
In 42 years, China has lifted more than 800 million people out of poverty since it

introduced the Reform and Opening-up Policy.

China contributes to 70% of the world's poverty reduction and was the first

developing country that has met the United Nations' Millennium Development Goal of

halving the proportion of people living on less than $1.25 a day from 1990.

Since 2012, the Chinese government has adopted a new methodology to finish the last

mile of poverty elimination.

By the end of 2020, China has eliminated absolute poverty within the country in its

own multi-pronged standards. 

A WAY OUT OF POVERTY
C H I N A - U N I T E D  S T A T E S  E X C H A N G E  F O U N D A T I O N

D E C E M B E R  5 ,  2 0 2 0 I S S U E  9

 KEY POINTS 

P H O T O : X I N H U A

China announced
the accomplishment
of its poverty
alleviation target on
December 3, 2020. In
the past four
decades, the Chinese
authorities have
made great efforts to
elevate the living
standards in the
rural areas and has
resulted in stunning
achievements.
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Absolute and relative poverty thresholds:

The international poverty line (IPL) set by the World Bank is the most widely quoted

poverty standard. It defines people in extreme poverty as those whose daily

consumption or income is less than US$1.90 in 2011 purchasing power parity (PPP). In

2018, the World Bank set two additional higher thresholds for national poverty lines for

lower- and upper-middle-income countries, which is US$3.20 per day and US$5.50
per day, expressed in 2011 PPP.

While the World Bank chooses to use absolute poverty lines, other institutions such as

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) use relative
poverty lines. For OECD, the poverty threshold is 50% or 60% of the median
disposable income of the entire population.

 

Monetary and multidimensional poverty measures:

The poverty lines are monetary poverty measures. However, these indexes might not

be sufficient to describe the material well-being of the population. Therefore,

sometimes, multidimensional poverty measures are preferred.

For the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), poverty goes beyond a

specific amount of income. The organization suggests a tridimensional measure that

includes ten non-monetary indicators related to health, education, and living standards.

Different countries adopt different measures of poverty according to their own

situations. Some set absolute poverty lines while others use relative ones within their

borders. Some only consider the monetary factors while others take a more expansive view.

 Poverty measures
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Global extreme poverty

rate and head

headcount

Source: Most recent estimates,
based on 2020 data using
PovcalNet

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/data-collection/Income%20distribution_guidelines.pdf
https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/G-MPI_2018_2ed_web.pdf
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http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/povDuplicateWB.aspx


In China, poverty is defined by five non-monetary dimensions on top of a floating poverty

line:

Poverty line: an annual income of 2,300 yuan per person based on price in 2010, which

is equivalent to US$2.30 per person per day in 2011 PPP—about 20% higher than the

World Bank's threshold.

Non-monetary dimensions: 

food, clothing, education, medical services, and housing

Poverty measure in China
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 Numbers in China's poverty alleviation
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Rural Poverty Line in China
(at 2020 constant price)

Source: CGTN

In 42 years, China has lifted more than 800 million people
out of poverty since it introduced the Reform and Opening-

up Policy in 1978.
800m+

China leads global efforts against poverty by contributing
to 70% of the world's poverty reduction since 1990. 70%

By 2007, China had become the first developing country that
has met the United Nations' Millennium Development Goal
of halving the proportion of people living on less than $1.25 a day

from 1990.

1st

All 832 impoverished counties identified in 2012 have
been lifted from poverty by November 2020. 832
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https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-11-23/China-eliminates-absolute-poverty-one-month-before-schedule-VEp8VAJJS0/index.html#:~:text=China%20has%20set%20the%20goal,labeled%20%22poverty%2Dstricken.%22
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https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-11-23/China-eliminates-absolute-poverty-one-month-before-schedule-VEp8VAJJS0/index.html#:~:text=China%20has%20set%20the%20goal,labeled%20%22poverty%2Dstricken.%22
http://www.legaldaily.com.cn/index/content/2020-09/29/content_8320111.htm
http://www.legaldaily.com.cn/index/content/2020-09/29/content_8320111.htm
http://www.scio.gov.cn/ztk/dtzt/38/3/Document/767212/767212.htm
http://www.cpad.gov.cn/art/2014/12/23/art_343_981.html
http://www.gov.cn/gzdt/2013-03/01/content_2343058.htm
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1978-2012: Exploring the way of poverty alleviation
China's poverty alleviation work started in 1978, when the country introduced the Reform

and Opening-Up policy. Until 1985, more than 100 million rural population have shaken off

poverty through reforms of land, price, and industries.

In 1986, the Chinese government set up its first office for poverty alleviation, as well as

the first funds and preferential policies for the same purpose.

In 1994, the Seven-Year Program for Lifting 80 Million People Out of Poverty (1994-
2000) was issued. It was the first official guideline for poverty reduction that has explicit

goals, objects, methods, and deadlines.

By 2000, China successfully reduced the population without adequate food and clothing

from 250 million in 1978 to 30 million while lowering the poverty rate from 30.7% to around

3%.

The Chinese authorities thereafter issued the Outline for Development-Oriented Poverty
Alleviation for China's Rural Areas (2001-2010) and the Outline for Development-
Oriented Poverty Alleviation for China's Rural Areas (2011-2020).

2013: Eradicating poverty becomes a pre-eminent mission
Since the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC), eradicating

poverty became the "basic mission and symbolic benchmark" of the efforts to build a
moderately prosperous society (⼩康社會).

After that, China sees a shift of poverty alleviation strategy from general support to

individual- or household-oriented aid. The strategy is famously known as "targeted poverty
alleviation".

 2016: Poverty Alleviation Plan for the 13th Five-Year Plan period
With poverty alleviation came to the center of CPC's work in the 2012 National Congress, it

naturally became an important task in China's 13th Five-Year Plan (FYP) for 2016 to

2020.

The idea of poverty alleviation in the FYP was shaped in the Decision on Winning the Fight

against Poverty issued by the CPC Central Committee and the State Council in December

2015.

The plan sets up a goal of “two free-from-worries and three guarantees of access” ("两
不愁三保障"), which means "rural poor people are free from worries over food and clothing

and have access to compulsory education, basic medical services and safe housing."

It was the first time that poverty alleviation became an obligatory index in China's
FYP.

A specific plan for poverty alleviation under the FYP was released in 2016.

 2020: Goal achieved despite Covid-19
In the face of the Covid-19 pandemic, China managed to accomplish its self-set goal of
eliminating poverty.

https://www.fbicgroup.com/
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2009-09/10/content_1414008.htm
http://www.jiangsu.gov.cn/xxgk/project/P0201605/P020160512/P020160512644430008117.pdf
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2005-05/26/content_2615719.htm
http://jiuban.moa.gov.cn/zwllm/zcfg/qtbmgz/200601/t20060123_540625.htm
http://jiuban.moa.gov.cn/zwllm/zcfg/qtbmgz/200601/t20060123_540625.htm
http://www.scio.gov.cn/xwfbh/xwbfbh/wqfbh/2015/33562/xgbd33570/Document/1451246/1451246.htm
http://english.qstheory.cn/2020-01/13/c_1125443359.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2015-12/07/c_1117383987.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-12/02/content_5142197.htm
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 Five methods

In addition to the strategy of targeted poverty alleviation, the Chinese government also

employs five methods to achieve the goal. The policy is dubbed as "five batches" ("五个⼀批")
in Chinese, meaning applying five different methods to different groups.

Introduce profitable industries and attract people who have the ability to work to join

the industries.

Industry (發展⽣產脫貧⼀批)

For rural households difficult to get rid of poverty where they currently locate, usually

due to natural environmental reasons, relocate them to urban areas and help them

adapt to the new lives.

Relocation (易地搬遷脫貧⼀批)

Encourage poor families to participate in protection and restoration of the ecosystem by

compensation.

Ecological Compensation (⽣態補償脫貧⼀批)

Allocate educational resources to poor regions and individuals to increase poor people's

ability to earn their living. 

Education (發展教育脫貧⼀批)

Support people who are unable to work with social security.

Social Security (社會保障兜底⼀批)

 Targeted poverty alleviation and elimination

The idea of targeted poverty alleviation and elimination (精准扶贫、精准脱贫) was raised

by President Xi Jinping in 2013 and later became the basic strategy of China's poverty

alleviation work. 

Under this scheme, every single poor family is tracked by local officials personally so that to

create a customized plan for each household.

The data of these families would be updated regularly and be sent to the information

center of the State Council Office of Poverty Alleviation and Development (CPAD).

Between 2015 and 2019, there are almost 3 million cadres across China working in

255,000 village-stationed working teams at the frontline of this initiative.

To avoid abuse of power,  villagers would hold "democratic appraisal meetings" to identify

the families in their village to be lifted out of poverty. Those who are recognized as poor

families will receive extra help from the government. Villagers also have a voice in deciding

who are no longer poor families.

Cross-examination and third-party evaluations are also carried out to avoid

misappropriating funds or falsifying data. In some regions, university students were sent to

the villages to check the integrity of the local governments.

https://www.fbicgroup.com/
https://m.chinanews.com/wap/detail/chs/sp/9322942.shtml
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Robert Lawrence Kuhn
Chairman of the Kuhn Foundation, author of Frontline: China's War on Poverty
Poverty alleviation is a microcosm of China's development, as it showcases how China's system

actually works on the ground. (2020-09-19)

António Guterres
Secretary-General of the United Nations
You have created one of the most dynamic economies in the world, while helping more than 800

million people to lift themselves out of poverty — the greatest anti-poverty achievement in history.

(2020-09-26)

Gordon Brown
Former prime minister of the U.K.
The reason that the poverty (rate) has fallen around the world is not because of great

achievements in Africa, and not because of great achievements in other parts of Asia, but mostly

because China has taken 700 million, or a higher figure of people, out of poverty and given them

the chance to become part of an earning middle class, with resources to spend and free of

poverty. (2019-10-07)

Manu Pineda
Member of the European Parliament (MEP) and head of international relations for the
Communist Party of Spain (PCE)
In the past few decades, nearly 800 million Chinese people have been lifted out of poverty. This

speaks volumes about China’s great achievements in poverty alleviation work. This is the largest

poverty reduction campaign in the world, and it has achieved great success. (2019-09-23)

Matthew Chitwood
Former Research Fellow with the Institute of Current World Affairs
Now, the Chinese government is set to declare victory...But the reality of China’s antipoverty

campaign is more complicated. The program is neither a figment of government propaganda nor

an unalloyed success. Two things became clear to me after two years spent living side by side

with the campaign’s rural beneficiaries: China will indeed have eradicated poverty by its own

metrics by the end of this year, and it still has a long way to go to address the growing urban-rural

divide. (2020-11-19)

Naghmana Hashmi
Pakistan’s Ambassador to China
China’s success tells us that poverty is not predestined and can be eliminated through

unremitting efforts. Pakistan has drawn on China’s experience and carried out poverty alleviation

projects according to local conditions. (2020-05-25)

Kerry Brown
Scholar of Chinese politics at King’s College London
Somehow or other, this [poverty] target will be declared to have been achieved and will form a

part of the big celebrations next year. And then the goalposts will shift, I suspect towards issues of

equality and equity.  That's really where the key battleground will be, because inequality in China

is a serious problem and it's not getting better. (2020-06-26)

https://www.fbicgroup.com/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-09/19/c_139381577.htm
https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sgsm19779.doc.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-10/07/c_138453511.htm
http://en.people.cn/n3/2020/0923/c90000-9763334.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2020-11-19/china-ending-poverty-just-beginning
https://nation.com.pk/25-May-2020/china-s-poverty-alleviation-model-worth-learning-for-developing-countries-ambassador-hashmi
http://en.people.cn/n3/2020/0923/c90000-9763334.html
https://www.ft.com/content/b818aece-4cd7-4c99-8b62-e52ae4aa1b21


Disclaimer

The China-United States Exchange Foundation ("CUSEF") has prepared this report identified herein
(“Report”) solely for informational purposes and does not intend to address the circumstances of any
particular individual or entity.  CUSEF does not represent, warrant, or guarantee the accuracy of the
Report. CUSEF disclaims liability for any direct, indirect, punitive, special, consequential, or incidental
damages related to the Report or the use of materials in the Report. Reproduction or redistribution of the
materials in the Report without prior written consent of CUSEF is prohibited.

About CUSEF

The China-United States Exchange Foundation is an independent, non-profit and non-
governmental foundation committed to the belief that a positive and peaceful relationship
between the strongest developed nation and the most populous, fast-developing nation is
essential for global wellbeing. Founded in Hong Kong in 2008 and privately funded, CUSEF builds
platforms to encourage constructive dialogue and diverse exchanges between the people of the
U.S. and China.


