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A Study on the "Return to Poverty "
Phenomenon in Western China’s Rural Areas
(Abstract)

The poverty —stricken areas in China are mostly in its 11
western provincés and autonomous regions,including Yunnan,
Guizhou, Sichuan, Tibet, Guangxi, Ningxia, Shanxi, Gansu,
Qing —hai, Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia. Of the 18 connected
poverty — striken mountain areas, 12 are in or extends across
the western region. Although the central government and local
governments at all levels have taken a series of measures to
help those poverty —stricken areas to get rid of poverty and
become prosperous,not a few areas and househols have become
poor again after being out of poverty. If the ” return to
poverty” problem is not to be highly estimated and correctly
solved it may delay the realization of the ” National 87 Poverty
— Relief program” or even affect the pace of China’s modern-

ization.

Main Forms and Characteristice

The "returt to poverty " phenomenon exists in almost ev-
ery one of the 11 western provinces and autonomous regions.

In Yunnan,about 30% of the population that has get rid of
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poverty becomes poor again every year. For example,in 1993,
2. 01 million persons solved the problem of food and clothing,
but at the same time 0. 65 million people returned to poverty
(32.4%4). In Guizhou,15—20% of the people who have solved
the problem of food and clothing return to poverty every year.
In 1994 — 95, 2 million in the province solved the problem of
food and clothing,but 0. 3—0. 4million of which became poor
again. The phenomenon also exists in Guangxi, Sichan, Xin-
Jiang , Shanxi, Qinghai,Gansu and Tibet . The main character-
istics of the phenomenon are as follows: |

Mass ”Return” (to poverty)and Scattered” Return” Criss-
cross. Connected areas —several townships or counties or even
prefectures as a whole return to poverty while some scattered
households in "out of poverty” areas are becoming poor again.

Absolute ” Return ” and Relative ” Return” Crisscross.
Absolute "return” indicates that people ”return” indicates that
the living standards of the people who have been out of pover-
ty declines and they have inadequate food and and clothing.

Explicit” Return” and Implicit ” Return”Crisscross. Explic-
it "return” indicates that the peasants’ income in cash and in
kind is obviously lower than that in ” out of poverty” period,or
even under the poverty line. Implicit ” return ” means that al-
though the income in cash and in kind remaines as befor or
even rises,the actual income declins as the expenditure grows
faster than the income. In western rural areas,the explicit ”re-
turn”can be seen clearly from the statistics; the implicit ” re-
turn” is often ignored because it usually mingles with infla-
tion. The interweaving explicit and implicit ”returns” make the
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poverty —relief work more difficulty.

One "return” and Repeated " Returns” Crisscross. In the
poorest areas in Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichan, especially in
karst areas where the drought and waterlogging prevention ca-
pacity is limited ,the "return to poverty” phenomena repeatedly
take place.

The above four characteristics are observation results
from the point of view of regional distribution,level of pover-
ty ,form of expression,and the occurring frequency of the "re-

turn”.

- Causes

The "return to poverty” in the western rural areas result-
ed from the following factors:

Weak Ecological Environment and Serious Natural Disas-
ters. They are an important factor causing the " return”. Take
the karst regions in Yunnan,Guizhou and Guangxi for exam-
ple. On an average more than 15 percent of the people who
have been out of poverty become poor again ( the highest
30%). Such a high percentage has been caused by the weak e-
cological environment and frequently serious natural disasters.
In" northwestern provinces and autonomous regions where
snow disasters,droughts and sand storms are frequent people
usually have adequate food and clothing in bumper harvest
years but return to poverty when disasters come.

Poor Infrastructures and Economic Development Environ-
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ment. Poor water and electricity supply system,poor road sys-
tem and telecommunication system have greatly restricted the
poverty control actions of the poorest people in the remote
mountain areas.

Serjous Population Pressure. In a small —scale peasant e-
conomy of super—thin and low and plane reclamation and cul-
tivation, population rises demand food supply rises, which in
turn demand more population as Labour input, stimulating
population growth and thus resulting in a vicious- cirle of ”
poverty —more pf)pulation—more serious poverty” whichuLa}:(_s
a foundation for the circle of " poverty alleviation — out of
poverty —return to poverty” to exist.

Poor population Quality 4nd Fortune Awareness. In the
western rural areas the "return of poverty” phenomenon has a
strong correlation wuth the low: quality of the population and
the poor fortune awareness. Poor population quality, poverty
together with ignorance,and the outmoded force of habit and
ingrained..- feudal awareness . have . made. the. " blood —
transfusion” ,or charity «—type poverty. alleviation efforts inef-
fective to keep ”out of powerty” , & lot of rural households that
have been out of poverty rapidly becoming poor again. The rer
sult is. that ” every year there is relief but all the same the
poverty exists”. _

Inadequate Capital Input and Poor. Economic Expansion
Capacity. Input shortages are a common problem in the west-
ern areas where the ”return to poverty” pheonmenon is seri-
ous. In the poorest mountain area in Guizhou’s Mashan,capital
input is infinitely small, During 1986 — 93, the development
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capital input in Mashan from the public financial institutions at
all levels and the departments responsible for economic work
was only 37. 8043 million yuan ,or 18. 71 yuan per capita per
year. With such a small capital input ,-hova could this area avoid
destitution and the “return to poverty”. |

Unadaptability to Market Competition. In the western ru-
ral areas especially in those poverty —stricken areas, peasants
tend to act blindly in a controlled economy. It is difficulty for
them to adapt themselves to the transition from the planned e-
conomy tHe market economy. lIn recent years , " greén qbean
war” ,”silkworm co_t;odn war” ,” black fungus war”,” tea war”
and ” tobaccq‘;war” arose in every weétern profrin_ce and au-
tonomous regiér{, The results of those wars were all the same;
sharp price decline. Sharp pricé ups and downs made it difficul-
ty for the peasants with little adaptability to market competi-
tion to get out of poverty but easy to return to it,

Irrational Behaviour of Governments. There are two forms
of irrational governmental behaviour. One is that they set the ”
out of poverty”indicators on the high side to pursue” achieve-
ments”, The other is that they overestimate the level of "out of
poverty” ,thus shifting the direction of investment.

Weak Pillar Industries and Low -Industrial Structurs.
Weak pillar industries can not play a real ”pillar”role and may
result in a sharp up and down economy. In addition,low indus-
trial structure is a structural factor for the ” return to

poverty”.




Effects

The ”return to poverty ” phenomenon has serious effects
on China’s macro—economy: |

It broadens the economic development gap between the
West and the East in the country.

It broadens. the development gap between the rural and
urban areas.

It exasperates the social and ecological deterioration.

It arouses instabilities in the rural areas. The serious "re-
turn to poverty” phenominon has resulted in a sharp decline in
the living standard of a considerable portion of the rural house-
houlds,the problem of absolute and relative poverty more con-

spicuous.

Thinkings upon the Innovation
of the Anti—Poverty Mechanisms

Some breakthroughs and innovations in the guiding ideol-
ogy and strategy for poverty control are needed to cultivate a
new "out of poverty” mechanism and speed up the poverty alle-
viation steps. :

Firstly, the Guiding Ideology of the Poverty Alleviation
Work Should be Perfected and the "Out of Poverty” Indicator
System be Amplified. The present” out of poverty” indicator
which is based purely on the poverty line has obvious shori-
comings. It overemphasizes quantitative chénges but neglects
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the qualiative changes. It attaches importance to consumption
process but ignores production process. It puts undue stress on
the percentage of "out of poverty” population but neglects that
of the "return to poverty”. So it should be replaced by a more
comp.rehensive and scientfic indicator system in which the main
indicators in consumption, production,cultural and social as-
pects should be included. In addition, indicators representing
the stability of the "out of poverty” process should also be in-
clued in the system.

Secondly, Deepening the Rural Reform and Building up
the ”out of poverty”Security System. In deépening the rural re-
form,the western areas should put stress on the strengthening
of the collective operation, bring the superiorities of the con-
tract responsibility system into full play,so as to make the col-
lective economy powerful enough to promote the poverty —re-
lief work and pz:ovent the rural households from returning to
poverty.

Tirdly,Strengthening the Infrastructure Construction and
Amplifying the Anti — Poverty System. The anti — poverty
achievements can be easily consolidated and the natural disas-
ter —induced” return of poverty” be controlled if the infrastruc-
ture construction is good.

Forthly, Optimizing the Behaviour of Governments and
Cultivating the Guiding AntlmPoverty Mechanisms. On a sec-
ondthinking of the poverty —relief work in the western regions
we see that the high percentage of the "return”is somewhat re-
lated to the irrational behaviour of the governments in-those

areas. For example, the practice of emphasizing material
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thifigs or "hardwares”and underestimating human factors or *
softwares”has resulted in'a bewildering circle of “more relief..
more poverty;more poverty,more relief”. Henec it is very im-
portant to optimize the behaviour of the governments and cul-
tivate the guiding anti—poverty mechanisms.

The ”return to poverty” control strategies also include the
cultivation of the rational labour —migration mechanisms, the
implementationof the capital’ " big push ” strategy, the im-
provement of the quality of the labour force,as well as mea-

sures for controlling the population growth .
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