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(1) Summary of the impact

Given the challenges faced by rural communities in China, our interdisciplinary action research team
decided to identify specific rural problems and create a practice model for social development. We
developed the “rural-urban alliance” model, which has been applied in villages in Guizhou, Yunnan,
Sichuan, and Guangdong. Since 2013, the model has empowered local communities and improved
the livelihood of marginal groups. Twenty co-operatives were established that effectively doubled
villagers’ household annual income. Two thousand social work placements and 407 social work
stations were generated as a result of the model’s success. The research undertaken for this project
also stimulated public debate and led to policy changes by generating awareness of the complexity of
agricultural development in China.

(2) Underpinning research

The “rural-urban alliance” model was developed over the period from 2001 to 2019 and is based on
action research projects led by Dr. Hok Bun KU of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, who
partnered with colleagues at various local universities in Mainland China (Yunnan University, Sun
Yat-sen University, Sichuan Agricultural Universities, and Peking University). Funded by an RGC
Competitive Bids Grant, the first action research project was undertaken in 2002 in the mountain
villages of Guizhou Miao and Yunnan Zhuang that are home to ethnic minorities. The underpinning
research revealed that the mainstream economic development model was unable to address the
unsustainable agricultural development and food security crises in rural China [R2, R5]. The research
team explored alternative models and practices to reduce the adverse consequences of social
transformation in these regions and improve the lives of these marginal groups [R1, R3].

Our research in Guizhou and Yunnan led to five key findings: 1) industrialized agriculture is not
sustainable: it causes land pollution, compromises food safety, and leads to the loss of traditional
farming skill; 2) local assets and resources can be used for rural development; 3) a practical way to
tackle the unsustainability of rural development and problems with food security is to encourage
villagers to return to organic farming, and to use local materials and indigenous craftsmanship to
produce works that can be sold in urban markets; 4) an urban consumer network is critical to rural
development; and 5) social workers play an important role in organizing rural production co-
operatives and urban consumer networks and bridging the gap between rural producers and urban
consumers.

Based on these findings, we developed the rural-urban alliance practice model in 2007. This model
not only helps local communities to generate income but also renews pride and identity. It leads to
stronger community participation in the preservation of local culture and greater resistance to the
erosion of traditional community life occasioned by global socio-economic forces. After a five-year
trial, we found that the model successfully met the goals of building the capacity and improving the
financial situation of the village inhabitants [R1, R3].

Another action research project was conducted in a rural community affected by the Sichuan
earthquake in 2008. The situation of rural Sichuan was similar to that of Guizhou and Yunnan, so we
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applied the rural-urban alliance model to facilitate post-disaster community development. The
research team received a GRF grant and donation from various foundations to support its work in
rural Sichuan from 2010 to 2018. Our experience in rural Sichuan confirmed that the rural-urban
alliance model makes a positive difference in the social and economic well-being of families in
disaster-affected rural communities [R5, R6].

In collaboration with Prof. Zhang Heqing from Sun Yat-sen University and with funding from the
Guangdong provincial government, the research team is currently undertaking an action research
project in villages of Conghua to evaluate the effectiveness of the rural-urban alliance model (2010-
2020). The problems associated with rural development in Guangdong are typical of other parts of
rural China. The rural-urban alliance model encourages social entrepreneurship through organizing
production and developing urban markets for local products. It has offered an alternative path to rural
development in Guangdong. This action research project influenced social work service delivery in
China, especially Guangdong. The model was adopted by the Guangdong provincial government and
became the framework for the establishment of the “Double Hundreds Plan” (5 :t2) of social

work development in rural Guangdong.

In summary, our underpinning research identified the problem of unsustainable development in rural
China, and our action research projects have shown that alternative methods are effective in
empowering local communities and improving the livelihood of marginal groups in Mainland China.
The model we created has also had a positive impact on social work service delivery and government
policies in Mainland China.

These projects targeting rural development in Mainland China are the result of the joint efforts of
colleagues from PolyU and local universities in Mainland China. The members of the research team
from the Department of Applied Social Sciences of PolyU include Hok Bun KU (Associate Professor),
Hairong YAN (Associate Professor), Anita KOO (Associate Professor), Sik Chung YEUNG
(teaching fellow), Karita KAN (Assistant Professor), and Ngai PUN (Professor, from 2008-2017). |
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(4) Details of the impact

Empowering Local People and Communities



The most gratifying achievements of our project have been the establishment of a core group of
committed and motivated villagers who are keen to develop the project, the increased sense of
solidarity and social cohesion in the community, and the growth of confidence and pride. Through
this highly participative and empowering process, many villagers have regained their sense of control
over their own destiny and have developed a much stronger sense of identification with their cultural
heritage [S1, S2].

Since 2013, the villagers in the project sites have been active agents of development. Twenty rural
co-operatives have been established for long-term community development and improvement in the
villagers’ income, living environment, and community life. The higher prices fetched by organic
products have enabled villagers to improve their economic conditions through the urban-rural
network. The Yunnan project in Pingzhai, for example, led to an increase in the average annual
income among co-operative members from 3927 RMB before joining in 2014 to 8478 RMB in 2017.
Almost all villagers saw their annual household income doubled after joining the co-operative [S3].

The community life in our project sites also improved. In Sichuan, the social work station and village
groups have organized community activities for the whole village to celebrate traditional Chinese
festivals and provide services for the elderly. On 15 September 2016 — the day of the Mid-Autumn
Festival — around a hundred villagers of Miaoxia in Ya’an Sichuan organized an event they called
“Our X Village, Our Mid-Autumn Festival Feast.” They mobilized the whole village to celebrate the
festival. Every household contributed a dish for dinner. Those over 80 years old were exempted from
this requirement and were invited to enjoy the meal and share in the celebrations [S3]. Such activities
demonstrate the fact that the research project has generated a sense of the importance of cultural
values and the need to help marginalized groups such as the elderly.

Impact on Social Work Service Delivery in Rural China

As a result of the success of the rural-urban alliance model, and in close collaboration with our long-
term partner Prof. Zhang Heqing (38 #17&) from the Sun Yat-sen University, we established the
Guangdong Lvgeng Social Work Development Center [S3]. In all the rural areas where we introduced
our project, including Guangdong, Sichuan, and Hunan, the model received appreciative recognition
from the government [S4]. Mr. Gong Pu-guang, Vice Minister of Civil Affairs, visited our project in
Guangdong in 2014 and gave it high praise [S5].

The model was adopted by the Guangdong provincial government and became the framework for the
establishment of 407 rural social work stations in Guangdong and the creation of 2,000 rural social
worker positions in from 2017 to 2021 [S6, S7]. From 2013-2019, we also conducted 35 training
workshops with 1,200 social workers from various provinces of China. The significance and impact
of our training program were highly appreciated by the trainees [S3].

Influence on Policy-Making

Our research in rural China exposed problems arising from agricultural development, especially the
area of food security [S8]. In addition to implementing alternative means of rural development, we
have advocated for policy changes since 2014. We submitted policy proposals to the Chinese People's
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC 4 E Ei/) in 2014, 2015, and 2017, in which we drew
attention to the need to “protect China’s traditional agriculture,” “set up a breeding preservation area
and protect China’s germplasm resources,” and “support collective land ownership.”

The CPPCC, which encourages scholars to make policy recommendations, is an important channel
to the government. All of our proposals were submitted by the CPPCC representative Prof. Wang Hui
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(CEHE) [S9]. Some of these proposals have had a significant impact on high levels of policy. For
instance, our proposal to “set up a breeding preservation area and protect China’s germplasm
resources (B EREEZERER. REFPBEFEE L R),” submitted in 2015, has strongly
influenced agricultural policy. On November 4, 2015, the Ministry of Agriculture of the PRC
announced a revision of the seed law (F&F;%) [S9, S10]. In the revised law, protecting germplasm
resources was clearly indicated in Chapter 2: Articles 8-10 [S10, Chapter 2].
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