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Emerging trends in China’s organic farming: Five case studies 

Huichen Gao1,SuguruMasaki2,Dong-CheolShin1, Lei Jia3,Hong Park1212223 
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Abstract 

The theme of this study is the current situation of China’s organic agriculture sector and its 

producers. Driven by export opportunities in a growing global market, China’s organic farming 

has been dominated in the initial stage by export-oriented companies. However, with a continuously 

expanding domestic market and consumers’ higher awareness about the environment and food 

safety, this sector has shown various structures in the past few decades. With a primary focus on 

the production chain, this research studies three different models of organic production in China’s 

organic sector, including the company leading model, the farmers’ cooperative model, and the non-

certified organic practices. Our findings lead to recommendations for policymakers and other 

stakeholders to better understand the present trends in China’s organic agriculture industry and to 

emphasize the role of organic agriculture in China (not only its commercial value but also its social 

values rooted in the core of the organic agriculture movements). 

Introduction 

China’s organic farmingwas initially driven by export-oriented opportunities based on contract 
farming, and develop-and-import schemes promoted by large suppliers and retailers in the Global 
North. However, this pattern has changed over the past two decades. With the Chinese government 
gradually improving its certification system and the rise of consumer awareness on the environment 
and food safety, China’s organic sector has been moving away from being dominated by export-
oriented companies to becoming a more diverse sector. Specifically, export opportunities stimulated 
the growth of organic agriculture in China in the 1990s. With the internalization of existing 
management systems in developed countries, China needed only a decade to establish a sound third-
party certification system with national regulations and standards. Thus, the improved management 
system facilitated massive capital injections in the organic sector and nurtured its prosperity in 
China’s domestic market. With market maturity, China’s unique characteristics have gradually 
spawned more players, such as independent farmers’ organizations and an increasing number of 
consumer groups participating in the organic sector. A pattern of reverse development comparing 
with the Global North is revealed, which may lead this sector in China to having its special features. 
In this research, we study the emerging trends of China’s organic sector from a producer’s view. 

Methodology 

To gain a better understanding of the current situation of China’s organic sector, we select five 
cases for in-depth case study analysis. Longsheng Company and Haobao Company are chosen to 
cover the company leading model. In addition, we use the FS Cooperative and the Dai Cooperative 
to study the model of farmers’ cooperative. At last, the Little Donkey Farm is included in this study 
to unpack the non-certified organic practices, which are rapidly spreading in major cities across 
China in various forms. For each case, the main factors that contributed to the development of 
organic farming are investigated, and the author also addresses key investment issues, the adoption 
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of organic standards and certifications, and the marketing and sales strategies. Considering China is 
a very large and diverse country, it is an undeniable fact that five cases are not enough to cover all 
the models of organic producers. The strategy is to carry out in-depth interviews and field surveys 
in each case and use them as an exploratory analysis of China’s path to organic agriculture. 

Summaries of each case 

i. Export-oriented enterprise - Shandong Boxing Longsheng Food Co., Ltd. 

Longsheng Company is selected as a typical export-oriented organic enterprise in China’s organic 
sector. It was established in 2001 with a registered capital of 45.5 Chinese million yuan. Following 
a large investment in organic conversion and farmland expansion, the company’s export business of 
frozen vegetables became profitable after 2005. By the year 2014, it had become a large-scale food 
enterprise with a total farmland up to 1,279.62 hectares and 400 regular employees. 

Longsheng Company tried “contract farming” on one of its many farms in its early stages of 
development. This contractual partnership with local farmers is common in the eastern coastal area 
of China, where the economy is relatively developed, and local farmers are more willing to lease 
their farmland and take a job outside the village for a better income. However, because of the 
difficulty in overseeing every sub-contracted farmer, the company finally changed its strategy, 
adopting “direct farming” across all production bases. Meanwhile, it gradually shifted its marketing 
strategy after 2010 from taking only overseas orders to focusing mainly on the domestic market. 
One reason for this change is that it takes timeto fully convert developed farmland to organic 
cultivation. During this conversion period, the company’s strategy is to grow grain crops, such as 
wheat and corn, for the domestic market and then begin vegetable rotation. A second reason is the 
increasing difficulty of maintaining organic certifications to meet the specifications of international 
orders. Specifically, the company had to maintain organic certifications of NOP, JAS, and EU, 
which necessitated hiring professionals and spending additional money and time. Also, the 
increasingly strict requirements of the Japanese import system, the so-called positive list system 
which includes normal monitoring inspections, strengthening monitoring inspections and inspection 
orders, increased the export risk, leading the company to abandon its Japanese business in 2009. 
Since China’s domestic organic market has been growing quickly in the last decade, Longsheng 
Company is putting more focus on the domestic market. 
ii. Domestic market enterprise - Haobao Organic Agricultural Co., Ltd. 

As a typical organic enterprise in China’s domestic market, Haobao Company adopted “direct 
farming” instead of signing contracts with local farmers in the early stages because its initial 
farmland, leased from the local village, had originally been a barren hillside devoid of farming 
activity for nearly 12 years. Originating from a city-level organic farm, this company spent its early 
years committed to producing organic products locally and promoting local-community 
development. In 2012, a non-agricultural capital injection led the company to adjust its strategy, 
resulting in the establishment of several sales branches across the country and a rapid expansion of 
production bases. These changes display obvious features of “conventionalization,” which led the 
company to rely on energy-intensive sources of external inputs and caused energy consumption to 
skyrocket for its long-distance transport. Meanwhile, the social values central to the company’s 
mission in its early stage were bypassed after 2012 and replaced by commercial interests. 

This case illustrates that pursuing profit maximization through rapid expansion led the company to 
encounter several problems. As a result, the company had to abandon two production bases to save 
costs. Moreover, a great imbalance arose between the amount of certified organic products and the 
amount supplied to its members, which has raised concerns that the company is on suspicion of 
selling produces that are probably not sufficiently qualified as organic. Such occurrence is possibly 
a potential threat that may have an implication that affects the development of China’s organic food 
industry. More importantly, growth in the organic sector following a large capital injection derives 
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from conventional interests in niche commodities. In other words, the prevailing tendency for the 
conventionalization of organic farming is more likely to contribute to forging an unsustainable 
system, resulting in an erosion of local food systems and the core values of organic farming. 
iii. FS Organic Specialized Farmers’ Cooperative 

In this case, we study the formation of organic rice production center of Wuchang City in 
Heilongjiang province. Afterward, we use the case of FS Cooperative to discuss the characteristics 
and roles of farmers’ specialized cooperatives during this process. The success of this formation 
attributed to the introduction of basmati rice and promotion of cultivation techniques, most of which 
was led by the local government. On the other hand, private rice enterprises have taken 
responsibility on expanding rice sales channels since the privatization of rice business began in the 
1990s. With high-quality seed and organic materials controlled by these companies, farmers were 
enclosed to work for them on rice production bases. However, as technical guidance on organic 
farming was provided, farmers’ organizations developed on various levels. 

As an exclusive marketing cooperative set up by an organic fertilizer company at first, FS 
Cooperative gradually got independent from this company with the help from local government. 
The technical department of township government had played a significant role in this process. 
Thus, its members’ income had been well protected by their own cooperative with a contract price. 
Since the competition of rice business in Minle Township is very fierce, and the production base is 
in flux, it is hard for a company to control farmers for their interests only by controlling the 
production materials. Under these circumstances, independent farmer’s cooperatives have 
developed their own organic businesses by taking over “contract farming” from large 
agribusinesses, which should not be regarded as a coincidence. 
iv. Dai Village Organic Agricultural Specialized Farmers’ Cooperative 

In 2003, Dai Village was a poor and undeveloped. With support from the local agricultural 
technical institute and the establishment of the Dai Cooperative in 2006, the village has been 
continuously converting its land for organic farming. As a result, the collective raised the annual per 
capita income of Dai Village to 13,710 yuan in 2012, higher that the average income of the city 
where it belongs. Known as the “Dai Village Model,” the cooperative’ success reveals that small 
farmers, if well-organized, can carry out organic farming activities in China. 

Characteristics of the cooperative can be summarized as follows. First, to organize small-scale 
farmers engaging in organic production activities, powerful leadership is necessary. In this case, the 
villagers’ committee had played an important role inland transfer and in the promotion of organic 
technology. Secondly, there are a number of part-time farmers whose main income does not come 
from agriculture. In this case, the cooperative has maintained two types of organic farming: for rice 
cultivation, it sets up eight paddy field operating teams; for other products, it enters into contracts 
with members. This strategy, while ensuring the management of paddy fields, can also be effective 
in the development of other organic varieties. It should be noted that the introduction of high-
quality Koshihikari rice helps the cooperative expand its sales channels. Finally, the cooperative has 
been working on a contract with another large company to produce organic glutinous rice in the 
future. When it comes to farmland expansion and seeking cooperation with other companies, 
questions of maintaining its independence and ensuring quality control are essential for the 
cooperative’s future development. 
v. The non-certified organic practices - Little Donkey Farm 

The participatory guarantee systems (PGS) have been developed when smallholder producer groups 
in developing countries are increasingly unable to bear the human resource and financial costs of 
the management systems and documentation required for a third-party certification. It officially 
came to China when Little Donkey Farm was established in 2009. Since then, this model has sprung 
up in the major cities of China in just the past few years. 
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There are four main business models on the farm: “delivery share,” “labor share,” “parent–child 
community,” and “group buying.” Simply put, for “delivery share,” members submit a certain 
number of orders and prepayments to the farm; in exchange, the farm provides organic products 
weekly. In “labor share,” customers rent an individual area of farmland (e.g., 30 m2) and enjoy 
cultivating and harvesting in this area. “Parent–child community” and “group buying” are designed 
to support “delivery share” and “labor share.” In 2011, a field school was established, and DIY 
carpentry workshops were held to organize educational activities in nature for children. Every 
month, several outdoor activities are arranged on the farm to allow children to get closer to nature 
and learn farming practices. Consumers are mobilized by the farm in a variety of ways. Here, short 
food supply chains connect local producers directly to consumers. Having consumers participate in 
the farm’s daily activities, third-party organic certification is no longer necessary. Meanwhile, the 
local community grows, as does trust in the local food network. 

With rising consumer awareness about food safety, more and more consumer groups tend to 
develop their own marketing links. In this case, we can see that more social values have been added 
to organic farming. With growth in the domestic market and an increasing number of non-certified 
organic farms being establishedaround major cities, consumer groups’ participation has become a 
driving force that should not be ignored in China’s organic sector. Although very nascent and 
limited in scope, these non-certified organic practices are experiencing the complex process of 
adaptation in China. 

Discussion 

The development of China’s organic agriculture can be roughly divided into three phases: 1) the 
period before 1999 witnessed the launch of an export-oriented organic movement in China, with 
more than 95% of China’s organic product being exported to overseas markets (Qiao,2011). During 
this period, China’s national policy on sustainable agriculture was mainly focused on the Chinese 
Ecological Agriculture (CEA) and green food. 2) Between 2000 and 2010, the Chinese government 
set up and continually improved its regulations and standards of organic agriculture as well as the 
supervision mechanism of the third-party certification system. In this process, the export-oriented 
enterprises that developed during the first stage played a major role in the growth and development 
of China’s organic sector. Thus, China’s organic agriculture industry became recognized 
internationally and attracted more national attention. 3) After 2010, China’s domestic market for 
organic products has grown rapidly. Meanwhile, with the rise of farmers’ specialized cooperatives 
and consumer groups in the domestic market, China’s organic agriculture diversified away from 
export dominance to co-existing ownership structures. 

This research investigates the various models of organic producers in China. Companies in the 
company leading model are more inclined to adopt direct farming for their productions, leaving 
contract farming being gradually internalized in farmers’ organizations and other groups. With 
support from the government, independent farmers’ cooperatives have developed fast and taken 
over the organic production used to be contracted by companies. Meanwhile, the practices of non-
certified organic farming indicate that there is an emergence of value-based initiatives that pay 
attention to the broader values of organic production and highlight the importance of direct 
interactions between consumers and farmers. All these research findings lead to recommendations 
for policy-makers and other stakeholders to better understand and benefit from various structures in 
China’s organic agriculture, especially in the area of involving more small-scale farmers in this 
growing industry. 
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