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Customs Houses and Imperial Income
under the Qianlong Emperor

. . . *
Lai Hui-min

Abstract

During the reign of the Qianlong Emperor, bondservants of the Imperial
Household Department staffed many customs houses. The customs duties they
levied were delivered to the Ministry of Revenue, while the emperor received the
“surplus” revenue. The imperial income rose due to an increase in trade between
China and Russia in the eighteenth century. For example, the trade through Kiakhta
in the 26" year of Qianlong’s reign (1761) was 1,011,067 rubles, increasing eightfold
to 8,383,846 rubles in the 5" year of Jiaqing’s reign (1800). At the customs house
for Sino-Russian trade in Kalgan the surplus increased from 16,000 to 30,000 taels,
and at Chongwen Gate receipts rose from 70,000 to 140,000 taels. It is obvious that
the Qing emperors benefited greatly from Sino-Russian trade.

Furthermore, Qianlong modified the meltage-fee system enforced by Emperor
Yongzheng, reducing the rate from 30-50% (of the principal taxes) to 10%. This
reduction apparently lessened the financial burden on the populace, but in fact, every
customs superintendent resorted to a variety of fiscal expedients such as surcharges to
compensate for the quality of silver or to cover the cost of tribute or budget shortfalls.
In the emperor’s view, these newly added levies were only about 10% of the Ministry

of Revenue’s custom receipts. According to Douglas North’s neoclassical theory of

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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the state, an absolute monarch will maximize private advantage. Indeed, the Qing
emperors expanded their personal wealth with the aid of bondservants. The Imperial
Household Department’s income from customs surplus, miscellaneous levies, and the
sale of ginseng and precious stones was estimated at 600,000 to 800,000 taels per
annum, or about 15-20% of the total customs revenue.

Surcharges added to customs levies were too numerous to calculate and provided
many opportunities for bureaucratic corruption. For example, Zheng Wusai, the
superintendent of Yuehai Customs, raised the meltage fee rate, and An Ning hiked the
surcharges to compensate for the quality of silver without permission, among many
other cases. At first, Qianlong confiscated the properties of such embezzlers, but
these properties were insufficient to compensate for the losses from peculation. Asa
result, the emperor established a system of punishment that obligated the embezzlers
and their paternal relatives to repay the losses. Although the money that the
bureaucrats owed to the government should have been paid to the Ministry of
Revenue, the emperor ordered the payments to be handed over to the Imperial
Household Department. As the emperor set this selfish example, so the bureaucrats
followed suit. This pattern of corruption lasted until the end of the Qing dynasty and

was a major cause of the Qing’s decline.

Keywords: customs house, Imperial Household Department, corruption
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