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2 lives. The other is of a threat to wildlife. An-
imal parts are often considered vital com-
ponents of tcm. The government bans the
use of endangered species, but there re-
mains a widespread belief that tiger penis,
rhinoceros horn and other parts of rare ani-
mals have powerful medicinal properties. 

The use of animals sometimes involves
appalling cruelty. One of the tcm remedies
that the health ministry has recommended
for use in the treatment of covid-19 patients
includes powdered bear bile. In China this
is often extracted from live bears kept in
grim farms even though its active ingredi-
ent can be created synthetically. In Febru-
ary China banned the sale of wild animals
as food—close contact in markets between
live specimens and merchants may have
helped the coronavirus to leap from animal
to human. But the new rules do not prevent
trappers and breeders from selling animal
parts for use in tcm. 

There is huge demand for it, fuelled by
the government’s health-insurance
schemes which cover some tcm remedies.
Spending on tcm accounts for 40% of Chi-
na’s drug market, according to analysts at
Jefferies, a bank. Nearly 15% of China’s hos-
pitals specialise in traditional treatments.
Of more than 8.4m hospital beds in 2018,
1.2m were in such facilities. There are more
than 700,000 people who practise tradi-
tional medicine or dispense it.

China’s leaders support this partly for
reasons of national and cultural pride. tcm

has ancient origins, drawing on treatises
dating back 2,000 years or more. President
Xi Jinping has been particularly keen to
promote such pride and redefine the Com-
munist Party as an embodiment of ancient
wisdom. China must “adhere to using Chi-
nese medicine alongside Western medi-
cine” in the fight against the coronavirus,
he said last month. 

Officials do not say that traditional rem-
edies can cure covid-19. But they do claim
that tcm can reduce death rates by prevent-
ing patients with mild or moderate symp-
toms from developing more serious ones.
They also say that tcm can speed up recov-
ery. A website set up by China Daily, a state
newspaper, called “Fighting covid-19 the
Chinese way”, says that tcm can “remove
the trash which causes illness”, leaving the
virus “no room to survive”. 

tcm enjoys some cover from the World
Health Organisation. Last month the who

deleted advice it had posted on its website
saying that herbal remedies were not effec-
tive against the coronavirus and might be
harmful. It said the statement it had issued
was too “broad”. In a report published in
2014 it said that traditional medicine was
“an important and often underestimated”
resource and that such remedies, if of “pro-
ven quality, safety and efficacy”, could help
plug gaps in health-care provision. That,
however, would rule out much tcm. 7

Zhang yali remembers the pains of liv-
ing in the Chinese countryside when

she was growing up. On the mountainside
in rural Shanxi, the northern province
where her family lived, snakes and scorpi-
ons lurked. If they did not bite, the mosqui-
tos certainly would. But the Zhangs could
not move their isolated home to the safety
of a village, because only the mountain was
free of pesticides. What worried the Zhangs
more than the odd sting were chemicals
that might kill their bees.

Pesticides have long plagued China’s
honey-making industry, which is by far the
world’s largest. This year, however, co-
vid-19 has been a bigger headache for the
country’s 250,000 beekeepers, who pro-
duce around one-quarter of the global sup-
ply. Many of them are itinerant, moving
their colonies around the country on lor-
ries in search of pollen and nectar. For
many days, restrictions imposed to curb
the epidemic made this difficult. 

The average honey bee flies for more
than 1,500km in her lifetime. Many of Chi-
na’s beekeepers travel about twice that dis-
tance in a season, criss-crossing the west-
ern and southern plains. But late in January
local governments began to limit people’s
movements. Many keepers who had taken
advantage of the cold weather, when bees
huddle in their hives, to leave their colo-
nies and visit relatives, found themselves
stuck. They were unable to return to take
their bees on the road. Those united with

their hives could not set off either. Many of
the insects died of starvation. “In previous
years, our relatives would go south for
spring flowers and rapeseed. But no one
can go this year,” says Ms Zhang.

In mid-February the central govern-
ment announced measures to make it easi-
er for agricultural workers and goods to
move around. But there are still obstacles
of various kinds, including frequent health
checks. Woe betide the beekeeper required
to self-quarantine—that can mean separa-
tion from bees. Even those who manage to
go about their business normally will
struggle to make up their losses. Margins
are thin at the best of times. Wang Baorong,
a beekeeper in Yunnan, normally makes
about 1,000 yuan ($140) a month, about av-
erage for a rural household in the poor
southern province. “Beekeepers have to
rely on heaven to eat,” he says. 

Some may be able to supplement their
income by turning to a growth industry for
owners of bees: pollinating farmers’ crops.
In parts of China wild bee populations have
been falling because of pesticide use, cli-
mate change and diseases such as de-
formed-wing virus, forcing farmers to pol-
linate by hand. It is a labour-intensive
process and results in lower yields.
(Around one-third of China’s pear trees are
pollinated in this way.) But Ms Zhang says
that regions where demand for these ser-
vices is highest, such as Xinjiang in the far
west and Inner Mongolia in the far north,
are too far away to make it worthwhile for
her family to travel there.

The economy is slowly recovering. Tra-
vel is getting easier. But for itinerant bee-
keepers it is too late to catch the early
blooms of spring. Ms Zhang grumbles that
life even before covid-19 was “mediocre”—
not helped by her father’s poor health. “We
must practise the spirit of the bees, live and
learn, keep busy and grow old,” she says. 7
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