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Introduction: animals in
contemporary China

In 1988, I was a graduate student from China studying international
relations in the United States. In that year’s hot summer, I visited the
National Zoo in Washington D.C. What impressed me most were the
letters to the pandas written by young American children. Perhaps no
Chinese celebrity in the world, be it Jackie Chan or Yao Ming, is more
famous than the giant panda, the unofficial national emblem of China.
This adorable bear subspecies is the sweetheart of children around the
world. It would be unforgivably negligent to allow this magnificent
animal to go extinct. Since 1961, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) has
used the image of the panda in its logo, as it calls for global attention to
the crisis confronting wildlife species around the world.

Coincidentally, in the same year, Chinese authorities were alerted
to a runaway assault on the giant panda and other wildlife, triggered by
a nationwide famine (1959–62) that had been caused by a misguided
economic policy. To survive humanity’s worst manmade famine,
hungry people, including government officials, army officers and
soldiers, took to the mountains looking for edible plants and animals
(Huang Zheng 2006, 208; Geng Biao 1998, 163–67).1 To stop this

1 The great famine of 1959–62 caused by Mao Zedong’s ill-conceived Great
Leap Forward campaign sent hundreds of thousands of Chinese people to the
mountains to hunt wildlife. Memoirs of senior Chinese officials published in
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indiscriminate hunting, the State Council (comparable to China’s
cabinet) placed the giant panda and other endangered species under
state protection (State Council 1962).

The giant panda has since enjoyed celebrity status in China’s zoos
and other captive wildlife institutions. In the suburbs of Chengdu,
the capital city of Sichuan Province, the Chengdu Research Centre
of Giant Panda Breeding (CRCGPB) was home to 152 pandas, all of
them bred in captivity, at the end of 2015. This 100-hectare institution
is covered with thick vegetation. It draws three million domestic and
international visitors every year.2 The centre showcases not only the
breathtakingly cute panda cubs, but also the unparalleled care and
attention they receive from staff. Workers at the centre are the gentlest
of animal-care providers; their attention to the smallest details of the
pandas’ needs is impeccable. The indoor enclosures are air-conditioned
in summer, are clean, and provide climbing structures, scratching poles,
and destructible objects. Stone structures mimic caves and water pools.
The outdoor enclosures are designed with pandas’ natural habitats in
mind. Despite the controversial photo-ops and artificial breeding
program, pandas at the centre receive the best care possible. The
institution has invested handsomely to make the living quarters of their
“privileged residents” as comfortable as possible.

The treatment of giant pandas is in stark contrast to that of all
other animals. China’s captive wildlife institutions, such as zoos, safari
parks, and aquariums, have long been criticised for a host of practices
that ignore the welfare of captive animals (Watts and Han 2010). At a
north China zoo, tigers are caged individually in small, barren, concrete
indoor dens in a big house designed by Soviet experts in the early
1950s. In most Chinese zoos, bears are displayed in pit enclosures, a
design relic of the past. Pit enclosures with barren concrete floors allow

recent years have disclosed the scale of the assault on various species. The
interview by Huang Zheng (2006) with the widow of Liu Shaoqi, President of
the People’s Republic of China and the memoir of Geng Biao, former Defence
Minister of the PRC mentioned government involvement in the assault on
the wildlife animals to get animal protein for government officials during that
special period of time.

2 See the centre’s official website at http://www.panda.org.cn/china/about/
2013–01–10/54.html.
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and even encourage visitors to look down upon the bears, who are
often showered with snacks, soft-drink bottles, trash and even harmful
substances such as concentrated acid in one incident at the Beijing Zoo
in 2002. Discrimination even exists inside the CRCGPB, where 68 red
pandas (Ailurus fulgens) were kept as of 2011. One expert observer
called the centre’s treatment of the red pandas “barbaric and
unforgiveable.” “Giant pandas in China are given everything and the
rest of the animal kingdom seems to be regarded as unfeeling, no-class
citizens of Earth,” the observer added.3

The privileged status of the giant panda is even more pronounced
when compared to farm animals. Farm animals, particularly farmed
wildlife animals, are raised in conditions beyond the wildest
imagination of the uninformed public. China’s bear farming, in the
eyes of animal protectionists around the world, is the most ethically
questionable of all commercial wildlife farming operations.4 Across the
country, 10,000 or more Asiatic black bears are farmed for the sole
purpose of extracting bile from an open wound in their stomach. These
bears, called farm bears or bile bears, are incarcerated individually in
iron cages. In addition to being deprived of space and socialisation,
they are purposely denied adequate and proper food.5 In a crude
surgery, a catheter is inserted into their bodies that links the open
wound (or bile exit site) with the gallbladder. Catheter use is no longer
legal. A so-called new technology, the creation of an artificial fistula,
often in an uncontrolled environment, still causes health issues to the
bears. Besides the painful daily bile extraction, they suffer from traumas
caused by de-toothing, de-clawing, and the wearing of metal corsets,
among other practices. The open wound is forever irritated and

3 Electronic interview with an expert observer who visited the Chengdu
Research Centre of Giant Panda Breeding, 11 November 2011.

4 Bear farming was first exposed in 1993 to the shocked international
community. Since then, thousands of reports and stories by Chinese and
foreign writers, journalists and veterinarians have been published that
question the ethical and medicinal grounds of the commercial operation. For
a recent foreign report, see Harrison, David. (2011). “Chinese doctors call for
‘cruel’ bear farms to be closed”, Telegraph, 28 August, http://bit.ly/3bLIXOO.

5 My interview with two bear farm owners in Chengdu, Sichuan, China in
January 2004.
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inflamed. Years of confinement, physical pain, and mental agony take a
heavy toll, and self-mutilation is common. A high percentage of farm
bears die of liver cancers, cholecystitis, cholelithiasis, polyp formations
and other illnesses caused by years of bile extraction (Cochrane 2003).

Many who adore giant pandas would not imagine that black bears
in China suffer in this way. “Every rescued farm bear at Chengdu
Asiatic Black Bear Rescue Centre, not too far from the CRCGPB, is
a testimony to the unequal treatment the black bears have received
in comparison with their celebrity cousin, the giant panda,” says Toby
Zhang, general secretary of Beijing’s Ta Foundation, a non-profit
organisation created to raise awareness of animal protection. China’s
bear farming, although a massive business operation, is only the tip
of the iceberg. China’s breathtaking economic growth has been
accompanied by an increasingly formidable animal welfare crisis.

An escalating crisis

The words “welfare” and “wellbeing”, according to one interpretation,
mean “(net) happiness, or total enjoyment minus total suffering” (Ng
1995, 255). Animal welfare generally refers to the basic conditions
necessary for the maintenance of the physical and psychological
wellbeing of animals, particularly those in captive institutions. One
established standard for judging animal welfare is the “five freedoms.”
The idea of the “five freedoms” originated in the 1965 Brambell Report
on intensive livestock practices in the United Kingdom and was
formalised in a 1979 press statement by the British Farm Animal
Welfare Council (Farm Animal Welfare Council 1979). The five
conditions identified as essential for a farm animal’s physical and
psychological wellbeing were: freedom from hunger and thirst;
freedom from discomfort; freedom from pain, injury or disease;
freedom to express normal animal behaviour; and freedom from fear
or distress. These standards have since been used by welfare groups and
animal protection activists to judge not only farm animal welfare, but
the conditions of other captive animals. More in-depth and specialised
studies have brought attention to the welfare of animals held in other
types of captivity and have argued for a higher benchmark of animal
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welfare. In their article on “Animal welfare perspectives on pain and
distress management in research and testing,” for example, Andrew N.
Rowan et al. forcefully called not only for a reduction in suffering, but
for other measures to enrich animals’ welfare (Rowan et al. 2009).

The term “animal welfare” is not native to the Chinese language.
However, the meaning embodied in the “five freedoms” was not new
to Chinese people. In the early 1930s, when the Chinese government
launched a nationwide social transformation campaign called the “New
Life Movement,” the educated elite called for measures against animal
abuse. The movement aimed to create a modern Chinese culture that
could converge with the progress of civilisation around the world. Care
for animals and provision of basic conditions for farm and working
animals were two of the objectives of the social transformation effort.
Under the Republic of China (ROC) government, the movement led
to encouraging developments. In 1934 the municipal government of
Nanjing, the capital of the ROC, promulgated Implementation Measures
for Banning Cruelty to Animals as a local policy. In the same year, an
association for the prevention of cruelty to animals was established
(Chang and Michaels 2010, 251–56). When the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) took power in 1949, Chinese history took a drastic turn.
The phrases “animal protection” and “anti-cruelty” disappeared
completely from any Chinese publications on the mainland in the 30
years following the creation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).
During this era of totalitarian politics, the authorities struggled to
satisfy, with limited success, the basic needs of the Chinese people.
Widespread and prolonged human suffering overshadowed the plight
of nonhuman animals. Animal cruelty never attracted public attention
or appeared on the radar of policymakers. Admittedly, the kind of
animal cruelty that is associated with Chinese farming and industry
today did not exist in the pre-reform era. For example, cruelty to dogs
in the course of long-distance transport did not exist in the pre-reform
era because the large-scale transportation of dogs to supply massive
dog-meat markets did not exist. It was not until the early 1980s, when
China was opened to the outside world, that the term “animal welfare”
and ideas for protecting animals started to appear again in translated
foreign publications.6

Introduction: animals in contemporary China
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Two milestone events signified the start of public awareness in
China of the escalating animal welfare problems on the mainland. In
1992, the China Small Animal Protection Association ( CSAPA), the
first officially registered animal advocacy group in China, came to the
public’s attention as a voice against animal cruelty. Led by Lu Di, a
veteran of the Korean War and retired university professor, CSAPA
and its supporters throughout the country represented a force never
before seen in the People’s Republic. With the establishment of CSAPA,
Chinese society was no longer a passive bystander to the many
questionable and ethically problematic practices impacting nonhuman
animals.

A second milestone was the exposure of bear farming in 1993.
Bear farming had been enthusiastically endorsed by local and national
authorities as a “get rich” shortcut and a panacea for fighting poverty.
Ever since, perceived cruelty to animals in China has attracted the
attention of animal lovers and the public at large. Domestic and
international attention has, in the last two decades, produced a plethora
of reports on the welfare crisis affecting nonhuman animals on the
Chinese mainland. The magnitude of the challenges is such that even
scholars and officials who might not otherwise have paid attention
to the issue have been dragged into public discussions, because of its
connection to other topics.7

6 For example, Beijing’s Science Publishing House published in 1984 Progress
on Studies of Livestock Behaviors; K.A. Houpt and T.R. Wolski’s Domestic
Animal Behavior for Veterinarians and Animal Scientists (Ames: Iowa State
University Press, 1982) was translated into Chinese and published in 1987;
and A.F. Fraser’s Farm Animal Behaviour (London: Bailliere Tindall, 1980)
was also translated into Chinese and published in 1985.

7 For example, Professor Zhao Nanyuan, a specialist in automation at Beijing’s
Tsinghua University, joined the public discussion of the ethics of raising
St Bernards, a Swiss dog breed, for meat when he opposed foreign criticism of
China’s dog-eating. For details on the exchange between Professor Zhao and
his opponents, a search on google.com or baidu.com using key words of
“Zhao Nanyuan”, “dog eating”, and “ St Bernards” will produce some 290
entries. See, for example, Zheng Yi’s article on Professor Zhao’s views and his
arguments with other scholars at http://vfc.roconline.org/2017/11/11/视残忍
为自由的清华教授赵南元/.
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In the following pages, I shall briefly address the background of
the crisis and how the crisis has affected different groups of animals.
Let’s take a look at companion animals first. Public debates and media
reports have mostly focused on this group.

Companion animals

There is no official definition of companion animals in China. In fact,
for decades following the founding of the People’s Republic of China,
pet-keeping was discouraged by the authorities. A sea change in
attitude happened in April 2020 when a national government
spokesman publicly referred to dogs as companion animals (Thomson
2020). This was a commended step forward from the designation of
dogs and cats as “pets” in March by the city government of Shenzhen,
Guangdong in its effort to outlaw the local dog and cat meat trade
(The Paper 2020b). As in the rest of the world, people in China keep
a range of animals as pets, including turtles, fish, birds, snakes, lizards,
monkeys and non-native species from Africa and Latin America.
Practices such as bird-caging, fishing, and the more shocking and
recent act of sealing small live animals in key rings, criticised in media
reports, are popular among some of the old and young pet “lovers”
(CNN 2011).

In this book, when I discuss companion animals or pets I am
referring specifically to dogs and cats. In China, there are no
authoritative statistics about the total number of pets. Based on
incomplete dog registration data for urban areas, China’s 2016 State
Statistical Bureau reported 27.4 million pet dogs in urban households
(Central News of Korea 2017). According to one other estimate, China
had in 2017 a total of 168 million dogs in both urban and rural
households. This number was believed to be a 900% increase since 2003
(China Industrial Information Network 2018).

Cruelty to dogs and cats has received significant public attention
in China. Dog abandonment is widespread. Neglect is common (Song
Yunxiao 2018). Dogs and cats are often victimised out of sheer malice.
A college student microwaved a live puppy following an argument with
his girlfriend (Zhang 2002). A man in Weihai, Shandong drove for
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miles dragging his dog behind his car to its brutal death (Li 2016). An
8000-man “kill dog” squadron was formed via social media.8 These are
believed to be die-hard dog haters who vow to kill dogs by poisoning,
trapping and other brutal methods. Companion animals, particularly
dogs and cats, are also subject to cruelty by businesses and government.
Owned dogs and cats are stolen and shipped over great distances to the
country’s major dog meat markets. Shenyang’s Xita Street of dog-meat
restaurants is a bloody scene of public dog slaughter.9 Massive and
indiscriminate dog culls orchestrated by local authorities following
occasional and sporadic dog-bite incidents have appalled animal lovers.
The case of a Changsha policeman who beat a golden retriever to
death in broad daylight on the last day of 2017 revealed the general
lack of competence among Chinese law enforcement in handling issues
caused by human–animal conflicts. The incompetence has a lot to do
with the authorities’ failure to attach importance to training of officers
in the best and modern practices of urban animal management. The
Changsha case also revealed a source of conflict between the
government and a society that is increasingly sensitive to how the
government deals with animals and other issues that matter to average
people (Lo 2019). China is experiencing a “civil war” between animal
activists and those who defend or participate in acts of cruelty to dogs.
Animal lovers have responded to incidents of cruelty to dogs. For
example, outraged animal lovers confronted and beat up the Weihai
man who towed his dog to death on a busy highway. They stormed dog
slaughterhouses and staged protests in front of dog meat restaurants.
They called on the authorities and the entire society to shut down
online youth chatrooms where videos of dog torture and live skinning
of kittens were circulated. They campaigned against the “ Yulin Dog
Meat Festival” in southwest China’s Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous
Region. And they confronted dog-meat traders and took part in
highway interceptions of trucks shipping live dogs and cats to the
country’s major dog and cat meat markets. Animal protection groups
have actively sought to change the government’s policy regarding dogs.

8 Interview with DD, an activist with Beijing Mothers Against Animal Cruelty,
19 September 2018.

9 Interview with Ms Liu, a Tianjin activist, 2 October 2018.
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The month of March every year is the occasion when Chinese animal
protection NGOs lobby legislators of the National People’s Congress
and delegates to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
to outlaw the dog-meat trade.

How dogs should be treated divides the mainland Chinese society
into two opposing camps. While no one openly defends dog abusers
or animal abusers in general, hardcore supporters of dog meat
consumption and the dog meat industry are largely in a defensive
posture in contrast to the more vocal and active animal activists. The
heated arguments between representatives of the two groups on live TV
talk shows have revealed the vast divide in mainland China over dogs.
Confrontation and physical conflicts between activists and dog-meat
traders have caught much media and social media attention in the last
decade. With the rise of the younger generation born in the 1990s and
2000s in China’s animal protection movement, this “civil war” over the
treatment of dogs will continue.

Farm animals

China is the world’s biggest livestock producer. Industrialised animal
farming has long been criticised for animal welfare problems, and
China now has the world’s biggest concentrated animal feeding
operations (CAFOs).10 Chinese public was first drawn to farm animal
welfare by concerns over meat safety. In the late 1990s, reports of the
forced watering of pigs by long-distance livestock transporters alerted
Chinese consumers to the related problems of contaminated animal
products and animal suffering.11

10 China in 2012 produced 79.4 million metric tonnes of meat, accounting for
26.2% of the world’s total meat output (302 million tonnes). For primary
livestock production data, see the UN FAOSTAT database at
http://faostat.fao.org.

11 See for example the 2004 Epoch Times report “Chinese market produces a
new profession of ‘live pig watering workers’” (zhongguo shichang cuisheng
xinzhiye ‘shengzhu zhushui zhuanyehu’), http://www.epochtimes.com/gb/4/
6/23/n576637.htm.
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In the reform era (1978 to the present), however, farming methods
are out of sight of most consumers, particularly urban consumers with
greater purchasing power. Industrialised animal production pushed
farming operations to inland provinces, far from the major
consumption centres in the coastal regions such as the
Nanjing-Shanghai and Guangzhou-Hong Kong regions. Long-distance
transport moves live farm animals from locations of production to
these distant urban centres of consumption (Appleby et al. 2008,
288–323). A truckload of pigs travelling from Henan in Central China
to Guangzhou 1400 kilometres away in the south-east, for example,
can spend 48 hours or more on the road. Pigs who are denied water,
food and rest in the course of transport can lose up to 10% of their
body weight by the time they arrive at the slaughterhouse. To make
up for the lost weight, truck drivers have been known to pump large
quantities of water into the pigs’ stomachs. The forced-watering process
is unquestionably brutal. The pigs fight hard, often receiving injuries,
to get away from the water hose. Pigs whose stomachs are filled with
water, or whatever liquids the truck drivers can access, die slowly and
painfully before slaughter. Recent news reports about the pumping
of a large quantity of water over the course of twelve hours into the
stomachs of cattle at a slaughterhouse in Anhui aroused worldwide
condemnation. Consumers expressed outrage that the potentially
contaminated meat was sold on the market. (Chen, Laurie 2018).

Forced watering of livestock for weight gain is not a new invention;
it was practised in the past. As the practice deceives consumers and
brutalises farm animals, it was outlawed in China’s Qing dynasty
(1644–1911). The revival in the contemporary era of this “barbaric
practice,” as a Chinese activist called it, is thought-provoking. “While
China’s economy has been modernising at an astounding rate, our lack
of compassion for farm animals is equally shocking,” commented Mme
Qin Xiaona, founder of Beijing’s Capital Animal Welfare Association.12

Yet for the self-employed long-distance transporters, staying in
business and maximising profit are overriding objectives. They conduct
forced watering not for the fun of brutalising pigs, but to increase their
profit margins. Although the practice does not violate any anti-cruelty

12 Interview with Mme Qin Xiaona, 18 September 2009, Beijing.
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laws, as there are none on the Chinese mainland, transporters who
engage in it may be legally liable under food safety regulations and
government policies against forced watering.13 Forced watering is not
the only weight-increasing practice. Injection of gelatin-like substance
into beef is also used by some traders to increase the weight of frozen
beef (Wu Hong 2015). If gelatin-infected beef is a violation of the state’s
food safety laws, shouldn’t forced watering of pigs and cows, a practice
that produces contaminated meat, be penalised?

When China adopted factory farming, it also embraced many
associated practices that are challenged by animal protectionists.
Growth-promoting additives are commonly used in industrialised
animal farming. In China, the use of banned substances such as
Ractopamine and Clenbuterol to induce faster weight gain and leaner
meat has received much media attention. The earliest reported human
case of Clenbuterol poisoning happened in Guangdong Province in
1996. Since then, residents in Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing,
Chongqing, Guangzhou, Zhejiang and other provinces have also
reported symptoms including abnormal heart rates, nausea and
vomiting, believed to be associated with consuming meat contaminated
with Clenbuterol. At least five Chinese athletes were banned from
sports competitions due to testing positive for prohibited substances
after consuming contaminated meat (Lotrade.com 2011). In November
2002, 480 people in a Guangdong city came down with Clenbuterol
poisoning (Chen, Liu, Li 2011). In the first half of 2003, 3,643 people
suffered from illnesses caused by Clenbuterol-contaminated pork (Zhu
2003).

Media coverage and government crackdowns on Clenbuterol have
led to heightened public awareness of the health hazards of
contaminated meat products. The “five freedoms” may be foreign
standards that China is not bound to abide by, but the Chinese

13 See the 2007 six-ministry joint “Emergency notice on further strengthening
the management of pork sales on the market” (guanyu jinyibu jiaqiang
zhurou shichang guanli de jinji tongzhi) issued by the State Development and
Reform Commission, Ministry of Public Security, Ministry of Agriculture,
Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Public Health and General
Administration of Food and Drugs at https://bit.ly/2VUhv8n.
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government’s ban on the use of Clenbuterol as a feed additive is
unambiguous. Some may wonder why the Chinese government,
arguably one of the most powerful regimes in the world, is incapable
of enforcing its ban on Clenbuterol and other substances. However,
pork in China is no ordinary commodity. It is a product of strategic
importance. Fluctuation in pork supply has been known to create
strong public reactions. Like petroleum in the West, pork is so
important that Chinese authorities have established a national “meat
reserve” system, an emergency response mechanism to deal with
fluctuations in pork production and market supply (Ding Qi 2007;
Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China 2007). Food
security has been the top priority of China’s reformist state. Meat and
dairy production is part of the state’s food security strategy. Deng
Xiaoping said in 1978 that food security was a matter of great
importance to the legitimacy of the ruling Communist Party (Chinese
Communist Party Central Document Research Institute 2004,
450–451). The fear that strict enforcement of quality control could slow
down food production explains the frequency of food safety incidents
and regulatory failures. The 2011 discovery that China’s biggest meat
processing plant, Shuanghui, had produced contaminated meat
products was one indicator of the failure of the government’s regulatory
power (Dongfang Morning News 2011). In December 2011, the
Shuanghui incident, together with other widespread violations, forced
authorities to issue a six-ministry joint order reaffirming a national
ban on the production and sale of Clenbuterol (Ma, Anyue 2011). The
following year, reports that the suppliers of Kentucky Fried Chicken
(KFC) in China had used illegal drugs in their chicken feed to promote
faster weight gain suggested that producers were still not paying
adequate attention to food safety and animal welfare (Yan, Alice 2012).

Forced watering and the use of banned additives are two of the
most publicised problems for farm animal welfare. Most other factory
farming practices that compromise animal welfare are not known to the
public. Crowded housing, gestation crates, battery cages, tail docking,
beak trimming, ear tagging, early weaning, and forced feeding are all
standard factory farming practices that run counter to the “five
freedoms.” In the mid-1980s, Chinese researchers and scholars started
to translate Western publications on factory farms.14 Peter Singer’s
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Animal Liberation was translated into Chinese in Taiwan and
introduced to the mainland. Singer’s biting 1975 critique of the
industrialised farming system introduced Chinese readers to the latest
Western ethical challenge to modern food production. Professor Zu
Shuxian, translator of the mainland Chinese version of Peter Singer’s
ground-breaking book, has observed that by the time Animal
Liberation was introduced to mainland China, people had come to
think that it was acceptable to use any means necessary to produce
food.15

The true cost of industrialised animal farming is yet to attract
the attention of Chinese policy makers. Market demand for animal
products has grown exponentially in the last 40 years, and further
expansion is likely to continue in the foreseeable future. Chinese
officials have long believed that there is room to increase per capita
meat consumption (Jia Youlin 2001, 6–9). The per capita meat (not
including fish) consumption in China in 2010 was 60 kilograms less
than that of the European Union member states and most other
industrialised nations such as the United States, Canada, Australia and
New Zealand (FAOSTAT 2011). In China, the income gap between
urban and rural residents remains wide and there is consequently a
difference in meat consumption. Demand for meat in rural areas is
a major driving force behind livestock production. People who are
familiar with China’s contemporary history understand the prevailing
consumption ethos in the country, particularly among certain age
groups. Chinese media identified compensatory meat consumption to
explain the increasing popularity of animal food in people’s diet and

14 For example, in 1984 Beijing’s Science Publishing House published Progress
on Studies of Livestock Behaviors; K.A. Houpt and T.R. Wolski’s Domestic
Animal Behavior for Veterinarians and Animal Scientists (Iowa State
University Press, 1982) was translated into Chinese and published in 1987;
and A.F. Fraser’s Farm Animal Behaviour (Bailliere Tindall, 1980) was also
translated into Chinese and published in 1985. More recently, in 2011 Jinshun
Zhan, Bing Zhang and Zhirui Wang published their scholarly article on
factory farming in China, “The animal welfare problems in China’s livestock
production” (woguo xumu yangzhiye zhong cunzai de dongwu fuli wenti),
Hunan Journal of Animal Feed (hunan shiliao), No. 4, pp. 35–37.

15 Conversation with Professor Zu Shuxian, 18 September 2009, Beijing.
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the rising chronic health issues (Shan 2014). This compensatory
consumption behaviour is more common among those who were born
in the 1950s and 1960s. These are the people who were exposed to the
Chinese famine and who lived through the Maoist era of extreme food
deprivation. Medical researchers in various countries have found that
early exposure to poverty or famine can cause metabolic and structural
changes that impact insulin resistance, leading to common diseases
such as type 2 diabetes in adulthood. Food availability and lifestyle
of those who suffered hunger in their early life can also be a major
contributing factor that should have been included in these studies.16

To Chinese seniors, food security takes precedence over food safety
or how animal food is produced. In contrast, a 2016 consumer survey
found that respondents aged between 22 and 36 years old were most
supportive of paying a higher price (a 5% to 10% increase) for pork
from farms that provided better welfare conditions for the pigs (World
Animal Protection Association, China Veterinary Medical Association,
and XinhuaNews 2016).

Wildlife farming and trade

China has a long history of wildlife use. But the large-scale trade of
wildlife animals and the massive farming of wildlife species for
commercial purposes are new developments. While investigators had
already noticed wildlife trade and farming operations across the
country, it was not until 2002, when Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome ( SARS) broke out in Guangdong Province, that the Chinese
public and the international community were alerted to the existence
of a massive and unregulated wildlife catering industry in China.

16 For studies on early life exposure to famine and development of type 2
diabetes in adulthood, see Li, Y et al., (2010). Exposure to the Chinese
Famine in Early Life and the Risk of Hyperglycemia and Type 2 Diabetes in
Adulthood, Diabetes, July. 59 (10), pp.2400–2406; see also Thurner, S. et al.,
(2013). Quantification of excess risk for diabetes for those born in times of
hunger, in an entire population of a nation, across a century. Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America (PNAS),
March, 110 (12), pp. 4703–4707.
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Following the devastation of the SARS epidemic, journalists and
investigators found that wildlife animals, either caught in the wild or
bred in captivity, were being shipped to Guangdong from all over the
country by various transportation means. In addition to the adverse
impact on global wildlife conservation, Guangdong’s wildlife markets
have been criticised for animal welfare problems. Wild-caught animals,
often with open wounds caused by debilitating traps, suffer for days
before being sold to restaurants. A 2003 report described cages
crammed with different species of wild or farmed animals and rusting
with animal waste, blood, pus and other bodily liquids. Most of the
wildlife animals on the market had spent days on the road without
access to food or water (Chakraborty 2003). China has also been the
main destination of global wildlife trafficking and other controversial
wildlife imports. In October 2019, despite international criticism and
the outrage of Chinese animal protection groups, China imported 30
baby elephants from Zimbabwe (Chen and Liu 2019). The shipment
was strongly criticised as it was hastened to beat the date of 26
November when a new rule of the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) was to take
effect against elephant export (Humane Society International 2019).
China had already imported 118 African elephants between 2010 and
2017.17

China has seen the rise of a massive wildlife farming industry in
the reform era. By the end of the 1990s, it had reportedly succeeded
in domesticating 54 wildlife species (State Forestry Bureau 2003, 51–2).
Yet success in captive breeding is yet to result in enhanced awareness of
wildlife conservation or improved welfare for captive wildlife animals.
As the world’s conservationists have pointed out, there has been little
evidence that China’s huge success in captive panda breeding has done
anything for the bottom line, i.e., boosting panda populations in the
wild (Dell’Amore 2013). Bear farming is another huge success in terms
of the revenue it generates and the number of bears farmed in captivity.
However, it is the most problematic and criticised of all farming
operations. Unknown to most in China and abroad, Chinese tiger

17 The data on wildlife trade can be retrieved from the CITES trade database at
trade.cites.org.
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farms and other captive institutions such as zoos, safari parks and
circus owners have phenomenal reproduction figures. In 2017, it was
estimated by a government newspaper that there were between 5,000
and 6,000 tigers of different subspecies in these facilities (People’s
Political Consultative News 2017). In 2005, a firearm producer in
Northeast China began a rhinoceros farming operation with the aim
of shaving their horns for use in traditional Chinese medicine.18 Across
the country, farms raising civet cats, turtles, ostriches, bamboo rats,
deer, musket deer, and Chinese alligators also report impressive
breeding figures. These farms have continued to grow despite SARS.
In 2017, reporters uncovered a tiger-breeding village where 300 tigers
were bred to be used for travelling circuses, a source of income for the
village of 1,600 (Metropolitan Express 2017).

Fur-animal farming is undoubtedly China’s biggest farming
operation besides livestock production. Of the $15 billion worldwide
sales of fur products in 2010–11, China reportedly accounted for one
quarter. Some analysts predicted that China would emerge as the
world’s biggest market for fur products in 2015 (Song Xueliang 2014).
However, after processing 87 million pelts in 2014, China’s fur industry
has been declining in pelt production. In 2019, it processed 3,971
million pelts, a drop by 54% in comparison with the pelt output of
2014 (Zhang Xiaohong 2020). The revenue of pelt sales reached 95.7
billion yuan in 2016 only to be followed by a consecutive three-year
decline. In 2018, the sales revenue dropped to 77 billion yuan (Qian
Zhan Industry Research Institute 2019). Conditions on the fur farms
have long been criticised by Chinese activists. The slaughter of fur
animals was a shocking practice. Live skinning of raccoon dogs in
China’s fur-farming regions, documented in a video by the Swiss
Animal Protection group in 2004–5, horrified Chinese and
international audiences (Hsieh-Yi et al. 2005). The video shocked
members of the European Parliament when it was screened there in
the spring of 2006.19 In response to the global condemnation following

18 A rhino farming and horn shaving development plan was attributed to
Longhui, a firearms producer in northeast China’s Qiqihar of Heilongjiang
province. The project plan is accessible at
http://www.rhinoresourcecenter.com/pdf_files/133/1331457374.pdf.
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the Hsieh-Yi et al. report, the Chinese fur industry started to centralise
slaughter in designated facilities where electric stunning was
performed. However, fur-farm owners have continued to skin the
animals soon after smashing their heads on the ground. Some foxes and
raccoon dogs regain consciousness when skinning takes place. Besides
animal welfare issues, the risk of disease outbreaks on Chinese fur
farms has also been raised as a concern in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic (Huang Pien 2020).

Wildlife in the entertainment industry

In 2018, there were 185 large animal display institutions (136 urban
zoos and 49 safari parks) displaying wildlife of various kinds (China
Baogao 2019). Most of these zoological gardens are members of the
China Association of Zoological Gardens, a government-affiliated
professional organisation under the Ministry of Housing and
Urban–Rural Development. There are also a large number of small,
rural and roadside zoos across the country. The determination to build
more animal display facilities shows no signs of diminishing. New
facilities were completed and more were planned (Tordesillas 2015).
China’s enthusiasm for aquariums seems to be unaffected by SeaWorld’s
decision to shut down its orca shows and breeding program. On 16
November 2018, a Shanghai ocean park premiered the first killer whale
show in China (Li Xiaoming 2018). While the general public may
know very little about the welfare problems of industrialised animal
farming, the Chinese and international media have reported some of
the pronounced welfare problems in Chinese zoos. In 2010, the death
of 11 Siberian tigers due to starvation at a private wildlife park in
northeast China’s Liaoning Province sent shock waves through the
international community (qq.com 2011).

Neglect, lack of expertise, outdated veterinary techniques, poorly
designed enclosures, lack of motivation to adopt new management
methods, harassment and assault of animals by visitors, and the drive

19 I was present as an invited speaker at the screening of the footage at the
European Parliament in Strasburg, France in March 2006.
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to maximise profits may explain the welfare problems in most Chinese
zoos, particularly privately owned safari parks and ocean parks built
since the mid-1990s. In a zoo in northern China, I saw two Tibetan
yaks used to cooler weather tethered to a pole under the blazing hot
summer sun without any shade. This could be a result of the zoo
management’s lack of knowledge of the animals and of their natural
habitat. Or, it could be a result of sheer negligence.20 Older
veterinarians, graduates of agricultural colleges and now in
management positions at Chinese zoos, are often resistant to the
adoption of new veterinary techniques recommended by junior vets.21

Compromised welfare conditions in Chinese zoos have attracted much
domestic and international attention. Management problems and
outdated enclosure designs encourage visitors to act disrespectfully
to zoo animals. In December 2012, visitors hitting two lions with
snowballs at a zoo in Hangzhou elicited a strong reaction from Chinese
and international audiences.22 Beijing’s Badaling Wildlife Park, a safari
park, is perhaps China’s most dangerous captive institution. Visitor
and staff deaths and injuries caused by tigers, elephants, bears and
camels have hit headlines, and the park has been criticised for the poor
conditions in which it keeps its animals (BBC 2016; BBC 2017; Wang
Tianqi 2018). This is also the place where live feeding was conducted.

Performances featuring zoo animals have caused huge controversy
in contemporary China. While zoo managers defended animal
performance as harmless and a way to attract visitors, activists and
experts called on the public to boycott zoos that were staging the
performance. In a 2005 report on China’s safari parks, the activist group

20 Observation made on 18 June 2010 by the author during a field investigation
of zoos in northern China.

21 Personal interview with an expatriate worker at a wildlife breeding institution
in Sichuan, 12 December 2011.

22 Some recent incidents involving visitors included the death of a kangaroo at a
zoo in Fuzhou of Fujian Province and the plucking of peacock feathers in
another zoo in Jiangsu. See Keegan Elmer, “Chinese Tourists Pluck Out Live
Peacocks’ Tail Feathers at Zoo,” South China Morning Post, 30 April 2018
at http://bit.ly/2K6sI0o, and Chris Buckley, “Kangaroo Pelted with Rocks Dies
in Chinese Zoo, and Fury Flies,” New York Times, 20 April 2018 at
https://nyti.ms/2LVHc5h.
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China Zoo Watch documented the various ways animals were forced
to perform for long hours and under stressful conditions, especially
during China’s national holidays (China Zoo Watch 2005). Chinese
activists have criticised photo-ops with lion cubs and tigers, who are
often tethered, drugged, de-toothed and de-clawed. Despite the
national government’s policy against animal performance, zoos with
performance programs have largely resisted the new policy. In April
2013, the Asia for Animals Coalition, composed of major animal
protection groups such as the Humane Society International, the Royal
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, the International
Fund for Animal Welfare and others identified 84 Chinese zoos and
aquariums that had animal performances. The coalition appealed to
Chinese authorities to shut such programs down. These 84 zoos were
in clear violation of the Chinese government policy against animal
performance, a policy adopted in 2010 both by the State Forestry
Bureau and the Ministry of Housing and Urban–Rural Development
(Huanqiu 2010; Beijing Evening News 2010).

Animal welfare problems in zoos are partly a result of the growth
in the number of wildlife display institutions since the early 1990s.
While private owners see profits in zoo operations, most of them do not
have the professional expertise needed to manage and maintain captive
wildlife institutions. A zoo built in 2011 in China’s Inner Mongolia
was a major project, with a 2 billion yuan (about US$312 million)
investment. The ambitious management team reportedly vowed to
bring animals from across the world to an area with a long and brutal
winter.23 In south-eastern China, a city zoo built in the 1950s was
relocated in 2011 to a new site at a cost of 1 billion yuan. To the
disappointment of animal welfare experts, much of this money went
into beautifying the environment for visitors while considerably less
was spent on enclosures for the animals. The new zoo is admittedly
an architectural marvel. The thick vegetation, man-made lakes, bridges
and facilities for visitors are all beautifully designed and constructed.
However, the facilities for housing animals have much room for

23 Information about the new zoo was obtained from the author’s conversation
with two managers of the newly built zoo, and with government officials in
charge of the nation’s zoological gardens, Beijing, 9 June 2011.
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improvement from a welfare point of view. A US specialist in zoo
enclosure design commented that “At least half of the investment
should have been spent improving the holding and display conditions
of the animals who will live the rest of their lives in the zoo.”24 A
focus on the experience of human visitors rather than animal welfare
was also evident in the renovation of a northern Chinese zoo. In this
enormous zoological garden in a city close to Beijing, bridges, beautiful
pavilions and huge statues of dinosaurs graced the wide-open space. Yet
the animal enclosures were rudimentary and shockingly inadequate in
size, comfort and other basic respects.25

Animals in research and product safety tests

Animals used in scientific research, medical experiments, and product
safety evaluation used to be the least known to the public. The shocking
conditions of dogs used in medical experiments have been exposed
by researchers, students, and members of the public (Cheng 2016).
China has been working to produce national welfare standards for
lab animals in an attempt to promote best practices and to eradicate
unprofessional, unethical and cruel procedures that are still common
in labs and medical schools. In 2017, a total of 1870 licences for lab
animal production and use were held by 1382 Chinese businesses and
organisations. Of the licence holders, 84% reported having access to
a lab animal ethics review committee. Businesses represented 53% of
the licence holders while non-business and other agencies represented
47%; 60% of the licence holders were public health and pharmaceutical
organisations. Research and educational institutes accounted for 14%
and 11% of the licence holders respectively. Across the country, more
than 44,700 people were employed in the breeding and production
of animals for lab use and experimentation. Less than half of them

24 Author’s electronic communication with the expert, a captive wildlife
enclosure design specialist and senior director of the Humane Society of the
United States, 15 July 2011.

25 Observation by the author during investigative trips to the zoo in August
2004 and June 2010.
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(41.21%) held certificates of technical training required for working in
lab-animal related jobs (Wang Xile et al. 2017a, 66–70).

China has been using an increasing number of lab animals. In
2013, 2014 and 2015, China used 8.88 million, 9.87 million and 12
million lab animals, from 22 animal species. In the same period, the
number of dogs used as lab animals increased from 19,100 in 2013 to
24,700 in 2015. Of the 24,700 dogs used in 2015, 80% were Beagles
(Wang Xile et al. 2017c, 42–54). To supply the country’s rapidly
expanding lab research work, 422 lab animal producers produced in
2013 a total of 22 million animals. In 2015, the number went up to
26 million. A considerable number of these animals were bred for
export. In 2015, 14 provinces bred 94,300 primates (Wang Xile et al.
2017b, 63–70.). A majority of the primates and a great number of other
lab animals were exported (China Lab Animal Information Network
2018).

China’s Regulation on the Management of Lab Animals was adopted
in 1988. This national government policy reflected the national drive
for economic modernisation, in that the quality of animal
experimentation and laboratory work were the main concerns. Animal
welfare as a concept was not addressed in the regulation, although
harassment and mistreatment of animals are prohibited. In the last
30 years, lab animal welfare has slowly received more attention as a
result of pressure from animal protectionists. The “three Rs” principle
for tackling animal cruelty in lab experimentation – “replacement,”
“reduction” and “refinement” – is no longer strange to the Chinese
scientific community. Chinese lab researchers have also participated in
international conferences on alternatives to animal experimentation,
with the first Chinese academic work on non-animal alternatives
published in 2003. In 2006, the State Scientific Development Bureau
released A Directive on Humane Treatment of Lab Animals (He
Zhengming et al. 2018).

For animal activists, the welfare of laboratory animals is a gigantic
challenge. But they have had some success. In the summer of 2013,
the Be Cruelty Free campaign, a global effort, was launched in China
by a coalition of Chinese groups. The purpose of the campaign was to
promote humane innovation and encourage the Chinese authorities to
start phasing out redundant and unnecessary animal tests in cosmetic
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production. In November 2013, China’s Food and Drug Administration
announced plans to modernise its cosmetics regulatory framework,
including phasing out mandatory animal testing for new, domestically
manufactured ordinary cosmetic products (Humane Society
International 2014a). Scandals involving the head of the country’s drug
approval authorities in 2007 and the pervasiveness of food safety
problems have so far prevented the Chinese authorities from removing
animal test requirements for most domestic and imported cosmetic
products (Associated Press 2007). In June 2014, however, China’s State
Food and Drug Administration waived mandatory animal testing for
non-specialist, domestically produced cosmetics. This suggested for the
first time that Chinese cosmetics companies may choose to replace
animal testing with advanced, internationally approved alternatives
such as in vitro testing (Humane Society International 2014b). In July
2020, the Humane Society International reported that “China appears
on track to end animal testing for imported ‘ordinary’ cosmetics.” In
a State Council decision, the Chinese government took a major step
to modernise cosmetic safety assessment and lay critical groundwork
for removing the longstanding requirement to animal test all imported
ordinary cosmetics. The requirement was responsible for the suffering
of up to 120,000 rabbits used each year to ensure the safety of imported
products. The new policy will take effect on 1 January 2021 (Humane
Society International 2020a).

In February 2018, China announced the adoption of the
Laboratory Animal Guidelines for Ethical Review of Animal Welfare,
a national standard (China General Bureau of Quality Inspection and
National Standard Commission 2018). This was the result of 10 years
of efforts by a team of Chinese scientists under Professor Sun Deming,
chief of the Welfare and Ethic Committee of the Chinese Association
of Lab Animal Science. Starting in 2014, the drafting of the guidelines
went through eight major revisions and an opportunity for public
comment. Importantly, the adoption of the guidelines also benefitted
from exchanges with international experts such as the Sino-British
International Forums on Lab Animal Welfare and Ethics. The
guidelines cover animal welfare and ethics requirements for every
aspect of the breeding, transportation and use of animals for scientific
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research (Welfare and Ethic Committee of the Chinese Association of
Lab Animal Science 2013).

Animal welfare and the developmental state
A main theme linking all the animal welfare issues discussed is that
China’s economic modernisation program has justified the emergence
of a pro-business and pro-growth politics. Ideas, groups and activities
perceived to obstruct or derail growth are to be neutralised or
prevented. In contrast, individual behaviours or corporate actions
conducive to short-term gains and fast growth, even if they have an
adverse long-term impact on the environment, public health, social
morality or sustainable growth, are tolerated or embraced, particularly
by the authorities most pressured to produce growth. What underlies
the state’s pro-growth and pro-business policies is its obsession with
catch-up and modernisation at the national level. While economic
growth has been used by other states to counter external threats (in
the case of Taiwan and South Korea) and to rebuild national pride
(Japan), it has been pursued relentlessly by the PRC to defuse internal
discontent caused by Mao’s mismanagement of the national economy,
and to rebuild the legitimacy of the CCP. The regime’s stability is seen
to depend on the success of its economic modernisation policy. This
has translated into an expectation that local leaders will deliver growth:
their career progression depends on it, and they race one another to
achieve the highest local growth rates. “It does not matter, be it a
white cat or black cat, it is a good cat as long as it catches mice,”
as Deng Xiaoping was famously quoted. Economic growth has been
pursued relentlessly, with little or no regard for the many side effects
the single-minded growth-oriented development has produced. The
following chapters (except chapter two) develop this theme.

Chapter one, “Animal cruelty in contemporary China: is culture
to blame?”, is a response to the perception that China has a culture
of cruelty; that it has a legacy of nature exploitation; and that the
Chinese are culturally programmed to animal cruelty. This chapter also
serves to support the book’s claim that Chinese culture is relevant to
an understanding of the animal welfare crisis; that Chinese culture is
complex and includes core values that reject extravagance, insensitivity,
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cruelty and unbridled exploitation of natural resources; and that
China’s animal welfare crisis can only be understood by looking at
contemporary politics, rather than fixating on China’s past. Animal
cruelty did exist in China in the past and was sometimes sanctioned by
traditional beliefs, as in all other cultures. Yet ancient Chinese culture
also valued compassion and kindness to all life forms. Going back
to the earliest days of documented Chinese civilisation, chapter one
introduces readers to the forgotten, neglected or slighted parts of
Chinese culture, the parts that call for respect for nature and
compassion for nonhuman living creatures. By focusing its attention
on Daoism, Buddhism and Confucianism, the three ancient thought
systems that have shaped the Chinese national character for more than
2,000 years, chapter one sheds light on both the richness of the Chinese
legacy of compassion and the pull of pragmatism that characterises all
other anthropocentric cultures. In doing so I hope to bring attention to
the fact that, while Chinese culture may be silent on a host of practices
that were cruel to animals, as in most other cultures, this silence should
not be construed as an endorsement of cruelty to nonhuman animals.
Importantly, progressive concepts of animal welfare similar to those
of the contemporary era were expressed more than 2,000 years ago
i,n China. Taoism, the indigenous religious and philosophical tradition
of China was in fact one of the first thought systems in the world to
challenge anthropocentrism.

Chapter 3 examines the Chinese “civil war” over dogs and the
country’s dog-meat industry. Dogs and the dog-meat trade in China
have attracted much international attention. In 2010, a highly
controversial event, the Yulin Dog Meat Festival, was launched in Yulin,
Guangxi. This “festival” was promoted by the local authorities as a local
culinary tradition. It has been condemned by animal lovers, who have
in turn been criticised for holding China’s food culture in contempt. Is
dog meat part of mainstream food culture in China? China is after all
the world’s biggest dog eating nation.26 Its dog-meat industry involves
a production chain of dog dealers, transporters, slaughterhouse

26 There is no authoritative data on the total number of dogs killed for food in
the world, but China is believed to be the country with the biggest dog meat
market, consuming some 10 million dogs a year.

Animal Welfare in China

24



operators, meat processors, and restaurant owners. How has this
production chain evolved, and how can we explain the controversy
around dog eating? How has the industry managed to defy growing
domestic and international criticism, and why has the government
remained passive in response to the various charges against the
industry? Has the cultural tradition of dog meat consumption, claimed
by the dog-meat traders, allowed the controversial industry to persist,
or is it the naked profit drive that has fuelled market demand for dog
meat? In chapter two I look at the sources of the “meat” dogs, at those
who are engaged in the industry, and at the main markets for dog
meat, particularly the economic development level of these regions,
to find an explanation for the persistence of the dog-meat trade. The
chapter revolves around the question of whether the dog-meat industry
is connected with or serves the country’s economic development
purposes.

Chapter 3 addresses the challenge of wildlife protection in China
at a time when the country is determined to achieve economic
modernisation. Wildlife was officially pronounced a resource to be used
for economic development in 1988 (National People’s Congress of the
PRC 1988). This position has remained unchanged despite the most
recent changes in 2017 to the country’s Wildlife Protection Law. With
the adoption of the Wildlife Protection Law in 1989, China has seen
an exponential expansion of its wildlife industry. The growth of the
industry has continued despite the outbreak in 2002–2003 of SARS, a
pandemic that was linked to the country’s wildlife markets and wildlife
consumption. In 2016, the total sales value of China’s terrestrial wildlife
industry reached 55 billion yuan (China Statistical Bureau 2018). A
2017 study by a group of Chinese wildlife scholars and wildlife industry
representatives revealed that the country’s wildlife industry generated
a total revenue of 521 billion yuan ($77 billion) (Ma Jiangzhang et al.
2017, 103). Bear farming is arguably the most successful and the most
controversial of these operations. It has since 1993 been discredited in
the court of public opinion thanks to the campaign efforts of animal
welfare organisations. While most bear farmers have learned to keep
a low profile and avoid publicity, Guizhentang, the biggest bear farm
in south-east China’s Fujian Province, took the audacious step of going
public in the country’s burgeoning stock market. As soon as
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Guizhentang’s initial public offering was announced, the company drew
worldwide criticism. China’s bear farming industry and the country’s
wildlife policies were once again scrutinised by the public.

Chapter 4 considers how this controversy highlighted the tenacity
of both the wildlife industry and its opponents in their struggle to
outmanoeuvre each other and to win the ears of the Chinese
government. The controversy also revealed the awkward position of the
State Forestry Bureau, China’s national wildlife management agency.
Entrusted with responsibility for both wildlife conservation and
wildlife business management, the State Forestry Bureau has been
pulled in opposite directions. Staffed by graduates of the country’s
forestry universities, which are bastions of the utilitarian belief that
wildlife exists for human use, the Bureau and the Chinese state as a
whole have so far sided with the wildlife farming industry. This official
position has emboldened Guizhentang and the industry more widely.

Chapter 5 looks at China’s food security strategy and its impact
on the country’s livestock industry. As part of agricultural production,
livestock farming received much policy support in the initial stages of
the government’s modernisation program, because of the urgency of
ending the food security crisis. In 1978, the greatest threat to national
security in China was not tensions between Beijing and Moscow, but
hunger, caused by three decades of economic mismanagement. To the
post-Mao reformist leadership, improving food supply in the shortest
possible time was urgent to stop mass exodus and to quiet discontent.
In a major policy change, the reforming state allowed peasant
households to move into farming activities beyond food-grain
production. The stabilisation of grain production in 1984 allowed
livestock producers to expand production by adopting Western farming
models and technologies, leading to greater productivity and efficiency.
Western farming models and practices have served China’s political
objectives as a developmental state, but they have also introduced new
challenges that did not exist on China’s formerly traditional farms.
In chapter 5, I review the state’s concerns about political stability, its
food security strategy, policy incentives designed to promote livestock
production and industry modernisation, the impact of these incentives
on productivity and efficiency, and the resulting animal welfare, food
safety, environmental and public health issues. The key question is: how
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has the state’s rural growth strategy led to the expansion of modern
concentrated animal feeding operations on the Chinese mainland?

Chapter 6 evaluates the Wildlife Protection Law (WPL). The WPL
is China’s first national legislation ostensibly for protecting terrestrial
species in the wild. Adopted in 1989, the WPL was revised several
times. The biggest revision tool place in 2013–16, in response to
pressure from a coalition of critics including legislators, NGOs, wildlife
experts, animal activists, and representatives of the wildlife-use
industry. To both the critics and defenders of the wildlife-use industry,
the 1989 WPL was a disappointment. In the eyes of its critics, the 1989
WPL failed to stop the runaway assault on wildlife, a situation that had
become increasingly serious by the time the law was enacted. Contrary
to the stated objective of wildlife protection, the WPL has since 1989
seen a worsening of the wildlife crisis in China. An increasing number
of Chinese nationals have been implicated in transnational
wildlife-related crimes. The WPL, rather than protecting wildlife,
became a wildlife business management law that officially endorsed
wildlife use. However, to the wildlife businesses, the 1989 WPL had
failed to protect or promote their business interests. Chapter 6 takes a
close look at the 2013–16 WPL revision efforts and the end product.

Chapter 7 explores China’s animal protection movement and its
evolution. As a post-socialist developmental state, China in the reform
era (1978 – the present) allows the emergence of social forces in the
form of associations, societies and professional organisations outside
the state to participate in public affairs. In 1992, mainland China’s
first animal protection group, the China Small Animal Protection
Association (CSAPA), was established in Beijing. Since then, rescue
operations, volunteer groups and animal-care teams have multiplied
across the country. With the expansion of the Chinese economy and
accelerated urbanisation, animal protection groups have increased in
number, in an unintended result of reform politics. Not only are these
groups involved in animal rescue; they have also campaigned for
changes to legislation and regulations.

***
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This book is exploratory in nature. I hope to direct attention to the
impact of China’s economic reform program on nonhuman animals
and on human–animal relations in contemporary China. I also hope to
spark more academic interest in subjects related to nonhuman animals
in China in particular. In the reform era, the economic goals of growth
and prosperity have been used to justify the introduction of the
productive but ethically questionable Western factory farming model.
In the reform era, China displays tremendous faith in the power of
science, technology and Western production methods in its efforts to
modernise its economy and to catch up with the most advanced
countries. Social injustices, environmental devastation and animal
abuse are considered “necessary evils,” to be addressed after the
economy improves. The current Chinese government sees economic
growth as its most important objective. Without rapid growth,
authorities fear that social and political stability cannot be sustained.

Since 1998, when I first delved into the subject of the animal
welfare crisis in China, I have made conscious efforts to collect
information from different sources on human–animal relations.
Included in my collection are journal articles, news stories, tourist
eye-witness accounts, special reports by international organisations,
government reports, official press releases, policy announcements, and
statistics from the Chinese government and inter-governmental groups
such as the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, the
World Animal Health Organization, and the World Bank. With the
expansion of online search engines and academic databases, I have
been able to add to my collection an increasing volume of data, much
of it used in this book.

Importantly, I have managed to collect data from a diverse range
of sources. For example, I have tried to rely more heavily on sources
containing Chinese critiques of Chinese culture and contemporary
Chinese politics. In this way, this book avoids parroting Western views.

This is a study of China’s animal welfare crisis from a political
scientist’s perspective. Studying Chinese politics from afar has
advantages as well as disadvantages. Working in an environment of
academic freedom, observers in the West have access to diverse sources
of information that may be denied to mainland Chinese scholars. Yet
we have difficulty accessing some of the key sources of information
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in China. Over the years, I have forged and maintained professional
ties with Chinese scholars, activists and officials strategically positioned
in research and law enforcement. They have generously but legally
shared data and provided frequent updates about new developments.
Many field trips to China, formal and informal meetings, hundreds
of hours of telephone interviews, thousands of emails, and countless
social media conversations have also enriched my data collection.
Importantly, I have made and led study trips to farms, captive wildlife
institutions, markets, slaughterhouses, research labs, and other animal
holding institutions in the Greater China region to get primary data.
These field studies include six field studies of China’s bear farming
industry (2004, 2006, 2008, 2011 and 2013); field trips in 2005–06 and
2014 to study China’s livestock industry and animal welfare on factory
farms; a field study of zoos and other wildlife-holding institutions in
2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2014 and 2018; five other field trips to zoos,
aquariums and other wildlife events in 2010, 2011 and 2013; fourteen
visits to Chinese police units in charge of urban animal management
(2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018); field
investigations in Yulin, Guangxi (2014, 2015, 2016, 2018); and visits to
dog-meat markets and slaughterhouses in Yanji, Jilin and Changchun,
Jilin (2015, 2017 and 2019).

In the course of this research, I have also drawn on literature
on human–animal relations in ancient China, scholarly work on
environmental mismanagement in reform-era China, and other work
on social and demographic changes that have transformed China
during the reform era. The animal welfare crisis is a largely neglected
topic in China studies. Although there have been many journalistic
investigations and NGO reports on animal welfare problems in China,
there have been few focused attempts to identify the underlying
political, institutional, and commercial forces that are responsible for
animal welfare conditions in the country. I have therefore looked to
scholarly works on other social and environmental problems in the
reform era for their insights on the connection between the country’s
post-socialist developmental state and animal welfare problems. These
works helped to pinpoint the direction of my research and to identify
the importance of China’s post-socialist developmental state in
explaining its animal welfare crisis.
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This book asks: in what way has China’s modernisation program
affected the fate of nonhuman animals? Is the animal welfare crisis on
the Chinese mainland linked to the country’s development strategy?
The situation cannot be understood without considering the role of the
contemporary Chinese state and its development policies. Culture may
also be relevant, but culture alone cannot explain the welfare challenges
currently affecting the world’s largest population of nonhuman animals.
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