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Sustainable Rural Development 

Abstract 

This research is a follow-up activity to IIASA’s European Rural Development (ERD) Pro-
ject that was terminated at the end of 2002. Its aim is to continue integrated research on the 
demographic, economic, political and environmental dimensions of rural development, now 
focusing on lagging rural regions in China. The activity will also attempt to fulfill some of 
the obligations of the former ERD Project, in particular concerning ongoing efforts of ERD 
network partners to submit EU proposals. The activity will be carried out by Gerhard K. 
Heilig. The research will follow the approach of his previous work on “China’s food 
security”, which resulted in the publication of the ChinaFood CD-ROM and Web site 
(Heilig, 1997, 1999, 2002; Heilig et al., 2000)1. 

 

Introduction 

Regional disparities between urban-industrial centers and the vast, predominantly rural 
hinterland are a serious problem in China (Tian, 1999; Xu et al., 1997)2. The “economic 
miracle” of the past two decades was mainly generated by a small number of coastal provinces 
and special development zones in southern and eastern China (Fleisher et al., 1997; Mody et al. 
1997; Wei, 2000)3. In these “hot spots” of development, environmental impacts are serious: 
rice-paddies are being transformed into industrial parks or residential areas; natural land is being 
sliced-up by new highways and railroads; and rivers and ponds are becoming increasingly 
contaminated by intensive agriculture, urban sewage systems and industrial waste water release. 
The cities and towns in the East and South are growing rapidly due to rural-urban migration – 
despite a strict household registration system, which should (in theory) keep farmers from 
interior provinces in their villages. Credible estimates have placed the number of temporary 
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rural-urban migrants (the so-called “floating population”) in the order of 80 million. None of the 
big cities, from Beijing to Shanghai could function properly without the huge “army” of 
unqualified migrant workers from the rural hinterland. These migrants work primarily in the 
urban construction industry, in waste collection, the transport industry, as well as in household 
services (Yao, 2001; Zhao, 2001)4.  
 
The vast rural areas in the central and eastern parts of China, on the other hand, have seen little 
economic growth after the first wave of development in the early 1980s, when family farming 
was re-introduced after decades of centrally planned agricultural communes (Chen, et al. 
1996)5. Today, small-scale agriculture and animal husbandry are still the dominating economic 
activities. Typically, each family has a plot in the range of only 0.25 to 0.55 hectares, which is 
far too small for competitive commercial agriculture (Lu, Wencong 2001)6. With agricultural 
modernization, however, a large number of farmers would loose their subsistence. It is esti-
mated that China has an agricultural excess population in the order of 200 million people, most 
of them in the central and western parts of the country. No wonder that the great majority of 
China’s poor lives in these interior rural areas (Lu, Feng, 2001; Liu, 2001)7.  
 
There is a consensus among experts that the gap between increasingly prosperous coastal 
provinces and stagnating interior regions has been widening in recent years, with great risks for 
the political stability of the nation (Bao, et al. 2001; Aziz, et al. 2001; Jian, et al.1996)8. With its 
“Western Development” program in the latest five-year plan, the Chinese Government has 
acknowledged the seriousness of this internal development gap and implemented a scheme of 
massive infrastructure investments and other measures to balance it. 
 
The research activity on sustainable rural development in China will seek to answer three basic 
questions:  
 
(1) What has been causing the widening disparity in the development of rural and 

urban-industrial areas in China during the last 20 years?  
To answer this question, the various dimensions of rural development need to be looked 
into. This includes demographic, economic, geographic, infrastructure-related, and 
political factors, which may all have contributed to the widening development gap (see: 
Démurger, 2001; Démurger, et al. 2002; Gallup, et al. 1999)9. 
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(2) Which trends of rural development in China can we expect for the future? 
This question requires the elaboration of rural development scenarios, which include, 
among other things, demographic projections for rural-urban migration and an assessment 
of economic prospects in rural areas. 

(3) What can the central and regional governments do to close the development gap 
between rural and urban-industrial areas? 
An answer to this question must not only take into account the development scenarios 
mentioned above, but also requires an analysis of specific development measures, 
targeted at rural areas. For instance, new ideas for rural development outside traditional 
agriculture and forestry need to be investigated. 

Longer-Term Objectives 

The overall long-term objectives of the research activity on sustainable rural development will 
be to:  
 
• Analyze the underlying driving forces of regional divergences in the demographic, 

economic, socio-cultural, and environmental development of China by applying an 
integrative and truly multi-disciplinary framework.  

• Develop a GIS and database with indicators that are specifically relevant for analyzing 
and projecting divergences between rural and urban-industrial areas in China. This GIS 
should assist decision makers and planners in formulating rural development policies at 
the regional and national levels. 

• Initiate new visions for rural development in China by identifying innovative initiatives in 
lagging rural regions and by developing alternative development scenarios, which give 
special emphasis to options outside the traditional sectors of agriculture and forestry. 

• Promote international cooperation in rural development research through the establish-
ment of a network of research groups from Europe and China. 

• Continue the existing Internet platform for research on rural development. 

Proposed Activities in 2003 and Beyond 

The research on sustainable rural development will focus on two tasks:  
 
(1) An analysis of demographic, economic and other factors that have contributed to the 

disparities between rural and urban-industrial areas of China, with special reference to the 
analysis of the rural population and rural-urban migration. For this research task 
collaboration with Chinese institutions has been initiated. This work will consume 
approximately 75 percent of the research effort. 

(2) The remaining 25 percent (initially) will be used to continue research obligations from the 
previous ERD Project, specifically participation in EU proposals, which are currently in 
their final stages of submission and which IIASA initiated or has promised contributions. 
This will include a minimum amount of networking activities. 

 
                                                                                                                                                            

Démurger, S., Sachs, J.D., Woo, Wing Thye, Bao, Shuming, Chang, Gene, and Mellinger, A., 2002, 
Geography, Economic Policy, and Regional Development in China, NBER Working Paper No. w8897, 
National Bureau of Economic Research. 
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Research under task 1 above will focus on causes in the development disparities of China. Here, 
the following methodology will be used: 
 
• A review of available literature on regional disparities in China, including research on 

demographic, economic, infrastructure-related, and political factors that have been 
suggested as causal for the widening development gap. 

• An analysis of China’s inter-provincial migration matrix (including, if available, inter-
provincial in-and out-migration by age and sex) to determine the process of population re-
distribution between rural and urban areas. 

• Cohort-component population projections by province or economic region (taking into 
account different scenarios for inter-provincial migration; in particular, taking into 
account migration from interior to coastal provinces); 

• GIS-based spatial analyses of relationships between demographic characteristics 
(population density, population change, age structure, etc.) and economic or bio-
geophysical indicators (regional GDP, GDP growth, altitude, distance to coast, distance to 
main highways, size of arable land, etc.). 

 
Depending on the availability of appropriate data (in particular a full inter-provincial migration 
matrix from the 2000 population census and regional economic, and bio-geophysical datasets), 
it is anticipated that working papers, journal articles and a book manuscript can be produced by 
the end of 2005. Depending on the availability of data from the “floating population survey”, it 
is anticipated that this manuscript will also include an analysis of the floating population and its 
impact on rural development in China. 
 
Also planned is the participation in the submission of at least one (possibly two) EU proposal(s) 
concerning human dimensions research of rural development. 

Collaboration 

For the research on sustainable rural development in China, collaboration is foreseen with the 
following Chinese research centers.  
 
• The Institute for Geographic Science and Natural Resources Research at the Chinese 

Academy of Sciences (Prof. Xiubin Li, Prof. Hui Liu); 

• The China Center for Economic Research at Peking University (Prof. Feng Lu); and  

• The Center for Agricultural and Rural Development (CARD) at Zhejiang University 
(Prof. Wencong Lu). 

 
The joint submission of research proposals is under consideration. 
 
The research activity will also – in a limited way – continue work with former collaborators of 
the ERD Project to fulfill existing obligations, such as in the joint submission of EU proposals. 
It specifically includes: 
 
• Participation in the advisory board of the project on “Scenario Analysis Methodology” of 

the European Environment Agency (Dr. Hoogeveen, Dr. Henrichs, EEA, Copenhagen,  
Denmark);  

• Participation in the steering committee and joint EU proposals of the “Landscape To-
morrow Network of Excellence”(Prof. Wiggering, Dr. Helming, ZALF, Germany);  
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• Participation in the steering committee of the approved EU PROLAND project of the 
Institute of Soil Science and Plant Cultivation in Pulawy, Poland (Prof. Maliszewska-
Kordybach); and  

• The joint submission of an EU proposal for the development of indicators for rural 
development research by the Land Management Unit of the Institute for Environment and 
Sustainability in the Joint Research Centers (JRC) of the European Commission (Dr. 
Folving, Ispra). 

 
 


