
Announcer:  Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy podcast, a production 

of Oxford Journals and the Agricultural & Applied Economics Association. Today's podcast will 

feature Professor Colin Carter, the author of "Advances in Chinese Agriculture and Its Global 

Implications", and Professor Bill Liefert, the author of "Russian Agriculture during Transition: 

Performance, Global Impact, and Outlook."  Both articles were recently published in the first issue 

of Volume 34 of AEPP.  

Tim Park:  Welcome to the podcast. I’m Tim Park of the USDA-Economic Research Service, and 

one of the editors of AEPP. Joining me today are Colin Carter of the University of California, 

Davis and Bill Liefert, also from the USDA-Economic Research Service. Bill, Colin, welcome. 

Colin Carter:  Thank you Tim. 

Bill Liefert:  Thank you. 

Tim Park:  I'll start with Colin. Colin, what have been the most significant changes in Chinese 

agriculture since economic reforms were implemented? 

Colin Carter:  Tim, that's a very good question. The reforms are 30 years old now. And they 

dismantled the very large communal farms that existed in China then, and they basically allowed 

the farm households to start making their own decisions on cropping practices and livestock 

production. So all of a sudden the incentives facing farmers changed; and this led to a large boost 

in production. China's agriculture has made remarkable achievements in the last three decades, 

in spite of resource scarcity. In fact Tim, after centuries on the brink of famine, its people now 

have plenty to eat in China. And a statistic I think that's pretty revealing: China has 22% of the 

world's people and only 9% of the world's land. But they've managed to provide enough food for 

their population, despite some issues with resource scarcity. In fact, China's agriculture has 

grown by over 4.5% per year on average since reforms; well above the growth rates in many 

other countries. I think another significant impact, in addition to the large growth and production, 

has been a very striking change in the mix of food production in China, the output shares. 

Traditional grain and oilseed crops have gone down as a share of the total value of production, 

while livestock production and high-valued fruits and vegetables have grown very rapidly in 

China. Which means that today China's agricultural production is much better aligned with its 

comparative advantage Tim. 

Tim Park:  Okay. Thank you Colin. Bill, what would say have been the most significant changes 

in Russian agriculture since economic reforms were implemented? 



Bill Liefert:  Well I'm going to answer this question from the point of view mainly of farm level 

changes; changes in the nature kind of institutionally to Russian farming. And I'll discuss changes 

in commodity developments, trade developments, probably with later questions. In certain 

respects the economic reforms that began in Russia in the 1990s fundamentally changed the 

country's agricultural system. The main change is that markets replaced central planning as the 

main means of allocating inputs and output levels. Farms now had to use markets and use their 

own initiative to obtain inputs, determine their level of production, and sell their output. However, 

the reforms of the 1990s did not very much change the size, nature and internal functioning of the 

farms themselves. In the Soviet plant system, farms are very large. Now when China began its 

economic reforms—which Colin just mentioned—the large state-run farms were broken up into 

small farms. But in Russia, that did not happen. In Russia the large farms inherited from Soviet 

period remained pretty much intact. They were privatized, and officially most became corporate 

farms owned by the management and workers. But the farms did not really change very much 

their system of internal management incentives. Which meant that many of the farm level 

inefficiencies and problems of the old Soviet period remained. In the new market economy, many 

of these farms had been unprofitable, and can only be supported by subsidies and other help 

from the government. However, during the past decade of the 2000s, some farms—not most but 

some—began to improve their management and operation, such that they became more efficient 

and productive. In particular large vertically integrated enterprises have developed called 

agroholdings, which appear to be setting the highest standard for Russian agriculture 

performance. Yet this apparent improvement comes from Russian agriculture moving in the 

direction not of smaller farms but rather toward even bigger enterprises and operations. 

Tim Park:  Okay. So we've had some good insight on domestic change in agricultural policy. But 

Colin, can you tell us how China is currently affecting world agricultural commodity markets? 

Colin Carter:  Yes. Well Tim, I'm sure many listeners are aware of the fact that China is in fact 

the world's largest agricultural economy. If you draw up a list of number one producer of 

agricultural products, there's a long list where China ranks number one; such as in pork, wheat, 

rice, tea, cotton, etc. Well that fact alone means that China plays a key role in the world food 

equation. I mentioned the changing output mix with reform. And in addition to that Tim, there's 

been quite a dramatic change in the consumer demand for food in China, with urbanization and 

higher incomes. So you've got the changing output mix, partly responding to the shift in demand 

towards much more meat in the diets, with the higher incomes. So the increased demand for 

meats in particular led to really massive growth in imports of soybeans by China. So today China 

is the world's largest importer of soybeans. And this year we expect they'll import over 56 million 

metric tons. And that accounts for about 60% of global soybean imports; a very, very large player. 

China is also by far the world's largest importer of cotton, and last year China purchased about 

40% of all the cotton that was sold on world markets. Interestingly, China is also the world's 

largest producer of cotton. So here you have the largest producer and the largest importer; 

signifying the fact that China is a very big player in world agricultural markets. When you look at 

those two commodities, soybeans and cotton, together they account for well over 40% of China's 



total agricultural imports. So the imports are kind of stacked up with those two commodities. 

China is now a member of the WTO, it joined in about 2001, and since that time Tim, there's been 

a rapid expansion of both agricultural imports and agricultural exports, from China's perspective. 

Tim Park:  Very interesting. Bill, how would you say that Russia is currently affecting world 

agricultural commodity markets? 

Bill Liefert:  Well Tim I'll begin answering this question by first going back to the late Soviet 

period, but then move up to the current times. During the last decades of the old Soviet Union, 

the Soviet government heavily expanded the country's livestock sector. Because the country 

needed a lot of animal feed to support the sector, the USSR became a large importer of feed 

grain, soybeans, and soybean meal; as I suspect a lot of listeners remember. When Russia 

became independent and moved to a market system, the country discovered that its livestock 

sector suffered from very high production costs, and that domestic producers could not compete 

with imported meat and other imported livestock products. So as a result, the Russian livestock 

sector, during the 1990s, contracted by more than half. Russia became a big importer of meat; in 

particular, poultry from the United States. And the large Soviet era imports of feed grain, 

soybeans and soybean meal ended because the downsizing of the livestock sector meant that 

Russia no longer needed all that animal feed. In the 2000s, the main development involving world 

agricultural markets is that Russia has become a large exporter of grain. And the three former 

Soviet countries of Russia, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan have collectively become a very large grain 

exporting region. And the main reason Russian grain exports grew so much during the 2000s is 

that grain production increased, creating surpluses for export. And it appears that the new, large 

agroholdings—that I mentioned before—are a major reason for the growth in grain production, 

because the superior managerial practices and use of new technology are increasing grain yields, 

which in turn increases output, which leads to more exports.  

Tim Park:  Very interesting. So we have a clear understanding of current events in world 

agricultural commodity markets. But let's look to the future. And Colin what would you say are the 

most important changes that will occur in the Chinese agricultural sectors of the next 10 years? 

Colin Carter:  Well Tim, we've seen very significant changes in China's agriculture since reform, 

as we've been discussing. But lots of problems remain with the further development of Chinese 

agriculture. In terms of the most important changes, I think clearly the size of farms is something 

that we will see a large change in going forward. Interestingly, before the collectivization, the 

average farm size in China was about three acres; relatively small. But today that farm size is just 

over one acre. So farms are much smaller today than they were before collectivization. And you 

can imagine that on a farm that's just over one acre in size, and is cut into several pieces—so it 

wouldn't be a one-acre block, it would be three or four blocks; they're basically garden plots-- and 

having joined the WTO—so basically operating at something close to world prices. It's very 



difficult for farmers to make a good living, at world prices on such a small piece of land. So that's 

one issue. A second issue, pointing us in the same direction Tim, is the fact that the farmers are 

relatively old in China. Last year when I did a tour through the countryside, I met very, very few 

farmers that were I would say on the young side. So you have this aging population. You have 

farms that are tiny and unable to take advantage of economies of scale. So I would say we'll see 

a very rapid decline in the rural workforce as the aging population moves on; and we'll see a 

growth in farm size to something closer to what you might see in some European countries, 

where you could bring in machinery and take advantage of modern technology. So clearly we'll 

see a change in farm size. Now one overriding issue with that Tim is the whole question of land 

tenure; because the farmers in China do not actually own their land, and certainly consolidation 

may require some change in the land tenure system. So that's one important change. Another, 

which I fully expect to see, comes in terms of the role of biotechnology. China is investing very 

heavily in the application of biotechnology to agriculture. And they're very close to 

commercializing genetically modified rice; which is a food crop. In fact, China may be the first 

nation in the world to commercially produce GMO rice. And I see that as a real watershed and 

sort of opening the way for other countries, especially in the developing world, to start producing 

biotech food grains. And I think that's definitely on the horizon for China as well. So those were 

the two major changes that I would say are in store for the Chinese agricultural sector.             

Tim Park:  Excellent. Bill, what would you say are the most important changes that will occur in 

the Russian agricultural sectors over the next 10 years? 

Bill Liefert:  Well Tim, I think that the main trend that I've already discussed will pretty much 

continue over the next 10 or so years, concerning both Russian farm-level operations and 

agricultural commodity and trade developments. Concerning the farms, although many Russian 

farms will continue to stagnate, and smaller scale family farming will probably not develop to a 

large degree, the large agroholdings will probably continue to expand, in both numbers and 

influence; which should benefit Russian agriculture. The agroholdings are attracted in particular to 

grain production because of the opportunities for profitable export. So I therefore also believe that 

from the point of view of commodity developments, Russian grain production will continue to grow 

over the next 10 years; which means Russian grain exports will also grow, especially of wheat. 

Within 10 or so years, Russia could equal the United States as the world's largest wheat exporter; 

or maybe even surpass the United States. Now one development that might be new, that is not a 

continuation of trend, concerns the livestock sector. Because I mentioned, the livestock sector 

contracted heavily, by more than half, during the 1990s. Russia became a big meat importer; and 

still was a big meat importer up 'til—well it still is. But there've been some developments there. 

New and modern enterprises, similar to the agroholdings, are also developing in the livestock 

sector. So that the Russian livestock sector is beginning to revive a bit. And in particular poultry 

production is booming. Russian poultry production from 2000 to 2010 increased by more than 

400%. So consequently Russian imports of meat have been falling during the last few years, and 

that trend should continue. And the Russian government is facilitating this development. Because 

as I mentioned, Russia exports a lot of grain, but it imports meat. It also imports processed 



goods. Russia has a big trade deficit in agriculture, which the government is not happy about and 

it's trying to reverse that. In particular, it wants to reduce the big meat imports. So the Russian 

government is increasing subsidies to the livestock sector, and it also provides the livestock 

sector with trade protection through a restricted system of tariff free quotas for meat imports. And 

that is a development that will-- is sort of off the trend of most of the last 20 years. 

Tim Park:  Bill and Colin, thank you very much for being part of the podcast. And our readers can 

find much more information about each of these topics in the full text of the articles. 

Colin Carter:  Thank you very much Tim. 

Bill Liefert:  Thank you.  

Announcer: Colin Carter is Professor of Agricultural and Resource Economics at the University 

of California Davis, and director of the Giannini Foundation of Agricultural Economics. He works 

on commodity markets and trade, and has been studying the economics of China's agriculture 

since his first trip there in 1985. Bill Liefert is a Senior Economist with the Market and Trade 

Economics Division of the Economic Research Service of the USDA. He specializes in 

macroeconomic and trade issues involving agriculture, with a retail specialization in Russia and 

the other countries of the Former Soviet Union. You can find both Professor Carter and Professor 

Liefert's articles in Volume 34, Issue 1 of AEPP. If you have any feedback or follow-up questions, 

please send an email to podcasts@oxfordjournals.org. If you are interested in learning more 

about AEPP, or signing up for free AEPP content alerts, visit aepp.oxfordjournals.org. For more 

information about the Agricultural & Applied Economics Association, visit aaea.org. The music 

featured in today's episode is the song "Forward" by Northbound. You can find it online at 

freemusicarchive.org. Thanks for listening. 
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