
sion and aging of China could 
spark political instability.

“China’s going to be dealing with 
a rapidly aging and then declining 
population,” said Bricker.

“China’s going to get old before 
it gets rich enough to be old.… It 
has the potential to be one of the 
biggest global security issues of 
this century because empires in 
decline are dangerous empires.”

China’s need for food imports

Few challenge the notion that 
China will need food imports for 
decades, as long as its current pop-
ulation holds, its economy remains 
healthy and it doesn’t find a meth-
od to magically transform its farm-
ing sector into an exponentially 
more productive industry.

However, Zhang said China 
does have the ability to substan-
tially boost its agricultural pro-
duction because much of its 
farming sector is still backward 
compared to that of the West.

“Their yields could significantly 
improve,” said Zhang, noting the 
possibility of China embracing 
genetic modification and other 
modern farming methods in 
areas not yet developed.

“If everything works out right, 
Chinese crop yields could be 30 
percent higher.”

That would be a lot of extra 
crop,but still  not likely to be 
enough if China’s population gets 
richer and hungrier because it 
already needs large imports of 
feedgrains and other products.

“In general, they’ll still be at a 
strategic disadvantage” com-
pared to the U.S. in big, dryland 
crop production, Zhang said.

However, does China need crop 
supplies from Canada and the 
rest of North America?

Canada not so special?

M a n y  C a n a d i a n  f a r m e r s 
assume that the burgeoning 
world population and the rapid 
social development and urban-
ization of that population will 

lead to much more demand for 
the crops and meat that Canadian 
farmers produce and that the rest 
of the world doesn’t have the land 
and resources to produce.

However, geopolitical tensions 
with the U.S. as well as a general 
discomfort in the Chinese govern-
ment with reliance on imported 
foods from a few countries has 
been a major part of its vast Belt 
and Road Initiative. That strategy, 
the biggest development project in 
the history of the world, is partly 
designed to give China many more 
sources and options for imports.

“The grand strategy would be to 
become as diversified as possible, 
but there’s a subtle layer that China 
doesn’t want to be as reliant, espe-
cially on the U.S.,” said Zhang.

How would much easier access 
to Central Asia, Europe, Africa 
and Southeast Asia affect Cana-
dian farmers’ competitive posi-
tion in supplying China? 

“Over time you’ll see more and 
more efforts to establishing these 
trade channels,” said Zhang.

There tends to be general confi-
dence at farm conferences in the 
long-term demand for bulk agri-
cultural commodities produced 
in Canada. 

Whatever the short-term com-
plications, such as China’s current 
canola boycott or U.S. actions dur-
ing the recent North American 
Free Trade Agreement renegotia-
tions, most farmers, analysts and 
economists see Canada as being in 
a fortunate position as a nation 
that can consistently produce food 
surpluses in a coming world that 
will have greater and greater food 
shortages.

But the question must still be 
asked: is that comforting vision of 
the future, especially in regards to 
China, really a safe assumption.

Last April, North Kazakhstan 
issued a statement on seeding and 
crop production for the province.

The language and data in the 
document is astounding, sound-
ing like an episode of The Simp-
sons that mocks Soviet-era propa-
ganda from the 1970s.

“ L a s t  y e a r,  o u r  a g r a r i a n s 
increased oilseeds by 40 percent; 
we continue to intensively engage 
in this work this year,” the docu-
ment says. 

“Five hundred and forty-eight 
thousand tons of seeds have been 
planted, including 462,000 tons of 
cereals and legumes  …  (and) 13,662 
tractors of various modifications, 
16,299 grain seeders and 1,147 mod-
ern high-performance seeding 
complexes are planned to partici-
pate in the sowing campaign.”

The highly specific information, 
such as 16,299 grain seeders, may 
raise eyebrows, but the potential 
for crop production in North 
Kazakhstan and the entire coun-
try is no joke.

Kazakhstan is part of the Eur-
asian Steppe, a massive geography 
of grasslands stretching from East-
ern Europe to China. The steppe in 
Ukraine, Russia and parts of 
Kazakhstan has some of the rich-
est agricultural soil in the world. 

Al Scholz, a retired agrologist, 
lived in northern Kazakhstan for 
six months in 2010. While there 
he measured the depth of topsoil 
in the region.

“ T h e  s h a l l o w e s t  t o p s o i l  I 
found was about 10 to 12 inches. 
( T h e )  av e ra g e  w a s  2 4  t o  3 0 
i n c h e s  o f  t o p s o i l  —  a n d  n o 
s t o n e s ,”  s a i d  S c h o l z ,  w h o 
w o r k e d  a s  a n  a g r o n o m i c 
research consultant at a 50,000 
acre farm in Kazakhstan.

The climate and growing condi-
tions in parts of Kazakhstan are 
comparable to Saskatchewan, 
and the mix of annual crops is 
similar — wheat, flax, oilseeds 
and pulses.

“They grow absolutely every-
thing we do,” said Scholz, who is 
n o w  re t i re d  a n d  l i v e s  n e a r 
B l a c k s t r a p  L a k e  s o u t h  o f 
Saskatoon.

When Scholz was there, how-
ever, Kazakh farmers had poor 
yields compared to Western 
Canada. Crop yields in 2010 were 
about half of Saskatchewan’s, 
mostly  because of  s l ipshod 
agronomy and lax management, 
Scholz said.

It could take another 10 to 15 
years for Kazakh farmers to get 
their act together. But when they 
do, “they will out-produce us,” 
Scholz said.

“Not only with (sales to) China, 
(but) India.”

The notion of Kazakhstan steal-
ing market share from Canada is 
already proving true.

Canadian exports of lentils to 
Turkey dropped from 419,528 
tonnes in 2015 to 190,286 tonnes 
in 2017.

Meanwhile,  Kazakh lent i l 
exports to Turkey have boomed. 

Lentil acres in Kazakhstan went 
from 17,000 in 2014 to 820,000 
acres in 2017.

Wheat is Kazakhstan’s biggest 
crop and its largest agricultural 
export. 

In 2018-19, wheat production 
was forecast at 14 million tonnes. 
Canada, in comparison, pro-
duced 31 million tonnes in 2018.

However, in 2017 the Kazakh 
government announced plans to 
move away from wheat. It cut sub-
sidies for wheat and corn produc-
tion and increased subsidies for 
oi lseeds,  World-Grain.com 
reported. 

Kazakh data on oilseed acres 
indicates that rapeseed, flax, soy-
beans and sunflowers remain 
minor crops. However, the coun-
try is quickly moving toward its 
g o a l  o f  7 . 4  m i l l i o n  a c re s  o f 
oilseeds by 2021. Last year oilseed 
acreage was 6.9 million, Black-
seagrain.net said.

Vegetable oil crushing is also 
expanding. 

The Kazakh Department of Sta-
tistics said the country broke 
vegetable oil production records 
for nearly every month in 2018.

Last June, for instance, it pro-
duced 29,200 tonnes of vegetable 
oil. That’s a tiny volume compared 
to Canada, which produced 
360,000 tonnes of canola oil in 
January.

However, the 29,200 tonnes of 
vegetable oil could get much, 
much larger. 

If China gets its way, Kazakh-
stan could become the Saskatch-
ewan of Asia. 

In February, Grain.org report-
ed that Kazakhstan is “ground 
zero” for China’s agricultural 
plans in Central Asia. As part of 
the Belt and Road Initiative, a 
plan to strengthen investment 
and trade links with dozens of 
countries, China is committing 
bill ions to infrastructure in 
Kazakhstan.

A large chunk of the money is 
directed at agriculture.

“Chinese interests are eyeing 
Kazakhstan as a new source of 
wheat, sugar, meat and vegetable 
oil,” Grain.org said. 

“Kazakhstan is already on its 
way to tripling wheat exports to 
China by 2020.”

Chinese firms have built a mas-
sive inland port in the town of 
Korghos near the border of Chi-
na and Kazakhstan and a new 
livestock slaughter plant has 
been built near the border with 
China.
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Meat stalls are seen at a market in Beijing, China. The country is 
the largest pork consumer on the planet.  |  
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China has been making major investments in an effort to turn 
the landlocked country into an agricultural superpower

Kazakhstan: the 
Saskatchewan of Asia

CHINA’S BELT AND 
ROAD AG PROJECTS
• Chinese companies have 657 

agricultural projects in Belt 
and Road countries, valued at 
$9.4 billion — up 70 percent 
from five years ago.

• More than 400 senior 
agricultural experts from 
China teach modern farming 
methods  to other nations.

• A state-owned investment 
firm is building a massive 
quarantine farm, near the 
Kazakh border, to hold 
livestock imported from 
Kazakhstan. The farm will have 
capacity for 100,000 cattle, 
30,000 sheep and 12,000 
donkeys and horses. 

 

QUICK FACTS
Kazakhstan is the world’s larg-
est landlocked country, sharing 
borders with Russia, China, 
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan.
• Population: 18.5 million
• Land area: ninth largest in the 

world
• Labour force: agriculture 18.1 

percent, industry 20.4, 
services 61.6

• Ethnic diversity: Kazakhs 
66.01 percent, Russians 21.05, 
Uzbeks 3.07, Ukrainians 1.7, 
Uighurs 1.44, Tatars 1.17, 
Germans 1.0

• Major exports: energy (78 per-
cent), mining (8 percent) and 
agriculture (3 percent)

• Capital: Nur Sultan (formerly 
Astana)

Source: staff research  |  WP GRAPHIC

Source: Agriculture Canada  |  WP GRAPHIC

2013 2017

Chinese agricultural imports
(in $billions)

China’s 
imports

Canada’s 
share

China’s 
imports  

Canada’s 
share

Oilseeds and oilseed products $44.10 $2.50 $57.90 $4.10
Meat and offals $6.10 $0.39 $12.30 $0.71
Grains and grain products $5.20 $0.48 $8.30 $0.64
Oil and fat products (animal and plant) $11.20 $1.20 $10.70 $0.72

CHINA’S MAJOR AGRICULTURAL IMPORTS
Oilseeds, meat, grain and oil and fat products are China’s leading agricul-
tural imports. 

LAND COMPARISONS
Arable* land (million acres):
 Russia:  303
 CANADA:  108
 Ukraine:  79
 Kazakhstan:  71
* Arable land, not cropland

Source: World Bank  |  WP GRAPHIC
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African land
grab refuted

CBS News wrote in January 2018 
that “China recently purchased 
half the farmland under cultivation 
in the Congo.”

The line was from an article on Chi-
nese investment in Africa. The Congo 
anecdote, it turned out,  was bogus.

E xperts  at  the China Afr ica 
Research Initiative at Johns Hop-
kins University studied the Congo 
claim and other stories about Chi-
nese land grabs in Africa.

The researchers looked at 57 
media reports of Chinese compa-
nies buying land in Africa. If all 
true, it would have amounted to 15 
million acres of farmland. The 
actual number was much smaller.

“We spent three years tracking 
down every single case…. We con-
firmed that nearly a third of these 
stories … were literally false,” Deb-
orah Brautigam, director of the 
China Africa Research Initiative, 
wrote in the Washington Post. 

“In the remaining cases we found 
real Chinese investments, but the 
total amount of land actually acquired 
by Chinese firms was only about 
240,000 hectares (593,000 acres).”

For about a decade, there have 
been rumours and reports of Chi-
nese companies buying up farm-
land around the globe.

A study published last year by two 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
economists confirmed what Brau-
tigam said in the Washington Post.

The study determined that China 
is pouring billions into agriculture 
outside its borders, but the money 
isn’t being spent on farmland and 
isn’t focused on Africa.

“Agricultural investment is now 
closely tied to China’s One Belt One 
Road initiative, which targets 
countries between China and 
Western Europe,” wrote Fred Gale 
and Elizabeth Gooch of the USDA’s 
Economic Research Service.

The two economists studied hun-
dreds of Chinese information 
s o u rc e s,  i n c l u d i n g  p o l i t i c a l 
speeches, reports and news media 
stories, to understand China’s out-
ward investment in agriculture.

They learned that China doesn’t 
want to own farmland. It wants to 
dominate agricultural supply chains.

“Chinese foreign investment (is) 
shifting away from land purchases 
toward mergers and acquisitions. For 
example, COFCO — a state-owned 
agribusiness — embodies new tactics 
aimed at gaining more control over 
commodity trading, processing, and 
logistics,” they wrote. 

Another example is Shuanghui 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l ’s  p u rc h a s e  o f 
Smithfield Foods, a U.S. pork com-
pany. Through the acquisition, 
China gains more “control” of the 
pork imported into the country, 
Gale and Gooch said.

“As Chinese authorities have 
loosened national food self-suffi-
cienc y objectives,  they have 
encouraged companies to gain 
greater control over the supply 
chain for imported agricultural 
products,” Gooch and Gale wrote. 

“The strategy encourages Chi-
nese companies to engage in each 
link of the supply chain for import-
ed commodities, to earn profits 
and gain influence over prices.”

In other words, it seems China 
wants all agricultural roads to lead 
back to Beijing.

As well, Chinese groups are 
spending millions on agricul-
tural science and innovation in 
Kazakhstan.

China has set up agricultural 
research centres in the country, 
including one in the town of Tur-
gen, west of Almaty.

Last year Xinhua, a Chinese 
news agency, said new varieties 
of wheat, soybeans and oilseed 
rapeseed are being tested at the 
research park in Turgen.

Moving grains and oilseeds to Chi-
na from Kazakhstan, a landlocked 
country, is a demanding task.

There is a rail line to the city of Xian 
in western China, but transporting 
bulk shipments of grain and 
oilseeds may not be economical.

The distance from Xian to 
Almaty is 2,900 kilometres.

Exporting processed commod-
ities to China, such as vegetable 
oil, flour, noodles, canola meal 
and meat, likely makes more 
sense.

China may want to import more 
food from Kazakhstan and the 
Kazakh government may want that 
to happen, but Kazakh farmers 
may not be ready for that reality.

Kazakhstan declared its inde-
pendence from Russia in Decem-
ber 1991. More than 27 years have 
passed, but the Soviet approach 
to farming still lingers in rural 
Kazakhstan.

Scholz did his consulting work 
on a 50,000 acre farm with 250 
employees.

“They have got to give … people 
in rural areas jobs, otherwise (the 
locals) will steal.”

The “they” are the companies 
and families that own or lease 
farmland in Russia, Ukraine and 
Kazakhstan. In much of the 
region, oligarchs acquired gigan-
tic swaths of farmland after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 
the early 1990s.

Scholz was in Kazakhstan in 
2010 but inefficient use of labour 
remains a problem in 2019.

“The CIS countries, commu-
nism broke the farming culture. 
You don’t have a farming mental-
ity,” said Kolby Nichol, vice-pres-
ident of international sales with 
Farmers Edge, a precision agri-
culture company based in Win-
nipeg that sells its products and 
services around the globe.

“What happens is you turn it 
into a business. The trouble is 
that … a farm doesn’t fit into that 
mould of a nine to five job.”

Farmers Edge has five employ-
ees in Russia, and Nichol has 
traveled there many times since 
2010. One of the challenges for 
large-scale farms in Russia, 
Ukraine and Kazakhstan is find-
ing employees who care about 
the success of the farm.

A grain producer in Western 
Canada might have 12 roles and 
responsibilities on his farm, but 
a tractor operator in Russia only 
drives the tractor. Somebody 
else likely delivers the seed, 
another employee delivers the 
fertilizer and the agronomist 
a d ju s t s  t h e  s e t t i n g s  o n  t h e 
seeder.

“If the tractor breaks down or 
runs out of fuel … he just waits 
until fuel is brought to him or the 
tractor is fixed,” Nichol said. 

Scholz witnessed similar issues 
in Kazakhstan. He tried to con-
vince tractor operators to drive 
five km-h at seeding so they could 
achieve the proper density of 
plants and good germination of 
the crop.

They would drive slowly but only 
when Scholz was watching. As 
soon as he left they cranked up the 
engine and seeded at 10 km-h.

The same thing happened at 
harvest time.

“The combine operators, it 

seemed to be a race, which oper-
ator could get across the field 
faster.”

Another issue is management. 
When Nichol talks to farm manag-
ers in Russia, he doesn’t meet them 
at the farm. The meetings happen 
with a lawyer or accountant who 
runs crop production from Mos-
cow.

“A lot of the farms have offices in 
Moscow. It would be like going to 
visit a Saskatchewan farm, but 
going to their offices in Toronto.”

Farmers in the former Soviet 
Union also lack financial services 
such as crop insurance that 
Canadian producers take for 
granted. 

“Access to capital is a big one, 
having (credit) to purchase the 
proper amount of fertilizer, the 
proper amount of inputs,” Nichol 
said.

“They don’t have crop insur-
ance like we have here. Everyone 
is self-insured, so it (alters) how 
you look at things.”

Farms in Kazakhstan, Russia 
and Ukraine may have chal-
lenges, but they also have tre-
mendous advantages, such as 
l a n d  c o s t  a n d  av a i l a b i l i t y . 
Kazakhstan, for instance, may 
have seven mill ion acres of 
unused agricultural land.

“Land is cheap, relative, labour 
is cheap, relative, and access to 
land would be the biggest thing,” 
Nichol said.

“It’s pretty difficult to roll into 
Western Canada and … just 
start up a 500,000 acre farm, 
(but) that happens all the time 
in Russia.”

China’s ambition to develop 
reliable sources of food stretches 
east and beyond the borders of 
Kazakhstan.

In early April, COFCO Interna-
tional, a state-owned agri-busi-
ness in China, announced plans 

to double its grain imports from 
the Black Sea region in the next 
two or three years.

China and Chinese firms have 
pledged to invest a minimum of 
$7 billion in Ukrainian infrastruc-
ture projects, Xinhua reported 
last year.

One of the completed projects 
is a $40 million dredging of a 
Black Sea port at Yunzhny, so 
l a r g e r  s h i p s  c a n  l o a d  a n d 
unload.

In other words, Kazakhstan is 
just one part of China’s plan for 
the Eurasian Steppe.

The amount of arable land in 
the steppes of Ukraine, Russia 
and Kazakhstan are more than 
triple the acreage of Western 
Canada. For now, exports from 
the region explode in years with 
favourable weather and plum-
met in dry or wet years.

If their farmers figure out the 
agronomy and the management 
to get decent yields in years with 
adverse weather, Canada could 
struggle to compete.

“Within the next 25 years that 
Eurasian Steppe … will (become) 
a more consistent exporter,” 
Scholz said.

“Going forward, on commodity 
agriculture, they’re going to eat 
our lunch.”

Nichol is less concerned. 
Ye s,  Ru s s i a ,  U k r a i n e  a n d 

Kazakhstan could dramatically 
boost their agri-food exports, but 
that prediction has been around 
for two decades.

A “hockey stick” scenario, 
where production and exports 
suddenly explode off the charts, 
is unlikely, he said.

 “I don’t really see it coming in a 
wave…. Improvements (in those 
countries) will be methodical 
and slow. But it’s coming.”

Combines harvest wheat on the Oktyabrskoe farm in the north-central Akmola region of Kazakhstan. The proximity to China provides a 
potential nearby-market for agricultural production from that nation.   |  




