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Abstract The two commercially most important
kiwifruit species worldwide are Actinidia chinensis
and A. deliciosa. Both species are native to China:
A. chinensis grows more in the lowlands in the more
eastern provinces towards the coast, A. deliciosa in
the western, inland, colder areas. Large quantities of
kiwifruit are collected from wild vines although this
resource is threatened because of the methods of
harvesting. Commercial cultivation of kiwifruit in
China started only 20 years ago and by 1998 there
were c. 45 000 ha of kiwifruit orchards, 75% in
cultivars of A. deliciosa, 25% in cultivars of A.
chinensis. About one third of the total plantings are
in Shaanxi province. Many different cultivars of A.
chinensis and A deliciosa have been selected but 12
of these, together with 'Hayward' from New Zea-
land, account for nearly 85% of the total area planted
in kiwifruit in China. These cultivars are described.
The A. deliciosa cultivar 'Qinmei' is the most widely
planted, c. 40% of the total area. Average yields per
hectare are still low and most plants are either young
or have not even started cropping. In 1998 the total
production of kiwifruit from China was 118 500 t,
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and in 1999 c. 165 000 t, two thirds of which came
from Shaanxi province. Almost all the kiwifruit pro-
duced are sold within China and, to date, only small
quantities are exported. Within a few years China
will be producing much more kiwifruit from com-
mercial orchards than any other country and this is
likely to have a significant impact on international
trade in kiwifruit.
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INTRODUCTION

The kiwifruit of international commerce are good-
flavoured, large-fruited selections of Actinidia
chinensis Planch, and A deliciosa (A. Chev.) C. F.
Liang et A. R. Ferguson. These two Actinidia species
occur naturally only in China.

Kiwifruit have long been collected from the wild
in China, but until recently neither species was
cultivated in its homeland. The successful develop-
ment of kiwifruit industries, first in New Zealand and
then in other countries, has stimulated Chinese
interest in the potential of Actinidia species native
to China. Over the past decade there has been very
extensive planting of kiwifruit in China so that there
are now more kiwifruit grown in China than in any
other country. Kiwifruit production in China is
consequently also expanding rapidly and could soon
have a significant impact on international kiwifruit
trade.

Little has been published in European languages
on the kiwifruit industry of China and most of the
statistics available have been unreliable. We believe
this to be the first comprehensive account.

COLLECTION OF DATA

There are no existing official government statistics
for the kiwifruit industry in China. Most of the in-
formation presented in this paper was collected at the
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time of the 10th Conference of the Chinese National
Co-operative Group for Kiwifruit Research at
Wuhan in 1998 with more than 100 participants from
throughout China surveyed. Further information was
collected by phoning or sending faxes to experts,
either officers in charge of fruit production or key
kiwifruit research workers, in each region or prov-
ince. Information was also obtained from the Chi-
nese Kiwifruit Development Association. Wherever
possible, information was collected from several
different sources and evaluated by comparison. Al-
though there are some gaps in the data and we have
had to make some assumptions, we believe that the
statistics presented give a realistic picture of the
Chinese kiwifruit industry as it was at the end of the
1998 growing season and also provide an indication
of the likely changes in future years.

KIWIFRUIT TAXONOMY
AND CHINESE NOMENCLATURE

For many years, A. chinensis and A. deliciosa were
included together under the binomial A. chinensis for
a species described by Planchon in 1847. Early bo-
tanical writers and plant collectors soon recognised
that there were at least two variants of A. chinensis,
the most obvious differences being in the size and
the hairiness of the fruit (Ferguson 1990a). The vari-
ant with the smooth-skinned relatively hairless fruit
was widely known under the Chinese name yangtao
and the variant with the hairier fruit often under the
names mao yangtao or mao ertao (mao means hairy).
These variants were eventually recognised botani-
cally with the original species, A. chinensis, being
divided into two botanical varieties. The variants
were finally recognised as distinct species by Liang
& Ferguson (1984): the variant with less hairy fruit
retained the name A. chinensis and the variant with
hairier fruit became A. deliciosa. Other differences
in the appearance of the buds, stems, leaves, flow-
ers, and fruit can be used to distinguish the two spe-
cies. In addition, plants of A. chinensis are either
diploid or tetraploid whereas all plants of A. deliciosa
so far studied are uniformly hexaploid (Ferguson
1990a). A closely related diploid species, A. setosa
(Li) C. F. Liang et A. R. Ferguson is confined to
Taiwan. It is A. deliciosa that has been commercial-
ised throughout the world whereas it is only com-
paratively recently that A. chinensis has been grown
outside of China.

In Chinese horticultural writings, these two spe-
cies are commonly discussed together under the

name mihoutao. This name has been used in China
for all Actinidia species since about the beginning
of the Tang Dynasty (7th century A.D.), but as A.
chinensis and A. deliciosa are by far the most im-
portant of the various Actinidia species in China they
are often simply referred to together as mihoutao.
This name translates as "monkey peach" and alludes
to the skin being the colour of a peach and the lik-
ing of monkeys for the fruit once they ripen after the
first frosts. More specifically the two species are
sometimes referred to together as zhonghua [Chi-
nese] mihoutao. If the species are distinguished in
Chinese horticultural literature, A. chinensis is usu-
ally called zhonghua mihoutao and A. deliciosa,
meiwei mihoutao (meiwei means delicious).

NATURAL DISTRIBUTION

Actinidia chinensis and A. deliciosa are most
common on mountain slopes, growing in relatively
damp, shady areas such as in gullies, along streams,
under the tree canopy, or on the edge of the forest
or in clearings. Young plants in particular require
moist, shady conditions whereas sun is required for
fruit production (Gao & Xie 1990). Few forests in
China are completely undisturbed but the two
species seem robust and are often common in areas
that have been cut over and are now regenerating.

Their natural distribution indicates their relative
climatic requirements. The two species are widely
distributed through much of China, although forest
clearances mean that their distributions are now
discontinuous. They are largely confined to more
mountainous and remote areas whereas originally,
they were probably much more widespread. A.
chinensis is found mainly to the east and along the
coast, in eastern Henan, Anhui, Hubei, Hunan,
Jiangxi, Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong (see Fig.
1 and 2); A. deliciosa is found more inland in colder
regions to the west in Sichuan, Shaanxi, western
Henan, western Hubei, western Hunan, Guizhou,
Guangxi, and Yunnan. There is some overlap
between the species in south-western Shaanxi, south-
western Henan, and western Hubei and Hunan, but
in such regions they are usually separated vertically
with A. chinensis being found at lower, warmer
altitudes. It seems, therefore, that A. deliciosa is
better adapted to cold than is A. chinensis and this
is indicated by their over-wintering buds: those of
A. deliciosa are submerged in the swollen bases of
the petioles and are smaller, less prominent and less
exposed than those of A. chinensis.


