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Jinhu SHEN : The Economic Reforms and Grassland's Degradation and Desertification in China
—Is the household contract system a best institutional arrange for all of the steppe areas?—

Today, there are three kinds of environmental problems brought by agricultural acts in
China, and one of them is the degradation and desertification of grasslands distributed in
northwestern inner provinces.

To make clear the causes of this problem and its solution, this paper firstly review the eco-
nomic reforms and the rapid development of stockbreeding in the steppe arcas since 1980s;
then analyze relationship between the degradation and desertification of grasslands and the ex-
isting agricultural policies of these areas, such as the houschold contract system and the gov-
ernment subsidy to steppe agriculture. From our analysis, it was founded that, the rapid
development of stockbreeding was promoted by introduce of the household contract system
and price rise of livestock products. However, because the right of grassland utilization in
many steppe areas was not finally distributed to individual nomadic farmer under the early
contract system until middle of 1990s, a typical "tragedy of the commons" was brought in.
To avoid the problem of "tragedy of the commons”, Chinese government has started to carry
out some programs aimed at distributing the right of grassland utilization to individual no-
madic farmer from 1994, However, it has not succeeded and the budget scale subsiding to
grassland areas is v‘cw small yet. To stop degradation and desertification of grasslands grow-
ing worse, not only government input for protection of grasslands and the steppe must be ex-
panded, but also the household contract system should be reexamined: is it a best institutional
arrange for all of the steppe areas, especially for those areas where livestock output is very

low but sensitive and fragile in environment?
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