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Abstract

The importance of a shift toward agricultural systems, which are more complex in terms of biodiversity in emerg-
ing countries such as China, where most of the population (about 60%) lives in rural areas, in poor conditions and
still relies on agriculture as the main source of income, is discussed. In China the problems caused by shifting to
more intensive and polluting agricultural production patterns to address the demand for food of the growing pop-
ulation and by the need of higher incomes of rural communities are serious. The experience gained in the frame-
work of the Sino-Italian Cooperation Program for Environment Protection jointly launched by the Italian Ministry
for the Environment and Territory (IMET) and the State Environment Protection Administration of China (SEPA)
in the year 2000, through the implementation of several cooperation projects in different rural areas of China is

critically discussed.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable agricultural development is an im-
portant goal in economic planning and human
development worldwide. Agriculture plays a sig-
nificant role in protecting the environment and
enhancing biodiversity (Altieri and Merrick,
1987; Paoletti, 2001; Marshall and Moonen,
2002) when it is carried out in a sustainable
manner and takes into account its genetic re-
sources. The three dimensions (economic, envi-
ronmental and social) of sustainable develop-
ment are highly visible in the agro-food sector:
economic, environmental and social issues are
probably more acute in this sector than in most
of the other economic sectors. As a conse-
quence, the agro-food sector is a major compo-
nent (of course not the only one) of the over-
all issue of sustainable development and it is a
highly relevant example of the main issues,
which this topic at large can raise (Viatte, 2001).
At present, agriculture faces the need to meet
new challenges both in highly industrialized

countries as well as in developing ones. Such
challenges are represented by sustainable
growth, social integration of rural communities
and proper use of the advantages deriving from
emerging global markets. These challenges go
along with radical changes in the relation be-
tween society and agriculture. The experience
gained in six years of cooperation with China is
discussed.

2. Agriculture in China

China is a large agricultural country. The rural
areas greatly contributed during the reform pe-
riod to boost China’s economic growth and so-
cial stabilization. In the early 1980s, the conver-
sion from the collective system to the “House-
hold Responsibility System” gave farmers au-
tonomy in decision making and the right to bear
profit or losses from their decisions. In the late
1980s, the promotion of the establishment of
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Township and Village Enterprises provided a
second contribution to China’s growth and de-
velopment, while avoiding massive migration
from rural to urban areas. Nowadays the agri-
cultural sector is declining, but still represents
an important element of China’s economy. Agri-
culture accounts for almost 15% of the GDP
and above 40% of employment. Even though
urbanization process goes at high speed, the
60% of the total population (1.3 billion people)
keeps living in rural areas (OECD, 2005).
Notwithstanding the still significant economic
performance of the sector, China’s agriculture
faces grave challenges from both global eco-
nomic integration and global changes in the nat-
ural environment. As a developing country with
9.6 x 105 Km? of land, China must acquire a
good understanding of sustainable develop-
ment, develop scientific methods for evaluating
the sustainable capability of its agricultural
lands, and deal with the issues of regional dif-
ferences and imbalance in levels of agricultural
development in order to devise strategies to
achieve the goal of sustainable development
across the country (OECD, 2005; Xu et al,
2006). The Chinese agriculture is living a chal-
lenging momentum. A set of interacting trends
is making really difficult the conversion of con-
ventional agricultural production patterns into
sustainable ones.

China is relative scarce in agricultural land
and water, having only the 10% of the world’s
arable land and its water resources per capita
are around one quarter the world average.
Overgrazing and misuse of water for irrigation
are converting grassland and cropland into
desert, mainly in the northern regions of China
(i.e. Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia) and the
North China Plain where grain production and
grazing are more concentrated. The number of
cattle, sheep and goats tripled between 1950 and
2003 while progressively reducing the protection
effect of small vegetation against soil erosion by
winds. In around fifty years, the annual loss rate
of arable land due to desertification has more
than doubled, passing from 156,000 hectares in
1950 to the current 360,000 hectares (Wang,
2004). The rapid industrialization that drives up
demand contributes to shrink the cropland area.
Cropland is being converted to non-farm uses
at a record date, including industrial and resi-
dential construction and the paving of land and
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roads, highways and parking lots. Similar im-
pressive trends are observed with regard to wa-
ter tables. Rivers, wells and aquifers, mainly in
northern China, are getting dry — some have al-
ready disappeared — with heavy recoil on agri-
cultural production. In the North China Plain,
the over pumping of water from aquifers also
due to backlog irrigation techniques (e.g. flood-
ing and furrow) set the depletion rate of
groundwater levels at 1 to 3 meters a year.
Population is increasing at fast rate, nearly
15 million people annually. The efforts in tack-
ling the higher demand of food are undermined
by the decreasing trends in grain production.
The phenomenal rise in China’s production
from 90 million tons in 1950 to 392 millions tons
in 1998 comes to a halt. In 1998 it turned down-
ward, falling to 322 million tons in 2003 (US-
DA, 2004). During the period 1992-2003, agri-
cultural trade has shown a large increase in ce-
real imports in 1995 and 1996 and an increas-
ingly high level of oilseeds imports since 1997.
These decreasing trends are also due to radical
dietary changes affecting both urban and rural
population. With the improvement of welfare
throughout the country and the general increase
of per capita income, population started con-
suming less carbohydrates and more protein
(meat, fruits, vegetables, eggs, fish). Reflecting
changes in consumer demand, the composition
of primary production continues to shift from
crops to livestock and fish production. In 2003,
crops accounted for 50% of the total agricul-
tural production, livestock for 32%, fishery for
14% and forestry for 4%. While cereals remain
the key crop, their share in total crop produc-
tion and in the area sown declined quite sub-
stantially between 1990 and 2003, with other
crops, such as vegetables and fruits, becoming
more important and profitable (OECD, 2005).
The fast urbanization is cause of increasing
social conflicts in rural areas. Agricultural in-
comes stop growing in real terms after 1996 and
grew slowly after 1985 onwards, while incomes
in urban areas continue to rise rapidly. The
widening gap between rural and urban in terms
of incomes and access to most social services is
provoking a massive migration of rural workers
— mainly young people — to urban areas. The ac-
tual number of people employed in agriculture
declined between 1990 and 2000 by 28.5 million.
The number of “floating” workers, workers with
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jobs in cities but registration in the countryside,
is approaching 100 million. Over the next
decade, another 100 million are likely to leave
rural areas and the process probably will not
stop until the rural workforce has been reduced
to perhaps 10% of the total national workforce
(Perkins, 2004). The migration of young farm
workers to cities may halt the ongoing conver-
sion to high value crops (i.e. vegetables, fruits,
and grape) usually more labor-demanding. Dur-
ing the last decade the area of fruits and veg-
etable productions expanded by an average of
1.3 million hectares per year. In a country where
60% of the population lives in rural areas, in
poor conditions, and still relies on agriculture as
main source of income, the shifting to high-val-
ue crops is the only option for achieving a high-
er quality of life (Brown, 2005).

China’s challenge to individuate sustainable
solutions to social and economic pressure put
on agriculture is even greater due to the threat
posed by agriculture on environment and hu-
man health. China’s agriculture represents one
of the most polluting production sectors (CCI-
CED, 2004).

Sanitary problems of agricultural produce
worsen the general situation. About 10% of ce-
reals, more than 20% of animal products and
nearly half of the fruit and vegetable produc-
tion are low quality. The rapid increase of ani-
mal production without a proper improvement
of sanitary and veterinary conditions raised the
degree of contamination of food by viruses, bac-
teria and other pathogens. The exceeding re-
liance on inorganic fertilizers drastically re-
duced the protein content of Chinese agricul-
tural products, staple food of the 900 millions
rural people. After China‘s accession to the
WTO, safety concerns on Chinese products have
been raised as potential barrier to the prospect-
ed increasing export of agro-food to Western
countries, Europe in particular, because of its
high quality and sanitary standards.

In the effort to reconcile economic and so-
cial needs and environmental protection China
is undertaking countermeasures towards the
promotion of sustainable agricultural practices.
The attention paid to activities in the agro-en-
vironmental sector has been increasing over
time due to the high social and economic pri-
ority attached by the Chinese authorities to the
modernization of agriculture that must be pur-

sued in a sustainable manner, addressing at once
food security, environment protection, econom-
ic development, and good management of nat-
ural resources. On the one side, China is com-
mitted to comply with the multilateral environ-
mental conventions and protocols with direct
impact on the agricultural sectors; on the other
side it is pushing the adoption of agricultural
practices and technologies with low impact on
the environment. Fifty-one special agricultural
zones have been established by the Chinese
government in order to concentrate the eco-
nomic and technological investments. The Tenth
Five-Years Plan (2001-2005) allocated more
than 950 millions dollars to the improvement of
agricultural infrastructures, the promotion of
basic and applied research, the conversion to in-
novative technologies, the training of extension
agents and growers. While priority is given to
boosting grain production and to stop the in-
creasing reliance on grain import, particular at-
tention is paid to keep the positive trends reg-
istered during the last 10 years in fruit and veg-
etable production. Indeed, the area invested in
fruits and vegetables passed from 10 millions
hectares in 1991 to 26 millions hectares in 2003,
mainly in response to a rapid growth in do-
mestic demand and in the export market. In a
country like China where the average farm sur-
face is around 0.65 hectares, the shifting to high-
er value crops remains the only solution to in-
crease salaries. Although modernization is oc-
curring mainly in the traditional agricultural
sectors, other emerging sectors such as organic
farming are drawing attention of policy makers
as promising both in terms of export and sus-
tainability. Nowadays organic farming in China
represents only 0.4% of the total agricultural
area, far below the European average of 3.5%.
However organic food production is estimated
to increase by 10 times over the next decade.
The value of trade in exports of organic prod-
ucts that jumped from 300,000 dollars in 1995
to 120 million dollars in 2003 is expected to fur-
ther increase in the future at an annual rate of
30% (Xie et al., 2005).

3. The agriculture cooperation projects in China

The Chinese government has been paying a
great deal of attention to the concept of sus-
tainable development by listing it as a signifi-
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cant goal in the 21 Century China Agenda (Na-
tional Planning Committee, 1994). In the past
decades, considerable research has been carried
out by Chinese researchers and governmental
agencies as well as by some international agen-
cies and foreign researchers, to address the is-
sues that China is facing (Gullino et al., 2006).
According to the data of the Chinese Ministry
of Commerce, foreign direct investments in agri-
culture almost doubled from 2002 to 2003, pass-
ing from more than 0.7 billion US dollars to
around 1.4 billions, and stabilized at 1.2 billions
in the year 2004. International multilateral in-
stitutions (e.g. the World Bank, IFAD, FAO,
UNDP, the Asia Development Bank, etc.) rep-
resented the first channel of foreign capitals, fol-
lowed by bilateral technical and economical co-
operation between governments, and collabora-
tion at enterprise level. A growing trend of pro-
jects linking agriculture to environmental pro-
tection and sustainable development at large
has been registered during the recent years.
Agriculture is not addressed anymore as a stand
alone sector. On the contrary its deep intercon-
nections to the societal, economical and envi-
ronmental aspects of sustainable development
projects objectives are recognized shifted from
agriculture per se to agro-environment, intend-
ed as a complex dimension where food produc-
tion “internalizes” the principles of environ-
mental protection and sustainable development.
Particularly in emerging countries like China
that achieved acceptable levels of food produc-
tion, cooperation in agriculture is not regarded
anymore as a matter of food security, but as a
fundamental occasion to develop sustainable
models of production, ensuring protection and
conservation of natural resources and improve-
ment of quality of life in rural areas.

The agro-environmental projects implement-
ed within the Sino-Italian Cooperation Program
for Environmental Protection, a framework pro-
gram jointly launched in 2000 by the Italian
Ministry for Environment and Territory and
China State Environmental Protection Admin-
istration for the realization of demonstration
and technology transfer projects, reflect this
changing trend (Gullino et al., 2006).

Under such umbrella, all agro-environmen-
tal projects implemented respond to the prima-
ry goal of reducing China’s reliance on a mas-
sive use of fertilizers and pesticides that is pos-
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ing serious threats to global environment and
causing exceptional phenomena of soil erosion
and water pollution within the Chinese borders.
While the general effort is to enable China’s
compliance with the obligations set by the Mul-
tilateral Environmental Agreements and with
the Millennium Development Goals, project ob-
jectives and instruments of implementation
have to be site specific and to properly address
the particular social and economic needs of the
area of interventions. In large developing coun-
tries like China, with an extremely diversified
agricultural sector in terms of climate, levels of
infrastructure and mechanization, economic and
social conditions, it is furthermore important
avoiding generalized approaches.

Since the launch of the Sino-Italian Cooper-
ation Program, significant investments have
been made for the phasing out of methyl bro-
mide, a highly toxic fumigant used in the horti-
cultural sector for pre-plant soil disinfestation
and banned by the Montreal Protocol because
of its implication in the ozone layer depletion
(Gullino et al., 2003). Pilot activities aimed at
demonstrating the technical and economic fea-
sibility of innovative and low environmental im-
pact techniques for soil disinfestation started in
2001 in Shandong and Hebei provinces with the
final objective to individuate solutions replica-
ble in other areas of China. The positive project
outcomes eventually contributed to the defini-
tion of China’s MB National Phase-out Plan un-
der the framework of the Multilateral Fund of
Montreal Protocol. While the choice of target
areas went quite automatically to Hebei and
Shandong provinces because of their high
methyl bromide consumption and characterized
by an expanding horticultural sector, the selec-
tion of target technologies took fully into ac-
count the local level of infrastructure, mecha-
nization, availability of agricultural inputs and
know-how. Solutions like soil steam pasteuriza-
tion and soilless cultivation systems were ruled
out in favor of cheaper alternatives, easier to
apply and less energy consuming. Soil solariza-
tion, the use of grafting on resistant rootstocks
and the application of less harmful chemicals at
reduced dosages via drip irrigation, tested on
tomatoes and strawberries, resulted of higher
acceptance by local growers because while pro-
viding level of treatment effectiveness compa-
rable to methyl bromide, they require lower cost
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of investment and small changes to fit within
the traditional cultural practices (Cao et al.,
2002a; Cao et al. 2002b). For these reasons, they
were registered by the Chinese Ministry of Sci-
ence and Technology as successful cases suitable
to Chinese agriculture for the control of soil-
borne pathogens and as effective alternatives to
the use of methyl bromide.

The same approach, avoiding pursuing short-
term objectives due to the pressure for profit
was adopted in different regions, in order to en-
sure the reproducibility and long-term sustain-
ability of transferred technologies. In Xinjiang
and Inner Mongolia, for instance, Chinese west-
ern regions characterized by poor social condi-
tions, a very low level of infrastructure and
scarce capacity of farmers in managing modern
cropping systems, the choice went to very basic
and low cost technologies. Drip irrigation sys-
tems resulted as a win-win solution to the seri-
ous problems of desertification, soil erosion and
pollution affecting the two regions. Used in sub-
stitution of the locally adopted flood irrigation
and also for the distribution of fertilizers at re-
duced dosages, drip irrigation systems permitted
to achieve significant reduction in the use of wa-
ter and fertilizers (5-6 times less compared to
common practices) on tomatoes, pumpkins, cab-
bages, grapes and corn. These were promising
outcomes for regions like Xinjiang, formerly
one of the poorest regions of China and now
preparing to be one of the main agricultural
production areas of the country. Different con-
siderations should be made on the use of starch-
based biodegradable plastic films used in re-
placement of traditional polyethylene mulching
films, cause of problems of “white pollution” in
the area. The agronomic and environmental per-
formance was satisfactory: a good control of
weeds and a complete degradation of the film
few months after the end of the cropping cycle
were observed. However, since the cost of
biodegradable plastic is still too high in com-
parison with traditional plastic films their actu-
al transfer into practice must be considered in
the very long term (Gullino et al., 2002). Dif-
ferently from Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia,
more specialized technologies and complex
cropping systems were considered by the pro-
ject implemented in Chongnming (Shanghai).
The Shanghai area is the most advanced in Chi-
na as for technology, know-how, foreign trade

and capital turnover. The expectation in terms
of technology transfer is quite high.

In Chongming Island, the third biggest Is-
land of China after Taiwan and Hainan a few
kilometers from Shanghai, IMET and the
Shanghai Municipal Government are imple-
menting a project meant to convert the tradi-
tional local agricultural systems into organic
farming production. Chongming Island is the
world’s largest alluvial island. Its coastal wet-
land and tidal flats provide many important eco-
logical services including buffers against tidal
surges and staging areas for migratory birds.
Due to its extraordinary resources, scenic qual-
ities, and its proximity to the city of Shanghai,
45 km away, the island is also an attractive
tourist destination, and it supports important
agricultural and fisheries economies. The aim is
to develop environmentally friendly green food
production not only to increase potential for
higher income for local growers looking with in-
terest to foreign markets, but also to enable the
production of healthy food and the promotion
of a safe environment for national eco-tourists
visiting in future Chongming Island. In particu-
lar the project aims at stopping soil salinization
processes, to reduce the use of chemical fertil-
izers (currently far over the national safety lim-
it of 225 kg ha') and pesticides. In two-year field
experimental trials on tomatoes, watermelons,
pumpkins, horse beans and other horticultural
crops, technical and economical feasibility of the
use of tolerant and resistant varieties, grafting
on resistant rootstocks, biodegradable mulching
films in combination with the use of fertigation
and environmental monitoring systems, and in-
tegrated pest management also based on the use
of biological products will be evaluated. The
project goes beyond the merely environmental
concerns and strengthens the role of rural areas
as multifunctional dynamic systems. This is an
important aspect in China, since the present
economic growth, urbanization and increased
leisure time, also increase the demand for
tourism and recreation activities in rural areas.
Considering the future development plan of
Chongming Island as the first Ecological Recre-
ational Island of China, the organic production
of high value crops (vegetable and fruits) is re-
garded as a means to link higher income and
market opportunity to environment protection
(Gullino et al., 2006).
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The selection of vegetables and fruits as tar-
get crops represents a constant in all the agro-
environmental projects of the Sino-Italian Co-
operation, due to environmental and economic
reasons. While grains remain the key crop in
China, their share on total crop production and
on the area sown declined quite substantially
between 1990 and 2003 as other crops, like fruit
and vegetables, became more profitable and the
government relaxed most of the policy mea-
sures, which had previously forced farmers to
produce cereals (OECD, 2005). However, if on
the one hand changes in the domestic demand
and emerging export opportunities guided the
impressive increase in vegetable and fruit pro-
duction and provided farmers with more mar-
gin for higher income, on the other hand the
shifting of Chinese agricultural production from
grains to horticultural crops, notoriously de-
manding higher amount of chemical inputs, is
likely to worsen the increasing consumption
trend of fertilizers and pesticides. It is therefore
urgent to take effective and immediate actions
for the development of a horticultural sector able
to take environmental externalities into account.

The lack of technical and scientific know-
how, and capacity in managing innovative crop-
ping systems emerged as one of the major barri-
ers towards the actual adoption of transferred
technologies. The results from the Sino-Italian
agro-environmental projects do not surprise as
they reflect the general Chinese situation. Al-
though there is an urgent need to create new pro-
files of researchers and extension agents sup-
porting in the long term the conversion to sus-
tainable agricultural practices, investments in agri-
cultural research and education are at minimum
levels while the Chinese extension system is hard-
ly seeking a new balance after conversion from
the central planning systems to the “Household
Responsibility Systems”, which claimed individ-
ual farmers as the basic production unit, instead
of the production brigade of the previous collec-
tive systems. The challenge is to re-orient scien-
tific and technical capabilities towards the mar-
ket and industry requirements. Again, interna-
tional cooperation programs play a fundamen-
tal role in filling the educational gap.

All demonstration projects implemented
within the Sino-Italian cooperation projects pro-
vide back-to-back with technology transfer a
full package of training activities particularly
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tailored on the specific needs of local farmers
and technicians, but involving also academic in-
stitutions and private companies in the attempt
to establish cross-sectorial partnerships. Partic-
ular emphasis is given to the scientific collabo-
ration with academic institutes and research
centers. At the micro level, there is a need for
China’s higher education institutions to learn
how to identify, develop, and implement re-
search and extension programs well adjusted to
the global and domestic scenario. At the macro
level, there is a need for China’s policymakers
to consult experts in order to formulate appro-
priate sustainable development strategies and
policy. In this perspective, strengthening capac-
ity and efficiency of the role of universities to-
wards government, industry and market opera-
tors is strategic for the future sustainable de-
velopment of Chinese agriculture and the pro-
motion of innovative “green” technologies. Sev-
eral Sino-Italian cooperation projects are pur-
suing this objective.

Joint research programs have been estab-
lished between Italian and Chinese universities
with the aim of making Chinese scientists and
technicians more acquainted with some of the
modern techniques targeted by the demonstra-
tion projects. The use of biocontrol agents and
grafting on resistant rootstocks within integrat-
ed pest management systems is addressed by the
project “Sustainable plant protection in respect
of the environment: modern techniques for the
control of plant pest and diseases of horticul-
tural crops in China”. Within the Scientific and
Technological Cooperation Program between
the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology, a
replicable model of research and semi-commer-
cial scale application of innovative techniques
and technologies for organic agricultural waste
composting as well as of the use of biodegrad-
able plastics as a means to reduce production
of non-compostable agricultural waste is being
developed under the project “Innovative tech-
niques for reduction and recycling of agricul-
tural wastes”. A project co-financed by the Eu-
ropean Commission in the framework of the
Asia-Link Programme will promote sharing of
technical, scientific, economical and ethical
knowledge on organic farming, while a new pro-
ject co-financed by the Italian Ministry of Educa-
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tion, University and Research will permit research
on molecular diagnostic techniques for plant
pathogens, prevention of food contamination by
mycotoxins, recycling of industrial organic wastes
for compost production and influence of climate
change on the diffusion of plant diseases.

The involvement of the private sector is par-
ticularly sought. Each project is implemented on
a participatory basis, stimulating the creation of
broad partnerships involving all relevant stake-
holders, from governmental agencies to NGOs,
from academic institutes to private companies.
The model followed is that of Type II Partner-
ship emerged from the 2002 Johannesburg
World Summit on Sustainable Development as
a means to promote a full integration of public
and private sectors at large in the multilateral
and bilateral cooperation programs, both in
technical and financial terms. It is worth under-
lining, as an example, that the academic part-
nership between Italian and Chinese academic
institutes, consolidated over 5 years of activities
within the framework of the Sino-Italian Coop-
eration Program, eventually showed high ca-
pacity to convey human and financial resources
from private and public sectors into the devel-
opment of broader mobility programs. Only in
the year 2005, thanks to the exploitation of dif-
ferent sources of co-financing, the number of
students and researchers visiting Italian firms
and research institutes for study and research
activities on sustainable agriculture within MSc
and PhD programs jumped from few units to
over 50 people, and the period of staying from
few weeks to 3 years.

Nevertheless, it is still quite difficult to plan
the involvement of the private sector in long-
term programs and give cooperation projects al-
so a market perspective, facilitating the intro-
duction and commercialization of environmen-
tally friendly innovative technologies in China.
Due to the fragile Chinese regulation frame-
work on intellectual property protection, the in-
volvement of Italian private companies is often
limited to stand-alone interventions within each
single project (e.g. field visits, lectures during
seminars and training, short-term internships
and technology procurement). Even though is
offered the possibility to piggy-back on a gov-
ernmental program like the Sino-Italian Coop-
eration Program for Environmental Protection
and create effective synergies mutually benefit-

ing both sides, the skepticism showed by private
firms about a not yet conducive Chinese regu-
latory system represents a great barrier against
an effective technology transfer. First signals of
potential cooperation fully involving Chinese
and Italian private companies in the develop-
ment of innovative technologies for agriculture
have been shown by the already mentioned pro-
ject “Sustainable plant protection in respect of
the environment: modern techniques for the
control of plant pest and diseases of horticul-
tural crops in China”.

4. Concluding remarks

A study carried out by Xu et al. (2006) by zon-
ing China into nine regions and 22 sub-regions,
depicted Chinese agriculture in the year 2000,
and showed that 16 provincial units have
reached a level of sustainable development.
Most of the agricultural projects carried out
within the Sino-Italian cooperation program in-
terested areas needing support. Being such pro-
jects fully integrated within a broader sustain-
able development program (Clini et al., 2007),
they were able to involve all stakeholders in
both project preparation and implementation.
Particularly, governmental Institutions, Acade-
mic institutions, public research centers and pri-
vate companies have always been partnered
with the aim to create a long lasting network of
local and international researchers and experts
supporting the development and the adaptation
of sustainable farming systems as well as the de-
sign of a new regulatory framework supporting
the adoption of innovative technologies.
Important in all cooperation projects have
been training and information activities to en-
able the actual transfer into practice of target
sustainable agricultural technologies and prac-
tices. District workshops and seminars have
been organized in order to keep people in-
volved in project activities continuously aware
of all progress as well as to inform stakehold-
ers on scientific, technical and economic feasi-
bility of upcoming new techniques and systems.
Education and training are part of any strategy
to promote the adoption of appropriate tech-
nologies and farm management practices: all the
projects implemented included exchange of
MSc and Ph.D. students as well as of researchers
among the Research Institutions involved. The
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experience gained through the implementation
of cooperation projects in rural areas of China
shows the strategic role that sustainable agri-
culture plays towards the promotion of sustain-
able development (Gullino et al., 2006). More-
over, the projects implemented respond to the
need of creating job opportunities alternative to
the agricultural sector. In this respect, agro-
tourism is a valued option protecting the rural
environment, sustaining small-sized enterprises
and providing income and job opportunities.

In conclusion, the synergic role provided by
the different projects in promoting environment
protection and sustainable agriculture at once,
will represent a strong effective effort toward
the rural development of different regions. Such
broader approach recognizes the multi func-
tionality role of agriculture accordingly with the
objectives of Agenda 21 and should represent
an example for similar cooperation initiatives
likely to be implemented.
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