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A B S T R A C T

Land system reform (LSR) helps to protect farmers' rights and interests and national food security. China is a
country dominated by agriculture but insufficient arable land resources. The contradiction between man and
land is prominent. To alleviate the man-land contradiction, the Chinese government has carried out a series of
LSRs, especially in the past half century. Extensive and in-depth studies have been done on the process and stage
characteristics of China's LSRs, but the systematic analysis on the necessity, problems and key measures to
deepen the land system reform is still insufficient. Based on a systematic review of the history of the evolution of
China's LSRs, this study firstly analyzed the key issues and new challenges existing in or arising from China's land
system, then put forward the necessity of deepening the reform of land system, and discussed specific measures
taken to deepen the reform of land system in China at present and finally pointed out the future LSR’s direction.
The results show that China's rural LSR has gone through five stages in general since 1949. The key problems
existing or arising from the current land system in China include unclear subject of land property right, serious
inefficient utilization of land resources, rapid farmland conversion and conflict between farmers’ interests and
land system. The dual land system in urban and rural areas has severely restricted the integration of social and
economic development in this country. The Chinese government is actively promoting the reforms of rural
agricultural land, collective operating construction land and homestead to further remove the dual institutional
barriers that hinder the establishment of an integrated land trading market. The vision is good, but there is still a
long way to go for China's LSR. The direction of China's rural LSR is to make the property rights relationship
clearer, the farmland rights more complete, the transfer transactions more market-oriented and the property
rights’ protection more equal. Deepening the rural LSRs is helpful to improve the efficiency of land resource
utilization, safeguard the rights and interests of farmers, promote the coordination of human-land relationship,
and inject new vitality and momentum into rural revitalization. Cooperative promotion of land resource capi-
talization reform and household registration system reform is the key area of land system reform in China in the
future.

1. Introduction

Land is the material basis for the survival and development of
human society. Land system refers to the institutions and laws that
define and regulate the relationships between land and its users, which
is the most important arrangement of production relations in a country
and the most basic system in all systems (Lin and Ho, 2005; Han, 2018).
The choice of land system is an important issue concerning farmers'
livelihood, agricultural development and social stability. For a long
time, land tenure/system reform has been put on the priority agenda of
system reform in many countries (Pinckney and Kimuyu, 1994; Smith,

2003; Green, 2006; Peters, 2009; Liu et al., 2014; Van Leeuwen, 2014;
Travers et al., 2015). When a country’s land system does not meet the
requirements of its productivity development, reform is imperative
(Liu, 2017). The purpose of reform of land system is to make it adapt to
the requirements of realizing market-oriented redistribution of land
resources under the background of urbanization and industrialization at
the present stage, as well as the needs of diversification of land func-
tions and value manifestation arising from urban and socio-economic
development (Yang et al., 2018). The LSR has always been an endless
debate topic throughout human history, because it has played, and
continues to play, a central role in political economies and the
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differences of ideologies (Feder and Feeny, 1991; Ho and Spoor, 2006;
Holden et al., 2013).

Clarity of property rights, tenure security, protection of arable land,
efficient utilization of resources and coordination of human-land re-
lationship are the LSR’s core objectives. Around these goals, many
countries in the world have carried out or are carrying out various
degrees of the LSRs (Feder and Feeny, 1991; Li et al., 1998; Ho, 2001;
Toulmin, 2009; Payne, 2004; Liu et al., 2014; Holden and Ghebru,
2016; Krishna et al., 2017; Ghebru and Lambrecht, 2017; Zhou et al.,
2019). Low-cost LSR can help to clarify land property rights and ensure
food security (Holden and Ghebru, 2016). The LSR can help to improve
the poor’s access to land and alleviate poverty in developing countries
(Besley and Burgess, 2000), to promote land redistribution (Pacheco,
2009) and economic growth (Pinckney and Kimuyu, 1994), and to
protect grassland (Liu et al., 2019). Clear and secure land tenure rights
contribute to forest conservation (Larson et al., 2013). Land tenure and
associated property rights in rural China affect the production behavior
of farmers (Li et al., 1998). Private land ownership tends to higher
agricultural productivity in Uganda (Mwesigye et al., 2017). The LSRs
adapting to the development of productive forces can stimulate farmers'
enthusiasm, initiative and creativity, thus promoting the development
of productive forces (Han, 2018). However, the LSR can also aggravate
land fragmentation, land conflicts and gender imbalance (Hartvigsen,
2014; Jürgenson, 2016; Kalabamu, 2019; Almond et al., 2019). Gen-
erally, countries or regions with more obvious land conflicts need more
LSRs, e.g., Africa (Peters, 2009; Chimhowu, 2019), Malawi (Djurfeldt
et al., 2018), Rwanda (Bayisenge, 2018), Botswana (Kalabamu, 2019),
Uganda (Green, 2006), Mexico (Barnes, 2009) and China (Liu et al.,
2014; Liu, 2017).

China is a populous and agricultural country, and more people and
less land are the country’s basic national conditions (Wu, 1991). China
has achieved the urban-rural land division by state-ownership and
collective-ownership of land. The urban-rural dual land system de-
termines the different land rights system, different land resource allo-
cation and value-added income model between urban and rural areas.
This has brought about a series of serious problems, such as rapid
farmland conversion, farmers' rights’ damage, land conflict aggravation
and urban-rural gap expansion, which has attracted wide attention
from all walks of life (Qu et al., 1995; Chen and Davis, 1998; Ding,
2003; Lin and Ho, 2005; Han, 2018; Liu et al., 2014; Chen, 2018; Bryan
et al., 2018). To resolve these problems, the Chinese government has
implemented a series of LSRs. Many studies have been carried out the
purpose, measures, evolution process and existing problems of China’s
rural land system reform (Dong, 1996; Brandt et al., 2002; Ding, 2003;
Li, 2003; Ho, 2015; Liu, 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Liu et al., 2014). The
improvement of farmers’ well-being, the long-term development of
agricultural production and social stability are considered to be closely
related to the timely reform of rural land system (Wang and Wei, 2016).
These studies have strongly promoted the reform of China's rural land
system. However, China’s agricultural production mode is changing
from traditional slash-and-burn cultivation to more dependent on me-
chanization, and urban-rural factors such as population, land and ca-
pital flow more frequently (Liu et al., 2014; 2018; Li et al., 2015; Liu,
2017). The old problems of rural land system still exist, and new pro-
blems gradually appear, such as abandonment of arable land, farmland
conversion, inefficient use of land resources, damage to farmers' rights
and interests, villages hollowing and other issues (Liu et al., 2003,
2011; 2014; 2017; Lichtenberg and Ding, 2008; Tan et al., 2009; Song
and Liu, 2017; Shi et al., 2018). There is an urgent need to deepen the
reform of the land system or further change the land system. To alle-
viate the contradiction between man and land (i.e., the phenomenon
that the population is increasing and the demand for food is increasing,
which leads to the insufficiency of land resources to meet the needs of
the population), China is launching a new round of deepening land
system reform. However, at present, the systematic understanding of
the problems existing in or arising from the land system and the

necessity of deepening the reform are not enough. Based on system-
atically reviewing the evolution of land system reform in contemporary
China, this study first systematically reviewed the key problems ex-
isting or arising from the current land system, then analyzed the ne-
cessity, significance and key measures of deepening the reform of land
system, and finally revealed the internal mechanism of land system
reform promoting rural revitalization. The data used in this study are
available from the published literature, statistical data and official
documents. These findings contribute to a comprehensive and sys-
tematic understanding of China's LSR over the past half century and can
provide benefic references for other countries' land system decision-
making.

2. History of China’s rural land system reform

2.1. China’s land management system

The forms of land ownership in China include state ownership
(ownership by the whole people) and collective ownership by the
working people. In 1982, the Chinese Constitution, the earliest law
concerning the form of land ownership, stipulates that urban land is
owned by the state, and the rural land is owned by rural collectives
(Fig. 1). Since then, China has formed two sets of laws and regulations
concerning urban land and rural land in China, namely, the 1986 Land
Management Law and the 2002 Rural Land Contract Law (RLCL). Ac-
cording to the Land Management Law, the state-owned land mainly
includes land in urban areas, land in rural areas and suburban areas
that has been legally expropriated and confiscated (National People’s
Congress of the PRC (NPC, 1986). Rural collective-owned land includes
the contracted land, the collective operational construction land and
the non-operational construction land. According to previous laws,
China’s rural collective land can enter the market as land for con-
struction only if it is converted into state-owned land through land
expropriation (Liu, 2017, 2018b). This has contributed to different right
systems and allocation modes for urban and rural land, and thus
forming different land management systems, operation modes and
benefit distribution patterns (Lin and Ho, 2005).

2.2. Rural land system reforms in China

Since the Communist Party of China (CPC) took power, China's re-
form originated from rural reform, and rural reform originated from
rural LSR (Fig. 2). Over the past seven decades, China's rural areas have
gone through the establishment of household registration system
(1951), collective ownership (1956), people's commune (1958) and
rural social endowment insurance system (1982), and the reform and
opening up (1978), the sudden emergence of township enterprises
(1984), the reform of the socialist economic system (1993) and the
household registration system (1997), and the economic restructuring
to deal with financial crisis (1998) and tax and fee reform (2002), and
the establishment of low-income insurance system (2003), food subsidy
system (2004), the construction of new countryside (2005), the aboli-
tion of agricultural tax (2006), the establishment of endowment in-
surance system for urban and rural residents (2014), and the im-
plementation of rural revitalization strategy (2017). Before 2014,
China’s rural LSR was mainly concentrated on the reform of land-use
right, and it can be roughly divided into four stages.

2.2.1. Establishment of rural land system under collective ownership and
unified management (1949–1977)

Before the founding of new China in 1949, China's land belonged to
private property rights, and farmers had ownership of land (Ding,
2003). Farmers can dispose of land at will within the scope of law,
including buying and selling, and tenancy and other forms of transac-
tions. The feudal land system has seriously hindered the economic and
social development in rural China before 1949. The vast number of
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farmers urgently needed land reform and land acquisition. To liberate
rural productive forces, develop social economy and abolish land
ownership exploited by the landlord class, China launched a nationwide
agrarian revolution between 1949 and 1953. This land reform over-
threw the private ownership of land and established the public own-
ership of land through land reform, which aimed to enable framers to
acquire more land property and more equalization. After the reform,
China’s farmers still have the right to operate, sell and lease land freely.
The Constitution promulgated in 1954 is the first constitution of new
China, which stipulates that the state protects farmers' land ownership
in accordance with the law. Land reform had greatly increased the
enthusiasm of farmers who have access to land for production and
contributed to a substantial increase in China’s grain output. China’s
grain output increased from 113 million tons in 1949 to 195 million
tons in 1957 (National Bureau of Statistics Rural Socio-economic
Survey Team (NBSRSST, 2000). In 1958, the People’s Commune (PC)
was introduced, but the collective ownership of rural land inevitably
led to low production efficiency and reduced grain production. In ad-
dition, the Great Leap Forward, which began in 1958 and ended in
1960, violated the objective law of economic development and fol-
lowed equalitarianism, which frustrates farmers' enthusiasm for pro-
duction and causes the collapse in agricultural output (Lin, 1990; Lin
and Yang, 1998; Li and Yang, 2005). For example, China's grain output
dropped from 197 million tons in 1958 to 169 million tons in 1959, and
then to 136 million tons in 1961 (National Bureau of Statistics Rural
Socio-economic Survey Team (NBSRSST, 2000). To cope with the ser-
ious agricultural economic crisis and stabilize food production
throughout the country, the Chinese government has begun to adjust
the rigid management system of the People's Commune. In 1962, the
central government of the CPC further clarified the ownership of land
by the people’s communes as the three-level ownerships with the team
as the base unit (sanji suoyou, dui wei danwei, SSDWD), that is, the
collective ownership of land belonging to three entities (the commune,
the brigade, and the team) and the team being the basic holder, which
lasted until 1978 (Qu et al., 1995; Ho, 2001, 2015). During this period,
equalitarianism had long dampened the enthusiasm of farmers in pro-
duction, resulting in the long-term slow development of agricultural
production. China's grain output increased from 154 million tons in
1962 to 282 million tons in 1977, with an average annual growth of

4.4% (National Bureau of Statistics Rural Socio-economic Survey Team
(NBSRSST, 2000). During this period, the country formed a unique
collective land ownership system for rural land by land reform. On the
one hand, the country implemented the collective ownership of rural
land and exercised the comprehensive political and economic control in
rural areas through the people's communes and different production
brigades. On the other hand, the country also exercised the collective
land property rights, which led to the low enthusiasm of farmers in
production due to eating from the same pot – getting an equal share
regardless of the work.

2.2.2. Establishment of household contract responsibility system (HCRS)
(1978–1992)

Before the reform and opening-up in 1978, the SSDWD collective
ownership system carried by the PCs in rural China liberated rural
productive forces to a certain extent, and made positive contributions to
the country's original accumulation of industrialization. However, with
the realization of the country's preliminary industrialization goal and
the completion of the accumulation of primitive industry, the draw-
backs of this land system had gradually emerged, frustrating farmers'
enthusiasm for production (Hu, 1997; Li et al., 2009). Through grass-
roots innovations, official support and policy implementation, a new
rural land system acceptable to the relevant agents was formed in the
late 1970s. As the end of 1978, Xiaogang Village in Fengyang County of
China, as the archetype of China’s rural reform, took the lead in
breaking through the traditional system and realized the contractual
responsibility system with the main contents of “contracted production
to household (baochan daohu)”, i.e., the household contract responsi-
bility system (HCRS) (Crook, 1985; Qu et al., 1995; Lin and Ho, 2005).
Subsequently, China had promoted the pilot of the HCRS in Inner
Mongolia, Gansu and other places and issued a series of relevant
documents. It is worth mentioning that in 1958, for the first time, China
clearly divided urban and rural residents into urban and rural house-
hold registration, which laid the basic pattern of the current household
registration management system, and also created conditions for the
implementation of the HCRS (Wu and Treiman, 2004). The HCRS was
popularized throughout the country in 1984, and China’s central
document No. 1 of that year stipulated that the period of land contract
was 15 years (Cheng et al., 2019). The HCRS made farmers become the

Fig. 1. China’s land reclassification. Drawn by the authors.
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main body in commodity production and operation activities, which
mobilizes farmers’ production enthusiasm and lays a good foundation
for the development of market economy in China. It is no exaggeration
to say that the real starting point of China’s reform and opening-up is
the reform of land rural land system (Lin and Ho, 2005; Liu et al.,
2014). The HCRS was established and persisted in agriculture,

becoming the foundation of China’s agricultural growth, which realized
the separation of ownership and contractual management rights, and
the former belongs to village collectives and the latter to farmers, that
is, “the separation of the two rights of land” (Wang and Zhang, 2017).
Private land ownership can better mobilize farmers' enthusiasm and
promote the increase of grain production and agricultural

(caption on next page)
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modernization than communal management (Zhang and Donaldson,
2008; Ye, 2015).

2.2.3. Stable period of land contractual management rights (1993–2007)
The first round of land contracting in China lasted for 15 years,

beginning in 1978 and ending in 1993. After the expiration of the
original contractual period of arable land, the 2002 RLCL raised an
extension of land contract period for another 30 years to stabilize the
contractual relationship of land. During this period, China’s rural land
system developed towards strengthening the protection of farmers' land
property rights (Guo, 2011; Liu, 2017). First, the country has clearly
defined the connotation of collective ownership of land by law. The
collective ownership of land by peasants is the foundation of the basic
management system in rural China, and the owners have the right to
possess, use, benefit and dispose of collective land according to law.
Second, it protected the property rights of peasant households' land
contract right. It was clear that the contracted land is the property of
peasants and they enjoy the rights of contracted land use, income and
transfer of contracted land management rights by law. The land con-
tractor has the right to organize the production, operation and disposal
of products independently. Third, the family agricultural management
system was regarded as the basic system of the country. The Constitu-
tion of 1999 clearly states that rural collective economic organizations
carry out a dual-level management system based on household con-
tractual management and integrated with unification and decen-
tralization.

2.2.4. Dynamic stable period of land system reform (2008–2013)
With the market-oriented reform and rapid urbanization, part of the

farmers began to appear part-time and non-agricultural behavior, the
transfer of rural labor to cities and towns accelerated, and the utiliza-
tion rate of agricultural land began to decline (Ding, 2003; Long et al.,
2012). At the same time, the consciousness of scale agricultural pro-
duction for some households have been gradually established and new-
type management subjects such as professional farmers and family
farms have begun to emerge, which has resulted in the demand for land
circulation (or transfer). Land circulation refers to the transfer of land
use right, that is, the farmers who own the contractual management
right of land transfer the right of land use to other farmers or economic
organizations (Xu, 2014; J. Wang et al., 2018; Y. Wang et al., 2018). In
October 2008, the Central Committee of CPC adopted the Decision on
Several Major Issues in Promoting the Reform and Development of
Rural Areas, which proposed that the land contracting relationship
should be stabilized for a long time and the farmers should be given
more enough and secure land management rights (Xinhua Agency,
2008). This indicates that China will carry out a new-round rural LSR.

3. Deepening rural land system reform

3.1. Key issues in current land system

As China’s demographic, economic and social structures change, the
land-related contradictions are becoming increasingly acute. The key
issues in China’s land system include unclear property rights of rural
land, unobstructed land circulation, inefficient utilization of land re-
sources and lack of rural land market mechanism (Ho, 2001; Brandt
et al., 2002; Lai et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2014; Xie and Lu, 2017). Un-
sound practices in farmland use and management have contributed to
farmland loss, rising social conflicts and deprivation of the landless,
which perpetuates rural poverty and land tenure insecurity (Ho and Lin,
2004; Lin and Ho, 2005; Liu et al., 2014; Chien, 2015; Liu, 2018d; Liu
et al., 2018b; Xin and Li, 2018). Restricted by land system, the re-
sidential land (RL) and the collective-operated construction land
(CPCL) can’t get into the market freely (Liu et al., 2014; 2018). The land
requisition system, as the main way for collective land to enter the
market, is meeting the needs of national economic and social devel-
opment and promoting economic growth. At the same time, there are
also some shortcomings, such as ambiguous land expropriation scope,
irregular land expropriation procedures, unreasonable land expropria-
tion compensation standards, which lead to serious loss of farmers' land
rights and interests (Jacoby et al., 2002; Sargeson, 2013; Qun et al.,
2015). Rural collective construction land is prevented from entering the
market at the same price as state-owned construction land, and the
usufructuary right of homesteads has not been fully put into place,
which not only directly infringes the rights and interests of farmers, but
also widens the urban-rural gap (Liu et al., 2014; Liu, 2017).

3.1.1. Coexistence of farmland conversion and farmland abandonment
Agricultural land conversion refers to the process of conversion of

agricultural land to non-agricultural land. Since 1978, rapid urban ex-
pansion caused the loss of farmland at an unprecedented rate in China
(Ding, 2003; Tan et al., 2005; Jiang et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2014). About
4.7 million hectares of farmland were converted into construction land
from 1978 to 2003 and 11.56 million hectares of farmland into con-
struction land from 2003 to 2015 (Chen et al., 2014a; Liu, 2017). Land
expropriation is the main tool in the conversion of agricultural land to
non-agricultural use. Influenced by the phased, structural and regional
surplus of agricultural products supply and the rising cost of agri-
cultural production, agricultural production is not as effective as non-
agricultural industry in China. Low comparative benefits of planting
land and marginalization of cultivated land are the fundamental rea-
sons for abandoning cultivated land (Li et al., 2017; Li and Li, 2016).
Although China has formulated a strict policy of cultivated land pro-
tection, under the background of rapid industrialization and urbaniza-
tion, the rural labor force is constantly transferring to urban non-

Fig. 2. Evolutionary process of rural reforms and rural LSRs in China since 1949.
Notes: Land reform (LR); Rural collective ownership (RCO); People’s commune (PC); Old Rural Social Pension Insurance System (ORSPIS); Reform and Opening-up
(RAO); Abolish the system of purchasing and distributing agricultural and byproducts (ASPDAB); Readjusting industrial structure (RIS); Two-tier management system
of Household contract responsibility system and combination of centralization and decentralization (TMSCRSCCD); Reform of property right system of township
enterprises (RPRSTE); Reform of market economy system (RMES); Strategic adjustment of economic structure to deal with financial crisis (SAES); Reform of the
household registration system (RHRS); Promoting the reform of household registration system in small towns (PRHRSST); Tax and fee reform (TAFR); Pilot rural
cooperative medical system (PRCMS); Rural minimum insurance system and rural extremely poor families assistance system (RMIS and REPFAS); Food subsidy
system (FSS); New Rural Construction (NRC); Abolish agricultural tax (AAT); New-type rural social pension insurance system (NRSPIS); Township enterprises (TEP);
Beautiful China construction and ecological civilization construction (BCC and ECC); Basic pension insurance system for urban and rural residents (BPISURS), Reform
and Opening (RAO), Rural revitalization (RRN), Constitution: Urban-rural dual land structure (URDLS); All-round contract (ARC); State-approved contractual work
to the household (SACWH); Household contract responsibility system; First-round contracting period of 15 years (FRCP15); Land Management Law (LML);
Compensated system of land expropriation (CSLE); Keeping the land area the same no matter the number of a family changes or not (KLNOC); Amendment of the
Land Management Law (ALML); Improving the land requisition compensation standards (ILRCS); Compulsory state-owned for the entry of rural collective land into
market (CSRCLM); Amending the Constitution (ATC); Extending the land contract period to 30 Years (ELCP30); Rural Land Contract Law (RLCL); Increasing vs.
decreasing balance of urban-rural construction land (IDBUCL); Cross-regional circulation of surplus quotas for the increasing vs. decreasing balance of urban-rural
construction land (CCSQIDBUCL); Amendment of Rural Land Contract Law (ARLCL); Extension of the second round of contract for another 30 years (ESRC30);
Registration and certification of rural land rights (RCRLR); Rural three lands reform (RTLR).
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agricultural sectors, resulting in the rural labor force outflow and arable
land abandonment, especially in the mountainous areas of South-
western China (Liu et al., 2011; Li et al., 2017; Li and Li, 2016).

3.1.2. Conflict between farmers' interests and land system
Usually, land has the functions of production, ecology, social se-

curity and social stability. Among them, the safeguard function of land
is unique in China (Liu, 2017). Land expropriation has led to an in-
crease in landless or land-lost farmers. The land-less farmers refer to
those who have less than 0.3 mu (one mu equals to 0.067 ha) of farming
area per capita in their households after their land is legally ex-
propriated (Han, 2005; Liu et al., 2014; Lian et al., 2016). It is estimated
that, with the expansion of cities, more than 1000 square kilometers of
land have been expropriated every year since 2001 in China, most of
which are arable land (Tian, 2018). Previous studies have shown that
1.5 peasants will lose their land for each acre of land requisitioned
(Kong and Wang, 2004). The total number of the land-lost farmers in
China has reached more than 40 million in 2011 and is expected to
reach 110 million by 2030 (Editorial Board of China Urban
Development Report (EBCUDR, 2011). The landless peasants have ba-
sically become the “three nothingness (sanwu renyuan)” people with “no
arable land, no security, no employment” due to the imperfection of
land expropriation security system (Han, 2005; Liu et al., 2014; Liu,
2017).

The low compensation of the expropriated-land peasants is mainly
due to the lack of correct understanding of the land function and its
relationship with farmers' interests, which often compensates for the
production function of land, but insufficient compensation for its se-
curity function and assets function. The increasing landless farmers are
facing some uncertainties in sustaining their lives, competing in the
labor market and adapting to urban life, which is not conducive to
social stability, nor for the long-term social and economic harmonious
development (Qian, 2015; Zhang et al., 2018). From the perspective of
interest pattern, China's current land allocation is generally at the ex-
pense of farmers' interests, and the market mechanism has not played
its due role. Therefore, the multi-function attributes of land resources
should be regarded as the starting point and basis of China's rural LSRs
and the reconstruction of the benefit allocation pattern.

3.1.3. Agricultural scale management facing great challenges
China's agriculture is dominated by decentralized management

(Carter and Estrin, 2001). Given the vast population and limited land,
the amount of land that could be distributed to each household was
minimal, resulting in decentralized, fragmented and small-scale op-
erations (Dong, 1996; Chien, 2015; Lu and Xie, 2018). The right to use
and operate of the limited cultivated land in China is allocated to 231
million households. The proportion of households with less than 0.5 ha
of cultivated land per household in China exceeded 90% in 1997, in-
creased to 92% in 2006 and remained 80% in 2016 (National
Agricultural Census (NAC, 2000; 2009; National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS, 2017). These results indicate that the fragmented structure of
family farming remained mostly unchanged and halted the possibility
of large-scale operation of agriculture. But we also need to note that
scale operation is not necessarily proportional to productivity, such as
Ethiopia and Mexico (Kagin et al., 2016; Paul and wa Gĩthĩnji, 2018).

3.1.4. Strong demand for land circulation
Since the implementation of the HCRS, agricultural land transfer in

China has gone through four stages on the whole, i.e., limiting, al-
lowing, standardizing and appropriate scale of circulation (Liu, 2008;
Liu and Gong, 2017). In the early 1980s, with the implementation of the
HCRS, China’s farmers became contractors and operators of land. At
that time, the state strictly restricted the circulation of farmland (Liu,
2017). In 1984, the central government of CPC first approved the
transfer of farmland from the policy level, and in 1993, it further al-
lowed the paid transfer of farmland. In the late 1980s, the spontaneous
transfer of land contractual management rights by Chinese farmers was
basically maintained at 1–3% (Yu et al., 2003). In 1990, the number of
rural households subcontracted and transferred reached 2.08 million,
accounting for 0.9% of the total number of rural households, ac-
counting for 0.44% of the total cultivated land area in the country
(Research Group on Rural Cooperative Economy of the Ministry of
Agriculture (RGRCEMA, 1991). By the end of 2003, the country began
to standardize the farmland circulation procedure to protect farmers'
land contractual management right from the legal level (Liu, 2008).
With the acceleration of industrialization and urbanization, the scale of
farmland transfer expanded rapidly after 2008. In 2010, the arable land
area under household contract management was 1.273 billion mu and it
was contracted to 228.8 million households, and the transfer area of
farmland reached 12.47 million hectares, accounting for 14.7%
(Table 1). In recent years, with the rapid progress of urbanization and
the gradual increase of marginal decline effect of grain planting, the
speed of land transfer has been accelerated, and the scale of land
transfer has increased significantly. Compared with 2010, the scale of
agricultural land transfer in China increased by 2.73 times in 2017, and
the proportion of land transfer farmers to contractors increased by
16.7% (Table 1; Ministry of Agriculture (MOA, 2017; Wei et al., 2018).

In addition, farmers are gradually differentiating and the economic
importance of farmland is declining. Pure peasant household (PPH)
refers to the peasant household whose labor force is mainly engaged in
the primary industry, whose income accounts for more than 80% of the
family's net income. The proportion of the PPHs in China has dropped
from 49.90% in 1993 to 39.65% in 2013 (China Rural Fixed
Observation Points Office (CRFOPO, 2017). Over the past two decades,
the composition of peasants’ income in China has been changing con-
stantly, showing that the family operating income has been declining
continuously, while the wage income, property income and transferable
income have been increasing continuously. Statistics show that from
1978 to 2018, the proportion of Chinese peasants’ wage income to their
total income has increased from 6% to 41%, while the proportion of
household operating income has decreased from 80% to 37% (Fig. 3).
These results demonstrate that with the rapid advancement of urbani-
zation, the degree of differentiation of Chinese farmers has deepened,
and the economic importance of agricultural land has declined (Guo,
2018).

Table 1
Rural land transfer in China between 1997 and 2017.

Number of
transferred
households of
contracted land
(10,000
household)

Percentage of
transferred
households
(%)

Transfer area of
household
contracted land
(10,000mu)

Percentage of
transferred area
to the total
contracted area
(%)

1997 316.0 1.2 1,535.0 1.2
2002 — — 2,565.4 1.4
2005 — — 5,469.2 3.1
2006 — — 5,551.2 4.6
2007 — — 6,372.0 5.2
2008 — — 10,900.0 8.9
2009 — — 15,100.0 12.0
2010 3,320.9 14.5 18,700.0 14.7
2011 3,877.0 16.9 22,800.0 17.8
2012 4,440.0 19.3 27,800.0 21.5
2013 5,696.0 22.9 34,100.0 26.0
2014 5,833.0 25.3 40,300.0 30.4
2015 6,542.1 28.4 44,700.0 33.3
2016 6,788.9 29.7 47,900.0 35.1
2017 7,070.6 31.2 51,200.0 37.0

Sources: Research Group on Rural Cooperative Economy of the Ministry of
Agriculture (RGRCEMA, 1991; Hu and Zhang, 2007; Ministry of Agriculture
(MOA, 2017; Liu, 2017.
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3.1.5. Idle waste of rural land resources
By the end of 2015, there are 2.7 million rural settlements in China,

covering an area of 287 million mu. The per capita residential land area
of rural residents in China reaches 317 square meters, and the idle and
wasteful residential area in the countryside is about 30 million mu
(MLR and NDRC, 2017). The proportion of multi-family households is
18%–40%, and the proportion of over-standard households is more
than 60%. From 2006–2014, the rural permanent population decreased
by 160 million people, while the rural residential land increased by
30.45 million mu, and about 20% of the rural housing has been unin-
habited for a long time (Wei et al., 2018).

The second national land survey shows that the area of urban
construction land in China is 91,612 square kilometers, while that of
rural construction land is 191,158 square kilometers (Zheng, 2018a, b).
This indicates that the area of construction land in rural villages in
China is twice as large as that in urban villages and towns. Per capita
residential land use in rural areas is 2.68 times of the per capita con-
struction land area of urban residents (MLR and NDRC, 2017). With the
rapid advancement of urbanization, the total number of migrant
workers and farmers in cities is 280 million, and nearly 100 million
people have become urban residents, which leads to idle waste and
inefficient utilization of rural construction land (Zheng, 2018a, b; Wei
et al., 2018; NBS, 2018b). Previous studies have shown that about 15
million rural people enter cities and settle down every year, resulting in
many idle farm houses (Liu et al., 2014; Tao et al., 2015). Before 2019,
the village construction land is not allowed to transfer at the legal level,
resulting in the inefficient- utilization of rural collective construction
land. Thus, it is urgent to revitalize the village construction land and
promote the efficient use of resources.

3.1.6. Unsustainable land finance growth model
Over the past decades, China’s economic growth has been ex-

cessively dependent on land finance (J. Wang et al., 2018; Y. Wang
et al., 2018). From 1998 to 2018, the total supply of construction land
in China has increased from 51,500 ha to 643,000 ha with an average
annual growth of 13.45%, and the land transfer fee has increased from
50.77 billion yuan to 6509.6 billion yuan with an average annual
growth of 27.46% (Liu, 2017; NBS, 2018a; Table 2). During the same
period, the proportion of land transfer fee in GDP increased from 0.6%
to 7.24% with an average annual growth rate of 13%, and the growth
rate of GDP decreased from 7.83% to 6.6% with an average annual
decrease of nearly 1% (Fig. 4). The land finance growth model has
contributed to excessive farmland conversion (Qun et al., 2015).

However, in recent years, the growth rate of China's economy has
slowed down. The mode of land finance growth not only leads to the
inefficient and extensive use of land resources, but also distorts the
urban housing prices, making the growth of income far behind the rise
of housing prices, thus affecting people's happiness of social progress
(Long et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2014; Tian, 2015; Wu et al., 2015; Glaeser
et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2018a).

3.2. Necessity of deepening the rural LSR

The current land system in China is not conducive to the optimal
allocation of resources, the protection of cultivated land resources, the
narrowing of the gap between urban and rural areas and the protection
of farmers' interests (Ding, 2003). Contrary, some of the land-ex-
propriated peasants usually do not have the right to know completely
and are forced to expropriate land. The incompatibility between the
current land management system and the socialist market economy
system has become increasingly prominent (Liu, 2017). There are five
reasons for further deepening the reform of the current land system.

First, deepening the LSR helps to narrow the urban-rural gap and
promote the urban-rural integration development. Over the past 40
years, the country’s income gap between urban and rural residents has
been widening (Long et al., 2010, 2011). Between 1978 and 2018, the
per capita disposable income of peasants has increased from 134 yuan
to 14,617 yuan, and the per capita net income of urban residents in-
creased from 343 yuan to 39,251 yuan. The income ratio between
urban and rural households has increased from 2.56:1 in 1978 to 2.69:1
in 2018 (Fig. 3). In rural areas, especially in poverty-stricken areas, the
level of infrastructure and public services is lagging that in urban areas
(Liu et al., 2017a, b). The current land system is considered as the
biggest obstacle to urban-rural integration and unequal development
(Liu, 2017). The dual land government system in urban and rural areas
excludes the right of farmers to share equally the fruits of in-
dustrialization and urbanization, inhibits the growth of farmers' prop-
erty income and enlarges the income gap between urban and rural re-
sidents. Revitalizing Chinese countryside and realizing urban-rural
integration development need to eliminate the institutional barriers
that hinder the free flow of urban and rural factors, promote the re-
source capitalization of rural collectives and farmers, increase farmers'
income and narrow the urban-rural gap.

Second, protecting farmers’ rights and benefits and enhance the
competitiveness of agriculture need to deepen the reform of rural land
system. With the acceleration of industrialization and urbanization,

Fig. 3. Disposable income of rural residents and structural change between 1978 and 2018 in China (Sources: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2018a).
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many peasants will leave their homeland and enter cities for employ-
ment, and the phenomenon of rural land circulation and human-land
separation will be very common. It is urgent to further strengthen the
protection of peasants' land rights and interests. As the owner of rural
collective land and the main operator of agriculture, although the ab-
solute value of farmers’ income from land or agriculture has been in-
creasing, their proportion in total income has been decreasing. In recent
years, farmers' income has increasingly depended on non-agricultural
industries (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2018b; Wang et al.,
2019). With China's economy entering a new normal and economic
globalization facing new challenges, the growth potential of Chinese
farmers' non-agricultural wage income is also facing unprecedented
constraints. Furthermore, the prices of China's major agricultural pro-
ducts are higher than those of the international market, and the inter-
national competitiveness of agriculture is obviously behind the overall
international competitiveness of the country. More importantly, China’s
land fragmentation, small-scale farming and the aging of the operator is
obvious. Therefore, it is necessary to re-stimulate the motive force of
increasing farmers' income through deepening the LSRs.

Third, deepening rural LSR is the need to promote the optimal

allocation of land resources. Rural land is significantly different from
urban land in terms of acquisition, use, income, disposition and other
powers and management systems, thus forming a dual structure of
urban and rural land. Restricted by the policy that homestead cannot be
rented, transferred and sold, a large number of rural homesteads have
been idle and inefficiently utilized (Liu et al., 2014, 2018b). At the same
time, there are also many cultivated lands abandoned due to the low
benefit of planting land. In other words, influenced by the land system,
land resources between urban and rural areas cannot flow freely, re-
sulting in inefficient use of land resources (the homestead). Deepening
the LSR is aimed at breaking the urban-rural dual land use structure
system and establish a unified urban-rural construction land market.

Finally, soil environmental control impels the reform of land
system. Global land degradation threatens 3.2 billion people's liveli-
hoods. Reducing land degradation and restoring degraded land are
urgent priorities for protecting biodiversity and ecosystem services and
ensuring human well-being (IPBES, 2018). China is one of the countries
with the most serious land degradation in the world. Statistics show
that in 2014, over 40% of cultivated land is degraded and 19.4% of
cultivated land is polluted in China (Chen et al., 2014b; Zhou and Liu,

Table 2
China’s construction land supply and its contribution to GDP growth.

Year Total supply of construction
land (104 ha)

GDP (billion
yuan)

Added value of real estate
industry (billion yuan)

Land transaction fees
(billion yuan)

GDP growth rate
(%)

Proportion of land transaction
fee to GDP (%)

1998 5.15 8,519.55 343.45 50.77 7.83 0.60
1999 8.26 9,056.44 368.18 51.43 7.62 0.57
2000 10.25 10,028.01 414.91 59.56 8.43 0.59
2001 16.70 11,086.31 471.51 129.59 8.30 1.17
2002 18.35 12,171.74 534.64 241.68 9.08 1.99
2003 42.06 13,742.20 617.27 293.78 10.03 2.14
2004 28.52 16,184.02 717.41 589.41 10.09 3.64
2005 35.07 18,731.89 851.64 550.52 11.31 2.94
2006 30.68 21,943.85 1,037.05 767.69 12.70 3.50
2007 34.20 27,023.23 1,380.97 1,221.67 14.20 4.52
2008 23.42 31,951.55 1,473.87 1,025.98 9.70 3.21
2009 36.16 34,908.14 1,896.69 1,591.02 9.40 4.56
2010 43.26 41,303.03 2,356.99 2,710.00 10.60 6.56
2011 59.33 48,930.06 2,816.76 3,150.00 9.50 6.44
2012 71.13 54,036.74 3,124.83 2,690.00 7.90 4.98
2013 75.08 59,524.44 3,598.76 4,200.00 7.80 7.06
2014 60.99 64,397.40 3,800.08 3,340.00 7.30 5.19
2015 53.36 68,905.21 4,170.10 2,980.00 6.90 4.32
2016 52.00 74,358.55 4,819.09 3,560.00 6.70 4.79
2017 60.00 82,712.17 5,385.07 4,990.00 6.80 6.03
2018 64.30 90,030.90 5,984.60 6,509.60 6.60 7.23

Notes: The data on total supply of construction land and land transaction fees are obtained from China's bulletin on land and resources (1998–2018) (Ministry of
Natural Resources of CPC (MNR, 2018a), GDP and added value of real estate industry are from China Statistical Yearbook 2018 (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS,
2018a).

Fig. 4. Total supply of construction land and GDP growth rate. Sources: Liu, 2017; Ministry of Natural Resources of CPC (MNR, 2018b; National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS, 2018a.
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2018). Land degradation and soil pollution aggravate the already tense
contradiction between human and land, which seriously restricts the
sustainable development of China's social economy. The unreasonable
human activities and imperfect land management system are the main
causes of land degradation and soil pollution (Zhou and Liu, 2018). Soil
pollution is closely related to the land system which is difficult to de-
termine the person responsible for soil pollution because of the in-
complete and unclear land property rights (Liu et al., 2018b). Soil
pollution control needs to deepen the reform of land property rights
system and achieve the unity of power and responsibility.

3.3. Key measures to deepen the reform of rural sand system

In 2013, the central government of China proposed deepening the
LSR in an all-round way, and emphasized that property right is the core
of ownership and focusing on giving farmers more property rights. Land
tenure security and land transfer markets are once again put on the top
priority of deepening the policy agenda of land reform in China. The
Central Committee Document No. 1 of 2014 clearly put forward the
main contents of deepening rural LSR, including improving land con-
tract policy, guiding and standardizing rural collective operating con-
struction land into market, improving rural residential land manage-
ment system and accelerating the reform of land expropriation system
(LES) (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs of China (MARAC,
2014). In 2015, the country proposed to carry out the pilot of rural
land expropriation, collective operational construction land (COCL)
into market and homestead (three lands or sankuaidi) system pilot re-
form in 33 cities and counties nationwide from 2015 to 2018 (Fig. 5).
These pilot areas suspended the implementation of the relevant provi-
sions of the Land Management Law and the Urban Real Estate

Management Law.
The driving forces, objectives and specific measures for the reform

of the three lands in rural China are shown in Fig. 6. The specific
measures mainly include the confirmation and registration of rural
collective land rights (CRRCLR), the reforms of the LES and entry of the
COCL into market and the homestead use system, and the separation of
ownership, contractual and management right of agricultural land
(SOCMRAL), and the separation of ownership, qualification and use
right of homestead (SOQURH). The goal of deepening rural LSRs is to
optimize the allocation of land resources, establish the unified urban-
rural construction land market, narrow the urban-rural gap, give
farmers more property rights, promote poverty alleviation and rural
revitalization as well as man-land relationship harmony. The bottom
line of reform is to ensure that the nature of public ownership of land
remains unchanged, the red line of cultivated land remains unchanged
and the interests of farmers remain intact.

3.3.1. The confirmation and registration of rural collective land rights
The CRRCLR is the basis and guarantee for the implementation of

the SOCMRAL reform and the effective protection of land and housing
property rights. The CRRCLR refers to the confirmation and determi-
nation of land ownership, use right and other rights, which determines
the ownership of land, the subordinate relationship of the right to use
land and the content of other rights according to relevant laws. In rural
China, the registration and certification of land rights mainly involve
the ownership of rural collective land and the right to use collective
construction land and homestead. Rural contracted land and homestead
are the main contents of the CRRCLR. In principle, the CRRCLR aims to
give farmers more complete land rights. After confirming their rights,
the property rights of peasant workers in their homeland, such as

Fig. 5. 33 pilot counties for the three lands reforms in China (Source: Xinhua Agency, 2015).
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contracted land, homestead and housing, can be solidified and pro-
tected. They are more likely to support agricultural production through
farmland mortgage loans, and even bring property income to peasants
through circulation, which helps them to gain a foothold in the city.

The confirmation and registration of rural contracted land is a basic
work to confirm and protect farmers' contracted land management
rights, ensure the security of land transfer and improve the contracted
land management system in rural areas. Procedures for confirming land
rights in China include the publicity and mobilization meetings,
household surveys, satellite image data acquisition, farmer plot desig-
nation, two-rounds publicity of the confirming land rights’ results and
certification of confirming land rights (Ye et al., 2018). Farmers can get
four benefits from the confirmation of land rights. First, it is conducive
to the protection of farmers’ land contractual rights and interests in
accordance with the law. Second, after the certification, land is both
resource and asset, and farmers’ property income would increase
through land circulation. Third, farmers can use their own certificates
to mortgage loans. Finally, it is conducive to clarifying the ownership of
land contractual management rights and provide a strong original basis
for solving the disputes of land contractual management and safe-
guarding the legitimate rights and interests of farmers in land con-
tracting. The registration and certification of contracted land con-
firmation in China began in 2009 and ended at the end of 2018 to
enhance land tenure security and the transferability of farmland. By the
end of 2018, China has completed the registration area of contracted
land confirmation, which is 1.48 billion mu, accounting for 89.2% of
the measured area of contracted land (People’s Daily, 2019). In addi-
tion, in 2018, China has comprehensively carried out the liquidation
and capital verification of rural collective assets. Undoubtedly, land
ownership confirmation is a substantive measure at the national level to
clarify the disposal of farmland property rights to meet the needs of the
standardized flow of resources in the rural land market since the im-
plementation of the HCRS. For quite a long time before the work, the
transfer of land contractual management rights encounters obstacles in
practice due to the ambiguity of farmland right, resulting in constant
contradictions and conflicts, weak willingness of farmers to transfer as
well as inefficient utilization of farmland.

3.3.2. Separation of the three rights of agricultural land
The SOCMRAL refers to the separation of the original contractual

management rights, which is based on the unchanged collective

ownership of rural contracted land (Wang and Zhang, 2017; Xu et al.,
2018; Zhou et al., 2018, 2019). The SOCMRAL’s primary task is to find
out the family background of the contracted land and issue certificates
for the confirmation of the contracted land right. It is another major
institutional innovation in rural reform in China after the HCRS, which
will allow farmers to retain the contract right over their allotted land
and only transfer the management right if they choose to lease the land
to others, mortgage it to banks or invest it in a cooperative in exchange
of shares (Wang and Zhang, 2017). From the separation of ownership
and contractual management right to the separation of ownership,
contractual right and management right, it conforms to farmers' will-
ingness to retain land contractual right and transfer land management
right, and reflects the changes of agricultural land management mode
(Fig. 7). The SOCMRAL’s has persisted in collective ownership of land,
stabilized farmers' contractual right and liberalized management right.
It has laid the institutional foundation for guiding the orderly transfer
of land management right, developing moderate scale operation of
agriculture production and promoting the development of modern
agriculture (Liu, 2017).

3.3.3. Reform of land expropriation system
Land expropriation refers to the legal act that the state transforms

the collectively owned land of peasants into state-owned land in ac-
cordance with the procedures and powers prescribed by law for the
sake of public interests, and gives reasonable compensation and proper
resettlement to the expropriated rural collective economic organiza-
tions and peasants. The formation of China's current LES can be traced
back to the early 1950s. The first Constitution of China in 1954 stipu-
lates that the state can purchase, expropriate or nationalize urban and
rural land to meet the needs of the public interests. Since then, the
country’s LES has been established. Over the past decades, the central
government of China has continuously reformed the LES in terms of
improving the compensation standard for land expropriation, opti-
mizing the resettlement methods and providing the living security of
land-expropriated peasants (Chen and Qu, 2002; Hui et al., 2013; Liu,
2017). Nevertheless, there are still five main problems in land ex-
propriation in China (Chen and Qu, 2002; Chan, 2003; Hui et al., 2013;
Liu, 2017; Cao and Zhang, 2018; Lin et al., 2018). First, the prominent
problem is that the expropriation scope is wide (Liu, 2017). Land ex-
propriation is for the needs of public interests, but it is not clearly de-
fined. Second, the main body of compensation income is not clear

Fig. 6. Driving forces, goals and measures of the reform of rural land system. Source: Drawn by the authors.
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(Qian, 2015). At present, the Constitution, the Land Management Law
and the Property Law of the country clearly stipulate that the rural land
belongs to the collective members of the countryside. However, these
laws do not clearly define the subject of collective property rights, re-
sulting in unclear attribution of compensation fees for land expropria-
tion. Third, the standard of compensation for land expropriation is low
and the scope is narrow, and it is difficult to guarantee the rights and
interests of the land-expropriated peasants (Chen and Qu, 2002). At
present, according to China's Land Management Law, the compensation
fee for land and the resettlement of farmers are 10–16 times the average
output value of the three years before the land expropriation, not more
than 30 times. The scope of compensation is limited to a part of the loss
associated with the land, and the compensation for the buildings on the
expropriated land, such as rural houses, and other indirect losses are
not included in the scope of compensation. Fourth, land expropriation
right is abused in some places (Chen and Qu, 2002). The Land Man-
agement Law and the Constitution stipulate that the state can legally
expropriate land for the needs of public interests. However, the relevant
laws do not clearly define the public interest. The power of land ex-
propriation has been granted, but no specific restrictions have been
imposed. Since the implementation of the paid land use system, local
governments have a special preference for the exercise of land ex-
propriation right to increase financial revenue. At last, the procedure of
land expropriation is not transparent and farmers participate little in
the process of land expropriation (Ding, 2007).

In recent years, the central government of China has begun to fur-
ther reform the LES. The main tasks of deepening the LES reform are to
narrow the scope of land expropriation, standardize the its procedures
and established a rational, standardized and pluralistic safeguard me-
chanism (China National People’s Congress Network (CNPCN, 2018).
Through this reform, the compensation for land expropriation has
tended to diversity, and protecting the rights and interests of the land-
expropriated farmers has been obviously enhanced.

3.3.4. Reform of entry of the COCL into market
The COCL is the construction land with the nature of production and

operation in rural collective construction land, such as land for town-
ship enterprises. The entry of the COCL into market means that the
transfer, lease and share of the right to use of the COCL are permitted
on the premise of conforming to planning, use control and acquisition

according to law. It can entry the market to use at the same price as
state-owned construction land (Kong and Ma, 2014). Prior to 2000,
entry of the COCL into market in China was basically in a strict control
stage. Since 2000, the state has allowed some areas to carry out pilot
exploration of the COCL entering the market. Subsequently, the country
has implemented the policy of the increasing vs. decreasing balance of
urban-rural construction land and gradually liberalized the trading of
the COCL into market. In 2008, for the first time, the country put for-
ward to establish a unified urban-rural construction land market and
give equal rights and interests to rural collective land and state-owned
land. In 2013, the central government made clear the provisions of
"equal access to the market, equal rights and equal prices" for the COCL
and the state-owned construction land. However, the entry of the COCL
into market is still facing obstacles due to unclear ownership of land,
planning and use control (Liu, 2017; Zheng, 2018a, b). Therefore, the
main tasks of the reform of the entry of the COCL into market include
improving the property right system of collective operating construc-
tion land, defining the scope and ways of entering the market, estab-
lishing the market trading rules and service supervision system (Liu,
2017; Zhang and Li, 2018; China National People’s Congress Network
(CNPCN, 2018). Through this reform, the use right of rural construction
land in China can be sold, leased or traded for stock shares at the same
price and under the same conditions as state owned construction land,
which aims to break the dual land management system between urban
and rural areas. Between 2014 and 2018, more than 90,000mu of the
COCL has been put into the market in 33 pilot counties (cities and
districts) with a total cost of about 25.7 billion yuan and a regulation
fee of 2.86 billion yuan (China National People’s Congress Network
(CNPCN, 2018).

3.3.5. Reform of homestead system
The key essence of homestead system reform lies in revitalizing

rural sleeping, empty and idle land resources. Homestead is the land
owned and used by the collective by rural farmers or individuals as
residential land, including the land that has been built or decided to be
used for building houses. Homestead has its special function in pro-
tecting cultivated land and ensuring social stability (Liu et al., 2018b).
The Land Management Law of China prohibits rural residents from
occupying cultivated land and building homesteads. Homestead is a
place to protect farmers' production and living, which helps to ensure

Fig. 7. The separation of the three rights of rural land. Source: Drawn by the authors.
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the stability of farmers (Liu, 2018b). Ownership of the homestead be-
longs to collective ownership, and farmers have the right to use it, but
they cannot rent, transfer and trade them (Liu, 2017).

Compared with other LSRs, China's homestead system reform
started relatively late (Wu et al., 2018). Over the past three decades, the
homestead ownership in China has undergone a transition from private
to public ownership. During the periods 1949–1961 and 1962–1981,
the ownership of Chinese homesteads was owned by farmers and the
production team, respectively. Since the 1980s, the village collective
has been holding the ownership of the homestead and the villagers have
the right to use it. The initial qualifications of rural residential land
should adhere to the principle of "one household, one house", and the
area should not exceed the standard. After selling, renting and giving
houses, the application for approval shall not be granted. Although the
homestead is not allowed to be sold or leased, in fact, it has already
entered the market to varying degrees, which has been in conflict with
the current laws and policies of China (Liu, 2017). Furthermore, be-
cause of the lack of management mechanism above township level, the
high cost of supervision and the weak restriction at village level, the
management of rural residential land is out of control and endangers
the protection of cultivated land. Importantly, over the past 20 years,
the large outflow of rural population to cities in China has not only led
to the decrease of rural homestead, but also to the increase of home-
stead (Liu et al., 2011). According to the National New-type Urbani-
zation Plan (2014–2020), between 2000 and 2011, the rural population
in China decreased by 133 million people, but the rural residential land
increased by 30.45 million mu (National Development and Reform
Commission (NDRC, 2014). Further studies also show that every year,
594 million cubic meters of idle housing in rural areas are added due to
the transfer of rural population, which is equivalent to about 400 billion
yuan of market value (Wei et al., 2018). The potential of consolidation
of rural empty villages in China is about 114 million mu (Liu et al.,
2014). The village construction land in China is not allowed to be
transferred at the legal level, and the utilization efficiency of rural
collective construction land is low (Kong et al., 2018). The Chinese
government has proposed to deepen the reform of homestead system to
revitalize the sleeping land resources in rural areas in recent years.
There are four main tasks in the reform of the homestead system, i.e.,
reforming the way to protect and obtain the rights and interests of the
homestead, exploring the system of paid use of homestead and the
mechanism of voluntary withdrawal and improving the management
system of homestead. The ultimate goal of this homestead system re-
form is to establish a homestead system that can be obtained fairly
according to law, saved intensive use and voluntarily withdrawn with
compensation (China National People’s Congress Network (CNPCN,
2018).

3.3.6. Amendment of relevant laws
The achievements of land system reform need to be consolidated by

amending relevant laws. For one thing, it is to transform some major
arrangements, principles and policies of the state for agricultural and
rural work into law in the new era. Facing the problems of agriculture
and rural development, in recent years, the Chinese government has
attached great importance to deepening the LSRs, which requires re-
levant laws to consolidate the achievements of the reform. For another
thing, genuine knowledge comes from practice. Over the past few years,
many places have continuously explored and innovated in the process
of further deepening the LSRs and accumulated valuable experience,
which needs to be summarized in time, and the experience proved ef-
fective in practice should be upgraded to law to better regulate and
guide the reform of rural areas.

To this end, the country is amending or has amended land-related
laws to adapt to the objective requirements of agricultural and rural
development in the new era. For example, the National People’s
Congress (NPC) of PRC has revised the RLCL in 2018, which was pro-
mulgated in 2002 and revised in 2009, to maintain the long-term

stability of rural land contractual relationship and promote the co-
ordinated development of agriculture and rural economy. The latest
RLCL has made it clear another 30 years extension of the second-round
land contract period after its expiration. The new law has further se-
parated the use right into the contract right and the management right,
which offers clearer support for the transfer of management right of
rural land, enabling farmers to retain contract rights over their allotted
land and only transfer the management rights if they choose to lease the
land to others. Another important law, the Land Management Law, has
also be amended and passed based on the experience of the pilot reform
of three plots of land. The 2019 Land Management Law of China has
clearly stipulated that it will no longer be mandatory for non-
agricultural construction land in China to be state-owned, which will
clear up the legal barriers to the entry of collectively operated con-
struction land into market.

4. Discussion and conclusion

Land is the lifeblood of peasants. The land system is an important
guarantee to protect farmers' rights and interests. The unreasonable
land management system will not only frustrate farmers' enthusiasm for
production, but also be harmful to the healthy development of social
economy (Li et al., 1998; Ding, 2003; Zhang, 2006; Zhang et al., 2018).
China is a developing country with huge territory but insufficient arable
land per capita, and the relationship between people and land in the
country has always been in a state of tension. The country has been
modifying and reforming its land systems since 1949 to alleviate the
man-land contradiction. The country’s rural LSR has gone through five
stages, i.e., the establishment of collective ownership rural land system
(1949–1977), the formation period of the dual-tier management system
of combination of centralization and decentralization (1978–19932),
stable period of land contractual management right (1993–2007), dy-
namic stable period of land system reform (2008–2013) and deepening
the period of land system (since 2014).

Human-land relationship coordination is always the core of land
system reforms in China. As China’s demographic, economic and social
structures change, the contradictions caused or reflected by land system
are becoming increasingly acute. The key issues caused by or existed in
current China’s land system in the new period include the prominent
contradiction between man and land, the main body of unclear prop-
erty rights of rural land, incomplete rights and functions of land, un-
obstructed land circulation, lack of rural land market mechanism, the
coexistence of farmland conversion and abandonment, conflict between
farmers' interests and land system, scattered and fragmented agri-
cultural management modes, serious idle waste and inefficient utiliza-
tion of land resources and insufficient endogenous motivation for
agricultural development. At present, China is actively exploring and
deepening the rural three land reforms. Deepening China’s LSRs can
help to narrow the urban-rural gap, protect farmers’ rights and benefits,
enhance the international competitiveness of agriculture, promote
cultivated land conservation and optimal allocation of land resources.
The SOCMRAL in this reform will help to share the land rights among
collectives, contracted farmers and new managers, prevent the aban-
donment of arable land and promote the division of labor and industry,
increasing property income for farmers who have circulated land
management rights (Zhou et al., 2018; China National People’s
Congress Network (CNPCN, 2018). The reform of entry of the COCL
into market can help to foster market confidence, stimulate the vitality
of rural land resources and promote the establishment of a unified
construction land market between urban and rural areas. More im-
portantly, deepening the rural LSRs is an important support for pro-
moting agricultural and rural modernization, and can provide driving
force and institutional guarantee for promoting China’s rural re-
vitalization strategy (Liu and Li, 2017; Liu et al., 2018b; Zhou et al.,
2018, 2019; Liu, 2018c).

However, the land system reform system has the domino effect.
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Facing the necessity and complexity of land system, deepening China’s
LSR still needs to be further and steadily promoted from the following
five aspects. First, it is necessary to break down the dual system barriers
between urban and rural areas and establish a unified urban-rural
construction land market system to promote the integration of primary,
secondary and tertiary industries. Second, further deepening the reform
of farmland property rights system is also urgently needed. It is ne-
cessary to release rural labor force, promote capital investment in
agricultural production and cultivate agricultural new-type operators
through the SOCMRAL to promote the optimal allocation of production
factors of land, capital, technology and labor forces. Capitalization of
land resources and allowable circulation, leasing and market entry are
the key directions of future rural construction land reform in China.
Third, it must synergistically promote the reform of land expropriation,
rural collective operating construction land into market and homestead
systems. Deepening the LSR should be guided by solving practical
problems, so as to achieve an organic combination of top-down deci-
sion-making and bottom-up practice. Fourth, China's land system re-
form needs to advance in the deep direction of protecting farmers'
rights and interests, especially the landless peasants. The second round
of land contracting started in 1993 to 1998, with a contracting period of
30 years, and it will expire around 2023. The new RLCL extends the
third-round land contract period to 2053. Because of the principle of "
keeping the land area the same no matter the number of a family
changes or not" in China, some people born after the starting point of
the contract have no land during the contract period and become the
landless peasants. Thus, it is necessary to improve the right of in-
heritance of contracted land. Finally, the country needs to improve the
rural land management system. It is necessary to explore the identifi-
cation mechanism of public interests of land-use projects, improve the
compensation standard for land expropriation, and establish a multi-
security mechanism for the long-term livelihood of land-expropriated
farmers.

The dilemma and problems faced by China's agricultural and rural
development are becoming increasingly prominent. The reform of land
system should be problem-oriented. In the next stage, China will insist
on giving priority to the development of agriculture and countryside.
The basic way to solve the contradiction of agricultural and rural de-
velopment is to optimize the allocation of land and labor factors
through the LSR and to give full play to the multifunctional value of
land resources. Deepening the LSR will help to provide space carrier,
land resources and power source for the priority development of agri-
culture and rural areas in China. Land system reform has been on the
way. China still needs to take bigger steps if it wants to realize the
coordination of man-land relations. The reform of land system needs to
be coordinated with the reform of household registration system. The
household registration system is the basis for the formation of urban-
rural dual land management system. The key to breaking the dual
structure of urban and rural areas lies in the reform of household re-
gistration system and land system.
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