
Country Partnership Strategy: People’s Republic of China, 
 2011-2015 

 
SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): NATURAL RESOURCES AND AGRICULTURE1 

 
Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has a vast territory spanning five major climatic 
zones running from north to south, and with thousands of different species of crops and livestock 
under production. In 2011, the rural population was 656 million, with some 405 million farmers in 
the rural labor force. Although agriculture production has been increasing and the rural economy 
has developed rapidly, the share of agriculture in national income has been declining, and rural 
areas are witnessing a loss of young and skilled labor. In 1978, agriculture accounted for 28% of 
gross domestic product (GDP) and absorbed 71% of the nation’s total workforce. By 2010, 
agriculture contributed just 10% of GDP, with the sector accounting for about 37% of the country’s 
workforce. 
 
2. Managing natural resources. The PRC’s natural resource base is under threat from 
inefficient use, weak institutional management, and inadequate protection. Given the constraints 
on arable land and water resources, natural resource utilization and management must be 
improved such that natural resources can be preserved and agricultural productivity and rural 
livelihoods improved. The PRC has some of the worst land degradation in the world, with more 
than 45% of its land area, or about 4.4 million square kilometers (km2), adversely affected. The 
PRC has 19.3% of the world’s population but only about 5% of its freshwater. Existing patterns of 
free-range livestock grazing and untreated disposal of animal wastes result in considerable soil 
contamination and water pollution. This translates into fierce competition for water with a weak 
framework governing water rights.  
 
3.     While the PRC’s forest coverage had increased to about 20% of the total land area in 2009, 
its per capita forested area was only about 0.14 hectares in 2009, which is about one-fourth of the 
world average.2 The stock volume of forest amounts to about 10.1 cubic meters per capita, which 
is approximately one-seventh of the global average.3 The PRC faces an irreversible loss of 
biological resources because of land and environmental degradation, animals and plants 
endangered or under threat, the presence of exotic or alien tree species, the need for long-term 
species regeneration and expansion, and the need to adopt and apply more sustainable 
conservation and preservation management techniques. 
 
4. Boosting rural livelihoods. The key to better rural livelihoods lies in higher agricultural 
productivity and enhanced rural environmental and social services. In many parts of the rural PRC, 
low rainfall, high evaporation, frequent natural disasters, and soil erosion lead to low productivity 
and instability in agricultural production. In the interior regions, the nature of extensive and 
scattered small-scale agriculture has not changed significantly in decades. Most farmers continue 
to practice traditional agriculture that generates low incomes and requires extensive use of water 
and agrochemicals. Such low-productivity agricultural systems are unsustainable and damaging 
to the environment, and trap many farmers in poverty. In addition, lack of investment in rural public 
goods such as environmental facilities, health services and social safety nets has prevented the 
rural population from enjoying a higher quality of life. 
 
                                                 
1 This summary is based on sector reviews and advisory TA undertaken during the preparation of natural resources and 

agriculture projects between 2008 and 2011, and on consultations with development partners and relevant PRC line 
ministries.  

2 State Forestry Administration. 2010. China Forestry Development Report 2010. Beijing. 
3 State Forestry Administration. 2010. The Seventh National Forest Resources Survey. Beijing. 
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 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
5.  New policies in recent years have included the new Socialist Countryside Development, 
harmonization of development between urban and rural areas, and the promotion of western 
region development. Within these broad thrusts, the government has improved the legal and 
regulatory setting, and strengthened enforcement of environmental laws and regulations to 
improve the sustainability of rural production systems. The government has also been supporting 
a range of market-oriented agricultural reforms, which are aimed at boosting productivity and rural 
livelihoods.   
   
6. The government’s rural focus under the 12th Five-Year Plan (12th plan) is to put greater 
emphasis on resource-conserving and environment-friendly development and more sustainable 
use and management of land, water, and natural resources. The 12th plan expresses particular 
concerns about the (i) degradation of the natural resource base; (ii) pollution of water bodies; (iii) 
deterioration of soils, forest areas, and biodiversity; (iv) weak rural infrastructure; and (v) relatively 
low rural incomes and livelihoods.  
 
7. Water resources management has been accorded increasing priority over time. The 
decree on Reform Measures for Accelerating Development of Water Conservation was the first 
document issued by the State Council in 2011. Looking ahead, in the area of rural and water 
resource infrastructure, the PRC’s new programs will focus on (i) flood control on numerous small 
and medium rivers (within the 8 major river basins) in the western region; (ii) safe drinking water; 
and (iii) rural irrigation, including sustainable groundwater use and drainage infrastructure 
rehabilitation. In the area of natural resource management, new programs will focus on (i) 
oil-producing economic tree crops; (ii) sustainable forest management; (iii) reforestation for 
carbon sequestration; (iv) biofuel development; (v) wetlands conservation, and forestry and 
grassland development on marginal and degraded lands; (vi) forest watershed development, (vii) 
coastal area mangrove reforestation; and (viii) plantation forest development. In the area of rural 
pollution control, new programs will focus on (i) lake and river pollution control, (ii) developing 
decentralized regional environmental protection systems, (iii) rural pollution management, and (iv) 
ecological and biodiversity management. In the area of rural land use and improving soil quality, 
programs will focus on (i) modern technology promotion for high-value production and processing 
systems, (ii) low-carbon agriculture in self-contained and circular systems that make use of all 
by-products and wastes, (iii) farmer training and off-farm job creation, and (iv) water and soil 
conservation.   
 
 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
8. In recent years, environmental sustainability has been promoted through projects 
supporting ecosystem management and biodiversity conservation, sustainable natural resource 
use and conservation, lake and wetland protection, renewable biomass energy development and 
support for dryland farming. These have contributed to inclusive growth by linking local 
entrepreneurs with poor farmers through extension services, distribution networks, and access to 
credit. Lending in the natural resources and agriculture sector has increased sharply during 
2006-2011, totaling $1.3 billion, with annual lending of about $200 million compared to annual 
lending of about $80 million during 2001-2005. Technical assistance (TA) has complemented 
lending by supporting capacity development, rural renewable energy, flood management, 
prevention of land degradation, and promotion of dam safety. TA has also been initiated in the 
areas of public expenditure in agriculture, rural finance, payment for ecological services and 
ecocompensation regulation, and for developing country strategies for environmental 
management and on strengthening enforcement of environmental laws and regulations.   
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9. Projects in the natural resources and agriculture sector have generally been small and 
complex with multiple provinces, a large number of subprojects and implementing agencies, 
complicated onlending and guarantee arrangements, and capacity-constrained executing 
agencies. This suggests that project designs need to be kept simple to reduce processing time 
and implementation difficulties. More capacity building support for executing and implementing 
agencies needs to be provided at an earlier stage of project preparation and during project 
implementation.    
  
10. ADB’s sector strategy. In line with the 12th plan goals and objectives, ADB will assist the 
government in identifying and applying sustainable natural resource use models in the 
lesser-developed regions of the country to improve rural livelihoods, combat poverty, improve 
women’s and ethnic minorities’ well-being and involvement, and enhance environmental 
sustainability. Support will be provided for reforestation, water resource management (including 
irrigation), lake and wetland protection, non-point source pollution control, land utilization, biomass 
development and biodiversity. Projects will be designed, in a participatory approach, to provide 
low-income rural famers in environmentally fragile areas with higher incomes through 
market-driven opportunities, resource-friendly management systems, support for rural finance, 
and effective institutional arrangements. ADB will also support the piloting and introduction of an 
eco-compensation based approach for effective natural resource management. TA and 
knowledge products and services will complement lending to promote sector policy reforms, food 
safety, logistics systems and value-chain development, capacity building, and knowledge sharing 
among executing and implementing agencies and between the PRC and other developing 
member countries. Project components will be included to foster gender equity and enable women 
to participate fully in project-related decision-making.   
 
11. ADB has developed a diverse and active portfolio in natural resource management and 
sustainable water resource use, including forestry development, wetland preservation, water 
resources development, and biodiversity and ecosystem management. Projects currently being 
implemented include: (i) Sanjiang Plain Wetlands Protection, (ii) Shaanxi Qinling Biodiversity 
Conservation and Demonstration, (iii) Qingdao Water Resources Management, (iv) Guiyang 
Integrated Water Resources Management, (v) Integrated Ecosystem Water Resources 
Management in Baiyangdian, (vi) Jiangxi Sustainable Forestry Ecosystem Management, (vii) Risk 
Mitigation and Strengthening of Endangered Reservoirs in Shandong Province, (viii) Hai River 
Estuary Pollution Control and Ecosystem Rehabilitation, (ix) Jiangsu Yancheng Wetlands 
Protection, and (x) Hunan Flood Management Sector Project, (xi) Qinghai Rural Water Resources 
Management Project, and (xii) Forestry and Ecological Restoration Project in Three Northwest 
Provinces. Several other projects in the pipeline will also promote sound natural resource 
management and sustainable water resource use. These include the Comprehensive Agriculture 
Development Project, Ningxia Dryland Farming and Water Conservation Project, Anhui Chao 
Lake Environmental Rehabilitation Project, and Shaanxi Weinan Luyang Integrated Saline and 
Alkaline Land Project. 
 
12. A key management challenge is to make natural resource conservation financially viable 
so that these institutional arrangements can be sustained in the long run. Among other methods, 
ADB will actively promote eco-tourism development and pilot-test payment for ecological services 
(PES). ADB is also providing TA in PES with a focus on the western region for transfer payments 
to help finance ecological and environmental services.  
 
13. One aspect of natural resource management that will be increasingly emphasized is rural 
pollution control. ADB assistance will support the government’s efforts to reduce lake and river 
pollution, develop decentralized regional environmental protection systems, and improve 
biodiversity management. Ongoing assistance includes the Integrated Ecosystem Water 
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Resources Management Project in Baiyangdian Lake. The Hai River Estuary Pollution Control 
and Ecosystem Rehabilitation Project was approved in December 2011, and the Anhui Chao Lake 
Environmental Protection Project and Shaanxi Weinan Luyang (Lake) Integrated Saline and 
Alkaline Land Management Project are being prepared for approval in 2012. ADB will also provide 
advisory and capacity building support to the Ministry of Environmental Protection and its regional 
offices to strengthen their capacity in monitoring and managing pollution control. Other assistance 
will focus on rural non-point source pollution control mechanisms, eco-compensation, and 
effective conservation of endangered and protected areas across the PRC. 
 
14. To boost rural livelihoods, ADB will continue to provide innovative forms of support for 
agriculture and rural productivity improvement, sustainable forestry and development of off-farm 
livelihood sources, including rural biomass development. ADB will also encourage the 
development and use of clean and renewable energy technologies, including biogas, carbon 
sequestration on reforested land (both with Global Environment Facility funding), and strengthen 
environmental institutions. For climate change, carbon sequestration and voluntary carbon trading 
services, ADB is actively engaged with the Forestry and Ecological Restoration Project in the 
Three Northwest Provinces and the Jiangxi Sustainable Forest Ecosystem Development projects. 
Some innovative features of these projects that can be replicated on a wider scale include (i) 
improving degraded forest land by working with farmers on contract-farming arrangements, (ii) 
reforestation and improving forest quality in support of carbon sequestration, and (iii) piloting 
eco-compensation and PES.  
 
15. With a large portfolio of ongoing natural resources and agriculture projects, much more 
emphasis will need to be accorded to securing timely and efficient project implementation. Sector 
projects are complicated by working with numerous implementing agencies in some of the 
lesser-developed parts of the PRC. Project readiness will be emphasized in project design, and 
special efforts will be made to provide training and other support in project management and 
administration.  
 
16. Synergies will be nurtured between projects in different sectors of ADB support. Close 
cooperation will be encouraged between projects in the natural resources and agriculture sector 
and the projects and TAs of other sector divisions and knowledge-support departments to ensure 
that transport, energy, and small town infrastructure requirements are adequately coordinated and 
integrated to foster green growth and sustainable natural resource management.  
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Problem Tree for Natural Resources and Agriculture Sector 
 
 
 

Effects 
 
 
 
 
 
Core Problem 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Causes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Source: Asian Development Bank. 

Rural development constrained by inefficient use 
of land, water, and natural resources, and weak 

institutional arrangements 

Low productivity and yields 
on agricultural and forest 
land 
 
Lack of market access and 
improved technologies 
 
Small farm size 
 
Inappropriate land 
management 
 
Poor rural road and 
irrigation infrastructure 
 
Lack of rural finance for 
farmers and enterprises 
 
Low prices and quality 
control of outputs and 
products 

Land and water pollution and poor 
resource management 
 
Inadequate solid waste disposal and 
enforcement of wastewater treatment 
standards 
 
Non-point pollution (chemicals and 
fertilizers) 
 
Poor management of biomass wastes 
and treatment 
 
Low quality and O&M of irrigation, 
storage, and drainage infrastructure 
 
Limited use of water-saving 
technologies and low water use tariffs 
 

 
 

Exploitation of natural 
resources and loss of forests, 
wetlands, and biodiversity 
 
Unregulated commercial use 
of plants, trees, animals, and 
biodiversity habitats 
 
Resource and subsidy- 
dependent communities in 
protected areas 
 
Low eco-tourism volume and 
revenue 
 
Unclear agricultural and forest 
land user rights 
 

Reduced livelihood and 
Investment opportunities 

Unsustainable use of natural 
resources and biodiversity 

Weak coordination and 
incentives for extension 
services 
 
Unclear institutional 
mandates and responsibilities 
 
Poor rural finance institutions 
 
Limited staff and poor training 
 
Lack of performance 
monitoring 
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Sector Results Framework (Natural Resources and Agriculture, 2011–2015) 
Country Sector Outcome Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations

Outcomes with
ADB 

Contributions 

Indicators with 
Targets and 
Baselines 

Outputs with ADB 
Contributions 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

 

Planned and Ongoing ADB 
Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected from
ADB Interventions 

Increased 
agricultural 
productivity and 
improved quantity 
and quality of 
natural resources   

Grain production 
increased to 550 
million tons in 2020 
from 531 million tons 
in 2009  
 
Irrigation efficiency 
improved to 53% in 
2015 from 50% in 
2010  
 
Pollution in fresh 
water bodies reduced 
by 8% in 2015 from 
12.7 billion chemical 
oxygen demand 
(COD) units in 2010 
 
Forest coverage 
increased to 21.7% in 
2015 from 20.4% in 
2008) 
 

Agricultural and 
natural 
resource-related 
infrastructure and 
system expanded, 
improved and 
well-managed  
 
 

Area with efficient 
irrigation increased by 
3.3 million ha 
 
Strengthening 2,721 
large and medium 
reservoirs and over 
46,000 small 
reservoirs in danger 
 
Increased access to 
safe drinking water for 
102 million rural 
residents 
 
Improve low- and 
medium-yield 
farmland by 10 million 
ha and build new 
high-standard 
farmland by 26.7 
million ha    
 
Wastewater treatment 
pipes and sewage 
network Increased by 
160,000 km  
 
Daily wastewater 
treatment capacity 
increased by 420 
million ton 
 
Afforestation area 
increased by 30 
million ha 
 

Planned key activity areas:   
-Water resource management 
and flood protection (62% of 
lending in the sector); 
-Land, forestry and biodiversity 
(10% of lending in the sector); 
and 
-Rural infrastructure, 
agriculture and biomass (28% 
of lending in the sector). 
 
Planned projects (2012-2015), 
(total $1.05 billion):   
-Water resource management 
and flood protection:  
4 projects ($600 million); 
-Land, forestry and 
biodiversity:  
1 project ($100 million); 
-Rural infrastructure, 
agriculture and biomass:  
2 projects ($270 million); and 
-Value chain and product 
satety: 1 project ($80 million). 
 
Ongoing projects: 
-Water resource management 
and flood protection: 6 projects 
($584.8million); 
-Land, forestry and 
biodiversity: 5 projects ($231.9 
million); and 
-Rural infrastructure, 
agriculture and biomass:  
4 projects ($315.78 million). 
 
 

Planned projects (2012-2015):  
-Area with efficient irrigation increased 
by 197,700 ha; 
-Increased access to safe drinking 
water; 
-Improved productivity of 16,000 ha of 
agricultural land; 
-About 850km of wastewater treatment 
pipes constructed; 
-Capacity to collect and treat about 
700,000 ton/day of wastewater; and  
-Afforestation of 2,000 ha.  
 
Ongoing projects:  
-Area of irrigated land increased by 
32,718 ha; 
-2 large, 10 medium and 33 small 
reservoirs rehabilitated; 
-Increased household access to drinking 
water, benefiting 240,000 people; 
-Improved productivity of 31,283 ha of 
farmland; 
-Improved production capacity of 
120,000 ha of farmland; 
-100 km of wastewater treatment pipes 
and sewage network constructed; 
-29,460 ton/day of wastewater collected 
and treated; and 
-Afforestation of 111,800 ha. 
 
 
 

Source: Asian Development Bank estimates. 




