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Abstract: Although the literature concerning poverty is rich in theory and policy suggestion, the
implementation of poverty alleviation is still poorly studied. This study aims to answer the question
of what could be considered a good framework for poverty alleviation and how to implement it
in rural areas. Based on China’s experience, we here conceptualize an implementation framework
and process by using a systemic approach. A five-year case study of over fourteen thousand poor
households is used to demonstrate the effectiveness of the framework and process. The case study
results show that poverty alleviation measures have been successfully implemented following the
framework and process, and the absolute poverty is eliminated. Key characteristics of China’s
poverty alleviation program, such as people-centered philosophy, pro-poor development, functional
institution, systematic anti-poverty measures, and social mobilization may be useful for other poverty
alleviation implementation approaches. The novel implementation framework and process, and pro-
poor development strategy in this study can provide valuable experience for other poverty alleviation
programs, and more similar poverty alleviation programs would make a significant contribution to
the shared Sustainable Development Goals.

Keywords: poverty alleviation; rural development; implementation framework; anti-poverty strate-
gies; developing countries; China

1. Introduction

In 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including the first and second
goal to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger for all people [1]. However, as of today,
we are far from reaching the SDGs as global poverty and hunger prevail [2]. The World
Bank reports that there were 689 million people living in extreme poverty in 2017, and
the COVID-19 pandemic may have further pushed about 150 million people into extreme
poverty between 2020 and 2021 [3]. Therefore, alleviating extreme poverty is an urgent and
necessary task for the world.

The reasons behind poverty vary: physical geography, fiscal traps, governance failures,
cultural barriers, geopolitics, demographic traps, and lack of innovation. All of these
reasons can cause poverty [4]. As for some developed countries, inequality has been
widening sharply due to a disproportionate share of economic gains for the rich; an ill
tax system that favors the rich; the failure of governance, such as deregulation and the
“too-big-to-fall” problem; and other structural failings of society [5,6]; thus, many people
are trapped in poverty. Moreover, many developing countries face political instability, lack
of investment, harsh living conditions, high unemployment, cultural populism, unequal
asset distribution, and truncated agrarian transition [7-10]. Therefore, chronic poverty is
always present in these developing countries, as is in some parts of China.
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To counter extreme poverty, economic development is the predominate approach [11],
while other policies, such as improving education and healthcare, are unvarying [12].
However, transforming theory into real-world action is not easy. Due to the complexity of
poverty, some researchers explore concepts such as “resilience thinking” to help empower
the poor and bring them out of poverty [13-15]; others conducted social experiments to
fully understand how the poor live their lives, what they think, what they really need, and
where interventions can be implemented [16]; and others improve assessment methods—
from monetary poverty line or poverty gap to multidimensional poverty index—to better
evaluate the poor’s conditions [17]. In terms of poverty interventions for the “Global
South”, Sachs (2005) [4] calls for more international aids to invest in education, health care,
and infrastructure. Other interventions, such as micro-finance [18], cash transfer and social
safety nets [19,20], education system improvements [12,21], the integration of agriculture
and industry [10], land consolidation [22], agro-ecological development [23], and green
energy development [24] are also promoted.

Since the foundation of the People’s Republic of China, poverty alleviation has been an
important issue, as China was one of the poorest countries in the world due to destruction
from long periods of war. From 1949 to 1986, poverty alleviation programs mainly worked
through government relief and structural reform, i.e., the distribution of agricultural land
to each household [25,26]. In 1986, a new institutionalized system—the Leading Group Of-
fices of Poverty Alleviation and Development (LGOP) or fupinban—was created at central,
provincial, prefectural, and county government levels to oversee poverty issues. Poverty
alleviation policies were shifted from an assistance-oriented to a development-oriented
approach [27]. Under the theory of development-oriented poverty alleviation, a new strat-
egy called “Targeted Poverty Alleviation” was introduced in 2013 to accurately identify
poor individuals and households, create anti-poverty measures, manage resources, and
evaluate impact [25]. Some detailed anti-poverty measurements are demonstrated by
previous studies. For example, land consolidation has supported rural development by
increasing cultivated land area, improving rural production conditions, and alleviating
ecological risks [22]; resettlement is used as a tool for poverty alleviation in China, espe-
cially for those who live in dispersed and remote villages [28]; health projects (medical
insurance/aid/subsidy) have reduced patient payments and decreased the likelihood of
trapping in poverty [29]. A case study of Fuping County in China has also provided
practice details of “Targeted Poverty Alleviation” [25]. China had tremendous success in
poverty alleviation by reducing the population in extreme poverty from 165.7 million in
2010 down to 5.5 million in 2019, contributing to about 35% of the world’s poor population
reduction in these years [30,31]. However, impoverished counties still persist and are
unequally distributed: most are in western China, while some are in central China due
to the “island-effect” [32]. Similar to islands in oceans, these impoverished counties are
isolated in mountainous areas. Moreover, systemic frameworks that holistically aggregate
all aspects and help tackle poverty implementation are lacking.

To successfully implement a development-oriented poverty alleviation program, two
questions need to be answered: Firstly, what is a systemic framework for implementing
a poverty alleviation program and secondly, how to implement it involving all actors?
Although poverty literature is rich in theories, policy suggestions, and assessment methods,
actionable implementation experience is still rare, especially within a systematic frame-
work. Therefore, this study aims to provide an implementation framework and a process
generated from China’s poverty alleviation experience to help others implement their
own poverty alleviation programs. We first conceptualize the poverty implementation
framework and describes the implementation process through systematic method. Of-
ficial datasets from Jinggu County (a county in Yunnan Province, Southwest China) of
over fourteen thousand poor households (over fifty thousand individuals) was then used
to demonstrate the process of how to conduct poverty alleviation using this framework.
Finally, this paper discusses the characteristics of China’s poverty alleviation experience,
such as people-centered philosophy and pro-poor development and provides suggestions
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for other poverty alleviation programs. Although different countries may have different
poverty alleviation strategies, the implementation framework, process, and pro-poor devel-
opment strategy in this study can provide valuable experience for other poverty programs
and consequently achieve the shared SDGs.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1. Poverty Implementation Framework

To eradicate extreme poverty effectively, several questions needed to be answered:
whom to help, who should help, how to help, and when to help? Thus, we used a systemic
approach, which holistically analyzed all participants and actors in the poverty alleviation
program to gain a better understanding of poverty situations and the alternatives [33,34].
Figure 1 presents our framework for the implementation in China’s poverty alleviation
program. Besides the conventional income standard, down-to-earth standards were set as
the “two no-worries” and the “three guarantees”, which translate into no worries about
food and clothing with a guarantee of education, health, and housing. Poor households
were identified by their income and other basic needs, such as food (whether they stored
enough food or their income could afford to buy enough food), clothing (whether they had
adequate clothes already or their income could afford to buy clothes), education (whether
nine-year compulsory education was guaranteed), health (whether health insurance cov-
ered all family members and whether any member was in serious illness), and housing
(whether houses were safe). The identification of poor households involved a mixed top-
down and bottom-up process; officials set up criteria and verified applications through a
top-down process, while households filed application and discussed who were qualified
through a bottom-up process (see details in Section 3.1). At the same time, information
about their assets and the cause of their poverty was collected for further analysis and to
find appropriate poverty alleviation measures. A unique file was created for each poor
household and its members and then uploaded to an online information system for analysis
and tracking throughout the whole anti-poverty process [35]. Together with local villagers,
the identification process was conducted by village resident working teams, who were
professionals dispatched by county-level or higher-level governments directly. County or
prefecture LGOPs were overseeing the implementations of poverty eradication, provincial
LGOPs took full responsibility to localize the plan in their governing areas, and the national
LGOP was responsible for overall planning. Generally, there were nine approaches to
reducing poverty: developing agriculture and related industries; employment training;
providing free universal basic education and subsidizing higher education; relocating
villagers from arduous and vulnerable areas; upgrading infrastructure, such as roads
and telecommunication; providing universal social security and welfare; providing basic
health care; compensating for ecological conservation services; and encouraging collabo-
ration between eastern and western provinces. Different financial sources were raised to
support poverty alleviation, including government funding, corporate funding, eastern
provinces” aid, and farmer or local entity self-funding. Moreover, the timeframe of poverty
alleviation was clearly defined by two plans: “the 13th five-year plan for poverty allevi-
ation (2016-2020)” and the “outline of development-driven poverty alleviation in rural
areas (2011-2020)" [36,37]. Overall, poverty alleviation programs were people-centered,
research-based, and development-oriented.
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Figure 1. The framework of China’s poverty alleviation implementation. LGOP = Leading Group Offices
of Poverty Alleviation and Development; Natl. = national; Provl. = provincial; Prefec. = prefecture;
Ag. = agriculture; and Gov. = government.

2.2. The Case Study Area and Data

Located in Yunnan Province in southwest China, Jinggu County is one of the poorest of
the 832 counties in China (Figure 2). In 2020, about 320,000 people, belonging to 26 different
ethnic groups, were living in Jinggu County. Most of its 7777 km? land area is mountainous,
which makes it hard to access and develop agriculture. Villages are scattered in the valleys
between high mountains and small towns and provide only basic services for nearby
residents. The Gross Domestic Production per capita was 38,285 RMB (USD 5548 at the
2020 exchange rate) and the annual per capita disposable income of rural household was
13,143 RMB (USD 1905) in 2020 [38]. In 2013, the poverty incidence was 17.64% [39]. Jinggu
is a typical poor Chinese county with a geographic disadvantage and a large percentage
of ethnic minorities in the population. Its poverty alleviation strategy consists of major
anti-poverty measures. Therefore, Jinggu County was chosen for a better understanding of
China’s poverty alleviation implementation framework.

Data on poor households and individuals used in this study were provided by Jinggu
LGOP who was overseeing the poverty alleviation implementation (Table 1). This data
on monitoring poor households and individuals covered the households that earned less
than 1.5 times the monetary extreme poverty standard or had other difficulties, such as
housing (whether they had safe houses) and health problems (whether any family member
was seriously ill). In this case study, this paper first demonstrated the approaches towards
poverty alleviation and their fundings under the implementation framework, and then
analyzed the poor households’ income structure over time; all income data were converted
to the constant price of 2020 to remove inflation influences. Finally, to attribute the increased
income due to poverty alleviation interventions, this study compared the income of the poor
group with the incomes of the whole Jinggu County and all rural China. The monitored
poor household data was dynamic: new poor households and individuals were added,



Agriculture 2022, 12, 1417

50f19

and non-poor households and individuals were removed from the dataset. However,
the complete annual datasets reflecting the extreme poverty situation were comparable
between years. For example, there was only a 3% difference between the average household
income (48,302 RMB) containing all samples of 2020 and the average household income
(49,835 RMB) that dropped the samples which did not appear in previous years. Thus, it
was reasonable to keep the dataset with a larger sample size. The planned anti-poverty
projects and their corresponding financial data were obtained from the Jinggu County
Government official website [40], and the income of the Jinggu County and rural China
were collected from statistic yearbooks [31,41].

I Case study county
[ Provincial border

Figure 2. Distribution of 832 impoverished counties (polygons in green color) in China and the case
study county (Jinggu County, a polygon in red color).

Table 1. Basic information of monitored poor households in Jinggu County.

Number of Monitored Households . Average Annual
Year - — - - - - - Averag.e Family Net Income
Total * With Insufficient VYlt'h He:alth W1'th.Edu'cat10n Wlth Hot.lsmg Size (RMB per

Income Difficulties ** Difficulties ** Difficulties ** Household)
2015 11,756 11,272 5710 1176 - 3.648 15,354
2016 13,634 9491 5726 1363 3721 3.633 22,697
2017 13,784 9096 5788 1378 3721 3.672 25,207
2018 14,246 4419 5983 1425 6633 3.677 32,860
2019 14,232 1179 5977 1493 6633 3.677 40,945
2020 14,201 323 5964 1580 6633 3.678 48,302

* The total number of households is not equal to the sum of sub-items. ** Households that are currently in difficulty
or have suffered difficulties in the past three years. Source: data is from Jinggu LGOP (the Leading Group Offices
of Poverty Alleviation and Development).

2.3. Evaluations of Poverty Alleviation Effectiveness

This study compared the poor group in Jinggu County with the whole of rural China
as a control group to investigate whether it was really the poverty alleviation campaign
that caused the poor group’s income increase. Although the control group is not ideal
as for example, as about 10% (56.3 million/590.2 million) of the population of the rural
China group had also received poverty alleviation treatment, the comparisons could still
provide an intuitive illustration of poverty alleviation results. A simple difference-in-
difference analysis was conducted [42]. The difference-in-difference (D) was estimated by
the equation:

D = (Y7020 — Y1,2015) — (YC,2020 — YC,2015)

where Y2020 and Y1015 are the incomes of treatment group in 2020 and 2015, respectively;
likewise, Y 2020 and Y 2015 are the incomes of control group in 2020 and 2015, respectively.
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An output to input ratio was also calculated to assess the effectiveness of poverty
alleviation projects. The total annual income of the monitored poor households were
set as output while the costs of poverty alleviation projects were treated as input. Since
infrastructure, such as roads and bridges, can be used for decades, we depreciated those
infrastructure projects by 15 years [43].

3. Results
3.1. Poverty Implementation Details in Rural China

The implementation process consisted of four steps: identifying the poor, planning
anti-poverty measures, implementing anti-poverty measures, and evaluating the results in
terms of poverty alleviation (Figure 3). Many people and institutions were involved in the
poverty alleviation campaign, including poor households and individuals, village resident
working teams (experienced officials dispatched to villages to help the poor, members
were called “poverty commissioners”), governments at different levels, companies, and
educational and research institutions. Each institution or individual might play a different
role at different steps, but they cooperated to achieve the common goal: poverty alleviation
and rural development.

The first step of poverty alleviation was to systemically identify the poor at the
household level. At this step, two questions needed to be answered: who are the poor
and why are they poor? A top-down preparation. which included setting principles and
standards, publicizing information, and training staff, was held before carrying out poor
household identification. In a bottom-up process, every villager could file an application.
Village resident working teams and the representatives of villagers then discussed and
verified the candidates and made the information public. Township government and
county / prefecture LGOP further verified and finally confirmed who was qualified. The lists
of poor households were reported to provincial and central governments. Simultaneously,
the information of each household’s financial, educational, and health conditions were
uploaded to an online system for further analysis. The identification was dynamic: each
year the information was updated once to capture the newly identified poor households.

Once the identification step was finished, the next step was anti-poverty measure
planning. The central and provincial LGOPs generated nine approaches and their corre-
sponding supportive policies, as described in Section 2.1. Based on the conditions of each
poor household and government policies, village resident working teams and the identi-
fied poor households worked together to develop poverty relief measures (e.g., farming,
activity planning, and employment training) not only for the poor households but also
for the whole village. The planned measures were then reported to higher government
departments for approval. County/prefecture LGOPs developed poverty relief projects
(e.g., infrastructure and industry projects) that covered several townships or even the whole
county/prefecture, based on local conditions, together with the Development and Reform
Commissions, which were responsible for developing the five-year plan.

In the implementation step, the fundamental task was to coordinate all stakeholders
and manage budgets. Besides poor villagers being the main target participants, external
implementation agents, such as construction companies, labor-intensive factories, training
teachers, and agricultural technicians were also included. Therefore, poverty commission-
ers and county/prefecture LGOPs had to coordinate with all the participants to implement
poverty alleviation projects smoothly. In regard to improving agricultural income, new
crop varieties and sustainable farming practices were introduced or adopted, supported
by professional technicians. In terms of creating new jobs, food processing factories and
other labor-intensive companies were established, and jobs as forest rangers in ecolog-
ical conservation areas were created for the poor. Infrastructure—such as paved roads
and telecommunication—was built, connecting every village. Other poverty alleviation
measures, such as free basic education, health insurance, government cash transfers, and
relocation were also provided. Open tender was used to choose related contractors during
project implementation. Another important issue was managing budgets. Several funding
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sources were used to finance poverty alleviation projects: government funds, industry
funds, loans, and self-funds. Budgeted money was distributed along with projects and
spent strictly on corresponding projects only. If money was left over after project com-
pletion, county /prefecture LGOPs merged the remaining money and allocated it to other
projects. Details about this re-allocation were published.

———» Steps direction P —— Money flow <«——» Information flow

Figure 3. Implementation process in China’s poverty alleviation. NG = national government,
PG = provincial government, CG = county government, VT = village resident working team,
PC = poverty commissioner, HH = household and individuals, IAs = implementation agents,
TPEs = third party evaluators. The red color highlights the most important components in each
step. Source: Authors’ deliberation.
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Evaluation was the fourth step in the framework. Higher level government depart-
ments hired independent agencies (usually universities from other provinces) to evaluate
the implementation process and results. Evaluation agencies designed a standard inspect-
ing scheme, organized information collectors gathered required information from poor
households and individuals, and analyzed the results. During the process, evaluation
agencies also provided feedback to local stakeholders to improve the previous work (poor
households and individual identification, anti-poverty measure planning, and project im-
plementation). Alleged cases of corruption or misconduct were reported to the responsible
prosecution office for further investigation. Moreover, the national audit office carried
out annual special audits in 832 poor counties to correct any misuse of funds. Based on
the poverty standards—adequate income, “two no-worries”, and “three guarantees”—
evaluations provided judgment on who was out of poverty. Besides the evaluation of
independent agencies, provincial governments also conducted cross investigations which
meant provincial government A investigated counties in province B and provincial govern-
ment B investigated counties in province C.

3.2. The Case Study of Jinggu County

To further demonstrate the framework and process of poverty alleviation implementa-
tion in China, this study chose one county—Jinggu County—to elaborate the details of the
framework process and analyzed implementation results to show that the poverty allevia-
tion in Jinggu County, guided by the framework and process, was effective and efficient.
The reason this study chose one county was because county or prefecture governments
were responsible for overseeing the implementation of poverty alleviation in China.

3.2.1. Jinggu’s Approach towards Poverty Alleviation

Since 2013, the Jinggu County Government held 46 meetings to emphasize the im-
portance of poverty alleviation, mobilize staff dedicated to this campaign, and discuss
the identification process. Precisely identifying real poor households was fundamental
and quite a challenge as it was the basic approach leading to the question: who should
be helped? As discussed in Section 3.1, the identification was a mixed top-down and
bottom-up process. All of the rural population in Jinggu County were visited by village
resident working teams who were assigned by county or higher government departments
to collect poor households’ basic information, such as education, health, and assets. Based
on the standards that included adequate income, “two no-worries”, and “three guarantees”,
rural households were separated into poor and non-poor households. The participatory
identification process was transparent to prevent any possible corruption, as it was not
only supervised by higher government offices but also watched by all rural households.
Additionally, village resident working teams visited poor households at least once a month
to make sure all information was updated.

To solve the question of who would help the poor, 137 resident working teams consist-
ing of 721 poverty commissioners were dispatched to different villages. They worked with
local teams to identify poor households and help with the planning of anti-poverty mea-
sures, project implementation, and other related issues. Since 2015, the Huangpu District in
Shanghai City, a wealthy eastern city, had assigned three officers and provided 124 million
RMB (USD 18 million) of aid to help Jinggu County to eliminate extreme poverty.

In terms of how to help the poor, Jinggu County developed many anti-poverty projects,
which can be categorized into eight classes: (1) agricultural related industry development,
(2) infrastructure development, (3) employment enhancement, (4) compensation of eco-
logical conservation services, (5) education improvement, (6) social security or welfare
programs, (7) health care improvement, and (8) relocation or house renovation (Figure 4,
Appendix A Table Al). In the past five years of project implementation, infrastructure
costed the most, at 2.4 billion RMB (USD 348 million), followed by agricultural industry
development and relocation or house renovation which were 613 and 432 million RMB
(USD 89 and 63 million), respectively (Figure 4A). Infrastructure development in rural
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villages focused on road paving, power grid upgrades, drinking water installation, telecom-
munication network installation, and living environment remediation (such as solid waste
collection and waste water treatment). Over 300 agricultural industry development projects
were implemented over the five years (Figure 4B). Projects included the introduction of cash
crops, such as tea, sugarcane, fruit, and vegetables; setting up forest product companies,
such as paper producing companies; introducing integrated crop and animal-keeping
practices; setting up farmer cooperatives to help each other; and setting up food processing
companies. A number of 3721 households (14,292 individuals) were relocated from their
original vulnerable areas and 32,913 households” homes were renovated (this data includes
non-extreme poor households; if their houses were classified as unsafe, government subsi-
dized the upgrade). More than 130,000 people received occupational training in order to
find jobs locally or in other coastal provinces. Low-skilled positions (e.g., road cleaner and
forest ranger) were created and provided for the poor. Free basic education was provided.
Students from poor households received a monthly living allowance to avoid dropout
during the compulsory education period. For poor university students, the central gov-
ernment provided tuition fee subsidies, living allowances, and low-interest loans. Other
anti-poverty measures, like providing basic health care for all, micro-finance, subsistence
allowance, and compensation for ecological conservation services, were also implemented
during the five years of the program (Appendix A Table Al).

A m Ag_related industries m Infrastructure

100,000 - O Employment Ecov_conserv‘alion
= ® Education ® Social security
>:_’: 80.000 - m Health m Relocation/hous
-
=
Z 60,000 -
=
=
g
= 40,000 -
>
=
2 20,000 A
=

0 4

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
160 -

o =
S 3
.

—
H B
60 -
40 -
20 -
0

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year

Number of projects
z gk

Figure 4. Poverty alleviation projects and their financial support in Jinggu County. (A,B) share the
same legend.

3.2.2. The Results of Jinggu’s Poverty Alleviation

After more than five years of anti-poverty project implementation, the income of poor
households had increased sharply (Figure 5). From 2015 to 2020, the income distribution
shifted towards higher incomes, reaching a higher share of the population (Figure 5A).
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In 2015, many of the monitored households were under the national extreme poverty
line (2300 RMB/year/capita in 2010 purchasing power parity which was similar to USD
1.9/day/capita in 2011 purchasing power parity) but none remained at that level in 2020.
In terms of income structure, agricultural income still dominated the poor households
with an average annual net income, followed by wages and government transfer payments
(Figure 5B). The average annual agricultural income per capita increased from 2059 RMB
(USD 298) in 2015 to 5114 RMB (USD 741) in 2020. However, wage income increased the
fastest, from 338 RMB (USD 49) in 2015 to 4433 RMB (USD 642) in 2020. Financial income
(e.g., dividends from collective owned companies) and government transfer payments
were also increased steadily. As a result, the extreme poverty population decreased from
over 30,000 individuals (incidence: 13.6%) in 2015 to 0 in 2020 (Figure 5C). Similarly, over
9000 extreme poverty households in 2015 were eliminated in 2020 (Figure 5D).
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& linein 2020 —— PerCapNet2018 1 10,000 1 wmm Financial income
—— PerCapNet2019 =
0.0004 - —— PerCapNet2020 S
5 8000
o
w
2 0.0003 £
§ E 6000 A
[a] =)
]
0.0002 =
S 4000
c
c
[1+]
0.0001 A %
@ 2000 1
2
=3
0.0000 A
‘ . . . . . - ! 0-
0 2500 5000 7500 10,000 12,500 15,000 17,500 20,000 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Per capita annual net income (Yuan) Year
F14
c = Headcount D mm Household
—8— |Incidence (right)
30,000 - ant 4, 8000 |
4] ()
£ 25,0001 F10~ o=
e 2 S >
% 0 @5 6000
- ¥ o wd
& 3 20,000 { 85 32
2 g £2
w L = w
lﬂ_.} E 15,000 A E. 5 '% 4000
oc 5 o2¢
E [ > E [
=K e 8 28
Z 2 10,000 A =72
> =}
2000 4
F2
5000 A
Lo
0- 0-
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year Year

Figure 5. The results of poverty alleviation in Jinggu County: (A) per capita net income distribution
among the monitored poor population. (B) The structure of average per capita annual net income.
(C) Individuals under the national poverty line (2300 RMB/year/capita, 2010 PPP). (D) Number of
households under the national poverty line.

To fairly evaluate the poverty alleviation results, third parties from other provinces
were invited to conduct on-site evaluations. At the household level, evaluation teams
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visited poor households to investigate whether they had: (1) adequate income to cover
food, clothes, and safe housing, (2) clean drinking water, (3) health care and pension
funds coverage, and (4) their children received at least basic education. At the village and
county level, evaluation teams checked whether paved roads, electricity, broadcasting,
and telecommunication had reached all villages. They also investigated whether the real
poor were identified as the classified poor group and whether people positively appraised
the poverty alleviation campaign. After the third party’s evaluation, Jinggu County was
officially declared a non-poor county by the provincial government in 2019.

The poverty alleviation programs provided comprehensive changes for local popu-
lation, based on a field visit in September 2021. Firstly, the living conditions had been
improved: access to transport, electricity, communication, and drinking water were up-
graded; public services, such as education, health, and social security, were guaranteed.
Secondly, inequality within the local society had been reduced as income had increased
through the poverty alleviation program. Thirdly, people’s mindset was enriched: the
poor had more aspiration and confidence during the participation of poverty alleviation
implementation. Fourthly, grass root governance was improved: better relationships be-
tween villagers and local officials, enhanced skills of officials, and a harmonized local
social network provided solid governance ability. With the improved living conditions, the
capacity of local people, and the social structure through the poverty alleviation campaign,
Jinggu will be able to sustain the development in the future.

3.2.3. Evaluations of Poverty Alleviation Effectiveness

A different-in-different analysis was conducted to investigate whether poverty alle-
viation projects really contributed to income increases for poor households. As Figure 6
shows, from 2015 to 2020, the average annual income of the poor group in Jinggu County
was growing faster than the control groups, and the difference-in-differences were 4813
and 4200 RMB (USD 698 and 609) when compared with the whole of Jinggu County and
rural China, respectively. The results show that the poverty alleviation projects did favor
the poor.

22,000 Rural China
=@ The whole Jinggu county
The poor group
Shift of rural China line
17,000 ® = Shift of the whole county line

capita (Yuan)
to

7000 y SR &

###### Treatment
====-" effect

Average annual net income per

2000
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year

Figure 6. The comparison of average annual net income of the poor group, the whole Jinggu County,
and rural China. Rural China and the whole Jinggu County are set as control groups, and dash lines
are their shifts.

The overall effectiveness of poverty alleviation projects in Jinggu County was evalu-
ated by calculating the output (the total annual income of poor households) to input (the
cost of projects) ratio. The output to input ratios were from 1.03 To 1.47 in the past five year
and the trend was increasing (Figure 7). The result revealed that the poverty alleviation



Agriculture 2022, 12, 1417

12 0of 19

projects were effective overall, as outputs were higher than inputs. The ratio was lower in
short term but higher in long term, which was largely because much of the investment flew
to infrastructure projects (Figure 4A) and it took a longer time to reap reward.
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Figure 7. The effectiveness of poverty alleviation projects in Jinggu County.

4. Discussion

Eliminating extreme poverty is a worldwide challenge, especially for low- and middle-
income countries. Being able to live a better life is a fundamental human right and achieving
this is a shared task of the world. This study presents China’s poverty alleviation campaign,
conceptualization, and implementation framework and process and used one case to
demonstrate the system in practice. China’s development-oriented poverty alleviation
can provide experience and suggestions for other poverty alleviation programs and can
contribute to the 2030 agenda of reaching the SDGs. The characteristics of China’s poverty
alleviation program are further discussed and the limitations and suggestions are also
given below.

4.1. The Characteristics of China’s Poverty Alleviation

The first characteristic is to set the national focus on the “normal people”. This
people-centered philosophy makes the country willing to invest in economically inefficient
programs that could improve the poor’s livelihood in remote areas and sometimes sacri-
fice economic growth [26]. Poverty alleviation has become a priority task of the Chinese
government, especially since the year 2013. With this spirit in mind, three million poverty
commissioners are willing to stay in villages to understand and to assist in the implementa-
tion of poverty alleviation programs. A people-centered philosophy also means that normal
people play a dominating role in developing their lives. In China, poor people participate
in the poverty alleviation program throughout the whole processes. Once the poor have ex-
ternal support and guidelines, they can overcome their difficulties and achieve endogenous
development. This has also been reported in other developing countries” poverty allevia-
tion experiments [18]. To encourage poor people to participate in the poverty alleviation
campaign, overcoming the negative stereotype of the poor and the stigma that is unfairly
put onto the poor is necessary, as previous studies have highlighted [44,45]. Therefore,
dignity and respect must be permeated throughout the poverty alleviation process.

Another clear characteristic is that a specialized institution—comparable to LGOP in
China—is set up at different governmental levels to deal and coordinate poverty issues. This
institution is not only responsible for making proper pro-poor policies but is also, more im-
portantly, responsible for implementing these policies. Policies are ultimately transformed
into different projects to reach poor households and individuals. The distinctive part of
China’s poverty alleviation institution is the village resident working team. The grassroot
team members contact the real poor and make sure that all policies are “down to earth”.
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Moreover, any corruption must be punished in the process of poverty alleviation through
two supervision systems: the party discipline system and public prosecution systems.
The third characteristic is a development-oriented poverty alleviation strategy. Sus-
tainable economic development is the critical driver in alleviating poverty [11]. Unlike
developed countries whose poverty policies may focus on building a better welfare system
to help the very poor, a developing country needs to “enlarge the cake” first and make a pro-
poor distribution during the developing process as redistributing the “old cake” is much
harder. Beyond normal public policies, such as providing free basic education and health
care, China’s poverty alleviation program also implemented many economic development
projects, such as improving agricultural productivity, introducing labor-friendly factories,
and building infrastructure to every remote village. Usually, these pro-poor projects need
government support as they are not profitable and the private sector is reluctant to step in.
In the development-oriented poverty alleviation strategy, agricultural development
plays a major role in rural areas as agricultural income is still the main income resource
for the poor. Many rural residents lack advanced skills and farming is their only eco-
nomic activity. Thus, agricultural management is crucial for them. The best practices
management, such as the prevention of soil erosion and water deprivation, pest and
weed controls, nutrient management, the selection of suitable cultivar, the diversifica-
tion of agricultural activities, and the adoption of new technologies, should be promoted
continually [46—48]. Moreover, bringing external talents to rural areas and building a sus-
tainable social-economic—ecological system is also important for rural development [49].
The fourth characteristic is that of anti-poverty measures are scientific and systemic
and target the real poor. In the past, anti-poverty resources were allocated broadly to
the impoverished regions in China. However, since 2013, the poor have been precisely
targeted and the reasons why they are poor have been systemically identified and analyzed.
Additionally, anti-poverty measures have been tailor-made case-by-case to make sure that
they reflected reality and are implementable. Evaluations were conducted by academic
researchers and all suggestions were used as feedback to improve the work of the local
poverty alleviation teams.
The fifth characteristic is social mobilization. Since eliminating extreme poverty is
a huge task, all social sectors must be mobilized to contribute to this campaign, such as
government institutions, state-owned companies, private companies, local cooperatives,
the poor, and non-government organizations. Coordinated by LGOP, different resources
were pooled together to create synergies during the poverty alleviation period in China.
Moreover, the eastern richer provinces sent staff and provided monetary aid to the western
poorer provinces to help the fight against poverty. Encouraging the poor’s participation is
also a key factor to successfully implementing poverty alleviation projects.

4.2. The Limitations and Suggestions

Due to the complexity of poverty, poverty alleviation programs are often linked with
other social, economic, and ecological aspects, such as population changes, urbanization,
economic structure changes, employment structure changes, agricultural land shrinking or
abandonment, and environmental degradation [4,9,50,51]. Considering that these aspects
are different from place to place, the framework presented in this study may not capture all
aspects; therefore, policy makers may need to develop a place-based approach to capture
local conditions [52,53]. However, China’s poverty alleviation implementation may provide
some experience: each county or prefecture develops their specific implementation plan
based on local conditions [25,54].

The occurrence of poverty may be of different reasons and features for different
countries. Therefore, some of the poverty alleviation measures in this study may not
suitable for other poverty alleviation programs. However, the framework presented in this
study may help to answer whom to help, who will help, how to help, and when to help?
The detailed implementation process described in this study can also provide an example
for the developing world. Due to the heterogeneous of national priority, framework
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assumption, social and cultural legacy, institutional structure, and other local conditions,
different countries may need to develop different approaches to eradicate extreme poverty.

The elimination of extreme poverty is not the end but the start of living a better life
for the poor. Next, development policies and actions should tackle the relative poverty
issues to pursue a common prosperity for society in the future. Subsequently, in 2020,
China has launched the “rural revitalization” initiative to consolidate the achievements of
extreme poverty alleviation. All existing policies and subsidies that fight against poverty
will continue for at least five years; poor households and individuals are under monitoring
and interventions are prepared in case they fall into extreme poverty again; sustainable
expansions of local industries and investments in rural areas are encouraged [55]. Given
the current achievements, such as improved living conditions and increased income, future
development may need to focus on tackling social and spatial inequalities, increasing the
resilience of livelihood from crises, and building a sustainable social-environmental system
in the region [50,56,57].

Poverty interventions are reported in Indonesia, Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India,
Pakistan, Peru, and other places as well; the common interventions are cash or assets
transfer [18,58], training and education system improvement [12,18,21], land system in-
novation [22], and ecological and agricultural support [19,23]. Comparing with previous
experiences, this study combines many interventions together to address poverty issue.
Poverty issue cannot be solved by cash or asset transfer alone [58], nor by the education
system alone [21]. Therefore, it is advisable to develop a long-term strategy that integrates
all interventions, such as agricultural development, employment expansion, social security
net, and education and health guarantee. The criteria of poverty household identification
in this study (income, “two no-worries”, and “three guarantees”) are different from other
studies. While it adds costs and difficulties in practice, it can accurately identify the real
poor and allow interventions to target them precisely.

5. Conclusions

Poverty alleviation is a worldwide challenge, particularly in terms of how to imple-
ment it successfully. This study describes an implementation framework which is based
on a system approach, integrating a top-down preparation with a bottom-up implemen-
tation process, aiming to help establish poverty alleviation activities. The case study of
Jinggu County reveals that the implementation of poverty alleviation action, guided by the
framework and process, was effective and efficient. Employment expansion and agricul-
tural development are effective ways to increase the poor’s income quickly. Investment
in infrastructure is necessary to bring the poor out of poverty, although it may not be
economically efficient in the short term. It is necessary to have functional and responsible
institutions to implement anti-poverty policies. Other measures, such as providing basic
education and health care, are also important to eliminate poverty in the long run. If
possible, mobilizing the whole society to join the anti-poverty campaign can shorten the
alleviation period. Moreover, poverty alleviation actions must be scientific and systematic,
and put the common people, not the elites, first. The key characteristics of China’s poverty
alleviation program, such as people-centered philosophy, pro-poor development, func-
tional institution, systematic anti-poverty measures, and social mobilization, may be useful
for other poverty alleviation implementation approaches. Due to the complexity of poverty,
the framework in this study may not capture all aspects and the anti-poverty measures may
also not suitable for other countries, but the novel implementation framework and process
and pro-poor development strategy can provide valuable experience for other poverty
alleviation programs. Future studies need to continue to track current projects to assess
their long-term performance and make them sustainable and promote more similar poverty
alleviation projects to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger worldwide.
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Appendix A

Table Al. The details of anti-poverty measures in Jinggu County in the past five years.

Measures Details Examples (Photos)
1. improve or introduce
tea, sugarcane, flower,
and vegetable Teu Garden
production

Agriculture-related industry

2. breed and introduce
beef cattle, black goat,
and black pig

expand fruit production
and set up juice factories

4. set up a paper factory

introduce medical plants

create cooperatives
among farmers to help
each other

Infrastructure

1.  pave over 1000 km
of roads

2. implement power grid
updates 23 times Paving Ruad to

3. install over 10,000 km of S
fiber-optic cable

4.  invest 124 million RMB
(USD 18 million) to
expand the drinking
water supply network

A Village

5. improve living
environment (built
1255 public toilets and
1589 rubbish
collection sites)
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Table Al. Cont.

Measures Details Examples (Photos)

employment training

2. help 101,542 people find
jobs in other cities or
provinces

3. create 3250 local job
positions, such as forest
ranger and road cleaner

4. provide 381,000 RMB
(USD 55,000) subsidy to
factories that hire the
extreme poor

1. provide 2254,400 RMB
(USD 326,724)
eco-compensation
to villagers

RE# S R oo 2T % N2 T

L% 3
Construction Skills Traini

i TR E Ry

Employment

An Ecological Protection Area

Ecological compensation 2. continue subsiding
farmers under ‘Green
for Grain’ program
(conversion of cropland
to forest or grass land in
steep-slope areas)

1. spend 200 million RMB
(USD 29 million) to
upgrade schools and
their facilities in
rural area

2. provide living
allowance for poor
Education students (1000-7500
RMB/person/year,
depending on their
situation)

3. cooperate with Shanxi
Normal University to
hire more talented
teachers
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Table Al. Cont.

Measures Details Examples (Photos)
1.  spend 16 million RMB
(USD 2.3 million) to
upgrade township
hospitals ‘ 7
p “ Y “Clinic of Baomu Village

2. health care covers all the
poor individuals and m

reimbursement rate is
no less than 90% for
hospital treatment

expense
Health

3. organize 172 teams of
family doctors to
provide service for
the poor

4.  better hospitals in the
provincial capital and
Shanghai provide
technical and personnel
support for hospitals in

Jinggu county

1.  pension funds cover all
the poor individuals

Social security 2. provide subsistence

allowance for
10,591 individuals

1. relocate

3721 households
(14,292 individuals) o

Before

Relocation or 2. provide house
house renovation renovation subsidy
(2500—40,000 RMB per
house depending on
house situation,
USD 362-5797)
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