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Chinese farms in Tajikistan and helps them thrive?

Irna Hofman

Leiden university institute for area studies (Lias), Leiden university, Leiden, The netherlands

ABSTRACT
China’s influence in neighboring Central Asian states is 
growing at a fast pace. Since the launch of the One Belt, One 
Road (OBOR) initiative to accelerate China’s engagement in 
Central Asia and beyond, nearly all Chinese activity in this 
region has been gathered under OBOR. OBOR now seems 
to cover a plethora of spatially and temporally expanding 
state and privately driven projects. In this paper, I discuss 
large- and small-scale Chinese farm enterprises in Tajikistan, 
in which discussions around China’s “global land investments” 
and OBOR intersect. Beneath abstract conceptualizations of 
OBOR and the Chinese presence in Central Asia, my analysis 
shows that Chinese land investments in Tajikistan are shaped 
by Chinese dynamics of agrarian change and are contingent 
upon country-specific conditions. Rather than state-led 
endeavors as is often assumed, the main Chinese actors in 
Tajik agriculture are capitalist yet partially state-embedded 
enterprises driven by profit-oriented goals. Chinese farm 
enterprises tap into specific market demands that are either 
unanswered or underdeveloped in Tajikistan, or which have 
emerged due to the growing number of Chinese consumers in 
Tajikistan. The nature and drivers of Chinese land acquisitions 
in Tajikistan shed light on the various, sometimes competing, 
factors driving China’s broader foreign “land rush,” in Central 
Asia (and beyond).

Introduction

China’s influence in neighboring Central Asian states is growing at a fast pace. 
One of the recent manifestations of this is Chinese land investment in Tajikistan. 
In 2011 popular media reported that 1,500 Chinese farmers would start agricul-
tural production on 2,000 hectares in Tajikistan (Pannier 2011). In 2012 other 
sources reported that China would lease an area of 6,000 hectares (Vinson 2012). 
The news was soon reposted on an Internet “land grab” database (Farmlandgrab.
org 2011) and thence portrayed in a way that fits within the general “land grab” 
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discourse globally (cf. Grain 2008). The investment was thus typecast as part 
of the wave of Chinese global land investments that has been documented 
since 2008 (Grain 2008; Cotula et al. 2009; Bräutigam and Zhang 2013). While 
avoiding the term “land grab” because of its inaccurate connotations (as also 
argued by Hofman and Ho 2012; Bräutigam and Zhang 2013; Yan and Sautman 
2010), this article aims to address a knowledge gap about China’s engagement 
in agriculture in its neighboring region (cf. Visser and Spoor 2011; Henderson, 
Appelbaum, and Ho 2013). moreover, by presenting a more comprehensive 
understanding of the ways in which China’s “going out” takes shape in its direct 
vicinity, this article provides insights into the characteristics and implications 
of China’s “going global.”

Since autumn 2013, China’s growing presence in Central Asia is placed within the 
Chinese government’s Silk Road Economic Belt initiative as the land-based com-
ponent within the popularized One Belt, One Road (OBOR, Yidai Yilu) (cf. Swaine 
2014; Farchy 2016; Summers 2016). Therefore, the analysis of farmland investments 
in Tajikistan in this paper builds on and contributes to both analyses of OBOR and 
the Chinese presence in Central Asia (Laruelle and Peyrouse 2012; Summers 2016) 
and literature on foreign land investments (cf. Yan and Sautman 2010; Visser and 
Spoor 2011; Hofman and Ho 2012; Wolford et al. 2013; Gong and Le Billon 2014).

This paper is based on longitudinal field research focused  on post-Soviet 
agrarian change in two villages in Tajikistan’s southwestern Khatlon region and 
interviews with Chinese farm managers, Chinese farm workers, their Tajik assis-
tants, and Tajik wage laborers conducted between march–August 2012, June–
September 2013, and September 2014–February 2015. Field research insights have 
been supplemented with archive and media/web research conducted between 
2012 and 2016. Based on my research on the nature of Chinese land investments 
in Tajikistan, I show that the contemporary processes of agrarian change in both 
Tajikistan and China are essential for understanding and explaining these land 
investments. The common assumption that it is the pursuit of security in food or 
energy that drives China’s global search for land proves incorrect (cf. Grain 2008; 
for critique Yan and Sautman 2010; Hofman and Ho 2012; Bräutigam and Zhang 
2013; Gong and Le Billon 2014). more in-depth critical research has also shown 
that other motives (also) drive Chinese land investments, which include among 
others, the export of technology, the search for market potential abroad (Yan and 
Sautman 2010; Bräutigam and Zhang 2013), and surplus rural labor1 (Bräutigam 
and Tang 2009, 694). In the context of Central Asia, one could raise questions 
whether border region stability and long-term geo-political/international cooper-
ation play a role, as it is often assumed that Chinese growing presence in Central 
Asia and OBOR are mainly driven by geopolitical motives (cf. European Council 
2015; see also, Cooley 2012; Laruelle and Peyrouse 2012; for a critique, see also, 
Summers 2016).

Examining various types of investments, I argue first that the large Chinese land 
investments and the specific orientation of the Chinese farm enterprises involved 
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in the investments shed light on Tajikistan’s political economy of post-socialist rural 
transformation. The Chinese companies tap into the emerging agro-industrial and 
food markets, where many Tajik farmers lack the political and financial capital to 
do so. Paradoxically then, the success of the Chinese farms may rest on the failure 
of Tajikistan’s post-socialist transformation to develop a strong agricultural base 
and support the individual farm enterprise. Second, the Chinese small-scale farms’ 
focus on satisfying Chinese consumers’ demands in Tajikistan is an opportunis-
tic response to the increasing number of (permanent and temporary) Chinese 
inhabitants in Tajikistan. These small farm enterprises thus engage in a new niche 
market, which emerged as an ancillary effect of the growing Chinese presence 
in the country. Hence, while both smaller and larger Chinese enterprises have a 
commercial orientation, their background and their market engagement differ 
strongly. I contend that these different kinds of Chinese farms in Tajikistan signify 
the major ways in which Chinese actors currently engage in agriculture on a global 
scale (see also, Yan and Sautman 2010; Cook et al. 2016); at the same time, they 
represent the diversity of Chinese actors involved in China’s growing presence in 
the wider regional economy of Central Asia. moreover, the types of Chinese farms 
in Tajikistan feature striking parallels with a typology of agricultural enterprises 
emerging in the contemporary process of agrarian change in China (Yan and Chen 
2015; Zhang, Oya, and Ye 2015; Schneider 2016).

The next, second, section characterizes in brief China’s contemporary dynam-
ics of agrarian change and presents the specific context of Tajikistan’s agrarian 
economy and China’s contemporary presence in Tajikistan. This section also sheds 
light on the importance of state-society relations in understanding the actual 
materialization of investments on the ground. The third section is primarily based 
on field research in Tajikistan. It describes and analyzes different types of Chinese 
involvement in Tajik agriculture, including Chinese individual farms and larger 
investments, thus highlighting the various characteristics of these investments. 
The final section outlines this paper’s conclusions.

The push and pull factors of Chinese farmland investments in Tajikistan

The variety of Chinese projects in Central Asia subsumed under the One Belt, One 
Road initiative is substantial, including infrastructure projects, investments, loans, 
and trade agreements by state, private and public-private enterprises. China’s 
growing presence (and the specific impetus given by OBOR) understandably trig-
gers major debates in terms of “who drives what, and why.” Yet as Breslin (2009, 934) 
earlier noted, “We can … argue about what drives what – whether international 
security concerns drive a change in economic strategy to mollify the region, or 
domestic political/economic perspectives drive a move to engage the region.” 
Chinese authorities, international agencies, and media refer to OBOR, sometimes 
regardless of the exact starting points of individual projects or phenomena and 
regardless of the specific character of the Chinese presence, whether individual, 
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corporate, or state-driven and whether focused on trade, finance, investments, 
or politics (cf. Swaine 2014; State Council 2015; Farchy 2016; Summers 2016). The 
initiatives clustered under One Belt, One Road go beyond investments for resource 
acquisitions and relate to domestic competition, regional stability, state finance, 
and labor issues. These aspects have also been noted in relation to China’s “Western 
development” (xibu da kaifa) (Goodman 2004; Yeh 2009); the country’s “going out” 
(zou chuqu), and Chinese global agricultural land investments (Yan and Sautman 
2010; Hofman and Ho 2012). As Summers (2016) suggests, OBOR can be conceptu-
alized as a continuation of earlier policies and goals rather than as an entirely new 
state-driven project, particularly as the often-mentioned drivers of China’s global 
“going out” and Chinese global land investments have preceded and intertwine 
with OBOR.

At first glance, the Chinese investments in farmland in Tajikistan seem surprising. 
Tajikistan is not known as a country with highly productive farmland or with much 
potential for high-revenue agriculture. Only around 6% of the country’s surface 
features arable land, and large parts of the rural population experience periods 
of food insecurity (World Bank 2016, 22). In addition, the costs of transporting 
perishable fruits and vegetables are substantial, and – with weakly developed 
transport corridors (cf. Peyrouse and Raballand 2015) – the bureaucracy and trans-
action costs are considerable for the export of goods in general. This suggests that 
Chinese land investments in this country have not been driven by the need to feed 
Chinese domestic consumers and hints at the need for a closer examination of 
locally specific characteristics and dynamics in agrarian development in Tajikistan, 
as well as in China, to understand these land investments.

The role of Chinese agrarian dynamics in Chinese land investments in 
Tajikistan

understanding the plurality of Chinese actors involved in China’s regional grow-
ing presence requires profound attention to developments in China’s domestic 
economy. China’s rural context is of great relevance to Chinese land investments 
abroad (see also, Schneider 2016). Contemporary dynamics of agrarian change 
in China echo characteristics of the country’s economic reforms in earlier years 
in which the development toward a more market-based economy meant the pri-
vatization of Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs). It forced centrally planned 
enterprises – from national to regional and provincial levels – to dismantle and 
reconfigure themselves in a competitive market (cf. Yan and Sautman [2010, 315] 
on Chinese SOEs in Africa). This competition and enterprise differentiation also 
characterizes the process of agrarian transformation in China. The studies of Yan 
and Chen (2015) and Zhang, Oya, and Ye (2015) on the dynamics in Chinese agrar-
ian society point to an accelerated capitalization of agriculture. In this process, 
the commodification of the means of production like the introduction of mar-
ket-based mechanisms in accessing land have profound implications on social 
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stratification in the countryside. For instance, the differentiation into distinct types 
of agricultural producers is characterized by large businesses taking the lead in 
modernization and smaller family farms facing subsumption into larger enterprises 
and incorporation into more complex and interdependent production relations. 
Going abroad can expand the market potential or can provide a resort to escape 
from domestic competition (see also, Yan and Sautman 2010; Schneider 2016). 
The going out of Chinese enterprises and individuals has unfolded into different 
migration patterns as well as into different trade and investment patterns over-
seas. China’s state-owned companies have been assumed to head most Chinese 
overseas projects, particularly when it comes to their impact in economic, social, 
and geopolitical transformation (Hofman and Ho 2012; Henderson, Appelbaum, 
and Ho 2013, 1242). However, although individual and smaller scale activities are 
often little observed, Chinese individuals have, in fact, been the most active agents 
of entrepreneurship in China’s growth abroad (cf. Gu 2009, on Chinese private 
companies in Africa).

From this perspective, OBOR as an initiative to accelerate Chinese expansion 
indeed embodies remedies to phenomena inherent to capitalism, like overcapacity 
and excess supply, as a spatial fix (cf. Harvey 2003), different from (only) geopolitical 
motives (as also argued by Summers [2016, 1]). Yet, while Summers (2016) asserts 
that OBOR is primarily a capitalist endeavor with geopolitical implications, in my 
view several goals are pursued in tandem, with commerce being undertaken by 
Chinese companies in conjunction with the Chinese authorities’ efforts to gain 
presence and power. The facilities provided by bilateral agreements ease trade 
and investments. As Hofman and Ho (2012, 7) previously explained, the Chinese 
state plays a “vital role in planning and driving the off-shoring of production,” which 
could be termed “developmental outsourcing.”

Yet, whereas dynamics in China’s economy are often attributed primary 
importance as factors engendering Chinese “going out” (cf. Summers 2016; 
Swaine 2014), the mode and orientation of Chinese actors overseas and the 
investments abroad are not less shaped by the conditions in host societies. It 
is rather the interplay of different foreign and domestic, and national as well as 
local, political economies that provide push and pull factors for investment and 
which shape the eventual realization of investments. Hence, here the context 
of Tajikistan is no less important in understanding the orientation of Chinese 
enterprises in this country.

The Tajik context: post-Soviet agriculture

With hardly any industry in the country, the agrarian economy is highly important 
in Tajikistan. As a whole, the agrarian sector contributes around 20% to the coun-
try’s Gross domestic Product (GdP) (Lerman and Sedik 2009; World Bank 2016). Yet 
there are severe impediments to rural and agrarian development. With the end of 
the Soviet union, state support vanished, organizational structures broke down, 
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and the supplies of agricultural inputs (such as agro-chemicals) gradually came 
to an end. Though the Tajik state began to restructure the former Soviet agrarian 
landscape through land and farm reform, it took a long time before the reorgani-
zation of the former collective (kolkhozes) and state (sovkhozes) farms truly took off 
(Robinson et al. 2008; Lerman and Sedik 2009; Hofman and Visser, forthcoming). 
The Tajik Civil War (1992–1997) left its imprint on society and on the rural sector, 
particularly in the southwestern Khatlon region.

Over 70% of the Tajik population resides in the countryside, and agriculture is 
the main source of employment for over 50% of the population (TajStat 2015b, 
9; World Bank 2016). Access to land is important for the rural population, either 
in terms of a household plot or (employment at) a dehqon farm (“dehqon farm” is 
the general term used for private, individual and collective farms established on 
former collective or state farmland). Local differences in geography and off-farm 
employment options have resulted in varying degrees of competition over land, but 
also in differences related to farm size, crop mix, and farmer autonomy (Robinson 
et al. 2008; Hofman and Visser, forthcoming). The average size of a dehqon farm is 
around five hectares, but there are extreme differences – from isolated holdings 
of 0.5 hectares in the highlands to elite-run enterprises of a few hundred hectares 
or more in the lowlands (Hofman and Visser forthcoming). notably, small-scale 
household plot production has continued to play a pivotal role for domestic food 
security and market supply (63.4% of the total agricultural production volume came 
from household plots in 2014; TajStat 2015a, 27). The significant role of household 
plot production in market supplies of food crops is related to the fact that household 
plot production has been predominantly oriented toward horticulture crops, while 
most dehqon farms have focused on larger scale production of mainly wheat and 
cotton (Lerman and Sedik 2009; Rowe 2009; Hofman and Visser, forthcoming).

Yet, farming is insufficient as a single source of livelihood for most rural dwellers. 
Rural households are therefore forced to develop a highly diversified livelihood 
portfolio, which often comprises both on-and-off farm work, frequently including 
labor migration of one or more male family members. While the situation has 
improved, an environment conducive to individual farming has been missing for 
many years, and the absence of adequate infrastructure and underdeveloped mar-
kets still constrain agrarian development (see, for instance, uSAId 2014).

The constraints in agrarian development and the lack of profits from farm-
ing are caused by a few interrelated factors. First, private sector development 
in the agro-industrial markets (of seeds and agro-chemicals) has been limited. 
This is related to the lack of perceived market potential among private enter-
prises and due to the absence of a (pre-existing) domestic agro-industry. As 
a result, farms face monopsonies of suppliers and high input prices. Second, 
innovations and scientific research in agriculture have been halted since the 
breakdown of the Soviet union. As a result, knowledge and expertise, as well 
as education, have been shaped largely by Soviet agriculture that was oriented 
toward larger scale production practices (cf. Shtaltovna 2015; Van Assche 2016, 
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385). As yet another legacy of collective farming, new individual farmers initially 
(and some still) often lacked an entrepreneurial mindset, as they were used to 
top-down decision-making in the planned economy. They often did not have 
the knowledge essential to run a farm enterprise or the experience to grow 
diverse crops beyond small-scale horticulture production on household plots. 
many of the new farmers had become “farmers by default” (cf. Hierman and 
nekbakhtshoev forthcoming) – that is, as former kolkhoz or sovkhoz sharehold-
ers after the breakup of the Soviet large-scale farms. A final, more pronounced 
factor that inhibits the development of agriculture is of a political economy 
nature. Although people can obtain land use certificates for inheritable rights 
over land by applying with the district authorities, the laws are ambiguous and 
are often shaped by patrimonial relationships and local power plays. As a result 
of continued elite and state interests in agricultural revenues (particularly from 
cotton, which makes up just below 15% of the country’s export value; TajStat 
2016), farm reorganization has been slow in the prime agricultural regions where 
elites have aimed to retain control over farms, which severely affects farmers’ 
autonomy and ability to profit from farming (Robinson et al. 2008; Hofman and 
Visser, forthcoming). despite the formal abolishment of the state’s crop pro-
curement system, elites’ vested interests in mainly cotton have obstructed the 
diversification of production in lowland areas for many years and have stag-
nated rural and agrarian development. moreover, in areas where the state has 
clearly withdrawn support, a lack of maintenance of infrastructure has resulted 
in deterioration of roads and irrigation and drainage systems, leading to severe 
soil salinization and desertification.

In a nutshell, Tajikistan’s post-socialist rural transformation has resulted in a 
situation where most of the Tajik rural population are unable to live off their land, 
with institutions and infrastructure such as service organizations, financial insti-
tutions, markets, and rural infrastructure unable to support smaller scale farmers. 
Importantly, such an absence of access to markets and institutional support to 
smaller scale individual farming is a feature of the neighboring post-Soviet Central 
Asian countries too (cf. Spoor 2012; on Kazakhstan, see Toleubayev, Jansen, and 
van Huis 2010). Capitalization from below has barely been taking place in the Tajik 
countryside, and the few investments in farming are based on external capital (i.e. 
generated from off-farm work, migration, or industrial capital from by wealthier 
(local) actors). Initiatives and efforts to improve farm production and stimulate 
innovation in agriculture have until now been primarily donor-driven. Since the 
late 1990s, many international organizations and donors have initiated rural devel-
opment projects such as the establishment of extension services, and set up grant 
schemes for machinery, agricultural technology, and farm inputs (uSAId 2014; 
Shtaltovna 2015). However donor-driven projects have had to maneuver within 
the agrarian political economy, where particular crops and practices are prioritized 
over others, and where access to land, farmers’ autonomy, and the ability to farm 
depend on (local) political patronage (Hofman and Visser, forthcoming).
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China as a benefactor to the Tajik economy?

Against the background of an impoverished rural sector and a capital-short state, 
the Tajik government announced Chinese land investments in 2011 as beneficial 
to Tajik agriculture. The particular Chinese investment that was announced in 2011 
was said to lead to an upgrading of production, an improvement of farming con-
ditions, and it would create rural employment.

Tajikistan ranked poorest in Soviet Central Asia, and as noted, the breakdown 
of the Soviet union and Tajikistan’s Civil War have had worse impact on Tajik 
society and the economy. The economy started to recover in the late 1990s (with 
a positive GdP growth rate since 1997; see also, Figure 1). The relative importance 
of different sectors for the national economy has remained fairly stable over the 
past few years. The importance of the agrarian sector for the national economy 
has gradually declined – from 35% in 2000 to 20% in 2015 (World Bank 2016). A 
small number of commodity exports has been critical for the economy (aluminum, 
cotton, and labor [migration]), which makes the economy highly vulnerable to 
external shocks. migration to Russia has started to take off since the aftermath 
of the Tajik Civil War, in parallel to what has been seen in neighboring Central 
Asian countries since their independence, where post-socialist transformation has 
pushed people off the land and where the national economy has lacked sufficient 
employment opportunities. money transfers by labor migrants have been critical 
for individual households and the Tajik economy in general (as the trend in 
Figure 1 also clearly indicates). Tajikistan stood out in Central Asia in relative terms 
of the importance of migration for the domestic economy in the past few years, and 
even also worldwide: Tajikistan has ranked highest in terms of the contribution of 
migrant transfers to the national economy, as in 2013 remittances equaled more 
than 50% of the GdP. Both the decline in GdP and in migrant transfers from Russia 
after 2013 have been due to spillover effects of the economic downturn in Russia 
(World Bank 2016), whereas the restrictions set by the Russian government on 
labor migrants from Central Asia and the growing hostility toward Central Asian 

Figure 1. Tajikistan’s Gross domestic product growth rates and relative importance of remittances 
(1991–2015). source: author’s drawing based on World Bank data 1991–2015 (World Bank 
[various years]).
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migrants among the Russian population have also played a role in the decrease 
in labor migration. Yet, still in 2015 around one million Tajik migrants (10–15% of 
the total population) reportedly migrated (World Bank 2015).

Against the background of the contraction of the Russian economy, the 
importance of Chinese capital for Central Asian economies has grown rap-
idly. Central Asia emerged as a frontier zone for the Chinese economy in the 
years after the dissolution of the Soviet union, and the region’s importance for 
the Chinese economy has been growing ever since (Kassenova 2009; Laruelle 
and Peyrouse 2012; Cooley 2012; Laruelle 2015; see also, Breslin 2009; Kerr 2010). 
Chinese land investments thus clearly fit within the larger trends with regard 
to China’s growing role in Central Asian states’ economic development and the 
shifting geopolitical relations in the region. China has become a prime economic 
partner in terms of state credits, loans, and investments. The Tajik establish-
ment has turned toward China, rather than Iran, Russia, or Europe (as asserted 
by a Tajik senior scholar at the Academy of Sciences, interview 17 February 
2015). According to the director of the Center for Strategic Research under the 
President of Tajikistan (interview 18 February 2015), China is seen as the gen-
erous non-conditional creditor that offers a welcome alternative to the more 
“traditional” donors, in fact as a “lender of last resort”2 (Sattori 2013). In 2013, 
Chinese Foreign direct Investment (FdI) accounted for almost 50% of all FdI 
in the Tajik economy (ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014), and the importance of 
Chinese investments has further increased: the Chinese government pledged 
investments totaling two billion uSd in 2014; for the 2015–2018 period, the 
Tajik government announced a new Chinese governmental investment package 
totaling six billion uSd (Farchy 2014).

The role of host countries’ state-society relations and perceptions of “China”

Whereas Chinese investments have been taking place all over Central Asia, 
especially in infrastructure and mining, Chinese investments in farmland have 
only materialized in Tajikistan. As is the case throughout the Central Asian states 
that feature pronounced regional and land-based identities and where post-
Soviet nation building has meant a resurrection of national borders (Collins 2006; 
Hierman and nekbakhtshoev 2014; Reeves 2014), the Chinese land investments 
triggered anxiety in Tajikistan. despite the hostility, the land acquisition did take 
place. In interviews with villagers (April and may 2012), people recited newspaper 
headlines like Tajiks to Russia, Chinese to Tajikistan? (Faromarzi 2012). Yet outspoken 
expressions of resentment have remained absent. This absence is due to the 
country’s strengthening authoritarian regime, in a context where the civil society 
has already been severely circumscribed (see also, Heathershaw 2009). The legacy 
of the Tajik Civil War also plays a role here, as many people fear recurring violent 
conflicts.
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State-society relations in the host country and the host populations’ percep-
tions about “China” can (drastically) alter the actual crystallization of investments. 
The way in which investments materialize is contingent on local socio-political 
dynamics and characteristics. Although the neighboring Central Asian states 
feature constraints in agrarian development similar to Tajikistan (as mentioned 
above) that may trigger foreign investment in agriculture, in Kyrgyzstan (2004) 
and in Kazakhstan (2009 and 2011), previously announced and planned invest-
ments in farmland were canceled after large protests (Centrasia 2004; demytrie 
2010; Visser and Spoor 2011).3 In April 2016, again various large protests took 
place in Kazakhstan against a planned amendment of the Land Code that would 
enable foreigners to lease farmland for a longer term (up to 25 years). In response 
to the protests, the Kazakh government placed a one-year moratorium on the 
Land Code, which halted the planned amendments (Orazgaliyeva 2016; Putz 
2016).

The Tajik population’s anxiety regarding China’s growing presence reached a 
climax in 2011 when a longstanding border dispute between China and Tajikistan, 
originating in the late 1800s, was finally settled (Bitabarova 2016, 67, Alimov 2012). 
As Olimova (2008, 64) describes,

China claimed three disputed sites in the territory of the  Gorno-Badakhshan  
Autonomous Region … totaling to an area of over 20,000 square kilometers. In 2001, 
after a long period of coordination, Tajikistan agreed to transfer more than 1,000 
square kilometers of this territory to China.

By 2013, the border had shifted. While there were no settlements in the disputed 
area, Tajik herders lost their pastures (Bitabarova 2016). The fact that the ratification 
was concluded almost simultaneously with the publicized large-scale Chinese 
farmland investment, discussed below, augmented the population’s fear. Public 
information about the ratification of the agreement was scarce, and many Tajik 
people feared that their government would cede more land to the Chinese gov-
ernment in the future. In turn, these fears added to speculations about China’s 
growing presence in the country. There are no reliable statistics with regard to 
the number of Chinese migrants, but analysts and media have reported numbers 
ranging from 15,000 up to even 80,000 (Judah 2011) if informal and temporary 
migration were to be included. details of specific contracts and investments are 
scant, and as a result, wariness regarding Chinese “takeovers,” colonization, and 
Sinification has frequently circulated in (despite rather state-controlled) media 
(see, for instance, muhammadiqboli 2009; nasriev 2011; Faromarzi 2012; Ganjinai 
2012; Tursunzoda 2013; on similar observations in Kazakhstan, see Sadovskaya 
2007; Burkhanov and Chen 2016).

However compared to the initial, rather monolithic negative discourse on China, 
Tajik people’s perceptions of the Chinese presence and China itself have begun 
to differ across social strata. This has resulted from more personalized encounters 
between Tajik and Chinese individuals and the more pluralistic forms of Chinese 
engagement in the Tajik economy. Whereas the Tajik regime supports Chinese 
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investments and seeks to legitimize Chinese companies’ operations as benefac-
tors to the economy, the Tajik intelligentsia, which mostly distances itself from 
the post-Soviet regime, remains skeptical. For middle and lower classes, Chinese 
investment and the presence of Chinese companies may mean business and 
employment, including in the agrarian sector. A change in perceptions of China 
particularly occurs through personalized encounters on the work floor or in busi-
ness, where the grander “China” is being unpacked and challenged (bearing a 
resemblance to dyatlov’s [2012] observations of similar discourse shifts in the 
Russian Far East). For many young adults, the Chinese economy (including Chinese 
investments in Tajikistan and businesses in China) now offers a potential future. 
Saliently, I observed (in the winter of 2014–2015), that several Chinese compa-
nies are replacing their Russian-speaking Chinese staff members with Chinese-
speaking Tajik assistants. The learning of Chinese can be interpreted as a pragmatic 
decision of Tajik parents to secure future employment for their children or the 
product of a longer term vision of the Chinese government to lay the foundation 
for infrastructure in both physical (i.e. roads, transit corridors) and human capital 
terms. Thus, although some still outright fear a Chinese takeover, more nuanced 
notions have also developed over the last couple of years. These shifts are impor-
tant for understanding the way in which the Chinese presence has been unfolding 
on the ground.

Different forms of Chinese agricultural engagements in Tajikistan

In 2011, international media articles reported a case of Chinese land investment 
in Tajikistan where 1,500 Chinese farmers were to start cultivating 2,000 hectares 
of farmland in Tajikistan’s primary agricultural region, Khatlon (Pannier 2011). In 
Tajik and Chinese media, it was said that the investments would yield better crop 
production, improve field conditions, and upgrade agricultural knowledge and 
technology (Asia Plus 2014; nosirjon 2014; Xinhua 2014a, 2014b). demonstration 
plots would be set up, and Tajik farmers would benefit from knowledge trans-
fer (nosirjon 2014). According to Chinese media, five demonstration areas were 
assigned (China State Farms 2014). Tajik governmental officials were cited in local 
media:

We will consider the widening of farming land for this company to include lands that 
are not in proper use by other farmer communities, and we expect further collaboration 
between the company and farmer communities in Yovon, and the import of new and 
more fertile seeds of wheat from the farmers of the Henan district. (nosirjon 2014)

However, during an exploratory trip through the Khatlon region in 2012, I had 
difficulties locating any Chinese farmers. The authorities remained vague regarding 
the exact locations of the Chinese land investments. Tajik rural dwellers, authori-
ties, and foreign expats with whom I spoke were little informed about the actual 
developments and conflated a variety of different Chinese farms and projects in 
agriculture into one large investment.
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Tapping into the Tajik market: large-scale Chinese land investment in 
Tajikistan

The Chinese land acquisition that was announced in Tajikistan in 2011 referred to a 
Chinese company that started its operation in Tajikistan in 2012. Since the compa-
ny’s Chinese and Tajik names differed, and due to the secrecy around the company’s 
operations, understanding the background of this supposedly “single” investment 
appeared a complex issue. In fact, different operations have been covered under 
one umbrella corporation, named Jing Yin Yin Hai (in Tajik, Szinnyan Inhai LLC). 
Since its start, the Jing Yin Yin Hai company has grown, and by 2015 its operations 
had vertically integrated. The company’s headquarters are set in dushanbe, and 
it has been operating in different districts; namely Yovon (cultivating cotton, sta-
ples, and vegetables), Jaloliddini Balkhi4 (the company left this district after 2013, 
but cultivated rice, corn, and cotton), and Vahdat (seed factory). up to 2013 the 
total operations covered around 415 hectares; in January 2015 the area under 
cultivation was over 500 hectares, with plans for further expansion in the next few 
years. Local media reported figures as high as 6,300 hectares (Chorshanbiyev 2015), 
but whether the investment really unfolds accordingly, remains to be seen. The 
company’s actual operations are up until 2015 significantly smaller than reported 
in the earlier media articles (Pannier 2011; Vinson 2012). At the same time, they 
differ from the initial statements of Tajik governmental officials, since the promise 
of establishing extension activities for Tajik farmers has not been fulfilled.

Jing Yin Yin Hai’s establishment in Tajikistan was initiated by a former official 
of the Chinese ministry of Agriculture, who had observed the profit potential of 
investment in the Tajik agricultural economy. Initially involved only in the crop 
seed business, the former official attracted other Chinese companies to expand 
business in Tajikistan. As of 2015, there were two principal companies involved 
in this co-venture5: Huang Fan and Jing Yin Yin Hai Seeds, both from the Henan 
province. The operations of Huang Fan and Jing Yin Yin Hai Seeds differ in crops 
and approach, as do their origins. Their goal, however, is aligned in that they both 
aim at the development of markets in agricultural crops (including fresh vegetables 
and staples like wheat and cotton), and perhaps with more long-term importance, 
the development of the agro-food industry (in crop seeds and technology).   Jing 
Yin Yin Hai’s operations point at attempts to gain control over production chains, 
as opposed to only controlling land as a means of production.

The farm enterprise Huang Fan, as one of the two companies involved in Jing Yin 
Yin Hai, has been concentrating on the large-scale production of wheat and cotton 
in Tajikistan. It has a license to sell, breed, and cultivate home-grown (Chinese) 
wheat and a cotton seed variety (called “Inshan-2”) and to export cotton lint 
(Asadov 2013, 19). Founded in 1951, Huang Fan has a long history. As a result of 
increasing production costs and land rental prices in China, the company’s profit 
margins have decreased. At the same time, the increase in mechanization of farm-
ing in China resulted in worker surplus, and these factors together have driven the 



EuRASIAn GEOGRAPHY And ECOnOmICS  469

company to search for opportunities abroad. Prior to investing in Tajikistan, the 
farm’s leadership also investigated the situation in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. 
In the end, it decided to invest in Tajikistan and ukraine, where it assumed it would 
find good production conditions and policy benefits (Xinhua 2014b). Tajik district 
authorities have been playing an important role in the Chinese company’s land 
acquisitions, as they are the principal governmental body responsible for issuing 
land use certificates. Also in other matters, the Chinese company clearly benefits 
from connections with Tajik authorities, who, for instance, facilitate the further 
spread of marketing potential locally and to other districts in the country. The com-
pany has its own cotton gin and has set up contract farming schemes with local 
Tajik farmers, in which it provides credit and farm inputs. The target for 2015 was 
to contract cotton-growing farmers totaling an area of 3,000 hectares (as stated 
in an interview with the head of the local government [jamoat],18 december 
2014). Huang Fan’s operation through contract farming schemes allows the com-
pany to expand, control, and discipline production. For Tajik authorities and elites 
with stakes in the cotton value chain, the company’s operation may be regarded 
as a safeguard to uphold cotton production. According to the Chinese staff, the 
company has been asked to cultivate cotton on (at least) 60% of their fields (inter-
view with the company’s financial manager, 5 January 2015). This percentage is 
comparable to what is still often enforced upon Tajik farmers, which is to cultivate 
50-70% of their fields with cotton). Since cotton in Tajikistan is highly important for 
the economy as a critical foreign exchange crop, as noted, engaging in the cotton 
value chain has considerable potential for profits. At the same time, it is risky to 
engage in this elite-controlled economy.

A striking issue here is that Huang Fan has actually replaced a Swiss agribusi-
ness that operated in the same area and that also procured cotton through con-
tract farming schemes, and owned a local ginnery. While one reason for the Swiss 
company’s exit may have been financial difficulties, it has been said (in informal 
conversations with European expats) that it was compelled to leave primarily 
because it had been perceived as a threat to the local elites’ cotton businesses. 
The role of elites in this Chinese investment is also substantiated by a related 
case of competition among Chinese companies. Before Jing Yin Yin Hai settled in 
the Yovon district in 2013, a Chinese family farm had been working for one year 
on the same the fields – ones which belonged to a large Tajik landowner living 
in a northern district. When Jing Yin Yin Hai arrived, the Chinese family farm was 
compelled to move to a district north of dushanbe, where it was given fields by 
the same Tajik landowner.

Another salient case that sheds light on the role of the local agrarian politi-
cal economy in Chinese land acquisitions is an instance where Jing Yin Yin Hai 
was given “abandoned land” in the southern Jaloliddini Balkhi district. In this dis-
trict, the rural infrastructure had become dilapidated after the Tajik Civil War of 
the 1990s; the worsened production conditions have also been caused by the 
continuing monoculture cropping of cotton. district authorities legitimized the 
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Chinese investment by stating that Jing Yin Yin Hai would rejuvenate the fields 
and infrastructure, for which both the cash-strapped state and local farmers lacked 
resources. Yet, the abandonment of land here was not caused by a lack of farmers’ 
entrepreneurial attitudes or inefficient practices, but had deeper political economy 
origins. Local elites in this area have used their administrative rights and power to 
divide farm assets and liabilities in the process of farm reorganization, of which 
cotton debt has been an essential component. many local farmers have become 
trapped in debt-bondage, and debts have come to serve as a coercive mechanism 
to produce cotton. In turn, cotton debts have become a major impediment to 
the development of local farms and have led to land abandonment. The Chinese 
company was given “abandoned” fields by district authorities without any debt, 
and without further production requirements. This created discontent among the 
local inhabitants. Although the Chinese investment did not dispossess the villag-
ers in question, the company could benefit from pre-existing inequalities when 
acquiring access to land. However, even though the Chinese company attempted 
to rehabilitate the irrigation and drainage systems, it could not achieve adequate 
harvests; thus, it left this location after the production failed for two consecutive 
years (cf. Ergasheva 2014). The failure to realize profitable harvests was decisive 
for the enterprise to leave.

This latter example clearly demonstrates the role of the agrarian political econ-
omy in Chinese land investments and how local patron-client relationships indi-
rectly enabled the investor to access land. As Wolford et al. (2013) argue, the role 
of the state and the local political economy are critical in shaping and facilitating 
foreign land acquisitions.

Complementing Huang Fan’s cultivation of cotton and staples is Jing Yin Yin Hai 
Seeds’ focus on vegetable seed and crop production. The company was founded in 
China in 2007 and was granted the status of a leading enterprise in seed technol-
ogy by the Henan province in 2011 (Jing Yin Yin Hai, n.d.). In Tajikistan, the company 
had expanded operations and (as of 2015) includes a vegetable-producing unit 
(October 2012); a seed-processing unit (registered in July 2013); and a flour-pro-
cessing factory (July 2013) (as stated on the Chinese website Zhiqiye; Guangzhou 
Yuandao 2015). The expansion of the company’s operations has become visible 
at the field site and in the central bazaar of the Tajik capital, where the company’s 
managers and translators negotiate for good prices of fresh produce with mid-
dlemen on a daily basis. Besides this outlet, Chinese private businessmen have 
engaged in vegetable purchases for a part of the company’s produce directly at 
the farm gate. The focus is on the production of vegetables, crop seed, and the 
development of agricultural technology, particularly greenhouses, all of which 
have a great potential given the lack of competition from both rural households’ 
plot production and dehqon farms. This leaves ample market potential for the 
Chinese company. Jing Yin Yin Hai Seeds’ produce comprises both vegetables used 
in Tajik cuisine such as onions, tomatoes, cucumbers, and chili peppers, and par-
ticular Chinese vegetables such as beans, melons, eggplants, and cabbage, which 
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are produced in smaller amounts. The company introduces new varieties in local 
markets and in doing so, enhances the availability and diversity of vegetables, 
particularly in the winter season, since crops are produced in greenhouses. This 
development thus challenges initial assumptions that Chinese “land grabs” are 
driven by Chinese domestic food demands. By introducing new seed varieties, 
crops, new technology, and a market of agro-chemicals, the company strives to 
gain control over particular agricultural value chains, both upstream and down-
stream. In an interview (6 January 2015), the Chinese farm managers explicitly 
stated that they aim to become the largest vegetable-producing enterprise of 
Central Asia, with outlets to Russia, Afghanistan, and further abroad. The com-
pany may regard its investment in Tajikistan as a way to enter the Central Asian 
agricultural market, where, (as explained above, in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan) 
similar profit potentials may be found, but where access to agricultural land has 
proven to be more contested.

While Chinese managers and specialists run Jing Yin Yin Hai, the work in the 
fields and in the greenhouses rely on locally hired labor. Local authorities initially 
had an important role in recruiting Tajik villagers, but in later years the organization 
of labor has been facilitated by the permanent appointment of villagers as guards 
and field supervisors. For landless villagers, the salary offered by the Chinese has 
been relatively higher than what they would earn by working for local farmers, 
although the work is more demanding (as local workers and villagers mentioned 
in different interviews in July–September 2013 and december 2014–January 2015). 
Wage labor at the Chinese company has especially become more attractive for 
local male Tajiks, since conditions of labor migration to Russia have worsened.

A second large-scale land acquisition by a Chinese investor, reported on Chinese 
television (Henan TV 2012), is another example of how China’s dynamics of agrar-
ian change and both Chinese and Tajik political economies of land play a role in 
Chinese land investments in Tajikistan. While I have been unable to locate this farm 
during fieldwork, according to the interview on Henan news, it would comprise 
around 800 hectares (12,000 Chinese mu), based on a leasehold arrangement for 
a period of 49 years (Henan TV 2012). The investment was pledged by a Chinese 
agricultural entrepreneur from the Henan province, who started a “cooperative” in 
China in 2007 while learning to use modern agricultural technology.6 On Henan 
news (Henan TV 2012), he talked about his experiences in Tajikistan in later years:

“I was thinking about finding opportunities to make profit for my cooperative. The idea 
of going abroad to make profit came to my mind.” mr. Han consulted a friend who had 
gained experience abroad. “In August of last year, a friend of mine told me that the coun-
tries near Russia have vast barren lands, as people there are mostly herdsmen instead 
of farmers. We first went there to investigate … In our country (China), the land-leasing 
fee is 1,000 RmB per mu, while in Tajikistan, the corresponding price is 13.7 RmB per 
mu. Taking other fees into account, the price per month is between 500 to 600 RmB.”… 
Henan news continues: “mr. Han has established an efficient and high-level agricultural 
zone in Tajikistan.” mr. Han laughs, “We feel proud of ourselves. I have never imagined 
that I could become well-known by farming.”



472  I. HOFmAn

These examples of Jing Yin Yin Hai and mr. Han’s cooperative demonstrate that 
the Chinese domestic context and the goal of capital accumulation clearly 
drive investments, while host country conditions further shape the enterprises’ 
orientation. Although the company Jing Yin Yin Hai and “cooperative” discussed 
here have different management and ownership structures, they also have 
important features in common. Both are regarded as vehicles of agricultural 
modernization in contemporary China. As Yan and Chen (2015) describe, an 
accelerated capitalist development in the Chinese countryside is leading to a 
highly stratified rural society, where dragon-head enterprises are expected to 
spur agricultural modernization. Interestingly, Jing Yin Yin Hai takes up such a 
role in Tajikistan, and has a clear longer term orientation to expand and diversify 
the business. The cooperative of mr. Han could be regarded as an example of 
the growing prominence of commercial capital in China’s agrarian development, 
where access to farmland is increasingly organized through market mechanisms. 
This may incite agricultural entrepreneurs like mr. Han to start companies abroad. 
Both investments were triggered by the assumed profit potential of investment in 
Tajikistan’s agrarian economy. The enterprises are able to profit from the fact that 
agrarian development has been stagnant in the country, and can benefit from the 
pre-existing inequalities in access to the means and factors of production: land, 
agricultural technology, farm inputs, and control over agricultural value chains.

Small-scale Chinese farms in Tajikistan: satisfying Chinese consumers’ 
preferences in Tajikistan

Whereas large-scale Chinese projects and initiatives tend to dominate the Tajik 
media, less analyzed are Chinese individuals’ enterprises and cross-border trade. 
many Chinese individuals have crossed the border in the last few years, after having 
learned of the lucrative nature of doing business in the frontier zone of Central 
Asia.7 Individually initiated Chinese farms in Tajikistan are exemplary for this kind of 
entrepreneurship. In this section, I highlight two kinds of farm enterprises, different 
from the ones portrayed above in that their markets and outlets are more narrow 
and specific. While varying in land tenure, focus, and size (yet primarily within a 
range of one-half to five hectares), the origins of these two types of small farms 
are directly related to the growing presence of Chinese actors in Tajikistan.

The first type of small-scale Chinese farms is one run by Chinese individuals, 
who grow vegetables for private consumption or to supplement their income from 
formal employment at Chinese companies. These small Chinese farming endeavors 
are self-organized. The migrants lease land for only one or a few growing sea-
sons in the direct vicinity of their accommodation. In most instances, they work 
individually or they cooperate within their network of friends or colleagues. The 
people undertaking these activities sometimes have a rural background, but not 
always. The demographic structure of the Chinese society plays a role here: most 
Chinese people who currently work in the urban (i.e. industrial) sectors have a rural 
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background and are used to cultivating their household plots intensively. While 
they changed their occupation by migrating, they use their farming experience 
to supplement their wage income once abroad or to satisfy their specific food 
preferences. In the Yovon district, for instance, two Chinese men working at the 
Chinese cement factory in the district center leased a field of a few hectares from a 
local farmer in 2012, for only one year, where they grew potatoes and onions. This 
kind of land tenure is very different from the longer term leasehold arrangements 
described above, where contracts are signed with district authorities for a longer 
period of time, most often for 49 years. Local Tajik inhabitants assumed that the 
field cultivated by the two Chinese men was part of the larger Chinese land invest-
ment by Jing Yin Yin Hai described above, and though the farm activities were 
in the same locality (jamoat), there was in fact no connection between the two.

Another type of Chinese small-scale farming that targets the Chinese consumer 
market in Tajikistan is of a more established, permanent, and commercial kind. It 
differs from the former one in that its primary goal is capital accumulation rather 
than a non-remunerating side activity. One example is a Chinese family who orig-
inated from the eastern part of China. They moved initially to the capital of the 
Xinjiang region, urumqi, and decided to cross the border and settle in the Tajik 
capital in 2009, where they expected to find better income opportunities. The 
family managed to rent a shop in the central bazaar in the Tajik capital to sell dry 
goods imported from China. They soon observed a demand for particular Chinese 
vegetables and were able to lease a small plot (around one hectare) from a Tajik 
woman near their house.

The revenues from the fields and the shop provided the family with a good but 
not extraordinarily high income. The family rehabilitated old greenhouses that had 
been left on the fields, which allowed them to cultivate vegetables throughout the 
year, such as cabbage, spinach, and beans. All inputs required for the production 
were imported from China. Besides vegetables and dried products, the family 
also has been selling pork ordered from Tajik suppliers. The shop was not their 
only outlet. more commercially significant outlets were Chinese restaurants and 
Chinese companies that run their own canteens. The family clearly responded 
to a niche they observed – supplying Chinese individuals and companies. They 
started as petty commodity traders but branched out to become commodity 
producers. The enterprise’s potential to develop seemed significant given the 
fact that it served an expanding Chinese community and was located close to a 
neighborhood that seemed to become the Chinatown of Tajikistan’s capital (as 
observed in winter 2014–2015 and April 2016). The enterprise clearly engaged 
in a market niche that has emerged and grown in the past few years. The value 
chain of the farm’s produce was short, but the highly specific market segment 
implied guaranteed sales, and there had not been much market competition for 
the specific produce at the time of the interviews (January 2015; for personal 
reasons this family had to leave in summer 2015, but their business was taken 
over by other Chinese).
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State support

It seems logical that the various Chinese farm enterprises would benefit from 
the agricultural cooperation agreement between China and Tajikistan (Yuldoshev 
2014; see also Zhang 2015), certainly now that great impetus is given to China’s 
regional expansion in Central Asia and beyond. There are clear incentives pro-
vided by Chinese authorities to agricultural companies to look across the border; 
a notable one, for instance, being the information they provide about investment 
opportunities in Tajikistan (Bureau of Foreign Affairs 2015). However, I have not 
been able to substantiate evidence of state support in interviews. The Chinese 
companies appeared to be entirely responsible themselves for competing with 
Tajik traders for market outlets in nearby urban areas. There were no indications 
of a strong connection with the Chinese central government, either technically 
or politically, while Tajik authorities appeared to have a clear role in mediating 
access to land.

At the same time, Jing Yin Yin Hai’s expansion seems typical for the develop-
mental trajectory of dragon-head enterprises, in which the Chinese state has an 
important role (Schneider 2016). “dragon heads represent a kind of state-private 
nexus that challenges strict state/private binaries” (2016, 10). Jing Yin Yin Hai is the 
first agricultural company from Henan that has executed the province’s “Going Out” 
strategy, as Chinese media and the company website affirmed (Xinhua, 2014a; Jing 
Yin Yin Hai, n.d.). The company thus clearly follows up on governmental aspirations, 
which fit the policy of “developmental outsourcing” (Hofman and Ho 2012). As 
the Chinese ambassador in Tajikistan stated on the website of his embassy (may 
2014): “Today, the Chinese people will sow the seeds of friendship in the Tajik land, 
tomorrow it will reap rich fruit of bilateral pragmatic cooperation” (Embassy 2015). 
This apparent role of Chinese authorities, and in particular the role of the regional 
authorities of the Henan province, supports Summers (2016) argument that OBOR 
includes policy incentives separately undertaken by the Chinese regional authori-
ties. Thus, the Chinese state plays a role in facilitating Chinese private investment. 
The ways in which consequently Chinese companies develop, may highly differ.

Conclusions

In this paper, I aimed to highlight the variety of Chinese actors involved in the 
Tajik economy, with a particular reference to land, and the factors that drive these 
actors to invest in Tajikistan. nearly all contemporary Chinese presence in Central 
Asia is analyzed from a macro perspective and subsumed under the development 
of the One Belt, One Road initiative. The considerable attention given to OBOR by 
the media and in the international (political) arena suggests that China’s presence 
in Central Asia and beyond is all part of a grand plan of the Chinese government. 
The focus on such grand narratives and the rhetoric about “land grabbing” make 
invisible the actual complexity and heterogeneity of Chinese land investments 
on the ground. The variety in Chinese farm enterprises I observed, which may 
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continue to grow and change, indicates that only detailed analyses can properly 
detangle the actors involved and their motivations. By contrasting two types of 
Chinese farm enterprises in Tajikistan, I have sought to elucidate the dichotomy 
between Chinese farm enterprises as well as their drivers, the ways in which they 
interact with the Tajik society, and the different segments of the consumer and 
agricultural markets.

First and foremost, I have demonstrated that commercial motives drive Chinese 
farm enterprises in Tajikistan, rather than geopolitical imperatives. Beneath this 
notion of “commerce,” my in-depth analysis has shown that commercial interests 
manifest in distinct ways. The Chinese actors in Tajikistan’s agriculture are prof-
it-oriented, but the manner through which they access the means and factors of 
production differ, as does the way in which they capitalize on their produce and 
business.

Large Chinese enterprises clearly tap into segments of the domestic market 
that have been underdeveloped in the process of Tajikistan’s post-socialist agrarian 
change, with factors related to the political economy and Tajikistan’s Soviet and 
civil war legacy. With its production of crops and specific focus on seed breeding, 
the company Jing Yin Yin Hai aims to engage in and profit from upstream and 
downstream markets, including the attempt to export technology. While the pro-
duction is currently destined for the Tajik market, the company may expand sales 
across the Central Asian region in future years to neighboring republics where 
a similar profit potential in the agrarian economy may exist. As such,  Jing Yin 
Yin Hai’s profile has similarities with an “agro-capitalist” Chinese farm in Zambia 
(Bräutigam and Tang 2009; Yan and Sautman 2010). This agro-capitalist tendency 
contradicts the common narrative on Chinese agricultural ventures abroad. The 
smaller Chinese farms are also commercially oriented, but focus on a market niche 
which is much narrower and very specific, triggered by the growing Chinese con-
sumer demand in Tajikistan.

Second, as noted before, the Chinese context plays a major role in these for-
eign land investments. The typology of Chinese enterprises in Tajikistan presented 
above seems to be a testimony to the main actors in Chinese agriculture – family 
farms, cooperatives, and dragon-head enterprises (Yan and Chen 2015; Zhang, Oya, 
and Ye 2015). This typology reflects outcomes of contemporary rural differentiation 
processes in China, where going abroad may offer options for Chinese companies 
to expand or yet prevent a forced exit from the agricultural sector. The specific case 
of the Chinese family described also more generally represents Chinese individ-
uals’ choice to come to Tajikistan – an opportunistic decision in search of a better 
livelihood. The lack of employment opportunities, competition on the domestic 
market, meager retirement payments, and stringent labor regulations are driving 
part of the migratory processes.

To conclude, a joint analysis of Tajikistan’s post-socialist agrarian transformation 
and Chinese dynamics of agrarian change is essential to understanding the origins 
of these investments and the ways in which they materialize (or not). Answering the 
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question of “what drives the Chinese farms in Tajikistan and helps them thrive” thus 
requires looking beyond grand narratives. understanding China’s role in and drivers 
of overseas farming warrants zooming in on context-specific characteristics within 
and beyond borders. Only through such an exercise can the complex amalgams 
of Chinese actors be unpacked and abstract conceptualizations be challenged.

Notes

1.  Some have argued that agricultural investments function as a way to channel labor 
surplus from China’s poor rural areas abroad. Bräutigam and Tang (2009, 694), for 
example, found that (in the late 2000s) “Chinese observers began to comment that 
agricultural investment in Africa also had the potential to relocate Chinese farmers 
displaced through the dual pressures of WTO trade liberalization and China’s rapid 
urbanization.”

2.  However, Chinese involvement in peacekeeping missions (for instance, in mali in 2015) 
points at a change in foreign policy, like Alden and Large (2015) have also noted in 
relation to China’s foreign policy regarding African states – from a non-conditional 
creditor to an actor that starts to engage in “norms making.”

3.  Rumors of Chinese colonization and large Chinese leaseholds circulated in the Kyrgyz 
media, although they were never confirmed (Centrasia 2004). The framing of the 
supposed deal hinted at discrediting the president of that time. In Kazakhstan, “local 
authorities of the autonomous Kazakh region of Ili in Xinjiang” acquired rights to lease 
7,000 hectares, but whether or not this leasehold agreement materialized has never 
been clarified (Laruelle and Peyrouse 2012, 108). “The lands were rented to about 3,000 
Chinese colonists for a period of ten years” (108). In 2009, rumors once again circulated 
about a supposed deal between Chinese and Kazakh authorities for the leasehold 
of farmland. The announcement caused major protests, after which the agreement 
was canceled (demytrie 2010; on the Chinese investment in Kazakhstan in 2004, see 
Altaiskaia Pravda 2004). Finally, as mentioned in the text, a planned change in the Land 
Code in April 2016 triggered widespread civic protests, after which the government 
placed a one-year moratorium on the Land Code.

4.  until February 2016 the district was named “Jaloliddini Rumi,” and the recent change in 
name is not yet widely known.

5.  Jing Yin Yin Hai has attracted a third Chinese company, the Xinjiang Tianye Water 
Saving Irrigation System Co. Ltd. (part of Xinjiang Tianye [Group] Co.), to provide the 
technology for the farms, particularly drip irrigation. Tianye’s activities in Tajikistan 
are also interesting from another perspective; besides this project, the company 
is engaged in a project that resulted from an agreement between China’s Xinjiang 
uygur Autonomous Region department of Agriculture and Tajikistan’s ministry of 
Agriculture. The Tianye company has been commissioned to execute this state-initiated 
development project, which was acquired through public bidding. This is thus a typical 
project in which multiple Chinese state and private commercial actors are engaged, 
with (sometimes) distinct objectives.

6.  As Yan and Chen (2015) assert, the term “cooperative” has sometimes been used 
purely to obtain governmental support: “Some are fake because they only exist on 
paper, while others are created by private enterprises. One common dynamic among 
actually running cooperatives is that big households use them to dominate access to 
government subsidies, as well as to control the distribution of economic surplus” (Yan 
and Chen 2015, 379).
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7.  Entering Tajikistan from China over land is only possible via the border post at Kulma-
Karasu. This was opened in 2004 and has increased in importance as a corridor for 
China’s regional expansion. It is only since 2010 that the border has been open all year 
round. As of February 2016 direct flights between dushanbe and Beijing exist.
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