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Rising Demand for Meat in China

As the most populous country, China is also the world’s
largest food consumer. Rising incomes in China are leading
to a shift in the consumption of higher quality food prod-
ucts. This trend is represented by an increase in the con-
sumption of animal protein, mostly meat, poultry, dairy,
and aquaculture products. Meat consumption in China
grew rapidly in the past three decades and has become the
most important category of food consumption in recent
years. Data from the Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO), presented in Figure 1, reveals
how the typical Chinese dinner plate has changed in the
past halfa century. In the 1960s, cereals, pulses, and starchy
roots provided 84% of total calories for Chinese people,
while meat, including poultry and offal, contributed only

4%. As a result of economic development in the last 34
years, when annual GDP grew from $309 Billion in 1980
to $10,355 Billion in 2014 (IMF, 2014), meat, poultry,
fish, eggs, and dairy products became a key source of
calories and provided 19% of total calories in the 2000s.
Among all kinds of meat, pork is the most favored animal
protein; its consumption increased by more than 8% annu-
ally during this period. Data from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) shows that annual pork consumption
increased from 16 million metric tons in 1985 to 52 mil-
lion metric tons in 2012, and annual consumption of all
chicken, beef, and pork combined increased from 17 to 71
million metric tons. This rising trend in meat consumption

is highlighted in Figure 2.

Figure 1: The Evolution of The Chinese Dinner Plate: Food Consumption by Category (KCal/Day/Capita).
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Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.
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Figure 2: Annual Per Capita Consumption of Meat in China from 1975 to 2012.
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agricultural Service.

Table 1: Top 5 Pork Exporters to China (Values in Thousands of Dollars).

Rankin 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
2013
United 1 439,708 | 82,213 236,233 | 1,234,857 | 1,068,791 | 762,609
States
Denmark | 2 259,858 | 196,369 | 357,902 | 316,367 | 364,439 | 413,756
Germany |3 69 176 42,949 78,547 287,514 | 410,449
(anada 4 111,381 | 129,121 | 222,532 | 204,677 | 237,720 296,250
Spain 5 234 41,426 54,633 124,313 | 186,198 217,737

Source: United Nations Statistics Division.

Constraints to Chinese Domestic
Meat Production

While China has imported a signifi-
cant amount of feedstuff to fuel its
animal protein production, several
constraints prevent Chinese produc-
ers from supplying necessary quan-
tity and demanded quality. Limited
agricultural space, urban sprawl, and
industrialization have made it difli-
cult to prevent the spread of animal
diseases, and have lead to food safety
problems in domestic animal produc-
tion. These spatial constraints tend to
either raise the cost of food products
or compromise their safety and qual-
ity, and will likely remain in the pres-
ence of government regulations and
as livestock industries modernize.

2 CHOICES

Large swine and poultry opera-
tions are densely concentrated around
China’s urban areas on the east coast
of the country (Gerber et al., 2005),
where there is also an extremely high
density of human population. This
provides an environment for animal
diseases to spread, and can even re-
sult in situations where viruses are
passed from animals to human, such
as avian and swine influenza (H5N1
and HINI, respectively). These op-
erations also generate tremendous
waste and dead animals, which unless
properly handled can pollute surface
and ground water. The presence of
nitrogen and phosphorus in the wa-
ter causes an over growth of bacteria,
phytoplankton, zooplankton, and
other pathogens which in turn affect
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aquaculture, water fowl, poultry, and
swine production. As a result, antibi-
otics have been liberally administered
in livestock operations, and there are
serious concerns about the effects of
antibiotic residuals in meat and other
animal protein products for human
consumption (Qi et al., 2009).

Food Safety and Demand for
Imported Products

With the appetite for meat rising,
Chinese consumers are no longer
solely focusing on domestic products.
China has been a net pork importer
since 2008, with net imports of swine
meat increasing to 535 thousand met-
ric tons in 2014 (USDA). Information
about Chinas main pork suppliers
can be found in Table 1. As the larg-
est pork exporter to China, U.S. pork
suppliers increased the value of their
sales in China from $439 million in
2008 to over $1 billion in 2012. This
number is expected to increase over
the next few years as a result of higher
feed prices in China, natural con-
straints to production, domestic food
safety events, and changing consumer
preferences and lifestyles.

Because of constantly occur-
ring food safety events, such as the
melamine adulterated milk scandal
that occurred in 2008, urban Chinese
consumers are becoming increas-
ingly concerned about the safety and
quality of their food. Their revealed
demand for food safety is evidenced
by the flourishing of high end food
retail stores carrying imported food
and drink products from the United
States, European Union, Australia
and other developed countries. The
high transportation cost for items
such as meat and fluid milk are re-
flected in the high price for these
products. While a growing minority
of affluent consumers mostly patron-
izes these high-end supermarkets, im-
ported products are making their way
into supermarkets frequented by the
average urban consumer. Moreover,
the supermarket revolution in China



is driving changes in shopping behav-
ior as consumers have experienced an
accelerated change towards the pro-
curement of food from modern retail
channels, where branding and label-
ing allow consumers to differentiate
the quality image of products (Hu et
al., 2004). In the last two years, Inter-
net food sales in China have grown
rapidly surpassing $300 billion in
2013 with the largest online retailer,
Taobao Marketplace, surpassing U.S.
sales from Amazon.com, Inc. and
eBay Inc. combined. As a result, on-
line food sales for premium grocery
products in China have also boomed,
cashing in on food safety scares affect-
ing traditional outlets (Patton, 2013).
Same-day delivery of imported meat,
poultry and dairy products have start-
ed to make an appearance in large cit-
ies in China.

In the wake of these Chinese food
system transformations, various con-
sumer preference studies have looked
at consumer valuation of credence at-
tributes, especially food safety (Wang,
Mao, and Gale, 2008; Zhang, Bai,
and Wahl, 2012; Bai, Zhang, and Ji-
ang, 2013). Empirical results across
studies of pork, beef, poultry, and
fluid milk shows that urban consum-
ers are willing to pay a price premium
for products with greater food safety
credibility, including reliance on cer-
tified brands, traceability, antibiotic-
free products, and other indicators of
premium quality. A series of recent
studies have found evidence of ef-
fective urban consumer demand for
products that can display government
food safety certification, third party
certification, and product traceability
in domestic pork and milk (Ortega et
al., 2011; Ortega et al., 2012). While
consumers are willing to pay more for
government certification of food safety
in domestic products as compared to
products without certification, there is
evidence of emerging consumer pref-
erences for imported food products.
This is a result of persistent domestic
food safety concerns, rising incomes
and changing consumer lifestyles.
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On the other hand, Chinese
consumers seem to prefer domestic
food to imports for less commonly
consumed specialty products such
as duck; this is mostly a result of lo-
cal tastes and preferences. Our study
conducted in 2013 on duck dishes
consumed in restaurants in four major
cities reveals that consumers perceive
domestic duck meat to have superior
flavor than imported duck—when
controlling for other quality and safety
attributes. Preliminary results from an-
other study conducted in late 2013 in-
dicate that while consumers in Beijing
have a strong preference for domestic
beef products, they perceive U.S. beef
(not legally available in China) to be
a safer alternative. Similar results were
found in a series of consumer inter-
views conducted in the summer of
2014 regarding demand for U.S. pork.
The strong preference for domestic
products is due to perceived taste dif-
ferences and cultural factors. However,
U.S. meat products in China currently
enjoy a reputation of being safe and of

high quality.

Implications for U.S. Meat
Industries

While Chinese concerns over food
safety present an opportunity for U.S.
products, it also poses a threat for for-
eign products, especially in the wake
of the new Chinese Food Safety Law.
Imported products are facing higher
barriers to trade due to tightening
food safety standards, which are easier
to enforce for imported products than
for the domestic market. As a result,
U.S. meat exports to China have been
at the center of controversial trade
restrictions and political disputes
in recent years. China has banned
the importation of U.S. pork that is
raised with the use of ractopamine—a
feed additive that promotes lean meat
production and is readily used in the
U.S. swine sector. It is worth not-
ing that despite this trade restriction,
U.S. pork is known to have made its
way to the Chinese mainland through
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a “grey channel” originating in Hong
Kong where there are minimal trade
barriers for imports (Gale, Marti, and
Hu, 2012). China also remains the
only major market that has not offi-
cially reopened to American beef after
the first case of U.S. Bovine Spongi-
form Encephalopathy (BSE) in 2003.

Despite these setbacks and chal-
lenges, there is renewed optimism
over the future of American meat ex-
ports in China. In 2014, Smithfield
Foods Inc., the U.Ss largest pork
producer was acquired by China’s
WH Group (formerly known as Sh-
uanghui International)—the biggest
Chinese purchase of a U.S. company
to date. Over most of the past decade,
Smithfield has been the major U.S.
pork exporter to China though these
shipments have been largely unno-
ticed by consumers, as they have been
comprised of frozen pork that ends up
in meat processing and food service
channels. This recent merger provides
opportunities for U.S. pork to enter
China’s profitable chilled/processed
pork market that is mainly sold in su-
permarket stores (Xia, 2014).

In the beef sector, recent talks be-
tween trade officials point to an of-
ficial restoration of the United States-
China beef trade in the near future.
China is the world’s fastest-growing
beef market and a significant buyer
of imported beef by volume, mostly
sourcing from Australia, New Zea-
land, Canada, Uruguay, and Argen-
tina. Booming domestic demand,
coupled with tight domestic supply
and favorable U.S. pricing is putting
increased pressure on the Chinese to
open up the market for U.S. beef.
While not as popular as pork, the
United States needs to maintain and
expand its promotional strategy sur-
rounding beef in China to increase
consumer awareness and capture
maximum market share once official
trade is reestablished.

Starting from 2010, China levied
a substantial anti-dumping duty on
U.S. chicken—which has ranged from



46% to 105%. In addition, a 2015
ban on poultry from the U.S. to China
due to high pathogenic avian influenza
(HPAI) detections is currently damp-
ening poultry exports, pointing to the
continued existence of business risk
on the export of meat products. Nev-
ertheless, the United States has been a
significant source of broiler imports in
the Chinese market and is expected to
recover its market share once official
trade is reestablished.

To penetrate and expand into
the Chinese market for meat, poul-
try, and other animal protein, U.S.
industries need to recognize Chinese
consumers’ food culture and prefer-
ences with regards to taste, texture,
cuts, and emphasize the established
safety and quality reputation of U.S.
products. Furthermore, as excess de-
mand for animal protein continues
to increase under natural and spatial
domestic production constraints, the
U.S. meat industry is well positioned
to capitalize on the growing potential
of the Chinese market.
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