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Effects of Employment Shift on Farm Villages in Western China
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Summary

Following the Chinese Economic Reforms, the country’s urban and industrial sectors
have undergone dramatic economic growth by drawing on the stagnant pool of surplus
labor in rural villages that became an abundant source of cheap labor. Those in rural
households that engage in non-agricultural employment are known as migrant laborers
(nongmin gong). The rural villages supplying such laborers also progressed, with
problems associated with poverty being ameliorated by the decrease in population
pressure and from the additional income generated by the non-agricultural sector.

In this study, I carry out a survey of rural villages and examine how the employment
structure of those having ties with China’s rural villages changed and the nature of the
impact that labor migration had on agriculture and civic participation in such villages as
well as on the principal stakeholders in such activities. Two localities with different
village criteria are selected as survey sites, namely, a mountain village in China’s
western region that supplied migrant labor, where the introduction of non-agricultural
labor is comparatively recent, and a farming village located in a peri-urban industrial
area within commuting distance of the city. Interviews and questionnaire surveys were
conducted with the residents of these rural villages.

In Chapter 1, following an overview of the process of economic growth and progress of
labor migration in China, I summarize the evolution of China’s characteristic village
registration system (hukou), its land tenure system, and the policy known as tuigeng
huanlin, or “Returning Farmland to Forest Program” (RFFP). I also summarize the
cultural background of labor migration and review the previous research on the
transformation of rural villages and labor migration in China.

In Chapter 2, I draw on panel data from the agricultural economic surveys of three
years from 2000, covering farming families from a disadvantaged area in the southern
mountains of the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, and discuss the changes in income
and employment structure following the spread of non-agricultural employment as well
as their underlying factors. I show that even as the number of people engaged in
non-agricultural employment increased, and the movement of employment between
non-agricultural industries were fierce. Furthermore, while the mutual relationship
between income and employment was confirmed—as was the impact on non-agricultural
employment due to differences in initial conditions such as regional character, academic
background, owned assets, and starting income—as regards the RFFP policy, which has
been considered a push factor in labor migration in these regions, no clear difference
could be found in the employment situation that could be attributed to program
implementation..

In Chapter 3, considers the agriculture activities of mountainous farming villages that
supply migrant workers and examine how migrant work affects the farming villages and

the agricultural activities of the remaining residents. The research was implemented in
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three villages with different natural and social conditions in Pengyang County, Guyuan,
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region as interviews with village heads and questionnaires
distributed to individual workers. It was found that the level of resident activities
declined in areas with disadvantageous conditions, and that shared work—working on
each other’s farms free of charge—was maintained by adding economic incentives in
areas characterized by favorable conditions. In addition, most of those remaining in the
villages participate in agriculture, and those thought to be more capable as migrant
workers are more active agriculturally. However, it was found that only a small number
of males in their teens and twenties remain in the villages, which raises concerns about
how the workforce needed to sustain farming villages and agriculture will be secured in
the future.

In Chapter 4, I interviewed residents of villages on the outskirts of Wuzhong City in the
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, where many people commute to work to examine the
effects of worker activities. Here, I confirmed the transition to non-agricultural work
since China’s market-opening economic reforms. In addition, I find that many
non-agricultural workers were engaged in temporary work, with no evidence of
improvement in their income stability. Though most of their income came from
non-agricultural work, the inherent instability means they obtained security of living
from agriculture. However, I also find that steady non-agricultural work was helping to
increase in agricultural income.

In Chapter 5, I discuss civic participation, which is thought to be affected by labor
migration; in its own right, it influences the local perceptions of employment and
migration activities. I summarize the impact of labor migration as well as the responses
of local citizens in Pengyang County, a migrant labor supply area, as well as Yongning
County and the areas around Wuzhong city, peri-urban industrial areas within
commuting distance of larger settlements. I show that with the spread of
non-agricultural employment, the patterns of behavior have shifted from traditional to
more economically oriented models, while several activities that had traditionally been
performed free of charge are now sustained through new economic mechanisms.
Furthermore, activities such as the traditional mutual aid have been newly
institutionalized by village governments, with further measures taken to encourage their
spread.

In view of these findings, in the final chapter, I once again summarize the impact of
labor migration on rural villages and agriculture in rural western China, comparing the
experience of a migrant labor supplying village and a peri-urban farming village. In
addition, I indicate that for the continued smooth development of rural villages and
agriculture, the new agricultural industries will be required to create a role for the
low-quality laborers who stayed in rural villages and the agricultural sector, with
opportunities to participate in civic activities in rural villages and agricultural industries,
while the current situation continues where even relatively high-quality laborers have no
choice but to remain tied to their home villages owing to employment instability and
institutional factors.
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