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Abstract 

This paper examines why food security is a strategic-level security issue for China. It notes that China has 
achieved a level of food self-sufficiency, reduced its levels of poverty and is currently food secure. 
However, it also asserts that the challenges of population growth, urbanisation, changing consumer diets, 
loss of arable land and food safety issues combine to create a circumstance where China risks becoming 
increasingly ‘food insecure’. 

The paper analyses China’s responses to its food security requirements and outlines the likely 
implications of China’s actions. It contends that China will need to continue reforming its agricultural 
sector, as well as developing a transparent and sustainable food security policy, if it is to avoid the 
‘hungry dragon’ becoming a threat to domestic and regional stability. It concludes that it is in the interest 
of all parties, including Australia, that China remains ‘food secure’. 
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Is a Hungry Dragon a Peaceful Dragon: food security implications for 
China? 1 

 

Introduction 

By 2050, the world’s population is projected to exceed nine billion people, which is a third larger than 
today. Producing enough food to feed the future population will be a significant challenge, particularly 
when the issues of resource scarcity, available arable land and agricultural sustainability combine. China’s 
circumstances reflect the global challenge; it currently has 20 per cent of the world’s population but only 
around 10 per cent of its arable land and 6 per cent of its fresh water.2 These resource constraints make 
China potentially a ‘food insecure’ country.3   

Food security is defined by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization as ‘a situation that exists when all 
people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that 
meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’.4 The ability of a country to 
feed its population is closely connected to its economic prosperity. For the past three years, China has 
experienced economic growth of around 7.5 per cent, which has enabled over 500 million people to be 
lifted out of poverty—defined as living on less than US$1.25 per day.5 Paradoxically, however, it is China’s 
rapid economic growth that also threatens its food security.  

China has achieved a level of food self-sufficiency, reduced its levels of poverty and is currently food 
secure. However, this has resulted in changed consumption patterns which impact grain requirements, 
the availability of arable land and food safety issues.6 The paper will examine why food security is a 
strategic security issue for China, analyse China’s responses to its food security requirements and outline 
the likely implications of China’s actions.7 It concludes that China will need to continue reforming its 
agricultural sector, as well as developing a transparent and sustainable food security policy, if it is to 
avoid the ‘hungry dragon’ becoming a threat to domestic and regional stability.   

Food security as a strategic issue for China 

There are approximately 840 million ‘hungry’ people in the world, the majority of which live in 
developing countries.8  China, despite its recent impressive economic growth, has 19 per cent of that total, 
which makes it the second largest population of hungry people in the world, after India. Unsurprisingly, a 
large hungry population may impact on social stability, as ‘food insecurity, especially when is caused by 
higher food prices, heightens the risk of democratic breakdown, civil conflict, protest, rioting and 
communal conflict’.9   

Such an example occurred in 2008 when the price of staple grains increased significantly across the globe, 
pushing an estimated 400 million people into poverty.10 The ensuing protests, reportedly occurring in 48 
countries, highlighted the relationship between poverty and food. Countries with higher per capita 
incomes generally experienced non-violent protests, whereas lower per capita income countries 
experienced rioting and at least 11 violent protests, with those in Indonesia contributing to regime 
change.11   

Poverty and food insecurity, therefore, can combine to be a complex socio-economic issue for 
governments to manage. Poverty and social unrest over food are particularly relevant for China, as they 
impact on the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to rule as the governing party.  
Legitimacy to rule is linked to the history of China, where the rise and fall of earlier dynasties was often 
associated with the reliance on grain and the Confucian belief that the ruler is responsible for providing 
food for the people; those that fail to do so risk losing the ‘Mandate of Heaven’, the right to govern.12 

More broadly, food security needs to be seen in the context of ‘human security’, which includes both 
safety from hunger, disease, crime and repression, as well as protection from disruptions to everyday 
life.13 Human security is part of China’s comprehensive security policy, which includes economic, 
environmental and human dimensions.14 As explained by William Tow et al: 
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Chinese policymakers view economic development as absolutely critical to enhancing the security of 
those whom they govern…. [T]here is an overlapping or complementary relationship between national 
security and human security.… [T]he individual level [which is human security] envisions that Chinese 
citizens have the prerogatives to enjoy such aspects of personal security as freedom from hunger and 
freedom from fear.15   

By providing human security for China’s citizens, the CCP is ensuring its legitimacy as a governing party. 
This challenge has been publicly recognised by the CCP, with Vice Premier Hui Liangyu asserting in April 
2015 that:  

Freedom from hunger is the most fundamental human right. Food security is the basis for economic 
development and social stability. It is also an important prerequisite for national independence and 
world peace.16   

The concept of food security is engrained in China’s cultural psyche, with famine a reoccurring theme 
throughout the country’s history. In the late 1870s, for example, nine million people died from famine in 
the north of China while, in the late 1950s, an estimated 30 million people died from country-wide food 
shortages.17 China’s approach to food security, therefore, is based on history, socio-economic 
management and political legitimacy. It assumes strategic significance in Chinese policy, reflected in the 
CCP’s 12th Five-Year Plan covering the period 2011-15, which places particular emphasis on the reform 
and modernisation of China’s agricultural sector.18 

China’s responses to food security 

China’s policies to achieve food security have targeted agricultural reform and government intervention 
using economic mechanisms. Initial reforms included evolving the structure of the agricultural sector 
from a commune system to a ‘household responsibility system’.19 More recently, it has evolved to 
‘agricultural liberalisation’, and now includes a range of initiatives, including government-provided 
economic subsidies and farmer education, as well as increased research and development into seed 
quality, irrigation, yield and crop management techniques, all intended to improve the capacity of the 
agricultural sector to supply food.20  

Reforms implemented over the past 30 years have resulted in significant increases in per capita 
production of grains, sugar, fruit, meat and seafood.21 In 1996, the Chinese Government also declared its 
aim of achieving 95 per cent self-sufficiency in grain production and set a ‘red line’ to guarantee that 
China’s arable land would not reduce to less than 120 million hectares.22 However, with continued 
population growth, China has increasingly needed to import certain foodstuffs—notably rice and wheat—
to achieve uniform food security, achieving this as part of its ‘grand going-out’ and complementary ‘bring 
it in’ strategies.23 The dual strategies have resulted in China becoming the leading importer and the sixth 
largest exporter of agricultural products in the world.24  

The net effect of China’s actions is that China is currently considered ‘food secure’.25 It has also become a 
significant, and interdependent, part of the global agricultural production supply chain.  However, China’s 
food security status is not assured and any changes in China’s import or export strategies would likely 
have negative consequences for global economies and food chains. It is, therefore, critical that China 
continues to develop a transparent and sustainable food security policy and agricultural system. 
Achieving this dual imperative poses significant challenges for China, both because of its projected 
population growth (to 1.45 billion by 2030) and a range of environmental issues that have arisen as a 
result of China’s rapid economic development. 

Implications of China’s actions 

China’s rapid economic development has reduced the number of people living in poverty. But it has also 
resulted in an increase in wealth for China’s middle class, currently estimated at 300 million, with a 
projection of 600 million by 2020.26 The increase in wealth has facilitated a change in consumption 
patterns, from a largely cereal-based diet to one comprising more meat, dairy, oils, fruit, vegetable and 
processed foods.27 This has increased the requirement for grains and water to produce meat, with one-
third of China’s domestic grain crop already used for livestock fodder, with soybean and corn also being 
imported to supplement livestock fodder.28  
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One option would be for China’s Government to promote a diet that is less grain intensive. That would 
likely face considerable domestic resistance from a middle class that is increasingly being exposed to 
external influences. However, to feed China’s projected population, based on current dietary intake, it 
would be necessary to increase grain supply over the next 15 years by 35 per cent.29 If domestic and 
international markets were unable meet this demand, as seems likely, food price volatility could be 
expected to occur, based on market supply-and-demand factors. Protests and violence could then occur 
over food shortages, similar to what happened with the 2008 food price spikes. This will be a key concern 
for China’s governing party at least until 2030, when China’s population is expected to peak.  

A further consideration relates to the availability of arable land, that is, land that can be used for 
agriculture.30 Over the past 30 years, it is estimated that approximately 4.18 million hectares of arable 
land has been lost as a result of urbanisation and industrialisation, representing 3.6 per cent of the total.31 
China’s urban population, as a proportion of the total, has increased from 17 per cent in 1978 to 50 per 
cent in 2010.32 It is projected that by 2030, two-thirds of the population will live in urban areas, further 
increasing the spread of urban centres at the expense of arable land.33   

Paradoxically, the decision to build the Three Gorges Dam, to improve China’s water security, resulted in 
the loss of 60,000 hectares of farmland in the important Yangtze River basin, which grows 70 per cent of 
China’s rice crop and 50 per cent of its grain.34 Although China’s Government has said that the loss will be 
compensated in part by the creation of new farmlands elsewhere, any further loss of arable land would 
likely threaten the ‘red line level’ set by the Government in 1996.35   

Furthermore, some of the land that is available has been polluted through untreated wastewater, 
industrial run-off, and overuse of chemical fertilisers and pesticides.36  While agricultural intensification 
is used to increase crop yields, it has also resulted in environmental problems such as soil acidification 
and erosion. It is estimated that 8 per cent of China’s farmland is contaminated with industrial pollutants, 
which equates to a potential loss of 12 million tonnes of grain annually.37 According to a 2013 report, 
product samples from six agricultural regions also revealed that between 11 and 16 per cent of rice 
samples were contaminated with either cadmium or lead.38  

These and similar other reports have resulted in food safety becoming an important issue in China, 
requiring urgent remedial action to reassure both domestic and international consumer confidence. In 
2009, China adopted a comprehensive Food Safety Law and also prioritised food safety within the 12th 
Five Year Plan.39 However, there are 450,000 food production and processing companies in China, of 
which 350,000 have less than ten employees, so it is a difficult industry to regulate.40 Nevertheless, given 
China’s position as a food exporter and its stated self-sufficiency requirements, continuing food safety 
regulation reform is an imperative for consumer confidence and continued economic growth.  

China’s overseas development projects 

China has also invested heavily in agricultural production in other countries—known in economic terms 
as ‘outward foreign direct investment’—which would seem a ‘win-win’ approach to food security.  
Theoretically, if developing countries can achieve a level of self-sufficiency or better, there is more 
capacity in the international market for China to trade or import food.41 China has 468 agricultural 
corporations invested abroad, inclusive of production bases in countries such as Russia, Southeast Asia, 
Central Asia, Africa and Latin America.42 China has also formed bilateral working groups with over 50 
countries and regions, and provided food and agricultural aid to a number of developing countries to 
assist with irrigation farming and seed technology.    

China’s food security-related foreign investment has also included the purchase or long-term lease of 
arable land in other countries. While China promotes this as ‘win-win’ for both parties, there have been a 
number of instances where China has been accused by host countries of ‘land grabbing’, with Chinese 
activities in The Philippines, Indonesia, Myanmar and Cambodia, in particular, causing distrust and social 
unrest.43 

In The Philippines, for example, several Chinese development projects have been curtailed because of 
legal challenges and domestic opposition, accompanied by perceptions of corrupt practices, concerns as 
to the impact on rural livelihoods, and questions of sovereignty regarding the transfer of large tracts of 
land to long-term Chinese control.44 Some would argue that reactions in The Philippines reflect the 
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broader distrust in political and economic relations with China, rather than the foreign investment policy 
per se. Nevertheless, it has implications for China’s longer-term ability to access food sources through the 
foreign investment mechanism.  

Chinese activities in Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar similarly illustrate the potentially negative aspects of 
direct foreign investment. In a number of instances, social elites in those countries have been accused of 
aligning with Chinese corporations to dispossess local farmers of their land.45 In addition to concerns 
about land tenure security for the local population, there have also been concerns that because the food 
being produced on host country land is primarily intended for the Chinese market,  it is undermining and 
distorting the achievement of food security in the host country.46  

These issues are also evident in a number of South American countries, notably Argentina and Brazil, 
where China has either leased land or purchased land for growing export crops. Protests in Brazil 
resulted in China having to adjust its export-only strategy to include purchasing crops from local 
suppliers, as well as building a facility to produce soy locally.47  

These developments indicate that direct foreign investment by China can produce ‘win-win’ outcomes for 
both parties. However, there is also considerable scope for mistrust to arise because of a lack of 
transparency on China’s part. The policy clearly needs careful and sensitive management—ideally in 
collaboration with agencies such as the World Trade Organisation or through the World Food Program—
to succeed as an integral policy component of China’s food security. Otherwise, the potential remains for 
further disruptions to global food market prices, with associated social instability, as occurred in 2008.   

Conclusion           

Food security is of strategic importance to China. China’s food security is based on historical and socio-
economic requirements, and ensures the legitimacy of the CCP as the ruling party. China’s current ‘food 
secure’ status has been achieved through a combination of domestic production, the use of direct foreign 
investment as an alternative source of food production, and through food imports from the international 
market. However, maintaining adequate food security in the face of diminishing resources and a growing 
population poses significant challenges for the future, particularly over the next 15 years.  

The challenges of population growth, urbanisation, changing consumer diets, loss of arable land and food 
safety issues combine to create a circumstance where China will likely become increasingly ‘food 
insecure’. While it is unlikely that food insecurity would lead to conflict, evidence from the 2008 food 
price spikes suggests that food insecurity can contribute to violent domestic protests, social instability 
and, in more extreme cases, regime change. Given that China has such a large ‘hungry’ population, any 
social instability in this group could impact the CCP’s legitimacy.   

China clearly needs to continue reforming and modernising its agricultural sector, including enforcing 
food safety regulations. This will help ensure consumer confidence and the sustainability of agricultural 
production. Any successes in China’s domestic production, as well as lessons learnt, should also be made 
more transparent so that developing countries with growing populations and similar resource 
constraints may benefit from China’s experience. That, in turn, would contribute to the stability and 
sustainability of the global food market.  

The key lessons from China’s experience are issues involving arable land, research and development to 
improve yield and crop management techniques, and policy development on the issue of direct foreign 
investment. While direct foreign investment has been beneficial to China’s ability to achieve its current 
level of food security, it needs to be undertaken in a transparent and ‘win-win’ situation that does not 
impact on the host nation’s food security status. This would ensure that the global food market remains 
stable and that China remains ‘food secure’, which is in the interest of all parties, including Australia. 
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