Global Perspective: China’s Ravenous Appetite
History has shown that when people rise above subsistence level, one of the first things they want is to eat a little better.  They want to include more meat in their diet.  Therefore, they will feed some of their grains to animals and consume animal products such as meat, fish, eggs, and butter.  They eat more vegetables and use more edible oils.  In short, they move a bit higher up the food chain.

A sizable percentage of China’s nearly 1.3 billion citizens are moving up the food chain.  In the early 1980s, the typical urban Chinese diet consisted of rice, porridge, and cabbage.  By the middle 1990s, the diet had dramatically changed to include meat, eggs, or fish at least once a day.


Diet is not the only thing changing in China.  Even with population control, China’s population grows by over 11 million people a year, and young people are leaving the countryside and moving to the cities.  China’s urban population, currently over 450 million, should double by 2010.  China has about 21 percent of the world’s population but only 7 percent of the arable land; in other words, it has less arable land than the United States but nearly five times the population.  China’s farm sector is simply unable to keep up with the surging demand for what people regard as better food.


Total meat consumption in China is growing by 10 percent a year; feed for animal consumption is growing by 15 percent.  Demand for poultry, which requires 2 to 3 kilograms of feed per kilogram of bird, has doubled in five years.  China’s new diet will make it more dependent on the United States, Canada, and Australia for feed grains.  By 1997, China had gone from being a net exporter of grain to importing 16 million tonnes (17.6 million U.S. tons).  The switch in corn is even more dramatic.  As recently as 1995, China was the second-largest corn exporter in the world.  But with the chickens and pigs eating so much corn, in one year, China moved from exporting 12 million tonnes (13.2 million U.S. tons) of corn to importing 4 million tonnes (4.4 million U.S. tons).

China has also become the world’s largest importer of fertilizer.  In addition, while the government is converting some marginal lands in the north for agriculture, this is more than offset by the loss of fertile, multiple-cropped farmland in the southern coastal provinces.  Overall, China’s farmland in shrinking by at least 0.5 percent per year.


China also faces a severe water shortage in the arid north.  In the Yellow River Valley’s large grain belt, irrigation projects tripled crop yields during the 1950s and 1960s, resulting in severe overpumping of groundwater.  Today, the water table is falling, aquifers are vanishing, and farmers now have to compete with industry and households for water.  The era of the flush toilet has arrived.

China is only a part—but certainly the biggest part—of a larger story.  What’s true for China is also happening throughout much of Asia.  Large, populous countries such as Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines are rapidly urbanizing.  They are gaining purchasing power and losing farmland, and the people are adding more animal proteins and processed foods to their diets.  Given the magnitude of the changes, the world’s ability to feed itself in the future is difficult to predict.

· What changes do you anticipate in the food consumption pattern in China in the next decade?

· Is China capable of maintaining a diet similar to that of North Americans? Is such a diet desirable?
