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An Overview of Chenggu 

and Beian Counties

It is a pleasant drive to Chenggu County. The ride is smooth due to the well-
paved, double-lane, asphalt highway that brings you directly to the county 
seat and its modern bus station. Along both sides of the highway, tall trees 
have been planted. During summer, their thick green leaves almost hide 
the small villages and corn fields extending on both sides of the road. At the 
entrance to the county capital is a beautiful artificial lake built by the county 
government for recreational purposes; on the other side of the road is the 
county government’s modern compound. Continue along the  road a 
few minutes and ‘Welcome to Harmonious Chenggu’ greets you in large 
Chinese characters.1

The county enjoys a preferable location in Shandong, one of China’s rich 
coastal provinces, only an hour’s drive from two of the province’s largest 
cities and a few hours drive from some of China’s largest economic centres. 
Its location enabled Chenggu to industrialise rapidly over the last three 
decades. From an average or ‘typical’ Chinese county during the 1980s, 
it has become not only the most industrialised county in the prefecture but 
also one of the most successful counties in the province.

1	  ‘Constructing a Socialist Harmonious Society’ (goujian shehuizhuyi hexie shehui) was a key political 
agenda under the leadership of Hu Jintao, the general secretary of the CCP at the time of my fieldwork 
in Chenggu.
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My second research site, Beian County, is located in Anhui Province in 
central China. Similar to Chenggu County, it is intersected by a highway, 
leading from Anhui’s provincial capital city of Hefei to the industrialised 
city of Wuhan, the capital of Hubei Province, about 500 kilometres from 
Beian. After a 20-minute drive, leaving behind Hefei’s new extensive built-
up area with its numerous skyscrapers, the urban scenery is suddenly 
replaced by the tranquillity of the countryside. Paddy rice (shuidao 水稻) 
and canola (youcai 油菜) are the dominant crops in this area and small 
reservoirs are dispersed in and between villages on both sides of the highway. 
After exiting the highway, a cement road leads to the county’s bus station 
in the old, busy and dirty part of Township I,2 the current location of the 
county’s government. Unlike Chenggu County, there is no sign to welcome 
you to Beian.

Beian is far from the coast and from large commercial and industrial 
centres. Even its relative closeness to the province’s largest city (1.5 hour’s 
drive from Hefei) brings few benefits, as Anhui is not a highly industrialised 
province. Despite being a prosperous county in local terms, its economic 
development over the last three decades has been significantly slower than 
in Chenggu.

Both counties have a similar population of about 700,000 inhabitants. 
Yet the ratio between rural and urban inhabitants differs, a clear indication of 
the significant differences in economic development between the counties. 
According to official data, in 2007, 26 per cent of Chenggu’s population held 
a non-agricultural household registration (fei nongye renkou 非农业人口),3 
compared to only 10 per cent in Beian.4 However, the urban population is 
not scattered equally or randomly throughout either county. At the time 
of my fieldwork, 80 per cent of Chenggu’s non-agricultural (i.e. urban) 
population, which consisted of 20 per cent of the county’s total population, 
resided in the county seat and its three main districts (jiedao banshi chu 街道

2	  For reasons of anonymity, township names were coded into letters according to alphabetical order. 
Townships in Chenggu were coded from A to H. Townships in Beian were coded from I to N. Within 
each of the townships, villages that were included in this research were coded by number. For example, 
Village A1 refers to the first village in Township A, Village A2 refers to a second village in Township A, 
Village B1 refers to the first village in Township B, etc.
3	  Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
4	  Beian County Statistical Yearbook, 2009.
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办事处). In the rural townships, the proportion of the population holding 
a non-agricultural household registration was still meagre, consisting of less 
than 10 per cent of the populace.5

In Beian, more than 60 per cent of the county’s non-agricultural 
population, which consists of 7 per cent of the county’s entire population, 
is concentrated in two townships—Township K (the previous location 
of the county government, where 24 per cent of the population held 
a  non-agricultural household registration), and Township I (the county 
government’s current location, where 43 per cent of the population held a 
non-agricultural household registration).6 In the rest of the rural townships, 
the non-agricultural population consisted of a meagre percentage of the 
townships’ total population (from 2 to 6 per cent only).7

It should be noted that the distinction between agricultural and non-
agricultural household registration refers only to the counties’ inhabitants’ 
formal household registration status, which serves as a good indicator of 
economic development but is a fairly poor indicator of the inhabitants’ 
habits and patterns of life. As is elaborated further in this chapter, the rural 
population—and this is more notable in industrialised Chenggu—was, in 
many aspects, embedded in the urban life of the county. Most of Chenggu’s 
rural households’ income was generated from working in non-agricultural 
sectors, largely in or near the rural township or the county seats, as were 
many of the services they consumed in their everyday lives. Many of the 
rural inhabitants (particularly young people) dwelt in the county’s urban 
areas, returning to their villages once in a while. According to official data, 

5	  Author’s calculations, Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008. In only one rural township 
did the population holding a non-agricultural household registration surpass 10 per cent, at 12 per 
cent. According to Chinese definitions, a distinction is made between a rural township (xiang)—an 
administrative unit with typically less than 10 per cent of the population holding non-agricultural 
registration and where agriculture occupies a significant part of the local economy—and a rural town 
(zhen), where the population with non-agricultural registration typically exceeds 10 per cent and where 
non-agricultural sectors are more developed. In both Chenggu and Beian, however, these definitions 
were not followed, and the counties referred to most of their townships as zhen, despite a low rate of 
non-agricultural households and significant differences in townships’ economic structure and economic 
performances (as is explained further in this chapter). Since the original Chinese in the counties did not 
follow the zhen–xiang definitions, I am referring to both zhen and xiang as ‘townships’ but distinguish 
between their level of economic development.
6	  The county had one more relatively urbanised township, where slightly less than 25 per cent 
held non-agricultural registration. This township enjoyed relatively good financial conditions due to 
profitable mines. Yet its population was significantly smaller than in the townships of I and K and its 
urban population was only a quarter to a third of the urban population in these townships, respectively. 
This township was not included in my study.
7	  Author’s calculations, Beian County Statistical Yearbook, 2009.
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as of a decade ago, about half of Chenggu’s total population lived in the 
county and township seats.8 Recalling that only 26 per cent of the county’s 
population held a non-agricultural household registration, we can conclude 
that villagers constituted about half of the county’s urban areas population. 
Thus, although officially holding an agricultural household registration, 
villagers were, in many respects, an integral part of the county’s urban 
cultural, social, administrative and economic life and were by no means 
confined to their villages.

In total, there were more than 850 administrative villages (xingzheng cun 行
政村) in Chenggu and about 240 administrative villages in Beian, but the 
administrative villages in Beian were significantly larger and could reach 
up to a few thousand people. Each of the administrative villages in Beian 
contained hamlets (cunzhuang 村庄) that are governed together. Most of 
the administrative villages that I studied averaged around 20 such hamlets, 
although a few of them had more than 30. Some of them were very small 
in size, with only several households, while others were quite large, holding 
several hundred people. Some hamlets were close to neighbouring ones, 
while others were quite dispersed. In total, there were more than 3,000 
hamlets in the county.

Chenggu’s county seat has expanded significantly over the last three decades, 
incorporating many nearby villages and more than doubling its area. Land 
around the county seat has been mostly converted into industrial, commercial 
and governmental uses, and agriculture has vanished almost entirely. The 
earlier mentioned modern government compound, for example, was built 
on agricultural land that was bought by the government from local villages. 
In front and behind the compound, beautiful parks were built, with lawns, 
fountains and water channels, and the county’s modern movie theatre was 
built next door. To save land, and as part of its modernisation, the county 
seat had undergone significant reconstruction over the previous decades; by 
2010, most of its inhabitants, including the incorporated villages, lived in 
modern apartment buildings, mostly of six floors or higher, and the process 
of residential concentration was still under way.

The county seat of Chenggu served not only as a government centre but 
also as a central industrial zone, hosting a massive economic development 
zone that, in mid-2003, was recognised by the provincial government as 
a provincial-level development zone (sheng ji jingji kaifa qu 省级经济开

8	  Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008. Unfortunately, comparable data were not provided 
publicly in Beian.
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发区). The county seat also served as the county’s main commercial area, 
boasting numerous shops, restaurants and hotels, including a few three- to 
four-star hotels and a modern shopping mall offering leading international 
brands. Local restaurants offered an impressive array of international 
food, including excellent Western bakeries and two KFC fast-food outlets. 
The roads inside the county seat were wide and well paved. Tall trees were 
planted on both sides of the main roads, easing the hot summer days with 
shade and creating green boulevards.

As a flourishing county, there were many Chinese visitors arriving for 
business purposes, professional conferences or simply to enjoy the county’s 
facilities: hotels, restaurants, and Karaoke bars. An official from the county’s 
Tourist Bureau estimated the number of outside visitors to be 2 million 
annually (most of whom arrived for one-day visits). The wealth of Chenggu 
County, which hosted a couple of the largest business groups and factories 
in the province, was a direct result of its massive industrialisation. According 
to official data, by 2007–8 industries provided employment for more than 
half of the workforce in the county while agriculture and the tertiary sector 
provided 22 per cent each. The industrial sector contributed 76.5 per cent 
of the county’s GDP while the tertiary sector contributed 18 per cent and 
agriculture only 5.5 per cent.9

Chenggu’s economic development has enhanced the wellbeing of 
its  inhabitants. By 2007, the average annual per capita income of rural 
inhabitants was slightly over RMB6,000, 46 per cent higher than the 
national average that year (RMB4,140). The average income of its urban 
inhabitants was RMB14,000, slightly higher than the national average 
of that year (RMB13,786) and more than twice the average rural income.

In contrast to Chenggu County, there was no designated county seat in 
Beian.  In the past, the county government was in Township K, on the 
county’s south side. But, at the beginning of this century, it moved to 
its current location in Township I, on the other side of the county, due 
to its closer proximity to the Hefei–Wuhan highway. Subsequently, 
Township I—small, undeveloped and the same as every other township in 
the county until then—experienced a golden age. It expanded significantly, 
incorporating many nearby villages. Apart from a small old portion 
(the ‘original Township I’), the entire town was built in the first two decades 

9	  Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008; Chenggu County, internal document, 2007, copy in 
author’s possession.
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of the twenty-first century. As in Chenggu, modern multistorey apartment 
buildings were the dominant residential pattern and roads were wide and 
well paved.

Unlike Chenggu, the new government compound in Beian was simple and 
modest. Yet, as in Chenggu, the county had invested in the environmental 
development of the new parts of the township, especially the areas around 
the government compound (although standards were not comparable with 
Chenggu). Two large canals were built along both sides of the main road 
adjoining the government compound and walking paths were constructed 
for recreational purposes. Public squares were dispersed in the area, with 
many statues and thick green vegetation. Across the road was the city’s 
modern pedestrian shopping zone. On the north-east side, behind the 
governmental compound, a large park with expansive lawns, walking paths 
and a lake commemorated a well-known, local historical figure.

The county government had tried to develop Township I to become the 
county’s main urban, commercial and industrial centre and a magnet to 
attract people, especially young adults. The hope was that people would 
voluntarily leave their overpopulated villages and move into the township’s 
new residential areas. By 2010, Township I was already second in size only 
to Township K, the former seat of the county government. Township I was 
spearheading urbanisation in the county. As mentioned earlier, at the time 
of my fieldwork in Beian, over 40 per cent of Township I’s population held 
a non-agricultural household registration; this was about four times higher 
than the county’s urban population ratio and almost twice the ratio of 
Township K. In sharp contrast to Beian’s mostly chaotic, dirty, old-fashioned 
townships and their very poor infrastructure, Township I seemed modern.

Beian developed more slowly than Chenggu. According to official data, in 
2007, the industrial sector contributed only 44 per cent of the county’s 
GDP. The tertiary sector contributed 33 per cent and agriculture 23 per 
cent, significantly higher than in Chenggu. Total GDP was only a fifth 
of Chenggu’s,10 a clear indication of the underdevelopment of the county’s 
industrial and commercial sectors. As a result, the county government’s 
revenue was also lower in Beian (reaching only a ninth of the Chenggu 
government’s revenue). Inhabitants’ incomes, although rising consistently, 
were also significantly lower than in Chenggu. In 2007, the average rural 

10	  GDP in Chenggu in 2007 was RMB34.4 billion. In Beian, total GDP in 2007 was RMB6.4 billion. 
GDP per capita in Chenggu was RMB47,560 compared to only RMB9,340 in Beian.
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annual per capita income was RMB4,600, about 11 per cent higher than the 
average national income of that year, but only 76 per cent of the average rural 
income in Chenggu. Unfortunately (and unlike Chenggu), Beian did not 
report its urban average income. However, according to an official from the 
Statistics Bureau, the urban average income in 2008 (the latest data available 
when I lived in the county) was about RMB12,000, more than twice the 
average rural income in the county but significantly lower than the national 
urban income average of that year, which was RMB15,781.

In both counties (as in many parts of China), land was scarce and insufficient 
to sustain farmers. Therefore, villagers depended on non-agricultural work 
as the main source of household income.11 In Chenggu, 70 per cent of 
the villagers’ income derived from non-agricultural resources.12 In a survey 
conducted among more than 500 former production teams (xiaozu 小组) 
in the province of Anhui in 2008, in all seven teams surveyed from Beian 
County, manual labour outside the village (chuqu dagong 出去打工) was 
reported as the most important source of household income.13

Since most villages did not offer enough employment opportunities, the 
majority of villagers in both counties relied on work outside the villages 
to sustain themselves. But ‘outside the villages’ had a totally different 
meaning in each of the counties. In industrialised Chenggu, the local labour 
market was developed enough not only to provide employment to all local 
inhabitants but also to offer work opportunities to thousands of immigrants 
arriving in the county from all over the country. Villagers in Chenggu who 
worked outside the villages were likely to be employed by the county’s 
many factories or the commercial and services sector and were most likely 
to return to their villages at the end of the working day. Two prominent 
exceptions were villagers from relatively remote townships and villages who 
dwelt outside their villages in dorms offered by the employers, saving the 
trouble of commuting to work every day, and young people who decided 
to move to the county’s towns to experience living in urban environments. 
The important thing to note, though, is that, in most cases, leaving the 
villages in Chenggu was a result of a choice more than any kind of lack of 

11	  In Chenggu, average agricultural land per capita was 1.5 mu (1 mu = 0.667 dunam or 666.667 square 
metres). In Beian, the average was even smaller and villagers, on average, cultivated only 1.45 mu per capita 
(data calculated from counties’ statistical yearbooks [2008 in Chenggu, 2009 in Beian]). Various villagers 
indicated the number of 5 mu per capita as the minimum amount of land required if a person wished to 
sustain themselves only from agriculture.
12	  Chenggu County, internal document, 2007.
13	  I am indebted to Professor Jonathan Unger for sharing this survey’s findings with me.
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choice. This is a significant difference between the two counties’ labour 
markets, as Beian was not yet developed enough to sustain all the county’s 
residents. According to local officials, 200,000 people (mostly young rural 
adults), slightly less than 30 per cent of the county’s total population, were 
working outside the county—in the province or, most likely, in other more 
industrialised provinces, mainly along the south-east coast. They returned 
to their villages once or twice a year, leaving their villages half deserted 
during most of the year, inhabited mainly by older people and children.14

Out-migration has become a real concern for local authorities in Beian and 
a significant consideration in their local economic development agenda. 
Expansion of the county labour market became very important to Beian 
County’s leadership. To keep the county’s able-bodied young adults close 
to home, county leaders tried to develop a new industrial zone located at 
the outskirts of Township I and sought to attract investors.15 In the officials’ 
view, this would facilitate further expansion of Township I, as the economic 
and residential epicentre of the county.

Agriculture in both counties was barely profitable, and some villagers 
preferred to lease out their land. Leasing out the land enabled them to work 
in non-agricultural jobs full-time, receiving leasing rents, while the lessees 
were able to engage in larger-scale and more efficient agriculture. It was 
also quite common in Beian that local villagers let other family members or 
friends cultivate their land without asking for rent or other material benefits 
(I did not encounter such cases in Chenggu). The most important thing, 
according to interviewees, was that the land not become barren, as would 
have happened had it not been cultivated. All in all, larger-scale agriculture 
was more common in Beian, where agriculture was more important as a 
source of livelihood, than in Chenggu.

Promoting larger-scale agriculture was an important goal for the local 
government of Beian. This increased significantly in the early 2000s due 
to the support of the central government for a transition from small-scale 

14	  Loosening migration restrictions is one of the most important institutional changes during the 
post-Mao era. Like many other developing countries in the world, cityward migration has become a 
common channel for young villagers to shift away from agricultural occupations towards more profitable 
jobs in towns and cities, and an important means of increasing rural households’ income. In 2018, the 
number of migrant workers was estimated as slightly less than 290 million and their average monthly 
income reached RMB3,721. See, for example, Whyte, ‘The Paradoxes of Rural–Urban Inequality’, 13; 
China Labour Bulletin, ‘Migrant Workers’.
15	  One result of the process of strengthening Township I was a sharp rise in housing prices from 
RMB500 per square metre in 2005 to RMB3,000 in 2010.
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agriculture, after the return to household farming in the early 1980s, to 
large-scale (and more efficient) agriculture.16 Chen Biding, a leading scholar 
from Anhui Province (the birthplace of land decollectivisation), named this 
transition as being from dabaogan (大包干) to zaibaogan (再包干)—that 
is, renting out the rights to cultivate the land without changing ownership 
patterns.17 In Township I, for example, household plots of 10–20 mu were 
already very common in 2011 and 10 households cultivated plots larger than 
100 mu. In total, 12 households in the entire county cultivated 1,000 mu 
and above.

In both counties, grain was still dominant. The main crops in Beian 
were rice and canola. The main crops in Chenggu were wheat, corn and 
cotton (which, in some places, I was told, was becoming less important 
due to climate change and the need to invest a lot of effort to gain 
a  modest income). In both cases, county governments invested to improve 
agriculture, including moving away from traditional grain agriculture into 
more diversified and profitable crops. Yet both places faced difficulties. 
Agricultural work was mainly being conducted by older people, who often 
lacked the skills and readiness to change existing patterns. This is why, a high 
official in Beian County explained, they were trying to find ways to bring 
young migrant women workers into the villages, as it was hoped they would 
be willing to act as agricultural change agents. Officials also hoped that 
more young people would be ready to engage in agriculture if plots were 
larger and more profitable—the desired outcome of the zaibaogan system.

Another obstacle to changing the nature of local agriculture, I was told by 
many villagers in industrialised Chenggu, was the minimal care that grain 
crops demand. Except for the sowing and harvesting periods, in which work 
was very intensive, the work in maintaining the crops was minimal. This 
enabled most of the people in the household to work in more profitable 
undertakings in industry and commerce. Had they planted cash crops, they 
would have needed to go to the fields on a daily basis, since these crops need 
intensive care. Thus, industrialisation was encouraging the continuity of 
traditional grain agriculture.

16	  According to officials from the county Agricultural Bureau, to encourage people to cultivate larger 
plots of land, agricultural subsidies were higher (RMB110 per mu instead of RMB100) if the plot 
cultivated was larger than 100 mu. Data refer to 2010.
17	  Chen, ‘Tuijin “dabaogan” xiang “zaibaogan” de xin fazhan’ [The new development of shifting from 
a ‘household responsibility system’ to a ‘new responsibility system’].
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Officials in both counties were proud of their economic progress over 
recent decades and perceived further economic development as the main 
channel to further improve their inhabitants’ livelihoods. In 2010, officials 
in Beian County proudly stated that Beian was the most developed county 
in the prefecture but, at the same time, fully acknowledged the economic 
inferiority of Beian vis-a-vis industrialised parts of China. In Chenggu, as 
several internal documents indicated, aspirations were to become a leading 
county not only in the province but also nationally. For county officials, 
‘being number one’ was a leading governing principle.

However, economic development had brought some unfortunate outcomes 
to the counties as well. As in many other industrialised places in China, 
the rapid industrialisation of Chenggu County was followed by serious 
environmental pollution. In most of the townships, the local water had 
become contaminated and undrinkable. People bought drinking water 
from the few non-industrialised townships in the county where water 
reserves were still drinkable or from water resources outside the county.18 
In many industrialised townships, industrial chimney smoke was becoming 
an inescapable part of life; I was told by local inhabitants in one of these 
townships that a thick white smoke would sometimes cover the township, 
making it hard to breathe.

The second unfortunate outcome was an expansion of inequality, manifested 
not only in income levels but also in the physical conditions of residential 
environments. Since improving rural residential environments was the main 
goal of the redevelopment program, and inasmuch as income inequality 
substantially shaped the implementation of the Village Redevelopment 
Program (as will be elaborated in the next chapters), the rest of this chapter 
is devoted to an elaboration of inequality in Beian and Chenggu.

Economic Inequality
Two conclusions may be drawn thus far regarding villagers’ income in 
Chenggu and Beian. First, villagers in Chenggu enjoyed higher incomes 
than villagers in Beian. Second, in both counties, the average rural income 
was significantly lower than in the counties’ urban areas. Comparing average 
incomes to average expenses provides an indication of people’s savings ability, 

18	  The price of water was very cheap and by no means imposed any economic burden on the people. 
Twenty-five litres of drinking water cost only RMB1.
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an important indicator of the magnitude of existing inequality. In 2007, the 
average person’s expenditure in Chenggu’s rural areas was RMB5,660, some 
RMB400 lower than the average rural income, while the average person in the 
county’s urban areas spent RMB11,000, about RMB3,000 lower than his or 
her average income. In other words, the average urbanite in the county saved 
annually about RMB2,500 more than his or her counterpart in the villages. 
Unfortunately, these types of data are not publicly available for Beian County.

Inequality is evident not only at the urban–rural level but also between rural 
communities within the same county. These imbalances have expanded 
significantly since the beginning of the economic reforms in 1979,19 and 
Chenggu and Beian are no exceptions.

Inequality in Chenggu County

Despite the economic centrality of the county seat, many of the economic 
activities in Chenggu County took place outside the county seat, in the rural 
townships. Although the county as a whole was considered industrialised, 
the townships differed significantly from each other in their level of 
industrialisation and economic development. While some of the townships 
were highly industrialised, industrialisation had not yet blossomed in others. 
These differences can be seen in Table 2.1, which presents the total GDP in 
each of the townships that I studied in Chenggu County.

Table 2.1: GDP of different townships of Chenggu County, 2007  
(in 10,000 RMB)

A B C D E F G H

Total GDP 
of the 
township

389,579 190,420 95,746 68,459 50,058 47,799 41,940 38,465

Source: Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.

It is important to note that differences between the townships’ GDP 
refer only to differences in the overall economic output of the townships, 
which, in the case of industrialised townships, included the contribution 
of migrant workers who worked in secondary and tertiary industries in 
the townships (many arrived from other townships in the county as well 
as from other counties and provinces). As can be seen in Table 2.1, total 

19	  Xu, ‘“Rich Brothers”’, 801–17; Zhang, ‘Retreat from Equality’, 535–57; Zhou, Han and Harrell, 
‘From Labour to Capital’, 515–34; Sicular, ‘The Challenge of High Inequality’, 1–5.



REDEVELOPING CHINA’S VILLAGES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

46

GDP in Township A, the most industrialised township in the county, 
reached almost RMB3.9 billion while GDP in Township H, the lowest in 
the county, reached only RMB384 million. In other words, the difference 
between Chenggu’s most and least industrialised townships in terms of 
GDP reached more than 10 times, about twice as large as the difference 
between the overall GDP of Chenggu and Beian counties.

Other important factors to consider when discussing inequality at the 
township level are revenue and the ratio between revenue and expenditure. 
These are presented in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2: Total revenue and expenditure of different townships of Chenggu 
County, 2007 (in 10,000 RMB)

A B C D E F G H

Total revenue 11,275 6,462 2,494 2,404 1,148 1,363 632 658

Total expenditure 7,748 5,138 2,394 2,810 1,706 2,579 1,106 1,273

Source: Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008. 

Two points in Table 2.2 warrant mention. First, industrialised townships 
enjoyed significantly higher revenue than rural ones (the difference between 
Township A’s and Townships G’s and H’s revenue is more than 17 times). 
The second point is that only industrialised townships enjoyed higher 
revenue than expenditure and that rural townships tended to have serious 
financial deficits. As the following chapters show, a township’s financial 
capacity played a significant role in deciding the extent of its financial 
support for village redevelopment.

Generally, there was a positive correlation between the proximity of a township 
to the county seat and its level of industrialisation. Townships that were further 
from the county seat of Chenggu were more likely to be less industrialised 
and poorer. One notable exception was Township H, which is located on 
the edge of the county seat and yet was relatively poor. Its  designation as 
a tourist township prevented it from hosting any environment-polluting 
industries. In 2009, after considerable effort and financing by the county and 
the township governments, it was successfully recognised as a tourist site by 
the province. Officials hoped that with better infrastructure, fostered tourist 
sites and provincial recognition, tourism would be boosted even further. 
This in turn would be followed by significant development of commerce 
in the township: for example, transportation, accommodation, eateries and 
restaurants along the township’s main transportation routes and, no less 
important, in the township’s mountainous areas, the location of the poorest 
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villages in the township. Moreover, to further link Township H with the 
county seat, a new six-lane (three for each direction) asphalt highway was 
completed at the time of my fieldwork (2011) between the county seat and 
Township H, reducing the time between them to few minutes drive.

Inequality in Villagers’ Incomes

Inequality was manifested not only in the townships’ total GDP and 
revenue—which indicated large differences between the townships in terms 
of their governments’ financial capacities—but also in the villagers’ incomes, 
as can be seen in Charts 2.1 and 2.2. Chart 2.1 presents the average income 
of villagers in each of the townships that I studied in the county.
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Chart 2.1: Average annual per capita income of rural inhabitants in 
different townships, Chenggu County, 2007 (in RMB)
Note: In Township A, the average income in one village was exceptionally high 
(RMB16,000). Therefore, the chart also presents the average without this village 
(of RMB6,608).
Source: Author’s calculations, Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
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Chart 2.2: Villages’ average annual per capita income distribution at the 
sub-township level, Chenggu County, 2007 (percentage of the villages in 
the township)
Source: Author’s calculations, Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.

Comparing Chart 2.1 with Tables 2.1 and 2.2 reveals a positive correlation 
between the townships’ level of industrialisation and villagers’ incomes. 
While in the industrialised townships the annual per capita average 
income in 2007 was over RMB6,500, in Township F, a rural township, the 
average income did not reach RMB5,000. Generally, villagers who lived in 
industrialised townships were likely to earn about a third more than those 
living in rural townships.

Chart 2.2 presents the average annual per capita income distribution of 
villages in each of the townships I studied in Chenggu County. In four 
of the eight townships, the intra-township gaps were relatively small. In the 
industrialised townships of A and D, all villages enjoyed an average annual 
income of more than RMB6,000 per person, of which inhabitants in 6–9 per 
cent of the villages enjoyed an income higher than RMB7,000. In Township 
E and Township G, two of the county’s less industrialised townships, the 
average annual income of inhabitants in 96–100 per cent of the villages 
was RMB5,000–5,999. In the rest of the townships, however, diversity was 
clearly visible. For example, in 34 per cent of the villages in Township H, 
the average annual income was RMB4,000–4,999 per person; in 56 per 
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cent of the villages it was higher, reaching RMB5,000–5,999; in 9 per cent 
of the township’s villages, the average income was RMB6,000–6,999; and 
in 1 per cent, the income was 7,000 or more.

What can explain differences in income between urban and rural 
communities as well as between rural communities in such a small 
geographical unit as a county? An appropriate answer requires systematic 
socio-economic research, which exceeds the scope of this book. However, 
a few points are worth noting. The first relates to the assumption that 
household composition may bear responsibility. According to this 
assumption, families with more dependents (e.g. children under the age 
of 18 and old people aged 60+) would report smaller average individual 
incomes, as the household’s income is divided between more members. 
This assumption is reinforced when remembering that the policy of family 
planning (jihua shengyu 计划生育) allowed more births to families in rural 
areas than in urban settlements. Unfortunately, Chenggu County, which 
normally provides very comprehensive statistical data, did not distinguish 
between rural and urban households relating to inhabitants’ ages. Yet, 
Chenggu did report separately for the county seat and its three districts as 
well as for every rural township, and a simple mathematical calculation may 
provide the missing link to test this assumption.

According to official data, all inhabitants in the county seat were urban 
by household registration definition. As previously noted, the county 
seat held 80 per cent of the entire urban population in the county. In the 
rural townships, more than 90 per cent of the population held agricultural 
household registration. Therefore, comparing these two groups—the 
county seat versus the townships—may be a good enough indicator of the 
existence or absence of significant differences in household composition 
between rural and urban populations.

Calculating the average size of urban and rural households (by dividing 
the total population by the number of households) reveals only minor 
differences between the two populaces. The average size of rural households 
was 3.6 persons compared to 3.4 in urban households. Calculating the 
percentage of inhabitants under the age of 18 reveals very minor differences 
as well: 20 per cent of the total population in the county seat compared to 
19.7 per cent in the townships. Calculating the percentage of elderly people 
(60+) in both populations reveals larger differences between these groups: 
12.9 per cent of the county seat’s population compared to 15.4 per cent in 
the townships. In all calculations, no significant differences were found in 
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household composition between the townships. To conclude, differences 
in population composition were only manifested in a higher percentage of 
older people in rural areas. This, however, cannot explain the significant gap 
between the two groups’ incomes.

The income gap may be an outcome of many variables simultaneously: 
for example, level of education, personal contacts and whether a person 
is employed temporarily or permanently. I wish to highlight two factors 
that repeatedly appeared in my interviews as important contributors to 
inequality between communities, and that can explain, even if only partially, 
significant income differences between social groups in the county: 1) the 
extent of access of household members to local labour markets (i.e. proximity 
to urban and industrial centres); 2) the availability of enough agricultural 
land to compensate for a lack of integration of one or more of the household 
members into the labour market. In the rural towns, accessibility to labour 
markets was not an issue, as the towns constituted the core of all industrial, 
commercial and service activities. Location, however, was much more of an 
issue when it came to the village communities.

Extracting income from markets is easier when one dwells near large 
commercial and/or industrial centres and can integrate with existing markets 
on a daily basis than if one lives in remote townships or villages. Proximity 
to developed markets may also provide additional income-extraction 
channels beyond being an employee or entrepreneur: for example, owing 
stocks in local enterprises, renting out houses to migrant workers and/or 
getting dividends from assets run collectively by the village. Location is 
also important to facilitate or hinder the integration of the weakest strata 
of rural households (e.g. older people, young mothers and people with 
health issues) in labour markets outside the villages. Table 2.3 exemplifies 
the importance of location in households’ potential income. It presents the 
ratio of agricultural labourers out of the total labour force in each of the 
townships I studied in Chenggu.

Table 2.3: Ratio of agricultural labourers in selected townships in Chenggu 
County, 2007

D A C B G F H E

Ratio 1:13 1:7 1:5 1:3.5 1:3.5 1:3 1:3 1:2

Source: Author’s calculations, Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
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Chart 2.3: Average amount of agricultural land per capita in various 
townships, Chenggu County, 2007 (in mu)
Source: Author’s calculations, Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.

Even in industrialised Chenggu, agriculture was still a dominant ‘employer’. 
According to official data, about a third of the county’s total rural workforce 
was engaged in agriculture. Yet, as can be seen in Table 2.3, considerable 
differences existed between the townships in terms of the ratio of agricultural 
labourers. While in industrialised townships only a minor portion of the 
total labour force engaged in agriculture (e.g. 1:13, 1:7), this ratio increased 
significantly in rural townships, involving a third and even half of these 
townships’ labour force.

Generally, the more remote a village/township was, the larger the likelihood 
that more household members were excluded from non-rural employment 
and reliant on agriculture or small-scale undertakings inside the villages. 
The importance of the division between agricultural and non-agricultural 
occupations lies in the fact that grain agriculture is more likely to generate 
lower incomes than working in factories or services due to insufficient 
agricultural land to ensure a sufficient income to rural households. According 
to villagers, the average annual income from 1 mu of grain land hardly 
equalled one month of salary in the secondary or tertiary sectors as low-
level employees (RMB1,000–1,500 per year at the time of my fieldwork). 
This means that for one household member to gain an income equal to that 
earned in the non-agricultural sectors, he/she had to cultivate a minimum 
of 10 mu of land, or, in other words, a minimum of 2.5 mu per person. 
Chart 2.3 presents the average amount of agricultural land per capita in the 
townships where I conducted research.
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Chart 2.3 reveals significant differences in the availability of agricultural land 
between the townships. Only one township in the county—Township E—
reached the standard of 2.5 mu per household member. This rural township 
had only a limited industrial sector; however, 2.5 mu per person meant 
that the average household could compensate for one household member 
being outside the labour market.20 In the rest of the townships, land plots 
were significantly smaller. An extreme example was Township H, one of the 
poorest townships in the county. With average plots of 1 mu per person, 
leaving one household member behind to cultivate household plots invoked 
an immediate loss of eight months salary had this person worked in the 
non-agricultural sector. At the other end of the scale were Township A, 
the most industrialised township in the county, and Township C, a rapidly 
industrialising township where villagers enjoyed relatively large plots of land 
(1.9 mu and 1.85 mu, respectively). In these townships, not only did many 
of the villagers enjoy better access to non-rural employment, but their safety 
net from agriculture was also larger. Clearly, if two household members 
were left behind in a village with small landholdings to cultivate the land 
(not a rare case in remote townships and villages), the financial impact on 
household income was dire. This was why village officials, in collaboration 
with the county’s Agricultural Bureau, had tried to shift away from traditional 
agriculture towards more profitable agriculture (e.g. greenhouses, fruits and 
vegetables, and organic agriculture) and the county had pushed to make 
agriculture specific to local conditions, a policy known as ‘one village one 
product, many villages one product, one village many products’ (yi cun 
yi pin, duo cun yi pin, yi cun duo pin 一村一品，多村一品，一村多
品).21 However, despite the inequality between rural communities, in all of 
Chenggu’s rural townships—industrialised and non-industrialised alike—
most of the villagers enjoyed higher incomes than the national average. Even 
in Township F, a remote rural township, the average income in 2007 was 
still 20 per cent higher than the national average. This was a direct result of 
the county’s ability to establish an economy in which its urban centres and 
adjacent villages provided employment and its rural areas served as the main 
source of employees. This coincided with the central government’s vision of 
the ideal rural–urban relationship. In the case of Chenggu, this was due to 
three main reasons. First, as noted, there was enough work in the county for 
everyone. In all the villages I researched in Chenggu, including some of the 

20	  Nevertheless, average rural households’ income in this township was significantly lower than in the 
county’s industrialised townships (see Chart 2.1), clear evidence of the lesser importance of agriculture 
and the greater importance of the county’s secondary and tertiary sectors as sources of villagers’ income.
21	  Interviews with township and village officials, Township F, Chenggu County, 1 July 2009. 
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county’s most remote ones, I was told that young people normally worked 
in industries either in their township, in neighbouring townships or in the 
county’s industrial zones. Thus, the economic success of an industrialised 
township spread outward to the whole county’s population, contributing to 
the welfare of others, even if not equally.

The second enabling factor was the county’s very good road network, which 
facilitated transport from the villages to the industrial and commercial 
zones.22 Many of the roads inside the county had been paved in the 
early 1990s. In  response to a national policy of paving roads between 
administrative villages to establish a sub-county transportation network 
in which villages were interconnected, cuncun tong gonglu (村村通公路), 
the county launched a second wave of road paving in 2003. According to the 
county’s statistical yearbook, in 2007, all villages, except for 10 located in 
the county’s poorest township, had roads accessible to cars. Although cars 
were still rare in most villages, small motorcycles were becoming common 
and served as a popular mode of transportation inside the county. All the 
main roads to the township seats I visited were multi-lane and well paved, 
and buses ran regularly all day long from the county seat to the townships. 
In  2004, all the  villages were connected to the bus network, known as 
cuncun tong keche (村村通客车), offering villagers bus services to townships’ 
urban centres and the county seat. In 2010, the county announced a new 
policy to facilitate further transportation inside the county, called cuncun 
tong gongjiao (村村通公交). Under this policy, buses were to go through 
every village in the county (and not only to within 1 km of a village, as 
was the case until then) and to offer subsidised transportation services, for 
which the county allocated RMB10 million annually. 23 According to local 
documents, the policy was implemented by the end of 2011, providing 
comprehensive public transport within the county.

The third important factor that facilitated rural–urban labour integration 
was that industries in the county were not concentrated in one central 
area but were dispersed over several parts of the county. This increased 
the possibilities of finding work close to home, enabling more household 
members to find work outside agriculture.

22	  Travelling from the county seat to its most remote border took about one hour by car.
23	  Interview with officials from the Transportation Bureau, Chenggu County, 17 May 2011.
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Inequality in Beian County

Although Beian County was much less developed than Chenggu, 
inequality between townships and rural communities existed there as well. 
Unfortunately, unlike Chenggu, Beian did not publicly report the GDP 
of individual townships. However, the county did report each township’s 
revenue and expenditure. Table 2.4 presents total revenue and expenditure 
in each of the townships that I researched.

Table 2.4: Total revenue and expenditure of townships in Beian County, 
2007 (in RMB10,000)

I J K L M N

Total revenue 2,606 1,687 1,011 355 152 103

Total expenditure 1,132 647 1,000 506 414 285

Source: Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
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Chart 2.4: Average annual per capita income of rural inhabitants in 
different townships, Beian County, 2007 (in RMB)
Source: Beian County Statistical Yearbook, 2009.

As in Chenggu, industrialised townships enjoyed significantly higher 
revenue than non-industrialised ones (the difference between Township 
I’s and Township N’s revenue was more than 25 times) and their revenue 
outweighed their expenditure, while rural townships tended to be in serious 
financial deficit. As in Chenggu, there was also a positive correlation between 
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the location of a village (in an industrial or alternatively a rural township) 
and villagers’ level of income. Chart 2.4 presents the average annual per 
capita income of villagers in each of the townships I studied in Beian.

Generally, villagers living in the northern part of the county—around the 
rapidly developing Township I and its industrial area, and near the main roads 
in the county—were more likely to enjoy higher incomes than those in the 
south. One exception was Township K in the county’s south, where, according 
to official data, the average income of villagers was the highest in the county. 
According to local officials, this was due to two main reasons. First, as already 
noted, Township K was the previous host of the county’s government and was 
the county’s main industrial and commercial centre before the government 
moved to Township I. Although the political centre  had moved, much of 
the previous industrial and commercial infrastructure still existed, and the 
township still offered a better labour market than most of the other townships. 
Second, villagers in this township specialised in growing vegetables, which 
yield higher incomes than grain. Township K stood out as a rich island 
surrounded by the county’s poorest townships, with reported rural average 
annual per capita incomes of less than RMB3,000.

Interestingly, the official data in Beian indicated the existence of significantly 
larger inequalities in income between rural communities than in Chenggu. 
While in Chenggu the gap in average per capita income between rural 
and industrialised townships was 33 per cent, in Beian, according to 
official statistics, the gap reached 290 per cent! Inequality in Chenggu 
is understandable, taking into account the significant differences in the 
level of industrialisation in townships and, consequently, the differences 
in opportunity to accumulate wealth. High inequality in Beian, where 
industrialisation was much more limited and most villagers counted on 
manual work as migrant workers outside the county, is less explicable.

As in Chenggu, one reason lay in the significant differences in the availability 
of agricultural land and its ability to serve as a safety net for the household. 
Chart 2.5 presents the average amount of agricultural land per capita in the 
townships in which I conducted research.
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Chart 2.5: Average amount of agricultural land per capita in various 
townships, Beian County, 2008 (in mu)
Source: Author’s calculations, Beian County Statistical Yearbook, 2009.

In most townships, the per capita agricultural land was not sufficient, 
and the income the household could generate from grain crops (the most 
common crops in the county) was scant.24 Moreover, while average 
agricultural plots were not much different in size than in Chenggu, villagers 
in Chenggu enjoyed better access to developed labour markets and to other 
economic undertakings, which Beian, as a less developed county, failed to 
offer its inhabitants.

Discussing the issue of inequality in villagers’ income with local officials 
revealed another possible reason for high income inequality in Beian: 
deliberate misreporting. In the past, townships in the south were indeed 
very poor and were recognised by the central government as poverty zones, 
entitling them to special financial support from the central government. 
However, as the economic situation improved, the differences between 
these villagers and others in the county grew less significant. Nevertheless, 
since these townships were poorly located, it was difficult for them to attract 
investors, meaning that industrialisation was more limited than in northern 

24	  This is discerned also by comparing Charts 2.4 and 2.5. As can be seen, household income tended 
to be smaller in townships with larger household agricultural plots. 
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parts of the county. Therefore, one way for these townships to increase 
their revenue was to misreport the villagers’ income and to keep receiving 
financial help from the central government.25

Yet, even if smaller than officially reported, the disparities between rural 
communities and within administrative villages in Beian were large. 
The earlier mentioned survey conducted in 2008 among former production 
teams revealed substantial income inequality between rural communities. 
The seven teams that were surveyed in Beian County all resided in the 
same township, which may be considered ‘average’ in terms of economic 
development, and six of them came from the same administrative village. 
Two reported an average annual per capita income of RMB4,000–6,000, 
three reported an average per capita income of RMB3,000–4,000 and two 
reported an income of less than RMB3,000.

Inequality in Villages’ Collective Income

Another important aspect of economic inequality relates to villages’ 
collective  income (jiti shouru 集体收入). This can be earned by village 
governments or  by hamlets (former production teams) by leasing out 
collective land  for non-agricultural economic activities, collecting fees 
(guanli fei 管理费) received from enterprises operating on village land, 
operating village government–owned enterprises and/or leasing out 
collective assets such as apartments or shops owned by the village, etc. 
This type of inequality was more important in Chenggu than in Beian, 
where most villages had very limited collective incomes, if any. As will be 
elaborated in the  next chapters, collective income played an important 
role in the way the Village Redevelopment Program was implemented in 
Chenggu County. Unfortunately, official data on villages’ collective income 
is not available publicly, but my personal interviews revealed immense 
differences in revenue between villages. Table 2.5 summarises the collective 
income of selected villages, as reported by village leaders.

25	  On misreporting by local government(s) see also Cai, ‘Between State and Peasant’, 783–805; Göbel, 
The Politics of Rural Reform, 21; ‘Poverty Elucidation Day’, Economist, 20 October 2014, economist.
com/free-exchange/2014/10/20/poverty-elucidation-day, accessed 21 October 2021.

http://economist.com/free-exchange/2014/10/20/poverty-elucidation-day
http://economist.com/free-exchange/2014/10/20/poverty-elucidation-day
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Table 2.5: Collective income in selected villages, Chenggu County, 2009 
(in RMB)

Village name Average annual collective income

A1 400,000

A2 500,000

A3 100,000

B1 8,000,000

C1 80,000

C2 30,000

C3 80,000

C4 70,000

C5 60,000

D1 1,600,000

D2 280,000

E1 500,000

F1 60,000

F2 None

G1 None

H1 80,000

H2 800,000 +

Source: Author’s interviews.

Table 2.5 clearly illustrates dramatic differences in collective incomes 
between villages in Chenggu. While some villages drew very high 
collective incomes of several hundreds of thousands and even millions of 
RMB annually, others generated very modest incomes of a few tens of 
thousands of RMB, or none at all. As expected, the differences between 
villages lay mostly in the extent of the village’s commercialisation and/or 
industrialisation. Leasing land to industry or for commercial use produced 
a significantly higher income than leasing land for agricultural use. In some 
of the rich villages, all or most of the previous agricultural land was leased 
out to industries and commercial ventures. Generally, the closer the village 
was to the county seat or a  township seat, and the closer the township 
was to the county seat, the more attractive it was to investors. Thus, while 
villages that were poorly located had no or only a few small-scale workshops 
and enterprises operating in them, well-located villages served as bustling 
economic arenas. For example, in Village D1, one of the most thriving 
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villages I studied, located in a prosperous township adjacent to a main road 
that connects Chenggu with a large neighbouring city, there were no less 
than 180 different economic enterprises operating.

To conclude, in both Chenggu and Beian, market-forces-based wealth 
accumulation and distribution accelerated fiscal inequality between the 
local urban and rural communities. In Chenggu, inhabitants of the county’s 
urban centres (township seats and most notably the modern county 
capital) were more likely to enjoy better access to labour markets, higher 
incomes, and better infrastructure and social services. Yet villages located in 
proximity to urban centres and along the county’s main roads tended to 
enjoy more economic opportunities and better livelihoods than those in 
the county’s hinterland. Similarly, villagers in Beian around the county’s 
two main urban centres—the previous and the current locations of the 
county government—were likely to enjoy higher incomes than villagers in 
the county’s hinterland, who tended to be more confined to their villages, 
due to the county’s poor transportation network and underdevelopment of 
most of the township seats.

Nonetheless, market forces were not the only factors accelerating the 
institutionalisation of inequality between local urban and rural communities, 
as, in both counties, concentration of the location of industry was a leading 
policy. The province of Shandong valued the concentration of  industry 
as a manifestation of a developed countryside.26 Coinciding with this 
perception, most of the industrial areas in Chenggu were concentrated 
near the county and township seats and the nearby villages. In Beian, every 
township had its own small-scale industrial area and, as noted, the county 
government invested in developing the county’s main industrial park on the 
outskirts of Township I. The head of a non-industrialised village in one of 
the industrialising townships in Chenggu complained about the lack of any 
factories in his village, implying that the township government would not 
let investors put money into his village even if they wanted to. According 
to him, the township concentrated all investments near the township seat, 
where ‘it is easy to be seen by officials who arrive at the township’. Factories 
would flow to other villages only when there was no more available land in 
the most highly ‘visible’ villages. He was pessimistic about the possibility of 
investors locating their activities at his village even then, since it was located 

26	  Fu et al., ‘Guanyu dui Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe jiaqiang fenlei zhidao de 
zonghe yanjiu baogao’ [Integrated research about strengthening guidance in Building a New Socialist 
Countryside in Shandong Province], 3–34.
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on the outskirts of the township away from main roads.27 A township 
official supported his view. In remote villages, the township designated land 
mainly for agriculture and investors were not allowed to locate industrial 
activities without approval from the township government, which was ‘very 
hard to get’, according to him.28 Equally, it is difficult to envision why a 
rational investor would choose to locate his or her business far from the 
good infrastructure that can be enjoyed near the urban areas of the county. 
Thus, locating investments near the county or the industrialised township 
seats served the interests of both investors and officials.

Inequality in the Living Environments
The discussion so far has focused on fiscal aspects of inequality—between 
rural and urban communities as well as between rural communities within 
the same county and even townships. This section discusses another aspect 
of inequality that existed in both counties prior to the announcement of the 
BNSC program in 2006: inequality in the physical living environments in 
villages vis-a-vis urban centres. As discussed in the introductory chapter, this 
is the main aspect of inequality that the Village Redevelopment Program 
sought to eliminate. Since many of the villages that I researched had already 
been influenced significantly by the redevelopment program, the following 
describes the villages in both counties as they were on the eve of BNSC. It is 
applicable to most of the villages in both counties—poor, average and rich.

In both counties, the urban population has gone through significant 
changes in its living environment over the last two to three decades. Modern 
high-storied buildings have replaced traditional residences, and many of the 
facilities that were being sought as part of the BNSC program, such as gas 
for cooking, hygienic toilets, running water and a good electrical network, 
had already been provided to the counties’ urban dwellers. Generally, 
the urban neighbourhoods (shequ 社区) already contained infrastructure 
such as outdoor recreational spaces and sports facilities, health clinics and 
drugstores, shops, primary schools and preschools. Since rural towns are not 
large, such services in most cases were very accessible even if not provided in 
the immediate residential area.

27	  Interview with a village official, Chenggu County, 2 July 2009.  
28	  Interview with a township official, Chenggu County, 20 May 2011.
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In contrast to the counties’ urban centres, the dominant living pattern 
in the rural areas comprised traditional private houses. In both counties, 
adobe houses were no longer prevalent, although they were more common 
in Beian than in Chenggu. There was no distinct pattern to houses in Beian; 
however, in Chenggu, traditional rural houses were most often a square 
compound with an internal courtyard. Typically, the houses were quite 
large and occupied a sizeable amount of land. In many cases, they were still 
shared by three generations living together. Occasionally, the size and shape 
of the land was a legacy of the 1980s or even earlier, and houses were often 
built in a haphazard pattern with narrow alleys curving between them.

Basic infrastructure tended to be very poor in the villages. All roads and 
alleys inside the villages (except for the villages’ main roads in Chenggu) 
were likely to be dirt, and villages would become very muddy after a rain. 
In Beian, arterial roads between villages were dirt as well, and transport was 
almost impossible after heavy rains or snow.

Figure 2.1: Dirt roads in a village, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.
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Figure 2.2: Dirt roads in a village, Beian County
Source: Author’s photograph.

Villages in both counties tended to lack cultural and leisure facilities. Public 
yards and sports facilities were old and dilapidated, if they existed at all, and 
more ‘sophisticated’ facilities such as reading rooms did not exist. The main 
facilities likely to be found in villages in Chenggu were the office of the 
village leadership (although not necessarily up to standard), an accessible 
health clinic, a small grocery shop (selling mainly dry goods) and a local 
agricultural supplies shop. In Beian, where the administrative villages had 
significantly larger populations, each administrative village had its own 
primary school29 and some had a small hospital in addition to the village 
clinic. Small-scale commerce was also more common in villages in Beian, 
such as small eateries and shops selling basic daily goods. For all other 
services and needs, people normally would travel to the township seat or 
even to the county seat (in Chenggu County).

Most villages had poor environments in terms of hygiene. In many villages, 
there was no separation between residences and livestock-raising areas. 
It was not uncommon to see people raising a few chickens or even a cow or 

29	  In the past, every village in Chenggu County had its own primary school as well, but most of them 
had already been merged into large modern schools located in the township seats or in large villages.
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two in their internal yard in Chenggu County, though it was much more 
common in Beian, where livestock wandered freely between houses in many 
of the villages.

In most cases, villagers used soft coal for heating. There was no heating in 
many rural houses in Beian and winter nights were very cold. Firewood was 
often used for cooking. Flush toilets were infrequent in many villages, and 
people often cleaned the waste by themselves. According to official data 
in Chenggu County, in 2006, ‘hygienic toilets’ (weisheng cesuo 卫生厕所) 
only existed in slightly more than half of the villages.30

Dirtiness was another characteristic of the villages that village redevelopment 
was supposed to eradicate. As much a result of villagers’ lack of concern, 
there was a lack of suitable means to gather and dispose of garbage. Entering 
many of the villages in both counties, the first thing one noticed was garbage 
thrown everywhere—on the main roads, in small alleys, in drainage ditches 
as well as in improvised dumps on the outskirts of the village. In many 
villages, arable land served as ‘empty-trash sites’.

Figure 2.3: Lack of separation between human and livestock areas 
in a village, Beian County
Source: Author’s photograph.

30	  Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
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Figure 2.4: Garbage along a village path, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.

Living in a Poor Environment—Lack of 
Finances or Lack of Concern?
The above characteristics were shared not only by poor villages but also by 
some of the richest villages in the counties. All the officials and villagers 
I talked to strongly supported the policy of village redevelopment (and 
BNSC in its wider sense), claiming it answered real problems and needs. 
And yet, out of the 20 or so villages I studied in Chenggu, only two had 
taken significant initiatives on their own to introduce changes in their 
living environment and none had done so in Beian. If local officials and 
villagers acknowledged the existence of needs and shortcomings in the 
villages, why had they not redeveloped their villages before BNSC was 
announced? Lack of finance was a main obstacle impeding poor villages 
from improving their own living environment. As will be elaborated in 
the next chapter, redevelopment required significant expense and subsidies 
only became available after 2006 to reduce the financial burden. However, 
as the next chapter also demonstrates, for many of the better off villages, 
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redevelopment did not impose such a heavy financial burden that they 
could not have financed it prior to 2006 (without government subsidies) 
had they wanted to.

It is also true that, in many of the villages in both counties, the younger 
generation was engaged in non-agricultural employment outside the 
villages, and many were moving away from the villages, so this group had 
less interest in redeveloping their village.31 But, while young villagers in 
Beian were migrating away from the villages, they were still part of the 
rural landscape in Chenggu. Moreover, in several conversations I had with 
older villagers in redeveloped villages, my impression was that, overall, the 
redevelopment program was perceived very positively by them and new 
cultural facilities, such as croquet courts in Chenggu and culture yards, were 
often packed with older villagers during my visits.

Why, then, weren’t villages developed before the announcement of BNSC? 
The answer of village leaders and township officials was very simple: 
they did not have targets then. The following example is an excerpt from 
an  interview with a township official in an industrialising township in 
Chenggu County:

Q: Why did you start to redevelop your villages only in 2006?

A: The objectives for the new villages were announced in 2006 with 
the announcement of the 20 characters.32 Since 2006 the objectives 
have been relatively clear. Before 2006 the macro-policy embraced 
by the central government was to develop cities and industries. 
After 2006, the Premier Wen Jiabao gave a speech; it is a metaphor, 
saying that ‘to know whether a naval force is sailing fast or slow it 
is not enough to watch the lead ship, but (it is necessary) to watch 
the main force of the fleet. If there is no wellbeing for the entire 
population of China, there will be no wellbeing for China’. Hence 
the centre started to pay attention to the villages, villagers and 
agriculture. Originally the villages gave support to the cities, but 
since 2006 the cities and industries support villages and agriculture. 
This is a strategic adjustment of the central government.33

31	  Several scholars have observed a negative correlation between a village rate of outward work 
migration and its inhabitants’ (those live outside and those left in the village) willingness to contribute 
to local public goods investments. See, for example, Zhang et al., ‘Investing in Rural China’, 69–73; Lu, 
Varieties of Governance, 109–20.
32	  This refers to ‘advanced production, well-off livelihoods, civilised communities, clean and tidy villages 
and democratic management’, as is explained in Chapter 1. 
33	  Interview with a township official, Township C, Chenggu County, 17 February 2009.
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While many factors contributed to earlier decisions not to redevelop the 
villages, living in a poor environment was, at least in the case of better off 
villages, a matter of choice and inertia, in which local officials and villagers 
were embedded. From this perspective, the BNSC’s Village Redevelopment 
Program provided a necessary catalyst.

Conclusion
One of the unfortunate outcomes of Chinese economic reforms was 
a meteoric increase in inequality. Chenggu, an industrialised county 
in an industrialised province located in the east of China, and Beian, an 
above-average county in the moderately industrialised province of Anhui, 
located in the centre of China, demonstrate the east–centre gap: villagers 
in Chenggu were likely to enjoy higher incomes than in Beian; villages in 
Chenggu were likely to enjoy significantly higher collective incomes, due 
to increased opportunities to extract revenue from developed markets; 
and local governments in Chenggu enjoyed significantly higher revenue. 
Yet  both  counties demonstrated larger degrees of inequality at the sub-
county level between better off and worse-off townships and villages. In fact, 
the case of Chenggu and Beian shows that inequality at the micro-level 
within a county may be significantly more prominent than between east–
central counties, and this is true not only in highly industrialised counties 
such as Chenggu.

Consequently, the Village Redevelopment Program, as a national policy 
that aspired to affect the entire Chinese countryside, was expected not 
only to adjust itself to different economic environments at the county 
level but also to tackle inequality at the sub-county level (as is illustrated 
in Figure 1.1). The extent to which the Village Redevelopment Program 
succeeded in meeting this expectation is answered in the following chapters.
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