
Summary

The far-reaching and rapid changes underway in China’s 
livestock sector encapsulate the changes taking place 
more widely within the Chinese food system. The 

livestock sector has rapidly become a major contributor to 
the agricultural economy while the increasing availability 
and affordability of animal products has improved people’s 
nutritional status and enhanced their enjoyment and wellbeing.  
At the same time, continuing growth in the livestock sector 
is causing environmental damage, creating new public health 
problems and posing growing animal welfare challenges.
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The Chinese livestock sector 
accounts for nearly a third of the 
agricultural economy by value 
and is an important employer. 
However, livestock farming is also 
a major source of water and soil 
pollution, and contributes to a 
growing proportion of agricultural 
GHG emissions. Rapid growth in 
meat consumption has also been 
linked with the rising prevalence 

of obesity and non-communicable 
diseases. The key policy trend 
shaping the future of the sector 
today is the Government’s explicit 
support for scaling up and 
modernisation across the sector. 
This has implications for animal 
welfare too, an area that has not 
hitherto attracted much attention in 
China.
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Growth in the livestock sector
•	 Rapid growth in livestock has been accompanied by a shift towards 

larger-scale, more commercialised production.

•	 Pork output continues to dominate production, but it experienced 
less rapid growth than the poultry industry during the 2000s; 
this is in line with government policies to support ‘grain saving’ 
animals that are more efficient in converting feed than pigs, and is 
in keeping with international trends – globally, the poultry sector is 
growing faster than any other livestock sector.  

•	 Imported genetics, mostly owned and controlled by international 
firms, have been a significant enabler of intensification in China’s 
livestock sector, and China is now a major buyer in the global trade 
in genetic material.

•	 Livestock account for a considerable proportion of China’s 
agricultural GHG emissions. Direct emissions are estimated at 6% 
of China’s total emissions. In addition, around 10–15% of China’s 
cropland emissions are driven by feed demand.

 
 

 
 
 
 

Structure of 
production
•	 Scaling up in livestock 

production has been achieved 
through geographical 
concentration and increasing 
vertical integration along the 
supply chain.

The sector has grown 
by an average of 5.9% a 
year for the past 30 years 
(Figure 29).

Large-scale hog 
units (over 500 pigs) 
accounted for 52% of 
China’s pork output in 
2011. This was an increase 
from 33% in 1998 (Figure 
30). 80% of poultry is 
produced in industrialised 
systems.
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anticipated to change.343 Growth in the poultry sector is also in line with government policies to 
support ‘grain saving’344 animals such as poultry, which have a better feed conversion efficiency 
than pigs. Beef and mutton production is less significant at a national level, and growing demand 
for beef is expected to be increasingly met by imports rather than domestic production.

2. Structure of production
Traditional backyard production systems, based on the feeding of waste food and crop residues, 
once the backbone of Chinese agriculture, now make a smaller but still significant contribution 
to overall output. Large-scale industrialised units of production are on the rise. Figure 30 shows 
that large-scale pork units (defined here as those with over 500 pigs) now account for 52% of pork 
output, up from 33% in 1998. Levels of industrialisation in the poultry sector are higher still – 
around 80% of poultry is produced in industrialised systems.345 

Scaling up has been achieved through a variety of approaches. First, production is becoming 
increasingly geographically concentrated. This enables producers to take advantage of 
biophysical conditions, access to markets or associated infrastructure. For example, pork and 
poultry production tends to be centred on the south and southeast, near to major markets, while 
ruminant production dominates in the pastoral northern regions. Second, the sector is seeing 
greater vertical integration along the whole supply chain – a situation where one company owns 
(or otherwise controls) two or more stages in the supply chain – as well as greater integration 
343 Rabobank. (2013). Press release: Rabobank Report: Can China’s poultry move out of pork’s shadow? 8 March, https://
www.rabobank.com/en/press/search/2013/RabobankReportCanChinaspoultrymoveoutofporksshadow.html
344 Ministry of Agriculture. (2011). National Grain-saving Animal Husbandry Development Plan (2011-2020). Beijing.
345 Rabobank. (2013). Press release: Rabobank Report: Can China’s poultry move out of pork’s shadow? 8 March, https://
www.rabobank.com/en/press/search/2013/RabobankReportCanChinaspoultrymoveoutofporksshadow.html
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Figure 29: Growth in livestock numbers, 1990-2010

Source: National Statistical Bureau. (2012). China Statistical Yearbook 2012. Beijing: China Statistical Press.

For a more detailed discussion, see the original report here.
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of the livestock supply chain with overseas 
actors, markets and resource bases. Vertical 
integration is particularly notable in the pork 
and poultry sectors. Some major companies 
now control all aspects of their supply chain, 
from genetic materials through production, to 
processing (Table 9), but vertical integration 
through contracts and shared logistics systems 
are more common. Vertical integration 
facilitates improved quality management and 
is a driver of profitability in pork production.346

3. Processing
In 2012, there were 21,000 registered slaughter 
plants in China, 90% of which are small 
businesses. Growth in the meat processing 
sector beyond basic slaughtering is still 
modest, reflecting the general preference 
in China for fresh carcass meat, though this 
is changing fast. The dominance of small 
players means that levels of mechanisation 
are still very low: in 2010, 35% of processors 
slaughtered pigs by hand and only 20% were fully mechanised. However, the situation is predicted 
to change substantially in coming years: it is predicted that by 2020, 70% of slaughtering processes 
will be mechanised and 25% partially mechanised.347 This process will be supported by further 
consolidation in the slaughtering sector and the enforcement of new slaughtering regulations.348 

346 Han J. (2009). Supply Chain Integration, Quality Management and Firm Performance of Pork Processing Industry in 
China. Wageningen: Wageningen Academic Publishers.
347 Pan C. (2012). China’s Pork Supply Chain Dynamics. Presentation at International China Summit. 22 September. 
Beijing. Cited in Hoste R, Hu D and Tolkamp J. (2013). Investment and Export Opportunities in a Sustainable Pig Supply 
Chain in China. LEI Report 2013-018. Wageningen: LEI, Wageningen University.
348 Rabobank. (2012). Industrialisation of China ’s pork supply chain. Rabobank Industry Note no. 329. September.
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Figure 30: Change in composition of pig 
producing enterprises by scale (head per 
enterprise), 1998-2009

Source: Shen Y and Wu J. (2011). Analysis of 
development trends and drivers in scale pork 
production in China. China Journal of Animal 
Husbandry, (47)22: 49-52, 70.

Table 9: Profile of selected large-scale livestock firms

Company Production and/or processing capacity 

Wen’s Produces 7 million hogs; 777 million chickens
Hunan Tangrenshen 2.6 million pigs; feed production 3.2 m tonnes
CP Group 1 million pig; 100 m chickens
COFCO 1 million pigs; plan for 10-15 million by 2015; plan for a 60 million chicken 

breeding and slaughtering facility 
Muyuan Foodstuffs 1.5 million pig breeding and slaughtering facility; plan to increase to 6 million by 

2015
Yurun Processing capacity for 46 million pigs, to increase to  

70 million by 2015 
Ag-feed Industries Pig production in Jiangxi province 650,000; data for other provinces unavailable. 
Chuying Agro-Pastoral Group Farm with 500,000 head of pigs
Source: Data collated from various sources for this report.

For a more detailed discussion, see 
the original report here.
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Processing
•	 21,000 slaughter plants were registered in China in 2012 – 90% of 

these were small businesses.

•	 Mechanisation in processing is still limited: in 2010, 35% of 
processors slaughtered pigs by hand and only 20% were fully 
mechanised.

•	 Modernisation of slaughtering processes will be supported by 
further consolidation of the sector over coming years and by the 
enforcement of new slaughtering regulations.

Policy influences
 •	 Table 10 provides a summary of selected government policies to 

support growth and scaling up in the livestock sector; these include 
government grants to local governments for investments, individual 
grants and subsidies to larger farms and production zones, and 
income tax waivers.

•	 These policies are motivated by the perception that larger-scale 
enterprises are more productive, able to benefit from economies 
of scale, better at managing food safety and zoonotic risks, and 
possibly more environmentally efficient. The evidence supporting 
these assumptions is scanty and inconclusive.

•	 Some policy support is still provided for backyard producers in the 
form of subsidies for raising breeding animals.

Trade
•	 The vast majority of China’s pork meat and poultry products are 

produced domestically, and exports from China are minimal.

•	 Beef is the main exception to this general self-sufficiency, with 
imports of high-end products filling the gap created by high input 
costs, disease risks and long production cycles in China.

•	 While China is considered generally self-sufficient in meat, it is in 
fact heavily dependent on feed imports from abroad (mostly soy 
and maize).

•	 Analyses concur that ongoing trade restrictions and strong 
domestic demand in China mean China’s net trade in meat is not 
likely to change significantly in the foreseeable future.

In the 1990s soy imports 
into China were negligible; 
by 2012 imports 
accounted for 80% of 
China’s soy consumption 
and 63% of global soy 
trade.

One study predicts that 
70% of slaughtering will 
be mechanised by 2020 
and a further 25% partially 
mechanised.
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China’s growing demand for meat. As discussed in Chapter Five, meat consumption is explicitly 
encouraged in Government nutrition policies and, with the ongoing process of urbanisation, small-
scale production can no longer meet urban consumers’ growing demand for meat at low cost. It is 
also assumed that food safety and zoonotic risks can be more effectively managed and monitored 
when dealing with fewer, larger enterprises than in systems that involve millions of farmers. More 
intensive systems may also be seen as more environmentally efficient. This is partly because point 
source pollution from fewer, larger enterprises can be easier to manage and converted into a 
useful output through biogas (see Chapter Four). 

While the general thrust of government policy favours large-scale, industrialised modes of 
production, there is nevertheless recognition that backyard production provides livelihoods for 
millions of Chinese people and contributes substantially to the availability of meat in rural areas. 
There continues to be support for backyard producers through, for example, subsidies for the 
installation of biogas digestors, and subsidies for raising breeding animals.

5. Trade
Even as China’s livestock sector has become more geographically concentrated within China, its 
global linkages have increased. Trade in meat is still relatively limited, but the sector is increasingly 
dependent on imports (e.g. of soymeal and maize for feed, and genetic material – see Boxes 25 and 
26), and thus on economic cooperation with overseas companies or trading partners. 

While most of China’s pork meat is produced domestically, limited volumes are also imported. 
For example, China has recently been importing over 0.4 million tonnes of pork per year as well 
as nearly 1 million tonnes of offal. This represents a tiny fraction of the 60 million tonnes of pork 
on the Chinese market, but still represents a significant share of world trade in pork, which is 
currently less than 7 million tonnes per year.353 Poultry imports are of a similar magnitude. One 
reason for limited imports is that China does not allow import of pork containing residues of 
ractopamine, a growth-promoting feed additive commonly used in the US but banned in China 
and the EU.354 It also continues to impose a ban on beef imported from the US due to concerns 

353 Rabobank. (2012). Industrialisation of China ’s pork supply chain. Rabobank Industry Note no. 329. September. 
354 Perkins, C. (2013). US expresses concern over trade barriers. Global Meat News. 5 April, http://www.globalmeatnews.
com/Industry-Markets/US-expresses-concern-over-trade-barriers 

Table 10: Selected central government funding support to livestock producers

Year Sector Amount Eligible activities
2012 Pork 3500 million RMB Large-scale pig production infrastructure, importing breeds, and 

waste treatment facilities
2012 Pork, beef 1200 million RMB Purchase of breeding animals or semen by eligible breeding farms
2007-2010 Pork 2500 million RMB Infrastructure, waste treatment facilities etc. in standardized pork 

farmers (zones)
2009 Dairy 500 million RMB Infrastructure, waste treatment facilities etc. in standardized dairy 

farms (zones)
2010 Beef, 

mutton
100 million RMB Infrastructure, waste treatment facilities etc. in standardized beef 

and mutton farms in western China
Source: various reports from Ministry of Agriculture website.

For a more detailed discussion, see the original report here.

http://www.fcrn.org.uk/sites/default/files/fcrn_china_mapping_study_final_pdf_2014.pdf#page=108
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Consumption
•	 While present growth in demand 

for meat is clear, a larger question 
is when this demand will peak; 
Figure 32 summarises a diverse 
set of projections based on 
different datasets and modelling 
assumptions.

•	 Excessive consumption of meat 
among part of the population 
(alongside sedentary lifestyles and 
consumption of other foods such 
as sugar, processed foods and 
vegetable oils) is linked to growing 
problems of obesity and associated 
chronic diseases (see ‘Health 
transformations: nutrition and diet’).

Animal welfare
•	 Animal welfare has historically not received much attention within 

China. 

•	 The welfare of farm animals in China is highly variable and largely 
dependent on the system being operated, the match between the 
breed used and the feed given, and the quality of management:

•	 Pastoral systems can be prone to land degradation, leading to 
insufficient feed for livestock; access to veterinary knowledge 
and medicines may also be limited;

•	 Backyard production can be vulnerable to health and disease 
control issues because of a lack of veterinary services or 
money with which to procure them;

•	 Small to medium family farms show the largest variation in 
welfare, buildings and equipment and can experience issues 
similar to both backyard production and large-scale farms; and,

•	 Large-scale or intensive farms experience welfare challenges 
relating to space restrictions and mutilations (beak trimming 
/ tail docking), with mortality also an issue due to the high 
numbers of animals.

•	 Four main sets of welfare problems currently dominate the 
livestock sector and are likely to continue to do so as it develops:

•	 The pace of growth in the sector is currently outstripping the 
availability of veterinary services;

•	 There is often a mismatch between the genetics of the farm 
animal and the environment provided, with high-productivity 
Western breeds being raised on inappropriate feeds;

•	 The shift towards large-scale, confined systems means that 
cages, sow crates, farrowing crates and high stocking densities 
are increasingly common; and,

Legal experts developed 
a draft Animal Welfare 
Law in 2009 but there is 
no indication of what the 
next steps for this might 
be.
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Milk and dairy products are excluded from all 
the projections, although beef is an important 
economic product for dairy enterprises. 

The range of projections in demand for meat, 
milk and eggs creates uncertainties as to total 
future feed demand and associated import 
requirements for soy and maize,369 which will 
also be determined by future gains in feed 
conversion efficiency of the livestock sector. 
Past improvements have been modest, 
which may indicate significant room for 
improvement, or may signify the presence 
of major obstacles in the sector. The Twelfth 
Five-Year Plans for livestock development 
and feed industry development both mention 
improving feed resource use efficiency, 
indicating that the importance of the topic 
has been recognised.

7. Animal welfare
7.1 Overview

To date, animal welfare has not received 
much attention within China. The general 
thrust of public and policy opinion sees animals as entities to be used to meet human needs 
and goals. This stance in turn reflects the major problems of poverty and hunger that China has 
experienced in recent decades, and the subsequent heavy emphasis on rapid industrialisation, 
economic growth and agricultural productivity as routes to achieving human development. 
However, as in the case of the environment, there are strands within the public and policy 
discourse indicating that the situation is changing, although slowly. This section considers how 
and why animal welfare concerns may start to grow in prominence. The discussion that follows 
begins with a broad overview of the welfare situation in China today (7.1), how this varies by farm 
system (7.2) and a summary of the key challenges (7.3). It then considers the policy landscape (7.4) 
as well as the actions taken by the food industry itself (7.5), and concludes with a discussion of 
influences that might push welfare considerations up the policy agenda in the coming years (7.6). 

Box 28: Definitions of animal welfare

Definitions of welfare generally include the requirement not only that animals are in good health, 
but also that they are somehow experiencing a ‘life worth living’. Achieving this two-fold health-
plus-wellbeing definition of welfare requires that: (i) animals are healthy; (ii) unpleasant affective 
states such as fear, pain and frustration are avoided or minimised; and (iii) animals can live in ways 
that suit their natural adaptations, including being able to carry out types of behaviour that they are 
strongly motivated to perform. These elements are present, for example, in the “Five Freedoms” of 

369 Norse D, Lu Y and Huang J. (2014). China’s food security: Is it a national, regional or global issue? In K Brown (ed). 
China and the EU in Context. London: Palgrave.
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Figure 32: Projections of total meat 
consumption in China in 2020 compared to 
2010 consumption data (and % change)

Source: figure based on data reviewed in Norse D, 
Lu Y and Huang J. (2014). China’s food security: Is it 
a national, regional or global issue? In K Brown (ed). 
China and the EU in Context. London: Palgrave; OECD 
and FAO. (2013). OEC-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2013-
2022. Paris: OECD Publishing and FAO.

For a more detailed discussion, 
see the original report here.
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•	 Consumer preferences for fresh rather than frozen meat will 
continue to encourage live transport to markets where housing 
facilities and slaughter methods are less easy to control.

•	 Explicit policy activity on animal welfare is embryonic and 
government support for scaling up and modernisation in the sector 
continues to be the key policy influencing welfare, if only indirectly.

•	 In the absence of legislation, ‘General Principles of Animal Welfare 
Assessment’, largely targeted at treatment and assessment of 
livestock, are due to come into effect in the future.

•	 Individual large-scale processors have taken active steps to 
improve welfare conditions at slaughter.

•	 Motivations for this may include export intentions, plans to 
enter domestic value chains with higher requirements (e.g. 
organic), or consideration of possible future changes in public 
opinion. 

•	 Influences on the evolution of the welfare agenda in China may 
include: food safety concerns (if the links between food safety and 
welfare are seen as compatible with profitability by the sector); 
development of supply chains (especially those involving overseas 
companies); and, public opinion and NGO activity.
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Policy implications

1	 Government support for scaling up and consolidation will 
likely continue to be the most important driver of systemic 
change within the livestock sector in China in coming 
years.

2	 The range of projections for future meat demand 
and technological change within the sector creates 
uncertainties around future feed demand and import 
requirements for soy and maize, with implications for food 
self-sufficiency.

3	 Attitudes to animal welfare in China are culturally different 
from the Western view; policymakers may need to adopt 
a unique conceptualisation of good welfare that achieves 
an acceptable balance between human development and 
animal wellbeing.

4	 Although there are zoonotic disease challenges associated 
with all systems and scales of production, the policy 
push toward scaling up of livestock production systems 
potentially increases the risk of major zoonotic disease 
transmission in the future due to the specific conditions in 
these systems and the scale at which outbreaks occur.

5	 Given the synergy between food safety (which is seen 
as more pressing than animal welfare) and good welfare, 
there is great scope for improving both at the same time 
through policy change.

6	 More analysis is required to determine the precise impacts 
of scaling up on productivity, food safety management, 
and environmental sustainability.

7	 As meat and dairy consumption increases across China, 
direct and indirect GHG emissions associated with 
livestock production are likely to grow.  The potential 
arising from demand side changes has not been quantified 
but is likely to be significant and merits policy attention.
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