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Abstract: The protection and management of important agricultural heritage systems (IAHS) are
essential to the sustainable economic and social development of heritage sites. Using the time-varying
difference-in-differences (DID) model, this paper analyzes the influence of the identification of IAHS
on economic growth and compares the difference between Globally Important Agricultural Heritage
Systems (GIAHS) and China’s Nationally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (China-NIAHS).
The results show that the identification of IAHS can significantly promote the economic growth of
heritage sites, and the identification of GIAHS has a stronger role. Heterogeneity analysis shows
that the economic driving effect of IAHS identification on heritage sites is affected by geographical
location and poverty. The economic driving effect is stronger in Western China and in relatively poor
areas. In addition, the influencing mechanism of regional economic growth after IAHS identification
is discussed. The results show that IAHS identification can promote the development of the grain
processing industry and the improvement of infrastructure construction, so as to increase the added
value of secondary industries at heritage sites. Moreover, the level of heritage recognition leads to
different policy tendencies. Among these, GIAHS identification significantly promotes investment
growth, while China-NIAHS identification significantly promotes the population agglomeration of
heritage sites.

Keywords: China-NIAHS; GIAHS; DID model; economic growth

1. Introduction

Traditional agricultural systems have rich historical connections, play an important
role in maintaining agricultural biodiversity and the agricultural landscape, and ensure
food security [1], which makes them of high conservation value. In 2002, the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations launched a Global Partnership
Initiative to conserve “Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS)”, which
aims to identify and protect typical traditional agricultural systems in various countries,
maintain their multifaceted functions, improve the livelihoods of residents, and promote
the sustainable development of heritage sites [2]. With inherent ecological and social
sustainability [3], important agricultural heritage systems (IAHS) can provide a variety
of tangible and intangible products and services for human survival and development,
including material products and ecosystem services. They are a model of harmonious
coexistence between human and nature.

However, due to the low economic benefits of traditional agriculture, most IAHS sites
are located in relatively poor areas, and the protection of IAHS limits the mechanization
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and urbanization process of heritage sites to some extent. With the increase in IAHS items
and the expansion of the range of heritage sites, the relationship between the protection of
IAHS and the socio-economic development of heritage sites has attracted the attention of
researchers [4,5].

As China was the first country to launch the GIAHS pilot program and the selection
of national IAHS, the Chinese government attaches great importance to the protection and
management of IAHS and is engaged in many meaningful practices in balancing IAHS
protection with the economic development of heritage sites [6,7]. For example, China took
the lead in the promulgation of the world’s first legal document on the management of
IAHS, established a committee of experts on China’s GIAHS and China-NIAHS, and has
gradually formed a management system of “government-led, scientific argumentation,
multiple-participant, hierarchical management, and classified guidance” [8]. The imple-
mentation of relevant policies has clarified the protection and management responsibilities
of county-level governments where heritage sites are located and strives to combine the
protection of IAHS with the development goals of reducing poverty in rural areas and pro-
moting rural revitalization, attempting to promote the economic development of heritage
sites via the management and rational utilization of IAHS [6–10].

In recent years, as IAHS have increasingly become a significant factor affecting the
economic growth of counties in China, the identification and subsequent protection of
IAHS have become a matter of concern to many scholars. It is necessary to clarify the
relationship between the identification of IAHS and the economic development of the
counties where heritage sites are located. However, most of the existing studies consider
a single heritage site as an example of qualitative description or a case study; there are
still deficiencies in macro-management research and empirical research. Therefore, in
order to evaluate the economic effect of IAHS recognition, this paper analyzes economic
growth at the county level in China using the time-varying difference-in-differences (DID)
model and attempts to determine whether and how the economic growth of heritage sites
has been affected by IAHS recognition (it is worth mentioning that the convenience of
expression and understanding, "IAHS recognition/identification" in this paper includes the
formal entry of agricultural systems into the GIAHS or China-NIAHS list and the policy
measures taken by local governments to better protect, manage, and rationally utilize
an IAHS) via quantitative analysis. In this study, we draw some interesting conclusions.
IAHS designation can indeed drive economic growth in heritage sites, and this driving
effect is heterogeneous in terms of geographical location and poverty level. This paper
also discusses the mechanism of this driving effect and believes that IAHS may promote
regional economic growth by promoting the development of secondary industries and
increasing capital and human capital.

The subsequent structure of this article is organized as follows. The second chapter
summarizes the existing literature. The third chapter introduces model design, variable
definition, and data sources. The fourth chapter analyzes the regression results and provides
robustness tests. The fifth chapter discusses the possible causes of economic benefits after
IAHS recognition. The sixth chapter summarizes the conclusions with recommendations.

2. Literature Review

Against the international background of reducing the poor population and promoting
the economic development of rural areas, establishing how to balance the relationship
between IAHS protection and the economic development of heritage sites has become an
important focus of scholars’ attention. Studies have shown that IAHS contain rich ecologi-
cal, cultural, germplasm, and other resources [11] that have high economic value [3,12,13]
and are an important basis for the economic development of heritage sites. The brand effect
formed after IAHS recognition can increase the amount of attention paid to IAHS [14–16]
and change the efficiency of local resource utilization [17,18]. The good policies and
management methods formulated by the government can further promote the economic
development of IAHS sites. At present, relevant studies have involved agriculture and
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tourism development [19–24], ecological compensation policies [25–27] and farmers’ liveli-
hoods expansion [28–31], which can be summarized based on the two aspects of industry
development and farmers’ income.

From the perspective of industrial development after IAHS designation, agricultural
and tourism development is very common in IAHS heritage sites [3,8,32]. Research on
agricultural development in heritage sites shows that IAHS mainly focus on traditional
agricultural activities, so heritage sites often have one or more core agricultural prod-
ucts, which can attract people’s attention with excellent quality and organic and green
production methods [33]. Therefore, IAHS identification can usually promote the rapid
development of ecological agriculture in the heritage sites, promote the cultivation of core
agricultural products and the food processing industry, and promote the transformation
of the ecological value of agricultural products [12,27,34–36] in heritage sites. Research on
tourism in heritage sites has shown that IAHS contain beautiful agricultural landscapes and
unique farming techniques, which are excellent tourist attractions [37]. Therefore, IAHS
identification can usually promote the development of IAHS-related tourism [32,38] and
increase the tourism income of heritage sites [38,39]. At the same time, the industrial inte-
gration development mode of tourism and other industries [40,41] formed in the process of
the industrial development of heritage sites is also an important way to affect economic
development, which can further promote economic growth through the interaction between
industries [42,43].

From the perspective of the impact of IAHS recognition on farmers in heritage sites,
it is generally believed that IAHS recognition significantly affects the income of farmers.
Studies have found that after IAHS recognition, as the core agricultural products of heritage
sites were recognized by more consumers, the price of core agricultural products increased,
which increased the income of farmers [29]. At the same time, industrial development
provides more jobs for heritage sites [35]. In particular, the development of tourism makes it
possible for farmers to participate in catering, accommodation, and other tourism industries
while engaging in agriculture [44]. Industrial development has further expanded the source
of livelihood of farmers in heritage sites [45] and increased their income. Beyond these
factors, the government’s ecological compensation [34] and other financial support policies
also affect the income and living standards of farmers.

Through the analysis of existing studies, we have observed that conservation and
management after IAHS recognition can affect the economic growth of heritage sites, and
many scholars believe that IAHS recognition can have positive effects on the economic
development of heritage sites [46,47]. However, existing studies mostly start from typical
cases and explain the impact of IAHS on economic growth through the changes in the
selling prices of agricultural products and the changes in farmers’ income, but lack a holistic
and scientific assessment of the impact on a larger regional scope, especially empirical
analysis in a longer period and a wider space. Therefore, this paper focuses on the economic
impact of GIAHS and China-NIAHS recognition on heritage sites in China, measures the
impact of IAHS recognition on economic growth, and further discusses the heterogeneity
and mechanism of this impact.

3. Methods and Data
3.1. Model Design

In order to better measure the impact of the identification of IAHS on the economic
growth of heritage sites, we selected the time-varying difference-in-differences (DID) model.
Considering the endogeneity of panel data and other issues, this study controlled the time
and individual fixed effects in the model, and performed clustering at the county level. The
specific model is as follows:

Growthi,t = αi + β1DIDi,t + β2Controlsi.t + Tt + εi,t (1)

where the dependent variable (Growth) is the economic growth of each county i in the year t,
which is measured using the gross domestic product. The core explanatory variable DID for
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IAHS constitutes the difference-in-differences variables; if county i in year t is an IAHS site,
the value of variable DIDi,t is 1, and otherwise it is 0. When defining the starting year of
the policy, considering that most county governments will take measures after the heritage
projects are listed in GIAHS and China-NIAHS, this paper used the time point when the
heritage site was officially recognized as the starting time of the policy. Meanwhile, in
order to distinguish the difference effect of heritage sites identified at different time periods
in the same year, this paper regards the recognition time of the heritage system whose
identification date is in the first half of the year as belonging to the current year, and the
recognition time of the heritage system whose identification date is in the second half of the
year as belonging to the next year. At the same time, considering the different identification
units, this variable can be divided into two variables: the GIAHS variable (DIDG) and the
China-NIAHS variable (DIDC).

The Controls variables control the development differences between counties from
different perspectives, such as industrial structure, financial dependence, residents’ liv-
ing standards, and human capital. αi and Tt are the individual effect and time effect,
respectively. εi is the error term and represents the interference term not observed.

3.2. Data and Variables

According to the identification time of IAHS, we selected the statistical data of various
counties in China from 2000 to 2020. The research area covered all county-level administra-
tive units (the data sample includes counties, municipal districts, and other county-level
administrative units in China, which are collectively referred to as “counties” in this pa-
per for the convenience of understanding) in China’s 31 provinces, municipalities and
autonomous prefectures, and the missing samples of GDP data were excluded. The data
was obtained from statistics and websites, the economic data was obtained from China
County Statistical Yearbook and China Statistical Yearbook for Regional Economy, and the
heritage recognition time data was obtained from the website of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (https://www.fao.org/giahs/en/ accessed on 10 July
2022) and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs of the People’s Republic of China
(http://www.moa.gov.cn/ accessed on 10 July 2022).

The definitions of regression variables and descriptive statistical analysis are shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistical analysis of variables.

Variable Explanation N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

GDP Logarithm of gross domestic product (ten
thousand CNY) 46,422 13.247 1.393 8.040 18.345

GDP_pri Logarithm of the value added of the primary industry
(ten thousand CNY) 46,422 11.450 1.249 0.000 14.556

GDP_sec Logarithm of secondary industry added value (ten
thousand CNY) 46,422 12.250 1.669 −0.916 17.881

GDP_ter Logarithm of the value added of the tertiary industry
(ten thousand CNY) 46,422 12.190 1.456 7.100 17.360

DIDG Dummy variable for the recognition of GIAHS, 1 after
recognition and 0 for others 46,422 0.004 0.066 0.000 1.000

DIDC Dummy variable for the recognition of China-NIAHS, 1
after recognition and 0 for others 46,422 0.013 0.114 0.000 1.000

Stru Ratio of added value of secondary industry to the sum
of added value of primary and tertiary industry 46,422 0.864 0.790 0.000 30.600

Gov Logarithm of general budget expenditure of local
finance (ten thousand CNY) 46,183 11.452 1.277 4.883 15.903

Sav Logarithm of balance of savings deposits of urban and
rural residents (ten thousand CNY) 42,846 12.681 1.535 1.946 17.298

POP Ratio of population to area (person per
square kilometer) 44,002 0.040 0.167 0.000 18.275

Edu Human capital is represented by the proportion of
primary and secondary school students 41,539 0.135 0.054 0.010 6.627

Med Number of beds per unit population in medical and
health institutions (beds per people) 40,921 0.003 0.002 0.000 0.215

https://www.fao.org/giahs/en/
http://www.moa.gov.cn/
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4. Empirical Results
4.1. Parallel Trend Test

Meeting the test of parallel trends is an important prerequisite for the use of the
difference-in-differences model. It can show that IAHS sites maintained basically the same
economic growth trend as other regions before recognition without systemic differences.
This paper considers the year before heritage recognition as the control year to conduct the
parallel trend test for GDP (Figure 1). The figure shows that there is no obvious difference
between the heritage site and other areas before the recognition of IAHS. After heritage
recognition, the economic growth rate of heritage sites gradually becomes higher than that
of other areas, and there is a certain lag period. It can be seen that from the third year after
the recognition of GIAHS, and from the fourth year after the recognition of China-NIAHS,
the economic growth of IAHS sites accelerates significantly.
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4.2. Reference Regression

In order to maintain the sustainable development of heritage sites, the Chinese gov-
ernment has formulated corresponding protection and development measures after the
designation of IAHS, hoping to promote the local economic and social development while
protecting the IAHS. Many counties consider the protection and development of IAHS as
an important means of regional development in their annual development plans.

Table 2 describes the impact of important agricultural heritage on county economic
growth. The core explanatory variable of models (1)–(3) is the differential variable of
GIAHS. The core explanatory variable of model (4)–(6) is the differential variable of China-
NIAHS. The regression results show that the recognition of IAHS has a significant positive
promoting effect on the growth of a county’s economy, and after the recognition of GIAHS,
the promotion effect on a county’s economy is more significant and higher. Specific data
show that the county economy of GIAHS is 6% higher than that of non-heritage sites on
average, and that of China-NIAHS is 3.4% higher than that of non-heritage sites on average.
This indicates that GIAHS have a higher economic effect and stronger economic driving
ability. This paper assumes that the identification of IAHS provides a new opportunity
for regional economic growth. Moreover, as the identification and monitoring measures
of GIAHS are more strict, and its management and protection measures are studied and
discussed by professional organizations and departments, the economic development of
GIAHS has achieved better results than other regions. In addition, the recognition of
IAHS has imposed a brand effect on the economic growth of heritage sites. As it is widely
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believed that a higher level recognition has stricter requirements regarding quality, people
have more trust in the products produced by GIAHS, which improves the attractiveness
and brand effect of GIAHS.

Table 2. Regression results of IAHS recognition on county economic growth.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP

DIDG 0.082 * 0.064 ** 0.060 **
(0.043) (0.030) (0.030)

DIDC 0.021 0.037 * 0.034 *
(0.034) (0.021) (0.020)

Stru 0.268 *** 0.265 *** 0.268 *** 0.265 ***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Gov 0.215 *** 0.207 *** 0.216 *** 0.208 ***
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Sav 0.104 *** 0.111 *** 0.104 *** 0.111 ***
(0.017) (0.015) (0.017) (0.015)

POP 0.020 ** 0.019 ** 0.020 ** 0.019 **
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Edu −0.244 ** −0.243 **
(0.113) (0.113)

Med 15.949 *** 15.909 ***
(3.034) (3.033)

Constant 13.246 *** 9.174 *** 9.135 *** 13.246 *** 9.165 *** 9.128 ***
(0.000) (0.253) (0.240) (0.000) (0.253) (0.240)

N 46,372 42,167 38,971 46,372 42,167 38,971
R2 0.973 0.982 0.984 0.973 0.982 0.984

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

4.3. Heterogeneity Analysis
4.3.1. Location Heterogeneity

China has a vast territory, the development of the east and west is unbalanced, and
different regions have significant differences in the level of social and economic develop-
ment. Considering the economic and technological development level and geographical
location of the regions where the heritage sites are located, this paper refers to the practice of
relevant studies [48] and divides the 31 provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions
of China into three groups according to the classification of China’s “three economic zones”:
the eastern coastal zone, central zone, and western zone (_ea1, _ea2, _ea3). Then, dummy
variables are created and multiplied by explanatory variables, respectively, to obtain six
interaction terms. Table 3 shows the regression results when the core explanatory variables
of the model are interactive items. The data show that the identification of IAHS acts as a
negative hindrance on the economic development of heritage sites in the eastern region,
and this phenomenon is particularly obvious in the influence of China-NIAHS. Meanwhile,
the regression coefficients of the independent variables of model (3) and model (6) are
significant at the significance level of 0.01, indicating that IAHS have a very obvious pro-
moting effect on heritage sites in Western China. Among them, the influence coefficient of
the GIAHS in the western region on heritage sites is 0.216, which means that the economic
aggregate of heritage sites is 21.6% higher than that in other regions on average.

The reason for these results may be that districts and counties in different economic
zones have obvious differences in terms of their economic base, social development level
and resource ownership, affecting the rationality of heritage protection measures and the
degree of policy implementation, and further affecting the degree of contribution to the
economic growth of heritage sites after IAHS recognition. The eastern region has a high eco-
nomic level, a high degree of mechanization, and relatively sound industrial development.
The recognition of IAHS has a limited promoting effect on local economic development,
which is far less than the hindering effect. Meanwhile, the economic development of the
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western region is in still the initial stage, the modernization process is slow, the regional
mechanization degree is low, and the regional industrial development space is large. The
brand effect after the identification of IAHS enhances the market attractiveness of agricul-
tural products from heritage sites, and may also attract investment in agricultural products’
processing and other aspects, and so the promotion effect on the economy of heritage sites
is far greater than the hindrance effect.

Table 3. Regression results of geographical location heterogeneity.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP

didg_ea1
(0.027)

didg_ea2 0.008
(0.019)

didg_ea3 0.216 ***
(0.039)

didc_ea1 −0.046 **
(0.022)

didc_ea2 −0.037
(0.043)

didc_ea3 0.151 ***
(0.029)

Stru 0.266 *** 0.266 *** 0.265 *** 0.265 *** 0.266 *** 0.265 ***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Gov 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.207 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.207 ***
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Sav 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.110 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 ***
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

POP 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 **
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Edu −0.240 ** −0.241 ** −0.244 ** −0.237 ** −0.241 ** −0.242 **
(0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113)

Med 15.808 *** 15.842 *** 15.947 *** 15.733 *** 15.876 *** 15.927 ***
(3.033) (3.033) (3.031) (3.034) (3.038) (3.043)

Constant 9.132 *** 9.131 *** 9.148 *** 9.137 *** 9.132 *** 9.137 ***
(0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240)

N 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971
R2 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

4.3.2. Poverty Heterogeneity

China began to identify impoverished counties in 1986, and by 2014, a total of 832
county-level administrative regions had been classified as “state poverty counties” after
repeated adjustments. In order to more accurately explore whether significant differences
exist in the impact of IAHS identification on poor areas and non-poor areas, this paper
divides all counties into former poor counties and non-poor counties (_p, _n) according to
the list of poor counties published by the National Rural Revitalization Administration,
and uses the interaction term with the DID variables as the core explanatory variable for
regression. The results are shown in Table 4. The regression results show that after the
recognition of IAHS, the impact on poor areas is very significant. The regression coefficient
of the independent variable is significant at the significance level of 0.01, and the impact
coefficient of GIAHS is relatively high, which is 0.166, indicating that in the areas that used
to be poor counties, the economic aggregate of IAHS sites was 16.6 percent higher than that
in other areas on average, consistent with the previous analysis.
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Table 4. Regression results of poverty degree heterogeneity.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
GDP GDP GDP GDP

didg_p 0.166 ***
(0.041)

didg_n −0.020
(0.027)

didc_p 0.082 ***
(0.031)

didc_n −0.001
(0.024)

Stru 0.265 *** 0.266 *** 0.265 *** 0.266 ***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Gov 0.207 *** 0.208 *** 0.207 *** 0.208 ***
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Sav 0.110 *** 0.111 *** 0.110 *** 0.111 ***
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

POP 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 **
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Edu −0.244 ** −0.240 ** −0.241 ** −0.240 **
(0.113) (0.113) (0.112) (0.113)

Med 15.922 *** 15.816 *** 15.809 *** 15.840 ***
(3.028) (3.033) (3.025) (3.036)

Constant 9.144 *** 9.132 *** 9.140 *** 9.131 ***
(0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240)

N 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971
R2 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

4.4. Robustness Test
4.4.1. Placebo Test

In order to further test the extent to which the regression results are affected by other
non-observed factors or missing variables, this paper referred to the existing practice [49],
randomly selected districts and counties as the pseudo-experimental group, and randomly
selected years as the pseudo-identification time. On this basis, pseudo-differential variables
were constructed for regression and the retrospective results were observed. In this paper,
two regression results of GIAHS and China-NIAHS were considered. The above processes
were repeated 500 times each, and 500 regression coefficients and P-values were obtained,
respectively. The distribution of P-values and regression coefficients of the test results are
shown in Figure 2. It can be seen that the estimated coefficients of the pseudo-variables in
the two figures are centrally distributed around 0, and most of the P-values are higher than
0.1, indicating that there is no serious problem regarding missing variables in the model
setting in this paper, and the benchmark regression results are robust.

4.4.2. Variable Winsorization Test

In order to avoid the unrobust regression results caused by outliers, this paper carries
out 1% tail-reduction treatment on regression variables. The regression results are shown
in models (1) and (2) in Table 5. The regression coefficients of DID variables are significant
and consistent with the benchmark regression results, indicating that the results in this
paper are robust.

4.4.3. Change Control Variable Test

In order to test the robustness of the model, the method of replacing and adding
control variables is adopted in this paper. Models (3) and (4) in Table 5 are regression
results after adding control variables, wherein the variable Inform is the level of regional
informatization, and Size is the area of administrative division. The regression results of
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the model are consistent with the reference regression, which indicates that the regression
results of this paper are robust.
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Table 5. Regression results of the robustness test.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP

DIDG 0.049 * 0.061 ** 0.062 **
(0.028) (0.030) (0.030)

DIDC 0.040 ** 0.033 * 0.033 *
(0.019) (0.020) (0.020)

DIDeco 0.025 ** 0.024 **
(0.010) (0.010)

Stru 0.347 *** 0.347 *** 0.266 *** 0.265 *** 0.266 *** 0.266 ***
(0.009) (0.009) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Stru2
Gov 0.215 *** 0.215 *** 0.207 *** 0.207 *** 0.205 *** 0.206 ***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)
Sav 0.153 *** 0.154 *** 0.110 *** 0.111 *** 0.108 *** 0.109 ***

(0.016) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)
POP −0.304 −0.296 0.046 ** 0.046 ** 0.018 ** 0.018 **

(0.425) (0.426) (0.020) (0.020) (0.008) (0.008)
Edu 0.009 0.008 −0.237 ** −0.236 ** −0.248 ** −0.246 **

(0.126) (0.126) (0.112) (0.112) (0.113) (0.113)
Med 24.633 *** 24.617 *** 15.952 *** 15.917 *** 16.092 *** 16.046 ***

(2.856) (2.857) (2.966) (2.964) (3.037) (3.036)
Inform −0.003 −0.004

(0.025) (0.025)
Size 0.045 * 0.045 *

(0.026) (0.026)
_cons 8.401 *** 8.393 *** 8.794 *** 8.787 *** 9.190 *** 9.181 ***

(0.226) (0.226) (0.319) (0.319) (0.241) (0.241)
N 38,971 38,971 38,758 38,758 38,971 38,971
R2 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

4.4.4. Multiple Policy Impact Test

IAHS have a high ecological function, and ecological compensation policies are usually
adopted in the specific practice of their protection and management [3,50]. At the same
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time, the production activities of IAHS sites depend on good ecosystems [51,52], and so
many of them coincide with national key ecological function areas. During the investigation
period of this paper, the establishment of national key ecological function areas and the
implementation of ecological compensation mechanisms in functional areas were also
factors affecting the economic development of heritage sites [53]. In order to eliminate the
influence of the management of national key ecological function areas on IAHS sites, this
paper collected the list of districts and counties of management of national key ecological
function areas and the identification time, constructed the differential variables of national
key ecological function areas (DIDeco), and added them into the benchmark regression
model for regression again. Regression models (5) and (6) in Table 5 are the corresponding
regression results. It can be seen that the regression coefficient of the core explanatory
variable is still significant, which means that the economic driving effect of IAHS exists
significantly, and the regression result is robust.

4.4.5. Subsample Test

According to the setting of county-level administrative units in China, we selected the
samples of “county” and “municipal district” in the sample as subsamples, and carried
out regression, respectively. Table 6 shows the regression results, in which model (1)–(2)
indicate the regression results when “county” is the sample, and model (3) and (4) indicate
the regression results when “municipal district” is the sample. According to the tabular
data, it can be judged that the regression results of some samples are similar to the results
of baseline regression, indicating that the results of baseline regression are robust.

Table 6. Regression results of the subsample test.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
GDP GDP GDP GDP

DIDG 0.081 ** 0.066 ***
(0.037) (0.025)

DIDC 0.044 * 0.071
(0.024) (0.051)

Stru 0.275 *** 0.275 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 ***
(0.021) (0.021) (0.022) (0.022)

Gov 0.177 *** 0.177 *** 0.249 *** 0.251 ***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.042) (0.043)

Sav 0.108 *** 0.109 *** 0.163 *** 0.165 ***
(0.015) (0.015) (0.039) (0.039)

POP 0.016 ** 0.016 ** 0.070 *** 0.070 ***
(0.007) (0.007) (0.013) (0.013)

Edu −0.261 *** −0.259 ** 0.231 0.235
(0.101) (0.101) (0.429) (0.429)

Med 14.269 *** 14.175 *** 25.270 *** 25.908 ***
(3.190) (3.182) (7.715) (7.715)

Constant 9.284 *** 9.272 *** 8.467 *** 8.420 ***
(0.255) (0.255) (0.745) (0.749)

N 28,119 28,119 3402 3402
R2 0.982 0.982 0.980 0.980

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

5. Discussion

This paper explores the impact of IAHS identification on the economic development
of counties where heritage sites are located through the time-varying DID model, then
explores the heterogeneity and mechanism of this impact. The above empirical results show
that the identification of IAHS significantly promoted the economic growth of the counties
where heritage sites are located, especially in the western regions and relatively poor areas.
This paper describes the economic impact brought about by IAHS identification, provides
an empirical research idea for related research, and supplements the existing research,
which is of great significance for the protection and management of IAHS.

In order to further discuss the specific path of IAHS recognition in promoting local
economic growth, this paper replaced the variables and carried out regression again,
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combined with the existing literature for analysis, attempting to explore the mechanism of
IAHS identification affecting the economic growth of heritage sites and the factors through
which the identified management measures have contributed to economic growth and to
provide data support for these influence paths.

5.1. Impact on Different Industries

In order to explore the specific impact on different industries after the identification of
IAHS, this paper replaced the explained variable with industrial added value and carried
out regression again. The results are shown in Table 7. The core explanatory variable of
models (1)–(3) is the DID variable of GIAHS. The core explanatory variable of model (4)–(6)
is the DID variable of China-NIAHS. The regression results show that the recognition of
IAHS can promote the different industries in heritage sites to different degrees. Among
them, the regression coefficients of the independent variables of model (2) and model (4)
are significant at the significance level of 0.01 and 0.05, respectively, indicating that the
identification of IAHS items significantly promoted the growth of secondary industries in
the heritage sites. In addition, the regression coefficient of the independent variables of
model (2) is higher than that of model (4), indicating that the recognition of global IAHS
has a more prominent role in promoting the economy of heritage sites, which is consistent
with the result of the main regression.

Table 7. Regression results of the impact on different industries.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
GDP_pri GDP_sec GDP_ter GDP_pri GDP_sec GDP_ter

DIDG 0.017 0.182 *** 0.027
(0.048) (0.065) (0.037)

DIDC 0.035 0.090 ** 0.012
(0.028) (0.037) (0.023)

Stru −0.042 *** 0.564 *** −0.038 *** −0.043 *** 0.564 *** −0.038 ***
(0.007) (0.040) (0.008) (0.007) (0.040) (0.008)

Gov 0.157 *** 0.283 *** 0.228 *** 0.157 *** 0.283 *** 0.228 ***
(0.014) (0.022) (0.016) (0.014) (0.022) (0.016)

Sav 0.030 ** 0.186 *** 0.170 *** 0.031 *** 0.187 *** 0.170 ***
(0.012) (0.026) (0.021) (0.012) (0.026) (0.021)

POP 0.022 −0.084 0.020 *** 0.022 −0.084 0.020 ***
(0.015) (0.055) (0.004) (0.015) (0.055) (0.004)

Edu −0.608 *** −0.081 −0.086 −0.609 *** −0.076 −0.086
(0.130) (0.115) (0.123) (0.130) (0.115) (0.123)

Med 14.123 *** 13.088 *** 13.459 *** 14.162 *** 12.942 *** 13.435 ***
(3.281) (3.695) (3.545) (3.279) (3.692) (3.543)

Constant 9.426 *** 6.070 *** 7.312 *** 9.421 *** 6.049 *** 7.309 ***
(0.207) (0.352) (0.306) (0.207) (0.353) (0.306)

N 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971
R2 0.965 0.969 0.978 0.965 0.969 0.978

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

Existing studies have shown that the recognition of IAHS can produce a brand ef-
fect [16], and its driving effect on the industry development of heritage sites is mainly
manifested in two aspects: the development of an agricultural industry chain dominated
by core agricultural products and the development of a tourism industry chain dominated
by heritage tourism [12,54]. Combined with the regression results, this paper assumes that
the main reasons for promoting the industrial development of heritage sites after IAHS
identification include the following two points: Firstly, in the development of the agricul-
tural industry chain, IAHS identification mainly promotes the development of secondary
industries, especially the agricultural and sideline food processing industry, food manufac-
turing industry, refined tea manufacturing industry, and other related industries (according
to the “Industrial classification for national economic activities” regulation document in
China, primary industries only include agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, fishery,
and auxiliary activities, while the agricultural and sideline product processing industry,
food manufacturing, and refined tea manufacturing are all secondary industries). Secondly,
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in the tourism industry chain, IAHS identification mainly promotes the construction of
tourism infrastructure. As most of the existing IAHS sites in China are in relatively poor
areas with relatively limited transportation links and communication [55], the development
of tourism in heritage sites will inevitably improve the local infrastructure, which will be
reflected in the rise of the output value of the secondary industries.

In order to verify whether the recognition of heritage will affect the economic devel-
opment of heritage areas through the agricultural processing industry, this paper extracts
core agricultural products from various IAHS. According to core agricultural products
sources, IAHS are divided into four types: food crop systems, cash crop systems, animal
breeding systems, and mixed breeding systems (crop1, crop2, crop3, crop4). Table 8 shows
the regression results when the interaction term between IAHS types and the DID variable
is the core explanatory variable. The results show that the food crop systems and mixed
breeding systems had an obvious promoting effect on the economic development of her-
itage sites. Among the IAHS of the same type, GIAHS has a stronger economic driving
effect on heritage sites, which is consistent with previous results. Further analysis found
that compared with other core agricultural sources, food crops are more widely used, and
processed by-products can be used as raw materials for other derivative industries [56],
requiring more processing procedures. Therefore, food crop systems have a long agri-
cultural industry chain and the industry chain development requires a higher scale of
processing industry. As a result, food crop systems have a strong effect on the economic
growth of the heritage area after it is recognized. In addition, there are more types of
core agricultural products in mixed breeding systems and more industries are affected
after IAHS identification, meaning that it plays a stronger role in the economic growth of
heritage sites. The regression results in Table 8 verify the above analysis.

Table 8. Regression results of the impact on different types.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP GDP

didg_type1 0.099 *
(0.052)

didg_type2 0.006
(0.039)

didg_type4 0.164 ***
(0.054)

didc_type1 0.031
(0.034)

didc_type2 0.015
(0.028)

didc_type3 0.049
(0.073)

didc_type4 0.110 ***
(0.039)

Stru 0.265 *** 0.266 *** 0.266 *** 0.266 *** 0.265 *** 0.266 *** 0.266 ***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Gov 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 *** 0.208 ***
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Sav 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 *** 0.111 ***
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

POP 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 ** 0.019 **
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Edu −0.243 ** −0.241 ** −0.241 ** −0.242 ** −0.241 ** −0.241 ** −0.242 **
(0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113) (0.113)

Med 15.910 *** 15.847 *** 15.858 *** 15.861 *** 15.855 *** 15.850 *** 15.882 ***
(3.028) (3.034) (3.033) (3.029) (3.035) (3.035) (3.033)

Constant 9.136 *** 9.131 *** 9.135 *** 9.133 *** 9.129 *** 9.131 *** 9.131 ***
(0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240) (0.240)

N 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971 38,971
R2 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984 0.984

Note: At present, there is no animal breeding systems (type3) in China’s GIAHS. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
Values in brackets are standard errors.
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5.2. Impact on Input Factor

Human capital and capital input are important factors affecting economic growth [57–59]
and in protecting IAHS [60]. In order to further explore the influence of IAHS identification
on the economic input factors of heritage sites, this paper replaced the dependent variable
with the rural working population and fixed asset investment (Wpop, Inve), then returned
the population flow and investment in heritage sites, respectively. Table 9 shows the
regression results. The explained variable of models (1) and (2) is the rural working
population, and the explained variable of models (3) and (4) is fixed asset investment. The
results show that the rural working population of China-NIAHS sites is significantly greater
than that of other regions, while the capital input of GIAHS sites is significantly higher than
that of other regions, and the regression coefficients are all significant at a significance level
of 0.1. The results suggest that IAHS identification can affect regional economic growth by
affecting the working population and capital investment in the heritage sites. In addition,
there are differences between China-NIAHS and GIAHS in the impact on factor inputs.

Table 9. Regression results of the impact on input factors.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Wpop Wpop Inve Inve

DIDG 0.194 0.578 *
(0.617) (0.336)

DIDC 0.717 * 0.133
(0.430) (0.165)

Stru −0.254 *** −0.256 *** 0.046 * 0.045 *
(0.055) (0.056) (0.027) (0.026)

Gov 0.361 ** 0.364 ** 0.159 *** 0.161 ***
(0.144) (0.144) (0.056) (0.056)

Sav 0.209 ** 0.212 ** −0.260 *** −0.259 ***
(0.105) (0.105) (0.043) (0.043)

POP −0.396 −0.395 0.001 0.001
(0.256) (0.256) (0.006) (0.006)

Edu 2.046 *** 2.027 *** −0.736 ** −0.721 **
(0.765) (0.762) (0.312) (0.311)

Med −78.318 *** −77.522 *** 41.201 *** 40.654 ***
(24.870) (24.721) (10.941) (10.911)

Constant 14.707 *** 14.630 *** 2.086 *** 2.046 ***
(2.100) (2.094) (0.772) (0.771)

N 30,857 30,857 28,146 28,146
R2 0.987 0.987 0.714 0.714

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Values in brackets are standard errors.

Combined with the existing literature, we find that there are significant differences
in the internal mechanisms of GIAHS and China-NIAHS in promoting economic growth.
The economic growth of GIAHS sites is dominated by increased investment. After GIAHS
recognition, the government of heritage sites increased the capital input in the process of
infrastructure construction investment [41], ecological compensation investment [27], and
distinctive brand building [61], improving the basic implementation [62] and promoting
the economic development of these heritage sites [63–65]. The economic growth of China-
NIAHS sites is mainly due to the increase in human capital. After China-NIAHS recognition,
the industrial development of the heritage site provides more jobs [66], attracts the return
of the labor force and the gathering of highly capable personnel [67], provides necessary
human capital support for the heritage site [68], and promotes local economic growth.

6. Conclusions and Suggestions
6.1. Conclusions

Since the “Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems” program was launched
by FAO, 23 countries have carried out IAHS declaration and protection, providing strong
support for the protection of agricultural heritage and the sustainable development of her-
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itage sites. The results of this study show that IAHS identification effectively promotes the
economic growth of heritage sites and GIAHS identification has a more obvious promoting
effect. The heterogeneity analysis results show that the economic growth degree of heritage
sites is also affected by geographical location and poverty degree. IAHS has the largest
promoting effect on the economic growth of the western region, and has an inhibiting effect
on the economic growth of the eastern region. In addition, the promoting effect on the
economic growth of once poor counties is much higher than that of non-poor counties.
Then, this paper analyzed the influence mechanism of IAHS in promoting the economic
development of the county where the IAHS site is located. The analysis results show that
IAHS identification strongly promoted the development of secondary industry at IAHS
sites, especially the development of the grain processing industry. At the same time, there
are differences in the mechanism of promoting economic growth after the recognition of
GIAHS and China-NIAHS. After GIAHS identification, the regional economic growth is
affected by increasing investment, while after IAHS identification, the economic growth is
promoted by improving human capital.

The results of this paper prove th”t IAHS identification can effectively promote the
industrial development and economic growth of heritage sites, which is beneficial to
the development of the regional economy and society while protecting IAHS. Therefore,
potential agricultural heritage systems can actively declare IAHS and increase regional
awareness and product brand value through their identification. In addition, China-NIAHS
are abundant in number and type, but their promoting effect on sustainable economic
and social development of heritage sites is relatively weak. It is possible to establish
professional organizations or improve the management system, including identification,
monitoring, and withdrawal, optimize management measures, and raise the threshold of
identification, so as to improve the quality of China-NIAHS and further promote local
economic development.

6.2. Suggestions and Prospects

At present, the protection and development path of IAHS is still under exploration.
Although some scholars have summarized the conservation and development mode of
IAHS [61], more IAHS are still trying to find a suitable development mode. Based on the
results of this study and the actual situation, we put forward some management suggestions
and incentive measures, hoping to help the protection and development of IAHS.

First of all, IAHS identification has become a way to promote economic development
in China’s traditional agricultural areas, but due to the bottom-up declaration system, some
typical areas have not been discovered. Therefore, the state should increase the intensity
of IAHS exploration and identification, so that the county government can realize the
importance of IAHS, especially in the western region and poor areas, which should be
encouraged to actively explore potential heritage sites and apply for IAHS projects, so as
to exert the positive effect of IAHS recognition. Secondly, in the process of the dynamic
conservation and adaptive management of IAHS, heritage sites should pay attention to
the role of policy guidance and financial support in the economic process driven by IAHS.
Among them, the government of heritage sites can establish a good talent introduction
policy to attract more workers, keep IAHS alive, and accumulate human capital to promote
regional industrial development and economic growth. The government can also formulate
appropriate industrial development policies and enterprise support policies to provide
a good policy environment for the growth of enterprises and industrial development,
among which cultivating “leading enterprises” is usually a good method. In addition,
capital investment is also an important factor in the economic development of heritage sites,
especially in Western China and relatively poor areas. The government of heritage sites can
integrate central government financial funds, bank loans, social financing, and other funds
to increase capital investment in heritage sites, especially for improving the roads, networks,
water and electricity supply, and other infrastructure of heritage sites and residents’ living
environment, so as to lay the foundation for the development of agriculture and tourism in
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the IAHS sites. Finally, considering that China-NIAHS are abundant in quantity and type,
but play a weak role in promoting the economic development of heritage sites, we propose
establishing professional organizations or improving the management system, including
identification, monitoring, and withdrawal, optimizing management measures and raising
the threshold of recognition, so as to improve the quality of China-NIAHS and further
promote the economic development of heritage sites.

In addition, due to the limitations of the data, this study failed to test the impact of
IAHS recognition on the development of the tourism industry and tourism income. At the
same time, scholars still have not unified standards regarding which indicators can better
reflect the growth of the regional tourism industry. In future studies, the impact of IAHS
identification on the tourism industry in heritage sites can be further studied.
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