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China surpassed the United States as the world's second-largest exporter last year and now makes more cars than Detroit, among the latest signs that the Asian giant is rapidly ascending to what many analysts expect will be the world's largest and most influential economy as soon as a decade from now. 
    The road of China's ascent has been paved with exports of a broad range of goods from cars to computers and toys sent to countries around the world, with the U.S. being its top export market. But China's huge population of 1.3 billion also promises to become the world's biggest consumer market, and it already is sucking in imports and shaping world markets for commodities like oil and copper. 
    "The mainland has emerged as an exporting powerhouse, with the 'Made in China' label now the most ubiquitous in the world," said Joseph Quinlan, chief market strategist at Bank of America. He noted that about half the products China exports are the goods of Western companies that are assembled in China to take advantage of inexpensive labor there. 
    "Think of a Nokia cellular phone sold in the United States but made in China. The profit from this sale accrues to the parent company in Finland," he said. 
    China's surge last year into the top automaking slot, manufacturing 5.2 million passenger cars, or 20 percent more than Detroit, highlights another aspect of China's economy: that of low-cost producer for the developing world. China's cars, with sticker prices around $4,000, are big sellers not only in mainland China where salaries are far lower than the U.S., but also in Third World regions like Africa. 
    China's rapid growth, averaging about 10 percent a year, combined with a large and increasingly affluent population, is expected to vault it into economic superpower status within years or decades, economists say. A recent study published by the International Studies Review predicts that China will leverage its size with superior education and technology to surpass the U.S. and become the world's predominant economic power by midcentury. 
    "China today is much more capitalist than the U.S.," said John Rutledge, a former Reagan economic adviser who now advises China. Competition in China is robust to the point of cut-throat, and surveys show that nearly three-quarters of Chinese think that the free market is the best economic system -- a higher percentage than in the U.S. 
    "The big words in China are entrepreneurship and innovation," Mr. Rutledge said. Everyone from the humblest workers on factory assembly lines to top managers and government officials have been reaping rapidly growing incomes and profiting from China's engagement with Western market economies. 
    China's economic success -- second only to Germany in exports, according to a World Trade Organization report yesterday -- also owes much to the model of an economy built on exports, which was pioneered by Japan and adopted throughout Asia in recent decades. China added a twist to the model by inviting Western companies to make the country into a platform for exporting their products back to the U.S. and other Western consuming nations. 
    To make all the electronics, furniture, shoes, clothes and other products it exports, China must voraciously import raw materials from wood to cotton and nickel -- making it a major contributor to growth for countries like Canada, Australia, Brazil and Russia that are major commodity exporters. The synergy created by China's economy has been an important impetus to global growth in this decade. 
    "Import demand is so strong that China has become the world's third-largest importer, trailing Germany and the United States," Mr. Quinlan said. "China is a significant source of both global supply and demand." 
    China's enormous appetite for oil and its extensive manufacturing network also have given the country the dubious distinction of being the world's second-biggest energy consumer and producer of greenhouse-gas emissions, behind the U.S. Projections show China could supplant the U.S. to become the biggest greenhouse-gas producer as soon as this year. 
    With exports growing nearly 30 percent a year, China also has amassed the world's largest treasure chest of foreign-exchange reserves -- estimated at $1 trillion -- much of which is saved and recycled back into the U.S. through purchases of U.S. Treasuries and other debt securities. 
    That makes capital or cash China's largest export to the U.S. But while the process of reinvestment helps keep the dollar strong, it prevents China's currency from appreciating as it otherwise would and has led to charges in the U.S. that it amounts to an unfair trading practice. 
    Partly because of that criticism, China recently announced it would start diversifying its investments more out of the dollar by creating an independent fund to invest nearly $200 billion a year in a variety of high-yielding projects. 
    Mr. Quinlan expects China's own "bamboo network" of Chinese entrepreneurial corporations to be the big beneficiaries. 
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SHANGHAI -- The list of Chinese food exports rejected at American ports reads like a chef's nightmare: pesticide-laden pea pods, drug-laced catfish, filthy plums and crawfish contaminated with salmonella.
    Yet, it took a much more obscure item, contaminated wheat gluten, to focus U.S. public attention on a very real and frightening fact: China's chronic food safety woes are now an international concern.
    In recent weeks, scores of cats and dogs in America have died of kidney failure blamed on eating pet food containing gluten from China that was tainted with melamine, a chemical used in plastics, fertilizers and flame retardants.
    While humans aren't thought to be at risk, the incident has sharpened concerns over China's food exports and the limited ability of U.S. inspectors to catch problem shipments.
    "This really shows the risks of food-purity problems combining with international trade," said Michiel Keyzer, director of the Center for World Food Studies at Amsterdam's Vrije Universiteit.
    Just as with manufactured goods, exports of meat, produce and processed foods from China have soared in recent years, prompting outcries from foreign farm sectors that are feeling pinched by low Chinese prices.
    Worried about losing access to foreign markets and stung by tainted food products scandals at home, China has in recent years tried to improve inspections, with limited success.
    The problems the government faces are legion. Pesticides and chemical fertilizers are used in excess to boost yields while harmful antibiotics are widely administered to control disease in seafood and livestock. Rampant industrial pollution risks introducing heavy metals into the food chain.
    Farmers have used cancer-causing industrial dye Sudan Red to boost the value of eggs and fed an asthma medication to pigs to produce leaner meat. In a case that galvanized the public's and government's attention, shoddy infant formula with little or no nutritional value has been blamed for causing severe malnutrition in hundreds of babies and killing at least 12.
    China's Health Ministry reported almost 34,000 food-related illnesses in 2005, with spoiled food accounting for the largest number, followed by poisonous plants or animals and use of agricultural chemicals.
    With China increasingly involved in global trade, Chinese exporters are paying a price for unsafe practices. Excessive antibiotic or pesticide residues have prompted bans in Europe and Japan on Chinese shrimp, honey and other products. Hong Kong blocked imports of turbot last year after inspectors found traces of malachite green, a possibly cancer-causing chemical used to treat fungal infections, in some fish.
    One source of the problem is China's fractured farming sector, which comprises small landholdings that make regulation difficult, analysts said.
    Small farms ship to market with little documentation. Testing of the safety and purity of farm products such as milk is often haphazard, hampered by fuzzy lines of authority among regulators. Only about 6 percent of agricultural products were considered pollution-free in 2005, while safer, better quality food officially stamped as "green" accounts for 1 percent of the total, according to figures from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
    For foreign importers, the answer is to know your suppliers and test thoroughly, food industry specialists said.
    "You just have to hope that your system is strong enough and your producers are careful enough," said Todd Meyer, China director for the U.S. Grains Council.
    Health Ministry officials acknowledge problems, but have described scandals such as the 2004 baby formula deaths as isolated incidents. Neither the ministry nor the State Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine, responsible for overall food-safety standards, responded to questions submitted to them in writing as requested.
    Over the past 25 years, Chinese agricultural exports to the U.S. surged nearly 20 times to $2.26 billion last year, led by poultry products, sausage casings, shellfish, spices and apple juice.
    Inspectors from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration are able to inspect only a tiny percentage of the millions of shipments that enter the U.S. each year.
    Even so, shipments from China were rejected at the rate of about 200 per month this year, the largest from any country, compared with about 18 for Thailand, and 35 for Italy, also big exporters to the U.S., according to data posted on the FDA's Web site.
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