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A recent two week research visit to Japan, Korea and China by Hugh Whittaker and Rob Scollay was aimed at surveying views in the academic and business communities there on agriculture and food trade issues from both trade policy and business perspectives.  
Consultations with research institutes and university academics covered the full range of views from advocates of liberalization and reform to defenders of entrenched vested interests, especially in Japan and Korea, where the contestation between the two sets of views was directly related to debates over the future of trade policy in each country.  In China the focus was much more on issues related to internal economic development.
In Japan pressure to maintain the status quo in agriculture clashes head-on with the perceived imperative of increasing Japan’s integration with the regional global economies as part of a strategy aimed at achieving the improvements in productivity and competitiveness needed to sustain economic growth in the face of the formidable challenges posed by Japan’s rapidly aging population and the increasingly unsustainable fiscal position of its government.  
Against this background the debate over whether Japan should join the TPP has assumed the tone of a fundamental clash between two visions of Japan’s future.  Both sides have been intent on heightening the sense of a crucial turning point in Japan’s economic development, with business interests and some politicians presenting the TPP as Japan’s large chance to keep pace with its neighbours and competitors, while the even more shrill voice of JA is proclaiming the destruction  of Japanese agriculture if Japan joins the TPP.  It would be more accurate to say that the TPP might herald the end of the status quo in Japanese agriculture and the collapse of JA’s power, but also the birth of a new and more competitive model of Japanese agriculture.  
Korea is faces many of the same issues but is further along the road to agricultural reform and restructuring, having developed an understanding that the agricultural impact of new trade agreements must be compensated by effective adjustment support to agriculture.  Japanese commentators attribute Korea’s apparent greater ability to overcome agricultural opposition to new trade agreements to the advantages of Korea’s presidential system of government over Japan’s cabinet system.  Korea however shares with Japan the difficulty of differentiating support policies that will promote necessary restructuring from those that will merely assist in perpetuating the status quo.
Korea is much more relaxed about the TPP than Japan, having already concluded FTAs with the United States and the European among other, although a decision by Japan, and even more by China, to participate in the TPP would quickly capture Korea’s attention.  Agricultural interests are much more concerned about the threat to sectors of Korean agriculture posed by a possible FTA with China, which is increasingly seen by business and trade analysts as the vital next step in Korea’s FTA network.
The focus of agricultural researchers in China is very different.  A key concern for them, as it is for other economists concerned with Chinese development, is the debate over whether China has reached its “Lewis turning point”, or point at which the apparently unlimited supply of low-cost migrant workers from the rural areas to the urban industrial heartland is exhausted.  The coming to an end of this model of development based on massive rural-urban migration has vital implication for Chinese agriculture as it does for the entire process of China’s economic development, its social policies, and its role in the global economy.  Agricultural researchers are concerned with the implications for provision of education, health and other social services to rural communities, with structural policies to maintain productivity in China’s agriculture, with the relationship between supply and demand across products and geographic regions, and with the balance between domestic supplies and international market in satisfying both the levels and patterns of China’s future demand for food products.
Business meetings provided many insights into the development of value chains in the international food business, and into the degree of involvement of New Zealand producers in these value chains.  A persistent impression gained from a range of participants in these value chains, including local importers and distributors and multinational operators  as well as representatives of New Zealand interests is that, with some conspicuous exceptions, New Zealand producers are insufficiently engaged at the distribution end of these value chains.  The result is that market penetration falls far short of its potential, and an unnecessarily large share of the value is surrendered to multinational overseers of the value chains and/or to local importers and distributors.  To conclude on a more positive note, two examples of investment in domestic production, Zespri’s kiwifruit in Korea and Fonterra’s investment  in Chinese dairy farms, the former already impressively successful and the latter with enormous potential, stand out as illustrations of what can be achieved with aggressive and innovative engagement in overseas markets.
