
J
ust seven months after taking the helm of
the hermit kingdom, Kim Jong-un, with
his advisers, appear to have set in motion
a process that could transform the mori-
bund and hunger-ridden nation through

the break-up of its collective farms. 
Although no final decision has yet been

made, and the end result is still uncertain, a spe-
cially charged high-level committee of the
North Korean government is now expected to
recommend by late summer the path forward
for the agricultural sector.

Three options are known to be under con-
sideration: 
● A “production contracted to each household
model”, similar to the “household responsibil-
ity system” introduced by Deng Xiaoping

in China at the end of the 1970s. This
would break up the collectives into small
family-size farms.
● Maintain the present system of large collec-
tive farms, roughly parallel to what China had
from 1958 to 1962, but with various reforms to
production and distribution.
● Divide the collective farms into smaller col-
lective units that would function at the level of
the production team, typically as a unit encom-

passing one hamlet or natural village. This
would parallel what China had in place from
1962 until it was superseded by the introduction
of the household responsibility system. 

It is hard to overstate the importance of this
decision. At a time when the average North Kor-
ean is about three inches shorter than his cous-
in south of the demilitarised zone, and one out
of every three children is stunted from chronic
malnutrition, the North can ill-afford more
meagre harvests.

At this moment, it is desperately important
that the high-level North Korean committee
use the lessons of not only Chinese but of global
experience to choose the household-farming
model and reject the other two.

Household farming has proven itself global-
ly to support increased and diversified produc-
tion. In country after country across Asia, when
farmers have been provided with secure land
tenure, they have not only filled bellies, but also
sparked an economic transformation. 

In China, the first years of the household res-
ponsibility system saw average annual
increases in grain production (1980-1984) of
8.6 per cent and in rural income (1979-1984) of

11per cent. Between 1981and 1987, while 70 per
cent of the population made its living from agri-
culture, the proportion of Chinese people living
below the US$1-a-day poverty line fell from
64per cent to less than 30 per cent, the largest
mass decline in poverty ever experienced on
our planet over a comparable period. 

Meanwhile, in Taiwan, during the decade
after the land-to-the-tiller reform was complet-
ed in 1953 – when tenant farmers became sec-
ure owners of small plots of land – grain produc-
tion increased by 60 per cent and average farm
income by 150 per cent. Parallel Asian success
stories occurred in Japan and South Korea (with
ownership replacing tenant farming) and in
Vietnam (with secure family farming in the
southern region and the break-up of the collec-
tive farms in the northern region).

The second and third options being
considered by North Korea’s high-level
committee, in contrast to the family-
farming option, promise no significant
relief for the 25 per cent of North
Korea’s population that makes its liv-
ing on the collective farms. 

Nowhere on the planet has tinker-
ing around the edges on production,
distribution and compensation on
collective farms produced viability.
This includes attempted downsizing,
to production-team-sized units,
which was tried and failed in China
between 1962-1977. 

There is one further lesson
North Korea might want to take
from the Chinese experience: our
own fieldwork, carried out in rural
China beginning soon after break-
up of the collectives was completed,
found that the chief reason for the
initial rapid increases in farm produc-
tion was that farm households were
then making the kinds of improve-
ments in annual and seasonal farming
practices that had been missing on the
collectives. They were flexibly making
wise choices as to when to plant; carefully
selecting seed; applying fertiliser correctly; pull-
ing up weeds as soon as they appeared and
other factors. 

However, when asked about potential “next
generation” improvements taking the form of
multi-year capital investments – micro-irriga-
tion, land-levelling, tree planting, trellis crops,
fish ponds, animal husbandry, greenhouses –
the general answer was “no, we can’t risk mak-
ing them”. The reason soon became evident:
farmers had received individual plots of land,
but had been given no assurances that they
would remain there from year to year. 

This problem has been corrected to a sub-
stantial degree by a series of laws, beginning
with the Land Management Law of 1998, whose
intention is to give farmers 30-year (and now

renewable) land rights, generally not subject to
any “readjustment” by local cadres, and em-
bodied in legal documents. Close to half of
China’s 200 million farm households now
possess such 30-year land rights, and recent
surveys that we carried out across 17 provinces
indicate that mid-to-long-term land improve-
ments are now being made in large numbers,
boosting harvests and income.

Globally, tens of millions have died of star-
vation and hundreds of millions have gone
hungry under the failed experiment of collec-

tive farming. And such farming systems have
now been almost universally abandoned – the
two big exceptions being North Korea and
Cuba. Hopefully, North Korea will now join
those who have decisively rejected this tragic
and failed experiment.

Roy Prosterman is founder and chairman emeritus
of Landesa, which works to secure land rights for 
the world’s poor, and professor emeritus of law at
the University of Washington in Seattle. Follow us 
on Twitter @Landesa_Global

Sow, reap, grow

The average North
Korean is three inches
shorter than his cousin
south of the DMZ 

Roy Prosterman says North Korea’s new leader can
transform the hunger-ridden nation by breaking up
its collective farms, converting to household farming,
and using China’s example as a blueprint for success It’s hard not to feel bad – at some level – for the

chief executive. There’s been a lot of recent talk
about the “hot kitchen” the new leadership has

found itself in. But look around, it’s a “hot kitchen” for
the rest of the general population too. And it’s going
to get hotter, with the race for the legislature having
only just begun, so the best advice – unsolicited,
though – for this government is to stay low and cool.

First things first – it can’t get any worse. The
political firestorm that was the chief executive
election will run to this September’s election. The
new chief is already a campaign issue and that is why
the smartest thing Leung has done so far is
suspending his town hall meetings. Why give the
candidates more target practice on your government?

To be sure, there is a ton that needs to be done,
and the Leung administration better have something
to show for it before its one-hundredth day in office.
As for the unsubstantiated rumour that Beijing has in
mind a “Plan B” – a replacement for Leung – if things
don’t look up for him by October 8, it’s best to listen
to political insider Tsang Yok-sing. If he says he
absolutely does not believe there is a Plan B, then that
should be it. 

And if Leung considers how politics has changed
so drastically since the Tung Chee-hwa years, when
there was a clearly drawn but rarely crossed line
between political “friend” and “foe”, then it would be
smart for him to take Tsang’s categorical denial of the
possibility at face value. Tsang is no friend – nor foe –
and a more seasoned politician used to the heat, and
his credibility isn’t the one being called into question. 

The “uncomfortable level” of heat Leung’s Food
and Health Secretary Dr Ko Wing-man admitted to
feeling during recent cabinet meetings needs
desperate addressing by the chief himself. If his team
believes – even for a second – that the rug may be
pulled from underneath them come the second week
of October, then we can basically declare the new
government dead now, to all intents and purposes.

The only way this new government is going to be
able to bear the Legislative Council election heat is to
keep its cool. Whether Leung succeeds or fails will
rest solely on his ability to operate, short-staffed and
under pressure, and deliver. All eyes will be on his
political manoeuvrings. Any one can lead in smooth-
sailing conditions. A good leader does it even in the
worst possible conditions.

Secondly, take comfort in the fact that some of
those who have been first to call themselves Leung’s
supporters – like unionist Chan Yuen-han – have so
quickly severed their ties. For the new government,
shedding political frenemies this early on may be a
blessing in disguise. Cut your losses and move on.

Finally, Leung should take refuge in the fact that
he has a few able advisers in the Executive Council,
not the least of whom is Cheung Chi-kong. Cheung
has enough sense to see that relying on the pro-
establishment camp isn’t going to be possible. And he
is cool-headed enough to know the political stakes
and what needs to be done. 

Leung’s work has been cut out for him. Now it is
time for him and his team to stay clear from the
political theatrics and focus on working out those
policies for “change”. 

Alice Wu is a political consultant and a former associate
director of the Asia Pacific Media Network at UCLA

Calm head
Alice Wu says despite talk
of the ‘hot kitchen’ the
new leadership finds
itself in, the best advice 
for the chief executive is to stay cool

If Chief Executive Leung Chun-
ying makes the same kind of
mistakes as his predecessor,

then his administration will quickly
find itself bogged down in a morass
of recriminations and
ineffectiveness.

But if he learns from Donald
Tsang Yam-kuen’s mistakes – and
corrects the missteps that have got
his own term off to such a troubled
start – then there is every prospect
of a successful first period in office,
and a return to power in 2017 by
direct election. 

Leung has an activist agenda
that he wants to implement over the
next five years, so his top priority
must be to achieve a constructive
working relationship with the
Legislative Council. 

He needs to think about how
and why his predecessor’s
administration began with such
promise, but deteriorated so
sharply. The problems of the Tsang
administration began when the
democratic camp made the mistake
of vetoing the political reform
package of 2005. The then chief
executive’s mistaken response to
that error triggered the slide which
followed.

Tsang could never bring himself
to forgive the democratic camp for
his legislative defeat and the loss of
face which followed. From that
point on, he made it clear that he
regarded the pan-democrats as the
enemy. He would in future seek to
work only with those perceived to
be “friends”.

Later in his term when he
needed democratic support for his

policies, it was either withheld or
grudgingly and incompletely given.
In the meantime, the attacks on him
and his team were relentless.

A similar situation is happening
now with the foolish lawsuit
challenging Leung’s election by
judicial review or by election
petition. It is not for me to comment
on the legal merits of the twin cases,
as they are now before the courts.
But from a political perspective, the
whole exercise is a disaster.
Everyone can see that this is
political point-scoring of the most
childish kind. 

In the real world, there is no
prospect of Beijing rescinding
Leung’s appointment. The result
will be to drag down our leader – the
person who represents us in the
eyes of the world – and damage his
reputation.

And it won’t enhance the city’s
reputation in Beijing either.

It is at this point that there is
both danger and opportunity.

If Leung succumbs to the all too
human instinctive reaction and
sidelines the democrats in future to
punish them for their behaviour,
then he foregoes the chance to be a
leader for the whole community
and run an inclusive administration
as he has often promised.

If instead Leung takes the high
road, shows he is the bigger man by
ignoring the insults and dealing
with the democrats again as soon as
the dust from the lawsuit has
settled, then the tide of public
opinion will start to flow in his
direction.

And when he needs democratic

support for his policies – and much
of his agenda on social issues is not
wildly different from that of their
camp – it should be forthcoming.

The other episode that poisoned
public opinion during Tsang’s
administration was the sudden
introduction of deputy ministers
and political assistants. Up to that
point, there had been precious little
evidence that anyone was being
held accountable for anything, so
quite why two extra layers of non-
accountability were required was
not immediately apparent.

The limited consultation on the
proposals shed little light, other
than to reveal the inflated salaries at
stake. When it turned out the
“three-point” scale in fact consisted
of only two points, because no-one
got the minimum whatever the
paucity of experience and
qualifications, public anger was
palpable.

The public felt cheated. They
had been. 

The lessons for Leung are pretty
simple. Ignore insults, keep an eye
on the main objective, work with
the necessary subjects to achieve
the desired result. Tell the truth and
don’t slip controversial proposals
through on the sly.

And keep smiling. Remember
what my granny always used to say:
you catch more flies with honey
than with vinegar.

Mike Rowse is the search director 
of Stanton Chase International 
and an adjunct professor at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
mike@rowse.com.hk
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Time and again, the lessons of a
troubled world economy are
the same: An unbalanced

world is an unsustainable world.
The world in late 2008

experienced the greatest financial
disaster since the Great Depression
of the 1930s. Sadly, this was just the
latest in a steady string of crises over
the past 30 years, including the
1980s Latin American debt crisis, the
subprime crisis and the European
sovereign debt crisis raging today.
Behind most of these crises is a
major macro imbalance, which
could have been avoided with pro-
active, disciplined and responsible
policies. But the temptations of false
prosperity proved far too alluring.

It’s essential to understand the
forces at work on both sides of the
unbalanced global macro equation.
The demand side is dominated by
the American consumer. With
about 4 per cent of the world’s
population, US consumers spend
about US$10.7 trillion annually. By
contrast, China and India,
comprising nearly 40 per cent of the
world’s population, have combined
consumption of about
US$2.5 trillion.

Based on this unbalanced mix of
global demand, the outlook for
global consumption is likely to be
weak. The main source of this
weakness can be traced to the
United States. Reflecting bursting of
US property and credit bubbles, the
American consumer has pulled
back as never before. Anaemic
consumption growth is also likely to
persist in crisis-torn Europe and in
Japan. China and India, with solid

prospects for consumer demand,
lack the scale to offset the US-led
shortfall of consumer demand in
the developed world. 

The supply side is dominated by
the Asian producer. But the fastest
growing economic region in the
world has severe imbalances of its
own. Specifically, the private
consumption share of developing
Asia’s pan-regional gross domestic
product has never been lower, its
export share never higher, after
recovering from the crisis-induced
plunge of 2008-09. Persistent
imbalances on the Asian-led supply
side of the global growth equation
remain worrisome. 

Nowhere is that more evident
than in China. The 2008-09 collapse
in world trade hit China’s most
dynamic source of economic
growth – exports – with unrivalled
shock. Lacking support from
external demand and the backstop
of internal private consumption,
China relied on an aggressive
stimulus of fixed investment.

China did what was needed to
sustain growth in the midst of
wrenching crisis. Still, renewed
weakness on the global demand
side has pushed its GDP growth
down to 7.6 per cent in mid-2012 –
holding to a soft-landing trajectory. 

China has made the transition to
a pro-consumption growth strategy
the centrepiece of its newly enacted
five-year plan. It features three
building blocks: by shifting from
capital-intensive manufacturing to
labour-intensive services, China
could grow more slowly and still hit
labour absorption targets; ongoing

rapid urbanisation, coupled with
services-led employment
opportunities, is a plus for boosting
aggregate wage incomes; China
must build a social safety net. 

Fortunately, China is in good
shape, with plenty of ammunition
to deploy countercyclical stimulus
to avoid the dreaded hard landing
and get on with structural
rebalancing. 

Predicting sources and timing of
the proverbial next crisis are near
impossible, but there are two
destabilising scenarios to ponder: 

First, the full risks of a sovereign
debt overhang haven’t played out. 

Second, the world’s most
important economic relationship
between the US and China could fall
victim to its own set of imbalances.
Most troublesome is Washington’s
bipartisan penchant for China
bashing, with demands that China
be forced to raise the value of the
renminbi or face sanctions. 

This is the wrong response. The
US suffers from a multilateral trade
deficit – characterised by
imbalances with 88 countries in
2010. It’s impossible to fix a
multilateral imbalance by putting
pressure on a bilateral currency.
Instead, Washington must come to
grips with its own unprecedented
shortfall in national saving. Lacking
saving and still wanting to grow, the
US must import surplus saving from
abroad. 

Unfortunately, the currency
issue and the false hopes it spawns
in resolving tough problems bearing
down on US workers have hijacked
the US-China trade agenda. Of the

two current account imbalances,
the US deficit remains a far more
destabilising force. 

The global rebalancing agenda
would be better served if the US-
China trade relationship were recast
as opportunity. For a growth-
starved US economy hobbled by
slow consumer demand, exports
could become a source of growth.
China is America’s third largest and
most rapidly growing export
market. US focus needs to shift
towards market access – ensuring its
companies engage Chinese markets
as that nation ushers in what could
be the greatest consumption story
of the modern era.

In short, the outlook for
sustainable world growth depends
on how the US and China address
rebalancing imperatives. Advanced
economies, especially the US, must
consume less and save more. The
developing world, especially China,
has no choice other than to draw
down its excess saving and
consume more. The sooner the
world faces up to these urgent
rebalancing imperatives, the better. 

Stephen S. Roach, a member of the
faculty at Yale University, was formerly
chairman of Morgan Stanley Asia.
Reprinted with permission 
from YaleGlobal Online. 
http:// yaleglobal.yale.edu
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