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1. INTRODUCTION

The food situation in China is improving rapidly, and promises to become even better. However, with diets changing as result of modernization, increasing wealth, and increasing market orientation, China may be passing through a nutritional transition in which it takes on the nutritional problems of richer countries. Increasing consumption of fats, sugar and salt is likely to lead to an increasing incidence of obesity, coronary heart disease and other diseases of modernity (Popkin 2001; Caballero 2002). Also, as resources are increasingly devoted to responding to market demands, the needs of the poor may be neglected. With changes in policy that eliminate social and nutritional safety nets (the venerable Chinese “iron rice bowl”), the food security of the poor could deteriorate.

This study focuses on the important role of fish in China, giving special attention to the role of aquaculture and its impact on the food security of the poor. The quantity of fish produced through aquaculture has increased rapidly since the 1980s. In 2000, China produced 71% of the entire world’s aquaculture production, by weight (Tacon 2003). While this has undoubtedly improved the quantity and quality of China’s food supply, there are reasons for concern. Under some circumstances, aquaculture production can draw resources away from the poor, and redirect them to those who are better off within the country, or to export markets. This study will examine the food security impacts of China’s aquaculture and review the need for governance at local and national levels with regard to aquaculture production

2. CHINA’S NUTRITION SITUATION

Historically, China has suffered through extreme famines and widespread chronic malnutrition. It has also been very successful in combating these scourges. In its 2002 report on The State of Food Insecurity in the World, the Food and Agriculture Organization reported that China has reduced the number of undernourished people by 74 million since 1990-92 (FAO 2002a). This is especially extraordinary when it is recognized that many other low-income countries have made little progress in reducing undernutrition during this period, or have seen the problem become worse. As the left side of following figure indicates, the proportion of undernourished people in China, at 9 %, is relatively small for a low-income country.
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Figure 1. Proportions and Numbers of Malnourished People.

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, The State of Food Insecurity in the World (Rome: FAO, 2002)

In 1999 China’s government claimed, “The food and clothing problem has been basically solved (Information 1999). Similarly, in 2002, an analyst for the United States government said food security “is not a problem for most of China’s population (Gale 2002, p. 7). However, one should be cautious about dismissing the importance of malnutrition just because the majority is not affected by it. One would not say, for example, that cancer is not a problem just because it is not a problem for most of the country’s population. As we can see from the right side of the figure above, the number of undernourished people in China remains over 100 million. China has more undernourished people than in any other country except India (FAO 2002a, Table 1). While great progress has been made, undernutrition must still be regarded as a serious problem in China.

3. AQUACULTURE’S IMPACT ON FOOD SECURITY

Fish (which is here taken to include all forms of seafood) is a major component of the diet for many Chinese. Fish is highly valued:

As their incomes continue to grow, China’s consumers are demanding more and more fish and seafood. Average per capita consumption rose from 5.2 kilograms . . . in 1998 to 5.8 kg. In 1999, then again to 6.7 kg in 2000. Urban consumption—11.7kg. per person in 2000 and growing—is almost three times that of rural areas (Bean 2003).

In 2001 China produced 43.8 million tons of fish, making it the world’s largest producer. China exports more fish than it imports, but even with its net exports its total supply of fish remains higher than that of any other country. The following figures show the strong increase in China’s fish exports and total fish supply (Figure 2), fish exports and per caput fish supply (Figure 3), and share of fish in the animal protein supply since the early 1980s (Figure 4). 
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Figure 2. China’s Fish Exports and Total Fish Supply (1000MT)

Source: Committee on Fisheries. Impact of International Fish Trade on Food Security. (Rome: Sub-Committee on Fish Trade. Committee on Fisheries. FAO COFI:FT/VIII/2002/Inf.12, 2002). http://www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/004/y3016E.htm
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Figure 3. China’s Fish Exports and Per Caput Fish Supply

Source: Committee on Fisheries. Impact of International Fish Trade on Food Security. (Rome: Sub-Committee on Fish Trade. Committee on Fisheries. FAO COFI:FT/VIII/2002/Inf.12, 2002). http://www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/004/y3016E.htm
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Figure 4. Fish Share in Animal Protein Supply

Source: Committee on Fisheries. Impact of International Fish Trade on Food Security. (Rome: Sub-Committee on Fish Trade. Committee on Fisheries. FAO COFI:FT/VIII/2002/Inf.12, 2002). http://www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/004/y3016E.htm
Freshwater and marine aquaculture now account for about 60 percent of Chinese production of fish (Li 2003). Thus it is clear that aquaculture products make an important contribution to food security in China. 

Although these figures do not show it, fish imports also have played an important role in keeping up the supply of fish products in China. Fish imports have increased rapidly in the last two decades.

As agreed at the World Food Summit of 1996:

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FIVIMS 2002).
Aquaculture can contribute to the food security of the poor either directly, by supplying them with low cost food, or indirectly, by providing those involved in aquaculture production and marketing with an adequate income (Tacon 2001). Aquaculture has been particularly important as a means for supplying fish to inland areas, and for creating new employment opportunities in rural areas. However, while China’s aquaculture development has been impressive, there are reasons for caution with regard to its impacts on the food security of the poor in particular.

(1) The high demand for fish among those with higher incomes could reduce the supply available to those with lower incomes. This could show up, for example, as a strong flow of fish from rural to urban areas. This domestic pattern would echo the global pattern of world fish trade.

(2) China’s aquaculture is shifting steadily from its traditional form, concentrating on low-value products such as carp, to higher value products based large on fishmeal and soy feeds. This could mean a reduction in the supply of low-value products for people with low incomes. 

(3) An increasingly large proportion of low value aquaculture products is used as feed to produce high value aquaculture products and other forms of livestock. Thus, the production of low value products does not always benefit low-income consumers. 

(4) Some aquaculture operations that use large quantities of fishmeal and fish oils are net consumers of fish, actually reducing the total quantity available to consumers. Since much of the fishmeal and fish oils is made from marine fish, some aquaculture operations may increase rather than decrease the pressure on marine fish supplies (Naylor 2000; Naylor 2001).

(5) The shift to increasing production for higher income products is drawing labor away from agriculture and capture fisheries (Li 2003), possibly reducing food supplies for the poor from those sources.

(6) Like many other low-income countries, China exports high value fish and imports low value fish. However, increasing amounts of high-value fish products are being imported to meet the demands of people with high incomes.

(7) Modernizing aquaculture in China may be associated with increasingly large-scale factory-like operations, resulting in greater income inequalities than were prevalent with large numbers of small-scale traditional aquaculture operations.

(8) China’s aquaculture might have an impact on food security in other countries. China has been importing large quantities of fishmeal to use as feed in its aquaculture operations. While this fishmeal is sometimes described as being made from non-edible fish, these fish may in fact be an important part of the diets of poor people in the countries from which the fishmeal is imported

These points, largely speculative at this stage, should be closely monitored.

Despite its many advances, China still has a very large population in poverty. One must not assume that because wealth is increasing, poverty is decreasing. Wealth in China is increasing rapidly, but poverty is not being reduced with corresponding speed. This paradox results from the fact that much of the new wealth goes to those who are already well off. Increasing integration with the global economy and increasing wealth do not necessarily mean there will be comparable decreases in poverty (Khan 2001).

China’s rapid economic growth in the last two decades has been accompanied by a sharp increase in inequality. Poverty remains widespread in rural areas, and it has been increasing in urban areas. Until the poverty problem is ended, the government must remain vigilant to be sure that those who become better off do not do so at the expense of those who remain poor.

The inequality in incomes means there is a corresponding inequality in food distribution. While some analysts suggest that any addition to a country’s food supply increases its food security, it should be acknowledged that these additions might not increase the food security of the poor. Most of the added food supply is likely to go to those who are better off.

4. THE HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD

As the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations recognizes, food security is a basic right:

Access to an adequate supply of food is the most basic of human needs and rights. Ensuring that their people have enough to eat is not only the moral duty of governments, it is also in their economic and political interest. Hungry people cannot work; hungry children cannot learn. Without a well-nourished, healthy population, development is impossible (FAO 2002b).

A rights claim of this sort might appear to be little more than a rhetorical flourish. However, the right to adequate food is not only a moral right, it is now recognized as a clear legal right, firmly established in international human rights law, and endorsed by almost every country in the world. To assure that its aquaculture activities do not harm the food security of the poorer parts of its population, China’s government can be guided by work that has been carried out in recent years to clarify and strengthen the human right to adequate food. 

The human right to adequate food was affirmed explicitly in two major binding international agreements. In the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (which came into force in 1976), article 11 says that "The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing, and housing . . ." and also recognizes "the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger . . . ."

On May 12, 1999 the UN's Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights released its General Comment 12 on the right to adequate food (GC12 1999). This statement by the committee constitutes a definitive contribution to international jurisprudence. The first sentence of paragraph 6 presents the core definition: 

The right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and child, alone or in community with others, has physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its procurement. 

Paragraph 14 summarizes the obligations of States as follows: 

Every State is obliged to ensure for everyone under its jurisdiction access to the minimum essential food which is sufficient, nutritionally adequate and safe, to ensure their freedom from hunger. 

Paragraph 15 draws out the different kinds or levels of obligations of the state. These obligations may be sorted into categories as follows: 

· respect - "The obligation to respect existing access to adequate food requires States parties not to take any measures that result in preventing such access." 

· protect - "The obligation to protect requires measures by the State to ensure that enterprises or individuals do not deprive individuals of their access to adequate food." 

· fulfil (facilitate) - "The obligation to fulfil (facilitate) means the State must pro-actively engage in activities intended to strengthen people's access to and utilization of resources and means to ensure their livelihood, including food security." 

· fulfil (provide) - "Finally, whenever an individual or group is unable, for reasons beyond their control, to enjoy the right to adequate food by the means at their disposal, States have the obligation to fulfil (provide) that right directly. This obligation also applies for persons who are victims of natural or other disasters." 

In the context of aquaculture, this means that governments must respect the human right to adequate food, and thus the food security, of people involved in aquaculture, people in communities affected by aquaculture-related operations, and consumers in general, with particular regard for those most vulnerable to malnutrition. Governments must not take any action that threatens the food security of any of those people. Governments also must protect people from violations of the human right to adequate food by other parties. For example, if aquaculture operations are threatened by other kinds of activities, and thus threaten the food security of a community, the government is obligated to intervene to protect that community. 

Governments are also obligated to facilitate the realization of the human right to adequate food, and in some cases to directly provide for immediate food needs for people, including people involved in aquaculture production or living in communities whose food security is threatened by aquaculture operations. The contribution of aquaculture to the realization of the human right to adequate food, especially for the needy, should be assessed not only in terms of the harms that could be averted but also in terms of the good that could be done through appropriate management. There is a human rights obligation not only to do no harm to food security, but also to contribute toward the achievement of basic food security for all.

5. GOVERNANCE

Researchers at Shanghai Fisheries University have examined the potentials for using aquaculture as a means for alleviating poverty among producers (Li 2003). Attention should also be given to the ways in which the products can help to assure the food security of the poor in the surrounding communities. Little explicit attention has been given to the ways in which the products of aquaculture might help to improve the food security of the poor. At the least, precautions should be taken to assure that their food security does not worsen. As the prices to producers for low-value products such as carps weaken, production is likely to shift to high-value products, thus possibly reducing the availability of cheap food for the poor.

Attention is needed not only from researchers and producers, but also from policymakers. Policymaking regarding aquaculture in China has been driven primarily by concerns for generating income, improving overall food supplies, and assuring sustainability. The Ministry of Agriculture’s “Guiding Instrument on Adjusting the Structure of the Fishery Sector” of 1999 illustrates this. Its central purpose regarding aquaculture was “to increase efforts to develop new markets and expand existing ones, increase the demand for fish through market promotion, develop new value-added products, improve the quality of aquatic products through technological innovation, provide improved infrastructure and facilities, and reform the legal system (FAO 2002d).” No special attention is given to providing food for the poor.

Similarly, the National Bureau of Fisheries in the Ministry of Agriculture, which oversees aquaculture development in China, does not have an explicit mandate to address concerns about food supply (Song 1999, Chapter 5). The Fisheries Law, promulgated by the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress in 1986 and revised in 2000, does not address the issue of food security for the poor (Fisheries Law 1986; China’s 2002). Since the first aquaculture policy statement included in The Instruction to Broaden Policies to Accelerate Fisheries Development issued in 1985, food security for the poor has not been an explicit concern in policymaking for China’s aquaculture (Song 1999, Chapter 4).

Like the Shanghai Fisheries University researchers, China’s policymakers have considered the potentials for aquaculture development as a means for leading farmers out of poverty, especially in the western regions (Song 1999, Chapter 4). While aquaculture surely can help to increase the incomes of poor producers, consideration also should be given to the food value of aquaculture products, and the ways in which those products can be used to improve the food security of the poor as consumers.

The transition in China’s food system requires vigilance and careful policymaking. In managing its aquaculture enterprises, China’s government should be guided by the human right to adequate food. Careful work in the United Nations system in recent years has clarified the meaning of that right in practical terms. The principles formulated at the international level need to be adapted and applied at national and local levels through the adoption of suitable legislation. Governance that takes full consideration of the human right to adequate food would help to assure that China’s food system continues to serve as a positive model for all countries of the world.
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