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Abstract 
China is short of cultivated land considering its huge population. Since the 
reform in the late 1970s, China has been experiencing rapid nation-wide ur-
banization. A large amount of cultivated land has been lost in this social and 
economic transition of the past 25 years. Utilizing the first national land re-
source survey results for 1996, official land use statistics for 1996-2002 and 
agricultural and socio-economic data for 1978-2002, this paper analyzes the 
process of cultivated land loss arising from this rapid urbanization, especially 
since the late 1990s. The research reveals that non-agricultural construction, 
readjustment of the land-use structure within the agricultural sectors and eco-
logical land-use conversion are the main causes of this land loss; Urbaniza-
tion is one of the most important driving forces for farmland loss, as it stimu-
lates non-agricultural construction and the readjustment of the agricultural 
structures. As China’s urbanization has developed to an accelerated phase, it 
is certain that much more arable land will change to other uses in the coming 
few decades. Much stricter arable land protection regulations and rational 
land-use countermeasures should be introduced to slow down arable land loss. 
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Introduction 

China has a mainland territory of 9.6 million square kilometres, accounting 
for 7.2% of the world’s land area, the third largest in the world, exceeded 
only by Russia and Canada. As nearly 70% of the territory is mountains, pla-
teaux and hills, i.e. about three fourths of the land is over 500 metres above 
sea level, only about 30.73% of the land area consists of basins and plains 
that are suitable for cultivation, so that agricultural land is comparatively 
scarce.  

Studies of land-use change in China had long been hampered by the lack of 
accurate and reliable land resource data before 1996. Researchers had to use 
information from national and regional statistical yearbooks or official 
documents which were based on the hurriedly calculated farmland areas used 
in China’s First Land Reform Movement in the early 1950s, when the Com-
munist Party just had started to rule the country. In order to obtain an accu-
rate grasp of the national land resources, a nation-wide land use and land 
resource survey, coordinated by the former Institute of Geography of the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), a part of the recently created Institute 
of Geographical Sciences and Natural Resources Research of the CAS, and 
the former Ministry of Land Resource Administration, was commenced in 
late 1980s and completed in 1996. The results of this first land resource sur-
vey have provided the basic data for later related projects aimed at describing 
changes in land use and land cover. The results show that China had 130.04 
million ha of cultivated land in 1996, accounting for 13.54% of the total terri-
tory (Table 1).  

The whole area of cultivated land in China seems large enough. It accounts 
for 9.5% of the world total, ranking 4th largest in the world after the United 
States, India and Russia. But when we take its huge population into account, 
China is really short of farmland. China is the largest country in the world in 
terms of population, with 1.22 billion inhabitants in 1996, accounting for 
21.2% of the world’s total, and this number had increased to 1.3 billion by 
mid-2004. That is to say, China has to feed 21.2% of the world’s population 
with 9.5% of its arable land. It is a great challenge for this country to guaran-
tee a food supply for more than one fifth of the world’s population. 

Unfortunately, the total area of cultivated land in China has been decreasing 
year by year since the reform, especially since the first land resource survey. 
The new land use survey data show that the cultivated land area had been 
reduced to 125.93 million ha by the end of 2002. As the total population had 
increased to 1.29 billion, the average arable area per capita had shrunk from 
0.11 ha in 1996 to 0.1 ha in 2002 or from 44.92% of the world’s average 
arable land per capita, 0.24 ha, to 41.52%. And the scarcity of farmland is 
becoming more and more serious.  Because of the sheer scale of the country 
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in terms of both land and people, the widening gap between a growing popu-
lation and a rapidly shrinking land resource base has given rise to concerns 
over the capability of the Chinese to feed themselves and the possible impli-
cations for global food security (Brown, 1995; Lin, 2002). 

There is no doubt that the dramatic economic expansion has brought about 
massive land developments all over the country, leading to the loss of culti-
vated land at an alarming speed (Lin and Ho, 2002). As a symbol of the eco-
nomic improvement, rapid urbanization played a very important part in this 
farmland loss. This paper will assess the relation between cultivated land loss 
and urban expansion. Knowledge of the trend in arable land as a consequence 
of urbanization will help policy-makers to understand the available land re-
source situation and produce feasible strategies for regional development. 

Table 1. Land Characteristics in China 

Item Area % total area 
Total Land Area (10 000 sq.km) 960 100.00 
By Topographic Features (10 000 sq.km) 

Mountains 320 33.33 
Plateaux 250 26.04 
Basins 180 18.75 
Plains 115 11.98 
Hills 95 9.90 

By Altitude (10 000 sq.km) 
Under 500 m 241.7 25.18 
500-1000 m 162.5 16.93 
1000-2000 m 239.9 24.99 
2000-3000 m 67.6 7.04 
Above 3000 m 248.3 25.86 

By Land Use (10 000 ha) 
Cultivated Land 13004 13.54 
Forests 15894 16.56 
Inland Water Area  1747 1.82 
Grassland 40000 41.67 
# Useable Area of Grassland 31333 32.64 
Others 25355 26.41 

Data source: 1996 China Land Resource Survey. 

China’s land resources and land use in 1996 

In this part we will analyze the arable land situation in China based on the 
results of the first nation-wide land resource survey, which took place in 
1984-1996. Its purpose was to gather systematic county-level data on the 
types, areas and distribution of land resources, covering a total of 2,843 coun-
ties, 43,000 towns, 740,000 villages, 25,000 farms and 400,000 administra-
tive units. The survey was primarily based on the reading, verification, classi-
fication and measurement of land use types from the most recent aerial pho-
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tos, Landsat images and maps available, together with a large amount of 
fieldwork and investigation. Most of the land survey was conducted in 1990-
1995, the exact time differing somewhat between the regions. In order to 
make the survey results for the various provinces comparable, the researchers 
subsequently decided that all the survey data should be adjusted to a standard 
time, 31 October 1996. Thus we have a comparatively systematic and reliable 
body of land use and land resource data for China in 1996 (Table 2). 

Table 2. Land use and land resources in China in 1996 

Land use pattern Area 
(1000 ha) 

% of total terri-
tory 

% of sub-
total 

Total area 950676.2 100.00  
Agricultural land 633736.5 66.66 100.00 
   Cultivated land 130039.2 13.68 20.52 
   Other agricultural land 503697.3 52.98 79.48 
       Garden plots 10023.8 1.05 1.58 
       Forest land 227608.7 23.94 35.92 
       Pasture land 266064.8 27.99 41.98 
Settlements & industry/mining sites 24075.3 2.53 100.00 
    Cities & towns 2650.2 0.28 11.01 
    Rural settlements 16455.8 1.73 68.35 
    Separate industrial/mining sites 2768.8 0.29 11.50 
    Others 2200.5 0.23 9.14 
Land used for transportation 5467.7 0.58 100.00 
    Railways 323 0.03 5.91 
    Highways 1326.3 0.14 24.26 
    Rural roads 3773 0.40 69.01 
    Others 45.4 0.005 0.83 
Water area 42308.8 4.45  
Unused land 245087.9 25.78  
Data source: Li Yuan, Land Resource of China, 2000; Liu Yucheng, Land resource 
survey data collection, 2000 

The first land resources survey results showed that China’s land use pattern 
was still predominantly agricultural. About two-thirds, or 66.67%, of the area 
surveyed, 633.74 million ha, was devoted to various agricultural activities, 
including crop cultivation, orchards, forestry and pasturing. This is not diffi-
cult to explain in view of the size of the population. Human settlements and 
separate industrial and mining sites accounted for 2.53% of the land, or 24.08 
million ha, suggesting a remarkably high density and intensity of urban and 
industrial development in this populous country. The main users of China’s 
construction land (i.e. land developed for human settlements, industrial and 
transport constructions) were primarily in the countryside. Rural settlements 
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took up more than two thirds of the land for settlements and industrial and 
mining sites (68.35%), and the land used for transportation consisted pre-
dominantly of rural roads (69%). This pattern appears to be the result of a 
distinct process of rural industrialization and urbanization in which extensive 
land developments have taken place in a widely scattered manner all over the 
country rather than in a concentrated form limited to a few large cities. 

Cultivated land was amounted to 130.04 million ha, accounting for only 
20.52% of the agricultural land or 13.68% of the total territory. Among the 
land use types, cultivated land is perhaps the one that has received the great-
est attention from scholars and policymakers. This is not surprising because 
cultivated land remains the most important “rice bowl” for the huge Chinese 
population. It has been estimated that the country’s limited and shrinking area 
of cultivated land provided 88% of the food required for the Chinese people 
(Li, 2000, p.11). Changes in cultivated land were therefore believed to have 
significant impacts on food security.  

Because so huge a population needs to feed, some original forest land or 
grassland on the hillsides has been cleared for crop planting, which explains 
the high percentage of cultivated land on hill slopes. As surveyed, the farm-
land on slopes with a gradient greater than 15° was accounted for 14.09% of 
total cultivated land, including 4.52% with a gradient greater than 25°.  Slop-
ing farmland accounted for much more of the cultivated land in western 
China than that in the eastern or central parts of the country. Nearly half of 
the cultivated land in Guizhou province, 49.9%, was on slopes with gradients 
over 15°, and the percentage of sloping farmland with gradients over 15° in 
Sichuan, Yunnan,  Chongqing and Shaanxi,  all in western China, were 
33.9%,  46.7%, 47.5% and 43%, respectively (Table 3).  

Table 3. Farmland structure of China by gradient (1996) 

Farmland by gradient  
(China) 

Farmland with steep gradients 
(Western China) 

Gradient (°) % of total cul-
tivated land Province % of arable land with 

gradient over 15° 

< 2° 
2°-6° 

6°-15° 
15°-25° 
> 15° 

54.44 
17.21 
14.26 
9.57 
4.25 

Chongqing 
Sichuan 
Guizhou 
Yunnan 
Shaanxi 

47.5 
33.9 
49.9 
46.7 
43.0 

Data source: Liu Yucheng, Land resource survey data collection, 2000. 

 
Cultivated land with steep gradients usually has poor soils and low agricul-
tural productivity. It is very hard to preserve the water and soil on farmland 
of this kind because of the fragile ecological environment, and natural disas-
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ters can easily occur. 

China’s limited and poor land resources are exacerbated by the unbalanced 
distribution of land relative to the location of the population. Most of the 
people live in the eastern part of China, where the lands are plains or low 
hills, and the population density decreases from the east and southeast to-
wards the northwest, from about 600 persons to less than 10 persons per 
square kilometres. Thus over 40% of the Chinese people live in an area of 
Eastern China, which accounts for less than 14% of the country’s total land 
area. On the other hand, Western China has 71.5% of the country’s land area 
but only 28.8% of the population. As a result of this unbalanced population 
distribution, there are great differences in arable land area per capita between 
the provinces (Table 4). In 1996 there were only 6 provinces, Inner Mongolia, 
Jilin, Heilongjiang, Gansu, Ningxia and Xinjiang, all in the northern part of 
China, where the arable land per capita was larger than 0.2 ha, while there 
were 13 provinces with a per capita arable land area less than 0.1 ha, most of 
them in the east and southeast. The availability of cultivated land varied in a 
descending order from the north to the south and from the interior to the 
southeastern coast (Figure 1). The seemingly abundant supply of land re-
sources on the northern and northeastern frontiers should be discounted, 
however, because the natural environment there is less favorable for cultiva-
tion than in the south and on the southeastern coast. This situation suggests 
that the limited land resources in the southern and southeastern regions of the 
country are more precious than those on the northern frontier, i.e. a loss of 
farmland in the south cannot be sufficiently compensated for by land recla-
mation in the north. 

Table 4. Cultivated land in China, by province (1996) 

Province 
Cultivated land 

(ha) 
% of the nation's 

arable land 
Population 
(million) 

Arable land per 
capita (ha) 

China 130039229 100.00 1223.89 0.106 
Beijing 343921 0.26 12.59 0.027 
Tianjin 485598 0.37 9.48 0.051 
Hebei 6883348 5.29 64.84 0.106 
Shanxi 4588612 3.53 31.09 0.148 
Inner Mongolia 8200950 6.31 23.07 0.355 
Liaoning 4174786 3.21 41.16 0.101 
Jilin 5578386 4.29 26.1 0.214 
Heilongjiang 11772951 9.05 37.28 0.316 
Shanghai 315077 0.24 14.19 0.022 
Jiangsu 5061672 3.89 71.1 0.071 
Zhejiang 2125343 1.63 43.43 0.049 
Anhui 5971721 4.59 60.7 0.098 
Fujian 1434692 1.10 32.61 0.044 
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Jiangxi 2993435 2.30 41.05 0.073 
Shandong 7689287 5.91 87.38 0.088 
Henan 8110339 6.24 91.72 0.088 
Hubei 4949535 3.81 58.25 0.085 
Hunan 3952961 3.04 64.28 0.061 
Guangdong 3272159 2.52 69.61 0.047 
Guangxi 4407937 3.39 45.89 0.096 
Hainan 762068 0.59 7.34 0.104 
Chongqing 2545016 1.96 30.31 0.084 
Sichuan 6624083 5.09 83.99 0.079 
Guizhou 4903499 3.77 35.55 0.138 
Yunnan 6421571 4.94 40.42 0.159 
Tibet 362593 0.28 2.44 0.149 
Shaanxi 5140480 3.95 35.43 0.145 
Gansu 5024742 3.86 24.67 0.204 
Qinghai 688013 0.53 4.88 0.141 
Ningxia 1268799 0.98 5.21 0.244 
Xinjiang 3985656 3.06 16.89 0.236 

Data source: Li Yuan, Land Resource of China, 2000. 

 

Fig. 1. Cultivated land per capita in China 
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Cultivated land loss in China, 1996-2002 

Land use and land cover has changed greatly in China in recent years. Based 
on the survey of land use changes conducted by the Ministry of Land Re-
sources at the end of 2002, China had 125.93 million ha of cultivated land, 
accounting for 13.11% of the total land area, a decrease of 4.1 million ha 
compared with the situation in 1996, giving an average annual reduction in 
arable land of 821,840 ha. In other words, the net loss of arable land between 
the first national land resource survey in 1996 and 2002 was 3.16% (Table 5). 
And even worse, the rate of shrinking seems be accelerating (Figure 2). The 
net farmland loss in 2001, for example, was 0.63 million ha, while it in-
creased to 1.69 million ha in 2002. There was a 1.31% farmland area loss in 
2002, which is higher than the 1.2%, average rate of farmland loss for a com-
parable period based on the world urbanization experience (Brown, 1995). In 
the meantime, the total population of China continued to grow, leading to a 
drop in cultivated land per capita from 0.11 ha in 1996 to 0.1 ha in 2002. The 
current area of farmland per capita in China is only 41.52% of the world av-
erage. Thus the scarcity of cultivated land is becoming more and more seri-
ous. 
Table 5. Land use changes 1996-2002 (1000 ha) 

Land use 1996 2002 Change 

Agricultural 633736.5 656600 22863.5 
Cultivated land 130039.2 125930 -4109.2 

Garden plots 10023.8 10790 766.2 

Forest land 227608.7 230720 3111.3 
Grassland 266064.8 263520 -2544.8 

Built-up land 29542 30730 1188 
Data source: Li Yuan, Land Resource of China, 2000 

 

 
Fig. 2. Changes in cultivated land in China, 1996-2002. 
Data source: China Land Resource Yearbooks 1997-2002. 
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Where has the lost cultivated land gone? As some researchers have pointed 
out, the main reasons for the cultivated land losses are the expansion in the 
area of non-agricultural construction, readjustment of agricultural land use, 
afforestation for ecological reconstruction, and natural hazards, etc. We can 
see from Table 5 that, while cultivated land and grassland decreased, the 
areas of garden plots and forestland increased, indicating the results of agri-
cultural readjustment and conversion to more ecological land use. In addition 
to the reclamation of unused land, the total agricultural land use area did not 
decrease even though the area of cultivated land did.  

The reasons for arable land loss and the extent of this loss in the years from 
1997 to 2002 are shown in Table 6 and Figure 3. The total decrease in arable 
land over the past six years was 6.36 million ha, i.e. an average of 1.06 mil-
lion ha of farmland changed to other forms of land use every year, and 0.5 
million ha of arable land was destroyed by natural hazards. 1.26 million ha 
reverted to some other agriculture usage such as garden plots or fishponds, 
but the biggest change was the conversion of farmland to forest land and 
grassland for ecological improvement purposes, which amounted to 3.5 mil-
lion ha. All the above changes occurred within the agricultural sectors and 
were apt to increase agricultural production and improve the value of agricul-
ture or the conditions under which agriculture operates.  

Non-agricultural construction is another reason for the loss of cultivated land, 
resulting not only in a decrease in farmland but also in the total area used for 
agriculture. This represents the real loss of arable land. In the period 1997-
2002 non-agricultural construction caused the area of arable land to decrease 
by 1.1 million ha, an annual rate of 183,000 ha, the actual figure in the year 
2002 being 196,500 ha.  

Ecological land use conversion refers to the current environmental improve-
ment projects under way in China, especially in Western China, in which 
local farmers are encouraged to convert the steep cultivated land to forest 
land or grassland, which is believed to be one of the most important initia-
tives towards an environment-friendly economic reinvigoration of the west-
ern inland regions. To compensate for the loss of cultivated land to forest and 
pasture, the farmers will receive subsidies in the form of grain and money. 
Generally speaking, the requirement is that cultivated land with a gradient 
over 25° should gradually be shifted to forestland or grassland and its natural 
vegetation restored, or else it should be changed into terraced land.  Arable 
land with a slope of less than 15° can be kept in agricultural use at present 
and in the near future, but ecologically and environmentally friendly farming 
methods should be used, or else it, too, should be converted to forest or pas-
ture in the long term. 
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Table 6. The decrease in cultivated land in China, 1997-2002 (1000 ha) 

Items 
Non-

agricultural 
construction

Ecological 
land use con-

version 

Agricultural 
readjustment

Natural haz-
ards 

Total arable 
decrease 

1997 192.9 163.1 46.7 58.7 461.4 
1998 176.2 164.6 70.1 159.5 570.4 
1999 205.3 394.6 107.1 134.7 841.7 
2000 163.3 762.8 578.2 61.9 1566.2 
2001 163.7 590.7 108.3 30.6 893.3 
2002 196.5 1425.6 349.0 56.3 2027.4 
Total 1097.8 3501.4 1259.4 501.8 6360.3 

Data source: China Land Resource Yearbooks 1997-2002. 

 

 

Fig. 3. Cultivated land loss and its reasons (1997-2002) 

Data source: China Land Resource Yearbook 1997-2002 

It is believed that the expansion in the area of non-agricultural construction is 
a result of urbanization, leading to an increase in the urban population and an 
improvement in people’s living standards. More fruit, vegetables, melons, 
fishery products and so on are needed for the urban population. This in turn 
has stimulated a readjustment of the land use structure within the agricultural 
sectors. Thus the loss of cultivated land through agricultural readjustment is 
actually a result of urbanization to some extent.  

The urbanization process in China in past decades 

The records show that the urban population accounted for about 12.06% of 
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the total population of China in 1952, i.e. it was a underdeveloped agricul-
tural country 50 years ago. Since then it has pursued a zigzag course of ur-
banization (Figure 4). By 2002 the level of urbanization had risen to 39.09%, 
while the total urban population had increased from 71.63 million to 502.12 
million, i.e. by a factor of 7. 

 

Fig.  4. Urbanization in China, 1952-2002  

Data source: China Statistical Yearbook 2003, China Population Yearbook 2003. 
China Statistical Press. 

Taking the urbanization rate in 1978, when China began its economy reform, 
as a dividing line, we can separate the course of urbanization into two peri-
ods. Urbanization remained stationary or increased with difficulty before the 
reform, rising from 12.46% to 17.92% between 1950 and 1978, a total in-
crease of 5.46% in 28 years, or an annual increase of 0.19%. Moreover, ur-
banization came to a complete standstill during the interval 1965-1978 and 
the percentage of the urban population even decreased in certain years. This 
abnormal development was a result of the implementation of a planned econ-
omy, the unstable political situation and the poor, underdeveloped state of the 
economy.  

Since the adoption of the reform and open-door policies in 1978, China’s 
national economy developed rapidly, and the country has experienced dra-
matic growth in recent decades. At the same time urbanization has acceler-
ated (Table 7). The third population census, taken in 1982, a few years later 
after the reform, indicated that the urbanization rate was then 20.55%. Eight-
een year later, in 2000, the fifth census showed that it had increased to 
36.22%. In other words, the annual rate of increase in urbanization was 
nearly one percent during that period. World experience tells us that when the 
urbanization rate of a country reaches 30%, that country will progress to a 
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stage of rapid urbanization, a theory borne out by China’s urbanization in the 
first few years of the 21st century. The urbanization rate in 2002 was as high 
as 39.09%, the annual increase in the two years after the fifth census having 
averaged 1.44%. More recent statistics show a further rise of 1.36% in 2003, 
causing the level of urbanization to climb to 40.53%. Thus the urban popula-
tion of China had expanded from 172.75 million in 1978 to 523.76 million in 
2003. 

Table 7. Population structure of China on the urban-rural dimension (in mil-
lions) 

Year Total Urban % Urban Rural % Rural 
1978 962.59 172.45 17.92 790.14 82.08 
1980 987.05 191.4 19.39 795.65 80.61 
1985 1058.51 250.94 23.71 807.57 76.29 
1989 1127.04 295.4 26.21 831.64 73.79 
1990 1143.33 301.95 26.41 841.38 73.59 
1991 1158.23 312.03 26.94 846.2 73.06 
1992 1171.71 321.75 27.46 849.96 72.54 
1993 1185.17 331.73 27.99 853.44 72.01 
1994 1198.5 341.69 28.51 856.81 71.49 
1995 1211.21 351.74 29.04 859.47 70.96 
1996 1223.89 373.04 30.48 850.85 69.52 
1997 1236.26 394.49 31.91 841.77 68.09 
1998 1247.61 416.08 33.35 831.53 66.65 
1999 1257.86 437.48 34.78 820.38 65.22 
2000 1267.43 459.06 36.22 808.37 63.78 
2001 1276.27 480.64 37.66 795.63 62.34 
2002 1284.53 502.12 39.09 782.41 60.91 
2003 1292.27 523.76 40.53 768.51 59.47 

Data source: China Statistical Yearbook 2004. 

China’s urbanization rate exceeded 30% for the first time in 1996, when it 
was 30.48%, and since then it has increased by a total of 8.61%, or 1.44% 
annually, a much higher rate than that of 1.23% recorded in 1978-1995. It is 
only from 1996 that annual migration from rural to urban areas has exceeded 
the natural population growth in the rural areas, causing the rural population 
to start to decline. If the urban expansion continues at a similar rate, China 
will become a moderately urbanized country within a decade. It is predicted 
that its urban population will be 765.6 million by 2020, accounting for 53.6% 
of the total, and that these figures will have increased to 877.62 million and 
60.5% by 2030 (UN, 2000). In other words, 350 million more people will 
join the urban population in the next 25 years.  
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As more and more people become urban citizens, some small towns will ex-
pand to form cities and the original cities will become larger. There were 
only 193 cities in China in 1978, whereas there are now 660, of which 467 
cities are younger than 25 years (Table 8). Besides the increase in the number 
of cities, urban sprawl is to be found around nearly every city and towns. 
Thus where the total surface area of the built-up urban districts of all cities 
was 12,856 square kilometres in 1990, it had expanded to 25,973 square 
kilometres by 2002, i.e. it had more than doubled. As in the case of urbaniza-
tion progress in general, however, the increase of the number of cities and the 
expansion of the urbanized area also show regional disparities. As the speed 
of urbanization in Eastern China is much more rapid and the process more 
extensive than in the central and western parts, more cities have grown up 
and the surface area of built-up districts has increased more markedly in 
Eastern China than that in the other regions, the numbers of cities in the east 
having grown 4.16-fold by 2002 relative to 1978, and the surface area of 
built-up districts 2.33-fold (Table 8).  

Table 8. Increase in the number of cities in China, by regions, between 1978 
and 2002 

Number of cities Surface area of built-up districts (sq. km) 
Year China East Central West Year China East Central West 
2002 660 287 247 126 2002 25973 13361 8286 4126 
1978 193 69 84 40 1990 128556 5734 5114 2007 
2002/ 
1978 3.42 4.16 2.94 3.15 2002/ 

1990 2.02 2.33 1.62 2.06 

Data Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2003, China Urban Statistical Yearbook 
2003. 

Apart from the 660 cities, China has more than 20,000 small towns within its 
rural areas, and these have also expanded at a dramatic speed in response to 
the national urbanization process. Taking all the cities and towns together, 
the total increase in the urbanized area is very large, although it has not been 
calculated precisely. The urbanized area has invaded and occupied farmland, 
making the cultivated land much more scarce. Urbanization is one of the 
main contributors to this farmland loss, directly or indirectly.  

Conclusions 

China is a country with vast population and a scarcity of land per capita. This 
basic characteristic has determined the value of cultivated land to the people. 
Since the implementation of the social and economic reform in the late 
1970s, the rapidly growing economy has resulted in an expansion in urbani-
zation and an influx of migrants from rural area to the cities and towns, lead-
ing to urban sprawl all over the country. Urban construction, the readjustment 
of agriculture to meet the expanding needs of the increasing urban popula-
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tion, the adoption of more ecological forms of land use and destruction by 
natural hazards have all contributed to a decline in the country's cultivated 
land area. The surface area of built-up districts in the cities more than dou-
bled between 1990 and 2002, and about 6.36 million ha of farmland had re-
verted to other forms of land use since the first land resource survey, leading 
to a net cultivated land loss of 4.11 million ha.  

China has developed to a stage of accelerating urbanization since middle 
1990s, and will continue its rapid urbanization process in the next decades. 
As urban sprawl is one of the main driving forces for land use changes and 
the coastal and central parts of the country are the main destinations for the 
surplus rural labour migrating to the urban areas, most of the loss of culti-
vated land has occurred and will occur in the coastal and central provinces, 
where the land is relatively fertile and the multiple cropping index is high. 
There is no doubt that the area of cultivated land will continue to decline and 
that urbanization will lead to a serious scarcity of cultivated land.  

China’s land use history tells us that the impact of social and institutional 
changes on land use is one of the important component of the forces driving 
the changes in land use and land cover, and that there is still room for further 
reform in order to achieve more rational land use management and practice 
(Lu, 2004).  Central and local governments should perfect their land use poli-
cies and improve the market in land following urbanization and the changes 
in land resources. From the viewpoints of sustainable regional development 
and food security, much stricter regulations and laws for the protection of 
arable land and more rational land use countermeasures should be introduced 
to slow down the loss of arable land. More intensive and extensive studies of 
changes in land use and urban expansion need to be carried out by a broad 
range of scientists, economists, government officers and so on. 
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