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A Quick Introduction:
Dr. Wendong Zhang

• Grew up in a rural county in Shandong Province, China
• Attended college in Shanghai and Hong Kong
• Ph.D. in Ag Econ from Ohio State in 2015 
• Worked at Iowa State for 7 years, leading the Iowa Land Value Survey 15-22
• Moved to Cornell University Dyson School of Applied Economics & Management 

in July 2022 (50% research 50% extension appointment)
• Research and extension interests: 

Led land value/ownership surveys https://www.card.iastate.edu/farmland 
Co-founded ISU China Ag Center  https://www.card.iastate.edu/china
Cornell Atkinson Center for Sustainability: https://atkinson.cornell.edu/  
Cornell Institute for China Economic Research (CICER) 
http://china.dyson.cornell.edu/
Global Public Voices Fellow, Einaudi Center for International Studies

https://www.card.iastate.edu/farmland
https://www.card.iastate.edu/china
https://atkinson.cornell.edu/
http://china.dyson.cornell.edu/


Set the stage



Set the Stage



GDP growth rate forecast for China 2023: 
5% by IMF – Not Necessarily An Immediate Collapse
US $18 Trillion (2022 GDP) * 5% ~ the “smaller” growth of the “bigger pie” is 
still about the economy for Turkey or Saudi Arabia 



2013: Smithfield's
2017: Syngenta

China’s Overseas Investments in Agriculture
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BRI countries include South Sudan, Israel, Zambia, Argentina, Uganda, Uzbekistan, New Zealand, Angola, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia,
Russia, Oman, Mozambique, Nepal, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Cambodia, Belarus, Thailand, Malaysia,Egypt, Nigeria,
Bangladesh, Chile, Vietnam, Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Italy, Slovakia.

USA

Before Belt Road Initiative
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BRI countries include South Sudan, Israel, Zambia, Argentina, Uganda, Uzbekistan, New Zealand, Angola, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia,
Russia, Oman, Mozambique, Nepal, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Cambodia, Belarus, Thailand, Malaysia,Egypt, Nigeria,
Bangladesh, Chile, Vietnam, Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Italy, Slovakia.
This graph does not contain the Syngenta (headquartered in Switzerland) acquisition by ChinaChem in 2017.
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Chinese Investment in U.S. Ag Land
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China Holdings in U.S. (acres)

 Total holdings of 
352,140 acres

 2013 Purchase of 
Smithfield Foods 
by Chinese 
company

 Acquired 
subsidiary 
Murphy Brown 
and all their land 
holdings

 ~140,000 acres in 
Texas by Xinjiang-
based billionaire 
SUN Guangxin 



Chinese imports were concentrated on feed grains

https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/record-us-fy-2022-agricultural-exports-china 

https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/record-us-fy-2022-agricultural-exports-china


• Source: Chad Hart, Iowa State

Soybean and Corn 
Export Shifts
& significant drops for 
Chinese demand



Commodity Agriculture is Comparative 
Advantage for U.S., not China





https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/abd622

Food Production in China, 2018
China’s Major Crops 

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/abd622


China’s Strengthening Trade Ties with US Competitors
in response to US-China trade war & decoupling

Chinese tariffs on other countries dropped while the US-China trade war is still ongoing





Belt and Road 
Initiative Still Going



China’s Significance in Global Trade



China’s Significance in Global Trade



Yes, Chinese Population is Aging, but Income 
Growth is More Important





https://www.card.iastate.edu/ag_
policy_review/article/?a=122

https://www.card.iastate.edu/ag_policy_review/article/?a=122
https://www.card.iastate.edu/ag_policy_review/article/?a=122


https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/china-evolving-demand-world-
s-largest-agricultural-import-market 

https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/china-evolving-demand-world-s-largest-agricultural-import-market
https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/china-evolving-demand-world-s-largest-agricultural-import-market


Fr esh  ch er r y exp or t s  
fr om  Ch ile  t o  g loba l 
m ar ket s  in  t h e  
20 22/ 23 season  a r e  
exp ect ed  t o  t op  8 0  
m illion  boxes , o r  
a r ou n d  4 0 0 ,0 0 0  t o n s

8 9 %  of Ch ilean  
ch er r y exp or t s  go  t o  
Ch in a



Conspicuous Consumption
• Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929) 

introduced the term 
“conspicuous consumption” 
(referring to consumption 
undertaken to make a statement 
to others about one’s class or 
accomplishments). This term, 
more than any other, is what 
Veblen is known for.

• Veblen grew up in a Norwegian 
immigrant farming community in 
Wisconsin.





Mighty
Beef!



Meat
Economics



Another 
example: wine



China is a Country of 
Rapid Change

High Speed Rail
https://www.travelchinaguide.com/ima
ges/map/train/high-speed-railway.jpg

Cold Chains

https://www.travelchinaguide.com/images/map/train/high-speed-railway.jpg
https://www.travelchinaguide.com/images/map/train/high-speed-railway.jpg


China’s High Speed Rail Map, 2021



https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/abd622

Food Production 
in China, 2018

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/abd622


Greenhouse – plastic film - Shandong Province

Agricultural transformation in my 
hometown



Now the high-tunnel production system has been upgraded 



Chinese Dairy Demand















US: 19 kg per capita consumption of cheese in 2019





Learn more about Food and China



Learn more about contemporary Chinese economy



Thank you!

Wendong Zhang
wendongz@cornell.edu

https://wendongzhang.weebly.com/

mailto:wendongz@cornell.edu
https://wendongzhang.weebly.com/


China’s Governance Hierarchy



2000 yrs of imperial history
- huge legacies on governance structure
the only exception: emperor replaced by central 
government

New additions: VA, ICE (following US governance structure)



China’s Governance Hierarchy



2000 yrs of imperial history
- huge legacies on governance structure
the only exception: emperor replaced by central 
government

New additions: VA, ICE (following US governance structure)



China’s Regional Decentralized 
Authoritarian (RDA) Regime

https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/serials/files/cato-journal/2015/9/cj-v35n3-4.pdf

https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/serials/files/cato-journal/2015/9/cj-v35n3-4.pdf


Who get 
promoted as 
Governor?
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