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Abstract

In China most of the population (about 60%) lives in rural areas, in poor conditions and still relies on agriculture as the main source of income. Several environmental problems have been caused by shifting to more intensive and polluting agriculture in order to address the increasing demand for food and the need of higher incomes of rural communities. With the present Chinese economic growth, urbanization and increased leisure time, tourism and recreation activities in rural areas are also increasing. Additionally, in the restructuring process of economy in rural areas, one of the most obvious effects is the necessity to create job opportunities alternative to agricultural sector. The role of sustainable agriculture fro environment protection in a country such as China is highlihted. The experience gained in the framework of the Sino-Italian Cooperation Program for Environment Protection jointly launched by the Italian Ministry for the Environment, Land and Sea (IMELS) 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.
Introduction
Agriculture is still an important productive sector for many economies and most of present-day societies have their roots in the agriculture-based societies that existed until just a few decades ago. Agriculture plays a significant role in protecting the environment and enhancing biodiversity when is carried out in a sustainable manner and takes into account its genetic resources (Francis, 2004). The three dimensions (economic, environmental and social) of sustainable development 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 (Gliessman, 2004). At present, agriculture faces the need to meet new challenges both in highly industrialized countries as well as in developing ones. Agriculture is an elemental engine of economic growth in the developing world. 

The Chinese agriculture is living a challenging momentum. Population is increasing at fast rate, nearly 15 million people annually. The rapid industrialization that drives up demand simultaneously shrinks the cropland area. Cropland is being converted to non-farm uses at a record date and the fast urbanization is depriving agriculture of labor. The China’s challenge to individuate sustainable solutions to the social and economic pressure put on agriculture is even greater due to the threat posed by agriculture on environment and human health. Overgrazing and misure of water for irrigation are converting grassland and cropland into desert, mainly in the northern regions of China. Sanitary problems of agricultural produce worsen the general situation (Dong et al., 2006). Chinese government is pushing the adoption of agricultural practices and technologies with low impact on the environment. Although modernization is occurring 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 sustainability. Nowadays organic farming in China represents only the 0.4% of the total agricultural area, far below the European average of 3.9%. However organic food production is estimated to increase by 10 times over the next decade. The value of trade in exports of organic products that jumped from 300,000 dollars in 1995 to 120 million dollars in 2003 is expected to further increase in the future at an annual rate of 30% (Willer & Yussefi, 2007). 
The agriculture cooperation projects in China
Cooperation activities in the sustainable agriculture sector are globally considered an essential instrument to effectively promote food security and the development of rural areas while protecting the environment and human health. In this regard, multilateral and bilateral cooperation initiatives promoting the transfer of sustainable agricultural technologies and know-how to developing countries acquire added value and must be strenghthened. The Sino-Italian Cooperation Programme for Environmental Protection jointly launched by the Italian Ministry for Environment, Land and Sea and SEPA in the year 2000 for the realization of pilot projects and feasibility studies in several environmental sectors, provides an example of a different approach for the implementation of cooperation projects in the field of sustainable agriculture, with the primary objective of conversion from high pollution cropping systems to ecologically based ones (Gullino et al., 2006). While the general effort is to enable China’s compliance with the obligations set by the Multilateral Environmental Agreements and with the Millennium Development Goals, project objectives and instruments of implementation have to be site specific and to properly address the particular social and economic needs of the area of interventions. 
Since the launch of the Sino-Italian Cooperation Program, significant investments have been made fro the phasing out of methyl bromide, a highly toxic fumigant used in the horticultural 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 feasibility of innovative and low environmental impact techniques for soil disinfestation started in 2001 in Shandong and Hebei provinces with the final objective to individuate solutions replicable in other areas of China. The same approach, avoiding pursuing short-term objectives due to the pressure for profit was adopted in different regions, in order to ensure the reproducibility and long-term sustainability of transferred technologies. In Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia, for instance, Chinese western regions characterized by poor social conditions, 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. More specialized technologies and complex cropping systems were considered by the project implemented in Chongming. In Chongming Island, the third biggest Island of China after Taiwan and Hainan at few kilometers from Shanghai, IMELS and the Shanghai Municipal Government are implementing a project meant to convert the traditional local agricultural systems into organic farming production. The aim is to develop organic food production not only to increase potential for higher income for local growers looking with interest to foreign market, 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. Considering the future perspective of Chongming Island, planned to be turned into the first Ecological Recreational Island of China, with emphasis on tourist and recreational purposes, the organic production of high value crosp for the local market is regarded as mean to link higher income to environmental protection. In particular the project aims to stop soil salinisation processes, to reduce the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. In two-years field experimental trials on tomato, watermelon, pear and other crops the technical and economical feasibilty of the use of tolerant and resistant varieties, grafting on resistant rootstocks, biodegradable mulching films, green manure in combination with the use of compost, environmental monitoring systems and the use of biological products is being 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
Training and information activities have been important to enable the actual transfer into practice of target sustainable agricultural technologies and practices. Workshops and seminars have been organized in order to keep people involved in project activities continuously aware of all progress as well as to inform stakeholders on scientific, technical and economic feasibility of upcoming new techniques and systems. Education, training and extension are part of any strategy to promote the adoption of appropriate technologies and farm management practices: exchange of students as well as of researchers among the project partners have been implemented. Particular emphasis is given to the scientific collaboration with academic institutes and research centers.
Conclusions
The experience gained through the implementation of cooperation project in shows the strategic role that organic agriculture plays towards the promotion of sustainable development. Moreover, the project responds 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. 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 functionality 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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