even if it
could be achieved, it would be immoral to assume that a
few have the right to all they want while the rest perish,
populating a lavish oasis in an ever-widening desert of want
and destitution. But 1 believe the vision is also impossible;
those in the desert are simply not going to sit by and let
those in the oasis get richer and richer — and fatter and
fatter — while the rest starve.

Much of the discussion about food now centers on what
is called “lifeboat ethics.” The rich nations have their own
lifeboats, full up but seaworthy, while the poor nations are
in badly provisioned boats that are sinking. So the poor are
trying to climb into the lifeboats of the rich. The rich, so
the theory goes, are justified in beating off the poor,
because if the poor get on board the lifeboats will run short
of provisions and be swamped, and everybody will perish.
Better that some survive than none.

The image assumes that the lifeboats of the rich are
already full to bursting. A counter image could suggest that
the rich are in fact on a large yacht, if not luxury liner, and
that there is actually plenty of food and space on board, so
that the rich, even if they decided to keep the first-class
section of the vessel to themselves, could afford to let the
poor on board. If the boat imagery is to be retained, that
might at least be a more accurate description.

But there is an even more accurate image, the image,
also familiar, of our planet as a spaceship. Its value is
that it stresses the element of interdependence. On a
spaceship, everybody is in it together. No one can be
ignored. The entire mission is threatened if there is a
mutiny among the crew, and there will be nobody to effect
a salvage operation.

Very well. How are the resources aboard this spaceship
being divided? Fr. Theodore Hesburgh has put it this way:

Take the view of the earth from the moon, which

reduces the size of our spacecraft earth. Instead of 3.6

billion people, difficult to imagine, think of a crew of

five persons, each representing a segment of humanity.

The person representing us and our world, mostly

Judaeo-Christian, white, Western, affluent, has the use of

80 percent of the available life resources and amenities

aboard our spacecraft. The other four crew members

must share the 20 percent that is left.
That, in itself, is a monstrous statistic of human inequity,
which Fr. Hesburgh rightly describes as “iniquitous and
unjust.” But, he goes on, the situation “is still deteriorating.
Our crew man is increasing his share to 90 percent at the
moment, leaving 24 percent for each of the other crew
members.”

It is frequently the case in our hard and stern world that
those who talk about “morality” are written off as naive or
sentimental or unrealistic. But in the case at hand, who is
unrealistic? The one who says that those with 90 percent of
the resources must share them with those who have only
10 percent. Or the one who says that those with 90 percent
of the resources should hold on to them, come what may?
Love and justice would, of course, indicate sharing as the
only appropriate stance. But realism indicates the same
thing. Here is a case, where a moral concern coincides with
the realistic self-interest of the entire human family. And
since nations do not usually act for moral or altruistic
reasons, but out of a sense of national self-interest, there is
at least the possibility that the rich nations might realize
they are pursuing a collision course with disaster. So I reject
the notion that a concern to share food resources is
“unrealistic.” It is the only realism left.

t is clear that there is an immediate need to share,
made apparent in statistics so stark that they can
hardly be internalized: 15,000 people starving to
death every day, two-thirds of the human family

going to bed hungry every night. We cannot ignore those
realities, since they are not statistics but people. We cannot
write them off while we make long-range plans to feed the
planet more adequately in the future by new social struc-
tures. The immediate needs must be met by stopgap
methods, and this is legitimate and imperative, so long as
we remember that they are stopgap, and that they are not
solving the problem but only locating it. The experts have
many suggestions for doing this — stopgap, transitional and
long-range. It is true that there is inordinate wastage of
food in “developed” countries, that we often destroy food
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