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Progress in Reducing the Poverty of Ethnic Minority Groups in China 

ABSTRACT 

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, poverty alleviation in ethnic 

minority regions and groups has been an important focus of China’s developmental 

policies. This paper reviews the progress in alleviating the poverty of China’s ethnic 

minority populations, and analyzes China’s poverty reduction policies, and challenges 

for the future. To end the extreme poverty of ethnic minorities, the Chinese government 

has designed many specific poverty alleviation policies, such as the Program to 

Revitalize Border Areas and Enrich Residents' Lives, the Program to Support Ethnic 

Minority Groups with A Small Population, preferential policies for “Three Areas and 

Three Prefectures”, and so on. The poverty reduction achievements of minorities have 

been significant in relation to education, health and living standards. However, there is 

still a long way to go. The Chinese government needs to address the following problems 

for the further development of ethnic minorities: the problem of poverty returning, 

phasing out current poverty reduction policies and redesigning them in terms of their 

costs and benefits, and the low level of public services offered to the poor, and income 

inequality between ethnics. It is argued that China’s ethnic minority groups may have 

gained little from the trickle-down effect (from the market system) of China’s economic 

growth and, therefore, direct government assistance to them has been needed to reduce 

their incidence of poverty. It is also recommended that the macro-type findings in this 

paper be supplemented by case studies of different ethnic minority groups. A case study 

of the Kirghiz minority group highlights the value of this.  

Keywords： Anti-poverty policies, Center-periphery theories, China; China’s ethnic 

minority groups; Multidimensional poverty; National Security; Poverty alleviation; 

Return to poverty; Trickle-down effect. 

JEL Codes: I32, I38, P2 
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Progress in Reducing the Poverty of Ethnic Minority Groups in China 

1. Introduction 

Eradicating poverty and dealing with its associated problems has always been one of the 

greatest challenges faced by developing countries. The Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), also known as the Global Goals, were adopted by the United Nations in 2015 

as a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that by 2030 

all people enjoy peace and prosperity (Fan & Cho, 2021). According to the UNDP 

statistics, the number of people living in extreme poverty dropped by more than half 

between 1990 and 2015 – from 1.9 billion to 836 million – but there are still too many 

struggling to meet their most basic human needs.1 

Until recently, poverty had been widespread in China, and China has always attached 

great importance to poverty reduction. In response to the SDGs, the Chinese government 

has ambitiously undertaken since 2013, a nationwide campaign called “The Targeted 

Poverty Alleviation” aimed at completely eliminating extreme poverty in rural China by 

the end of 2020 (Wang et al., 2020). In April 2021, China officially released a white 

paper, Poverty Alleviation: China's Experience and Contribution, which announced that 

China has completed the extreme poverty eradication task as scheduled and that rural 

poor people living below China’s absolute poverty standard have all escaped from the 

poverty trap. However, low levels of absolute poverty probably still exist and the 

numbers of those in absolute poverty depend on the chosen poverty line and other 

indicators of absolute poverty (see Gill, 2021). Based on the World Bank’s international 

poverty standards, China has lifted 70% of the world's population out of poverty and has 

achieved the poverty alleviation goal set by the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development 10 years ahead of schedule (SCIOPRC, 2021). 

As one of the largest developing and poverty-plagued countries, the theory and practice 

of the poverty reduction progress in China has attracted much attention in the literature. 

Early research in this area has mainly focused on China’s poverty reduction policies and 

their effects (see e.g., Selden, 1999; Swanson, 2006; Ravallion & Chen, 2007; Wang, 

2007), and economic and social issues caused by poverty (Cao et al., 2009; Knight et 
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al., 2009). Recently, several researchers concentrated on anti-poverty measures or 

methods that can alleviate extreme poverty or eliminate absolute poverty in China (see 

e.g., Cheng et al.,2021; Wang, Zhao et.al., 2020; Yang & Robert, 2021). 

As is well known, ethnic minority groups are among the most poverty-stricken 

populations in China, however, very few articles have addressed this topic. Therefore, 

this paper reviews the progress of poverty alleviation amongst China’s ethnic minority 

population, and analyzes the achievements, poverty reduction policies, and future 

challenges in trying to fill this gap. 

2. History of the Alleviation of Poverty of Ethnic Minorities in China 

2.1 Trends of China’s poverty alleviation 

Chinese poverty reduction data depends on the poverty lines or the standards set by the 

Chinese Central Government. China initially drafted its domestic poverty standard in 

1978 and then raised the standard in 2008 and 2010 respectively with inflation 

adjustments in the following years after each standard was published (Sun & Xia, 2020). 

Table 1 presents China’s poverty standards in current PPP. The international poverty 

lines recommended by the World Bank are also shown in this table for comparative 

purposes. To save space, we show the poverty standard for only a few years. In 1990, 

China's domestic poverty line (1978 standard) was less than 50 percent of the World 

Bank's international absolute poverty line. By 2019, China's current domestic poverty 

line (2010 standard) was comparable with the poverty line of the World Bank. 
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Table 1  China’s and World Bank’s poverty lines 

 

China’s poverty linea,c World Bank’s poverty linesb,c 

Year Poverty lines 
(per person 
per day) 

Standard Absolute poverty 
lines (per person 
per day) 

Relative poverty 
lines (per person 
per day) 

1990 0.51 1978 1.18  

1995 0.51 1978 1.13  

2008 1.03 2008 1.35 2.16 

2019 2.06 2010 2.18 3.56 

Note: a. Own computation using data from Poverty Monitoring Report of Rural China (2001-2020).  
b. Own computation using data from World Bank Open Data, https://data.worldbank.org.  
c. The poverty lines in the table are all expressed in current PPP (international dollars). The price deflators 
and PPP indexes used in the computation all come from World Bank Open Data. 
 

The numbers of the poor and the poverty incidence rate under each standard are shown 

in Figure 1. By 1978, there were 250 million people living below the domestic poverty 

line in China. With great effort from the Chinese central and local governments, the 

number of poor in the population dropped to 14.79 million by 2007, and a total of 235.21 

million poor people had been lifted out of poverty in 30 years. This resulted in a poverty 

reduction rate of 94 percent using the 1978 standard. According to the most recent 

domestic standard of 2010, China’s poor population fell to 16.57 million by 2010. All 

the poor under the current standard had escaped from poverty by the end of 2020 

(SCIOPRC, 2021). Therefore, China’s extreme poverty problem has been historically 

resolved. 
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Figure1  China’s poor population and poverty incidence from 1978 to 2019 

Note: Data are sourced from China Statistical Yearbook 2020. Current rural poverty standard, 2010 
poverty standard, is set at 2,300 yuan per person per year (2010 price). 

 

2.2 Poverty alleviation progress of China’s ethnic minority group 

Due to their geographic location, their natural environments, development history and 

ethnic cultures, the occurrence of the poverty phenomenon and related problems are 

particularly acute in China's ethnic minority regions and ethnic minority groups (Wang, 

2017). ‘No ethnic minority regions and minority group is to be left behind in the 

developmental progress’ is among the top priorities of China's poverty alleviation 

efforts. In 2012, China reviewed 592 key counties and designated 14 contiguous areas, 

which including 680 counties, as the poverty-stricken regions and thus, the focus of 

poverty alleviation efforts. More supports have been provided to those poverty-stricken 

counties since then. Of the 592 key counties, 299 are located in ethnic minority regions2, 

accounting for 50.5 percent of the total; Of the 680 impoverished counties in 14 

contiguous areas, 421 are located in ethnic minority regions, amounting to 61.9 percent 

of the total. Therefore, greater efforts are needed to combat poverty in China’s ethnic 

minority regions and ethnic minority groups. 
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The poor population and poverty headcount ratio of Chinese ethnic minorities are 

approximated in this paper. Figures from China’s official statistics do not give the annual 

statistics of the minority population living below the domestic poverty standard, 

although the total number of poor people in each year is available. The yearly ratio of 

ethnic minority to total population in each of China’s provincial regions is used to 

estimate the poor minority population per province per year. It was assumed that the 

ratio of ethnic minority to total population was similar to that of poor ethnic minorities 

to total poor population. The number of poor ethnic minorities nationwide can be 

obtained by summing up the poor ethnic minorities of each province. We admit that 

these estimated figures are conservative, as ethnic minority groups generally face more 

severe poverty problems in China (Wang, 2017). However, these are the best estimates 

we can obtain because provincial and county data on poor ethnic minorities and for the 

total of the poor population are not available. 

According to the domestic poverty standard set in 2008, the number of poor minorities 

in China in 2000 was 7.924 million, accounting for 10.83 percent of the total ethnic 

minority population living in rural areas. As a result of substantial assistance from the 

Chinese government and developed provinces, the number of the poor among minorities 

fell to 3.1 million by 2009, decreasing by 60.88 percent in nine years (see Figure 2). 

China dramatically raised its poverty standard in 2010, resulting in a substantial increase 

in the number of impoverished among minority groups. Under the new standard, 24.26 

million minority population were living below the poverty line in 2010. By the end of 

2019, the number had been reduced to 0.93 million, indicating a remarkable 

achievement. 
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Figure 2  Poor population and poverty headcount ratio of Chinese ethnic 

minorities 

Note: Own computation using data from Poverty Monitoring Reports of Rural China(2001-2020), and 
China Statistical Yearbook(2001-2020). All the figures are estimated with the method described in the 
preceding text.  

 

Along with the decline in the number of poor people, the per capita income and 

consumption levels of minority groups have experienced a steady increase (see Table 

2). The per capita disposable income of minority groups continued to grow from 2013 

to 2019, and its annual growth rate (at constant price) was 6.34%. This was higher than 

the national average growth rate by 0.47 of a percentage point. Similarly, per capita 

consumption expenditure of minority groups has also reached a high annual growth rate 

of 5.91%; higher than the national average growth rate by 0.48%. 
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Table 2  Per capita income and expenditure of Chinese ethnic minorities and 

whole population 

     Indicator 
 
Year 

Disposable income per capita（$） Consumption expenditure per capita（$
） 

Ethnic 
minorities 

Whole 
population 

Relative 
difference 

Ethnic 
minorities 

Whole 
population 

Relative 
difference 

2013 1980.23  2437.77  23.11%  1467.62  1760.07 19.93% 
2014 2142.33  2632.25 22.87% 1572.57  1891.44 20.28% 
2015 2335.58  2827.45 21.06% 1710.49 2022.48 18.24% 
2016 2495.01  3006.10 20.48%  1837.69 2159.29 17.50% 
2017 2685.39  3226.36 20.14%  1943.88 2275.90 17.08% 
2018 2866.41  3434.18 19.81%  2075.66 2415.30 16.36% 
2019 3044.48  3633.41 19.34%  2193.48 2548.82 16.20% 
Average 
annual growth 
rate 

6.34% 5.87%  5.91% 5.43%  

Note: Own computation using data from China Statistical Yearbook (2014-2020). Per capita disposable 
income and consumption level of Chinese ethnic minorities are estimated at 2010 US dollar based on the 
estimation method very similar to that used in Figure 2. 

 

2.3 Multidimensionality of poverty reduction of Chinese ethnic minorities 

Poverty is multidimensional, and a common approach to measuring poverty is to use 

multiple indicators of the various dimensions of poverty, invariably including an index 

of command over market goods, but also including indicators for health, educational 

attainments and access to public services (Ravallion, 2011). The Sustainable 

Development Goals outlined by the UN General Assembly emphasizes that, in addition 

to achieving the goal of no one living below the international extreme poverty standard, 

it is also necessary to achieve widespread access to education, basic social public 

services, and equal enjoyment for the poor and disadvantaged groups using the social 

security system.  

To better align with the SDGs, Alkire and Kanagaratnam (2021) proposed modified 

global Multidimensional Poverty Index indicators. In line with their study, we 

investigate the poverty reduction of Chinese ethnic minorities in terms of three 

dimensions, namely, health, education and living standards. However, household or 

individual survey dataset on China’s ethnic minorities are rare, thus, in this paper, 

aggregated data on the minority groups are estimated and used to measure the 
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multidimensionality of the poverty of these groups. The average years of schooling and 

illiteracy rate are chosen to reflect the educational attainment; only average life 

expectancy is used to represent the health status due to a lack of data availability; the 

Engel coefficient; the proportion of farmers living in bamboo, grass or clay houses, and 

the proportion of farmers not using purified tap water are considered as appropriate 

indicators of living standards. These indicators are essentially in accordance with 

China’s current official multidimensional poverty standard, which is known as “Two 

Assurances and Three Guarantees” (Liang buo Chou san bao zhang).3 

Table 3 presents the estimated multidimensionality of poverty of Chinese ethnic 

minorities in various years, and the estimation method is very similar to that used in 

Figure 2 and Table 2. The same indicators used for the Chinese whole population are 

also listed for comparison purposes. Obviously, poverty reduction achievements of 

minorities are very significant for all dimensions of poverty indicated. In terms of 

educational attainment, the average years of schooling of minorities followed a clear 

upward trend with a net increase of 1.23 years from 2000 to 2015, 0.28 year higher than 

the net national average increase at the same period. The illiteracy rate of ethnic 

minorities saw a steady increase over the same 15 years, although there were slight 

rebounds in 2005 and 2015. As for the educational attainment, the 2005 and 2015 

estimates use 1% sample survey data while the 2000 and 2010 estimates use census data. 

Hence, the rebounds in 2005 and 2015 may partly reflect the sampling differences in the 

two datasets. 
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Table 3  Multidimensional poverty indicators for Chinese ethnic minorities 

Education Years of schooling a,b Illiteracy rate a,b 

Year Ethnic minorities Whole 
population Ethnic minorities Whole 

population 
2000 6.07 7.07 9.08% 10.68% 
2005 6.23 7.29 11.04% 13.59% 
2010 7.12 8.17 4.88% 6.11% 
2015 7.3 8.02 5.42% 7.39% 
Health Life expectancy a,b 
Year Ethnic minorities Whole population 
2000 68.3 71.4 
2010 72.35 74.83 

Living 
standards Engel coefficient a,c 

Proportion of farmers 
living in bamboo, grass 

or clay house a,d 

Proportion of farmers 
not using purified tap 

water a,d 

Year Ethnic 
minorities 

Whole 
population 

Ethnic 
minorities 

Whole 
population 

Ethnic 
minorities 

Whole 
population 

2000 47.08% 42.87%     
2005 41.54% 39.32%     
2010 38.95% 36.99%     
2015 31.83% 30.64% 3.74% 5.70% 73.33% 63.60% 
2019 28.90% 28.22% 0.63% 1.20% 58.32% 39.10% 

Note: a. All the entries in the table are approximated by a similar estimation method to that used in 
Figure 2 and Table 2. 
b. Own computation using data from Tabulation on The Population Census Of The People's Republic Of 
China (2000,2010), And Tabulation on The 1% Population Sample Survey Of People's Republic Of 
China (2005,2015). 
c. Own computation using data from China Statistical Yearbook (2001-2020). 
d. Own computation using data from Poverty Monitoring Reports of Rural China (2001-2020). The 
proportions reflect the housing and drinking water conditions of the minority population living in 
poverty-stricken regions (592 key counties and 680 counties in 14 contiguous areas described in the 
preceding section), rather than the whole minority population.  

 

In terms of health status, the life expectancy of Chinese minorities increased from 68.3 

years in 2000 to 72.35 years in 2010, with a higher net increase than that of the whole 

population. In terms of expenditure level, the Engel coefficient of ethnic minorities 

follows a significant downward trend from 2000 to 2019 and has fallen by 18.18 

percentage points in 19 years, higher than the net drop of the whole population at the 

same period. As for housing conditions among minority populations in China’s poverty-

stricken regions, only 0.63% farmers lived in bamboo, grass, or clay houses in 2019, 

indicating that poor housing is much reduced. To 2019, 58.32% farmers of minority in 

the poverty-stricken regions could not use purified tap water. Although this proportion 

is still high, this figure fell by 15 percentage points in only 4 years.4 



11 
 

3. Anti-Poverty Policies for Ethnic Minorities 

There are many different reasons for China’s progress in poverty reduction. Early studies 

considered that China’s economic growth was an essential and necessary condition for 

nationwide poverty reduction (see e.g. Yao, 2000; Ravallion & Chen, 2007; Huang et 

al., 2008). China’s development-oriented poverty reduction programs are believed to be 

another important driving factor for China’s success in poverty reduction (see e.g. 

Rozelle et al., 1998; Park et al., 2002; Meng, 2013; Sun & Xia,2020). To conquer 

poverty, the Chinese government launched a series of poverty reduction programs that 

covered broad areas, ranging from physical infrastructure, to social development and 

industrial development (Li et al., 2021). This section mainly focuses on China’s poverty 

reduction programs to reduce the poverty of ethnic minorities. 

3.1 China's poverty reduction strategies in various periods 

Many works have discussed the policies released by the Chinese government over the 

past decades, and this section gives a short review of these polices from the perspective 

of the targeting strategies of these policies. China's poverty reduction progress can be 

divided into five stages based on the focused areas of poverty alleviation efforts in each 

stage, namely the preliminary social security stage (1949 – 1977), regional targeting 

(1978 – 1985), county targeting (1980 – 2000), village targeting (2001 – 2010), and the 

targeting of households and persons (2011 – present). 

Preliminary social security stage (1949-1977). When the People's Republic of China 

was founded, most of the Chinese population were extremely poor. By 1950, China’s 

per capita GDP (in international dollar) was only 21% of the world average (Maddison, 

2001). During this period, the Chinese government established a preliminary social 

security system in rural areas based on the rural collective economy and a “five 

guarantees” system, i.e., proper food and clothing, housing, funeral expenses subsidy, 

basic healthcare, education (for children and teenagers) (Huang et al., 2020; 

SCIOPRC,2021).  

Regional targeting (1978-1985). Along with China’s economic reform and opening up 
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policies, China’s poverty alleviation efforts started gradually to target its special 

impoverished regions. In 1982, the central government initiated China's first regional 

poverty alleviation and development experiment, and invested 2 billion yuan to 

implement an agricultural construction plan in the Three Western Regions, Gansu 

Dingxi, Hexi Region, and Ningxia Xihaigu Region (Kun, 2016). With annual 

precipitation of less than 300 mm, the Three Western Regions suffered from drought 

and were among the most impoverished areas in China (Wang & Zhang, 2020). 

County targeting (1986-2000) In 1986, the Chinese government set up an inter-

departmental coordinating agency responsible for poverty alleviation, which was 

renamed the State Council Leading Group of Poverty Alleviation and Development in 

1993. Also in 1986, 331 key counties were identified for poverty alleviation for the first 

time, and a series of poverty reduction programs, such as work relief, discounted interest 

loans, help from public sectors and well-developed provinces, were launched (Fang & 

Zhang, 2021). In 1994, the Chinese government launched the Priority Poverty 

Alleviation Program (1994-2000). This was China's first national poverty alleviation 

program with definite goals, targets, measures and deadlines (SCIOPRC, 2021). The 

Chinese government selected 592 key counties as the focus of this poverty alleviation 

program. By 2000, the problem of inadequate food and clothing had been overcome for 

more than 200 million poor rural residents (SCIOPRC, 2001). 

Village targeting (2001-2010). A new 10-year poverty alleviation program began in 

2001, giving the priority of poverty alleviation support to the revolutionary base areas, 

ethnic minority areas, border areas, and destitute areas with a high density of poor people 

(Zhang, 2019). Meanwhile, the focus of poverty alleviation shifted to the lowest level of 

public administration, making poor villages the basic target (Fang & Zhang, 2021). The 

central government designated 148,000 villages throughout the country as impoverished 

in 2001. It formulated the Integrated Village Development Program (Zheng cun tui jin) 

for each pilot village. Attention was given to basic farmland, drinking water, roads, 

income and employment, public service and other areas (SCIPRC, 2011).  

Households and persons targeting (2011-present) To achieve the goal of building a 

well-off society in an all-round way by 2020, the Chinese government formulated 

another 10-year poverty alleviation program in 2011, with the aim of combatting 
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unbalanced regional development, extreme poverty, and intergenerational poverty (Fang 

& Zhang, 2021). In 2013, China’s president Xi Jinping put forward targeted strategies 

to lift poor people out of poverty. A campaign called The Targeted Poverty Alleviation 

kicked off, and the basic targeted units shifted further, from poor villages to poor 

households and persons. China released its 13th Five-year Plan for Poverty Alleviation 

in 2016. It aimed to ensure that the rural poor have enough food and clothing given the 

current standards, and that compulsory education, basic medical care, and housing are 

secured (Dai et al., 2020). The Chinese government has launched a series of measures 

to increase the efficiency of targeting poor households and persons, including that of 

identifying the poor more accurately, arranging targeted programs, taking household-

based measures, improving education and health services, and enhancing social security 

(SCIOPRC, 2021). By the end of 2020, China completed the difficult task of eliminating 

extreme poverty. 

3.2 Poverty alleviation policies with Chinese characteristics 

To end extreme poverty in China, the Chinese government has implemented a range of 

policies since its foundation. In this section, we will mainly focus on the policies with 

Chinese characteristics, which include pairing assistance, east-west cooperation in 

poverty alleviation and measures targeted to different poor groups.  

Pairing assistance was proposed in the late 1970s and early 1980s in order to promote 

economic and social development in the lagging western provinces and ethnic 

autonomous regions, and to reduce the divide between those and eastern developed 

provinces. The pairing assistance pattern was determined as follows: Beijing would 

support Inner Mongolia, Hebei would support Guizhou, Jiangsu would support Guangxi 

and Xinjiang, Shandong would support Qinghai, Tianjin would support Gansu, Shanghai 

would support Yunnan and Ningxia, and the whole country would support Tibet (Wang, 

2017). In 2010, to speed up the development of Xinjiang, the central government decided 

to launch a nationwide pairing of 19 developed provinces and cities providing assistance 

to Xinjiang (Wei et al., 2012). As donors, the developed eastern regions have 

implemented various forms of aid to meet the needs of these lagging regions, such as 

providing financial aid, sending medical teams, teachers, and other professional and 
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technical personnel, providing humanitarian aid. 

The east-west collaboration in poverty alleviation, officially launched in the 1990s, 

originated from the policy arrangement to mobilize cities in the developed eastern 

regions, to support the development of impoverished western regions (Wang & Zhang, 

2020). The poverty alleviation cooperation mechanism has now formed a working 

pattern whereby 9 developed provinces and 9 large cities in the eastern region are paired 

with 10 western provinces. Pairing collaboration extends beyond the provincial level, 

and 260 counties in the eastern region have paired with 287 counties in the western 

region (Wang, 2017). The early east-west collaboration mechanism was originally 

embodied in the form of support rather than cooperation, such as assisting with the 

construction of rural infrastructures, schools and clinics, and providing financial aid to 

poor students. In recent years, the collaboration work has placed more emphasis on the 

role of market mechanisms, e.g. arranging training programs, and providing job 

vacancies for poor people in the paired western regions. 

In the campaign of Targeted Poverty Alleviation which commenced in 2013, the Chinese 

governments at all levels developed an anti-poverty policy system for poor households 

and persons. This campaign involved accurately identifying the poor population, 

establishing a management network to include all levels of government and their top 

officials, and implementing various measures targeted to different poor groups 

(SCIOPRC, 2021). At present, the targeted measures are intended to ensure that the rural 

poor have guaranteed access to food, clothing, compulsory education, basic medical care 

and housing security. Policies include: (i) boosting the local economy geared to available 

resources and thus providing more job opportunities; (ii) relocating the poor living in 

inhospitable mountainous areas with little resources to more hospitable areas; (iii) 

implementing ecological compensation policies to help those poor people living in 

ecological preservation areas; (iv) improving educational conditions in impoverished 

regions and providing financial support to poor students to break the intergenerational 

poverty transmission; and (v) offering physically disabled people special social security 

support (Zhou et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020). 



15 
 

3.3 Specially formulated poverty alleviation policies for ethnic minorities 

In addition to the general anti-poverty policies, the Chinese government has designed 

many specific poverty alleviation policies for ethnic minorities. Along with the 

Developing West China strategy which commenced in 2000, the Program to Revitalize 

Border Areas and Enrich Residents' Lives (Xing Bian Fu Min) has been implemented 

since then, which aims to promote the development of border areas and improve the 

living conditions of the people in these areas. In China’s border areas, more than 50% 

of local residents are ethnic minorities; roughly a population of 12 million ethnic 

minorities (Wang, 2016). From 2000 to the present, the Chinese government has 

released 3 five-year plans to implement the program, with the main measures being as 

follows: (i) improving the physical infrastructures of towns and villages in border 

counties; (ii) increasing the income of border residents and reducing the poverty 

incidence rate; (iii) enhancing public services for education, health, culture, etc.; (iv) 

promoting ethnic unity in border areas and encouraging people to people trade with 

neighboring foreign countries; and (v) boosting the opening up of border areas and 

developing local industries based on their distinctive resources (Wang, 2016).  

Another important measure is the ‘Program to Support Ethnic Minority Groups with A 

Small Population’. In 2001, when the policy was formulated, the first ethnic minority 

groups to be supported were 22 ethnic minority groups with a population of less than 

100,000, – a total population of about 630,000. In 2011, the Chinese government 

updated the list of supported ethnic minorities, and the program was extended to 28 

ethnic minority groups with a population of less than 300,000. The total population of 

the 28 ethnic minority groups is about 1.7 million (Wang, 2017). The preferential 

policies to support the development of the 28 ethnic minority groups mainly include: 

improving the physical infrastructures of the towns and counties where these minority 

groups are concentrated, boosting the development of local industries with distinctive 

local features, providing more support for poverty alleviation, assigning more projects 

to protect and develop local ethnic culture, and improving the quality and quantity of the 

local human resources. 

Severely impoverished areas are the top priority in China's battle against poverty. In 
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2018, the Chinese government proposed a Three-Year Action Plan for winning the war 

against poverty, which put great emphasis on 6 severely poverty-stricken regions, 

“Three areas and three prefectures". The "three areas" refers to Tibet, southern Xinjiang, 

and prefectures and counties with large Tibetan populations in the provinces of Sichuan, 

Yunnan, Gansu and Qinghai. The "three prefectures" refers to the Liangshan 

Autonomous Prefecture in Sichuan Province, the Nujiang Autonomous Prefecture in 

Yunnan Province, and the Linxia Autonomous Prefecture in Gansu Province. All these 

6 severely poverty-stricken regions are highly populated by ethnic minorities. For 

example, in southern Xinjiang, more than 95 percent of the local residents are ethnic 

minorities. The Chinese government decided to provide more support to ensure the 

eradication of extreme poverty in these regions by the end of 2020, including a further 

increase of transfer payments to strengthen poverty alleviation, improve education and 

medical services, and to establish key ecological function zones. 

4. Challenges in the Future 

Fighting against poverty is a long-term and arduous task. China’s great achievement of 

lifting all extremely poor people out of poverty does not mean that the poverty 

alleviation and development tasks are completely accomplished. The future 

developmental policies for Chinese ethnic minority groups need to pay more attention 

to the following challenges. 

4.1 Risks of poverty returning 

Through years of vigorous support, the poverty phenomenon and its related problems in 

ethnic minority groups have been greatly relieved. Preventing poverty recurrence has 

gradually become the focus of the development efforts for minorities. Although most 

poor people have moved out of poverty, they are vulnerable to being pushed back into 

poverty again, due to suffering from natural disasters, market risks in agriculture, illness 

or issues involving education, marriage and housing (Liu et al., 2020). This is especially 

true for poor minorities, for they are among the most vulnerable to external shocks.  

Poor minority households have limited ability to respond well to natural disasters, health 
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risks, market fluctuations, economic depression and other risks. Due to the harsh natural 

environment, natural disasters occur frequently in poverty-stricken areas populated by 

ethnic minorities. In Guizhou province, for example, 70% of the annual rainfall is 

concentrated in the flood season, which makes it extremely susceptible to flood disasters 

and geological disasters (Wang, 2017). The high incidence of local endemic diseases, 

say echinococcosis, kashin-beck, and tuberculosis, in ethnic minority areas is mainly 

due to the inclement environment surrounding minority groups. The small-scale 

economy makes ethnic minority areas more vulnerable to external market shocks. Since 

2015, China's economic growth rate has slowed down, and the economic growth of 

ethnic minority regions has also experienced a sharp decrease. The worldwide outbreak 

of the COVID-19 endemic has exerted a negative shock to the opening up of minority 

regions to neighboring foreign countries and has further exacerbated the difficulties of 

economic growth in minority regions. Further weak growth over the next few years in 

minority regions will increase the risk of poverty returning. 

The risk of poverty returning to minority groups also comes from the increasingly 

stringent regulations for environmental protection in China. The ecological environment 

in many ethnic minority regions is fragile, and there are many key ecological function 

areas in minority regions where traditional industrial sectors or resource-intensive 

sectors are unable to be developed. However, at present, economic growth of many 

poverty-stricken minority counties still depend on these “old” industries due to their 

poor infrastructure and low level of market economy. Therefore, to a certain extent, 

poverty-stricken minority counties still face the contradiction between economic growth 

and ecological conservation, further increasing the risk of poverty returning. 

4.2 Sustainability of anti-poverty policies 

Ironically, success generates its own set of problems. Poverty alleviation policies have 

undoubtedly contributed greatly to the success of poverty reduction, but large-scale 

poverty reduction policies and preferential support to ethnic minority regions and groups 

are unsustainable in the long term, especially given the lasting impacts of the COVID-

19 pandemic which started in 2020. What is more, the substantial supportive polices 

have also resulted in some claimants becoming dependent on policy handouts. 
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Therefore, the more effective poverty alleviation policies are, the greater the difficulties 

of policy withdrawal will be, especially in ethnic minority regions, where the harsh 

environment and small-scale economy make the local minority people more dependent 

on the government-led supports. 

The Chinese Central Government is worried about possible decreased popularity of its 

poverty reduction policies when its preliminary anti-poverty goal is met and it reduces 

its role in poverty alleviation. To consolidate the achievements and prevent any potential 

poverty returning after 2020, local governments are required to continue implementing 

targeted poverty alleviation policies for the poor who are temporarily lifted out of 

poverty but have a high risk of poverty returning. This ‘no withdrawal’ policy will add 

to the fiscal burden of local governments in impoverished minority counties, given the 

huge expenditure needed to support poverty alleviation and the low tax revenue of these 

counties. Nor has it been clear when and which of the policies will be phased out. All 

these policy uncertainties together will result in the formation of unstable expectations 

for local firms and for poor households. These unstable expectations will negatively 

affect the willingness of firms to continue employing poor people and the willingness of 

the poor households to continue engaging in agricultural production. 

On the other hand, when the phenomenon of extreme poverty is basically eradicated, the 

declining threats from poverty and related social problems will certainly reduce public 

interest in its future control. Inevitably, the redirection of public funds and supportive 

policies to more urgent economic and developmental concerns, say technological 

innovation, will shift the focus of anti-poverty efforts to the phasing out of some poverty 

reduction policies and result in greater attention to the costs and efficiency of the 

remaining policies. China has kept increasing its government-led investment in poverty 

alleviation, but the marginal effect of investment in poverty alleviation has been 

declining (Liu et al., 2020). Thus, the shifting focus on the cost and efficiency of 

government-led poverty alleviation support will put more pressure on the sustainability 

of anti-poverty policies. 
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4.3 Relatively poor developmental conditions in minority regions 

Most of the poverty-stricken areas populated by ethnic minority groups in China are 

located in mountainous areas with poor transportation and infrastructure (e.g. the 

western Yunnan mountainous areas), plateau areas (e.g. Tibet and Qinghai), 

desertification areas (e.g. southern Xinjiang), rocky desertification areas (e.g. junction 

areas of Yunnan, Guizhou and Guangxi), where modern agricultural and manufacturing 

sectors are very difficult to develop. Taking the rocky desertification area in the junction 

of Yunnan, Guangxi and Guizhou as an example, the karst area accounts for 48.7% of 

the total, and the per capita cultivated area is only 667 square meters (Wang, 2017). 

In addition, health, education and other public services are relatively poor in ethnic 

minority regions compared with their counterparts in developed eastern regions, despite 

their rapid development in last decades. In Table 3, the gaps in educational attainment, 

health status and availability of water between minority groups and the whole country 

is striking. These gaps are, to some extent, related to the differences between minority 

regions and the national average regarding investment in public services. This is 

reflected in Table 5. In terms of quantity and condition of health services, the number of 

medical and health institutions and the number of medical beds in ethnic minority 

regions are significantly lower than the national average. As for the quantity and 

condition of the education service, despite the compulsory education service in ethnic 

minority regions being comparable to the national average (not listed in the Table 5 for 

saving space), the gap in the higher education service between these regions and the 

national average is evident. What makes the situation worse is the gap in the quality of 

health and education services. Although official data about the quality of public service 

are not available, our own fieldwork experiences show that the gap in teaching ability 

and healthcare ability is more striking. 
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Table 5  Health and Education Services in Chinese Ethnic Minority Regions 

 Health 
 Number of medical and health 

institutions(per 10,000 persons) 
Number of beds in medical and 
health institutions(per 10,000 
persons) 

Year Minority regions National average Minority regions National average 
1990 0.69 8.86 21.71 25.59 
2000 0.75 8.16 21.65 25.06 
2010 0.65 6.99 30.11 35.70 
2019 2.88 7.20 57.13 62.90 
 Higher education 
 Full-time teachers 

( per 100 students) 
Number of students in colleges and 
universities (per 10,000 persons) 

Year Minority regions National average Minority regions National average 
1990 20.59 19.15 8.89 18.04 
2000 10.53 8.33 20.51 43.88 
2010 5.87 6.02 87.54 166.44 
2019 4.98 5.74 131.59 216.53 

Note: Data are sourced from China Statistical Yearbook (2020). The ethnic minority regions refer to the 
five autonomous provincial regions, ethnic autonomous prefectures and autonomous counties. 

 

4.4 Income inequality between ethnics 

Another issue that cannot be ignored in the future is the income inequality between 

Chinese ethnic groups. Table 6 compares per capita disposable income and per capita 

consumption expenditure of ethnic minorities with the Han nationality based on the real 

values in price as at 2010. From 2013 to 2019, although the average annual growth rate 

of per capita disposable income and per capita consumption expenditure of ethnic 

minorities was higher than that of the Han, the absolute difference between the two 

groups has been consistently increasing. According to the average growth rates, it will 

take about 50 years for ethnic minorities to catch up with the Han in per capita disposable 

income levels! There is no doubt that income inequality between ethnic groups is one of 

the challenges that China needs to address to promote further development of ethnic 

minorities and to strengthen unity between ethnic groups. 
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Table 6  Per Capita Income and Expenditure of Chinese Ethnic Minorities and 

Han 

Year Disposable income per capita 
（2010 yuan） 

Consumption expenditure per capita
（2010 yuan） 

Ethnic 
minorities 

Han Difference Ethnic 
minorities 

Han Difference 

2013 13406.13  16733.42 3327.29 9935.81  12056.61 2120.80 
2015 15811.87  19384.94 3573.07 11580.03 13843.28 2263.25 
2017 18180.10  22144.58 3964.48 13160.10 15595.55 2435.45 
2019 20611.10  25045.90 4434.80 14849.84 17538.18 2688.34 
Average annual 
growth rate 

6.34% 5.93% 0.41% 5.91% 5.50% 0.41% 

Note: Own computation using data from China Statistical Yearbooks (2020). All the entries in the table 
are approximated with estimation method very similar to that used in Figure 2 and Table 2. 

 

5. Discussion 

China’s poverty alleviation policies (especially those relating to its ethnic minority 

groups) need to be considered in the context of its policies for achieving and sustaining 

economic growth. As is well known, its market reforms and opening up of trade to the 

outside world instigated by Deng Xiaoping and continued by his successors, has made 

an amazing contribution to China’s economic growth (Tisdell, 2009). It was intended 

that economic growth be the initial focus of policy with the redistribution of income to 

be undertaken later (Tisdell, 1993). 

Initial economic growth was concentrated in China’s eastern provinces and those 

nearby. These acted as economic growth poles (Honjo, 1978; Richardson, 1976; Wen & 

Tisdell, 2001, Ch. 9) – in other words, centers for China’s economic growth. Economic 

growth lagged in its peripheral areas where most of its minority groups resided. As 

mentioned above, China’s substantial economic growth in recent decades has provided 

it with the means to reduce its incidence of poverty substantially. This has been achieved 

partly by the ‘trickle-down’ effect and partly by direct measures to assist the poor. Direct 

measures (including income subsidies) appear to have played a greater role in reducing 

the incidence of poverty among China’s ethnic minorities than the trickle-down effect. 

The latter may have been more beneficial to the eastern and central provinces where the 

Han majority dominates. It is possible that the market reforms and the economic growth 
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driven by China’s growth poles had a retarding effect on economic growth in China’s 

periphery and might have added to the incidence of poverty there. This would accord 

with the center-periphery theory of Frank (1978). See also Tisdell (1993, Ch. 5). Hence, 

the need arose for direct government intervention to remedy this situation. 

As pointed out by Liu et al. (2019, p.2), the Chinese Government has been motivated to 

reduce poverty in its border regions for several reasons. This is not only to improve the 

economic lot of minority groups living in these regions, but also to enhance China’s 

image and its national security. Economic assistance to these regions is also based on 

the belief that it will (1) help to retain the populations in these regions, and (2) entice 

emigrants to return to these areas. China is probably more concerned about the security 

of its border regions than most countries. However, even Australia has taken steps to 

help secure its northern areas.  

The results reported in this study are of a macro-nature. There are strong arguments in 

favor of case studies to provide more information about the occurrence of poverty among 

minority ethnic groups in China and the effects of policies to alleviate this poverty. In 

fact, Liu et al. (2019), reported the results of a poverty case study in two Kirghiz villages 

in Xinjiang Autonomous Region. The results support several of the macro-type findings 

reported above. For example, in these villages, the poor have a much smaller amount of 

housing space per family member than the non-poor. They also spend much less on food, 

education and health than the non-poor. Hence, they are more likely to be malnourished 

and suffer from illness. Liu et al. (2019, p.12) found that “while government subsidies 

for Kirghiz households in [their] sample alleviated poverty and reduced income 

inequality, on average, they resulted in a greater absolute increase in income for non-

poor households than poor ones. [Furthermore,] on average, poor households were found 

to have smaller social networks than non-poor ones and their networks displayed less 

depth than those of non-poor households.” 

While there are similarities between the economic situation of China’s minority ethnic 

groups, differences also exist. This is why case studies of different ethnic groups are 

valuable in providing improved knowledge about the economic situations of ethnic 

minorities and the poverty prospects faced by them. 
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6. Conclusion 

China was once one of the poorest countries in the world in terms of the scale, depth and 

multidimensionality of poverty. Due to their geographic location, natural environment, 

development history and presence of ethnic cultures incompatible with the market 

system. Chinese ethnic minority regions and ethnic minority groups faced more severe 

poverty and disadvantages compared with other domestic regions and groups. Since the 

foundation of the People’s Republic of China, the CPC and the Central Government 

have always placed poverty alleviation in ethnic minority regions and groups as an 

important aim of their development efforts and poverty reduction policies. Thanks to 

continuous poverty reduction policies suitable for China's national conditions and 

specially formulated poverty alleviation measures targeted for the needs of ethnic 

minority regions and households, Chinese ethnic minority groups have accomplished 

the seemingly insurmountable task of eradicating extreme poverty. 

Nevertheless, there is still a long way to go for Chinese ethnic minority regions to realize 

economic development that is comprehensive and balanced and for ethnic minority 

groups to become middle-income cohorts. In the near future, to achieve further 

development in ethnic minority groups, the Chinese government has to address the 

problems of the risk of poverty returning, the phasing out of current poverty reduction 

policies and redesigning these polices in terms of costs and benefits, the relatively poor 

developmental conditions. It must also address the low level of public services in 

minority areas and income inequality between ethnic minorities and the majority.5, 6 

7. Notes 

1. United Nations Development Programme Goal 1: No poverty. Available from: 

https://www1.undp.org/content/seoul_policy_center/en/home/sustainable-

development-goals/goal-1-no-poverty.html. 

2. Traditionally, ethnic minority regions usually refer to 8 provincial regions in which 

the minorities are concentrated (namely Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, Yunnan, 

Guizhou, Tibet, Qinghai, Ningxia, Xinjiang), and ethnic autonomous prefectures and 

autonomous counties inside provinces other than these 8 provincial regions. 
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3. “Two Assurances and Three Guarantees” refers to assurances of adequate food and 

clothing, and guarantees of access to compulsory education, basic medical services 

and safe housing for impoverished rural residents (SCIOPRC, 2021). 

4. Given that many ethnic minority groups in poverty-stricken regions live in 

mountainous or pastoral areas, where it is not feasible to install water pipes due to 

high cost and low efficiency, this low figure is not surprising. 

5. Readers will find two chapters in Tisdell (1993) relevant to the above discussion. 

These are Chapter 5, Regional and urban development: Government intervention; 

and Chapter 6, Poverty, income inequality and development.  

6. An aspect not covered in this paper is the type of mechanisms minority groups use 

to cope with poverty. In some circumstances, individuals returning to poverty lose 

these mechanisms and may suffer greater ill effects from the recurrence of poverty 

than prior to being lifted out of it. Aspects of this matter are discussed in Tisdell 

(2013). Scope exists for considering these aspects for minority ethnic groups in 

China.  
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