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The county-level city of Leizhou is located
in Leizhou Peninsula - the southernmost tip
of mainland China. The peninsula’s 405km
coastline is surrounded by the South China
Sea to the east and the Gulf of Tokin to the
west. Before the Economic Reform, people
mainly grew rice, peanuts and sweet potatoes
for subsistence. To increase foreign exchange
earnings through agricultural exports, the
government started to promote shrimp
aquaculture in the mid-1980s. Now the
region boasts the largest shrimp aquaculture
economy in China, ranking first in the country
in seven aspects in terms of farming area,
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export volume, shrimp feed output, and
shrimp trade market. In 2010 alone Leizhou
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farmers’ dilemma: despite their continual WE t-—ERRERZR—@THE
| visited the village with these questions. At

table comes from Zhanjiang. Yet, the robust

efforts in improving technology and enhancing

yields, they get no fair reward. Their living first, the villagers were happy yet surprised to see

standard over the toiling years has not raised an old friend. “Why did you come back? Haven't

much. Why is it s0? As an anthropologist, apart you graduated already?” “I am here to help you set

from doing investigations and analyses, how up a cooperative,” | replied. This short conversation

may | help them? indicated my role switch, from a researcher to an actor.
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| started to promote the cooperative in the village by organizing a

discussion with five shrimp farmers. They elaborated on how long they had

been farming shrimp, and whether they made any profits or not. Most of

them have barely made ends meet. Few of them accumulated much money

as they needed to invest on renovating the shrimp ponds. Rui and Ming had

some vivid descriptions:
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As farmers earn little from grain farming, they sustain their lives by shrimp

HIZHRE ELZBEHEH BEEWLIEEETF aquacdlture. This is one activity in their folk celebration of the yearly Lantern Festival.
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“May be neither losing money nor earning. Not much
is earned - only enough for food and daily expenses.
| barely balanced my budget, but didn’t save enough
to build a house or buy an apartment in Zhanjiang.”

IR Sz 5978 BISIIR R (EEFE) AT
R—EBFE (NWREE) -
“Only enough for general expenses, and for feeding my family.
Just enough to afford eating a duck occasionally.”
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Most of them have been engaged
in shrimp farming for more than 10 years, yet the return is meager.
I have visited the two families and found their houses quite
rudimentary. Following their comments, | began to explain why their
efforts were not paid for, using the metaphor of the sea as they live
by the coast. This is the dilemma for shrimp farmers - when the
supply is abundant, the price is low; when price rises, it means
a time of shrimp disease outbreak and bad harvest. Individual
farmers can hardly survive in mighty wave of the market economy.

DU AR —EBRERE

A good harvest does not
necessarily bring profit.
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Therefore, a cooperative can strengthen the solidarity and resilience of farmers against
market risks. To be specific, the functions of a cooperative fall in these aspects:
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An individual farmer is powerless in the big market. A single family can barely afford
any market fluctuations. While a skiff can hardly withstand the stormy sea, one huge vessel
built by several households can. Cooperatives can lower the market risks for an individual
farmer as the risks are now collectively shared.
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Agricultural capital at large controls the
commodity chain. To explain this, | constructed
this flow chart with figures collected from my
dissertation research to show how farmers were
squeezed by both the upstream and downstream
sectors. Companies on every node of the chain
monopolize and merge with each other in various
ways, leaving farmers to struggle alone with
no bargaining power. Moreover, farmers often
complained about the falling standards of shrimp
post larvae and shrimp drugs, since hatcheries
and veterinary medicine manufacturers are profit
maximizers who are used to cutting corners and
swindling farmers. Therefore, uniting together,
farmers can regain the pricing power by directly
negotiating with hatcheries, feed manufacturers
and processing factories. When the cooperatives
grow bigger, farmers can even set up their own
hatchery to supply quality shrimp post larvae for
its members. In the downstream, farmers can
develop CSA (Community Supported Agriculture)
to exchange with consumers directly without the
extortion of the middlemen.
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The cooperative makes decisions
democratically. The mode of operation, profit
distribution, and administrations are based on
democratic consensus of all cooperative members.
“Two heads are better than one” - yet the key is
to maintain the cooperative as an organization for
all, not serving only a couple of big households.
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In recent years when shrimp diseases become rampant, farmers
criticize the hatcheries for cutting costs and producing shoddy
shrimp post larvae.

WEEBRHNTRELEERBERBEER BIARR
Middlemen who collect shrimp usually collude with each other to
suppress shrimp prices.

EBEERA -WRHEE-—BHOENG JUEHTOERERABREERER
ERE-NMRMFABMOENGE  KRBHWEABRMBAT -

Cooperative members are encouraged to share farming technologies and experiment

various modes of aquaculture, especially ecological aquaculture and polyculture. If there are

100 ponds in the cooperative, 10 can be used to experiment fish-shrimp or shrimp-crab

polyculture. Risk failure is high if there are only two ponds for a household.
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After two days of mobilization,

almost ten shrimp farmers were
interested in joining the cooperative. However, due to the rampant
shrimp diseases this year, most of them lost money and worried
that they could not raise enough capital for start-up. With further
discussions they understood that the gist of cooperation is not
about money, but a way to help each other. We decided to begin
with bulk purchase and wholesale as well as sharing technologies.
With bulk purchase, farmers can buy supplies at wholesale price
and save a lot of money. We did a quick calculation: a bag of
20kg shrimp feed cost RMB150 this year. The cooperative could
order from the manufacturer directly to save RMB20 per bag (or
RMB1 per kg). Given that the average size of a pond is 5 mu (1
mu about 667 m?) and yield per mu is 750kg, a pond can produce
3,750kg of shrimps (and save RMB3,750) per harvest. If RMB3,750

BELFRAMTESIEWIR TA is saved from each harvest, RMB7,500 can be saved for a year
NMBR—% EXEZEZENH ) )

Eﬁoﬁﬁiﬁﬂﬂﬁlmw_ﬂ&ﬁﬁ%go as there are two harvests yearly. RMB7,500 will be split evenly
Despite the rapid expansion of the between the household and the cooperative. This means that

feed industry in recent years, like the
shrimp farmers, the workers are not
paid fairly. These workers are packing
the shrimp feed.
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the cooperative receives RMB3,750 from each
household each year. If there are 20 households
joining the cooperative, it can accumulate a good
sum of RMB75,000 in a year. This math amused
everyone as they did not need to pay anything but
still could raise funds for the cooperative. All of
them agreed with such an arrangement. The risks
did not add up and people did not feel that their
individual interest was sacrificed for the sake of
the collective. Everyone was turned on - in a few
days we approved the agenda , and registered

at the Administration for Industry & Commerce

BEHRL ARG EEAMTEECHEHRNER LEF - P . .
i & as “Bailing Lianmeng Professional Aquaculture
pon establishment of the cooperative, farmers signed their

TS lispreilyf e D Zeinete. Cooperative of Dongli Town, Leizhou”.

—ANZE hEFAESHBEEET AEZANARAY  EFE |
AR SRR HISIREE KN S8 (AWM BE | £
BESHRE HES] N7 KAREEAALHNEERNE T2 REK
EAROEAHBHRN=-TSFR ERESTBEMNER EFER
BORNHE HBEENRR BRI TELE I THEEBRSMNT
EEAEHBENAE Al ERAS T 55 B HAMET LR
ERMBANE SBSHELEBBANS (MAAEBRESR SAEE
EEE  MAETSLNEED BRBAMERRISEL BELH
HWEE BZRENMACERRN —EEENETE S

In 1983, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China announced

the abolishment of the 26-year-old People’s Commune, officially dissolving the rural
collective economy. The government media whipped collective economy as “a big
pot of rice foddering lazybones” that encouraged “free riders” and lowered initiatives
of individual labour. Yet in the next thirty years under the household responsibility
system, farmers have to battle alone and are not rewarded economically according to
their labour. What’s more, the development of shrimp industry fosters exploitation of
shrimp farmers by industrial capitals along the whole commodity chain. The farmers
themselves, indeed, are longing to reunite and stand against agro-conglomerates.
As the leader of the cooperative says, “a man runs fast but a team goes far”. In
the era of market economy, building farmers’ solidity will become an important
issue for solving the agrarian crisis. It is time to organize farmers’ cooperative and

AT,
restore the value of labour. ~¢
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