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Abstract: The Chinese government pays close attention to sustainable development and takes an
active approach to strengthening and standardizing such development. As the organizational vehicle
for China’s large population, cooperatives can organize 230 million small farmers to promote sustain-
able development. However, some scholars have raised concerns about Chinese cooperatives and
questioned their role in promoting sustainable development. Based on a review of China’s govern-
ment support policy, this study summarizes the development characteristics of nine cooperatives and
summarizes issues from opposite aspects. Furthermore, this study also analyzes the basic situation of
the Chinese government’s quality improvement pilot county initiative and draws conclusions about
the best ways to achieve sustainable development. We also make some policy proposals on achieving
the sustainable development of Chinese cooperatives.
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1. Introduction

A cooperative is an economic organization based on family contractual management
that adheres to voluntary joint and democratic management principles. Cooperatives domi-
nate agricultural production and sales [1]. The reform of China’s land ownership in the late
1970s provided a sufficient foundation for most farmers’ livelihoods. However, this reform
also led to land segmentation and small-scale agriculture, which has become an obstacle
to developing modern agriculture [2]. To remedy this, cooperatives can integrate farmers’
scattered land, realize large-scale operation, spread advanced agricultural production tech-
nology, and accelerate the progress of China’s agricultural modernization [3]. Therefore, the
Chinese government perceives cooperatives as an important way to achieve the sustainable
development of rural agricultural areas. After the implementation of China’s Cooperative
Law in 2007, cooperatives entered a stage of rapid development. By the end of July 2021,
the number of cooperatives had increased to 22.47 million households, covering nearly half
of the country [4]. The government also issued a number of documents aimed at promoting
the sustainable development of cooperatives [5]; however, has the cooperative approach in
China actually achieved sustainable development? There is currently insufficient research
to provide clear conclusions about whether Chinese cooperatives have achieved sustainable
development.

The Sustainable Development Agenda is a programmatic document jointly developed
by the 193 United Nations Member States, covering 17 sustainable development goals and
169 specific goals in the three dimensions of the economy, society, and environment [6]. The
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focal points of the agenda are to eliminate poverty and hunger and promote social progress,
protect the natural environment, and promote a bright future for human society. However,
a recent report from the United Nations shows that although the Sustainable Development
Agenda has made progress in some areas, the overall implementation is not satisfactory [7].

A cooperative is an organization that integrates economic and social functions [8,9],
and cooperatives play an indispensable role in achieving the sustainable development
of the rural economy and society in China [10]. Although the cooperative community
has played a positive role in many agricultural departments in many countries [11,12],
scholars still have two different perspectives on Chinese cooperatives. Many scholars have
pointed out that there are many problems in Chinese cooperatives, such as small scale,
loose structure, irregular governance, and weak competitiveness [3,13,14]. They believe
that cooperatives cannot achieve sustainable development in the current situation. On
the other hand, some scholars believe that cooperatives can improve productivity [15–18].
Cooperatives can help farmers enter the market [19,20], save transaction costs [19,21], and
provide processing and sales services [22]. It is propitious to improve product quality and
brand building [23] and increase farmers’ income [24], both of which contribute to the
realization of sustainable development. However, there are contradictions in theoretical
circles about the sustainable development of cooperatives.

The Chinese government has increased its support for cooperatives so that they
can achieve sustainable development [24]. However, problems associated with Chinese
cooperatives have been highlighted among academic circles. So, it is relevant to ask
whether the current development of Chinese cooperatives is worrying. At present, the
existing studies only demonstrate the current situation of cooperatives using qualitative or
quantitative methods [5,24–28], and the development of China’s cooperatives has not been
elaborated upon by scholars at the macro level. Thus, from the perspective of the whole
country, have Chinese cooperatives achieved sustainable development? What attempts
have been made by the Chinese government to achieve the sustainable development
of cooperatives? What are some of the good experiences to be learned from the local
exploration of cooperatives in China? This paper will give answers to these questions.

This paper includes the following aspects: First, it summarizes the characteristics
of policies in terms of different development phases based on a review of the Chinese
government’s support policy for cooperatives. Second, it utilizes data from the Annual
Statistical Report on Rural Management in China and the database of the top 500 coopera-
tives, which focuses on quantity and scale, membership, industries, and leaders. A number
of dimensions in the development of Chinese cooperatives, such as service and produc-
tion, surplus distribution, and policy support, are described, the five major development
trends are summarized, and the experience of the process of sustainable development of
cooperatives is discussed. Finally, this paper also proposes relevant suggestions and policy
recommendations. The data were taken mainly from the website of the Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Rural Affairs, the annual report of the State Administration of Market Supervision,
the Annual Statistical Report on Rural Management in China, and the database of the top
500 cooperatives. In addition, we used 12 model counties to investigate the sustainable
development of cooperatives nationwide and obtained typical relevant experiences.

2. History and Development of Policies on Cooperatives

The implementation of the law on farmer cooperatives in 2007 not only provided a legal
foundation for the development of cooperatives but also marked a major national policy
transformation. The overall development process of cooperatives over the past 15 years
can be generally divided into three phases: the emerging stage, diversified expansion stage,
and quality improvement and efficiency enhancement stage.

2.1. Emerging Stage (2007–2012)

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the Chinese government has developed a new,
deeper understanding of cooperatives. It was proposed that cooperatives should be formed
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as modern agricultural management organizations that can provide systematic services to
farmers throughout the agricultural production process. The implementation of the law
on farmer cooperatives provided great encouragement. Since then, cooperatives rapidly
emerged throughout the country. From 2008 to 2012, Chinese cooperatives maintained
an average annual growth rate of more than 30%, demonstrating strong momentum [29].
During this period, the Chinese government at all levels placed high expectations on
cooperatives and provided them with substantial policy support.

In this phase, the government regarded the cooperative not only as an organization
carrier to help farmers access the market, but more as a crucial tool to better organize
themselves and activate endogenous drivers of rural revitalization. The No. 1 Central
Document for 2007 proposed to “vigorously push the development of various business
entities that can better meet the need for modern agricultural development such as farmer
households working on large-scale specialized planting and breeding, specialized coop-
eratives, leading enterprises and collective economic organizations” [30]. Since 2008, in
the No. 1 Central Document each year, the functional orientation of cooperatives has been
repeatedly emphasized as “modern agricultural management organization”. The No. 1
Central Document in 2010 particularly stressed the significance of specialized cooperatives,
requiring them to make an effort to improve the organizational degree of agricultural pro-
duction and operation [31]. The No. 1 Central Document in 2012 stated that “it is necessary
to support social forces like specialized cooperatives, supply and marketing cooperatives,
professional technical associations, farmer water cooperation organizations and agricultural
enterprises and encourage them to have extensive participation in agricultural pre-, mid-
and post-production services” [32].

2.2. Diversified Expansion Stage (2013–2017)

Since 2013, the development of Chinese cooperatives has shown a trend of diversi-
fication. Land stock, community stock, and many new types of cooperatives emerged,
such as mutual fund assistance, agricultural machinery, tourism, and labor cooperatives [5].
As reforms of the rural collective property rights system continuously advanced, reform
was completed in 360,000 villages [33]. These villages established collective economic
joint-stock cooperatives, and they explored and innovated on various development models.
The Party-branch-led cooperative is another effective form for the integrated development
of collective and cooperative economic organizations. It has played a pivotal role in pro-
moting collective economic development and farmer organization. Additionally, unions
have been established among a number of cooperatives to overcome the weaknesses of
individual cooperatives in order to realize a multiplication effect.

In 2013, the No. 1 Central Document enabled cooperatives a new function in participa-
tion in rural society governance, emphasizing that a cooperative is “an effective vehicle for
innovative rural social management” [34]. The No. 1 Central Documents from 2014 to 2016
all called attention to the positive role of cooperatives in sections about “the innovation and
improvement of rural governance mechanism”. For example, the No. 1 Central Document
in 2014 emphasized giving full play to the positive roles of other social organizations in
rural governance [35]. The other social organizations include cooperatives. Thus, the
function of cooperatives was expanded from agricultural production to social governance.
Without a doubt, this was a new positioning. Evidence shows that as service-providing and
mutual-help organizations that are entrenched in rural economy and society, cooperatives
have gradually taken root in rural governance structures. They have profoundly changed
the rural governance ecosystem, increasingly reshaped the rural social order in the form
of organizations, and progressively become important carriers for rural governance and
critical channels for farmers’ participation in the management of rural affairs.

In order to meet the needs of developing agricultural modernization, the Chinese
government has put forward diverse requirements for cooperatives. In that regard, the
No. 1 Central Document in 2016 not only included a new requirement to “have a deep
exploration of various functions of agriculture and to cultivate and develop new forms for
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rural industry and business”, but also proposed “to actively support the development of
farmers’ leisure tourism cooperatives”, which responded to the practical needs of “cultiva-
tion and development of the new forms for rural industry and business” with a practical
form of innovation [36]. The range of services for cooperatives then underwent a transition
from production and operation services and financial services to social services. The No. 1
Central Document in 2017 further stated an intention “to encourage rural collective eco-
nomic organizations to establish rural tourism cooperatives” and “to support villages with
necessary conditions to construct a pastoral complex that combines circular agriculture,
creative agriculture and agricultural practices so that the farmers may be benefited com-
prehensively” [37]. The pastoral complex should be based on the pastoral landscape and
agricultural production and be constructed as a rural platform with sightseeing and recre-
ational functions. It can integrate various functions, such as agricultural production and
transactions, leisure experiences, and rural eco-residential experiences. The construction
and development of pastoral complexes can provide important opportunities and impetus
for the establishment and business development of leisure tourism cooperatives.

2.3. Quality Improvement and Efficiency Enhancement Stage (2018 to Present)

In 2019, a special clean-up action for empty cooperatives was launched by the Ministry
of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, together with 11 other ministries and commissions [38], in-
dicating that the development of Chinese cooperatives was shifting from quantity growth to
quality enhancement. In this phase, the themes for cooperative-related policies were quality
improvement and efficiency enhancement, primarily including the following aspects.

2.3.1. Improvement of Regulatory System

In 2019, the No. 1 Central Document explicitly stated that it was important to take
action to regulate and enhance cooperatives, further promote the construction of model
cooperatives, and establish and improve the policy and management system to support the
development of family farms and cooperatives [39]. The No. 1 Central Document in 2021
stated that the quality of cooperatives should be improved and support for cooperatives
with proper management and operation should be increased [40]. In accordance with the
spirit of the revised law on cooperatives, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs,
together with relevant government departments, formulated and improved the support
systems, revised the Model Articles of Association for Specialized Farmer Cooperatives and
the Model Articles of Association for Specialized Farmer Cooperative Unions, and issued
the Measures for Evaluation and Monitoring of National Model Specialized Farmer Coop-
eratives and other systems to provide institutional guidance for enhancing the democratic
management of cooperatives and protecting the rights of cooperative members [41].

2.3.2. Strengthening the Model Effect of Pilot Demonstrations

The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs works with the member units of the
National Inter-ministerial Joint Conference on promoting four-level model cooperatives,
i.e., those at the national, provincial, municipal, and county level. So far, there are nearly
160,000 model cooperatives, including more than 9000 national-level ones [41]. Three
batches of pilot counties for cooperative quality improvement have been successively
launched nationwide by the central government. The pilot counties focus on tasks in-
cluding developing and expanding individual cooperatives, promoting joint cooperation,
improving the guiding service level of county-level governments, and building high-quality
county-level model cooperatives. In its efforts to improve the quality of cooperatives in
pilot counties, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs has stressed that these tasks
should be prioritized.

2.3.3. Promoting Standard Registration

In order to further standardize the registration process for specialized cooperatives,
the State Administration for Market Regulation revised the administrative regulation on
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registration of specialized farmer cooperatives according to the newly revised law on
cooperatives [41]. In addition, relevant statistical systems will be further revised and
improved by the National Bureau of Statistics, and specialized cooperatives with actual
production and operation activities will be added to the Basic Situation of Rural Social
Economy (Trial) system to reflect the real status of cooperatives throughout the country [41].

3. Present Situation of Sustainable Development of Chinese Cooperatives
3.1. Specific Characteristics of Chinese Cooperatives

The Chinese government introduced a series of policy measures aimed at promoting
the sustainable development of cooperatives [5]. Material, human, and social capital are
three basic inputs that generate productivity and economic benefits [42,43]. Therefore,
based on these three elements, in this study we analyzed the specific characteristics of the
sustainable development of Chinese cooperatives from the following nine aspects.

3.1.1. The Number of Cooperatives Has a Declining Trend

As of the end of June 2020, the number of legally registered cooperatives nationwide
was 2,251,000, which was an increase of 86.58 times compared with 2007, with an average
annual growth of 171,200 [5]. According to data released by the Chinese government,
at the end of July 2021, the total number of national cooperatives was 2,247,000, which
was a decrease by 4000 from the end of 2020 [6]. This declining trend is officially linked
to the quality of cooperatives, and similar trends are found in Europe and the United
States [44]. Although China’s social and political system differs from those countries, it
can still provide some insight into the developmental trend of the number of cooperatives
in China. In terms of numbers, there are many more cooperatives in China than in the
United States and in European countries. This may indicate that Chinese people are more
collectivist, while Americans and Europeans are more individualistic. Therefore, in the US
and European countries, there is also a need to develop cooperatives to improve people’s
collective interests. However, in terms of relative growth, there was a continued downward
trend. The annual growth rate dropped to 0.59% in 2020, much lower than that in 2008–2009,
which was over 100% (according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs website).
In 2021, the total growth rate of cooperatives was −0.18%, indicating an emerging trend
of the total amount of Chinese cooperatives (according to the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Affairs website). This is also an important manifestation of the Chinese government’s
intention to enhance the quality of cooperatives. The data are shown in Figure 1.

3.1.2. Continued Decrease in Average Number of Cooperative Members

Together with the rapid growth in total number of cooperatives, the number of cooper-
ative members increased accordingly. The total cooperatives presented an inverted U-type
curve, and the total number of cooperative members and inverted U-type curves was very
obvious, with the highest points achieved in 2016 and 2015. The total number of cooperative
members increased to 108 million in 2016, and in 2015 the average number of members
increased to 65 [29]. In 2009, 3,917,000 households became cooperative members. In 2019,
the number of memberships reached 66.828 million, and the size of memberships expanded
by nearly 17 times, with an average annual growth of 32.8% [29]. On the whole, the number
of memberships showed a hump-shaped trend, first rising and then dropping, and the
average number of memberships in each cooperative presented a similar hump-shaped
trend. From 2009 to 2015, the average number of memberships increased year by year; how-
ever, from 2016 to 2019, it declined from 65 to 35 households [29]. According to the actual
situation, the decline may have been a result of cooperatives’ constant self-adjustment in
the development process. In addition, the Chinese government’s policy guidance played
a very important role. Table 1 lists the changes in the total number of cooperatives and
memberships, as well as the average number of memberships in each cooperative from
2009 to 2019.
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Figure 1. Number and growth rate of cooperatives, 2007–2021. Source: Statistics released by State
Administration for Industry and Commerce and Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs. In view
of data availability, 2021 data used here were those released at the end of July 2021 by the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Affairs.

Table 1. Total number of cooperatives and memberships, and average number of memberships in
each cooperative.

Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Total number of cooperatives (unit: 10,000) 24.6 37.9 52.2 68.9 153.1 179.4 196.9 217.3 220.3
Total number of memberships (unit: 10,000 households) 391.7 715.6 1196.4 2373.4 10,090 10,080 6894.3 7191.9 6682.8
Average number of memberships in each cooperative

(household) 15 18 22 34 65 60 38 38 35

Source: Statistics from Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China. Data from 2013 and 2014 are
missing.

3.1.3. Growth Rate and Increase in Members’ Funds

The members’ capital contribution is an important indicator of the strength of a co-
operative and is the foundation for healthy and stable development. Chinese cooperative
members have experienced a big difference in capital [14,45,46]. As the number of coopera-
tives grows rapidly, the total contribution of capital from cooperative members increases
(Figure 2). In 2007, the total capital contribution from cooperative members nationwide
was CNY 0.03 trillion. In 2016, it reached CNY 4.1 trillion, with an average annual growth
rate of 63.5% and an increase of 16.67 times over a period of 9 years, significantly exceeding
the average annual growth rate of the number of cooperatives [29]. However, the growth
of member capital contributions showed a gradual downward trend, from 200% in 2008 to
26.93% in 2016. Although it rebounded slightly in 2013 and 2016, the downward trend was
obviously irreversible. From average funded data, the average investment of cooperatives
increased from 11,364,000 in 2007 to 22,854,000 in 2016, an increase of 101.11% in 9 years.
However, from the per capita data, it reduced from CNY 63,800 in 2009 to CNY 38,000
in 2016 [29]. This shows that there are fewer and fewer shareholders of cooperatives, as
shown in Table 2.
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Figure 2. Members’ capital contributions to Chinese cooperatives. Source: Statistics released by State
Administration for Industry and Commerce.

Table 2. Members’ funds, average funds per cooperative, and average member funds.

Year Members’ Funds
(Trillion CNY)

Average Funds
per Cooperative (CNY 10,000)

Average Funds
of Members’ (CNY 10,000)

2007 0.03 113.64 -
2008 0.09 81.15 -
2009 0.25 101.46 6.38
2010 0.45 118.70 6.29
2011 0.72 138.01 6.02
2012 1.1 159.67 4.63
2013 1.89 192.39 -
2014 2.73 211.82 -
2015 3.23 210.96 3.20
2016 4.1 228.54 3.80

Source: Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China. Data from 2013 and 2014 are missing.

3.1.4. Industrial Distribution Becomes Stable

Most of China’s cooperatives are concentrated in five major industries: planting,
animal husbandry, the service industry, forestry, and fishery, which is closely related
to China’s basic farm situation and government policies. Among these five industries,
planting cooperatives predominate. In 2011, there were 246,000 planting cooperatives in
China, accounting for 48.3% of the total number of cooperatives in the year [29]. There
has been a steady increase in the proportion of planting cooperatives since then. In 2019,
there were 1,056,000 planting cooperatives, accounting for 54% of the total in the year [29].
Correspondingly, the Chinese government attaches great importance to food security,
ensuring 1.8 billion acres of cultivated land, which is the main source for cooperatives
that mainly cultivate by planting. The number of cooperatives in animal husbandry ranks
second; however, the proportion showed a slow downward trend over the period from
2011 to 2019, declining from 28.8 to 21.1% [29].

Since 2010, the Chinese government has gradually supported large agricultural enter-
prises to carry out animal husbandry, such as creating Wenshu shares, with new groups to
increase support for farmed partners. The number of cooperatives in the service industry
grew from 46,000 in 2011 to 154,000 in 2019 [29], strongly influenced by the upgrading of
the agricultural industry and the increase in demand for social services. China’s urbaniza-
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tion has been increasing, and many rural residents have become service workers, paying
for agricultural services from professional agricultural households, which promotes the
development of service industry cooperatives. As for forestry cooperatives, the number
grew rapidly from 26,000 in 2011 to 60,000 in 2019; however, the proportion remains at
5–6% of the total [29], suggesting that forestry cooperatives have a synchronous growth
trend with the total number of cooperatives in China. This is inseparable from the general
public, and the Chinese government attaches great importance to the protection of forest
areas. The number of fishery cooperatives showed steady growth, from 20,000 in 2011 to
51,000 in 2019; however, its proportion declined from 3.9% in to 3.3% [29]. Table 3 gives the
industry distribution of cooperatives by number and proportion.

Table 3. Industry distribution of Chinese cooperatives (unit: 10,000).

Year
Planting Animal Husbandry Service Industry Forestry Fishing

Volume % Volume % Volume % Volume % Volume %

2011 24.6 48.3 14.4 28.2 4.6 9.0 2.6 5.1 2.0 3.9

2012 30.6 48.2 17.7 27.9 5.8 9.1 3.4 5.4 2.5 3.9

2013 44.8 50.6 22.7 25.7 7.7 8.7 5.1 5.8 3.3 3.7

2014 60.0 50.6 28.5 25 9.3 8.2 6.6 5.8 4.0 3.5

2015 71.0 53.2 32.4 24.3 10.9 8.1 7.9 5.9 4.5 3.4

2016 84.3 54.0 37.1 23.7 12.3 7.9 9.2 5.9 5.1 3.3

2017 95.4 54.4 40.4 23.1 13.9 7.9 10.4 5.9 5.7 3.0

2018 103.6 54.7 42.8 22.6 14.7 7.7 11.3 6.0 6.0 3.2

2019 105.6 54.6 40.9 21.1 15.4 8.0 11.7 6.0 5.9 3.0

Source: Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China released by the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Affairs.

3.1.5. Cooperatives Led by Capable People Become the Mainstream

The leader is often critical to a cooperative [47]. Because leaders often have higher
social capital, social capital is of great concern to cooperative development [48–50]. Chinese
cooperatives have large differences in social capital [14], and their leaders have a variety of
features [47]. Based on the status of the leader, cooperatives can be categorized into several
types. Most cooperatives are led by capable people in the community, and the number
of this type of cooperative increased from 458,000 in 2011 to 1,644,000 in 2019 [29]. From
2011 to 2019, its proportion among all cooperatives was always maintained at more than
85%, making it the undoubtable main force in cooperative development. The number of
cooperatives under the leadership of village cadres increased from 92,000 in 2011 to 230,000
in 2019 [29]. However, its proportion had a significant decline from 20.1% in 2011 to 11.9%
in 2019 [29]. Cooperatives under the leadership of enterprises and grass-roots agricultural
extension organizations accounted for relatively low proportions. Cooperatives led by
enterprises never exceeded 3% of the total, and although the number increased from 15,000
in 2011 to 41,000 in 2019, the proportion declined from 2.9% in 2011 to 2.1% in 2019 [29]. The
proportion of cooperatives led by grass-roots agricultural extension organizations never
exceeded 2% of the total [29], although the number increased from 10,000 in 2011 to 28,000
in 2019, while the proportion declined from 2% to 1.4% [29]. Table 4 shows the number and
proportion of China’s cooperatives in terms of leader type.
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Table 4. Cooperatives categorized by leader type.

Year

Leader Types

Capable People Village Cadres Enterprises
Technical

Promotion
Organizations

Others

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

2011 45.8 89.9 9.2 20.1 1.5 2.9 1 2 2.6 5.2

2012 57.2 90.3 10.8 18.9 1.8 2.9 1.2 1.9 3.1 4.9

2013 80.2 90.7 13.6 16.9 2.4 2.7 1.5 1.7 4.3 4.8

2014 103.5 91 15.6 15.1 3 2.6 1.9 1.6 5.4 4.8

2015 121.6 91 17.3 12.9 3.4 2.5 2.1 1.6 6.5 4.9

2016 142.4 91.2 19.1 13.4 3.8 2.5 2.4 1.6 7.5 4.8

2017 160 91.2 21.2 12 4.2 2.4 2.6 1.5 8.6 5

2018 172.6 91.2 23 12.1 4.4 2.3 2.8 1.5 9.4 4.9

2019 164.4 85.0 23 11.9 4.1 2.1 2.8 1.4 9.4 4.9

Source: Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China.

Capable people in communities have become the main leading force in establishing
and operating cooperatives. This might originate from the unique rural culture in China;
however, it might also be because of the provisions set out in the law on cooperatives. On
the one hand, compared with those with other statuses or identities, households with large
and specialized investments in agricultural production, rural brokerages, and village cadres
are more familiar with the local conditions. It is convenient for them to organize farmers
with relatively lower transaction costs. On the other hand, the law on cooperatives does not
have a clear restriction on non-farmer leaders and, as a result, the number of cooperatives
led by relevant enterprise personnel and grass-roots agricultural extension organizations
is very small [51]. For example, the law specifies the number of members who are not
farmers as follows: If the total members of the cooperative is less than 20, it may have
one member from an enterprise, public institution, or social organization; when the total
number exceeds 20, members from enterprises, public institutions, or social organizations
may not account for more than 5% of the total [51].

3.1.6. Most Cooperatives Provide Sales Services; However, Their Service Ability Is
Not Strong

In terms of the service scope, Chinese cooperatives mostly work on production, pro-
cessing, and marketing. This shows that they have a crucial effect on organizing small
farmers in carrying out agricultural production, purchasing agricultural means of produc-
tion, and selling agricultural products. By the end of 2018, 1,011,000 cooperatives provided
integrated production, processing, and sales services (53.4%); 546,000 cooperatives pro-
vided production services (28.8%); 60,000 cooperatives provided purchasing services (3.1%);
16,000 cooperatives provided warehousing services (0.9%); 39,000 cooperatives provided
transportation and sales services (2%); 38,000 cooperatives provided processing services
(2%); and 183,000 cooperatives provided other services (9.7%) [29].

In general, Chinese cooperatives primarily provide integrated production, processing,
and sales services, with the proportion increasing from 52.3% in 2011 to 53.4% in 2016 [29].
Cooperatives providing production services accounted for the second largest proportion,
with 26.9% in 2011 [29], the proportion dropping to 22.7% in 2012, and then increasing year
by year after that, reaching 28.8% in 2018 [29]. Table 5 shows that the purposes of a farmers’
participation in cooperatives in this phase was primarily for product sales for the surplus
agricultural goods they produced, cutting down on costs, and increasing benefits through
cooperative services.
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Table 5. Service scope of Chinese cooperatives.

Year
Production,
Processing,
and Sales

Production Purchasing Storage Transportation
and Sales Processing Others

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

2011 26.6 52.3 13.7 26.9 1.8 3.5 4.1 0.8 1.7 3.3 1.1 2.2 5.5 10.9

2012 33.1 52.2 16.9 22.7 2.5 3.9 5.7 0.9 2 3.1 1.5 2.3 6.9 10.9

2013 46.3 52.4 24.6 27.8 3.5 4 7.1 0.8 2.6 2.9 1.9 2.2 8.7 9.9

2014 60.6 53.3 31.8 28 4.2 3.7 1 0.9 3.1 2.7 2.3 2 10.7 9.4

2015 70.7 52.9 38.1 28.5 4.7 3.5 1.2 0.9 3.4 2.5 2.7 2 13.1 9.8

2016 83 53.1 44.8 28.7 6.1 3.4 1.6 0.9 4.3 2.4 3.6 2 17 9.5

2017 93.1 53.1 50.9 29 5.8 3.3 1.6 0.9 3.8 2.1 3.5 2 16.7 9.5

2018 101.1 53.4 54.6 28.8 6 3.1 1.6 0.9 3.9 2 3.8 2 18.3 9.7

2019 104.2 53.9 - - - - - - 8.4 4.3 6 3.1 - -

Source: Statistics from Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China released by Ministry of Agriculture
and Rural Affairs. Due to lack of data from 2019, the analysis only focused on development of cooperatives from
2011 to 2018.

The market competitiveness of cooperatives can also be reflected to a certain extent by
their operational and service status. In 2019, the total value of agricultural products sold
through Chinese cooperatives reached CNY 694.5 billion. However, 514,923 cooperatives
sold more than 80% of the agricultural products, accounting for 38.36% of the total [29].
This shows that the members of national cooperatives are not all closely linked, or that the
links are generally loose. The total value of materials required for agricultural production
purchased through cooperatives was CNY 265.67 billion; however, only 329,852 of them
accounted for 80% of the material investment in the unified purchase mode, which was
18.51% of the total [29]. Although the unified purchase of the means of production can
reduce production costs for farmers, some cooperatives in China do not provide this service,
which reflects their lack of a service function. Therefore, although services provided by
cooperatives were increasingly diversified in this phase, the quality of the services was
generally low, and the service capacity was weak. There is still a long way to go to achieve
sustainable development.

3.1.7. Standardization Degree of Cooperative Production Is Improving Year by Year;
However, the Outlook Is Not Optimistic

The role of cooperatives in supplying chain management and ensuring the quality
and safety of agricultural products has been recognized [52,53] with actions such as mem-
bers’ choice of sales channels [54], the implementation of certification [55], and farmers’
adoption of food safety measures [56]. However, from the perspective of the development
of cooperatives around the world, due to the natural weakness of cooperatives [57], the
level of food safety control is the lowest [58], which leads to low performance in food safety
management [53]. In terms of the degree of standardization, there is much to be achieved
for cooperatives in China. The number of cooperatives with registered product trademarks
and quality certifications has grown; however, the proportion among all types of coop-
eratives is declining. In 2011, there were 40,000 cooperatives with registered trademarks
nationwide (7.8%), 21,000 cooperatives with quality certifications (4%), and 65,000 model
cooperatives (12.5%) [29]. From 2011 to 2019, the proportions of these types of cooperatives
showed a decrease to different degrees: those with registered trademarks declined to 5.5%,
those with quality certifications decreased to 2.6%, and model cooperatives dropped to
8.1%, as shown in Table 6 [29]. It has been proved that standardized production, registered
trademarks, and quality certifications for agricultural products are important measures for
cooperatives to realize increased value and market competitiveness. While the Chinese
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government attaches great importance to the safe production of agricultural products, it
also encourages cooperatives to carry out standardized production. However, the analysis
suggests that cooperatives are still in a primary development stage with limited awareness
of and attention to standardized production. Their products mostly have little added value
and have less market competitiveness. This makes it difficult to meet the requirements of
sustainable development.

Table 6. Standardized production in Chinese cooperatives.

Year
Cooperatives with

Registered Trademarks
Cooperatives with Product

Quality Certifications Model Cooperatives

No. % No. % No. %

2011 4 7.8 2.1 4 6.5 12.5

2012 4.7 6.8 2.8 4.1 7 10.2

2013 6 6.1 3.2 3.3 9.1 9.3

2014 7 5.4 3.7 2.9 10.7 8.3

2015 7.5 4.9 4 2.6 12.7 8.3

2016 8.1 4.5 4.3 2.4 14 7.8

2017 8.5 4.9 4.7 2.7 14.9 8.5

2018 8.7 4.6 4.6 2.4 16 8.5

2019 10.6 5.5 5 2.6 15.7 8.1

Source: Statistics from Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China released by the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Affairs.

According to the database of the top 500 cooperatives in China, in 2017, 26.1% of
cooperatives had implemented national standards, 32.7% had implemented agricultural
industry standards, and 16.0% had implemented local standards. Cooperatives that im-
plemented enterprise standards, self-set standards, and other standards decreased by 9.7,
7.5, and 1.8%, respectively, and 6.3% of cooperatives nationwide did not implement any
agricultural standards. This shows that standardized production among cooperatives still
needs to be further improved.

3.1.8. Distributable Surplus Profit Is Increasing Year by Year; However, It Is
Increasing Slowly

According to the framework provided by Williamson [59], the institutional envi-
ronment is considered one of the most important conditions for organizational success.
Distributable surplus profit is an important indicator to measure the profitability and level
of standardization of cooperatives [60]. The institutional arrangement of cooperatives is
mainly influenced by the institutional environment of the country and region [61–63]. Arti-
cle 44 of the Law on Cooperatives clearly states that the percentage of dividends according
to the farmers’ trading volume shall not be less than 60% [51]. The distributable surplus
profit of cooperatives nationwide was CNY 41.96 billion in 2011, with an average of CNY
97,000 per cooperative. In 2019, the distributable surplus profit reached CNY 112.34 billion,
with an average of CNY 58,000 per cooperative [29]. Although the total distributable
surplus increased by 1.68 times, the average profit in each cooperative decreased by 40.21%
year by year [29]. If distributed to each member, the average distributable surplus profit
showed a wavelike upward trend over the period from 2011 to 2019. The decrease in the
average distributable surplus profit of cooperatives did not result in a decline in profit
gained per member because the number of members was decreasing while the number
of cooperatives was growing. Therefore, although the number of cooperatives increased
rapidly, their overall profitability weakened, which runs counter to the orientation of
high-quality development.
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Surplus profit distribution is an important indicator reflecting the level of standard-
ization of cooperative operation. According to the legal requirements, after deducting the
necessary cost, the remaining part (no less than 60% of the total) should be distributed
to cooperative members based on the transaction amount. In terms of the actual situa-
tion, a total of 115,000 cooperatives distributed profits to farmers based on transaction
volume in 2011, accounting for 22.04% of the total cooperatives in the year. Among
them, 83,000 cooperatives distributed more than 60% of the total, accounting for 15.91% of
the total [29]. In 2019, 369,000 cooperatives distributed profits to farmers based on trans-
action volume, accounting for 19.07% of the total [29], while 284,000 of the cooperatives
distributed more than 60%, accounting for 14.68% of the total, as shown in Table 7 [29]. The
proportion of distribution of cooperatives in China according to trading volume is always
low, and it shows a downward trend. From the legal perspective, the proportion of Chinese
cooperatives whose distribution system conforms to the law is also low and gradually
declining. This phenomenon is obviously inconsistent with the policy orientation.

Table 7. Surplus profit distribution of Chinese cooperatives.

Year

Cooperative’s
Distributable
Surplus Profit

(CNY 100 Million)

Average Distributable
Surplus Profit per

Cooperative (CNY 10,000)

Distributable
Surplus Profit per

Member (CNY)

Farmer Cooperatives That
Distribute Profit Based on

Transaction Volume
(10,000 Cooperatives)

Farmer Cooperatives That
Distribute More than 60%
of Profit to Farmers (10,000

Cooperatives)

2011 419.6 9.7 1426 11.5 8.3

2012 575.3 9.1 1300 14.9 10.8

2013 767.4 8.7 1611 21.1 16

2014 907 8 1600 26.7 20.6

2015 945.1 7.1 1689 29.4 22.7

2016 999.5 6.4 1559 33.7 25.9

2017 1116.9 6.4 1644 36.8 27.7

2018 1008.7 5.3 1403 38 29.4

2019 1123.4 5.8 1681 36.9 28.4

Source: Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China.

3.1.9. Government Support for Cooperatives Shows a Decrease First and Then
Increase Approach

The sustainable development of Chinese cooperatives requires support from state
policy [25]. Cooperatives are regarded as important tools of the government for economic
development and political stability [25]. Therefore, the government promotes the develop-
ment of cooperatives to help farmers enter the market and achieve income growth [14]. The
number of cooperatives receiving government financial assistance dropped from 34,000
in 2013 to 33,000 in 2016, and then rose to 38,000 in 2019 [29]. The total amount of special
financial assistance funding at all levels of government declined from CNY 5.5 billion
in 2013 to CNY 4.83 billion in 2016, then increased to CNY 6.82 billion in 2019 [29]. The
average amount of financial assistance received by each cooperative decreased from CNY
160,000 in 2013 to CNY 147,000 in 2016 and increased to CNY 179,000 in 2019, as shown in
Table 8 [29].
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Table 8. Financial support for cooperatives from Chinese government.

Indicator 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Number of cooperatives receiving government
financial assistance (10,000 units) 3.4 3.5 3.3 3.3 3.6 3.8 3.8

Total special financial assistance from all levels
of government (CNY 100 million) 55 54.7 46 48.3 65.1 68.1 68.2

Average amount of financial assistance
received per cooperative (CNY 10,000) 16 15.5 13.9 14.7 18.2 18.1 17.9

Yearly loan balance (CNY 100 million) 56.3 106 113 - 90.6 79.3 84.5

Source: Statistical Annual Report of Rural Management in China.

3.2. Development Achievements of Chinese Cooperatives
3.2.1. Integration Has Become a Trend

In recent years, the development of cooperatives in China has shifted from specializa-
tion to integration, and their industrial fields and business scope have constantly expanded,
reflecting a typical feature of integration. This is also an important manifestation of the
Chinese government’s support for cooperatives. Integration can be roughly divided into
two categories: vertical integration, which involves cooperation among cooperatives fo-
cusing on different industrial chains, and horizontal integration, which involves alliances
and cooperation among different entities, including leading agricultural enterprises, co-
operatives, and family farms. Additionally, there is a form of integration that includes
both types, such as the Agricultural Industrialization Union in Anhui Province and the
Farmer Cooperative and Economic Organization Federation, which emerged in the reform
of supply and marketing cooperatives in Zhejiang Province. In terms of industrial fields
and business scope, cooperatives have expanded to the secondary and tertiary sectors
based on the primary sector. According to the database of the top 500 cooperatives in
China, cooperatives that specialize in the production of agricultural products still had the
largest proportion based on all samples in 2018. The proportions of cooperatives engaged
in planting, breeding, and a combination of both were 45, 24, and 10%, respectively, and
cooperatives engaged in leisure agriculture and rural tourism accounted for 6%. Nearly
50% of cooperatives used information technology in their transactions.

3.2.2. The Function of Cooperatives in Poverty Reduction Is Further Stressed

Cooperative membership plays an important role in increasing farmers’ income [64],
especially for poor farmers [56,65–68]. Cooperatives can integrate resources, such as land,
funds, and the labor force of poor households, and can guarantee their rights and interests,
helping them to develop modern agriculture, build connections between smallholders
and the larger market, transform from market inferiors to superiors, and consolidate basic
support to overcome poverty and achieve prosperity. According to the database of the
top 500 cooperatives in China, the sampled cooperatives distributed an average of CNY
21,900 in profit to each member’s household, which highlights the leading role of large
cooperatives in helping farmers to increase their yields and income. This has a strong
driving effect on cooperatives in underdeveloped areas [46]. Based on data from the
China Society of Cooperative Economics, more than 90% of poor villages nationwide have
established poverty alleviation cooperatives; furthermore, 60,000 cooperatives have been
established in 832 poor counties, which has helped nearly 22 million poor people to shake
off poverty, increase their income, and achieve prosperity [69]. In addition, in terms of
income generation, most well-developed cooperatives can increase farmers’ income through
the distribution of dividends and second rebates. Among the cooperatives participating in
the survey, 61.6% had distributed dividends to farmers and 41.5% had secondary profit
returns for member farmers in 2017 (according to the database of the top 500 cooperatives
in China).
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3.2.3. Cooperatives Can Keep Building Members’ Capacity

As the number of cooperatives continuously grows, the scale of assets and oper-
ations revenue is also expanding. The database of the Top 500 cooperatives in China
indicated that among 555 valid cooperatives in 2017, the average operation revenue was
about CNY 23,290,700 and the average distributable surplus profit was CNY 3,384,800, the
average profit distributed was CNY 2,139,100, and the average ending balance of loans
was CNY 1,383,300. Of all sampled cooperatives, the average number of members (mak-
ing capital contributions and buying shares) was about 263 households, and the average
number that received services from cooperatives was about 2618 households. The coop-
eratives’ motivating capacity was increasingly strengthened, with more than 100 million
rural households (nearly half of the country’s total) joining cooperatives. Moreover, co-
operatives have demonstrated strong power in helping farmers generate income. Among
all cooperatives in the survey, 40.2% helped member households to increase their income
by CNY 2000–4000, 21.8% by CNY 2000, 19.4% by more than CNY 6000, and 18.6% by
CNY 4000–6000 (according to the database of the top 500 cooperatives in China).

3.2.4. Cooperatives Have an Increasing Sense of Social Responsibility

Cooperatives are organizations that integrate economic and social functions [8,9]. As
they are becoming increasingly standardized, more cooperatives proactively assume social
responsibility. Cooperatives have taken important steps in increasing farmers’ income,
promoting rural stability, and enhancing agricultural efficiency, fully maximizing their role
as “lead goose”.

In terms of the standardization of agricultural products, quality, and safety, coopera-
tives have generally established relevant quality and safety control measures. Our analysis
indicated that, according to the database of the top 500 cooperatives in China, merely
3.5% of cooperatives have never had any measures for agricultural standardization, while
83.0% have had two or more. Specifically, more than 80% of cooperatives have standard-
ized the use of agricultural inputs. Furthermore, 68.3% of cooperatives have established
agricultural production records, 67.5% have promoted standardized production, 65.5%
have provided training on standardized production, and 65.0% have tested the quality
and safety of agricultural products. Moreover, 53.75% of cooperatives have improved
their product standardization system, 40.0% have improved their agricultural products
traceability system, and 6.0% have performed other work on standardization.

In terms of providing public services for rural communities, cooperatives generally
participate proactively in infrastructure and culture construction and provide support for
the poor and needy. Our analysis indicated that, according to the database of the top of co-
operatives in China, 53.5% of cooperatives have engaged in rural community infrastructure
construction, 28.9% have contributed to culture construction in rural communities, and
66.3% have provided assistance to people in poverty in the community. Another 6.3% of
cooperatives have had limited input on public services for rural communities.

3.2.5. More Alliances between Cooperatives Are Being Established

Regarding local leading and characteristic industries, developing unions is an impor-
tant way for cooperatives to become bigger and stronger. Through establishing alliances
among strong cooperatives, scale operation, complementary advantages, brand sharing,
and vertical and horizontal integration can all be realized, ultimately enhancing market
competitiveness. In recent years, the number of registered cooperative unions has increased
significantly. In some areas where cooperatives are more developed, unions have demon-
strated strong development momentum. Many of them have loosened the restrictions for
members, recruiting relevant groups along the industrial chain, and effectively enhancing
the development of the whole industrial chain.

By the end of 2019, there were 10,273 cooperative unions nationwide, an increase of
60.3% over 2018 [29]. A total of 126,000 member cooperatives were registered in unions.
Within each union, there was an average of 12 member cooperatives [29]. Cooperative
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unions realized operational revenue of CNY 11.6 billion, and the average operational
revenue for each union was CNY 130,000, 3.7 times that of independent cooperatives [29].
Their total distributable surplus profit was CNY 1.61 billion, and the distributable surplus
profit of each cooperative in the union was CNY 157,000; furthermore, each member
cooperative had on average CNY 13,000 surplus profit returned for a second distribution.
According to preliminary statistics, 2260 cooperative unions have been established in China,
an increase of 9.39% over 2018. A total of 230,000 cooperatives have established grass-roots
Party organizations, an increase of 109.4% over 2018, with the number of Party members in
cooperatives reaching 559,000 [29].

4. Practices and Effects of Cooperative Quality Improvement Pilot Programs

Looking at the above analysis, although the Chinese government attaches great im-
portance to the development of cooperatives and gives a lot of support, the level of de-
velopment is obviously not satisfactory. The government also noticed this; therefore, in
2018, 30 counties in 8 provinces were selected as pilot counties by the Ministry of Agri-
culture and Rural Affairs for an exploration of quality improvement in the high-quality
development of cooperatives. Based on the principle of the simultaneous development of
quantity and quality, with quality prioritized, these 30 pilot counties took serious action
on standardization and institutionalization [70], making positive progress. Through this
pilot project, governments at all levels have put much effort into fostering individual
cooperatives, strengthening cooperative unions, promoting brand building, and increasing
income. As a result, the quality of cooperative development has obviously improved, and
many achievements have been made. In order to better understand the typical experience,
we conducted research on cooperatives in 12 pilot counties from December 2021 to June
2022. By analyzing the typical experiences of the 12 pilot counties, we hoped to put forward
some countermeasures to solve the existing common problems.

4.1. Fostering Individual Cooperatives, Diversifying Forms of Investment, and Expanding
Business Scope

Some pilot counties focused on the development and expansion of individual cooper-
atives, enriched the forms of investment based on strengthening standardized construction,
and guided farmers to join cooperatives by investing in various resources (such as land
management rights, forest rights, and intellectual property rights), forming a diverse
horizontal benefit-linking mechanism and activating the value of agricultural and rural
resources. For example, in Lianzhou City, Guangdong Province, the government actively
guided cooperatives to enrich and innovate share investment methods. The Xi’an Town
Chongkou Vegetable Production Specialized Farmer Cooperative in Lianzhou City adopted
capital investment shares, poverty alleviation fund shares, pooled land as shares, technol-
ogy shares, and labor shares and strengthened the interest connection among members. In
Rui’an City, Zhejiang Province, the government explored cooperative mutual aid financing
and encouraged cooperative members to invest their idle funds in the cooperative in the
form of shares, supported larger-scale cooperatives, standardized operations to carry out
mutual aid insurance in accordance with the laws, and established the Xingmin Rural
Insurance Mutual Aid Cooperative. As the first rural property insurance provider in China,
this cooperative not only alleviates the financing needs of smallholders, but also conducts
meaningful explorations into multi-channel risk resolution. This can effectively solve the
problems of farmer members’ lower investment levels and more distant relationships.

Expanding from a single business to a mode that integrates production, processing,
and sales is an important step in cooperative development. During the pilot process,
some cooperatives expanded their business scope, extended their products and services
along the industrial chain, and contributed to the transformation of plane agriculture
to three-dimensional agriculture. For example, in Wuzhong District, Jiangsu Province,
people have deeply explored high-quality resources in the form of rural folk crafts and
guided craftsmen producing jade carvings, peach-stone carvings, silk tapestries, and small
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rosewood carvings to voluntarily establish cooperatives as an experiment on developing a
model of agricultural products + cultural innovation + technology, which would not only
improve brand identification but also enhance the added value of their products. In the
same district, the Linhu Agricultural Professional Cooperation Association successfully
cooperated with cultural and creative as well as scientific and technological enterprises, and
launched a series of customized products, such as Jubilant Rice, 24-Solar Term Rice, and
Audio Books Rice, which were very well received in the market. In the raccoon fur industry,
Cangjia and Honghui fur cooperatives in Changli County, Hebei Province, successfully
introduced three fur-processing projects through the opportunity provided by the China
Fur Animal Industry Development Conference and achieved a deep extension along the
industrial chains as well as an industrial upgrade.

4.2. Strong Unions Can Further Enhance the Level of Cooperation and Accelerate Integration

Unity and cooperation can help cooperatives to realize economies of scale and scope
at a higher level, which is important for group development and a significant symbol of
cooperative quality improvement. By providing guidance on cooperating and uniting
based on products and industries, governments in pilot counties helped local cooperatives
to establish unions and associations to strengthen their power in market competition. On
the one hand, by relying on local leading industries, specialized cooperatives can realize
regional alliances through resource integration. For example, in Rui’an City, Zhejiang
Province, the government insisted on the double measures of excellence through union
and strength through cultivation to encourage cooperatives with low technology input,
small scale, and scattered geological distribution to merge and reorganize as a unit so as to
create a regional cooperative alliance with high-quality and strong market competitiveness.
On the other hand, the pilot counties also encouraged cooperatives to voluntarily form
industrial unions to carry out vertical integration along the industrial chain. For example,
based on grain production, livestock and poultry, aquatic products, and other characteristic
industries, Tianchang City, Anhui Province, guided local cooperatives to collaborate along
the industrial chain to expand their business service scale. They also developed a number
of specialized cooperative unions, associations, and industrial alliances with high starting
points, large scale, strong competitiveness, and excellent demonstration effects. By the
end of 2021, 9 cooperative unions, 28 agricultural industry associations, and 1 industrial
alliance were established in Tianchang City. Sihong County, Jiangsu Province, established a
specialized county-level cooperative union to give full play to its function of organizing and
guiding, demonstrating and motivating, and coordinating and supervising, and further
improved the capability of farmer groups to access the market while preventing risks.

While focusing on cooperative quality improvement, the pilot counties also promoted
the integration and development of new agricultural business entities and upscaling the
operation of farmer households. By the end of 2021, more than 60 cooperatives with family
farms as the main members were established in Taixing City, Jiangsu Province, representing
more than 600 family farms and large-scale professional households. Regarding the actual
needs of family farms and large professional households, Xiuzhou District, Zhejiang
Province, established and expanded cooperatives with family farms as the main members;
in that process, preparation guidance and counseling were provided to farmers so that they
would have a comprehensive knowledge of the laws and regulations, principles, rights, and
obligations related to cooperatives. In addition, they were instructed to have democratic
elections for management personnel and to make proper investments so that cooperatives
could be established in a standard way from the very beginning. By the end of 2021, four
cooperatives specializing in rice–turtle systems, lotus root, grapes, and honey pear were
established and expanded, with the 142 members of these cooperatives being family farms
operating on a moderate scale, covering an operating area of 30,000 mu of land.
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4.3. Expanding the Leading Industries and Cultivating New Competitive Advantages with the
Focus of Brand Shaping

Brand construction is crucial for cooperatives to cope with market challenges, enhance
their market competitiveness, and improve operating efficiency [70]. Based on local leading
industries, pilot counties adopted diverse approaches to help cooperatives to establish
brands and improve their market competitiveness. In Liandu District, Zhejiang Province,
an in-depth integration of cooperatives and Lishui Mountain Farming was encouraged
to create a high-efficiency brand-support system. By the end of 2021, 88,300 mu of green
and organic agricultural and forestry product bases at 600 m above sea level and higher,
126 cooperatives focusing on Lishui Mountain Farming, and 156 products endorsed by
Lishui Mountain Farming were established. In 2019, annual sales of Lishui Mountain Farm-
ing agricultural products reached CNY 791 million. In the pilot process, in Linqu County,
Shandong Province, cooperatives were actively guided to implement brand strategies,
strengthening their efforts in brand construction and promotion. Through continuous ef-
forts in brand improvement and popularity, as well as Internet means, such as e-commerce,
WeChat marketing, and short video marketing to promote cooperative brand products, a
fast track was established for the development of local cooperatives.

In addition, the pilot counties also combined the work on cultivating cooperatives
with the development of leading industries, making cooperatives a driving force for the
revitalization of rural industries. In Xintai City, Shandong Province, through the implemen-
tation of the Thousand-Cooperative Cultivation project, 1007 cooperatives were selected
for targeted cultivation, with a focus on production standardization, quality certification,
and management. Financial subsidies were provided for cooperatives applying for “three
products and one trademark” certification. Services such as information, technology, and
marketing were provided for cooperatives. In Sihong County, Jiangsu Province, activi-
ties included branch Party secretaries taking the lead on structural adjustment and Party
branches guiding the establishment of cooperatives within the county, giving full play to
the leading role of cooperatives in industrial development. Through this effort, four leading
industries were formed: high-quality rice, green fruits and vegetables, efficient aquatic
products, and ecological livestock and poultry. By the end of 2021, the cumulative area for
agricultural structure adjustment in the county exceeded 700,000 mu, and the newly added
agricultural structure adjustment area was 233,000 mu.

4.4. Benefit Coupling Mechanism Innovation and New Power for Poverty Alleviation Based on the
Principle of Boosting Increased Income

Some pilot counties made continuous innovations in terms of a benefit coupling
mechanism and strengthened cooperatives’ function of helping farmers to increase their
income, and they achieved remarkable results. For example, Qishan County, Shaanxi
Province, explored a development model of development zone + cooperatives + farmer
households, an outsourcing model of social services + farmer households, a sales model of
e-commerce + cooperatives, a cooperative model of village stock economic cooperatives +
professional cooperatives + farmers, a production and marketing model of outlet stores +
cooperatives + bases, etc., to unite and lead farmers and connect the benefits of cooperatives,
village collectives, and farmers to form a close community of shared interests.

Some counties and cities have also given full play to the organizing and motivating
effect of cooperatives on poor households, and they explored a new path that combines
cooperative development and poverty alleviation. For example, in 2018, the government of
Changli County, Hebei Province, invested CNY 4.66 million from superior appropriation
funds in four provincial demonstration cooperatives (Jiacheng, Hengfeng, Wangsheng, and
Changjia) in the form of materials. These cooperatives paid 10% of the total amount (CNY
466,000) as an asset rental fee to the government for the financial support they received.
At the same time, more than 60 people with working capacity in financial difficulty in the
county were employed by cooperatives, promoting employment and poverty alleviation.
These practices indicate that as cooperatives are developing and growing, the quality and
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benefits of work on poverty alleviation are being improved, thus consolidating a foundation
to prevent a return to poverty.

5. Conclusions and Countermeasures of Cooperatives
5.1. Research Conclusions

Through the above analysis, the conclusion of this study is that despite the strong
support of the Chinese government, cooperatives have not achieved sustainable develop-
ment. From the analysis of the present situation, there are still some problems in China’s
cooperatives, such as a reduction in the number of members, the weak growth of capital
contributions, the majority of talents, the weak service ability, the low standardization of
production, and the poor legality of the surplus distribution system.

Although the development of China’s cooperatives is not satisfactory at the macro
level, there are many good cases regarding regions for further development. At present,
the development of cooperatives also shows some achievements. For example, the develop-
ment model has been integrated, the function of helping the poor has been highlighted, the
driving ability has been enhanced, social responsibility has been enhanced, and coopera-
tives have been united. In addition, many areas have played an important role in improving
the quality of cooperatives, strengthening cooperation, cultivating brands, helping farmers
to increase their income, etc., which is worth noting.

5.2. Countermeasures and Suggestions
5.2.1. Improving Cooperative Quality

First of all, the leading role of pilot projects should be strengthened. The establishment
of demonstration cooperatives should be further promoted through four-level joint creation
(national, provincial, municipal, and county levels). Through successful cases and best
practices, a batch of high-quality county-level cooperatives could be developed and selected.
Second, standardized construction should be further advanced, with a focus on themes
such as standardized management, interest connection, service capability, union and
cooperation, and poverty alleviation, and typical cases of cooperative development should
be summarized and introduced. Third, unity and cooperation among cooperatives should
be encouraged so that strong cooperatives with standardized development can guide the
development of smaller, weaker, and scattered cooperatives through mergers, etc.

5.2.2. Cultivating Cooperatives’ Inner Force for Development

First, while guiding family farms and large households in professional agricultural
production to join cooperatives, the government should also combine the work on cultivat-
ing family farms and developing social services with the development and expansion of
single cooperatives so as to promote the integrated development of cooperatives and other
new business entities. Second, the fostering of talent should be strengthened. It is necessary
to establish and improve counselor teams, form an innovative talent attraction mechanism,
and encourage cooperatives to actively attract college students, home-returning migrant
workers, veterans, and others to join businesses based on their existing resources. Again,
financial systems that support agriculture and rural residents should be further developed,
and support in the form of loans and financing for cooperatives by agriculture-related
financial institutions should be increased. Finally, diverse models for the development
of cooperatives should be explored based on local conditions. Cooperatives should be
encouraged to explore development modes and paths that fit their local conditions, meet
their needs, and reflect farmers’ demands.

5.2.3. Improving Market Competitiveness

First, equal attention should be paid to development and regulation as to quantity and
quality, while accelerating the standardization of cooperatives and improving quality and
efficiency to constantly enhance their driving capacity, economic strength, development
vitality, and service effect. Cooperatives should be encouraged to expand their cooperation
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and service scope and actively explore a trinity of integrated cooperation, including produc-
tion, supply and marketing, and credit building. Cooperatives can expand their agricultural
industry chain in multiple dimensions and develop diversified functions and enhanced
value in agriculture through the production and marketing of agricultural products, and
the deep processing of agricultural products, leisure agriculture, and rural tourism. Last
but not least, the driving capacity of government services should be further enhanced to
encourage cooperatives to strengthen their respective industries, promote green production
methods, extend industrial chains, develop new industries and business models, cultivate
their own brands, and strengthen their service functions. Finally, the service quality of
cooperatives should be improved [71]; a suitable membership size should be maintained;
food safety certification and target markets, such as supermarkets and export enterprises,
should be strengthened [72]; a more hierarchical trading model between cooperatives and
members should be implemented [53]; and the self-inspection of agricultural products
should be carried out before entering the market [58].

5.2.4. Enhancing System Construction

First, the financial management system should be improved. The financial manage-
ment standards of cooperatives should be a significant component for all pilot counties
when constructing demonstrations. Proper guidance should be provided for cooperatives
to help them establish financial accounting systems, and special financial management
enhancement programs should be organized whenever necessary. Second, existing gov-
ernment performance evaluation mechanisms should be further improved and optimized.
Farmers’ degree of satisfaction and cooperative development indicators should be added
to the evaluation. Moreover, a cancellation and withdrawal mechanism should be set
up for improperly operated cooperatives, along with a simple cancellation procedure for
cooperatives that have had no business activities for a long time after receiving their busi-
ness license. Most importantly, a dynamic cooperative supervision mechanism should
be established and improved with measures, including strengthening the management
of cooperatives’ financial status and business results and establishing an external audit
system for better auditing and dynamic supervision.

5.2.5. Strengthening the Guarantee of Key Elements

First, the integration of government financial support and project funding should
be strengthened. Government budgets should be appropriately increased yearly, and
agriculture-supporting programs should be fully integrated to support cooperatives with
qualifying conditions to participate in relevant projects. Second, cooperatives’ public
welfare attributes should be strengthened, with guarantees for the use of land, water,
electricity, and housing. For construction projects of cooperatives with a strong service
capacity, public welfare attributes, and driving development force, the proportion of
financial subsidies should be appropriately increased. Finally, diverse social financing
channels should be further expanded, while the support of financial institutions and capital
markets for specialized cooperatives should be increased so that cooperatives can have
financial products that accurately meet their needs.
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