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Abstract  

 

In May 2008, China was struck by a massive earthquake that killed closed to 70,000 people. 

Communities were torn to the ground, and the economic losses were enormous. Ten years have 

passed since the massive forces took place, and communities and lives have been rebuilt, with 

some preceding their pre-disaster economic levels. This study applies survey data to estimate 

the poverty rates in the Wenchuan earthquake affected communities ten years after the disaster. 

I find that in 2018, the poverty incidence was 3% in the overall area, as compared to 9% before 

the earthquake. Of the total of 198 sampled communities, 27 reported having no government-

designated poor people. However, 23 communities have a poverty prevalence of 10% or higher. 

These communities have few characteristics in common in terms of demographic structure and 

access to public services. About half of the communities are located in government-designated 

poor counties, while the rest are not. Altogether, the poverty situation in the Wenchuan 

earthquake affected area reflects the complexity of poverty in China. Great challenges remain 

be solved if the government is to reach the goal of eradicating all poverty within the year 2020.  
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1. Introduction  
 

 

2008 was a year of great challenges for the Chinese government. As the financial crisis was 

taking its toll on the global community, the Wenchuan earthquake struck, just three months 

before the anticipated Olympic games. The enormous forces left over 40 million people affected 

by the earthquake (Dalen, Flatø, Liu, & Zhang, 2012). Ten years later, the earthquake-stricken 

area is, in some respect, flourishing (Huafeng Zhang, Christophersen, Dalen, Liu, & Pedersen, 

2018). The Wenchuan earthquake struck areas in Sichuan Province were underdeveloped with 

high levels of poverty, prior to the earthquake (Dunford & Li, 2011). Many more people fell 

into poverty as a direct cause of the disaster (Dalen et al., 2012; Jia, Chen, Pan, & Zhang, 2018). 

However, ten years later, the earthquake affected area has a strikingly low level of poverty. In 

2018, the disaster hit area in Sichuan had a share of 3% government designated poor 

households, as opposed to 11% one year after the earthquake (Dalen et al., 2012, p. 160; 

Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018, p. 77). The strong decline in poverty rates is much due to the post-

earthquake reconstruction process, as well as the general poverty alleviation and development 

in China (Dunford & Li, 2011; Jia et al., 2018).  

 

Years of studies on disasters and poverty have found that natural hazards often bring about 

more poverty, especially in underdeveloped areas (Shepard et al., 2013). In the case of the 

Wenchuan earthquake, the national government sought to integrate disaster vulnerability 

reduction with poverty alleviation and disaster reconstruction (Dunford & Li, 2011). The results 

are seemingly impressive, considering that the earthquake reconstruction was completed within 

three years (Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018), and the affected communities show few visible traces 

of the earthquake today.  However, looking at the vast area as a whole, one can easily overlook 

places in which poverty still prevails. Even with all the tremendous development and 

reconstruction, there were still certain highly impoverished places with a poverty rate far above 

the total for the whole disaster-affected area. Despite the overall area showing impressive 

improvement after the earthquake, one must not ignore the communities who still have large 

proportions of impoverished individuals and households.  
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1.1 Research questions 

 

In this thesis, I want to estimate the poverty levels on a smaller scale. Therefore, I have chosen 

to focus my study on the earthquake affected communities in Sichuan, rather than the area as a 

whole. My aim is to explore poverty on a community level to see which communities have high 

levels of poverty in 2018. I want to find out how these high-poverty communities differ from 

communities with lower prevalence of poverty, to see if they can tell something more broadly 

about the poverty situation in the earthquake affected area. My thesis will explore the following 

two research questions: 

1. What is the prevalence of poverty in communities affected by the Wenchuan 

earthquake, ten years after the disaster? 

2. What are the characteristics of communities with high levels of poverty? 

This is a quantitative study based on two surveys conducted by the Fafo Institute for Labor and 

Social Research (Fafo) and the Chinese Academy of Science and Technology for Development 

(CASTED). The surveys were conducted in 2011 and 2018 in the Wenchuan earthquake 

affected communities in Sichuan Province. Sichuan was the province hardest hit by the 

earthquake and will therefore be the only province I focus my study on. I was not a part of the 

team who gathered the data, but I was granted access to it by working as research assistant at 

Fafo during the time I worked on my master’s thesis. In this study, I will not be focusing on 

household level characteristics, but rather explore community related features.  

 

1.2 Why does this matter? 

 

Poverty eradication is high on the global agenda. In fact, eradicating all poverty is at the very 

top of the United Nations (UN) priorities. In 2015, the UN formulated a set of 17 overarching 

sustainable development goals (SDGs). The goals serve as a blueprint for how to achieve a 

better, more sustainable, future for everyone in the world (United Nations, 2019). Eradicating 

poverty is the very first SDG, which highlights the great importance attributed to this goal. At 

the same time, the Chinese government has set a goal to eradicate all poverty within the year 

2020. The government has followed up on the promise, by leading active poverty alleviation 

policies and efforts in what they categorize as poverty-stricken areas (C. Shi, 2018). In other 

words, poverty is a topic of great importance in China, and globally.  
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At the same time, reports on the natural environment of our world show that we are headed 

toward more disasters and extreme climate in the time to come. The harsh environmental 

conditions will put a lot of people at risk to suffer damage and loss in the case of events in 

natures (United Nations Environmental Programme, 2019). China is already one of the 

countries which is most prone to natural disasters. Historically, about half of all earthquake 

related deaths have occurred in China (Wisner, Blaikie, Cannon, & Davis, 2004). The country 

also had the most devastating single event in history, when the 1976 Tangshan earthquake killed 

between 242,000 and 290,000 people (Han et al., 2016). If we are to prepare for future disasters 

as to reduce the potential damage, we must understand how natural hazards and human action 

influences people’s and societies’ vulnerabilities. Best way to learn is from previous 

experiences with natural disasters.  

 

1.3 Thesis structure  

 

The thesis is structured as follow. In the second part, I present the theoretical concept of poverty, 

and the connection between disasters and poverty. In the third part, I look more closely into the 

details of the Wenchuan earthquake. After presenting the events of the earthquake, I focus on 

the reconstruction plan, and especially how the disaster was treated as an opportunity to develop 

the earthquake affected area. I also give a short overview of the general poverty alleviation 

strategies in China, seeing how the poverty situation in 2018 cannot be understood apart from 

the general poverty alleviation efforts. The fourth part presents the methodology. The empirical 

findings are presented in part five. The sixth section discusses the empirical findings, before I 

conclude my thesis in section seven.  
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2. Theoretical concepts  
 

 

This chapter will give an overview of different ways of defining and measuring poverty, to fully 

understand how the concept is used and what is measured. First, I look at the development of 

the concept and poverty measurement in general. I then go on to discuss how and why poverty 

and disasters are connected. The concept of vulnerability in relation to poverty and natural 

disasters is further elaborated in this part. In the following section, I discuss how the Chinese 

government defines and measures poverty and implications of different poverty definitions and 

measurements. Lastly, I discuss how the Wenchuan earthquake relates to the theory.  

 

2.1 The concept of poverty 

 

Over the years, the concept of poverty has evolved a great deal in the academic world, in China 

as well as in the Western countries (Asian Development Bank, 2012; Guo, 2005; Osmani, 

2003). Early definitions of poverty saw it as a deprivation of possessions or money (Benabou, 

Banerjee, & Mookherjee, 2006; Smeeding, 2016). The poverty line as a means of measuring 

poverty emerged from this monetary definition. A poverty line is set by defining a level of 

income and/or consumption that is assumed to be adequate for covering the cost of  people’s 

basic needs, such as food and clothing (Odhiambo, Omiti, & Muthaka, 2014). The individuals 

or households whose income or consumption falls below that level, are then classified as poor. 

Poverty lines can be set as relative or absolute (Smeeding, 2016, p. 27). Absolute poverty lines 

are set by determining a minimum level of income which is sufficient to cover the cost of basic 

necessities. Within this category falls the poverty line set by the World Bank, which declares 

that people are poor if their income falls below 1.90 dollars a day in 2011 purchasing power 

parity (PPP). Relative poverty lines are defined relative to the median or average income in the 

whole population. One classifies as poor the people or households whose income is at a certain 

level below the median or average income (Smeeding, 2016, p. 28). It is important to stress that  

poverty lines are simplified measures of poverty that do not consider regional differences in the 

cost of living (Alkire & Fang, 2019; Ding, 2014; Harris & White, 2018; Satterthwaite, 2004). 

They are, however, easier to define and operate with, than other types of poverty measures.  
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Amartya Sen, among others, introduces the concept of multidimensional poverty, claiming that 

poverty is a state of deprivation of rights and capabilities for people to live the life they want 

(Sen, 1982). By this definition, the focus shifts from purely monetary indicators, to deprivations 

which constrain people’s capabilities (Alkire, 2015). Advocates of the multidimensional 

poverty definitions analyze the political, social, and economic rights of the population, to 

uncover how these rights differ across peoples and groups within the population. Additionally, 

multidimensional poverty explores what factors constrain the capabilities of different 

populations to obtain said rights (Satterthwaite, 2003, 2004; Zhi, Yao, & Cao, 2017). Although 

there is no definite set of rights, Sen and others suggest applying access to education, health 

services, sanitation, and food as potential indicators of multidimensional poverty (Alkire, 2015; 

Sen, 1982). The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) created a multidimensional 

poverty index (MPI) in 2010. The MPI is released annually and complements traditional 

poverty assessments by measuring poverty through ten rights-based indicators under the 

categories of education, health and standard of living (UNDP, 2019; UNDP China, 2016). This 

illustrates a global shift in the understanding of poverty, from a deprivation of monetary means, 

to a deprivation of complex rights. In recent years, there is an emerging body of academic 

research among Chinese scholars which also seeks to measure poverty through non-monetary 

means. In the Chinese-language literature on multidimensional poverty, there is, among others, 

knowledge poverty, health poverty, ecological poverty and information poverty (C. Chen, 2017; 

K. Z. Chen, Zhang, & Hsu, 2016; Ding, 2014; Y. Sun, 2013; W. Wang & Wang, 2016; Zhi et 

al., 2017).  

 

2.2 Who are the poor? 

 

Causes of poverty are not easily identified, as poverty can be influenced by many factors 

operating on different levels (Benabou et al., 2006; Guan, 2014). From the point of geography 

and nature, there is clear link between environmentally fragile, mountainous areas, and high 

levels of poverty (Shepard et al., 2013). Regions’ geographical locations, unfavorable climate 

and adverse agricultural conditions are closely related to high prevalence of poverty (Guan, 

2014; Shepard et al., 2013). On a national level, poverty is often linked to the underdevelopment 

of some regions within a country, and unequal distribution of wealth and public resources 

(Guan, 2014, p. 279). On a community level, poverty is often associated with specific groups 

whose inclination to poverty is high. In these groups, we find women, the elderly, children, 
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migrants, people with disabilities and ethnic minorities (Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 

2009). For example, the elderly, children and the disabled are often poor due to their incapacity 

to generate income, while also causing higher expenses for their families (i.e. the cost of 

healthcare or schooling) (Guan, 2014, p. 279). Years of research have showed that poverty is 

usually higher where these demographics make up a large proportion of the population 

(Benabou et al., 2006; Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 2009; Glauben, Herzfeld, Rozelle, & 

Wang, 2012).  

 

2.3 Disasters and poverty  

 

Years of studies on disasters have uncovered the complex relationship between the occurrence 

of natural hazards and poverty (Fothergill & Peek, 2004; Hallegatte, Vogt-Schilb, Bangalore, 

& Rozenberg, 2017; Rodríguez, Donner, & Trainor, 2018; Strömberg, 2007). Early studies of 

disasters treated them as a purely natural phenomenon with only geophysical characteristics. 

Over the years, scientists and policy makers have begun regarding natural hazards as a complex 

mix of the disaster itself and human action (Wisner et al., 2004, pp. 5-7). In recent studies of 

disasters, the impact of natural hazards on human lives is regarded as a result of the natural 

forces that took place, as well as the social, political, and economic conditions that influence 

the disaster hit area (Shepard et al., 2013; Wisner et al., 2004, p. 7). A violent tornado poses 

little threat when it hits a deserted open field, while a weak tornado can wreak havoc when it 

hits a densely populated area. Consequences might be even greater if the affected area has a 

population whose socioeconomic and demographic characteristics enhance the degree of 

damage and loss. The German sociologist, Ulrich Beck, proposed the idea that modern societies 

are risk societies because hazards in nature and society are seen as the result of human action 

(Beck, 1992). Some people and communities are more likely to suffer damage and loss in the 

case of a natural hazard, because man-made political, economic and social factors raise their 

vulnerability to disasters.  

 

2.3.1 The concept of vulnerability 

 

Vulnerability is a term with many definitions that vary across disciplines. In relation to 

disasters, vulnerability is seen as the chances of humans and communities to suffer damage and 
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loss when disaster hits (Füssel, 2007; Gaillard, 2010). Wisner et al. define vulnerability as a set 

of characteristics of a person or a group, as well as their situation, that influences their capacity 

to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural disaster (Wisner et al., 

2004, p. 11). To put it simply, some people and communities suffer disproportionately when 

disaster strikes because of external factors influencing their lives and societies (Cao, Xu, Xie, 

Liu, & Liu, 2016; M. Sun, Chen, Ren, & Chang, 2010; Huafeng Zhang, 2016). One factor 

closely related to vulnerability to disaster, is poverty (Shepard et al., 2013).  

 

Studies show that poor people and poor communities suffer more damage than their wealthier 

counterparts when disaster strikes (Fothergill & Peek, 2004; Jia et al., 2018; Rodríguez et al., 

2018; Yin, Ma, & Hu, 2017). The reasons are often connected to the settlements of the 

impoverished population (Shepard et al., 2013).  Poor people often find dwellings in places that 

are especially prone to natural disasters. Their limited funds lead them to settle down in cheaper 

areas, which are often the most vulnerable to natural disasters. Their houses are often made by 

materials which are not very resistant to external shocks, such as earthquakes and floods. 

Wealthier people often have insurance that covers most of the cost or rebuilding homes. In that 

way, they depend less on personal funds and government transfers. It is to say that the total 

economic loss tends to be higher in wealthy areas, much due to the cost of property. However, 

poor people take longer to recover their livelihoods after disasters, as their relative loss is 

higher. Government subsidies are often not adequate in covering the whole cost of 

reconstruction, while loans from banks are too expensive. Lastly, there are often more victims 

in poor areas than in wealthy (Wisner et al., 2004, pp. 12-13). Additionally, natural hazards can 

put people into poverty because of the losses of livelihood (Cao et al., 2016; Wisner et al., 2004, 

pp. 112-113).   

 

2.4 The official Chinese poverty definition   

 

The Chinese government has operated with a poverty line since the early days of the People’s 

Republic (National Bureau of Statistics, 2016). In 2010, the government set the so far highest 

poverty line at 2300 RMB per capita annual income in 2010 PPP. The number is calculated 

based on the amount of money it requires to cover basic food and non-food related expenses. 

Calculations are made by combining the cost of consuming 2100 calories a day with the cost of 
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housing, clothing, cooking expenses, and other expenses in everyday life (National Bureau of 

Statistics, 2016). In 2015, this poverty line was equal to about 2800 RMB. When calculating 

income, the government looks at a variety of factors beyond wages and salaries. Among other 

incomes, there is transfer income (i.e. subsidies such as pensions), asset income, and income 

from rent of land (National Bureau of Statistics, 2016). What does not appear to be included in 

this calculation, is money that families receive from family members who are migrant workers. 

According to the official poverty line, China’s poverty rate was 17.2% in 2010, with 230 million 

people in poverty. By 2017, the poverty rate had fallen to 3.1% and 43 million impoverished 

people (The World Bank, 2019). The impressive improvements are due to a complex mix of 

growth in per capita income, the country’s general development, and the government’s active 

fight against poverty (Huang, 2016; Khin, 2010; Y. Liu, Liu, & Zhou, 2017; Xie & Xie, 2017). 

 

Poverty measures matter a great deal because different measures categorize different 

populations as poor, and highlight different causes and solutions to poverty. To put it in 

practical terms, the measure one chooses decides who becomes eligible for receiving 

specialized assistance to break out of poverty. One study done in Yunnan applied different 

poverty measures, both the official Chinese measure as well as other global measures, to the 

same population, to see who was categorized as poor by which definition. The results showed 

that there was very little overlap between households who were categorized as poor by the 

different poverty measures (C. Lu, 2010). This goes to show that applying different measures 

produces different target populations, which in turn decides who gets what and why. The 

Chinese poverty line has been met with some criticism, with opponents claiming that it is far 

too low (Y. Sun, 2013). In 2010, the daily income was set to barely 6 RMB a day. Some mention 

that the poverty line underestimates the cost of living in general, and especially the cost of non-

food related expenses (Y. Liu, Guo, & Zhou, 2018; Ward, 2016). 

 

Defining poverty is politically sensitive, because the set definition determines the level of 

poverty in a country. The level of poverty can fluctuate solely as a result of applying different 

measures. Set the poverty line too low, and you can eradicate poverty overnight. When talking 

about poverty, Xi Jinping stresses that eradicating all poverty is a necessity for building a well-

off society (Xinhua, 2017). The large body of literature on levels of poverty in China illustrates 

how the poverty rate fluctuates according to different measures (Song & Zhao, 2015; Yanhui 
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Wang & Chen, 2017; Zhi et al., 2017). For instance, one study found that China’s poverty 

incidence is overestimated by nearly double as when adjusting the measures to the structure of 

families (Cao et al., 2016). Other studies find that the poverty incidence is underestimated (C. 

Zhang, Xu, Zhou, Zhang, & Xie, 2014). Regardless, the official poverty line lays the foundation 

for Chinese poverty alleviation targeting and efforts.  

 

2.5 The Wenchuan earthquake – in theory and practice  

 

In the case of the Wenchuan earthquake, there is a lot of overlap between earthquake affected 

areas and government-designated poor areas. Among the 51 severely affected counties, 43 were 

government-designated poverty counties at the time of the disaster (Dunford & Li, 2011; Jia et 

al., 2018). Of all the affected villages and townships, 33% were government-designated poor. 

Some estimates show that in Sichuan, 11% of the affected population (2.1 million) were 

government-designated poor before the earthquake, and another 3 million fell into poverty as a 

direct result of the earthquake (Jia et al., 2018; H. Lu, 2010). Fafo and CASTED surveyed 

affected households in the earthquake struck areas in Sichuan after the disaster. Their findings 

show that the poverty incidence in the earthquake affected area as a whole was 9% one year 

prior to the disaster. The number rose to 11% one year after the earthquake (Dalen et al., 2012). 

Altogether, these studies verify the assumption that natural hazards bring about more poverty 

immediately after the disaster.  

 

From a theoretical point of view, the Wenchuan earthquake is not special. The disaster struck 

area is mountainous, with a harsh natural environment and frequent occurrence of natural 

disasters (Yong Li, Huang, Densmore, Zhou, & Cao, 2009; State Council of the PRC, 2008; Z. 

Wang & Peng, 2018). The area was rather underdeveloped before the earthquake (Sorace, 

2014). A large proportion of China’s ethnic minorities lives in these areas, and poverty levels 

were high relative to the more affluent Eastern parts of the country (Abramson & Qi, 2011; P. 

Xu, Lu, Xi, & Zhang, 2014). Altogether, poverty levels were expected to be high after the 

disaster. Yet, ten years later, the poverty levels are strikingly low.   
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The Wenchuan earthquake makes for an interesting case to explore because the reconstruction 

plans after the mega disaster sought to alleviate poverty, and reduce the vulnerability of the 

disaster struck population. Considering how poverty levels are remarkably low ten years after, 

one can assume that the efforts were successful. I chose to study communities to uncover where 

the pockets of poverty are ten years after the disaster, and explore what they can tell about the 

poverty situation in the earthquake stricken area. I will do so by first exploring what was 

attempted to be done in terms of recovery, before I move on to analyzing the community level 

characteristics of poor communities. I want to look at the demographic features of these highly 

impoverished communities, to see if they exhibit larger proportions of demographics associated 

with poverty. By focusing on communities, I can explore poverty on a more local level and 

nuance the poverty condition in the Wenchuan earthquake affected area in 2018. 
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3. The Wenchuan earthquake: disaster and development 
 

 

This chapter introduces the Wenchuan earthquake and the reconstruction process that followed. 

First, I will present the economic conditions in the earthquake affected areas before 2008. I then 

introduce the Chinese government’s overall plan for earthquake reconstruction, with special 

focus on how it sought to integrate development of the region with disaster recovery. Lastly, I 

look at some of the general poverty alleviation efforts in China.  Poverty alleviation efforts are 

in large part targeted at the rural population in the Western provinces, of which the earthquake 

affected areas are a part (Z. Chen, 2017). To fully understand the post-earthquake poverty 

situation in 2018, we need to consider the general efforts to eradicate poverty in China.  

 

Prior to the earthquake in 2008, the disaster hit area in Sichuan was rather underdeveloped. 

Agriculture accounted for a large proportion of the economy, with some estimates claiming that 

agriculture related labor made up 70% of the total labor force (P. Xu et al., 2014). Official 

statistics show that the area was among the poorest in China (Dunford & Li, 2011; Huang, 2014; 

H. Lu, 2010). In 2007, West China1 accounted for 57% of the country’s total land area, but the 

GDP of these provinces was only 14% of the country’s total (P. Xu et al., 2014). In the most 

severely affected counties of the three provinces Sichuan, Gansu, and Shaanxi, there was a total 

of 1056 villages inaccessible by road, 187 with no electricity, and another 3647 without a water 

supply (Jia et al., 2018). Prior to the earthquake, efforts and policies had been formulated aiming 

to develop the western regions who were lagging behind the more affluent eastern parts of 

China by so much as 20 years, according to some estimates (P. Xu et al., 2014). When the 

earthquake struck, reconstruction was seen by the national government as an opportunity to 

strengthen the development efforts in the region and catch up the many years of lagging 

(Abramson & Qi, 2011; Q. Liu, Wang, & Dang, 2018).  

 

 

                                                 
1 The Chinese government defines West China as six provinces, Gansu, Guizhou, Qinghai, Shaanxi, Sichuan, 

and Yunnan; one municipality: Chongqing; and six autonomous regions: Ningxia, Tibet, Guangxi, Inner 

Mongolia, Xinjiang, and parts of Hunan and Hebei. (Source: P. Xu et al., 2014) 
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3.1 The events of the earthquake   

 

On May 12, 2008, an earthquake of magnitude 8.0 on the Richter scale hit the western provinces 

of Sichuan, Shaanxi, and Gansu, with Sichuan suffering the most damage and loss (State 

Council of the PRC, 2008). The massive natural forces of the earthquake are the worst in terms 

of magnitude since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 (Dunford & Li, 

2011). The epicenter was beneath the town of Yingxiu in Wenchuan county, Sichuan (Huafeng 

Zhang et al., 2018). The earthquake struck along the Longmenshan mountains, at the eastern 

part of the Tibetan Plateau, and stretched for 500,000 square kilometers (Yong & Booth, 2011). 

Buildings in Shanghai swayed as a result of the shake, and tremors were felt as far as to 

neighboring countries and Beijing (K. Z. Chen et al., 2016, p. 12). The mountainous area 

experienced over 33,000 aftershocks up to several months after the main tremor, with some 

aftershocks measuring as high as 6.0 on the Richter scale (Y. Chen, Yang, Zhang, & Liu, 2013; 

Yong Li et al., 2009). Additionally, the earthquake caused the largest number of geohazards 

recorded in human history (Fan et al., 2018). Quake lakes, rock avalanches, and mudslides took 

their toll on the already fragile area. Over 200,000 landsides were triggered by the massive 

earthquake, of which the Dagungbao landslide (~1 km3) was one of the largest earthquake-

induced slides ever recorded (Fan et al., 2018; C. Xu, Dai, & Xu, 2010).  

 

Consequently, the loss of life was enormous. The Chinese government reports that 69,226 

people died, in addition to 18,923 missing and 374,643 injured (State Council of the PRC, 

2008). An estimate of 6,525,000 housing units were destroyed, with another 23,143,000 

damaged (State Council of the PRC, 2008; Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018, p. 25). The earthquake 

took place at 14:28 local time when most children were at school. Most deaths in the case of 

earthquakes happen due to buildings collapsing (Wisner et al., 2004, p. 277). In this case, 7,444 

schools were damaged and over 5,000 schoolchildren lost their lives (Yong & Booth, 2011). 

Ultimately, the disaster affected over 46 million people, with social impacts ranging from loss 

of livelihoods and homelessness, to trauma-related psychological disorders, such as post-

traumatic stress disorder (K. Z. Chen et al., 2016; F. Wang, Guo, Hu, & Liu, 2008). The massive 

forces caused the damaging or blocking of many roads, while telecommunications, water, 

electricity, and gas were disrupted. Public institutions, such as schools and hospitals, were 

damaged or torn to the ground, along with businesses and public facilities (Yong & Booth, 

2011). Some communities, like Wenchuan and Beichuan, were completely demolished (K. Z. 
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Chen et al., 2016). The latter was left untouched and serves as a memorial sight for the 

earthquake. The Chinese government estimates that the direct economic loss due to the 

earthquake was 845 billion RMB (State Council of the PRC, 2008).  

 

The Chinese government was swift in earthquake response, despite facing enormous challenges 

in providing emergency disaster relief (You, Cheng, & Yao, 2009). As some roads and 

important infrastructures were completely ruined, certain places and people became nearly 

impossible to reach in the aftermath of the disaster. When previous disasters struck in China, 

the local governments would take the leading role in disaster mitigation (P. Shi, 2016; Sim & 

Jun, 2018). However, the scope of the Wenchuan earthquake required coordination between 

large bodies of government. The central government took the leading role in disaster mitigation, 

and soon, all branches of government were rapidly mobilized (Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018, p. 

32). In the first stage of disaster management, focus was on securing food, water, medical care, 

and shelter for the victims. In the following stage, assistance shifted from distribution of food 

to distribution of living allowances (Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018, p. 32). Lastly, the 

reconstruction period sought to rebuild the area beyond its pre-disaster standard (P. Xu et al., 

2014). Fascinatingly, the public response to the Wenchuan earthquake sparked a debate in 

China on the emergence of a civil society (Teets, 2009; B. Xu, 2014). Particularly striking was 

the Chinese government allowing non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international 

organizations, such as the UNDP, to take part in the recovery process (Q. Liu et al., 2018; B. 

Xu, 2014). The NGO involvement was unprecedented in China (Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018, p. 

35).  

 

3.2 The overall plan for post-earthquake reconstruction 

 

On September 19, 2008, the Chinese government issued the State Overall Plan for Post-

Wenchuan Earthquake Restoration and Reconstruction (the overall plan, hereafter). The plan 

served as a set of guiding principles and instructions for disaster recovery in the earthquake 

affected area. Six clearly defined goals were set to be achieved within three years. The goals 

were: 
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(1) Ensure that every family has housing.  

(2) Ensure that at least one person in each family has a job with annual income exceeding 

the pre-disaster level.  

(3) Provide basic social welfare to the disaster affected people.  

(4) Restore and build public facilities and infrastructures.  

(5) Develop the economy of the earthquake affected area. 

(6) Improve the ecological environment with disaster mitigation and preparedness 

capacity.  

The plan paid particular attention to the economic development of the area by encouraging 

reconstruction to follow the “Development of the West” policies initiated in 1999, as well as 

other existing strategies and principles for development of the West (State Council of the PRC, 

2008). The strong focus on development, continued economic growth, and market reform is 

emphasized throughout the document.  

 

In accordance to the “people first” principle, priority was given to providing shelter and 

reconstruction of homes, as well as infrastructure and public facilities (P. Xu et al., 2014). The 

plan was oriented toward building and expanding infrastructure as a means of achieving the 

goals of development (Sorace, 2015). Interestingly, the overall plan had a strong focus on 

sustainable development by emphasizing environmental consideration in the reconstruction 

process, while also promoting new industries which are in line with the government’s vision of 

a sustainable future (Fan et al., 2018). New villages were to be constructed to lift the villages’ 

economic levels beyond pre-disaster conditions. Reconstruction was to follow the existing 

plans for coordinated urban and rural development through industrialization and urbanization 

(Dalen et al., 2012, p. 20; Sorace, 2015). Furthermore, the overall plan stated that the 

reconstruction of communities should aim at long-term development that enhances the capacity 

of people and communities to be self-reliant and self-sufficient in the long run, and not depend 

on government transfers (State Council of the PRC, 2008).  

 

Elements of vulnerability reduction can be found in the reconstruction efforts and the overall 

plan. In the early stages of disaster mitigation, affected households were given living 

allowances and subsidies to rebuild housing (Feng, Lu, Nolen, & Wang, 2016; M. Sun, Chen, 

Ding, & Shi, 2010; Huafeng Zhang, 2016). The overall plan clearly states that infrastructure 
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and new buildings were to be constructed under higher safety standards, as to be more resilient 

to outside shocks (State Council of the PRC, 2008). As most people were involved in 

agricultural work before the earthquake, guiding principles in the overall plan encouraged rural 

families to diversify their income and rely less on income from agriculture. The agricultural 

sector is vulnerable to events in nature. By turning people away from agricultural work, one 

reduces their vulnerability to future disasters.  Reconstruction plans were aimed at increasing 

agricultural production by making more efficient use of cultivable land and industrializing and 

specializing the agricultural sector (M. Sun, Chen, Ren, et al., 2010). Urbanization efforts 

included encouraging rural households to find non-farm employment through relocation and 

migration (Abramson & Qi, 2011). Other concrete measures were to strengthen communities’ 

disaster preparedness (State Council of the PRC, 2008).   

 

The reconstruction of the Wenchuan earthquake affected area was costly. One mechanism for 

achieving the reconstruction goals and relieving some of the central government’s financial 

burden, was to activate China’s paired-assistance scheme. The system dates back to the 1970’s 

(Zhong, 2013; Zhong & Lu, 2015). Under this program, every severely affected earthquake 

struck county was paired with an economically developed, unaffected province or city, on a 

one-to-one basis. Altogether, 19 provinces were paired with the disaster struck counties.2 The 

donors were to give 1% of their annual revenue over a period of three years to their earthquake 

affected counterparts (State Council of the PRC, 2008). Donor provinces assisted in all areas of 

reconstruction, including planning, designing, and building of homes, infrastructure, and public 

services (Dunford & Li, 2011; Haibo Zhang & Tao, 2018). The donor provinces were also 

encouraged to invest in their disaster struck counterparts by moving industries to these areas 

and employing local residents (Ying Wang & Dong, 2010). In practice, donor provinces became 

responsible for all stages of post-earthquake reconstruction. Thus, the earthquake affected areas 

were rebuilt under various reconstruction plans and budgets.  

 

3.2.1 Integration of poverty alleviation with disaster recovery  

 

Poverty alleviation efforts were written into the overall plan, and special attention was to be 

paid to vulnerable groups, such as ethnic minorities and the impoverished population (State 

                                                 
2 See table 1 in Appendix A for an overview of the partner support arrangements. 
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Council of the PRC, 2008). The overall plan sought to blend risk and vulnerability reduction 

with poverty alleviation and general disaster mitigation (Dunford & Li, 2011). The goal of 

poverty alleviation was set out to be achieved through the means of overall development of the 

affected communities (Sorace, 2014). Firstly, the overall plan explicitly stressed that the 

government was to provide social security to vulnerable groups and areas (State Council of the 

PRC, 2008). Furthermore, a special plan was made by the Chinese poverty alleviation office to 

target poverty-stricken villages that needed reconstruction (Huang, 2014). Preferential 

treatment was to be given to poverty-stricken areas, especially villages, by allocating sums 

which were to be used for developing the villages and get people out of poverty. Preferential 

loans were to be given to impoverished people to rebuild their homes and livelihoods (Dunford 

& Li, 2011). Companies were also granted benefits for hiring government-designated poor 

people (K. Z. Chen et al., 2016). 

 

Treating disaster as a development opportunity has been met with positive as well as negative 

response. Advocates of the system highlight how it brings about economic and social change 

that lifts an area, and the people living in it, beyond the pre-disaster levels (Zhong & Lu, 2018). 

In the case of the Wenchuan earthquake, some of the affected places had very low levels of 

economic development prior to the earthquake. Getting them back to their pre-disaster levels 

would not be much of an achievement, and the overall area might still lag very much behind 

the more affluent parts of China. Opponents of the system often criticize the view that 

development alone can eradicate poverty. Some claim that poverty reduction cannot only be 

understood as economic development, and that the problems of poverty stretch beyond rapid 

economic development of an area (Sorace, 2015). If one does not address the root causes of 

poverty, it will prevail even when masked under development projects (Abramson & Qi, 2011).  

Several studies have assessed the pairwise-assistance scheme (Ying Wang & Dong, 2010; 

Haibo Zhang & Tao, 2018; Zhong, 2013). What I am able so summarize from these studies is 

that there are big differences in what developmental projects were implemented in the 

communities, especially since budgets vary between donor provinces. Since the overall plan 

was just a guiding document, there were not many specific measures mentioned to alleviate 

poverty. Donor provinces had to find their own way to promote development and poverty 

alleviation (Sorace, 2014, 2017).  
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3.3 Poverty alleviation in China  

 

To fully understand the poverty situation in the earthquake affected area in 2018, we must look 

at the broader poverty alleviation efforts in China. The earthquake affected area has gone 

through ten years of development, both as a direct cause of the earthquake, but also as part of 

the general development in the country. Due to the scope of this thesis, I will not present all the 

developmental plans in this region. Since I focus on poverty, I will explore some of the poverty 

alleviation efforts that have been aimed at this area. I will mostly focus on poverty alleviation 

efforts that aim to solve rural poverty. That is because the central government mainly sees 

poverty as a rural problem.  

 

What characterizes the Chinese poverty alleviation strategy is its place targeted and 

development-oriented nature. China’s poverty alleviation efforts have gradually transformed 

from insuring basic needs (food and clothing), to ensuring comprehensive rights. Prior to the 

reform and opening-up in 1978, most of China’s rural population was characterized as poor (Y. 

Liu et al., 2018). Typical means for alleviation of severe poverty were financial subsidies. Since 

economic development started transforming the country, poverty alleviation efforts followed. 

China established institutions for anti-poverty work at the national, provincial, prefectural, and 

county level. Meanwhile, the country began designating poor counties and allocating special 

funds to develop these areas (Yuheng Li, Su, & Liu, 2016; M. Liu, Wang, Tao, & Murphy, 

2009). A county was government-designated poor if 2% or more (3% for counties in the West) 

of its total population was government-designated poor (Y. Liu et al., 2017; Park, Wang, & Wu, 

2002). Close to 600 counties became marked as government-designated poor and became 

eligible for special poverty alleviation funds (Park et al., 2002). The list is frequently revised, 

but no counties were removed from the list until 2017 (Lau, 2017).  

 

In 2001, China laid out a plan to shift poverty alleviation focus from the county level to village 

level. In addition to the government-designated poor counties, 148 thousand villages became 

labeled as government-designated poor villages (Yanhui Wang & Chen, 2017). The designation 

is based on the living conditions and poverty levels in each village. Anti-poverty work focused 

on overall development of impoverished villages (Park & Wang, 2010). Simultaneously, China 

rolled out the plans to build a new countryside to promote the development and economy of the 
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rural areas, under the guiding principles of urbanization and industrialization. In 2006, the 

ancient agricultural tax was put to an end. Under the Hu-Wen administration, China also saw a 

rise in social security schemes (Duckett, 2012). Healthcare schemes were rolled out together 

with basic minimum living security systems and old age pensions, and these have since been 

expanding (X. Li, Fan, & Leng, 2018; Solinger & Hu, 2012; Zhu & Walker, 2018). In 2009, 

the nine-year compulsory education became free for all citizens, alleviating part of the financial 

burden of rural and urban families (Q. Zhang & Shi, 2017).  

 

Since Xi Jinping came to power, Chinese poverty alleviation strategies have been even more 

development oriented and focused on targeting. In official government speech, eradicating 

poverty is imperative for building a well-off society (C. Shi, 2018). Specific measures were 

formulated to help China win the fight against poverty. These comprise of six accurate measures 

(六个精准), five batches (五个一批), ten poverty alleviation projects (十个扶贫项目) and six 

actions (六项行动) (Y. Liu et al., 2018). The six measures include efforts to ensure accurate 

and effective targeting and proper use of alleviation funds, such as accurate identification of the 

poor, accurate use of funds, and accurate implementation of policies. The five batches include 

relocation of the poor away from remote areas, helping the work abled raise income, strengthen 

education to prevent intergenerational poverty, and enhance social security for vulnerable 

groups outside the workforce. The ten poverty alleviation projects seek to develop particular 

industries in poverty-stricken areas, such as tourism and e-commerce. Lastly, the six actions 

seek to determinate poverty by enhancing social security and access to education, and 

promoting cooperation between impoverished villages and central enterprises (Yan, 2016; Zuo, 

2019).  

 

Under Xi’s leadership, targeting poor individuals and households became a pillar in poverty 

alleviation efforts (Ji, 2017). The notion was put forward in 2013 and consists of the 

implementation of specific measures to help individuals and households get out of poverty, 

rather than just focusing on county and village level investments (Yuheng Li et al., 2016). The 

result became an official registration system for poor households and individuals. This 

registration system provides the data which serves as the foundation for mapping highly 

impoverished areas in China (Y. Liu et al., 2017). Decades of economic growth and poverty 

alleviation efforts have drastically reduced the number of poor people in China. According to 
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measures by the World Bank, the number of impoverished people was 750 million in 1990, 

making the poverty headcount ratio 66%. In 2017, the number of poor people has fallen to 30.5 

million, and the headcount ratio was 3.1% (The World Bank, 2019). Urban poverty is to a large 

degree eradicated (Y. Liu et al., 2017). However, in 2011, China identified 14 contiguous poor 

areas with particular difficulties (CPAPD) (Y. Liu et al., 2017). The Tibetan ethnic areas in 

Sichuan, Yunnan, Gansu and Qinghai make up one such area that still suffers from high poverty 

rates. China’s rural poor are located in mountainous and hilly environments. Most of the key 

impoverished counties suffer from frequent natural disasters and have fragile environments and 

an agglomeration of ethnic minorities (Han et al., 2016; Y. Liu et al., 2017). According to 

statistics, the probability of suffering a major natural disaster is five times higher in the 

government-designated poor counties, than in other areas (Yan, 2016, p. 2).  
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4. Data and methodology  
 

In this chapter, I present the data used in my thesis, and discuss the methodology that guided 

my study. This quantitative study is based on an analysis of community surveys conducted in 

the earthquake affected area in Sichuan, in both 2011 and 2018. Firstly, this chapter will provide 

closer information about the datasets, such as the sampling. Secondly, I go on to discussing the 

research design and methodology applied in my particular study. Lastly, I look into some of the 

limitations to my choice of methodology.    

 

4.1 Datasets 

 

In the aftermath of the devastating earthquake, the Chinese government entrusted CASTED to 

conduct a survey in the worst hit province, Sichuan. The aim of the survey was to map people’s 

rapid needs, survey how people cope with the earthquake, and what people need in terms of 

recovery. The project was conducted in cooperation with Fafo, and partly financed by the 

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Results from this survey were used by the Chinese 

government in constructing a plan for recovery and reconstruction of the earthquake affected 

area. Three more surveys were commissioned, one in 2009, one in 2011 and the last in 2018. 

These surveys aim to provide insight into the recovery process for the affected communities 

and households (Dalen et al., 2012; Huafeng Zhang et al., 2018). Altogether, these surveys 

provide unique insights into the development of the earthquake affected area and the lives of 

the people living in it.  

 

Each survey consists of three parts; a community survey, a household survey, and an individual 

survey. In this thesis, I solely use the community surveys from 2011 and 2018 because the same 

communities were surveyed in these two years, while different communities were surveyed in 

2008 and 2009. The enormous forces of the earthquake left some areas inaccessible in the 

aftermath of the earthquake. Among these were some seriously affected areas that became 

reachable only after roads were dug out or rebuilt. The unreachable communities were included 

in the later surveys. That explains why I only look at the two latest years. The community 

datasets of 2011 and 2018 cover 30 earthquake affected counties, divided into 11 very seriously 

affected and 19 seriously affected. The classification is based on what the Chinese government 
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was able to learn about the degree of damage in the communities, rather than following a strict 

scientific criterion. In practical terms, most of the “very seriously” affected counties were on 

the verge of near-complete devastation (Dalen et al., 2012, p. 17). There is a total of 198 

communities in each dataset. Community refers to both urban neighborhood communities 

(n=55) and rural villages and townships (n=143). Communities were sampled through 

probability proportional to size sampling, as the first stage in sampling households. The surveys 

were conducted by a team of interviewers from CASTED through structured interviews with a 

community leader, such as cadres and village heads. Again, I was not a part of the team, but I 

was granted access to the data through my position as a research assistant at Fafo.  

 

4.2 Methodology  

 

In this thesis, I draw results from the Survey on the reconstruction of areas affected by the 

Wenchuan earthquake. I gather information by calculating proportions and following trends in 

variables from 2011 to 2018. Survey methodology is beneficial because it can provide 

information about many cases at one time. Gathering data of such great scope requires large 

scale financing, specialized competence and human resources, none of which are available to 

me at this point. By relying on data gathered by two research institutions, I am sure to base my 

study on quality data that has been verified by other researchers. All calculations were 

performed in Microsoft Office Excel 2016. 

 

4.2.1 Measuring poverty incidence  

 

To explore the first research question, I will estimate the poverty incidence in each community 

in 2018. I choose to measure poverty as the poverty head count ratio, meaning calculating the 

proportion of the population, both individuals and households, which is below the poverty line. 

For operationalization of poverty, I identify three relevant variables in the 2018 questionnaire. 

Community leaders are asked if they have government-designated poor people in their 

community. If the answer is yes, they are asked how many government-designated poor 

individuals there are, and how many government-designated poor households. Additionally, the 

community leaders were asked to provide information on how many individuals and households 

of permanent residents there are in their communities. I use the numbers of total population and 
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government-designated poor population to calculate the relative poverty incidence of both 

households and individuals in each community. I base the poverty measurement solely on the 

number of government-designated poor people and households, and I will not apply any other 

indicator of poverty. Limitations of my methodological choices will be discussed under 

“Limitations”.  

 

One of the disadvantages of not collecting your own data is that you cannot control what 

variables are in the datasets. I my case, the 2011 survey does not have any variables on poverty. 

The community leaders were not asked if there were government-designated poor people or 

households, as the government had not yet begun the system of registration. That implicates 

that I am not able to calculate poverty incidence in 2011, and not able to compare it with 2018. 

It would have been preferable to have that option, because then I could track differences in 

poverty incidence in these two years. However, it is not imperative for the study because I focus 

on where poverty is prevalent in 2018. I will use the data from 2018 to categorize communities 

on the basis of poverty in that year, and I will use the survey of 2011 to look at the development 

in chosen characteristics of the communities that had high poverty incidence in 2018. After 

calculating the poverty incidence in all communities, I pick the communities in which the 

government-designated poor households or individuals make up 10% or more of the total 

population. I set the cutoff at 10% because this is remarkably higher than the average share of 

poverty in the communities. The communities with a poverty prevalence of 10% or more are 

the cases used in my exploration of research question two, which is to find the characteristics 

of these high-poverty communities.  

 

4.2.2 Chosen characteristics of high-poverty communities  

 

When deciding on what characteristics to focus on for the high-poverty communities, I tried to 

find characteristics that combine earthquake reconstruction and general poverty alleviation 

efforts, with the theory on poverty. I first turned to theory to see what could be expected to find 

as characteristic of poor areas. The first thing that comes up is geographical location and 

frequent natural disasters. All Wenchuan earthquake affected communities are in mountainous 

areas which are prone to natural disaster. It is practically a prerequisite for my selected cases, 

and therefore, I will not be looking more closely into geographical features of the communities. 
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It is not to say that there are not geographical differences in these areas, but they are set off by 

their overwhelming similarities. Therefore, more specific geographical location will not be 

addressed.  

 

Secondly, the theory brings up demographic features when describing areas in which poverty 

prevails. High-poverty areas are often characterized as being areas in which the share of the 

elderly population is larger than average, as well as the share of ethnic minorities. Characteristic 

for China is that the working population leaves their communities in search for jobs in bigger 

cities. Consequently, children under the age of 18 are left behind, along with the elderly. I want 

to combine the demographic features and migration rates to see if the poorer communities have 

a large proportion of people outside the workforce, and see if there is a relation between 

migration and the demographic structure of the remaining population in the communities. I 

address the proportion of elderly and children as unfavorable demographics because they are 

outside the workforce, which in turn limits their ability to generate income. Lastly, I look at the 

proportion of ethnic minorities, because of the connection between high minority areas and 

poverty areas.  

 

My datasets offer information about the total number of people over 60, the total number of 

people under 18, the total number of members of ethnic minorities, and the total number of 

people who have migrated out of the community. As for outmigration, the variable refers to 

people who are otherwise registered in the community, but who do not have permanent 

residence anymore. I use these numbers to calculate the proportions of these demographics in 

each community, to see if there are higher proportions in the poorer areas than in the less poor 

communities. The average share of the same demographics in lower-poverty communities serve 

as the reference point to compare the proportions in higher-poverty communities. I compare the 

numbers in 2018 with those of 2011 to see what changes in demographic structures have 

happened between those two years. On the basis of theory, my assumption is that the highly 

impoverished communities have a larger share of demographics associated with poverty.  

 

Furthermore, I want to see what kind of public services these communities have access to. There 

was a strong emphasis on public services and facilities in the reconstruction process and general 



24 

 

poverty alleviation efforts on the side of the government. I want to see if there has been any 

change in what public services these communities have access to. My data offers insight into 

whether or not the communities have certain public services. It is worth noting that I have no 

means of testing how good or accessible these services are. I just have information on whether 

they existed in 2018. I want to see which public services the communities had in 2018, and 

which they had in 2011. My data ask the community leaders to report on the following facilities 

and services in their communities:  

- Primary school  

- Middle school 

- Medical health station 

- Bank 

- Post office 

- Garbage disposal station 

- Sewage system 

The 2011 survey asks if the communities had schools and medical health stations before the 

earthquake as well. In that way, I can trace which community has what service, and if there are 

changes since the earthquake. My assumption is that the high-poverty communities have few, 

if any, of the above-mentioned services, and certainly fewer than the low-poverty communities.  

 

Lastly, I chose a characteristic based on the Chinese poverty alleviation system. As mentioned 

in the previous chapters, China began designating poor counties, villages and people. As a 

result, certain places have been granted developmental opportunities because of them being 

labelled as poor. I find it interesting to see if the high-poverty communities are in government-

designated poor counties. I crosscheck the official list of poor counties with my cases (the high-

poverty communities) to see if there is overlap. Additionally, my datasets ask the community 

leaders to state if their community has had any specialized project initiated by the government, 

private enterprises, or other institutions, to develop the local economy since the earthquake. The 

2011 questionnaire also provides information on whether the communities were in a mutual 

responsibility program at the time of the survey. I am not able to say what program was initiated 

or any consequences thereof. I also cannot say whether the poverty incidence in the 

communities was the reason for nor the consequence of the specialized programs. Instead, I 

simply want to see if any effort has been made since the earthquake to boost the economy in 
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these places. In a way, it becomes a test of the targeting system for Chinese poverty alleviation. 

Since there is such a big focus on targeting, questions regarding the precision of the system can 

be raised if some of the communities fall within the targeting, and others fall out. Based on the 

introduced theoretical approaches and general poverty alleviation system, figure 1 presents the 

assumptions of community characteristics in the communities with a poverty incidence of 10% 

or more.   

 

Figure 1: Presumptions of the characteristics of high-poverty communities 

 

 

4.3 Limitations to my choice of methodology  

 

Surveys cover a large population, and can therefore say something about the tendencies within 

a large group of cases. They are good for reporting answers to the questions of what and how 

many (Bryman, 2016). Two big questions that are complex to answer by using survey data are 

how and why. Causality is often difficult to prove by merely looking at numbers (Johnston, 

2008), and not possible by my data alone. In the case of this thesis, I cannot say that the changes 

in poverty between communities is due to the earthquake, to different reconstruction strategies, 

or due to poverty alleviation strategies. In other words, I cannot explore why some of the 

sampled communities have a higher poverty incidence than others. My data can only say how 

these communities looked in 2011 and 2018 on the chosen variables, and how this differs across 

communities with varying prevalence of poverty. Questions about causality mechanisms and 

processes would have to be answered by doing other types of studies within these communities, 

Communities with a poverty 
incidence of 10% or more

Unfavorable demographics 

Few public services

Located in a government 
designated poor county
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and often, qualitative studies are better equipped to answer these questions (Leavy & Phillips, 

2014; Odhiambo et al., 2014).  

 

Another important uncertainty of my methodology is related to the reliability of the data. The 

Chinese government has been known to manipulate official statistics and tweak numbers in 

their favor. In this thesis, the interviewees might have answered falsely on the questions of 

poverty, which would make my analysis wrong. In recent years since China began designating 

poor people and places, debates have arisen regarding peoples’ unwillingness to remove the 

poverty label despite not being poor according to official criteria (C. Shi, 2018). I do not know 

how widespread this problem is. For my thesis, it could mean that some of the community 

leaders reported too high numbers of poor people, while others reported too low numbers. In 

any case, I cannot test the actual numbers of impoverished people. However, I do not have a 

strong suspicion to assume that these numbers are remarkably manipulated since the surveys 

were conducted by two well-known research institutes.  

 

Lastly, I have somewhat simplified the poverty situation by applying a measure that is purely 

based on the government’s definition of poor people, because I have no means of checking 

which individuals or households are poor and why. Another important limitation to this study, 

is in relation to the poverty measurement which I have chosen. I base my research on the poverty 

head count ratio, which comes with important limitations. The poverty head count ratio only 

categorizes people in a proportion above or below a certain income, but it does not say anything 

more substantial about the poverty incidence in the communities. I have not looked at why some 

people are poor, and how these reasons differ across communities. I have also not taken into 

account whether the poverty of these individuals or households is permanent or transitory. I 

have not measured the poverty depth, meaning how far people are below the poverty line in 

each community. In general, these questions are hard to answer by my data alone. However, I 

am confident that even this limited data can provide useful information about the poverty 

situation in the Wenchuan earthquake affected communities.  
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5. Findings 
 

 

In this chapter I will present the empirical findings from the survey. The first part starts by 

describing the poverty incidence in all the sampled communities and commenting the key 

findings. The second part looks more closely on the communities with a poverty prevalence of 

10% or more. First, I describe the demographic features by looking at the proportion of elderly 

and children, as well as outmigration and the share of ethnic minorities. Second, I look at what 

public services are offered in these communities. Lastly, I look at whether the community is 

located in a government-designated poor county and if they have had any specialized programs. 

This way, I widely analyze the poverty situation in high-poverty communities. 

 

5.1 Poverty incidence in all sampled communities 

 

Figure 2: Poverty head count ratio in all sampled communities 

 

 

My data shows that out of the total population in the communities, 3% of households and 2% 

of individuals were government-designated poor in the earthquake affected area in 2018. 

Official statistics from Sichuan show that in 2017, 2.8% of the population in the province were 
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government-designated poor (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018). Thus, the Wenchuan 

earthquake affected area has a smaller proportion of officially registered poor people than the 

province as a whole. I was able to calculate the poverty incidence in only 195 out of the 198 

sampled communities due to missing values on key variables. Out of the 195 valid cases, a total 

of 28 communities reported having no government-designated poor people, with an additional 

17 reported having below 1% poverty in their communities. Altogether, 96 communities have 

a poverty prevalence below 2.8%, thus lower than the province total. Out of all sampled 

communities, 76 have between 3% and 9% poverty, which adds to a total of 172 communities 

with a poverty prevalence below 10%. That leaves 23 communities with 10% government-

designated poor people or households. At the very top of the graph are four communities, with 

a poverty prevalence of 27%, 29%, and the highest, 38%.  

 

 
Table 1: Poverty in rural and urban communities 

 

 

Are there government registered poor 

households in the village/ neighborhood 

community? 

Total Yes No 

Area Village 132 13 145 

Community 38 15 53 

Total 170 28 198 

 

 

I find it particularly interesting to look at the disparities between urban and rural communities. 

The survey shows that 38 out of the 170 communities who reported having government-

designated poor households were urban communities, and the remaining 132 were rural. Only 

15 urban and 13 rural communities reported having no government-designated poor people. My 

data shows that there is an average of 1% poor individuals and 2% poor households in the urban 

communities. As a contrast, there is on average 7% poor households and poor individuals in the 

rural communities. As expected, the average poverty incidence is higher in the rural 

communities. However, based on the survey, the highest total number of poor individuals, 519, 

was in an urban community in Santai County.  
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Table 2: Degree of disaster in communities and government-designated poor households 

 

 

Are there government-designated 
poor households in the village/ 
neighborhood community? 

Total Yes No 

Degree of disaster Seriously affected area 77 13 90 

Very seriously affected area 93 15 108 

Total 170 28 198 

 

 

The poverty incidence in these communities highlight some interesting aspects of the poverty 

situation in the Wenchuan earthquake affected areas in Sichuan. Even after being an 

underdeveloped area that faced a tremendous shock, 15 out of 108 very seriously affected 

communities had no government-designated poor people ten years after the disaster. In fact, 

14% of the sampled communities had no government-designated poor people or households.  

 

Figure 3: Poverty incidence in all communities – arranged in ascending order according to poverty headcount 

ratio 

 

 

To illustrate why I chose to set the cutoff at 10% poverty for the remaining part of the analysis, 

I arranged the communities in ascending order according to poverty incidence (Figure 3). The 

graph rises sharply at the tail end, as the poverty incidences increase remarkably. I found it 
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interesting that these communities show figures which are noticeably higher than the rest, which 

caused me to wonder how, and if, they differ from the other communities. There are 23 

communities with a poverty prevalence of 10% or more poor individuals or households. Among 

them, one is an urban neighborhood community while the rest are rural. The urban community 

is located in Dujiangyan City. In the community, 19% of the individuals and 27% of the 

households were government-designated poor at the time of the survey. The total population in 

this community was 1035, and there were 689 households of permanent residence. Although 

this is an interesting case to investigate in more detail, I have chosen to not take it further in the 

analysis. As I have limited space, I will focus the rest of this thesis on rural communities alone, 

as they are the ones being targeted by poverty alleviation efforts and are distinct administrative 

entities.  

 

The remaining 22 communities are presented in more detail in figures 4 and 5. Hereafter, the 

22 communities with a poverty prevalence of 10% or more will be addressed as high-poverty 

communities, while the remaining will be referred to as low-poverty communities. On average, 

high-poverty communities have 17% poor individuals and 18% poor households. In other 

words, the average poverty incidence of households is six times higher in the high-poverty 

communities than in low-poverty communities. If the 22 are removed from the list of rural 

communities, the average poverty incidence in rural communities falls from 7% to 4%. The 

communities are spread across 13 counties and administrative regions. The counties with most 

communities on the list are Zhongjiang County, Qingchuan County, and Jiange County, with 

three communities each. Of the 22, 13 were seriously affected, and 9 were very seriously 

affected by the earthquake. The high-poverty “very seriously” affected communities were in 

paired assistance programs after the earthquake. Their partners were Shandong, Jiangsu, 

Zhejiang, Henan, Hebei, Shanxi, Anhui and Heilongjiang Province. The remaining 

communities were not in mutual aid partnerships. A total of 24,777 people lived in these 

communities in 2018. The smallest community had 170 permanent residents, while the largest 

had 4,567.  
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Figure 4: Proportion of poor individuals in high-poverty communities 

 

 

Figure 5: Proportion of poor households in high-poverty communities 
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5.2 Characteristics of high-poverty communities 

 

The remaining part of this section focuses on the characteristics of the 22 high-poverty 

communities. I discuss the empirical findings pertaining to the characteristics of demographics, 

public services and location in a government-designated poor county. As some background 

information, in June 2011, 14 out of 19 community leaders claimed that the economy in their 

communities had fully recovered. Out of these, 9 claimed that the economy had surpassed the 

pre-disaster levels. The remaining five said that the economy in their communities had 

recovered somewhat since the earthquake. Only four communities were involved in a mutual 

aid project in 2011, and only one had NGO-involvement after the earthquake.   

 

5.2.1 Demographic structure 

 

 
Figure 6: Proportion of elderly and children in high-poverty communities 

 

 

On average, the proportion of elderly and children is 38% in low-poverty communities, while 

the high-poverty communities have an average of 42% children and elderly. As expected, some 

of these communities show very high levels of unfavorable demographics, which also makes 
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the dependency ratios in these areas particularly high. In community 13, a rural village in 

Chaotian district, the proportion is the highest with 75%. This community is the smallest in 

terms of population, with just 170 permanent residents and 110 households. Out of these, over 

30% were government-designated poor. Second up is community 16 with 256 households and 

776 permanent residents, out of which 71% are elderly and children. The poverty prevalence is 

18% in this community. Third community is number 3 with its 62% elderly and young people. 

This is also one of the largest communities in the sample, with 2168 resident and 790 

households, and a poverty prevalence of 10%. However, only these three communities stand 

out remarkably in terms of share of children and elderly. Overall, the average difference in this 

demographic is not very large between low- and high-poverty communities.  

 

As my data indicates, 9 out of the 22 sampled high-poverty communities show lower 

proportions of elderly and children than the average for low-poverty communities. In these 

communities, the dependency ratios are remarkably lower as well. For instance, community 20 

in Songpan County, has 420 permanent residents and 75 households. In the community, 27% 

of the total residents are government-designated poor. Children and elderly only make up 19% 

of the total population, which is far lower than the average for low-poverty communities (38%). 

Another example is community 2 with 1950 permanent residents, out of which 10% were 

government-designated poor. This community has a 33% share of elderly and children. What 

this tells us is that unfavorable demographics is not a necessary condition for all high-poverty 

communities, and that this presumption cannot be verified by my data. There is, however, some 

occurrence of alarmingly high proportions of unfavorable demographics within some of these 

communities.  

 

Based on the survey from 2011, I compared the proportion of this demographic in 2011 and 

2018. What I found is that in 2011, the elderly and children made up 39% of the total population 

in both low- and high-poverty communities. In 2018, the low-poverty group still had the same 

proportion, while the number had risen to 42% in the high-poverty communities. On the basis 

of the data gathered, there has been an increase in unfavorable demographics in some of the 

high-poverty areas. Particularly striking is community 13 which had an increase in this 

demographic from 46% in 2011, to 75% in 2018. Second up is community 16 with an increase 

from 51% in 2011, to 71% seven years later. These communities contribute significantly to the 
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rise in the high-poverty communities as a whole. On the other side, there are three communities 

who have had a decrease in this demographic by over 40 points. Community 2 had a 77% share 

of elderly and children in 2011, while only 33% in 2018. Similarly, community 6 had a 

proportion of 75% elderly and children in 2011, and only 30% seven years after. Altogether, 

the demographic changes in these communities are varied and require further investigation. My 

data finds little hold for the assumption that high-poverty communities have a large proportion 

of children and elderly, and that this demographic has been on the rise.  

 

5.2.2 Migration  

 

Looking at the numbers, the dependency ratio is very high in some high-poverty communities. 

Community 13, for example, has a dependency ratio of 305%. I find it useful to look at 

migration to see if there is a pattern of high outmigration in communities with unfavorable 

demographics. High outmigration could explain the high proportion of unfavorable 

demographics in the communities.  

 

Figure 7: Proportion of outmigration 
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Overall, average migration outside the community is 22% in the high-poverty communities, 

while it is only 16% for the low-poverty communities. To begin with community 13, 41% of 

the population has migrated outside the community. Looking at the numbers, this might be a 

typical rural community in which the working population has migrated outside to find work, 

leaving the elderly and children behind. This is the largest rate of migration among the high-

poverty communities. Second up is community 2 in which 36% of the population has migrated. 

When comparing with 2011, migration has on average gone down in the high-poverty 

communities. In 2011, the average proportion of migrants was 24% in high-poverty 

communities, and 13% in low-poverty communities. In other words, migration has gone down 

in high-poverty communities, but gone up in low-poverty communities from 2011 to 2018. 

Community 13 stands out again for having the highest increase in migrants, from 22% in 2011, 

to 41% in 2018. At the opposite end, community 19 and 20 had the highest decrease in migrants, 

from 39% and 37%, down to 6%. To summarize the demographic structure and migration, I 

find few patterns in the datasets between poverty incidence in 2018, and demographic 

composition and migration. In some communities, the share of elderly and children seems to be 

a result of high migration. Community 13 and 15 give this idea based on the data gathered. That 

does not seem to be the case in other communities. Community 16 has a large share of children 

and elderly, but has low shares of migration relative to the high and low-poverty community 

average.  
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5.2.3 Ethnicity  

 

Sichuan is an area with a large share of minority population. In 2017, different ethnic minorities 

made up 61% of the total population of the whole province (China Statistical Yearbooks 

Database, 2019). This is the home of, among others, the Tibetans, Hui, Yi, and Qiang ethnic 

minorities. The earthquake struck some of the heavy populated ethnic areas, such as the Tibetan 

settings in Aba prefecture. In fact, some estimate that 10% of the Qiang population lost their 

lives in the earthquake (Abramson & Qi, 2011, p. 505). 

 

Figure 8: Proportion of ethnic minorities 

 

 

Ethnic minorities make up 16% of the total population in the sample. In total, 2% of the reported 

minorities have permanent residence in high-poverty communities. Calculations based on the 

survey show that the high-poverty communities have, on average, more members of ethnic 

minorities with 30% as opposed to 19% in low-poverty communities. Highest prevalence is in 

community 13 with 71%. This community also scored highest on the proportion of elderly and 

children, and migration. The highest total numbers of minority populations are in community 2 

and 18, with 1100 and 1007 respectively. These make up 57% and 48% of the communities’ 

total populations. Although the average numbers show higher prevalence of ethnic minorities 

in high-poverty communities, 7 out of 22 communities have remarkably lower shares of ethnic 
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minority populations than the average for low-poverty communities. I do not have access to 

data showing the proportion of ethnic minorities in 2011, and can therefore not track changes 

overtime. The findings are interesting nonetheless. At the one hand, certain communities appear 

to be much in accordance to presumptions. Community 2, 13, 17 and 18 all have high numbers 

of ethnic minorities, ranging from 48% to 71%. Community 13 stands out yet again by fulfilling 

every assumption so far. Other communities that stand out are 19 and 20, both of which have 

remarkably lower proportions of ethnic minorities, outmigration and unfavorable 

demographics. To summarize the demographic structures, my data finds little evidence that 

high-poverty communities have higher shares of elderly and children, ethnic minorities and 

outmigration than the low-poverty communities. The assumptions cannot be verified by my 

data.  
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5.2.4 Public services  

 

Figure 9: Number of communities providing basic public services 

 

 

By 2018, every community in the dataset was accessible by road. In the high-poverty 

communities, only five were accessible by road before the earthquake. In the rural low-poverty 

communities, 36 were accessible by road prior to the earthquake. By the time of the 2018 

survey, only five of the high-poverty communities had a primary school. None of them had a 

middle school in their community. Bank, post office and police station have the lowest 

frequencies, with two, one and four communities having one. Only three communities had a 

sewage processing system. Medical health stations were the most common public service 

among the high-poverty communities, where only one reported not having one. To highlight 

some findings, community 13 only had a medical health station and garbage disposal station in 

2018, and none of the others. Community 19, on the other hand, only had a medical health 

station, and no other services. The community with most services is community 18, with a 
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there are few public services in the high-poverty communities.  
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Table 3: Communities with a primary school 

 

Services in the village/ neighborhood 

committee/community: Primary school 

Total Yes No 

Area Village 22 123 145 

Community 25 28 53 

Total 47 151 198 

 

 

 

 
Table 4: Communities with a middle school 

 

Services in the village/ neighborhood 

committee/community: Middle school 

Total Yes No 

Area Village 11 134 145 

Community 17 36 53 

Total 28 170 198 

 

 

Some of the trends in the high-poverty communities are overlapping with the general trend in 

access to public services in the earthquake affected area. Only 47 out of the 198 sampled 

communities had a primary school in 2018. Only 18% of the sampled villages and 47% of urban 

communities had primary schools. Middle schools were the least common, where only 28 

communities reported having one. Out of these, 11 were rural communities. What can be seen 

from the data, is that schools are not very common in local communities in the earthquake 

affected areas in 2018. Some interesting aspects emerge when comparing public services before 

the earthquake and ten years after. Six of the high-poverty communities who did not have a 

primary school in 2018, had one before the earthquake. At the other end, two communities that 

did not have a primary school in 2011, had one in 2018. No communities had middle schools 

in 2011 either. The greatest improvement is in the number of medical health stations, where 

seven high-poverty communities got one at some point after the earthquake. Overall, the high-

poverty communities have access to few public services, but they do not differ much from the 

high-poverty communities.  
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5.2.5 Location in a government-designated poor county 

 

Crosschecking the high-poverty communities with the list of poverty counties, I find that ten of 

the 22 high-poverty communities are located in government-designated poor counties.3 Another 

three communities are located in counties that were designated poor until 2018 when they were 

taken off the list. These are in Beichuan and Mao County. The remaining nine are not in 

government-designated poor counties. Of the high-poverty communities, 19 communities had 

programs sponsored by the government, enterprises or other organizations since the earthquake. 

Three had no such programs since the earthquake. The list over government-designated poor 

villages is unfortunately not easy to obtain. Therefore, I don’t know if any of my villages carry 

this label. Furthermore, my data does not show what programs were initiated in the 

communities. I don’t know their scope, nor duration, nor what was implemented and how. Since 

this is a study with limited space, I have chosen to not look further into the programs. However, 

based on the data, some interesting findings emerge.  

 

I found two striking occurrences. Out of the four communities which were involved in mutual 

aid programs in 2011, one had not been part of any specialized programs by the government, 

enterprises or other organization by 2011 nor 2018. This is community 8, the village in Pingwu 

County. What I find even more interesting is that this community is located in a government-

designated poor county, yet it is not covered by any specialized programs which aim to 

developing the local economy or provide any other kinds of development support. Another 

similar case is in community 14 which is also located in a government-designated poor county. 

This community has not received any specialized program by the government, enterprises or 

other organizations. The community is located in Qingchuan County, has 970 permanent 

residents, and the poverty incidence is 17%. The last community not targeted by any specialized 

programs is community 3 in Zhongjiang County. Community 13, on the other hand, is in a 

government-designated poor county and has received programs by the government, enterprises 

and other organizations. 

  

                                                 
3 See Appendix B for full list of high-poverty communities and government-designated poor counties.  
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6. Discussion 
 

The findings from the community survey of the Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction tell an 

interesting story about poverty in the earthquake affected area. The overall area has a smaller 

share of poor individuals than the province and the country as a whole. I find that impressive 

considering the damages done by the earthquake. As a contrast, ten years after hurricane 

Katrina, the poverty levels were still the same as the pre-disaster levels in one of the hardest hit 

cities, New Orleans (Plyer, Shrinath, & Mack, 2015). Two destructive natural hazards have 

produced very different results ten years after. The high-poverty communities are spread across 

multiple counties and vary in size and poverty incidence. In line with the presumptions, some 

of the high-poverty communities show high levels of unfavorable demographics. Particularly 

striking is community 13 with more than 70% elderly and children. Some of the communities 

are high migration communities, such as 13 and 2. The same two communities also have high 

shares of ethnic minority population. Overall, the high-poverty communities have few public 

services available. 

 

Table 5: Summary of findings 

Poverty incidence measured 
as the headcount ratio 

Low-poverty communities 
(average) 

High-poverty communities 
(average) 

Individuals (%) 2 16 

Households (%) 3 18 

Demographic structure  

Low-poverty communities 
(average) 

High-poverty communities 
(average) 

Elderly and under 18 (%) 38 42 

Ethnic minorities (%) 19 30 

Migration (%) 16 22 

Infrastructure Low-poverty communities  High-poverty communities  
Communities with primary 
school (%) 24 22 
Communities with a middle 
school (%) 16 0 
Communities with a medical 
health station (%) 89 95 
Communities with a sewage 
system (%) 45 14 
Communities with a garbage 
disposal (%) 85 86 
Communities with a police 
station (%) 54 18 

Communities with a bank (%) 38 9 

Communities with a post (%) 27 4,5 

Accessibility by road (%) 100 100 
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Contrary to the theoretic assumptions, the data analyzed here shows that not all high-poverty 

communities are characterized by high proportions of the chosen demographics. On the 

contrary, some of the communities do not fulfil any of the assumptions. The average proportion 

of unfavorable demographics in high-poverty communities is higher, but the numbers are driven 

up by the communities with remarkably higher proportions than other communities. 

Demographic composition is not a good characteristic describe the impoverished communities 

as a whole. In fact, certain low-poverty communities have these demographic features and no 

poverty. For instance, community 121 in An County has 1130 residents, where children and the 

elderly make up 72% of the total population. The village has a poverty incidence of 2%. Similar 

findings are found with regard to ethnic minorities. Community 48, a village in Zhongjiang 

County, has 500 residents and 80% ethnic minorities. The community has 0% poverty. These 

numbers illustrate how these demographic features can be found in multiple low-poverty areas, 

but not in all high-poverty communities. The complex relationship between living in certain 

places and poverty outcomes is blurred in the Wenchuan earthquake affected communities.  

 

My data also uncovers some of the problems related to the use of poverty lines as a measure of 

poverty within a large area. As previously mentioned, the highest total number of poor 

individuals occurred in a low-poverty community. Additionally, many high-poverty 

communities are located in counties that are not government-designated poor. Some estimates 

show that 40% of China’s poor population lives outside government-designated poor counties 

(Y. Liu et al., 2017). What this illustrates, is that applying an individual poverty line to a large 

area becomes a less accurate means of targeting the poor, because the numbers are sensitive to 

high and low values. My data confirms that actually nearly half of the impoverished population 

were located in counties which are not government-designated poor. This illustrates the 

concerns that objective poverty lines applied on the average for a whole county fails to unveil 

pockets of poverty within the counties. The overall area might have low levels of poverty, while 

certain areas within the county might still be highly impoverished. For instance, per capita net 

income over large geographic areas might disguise places in which poverty prevails because 

these places are few in comparison to places with low, if any, poverty. Additionally, two 

counties may have the same number of absolute poor, but only one might qualify for poverty 

county status and development opportunities that follow such status. The large focus on helping 

government-designated poor counties will fail to help the populations who live outside these 

areas, even if they are high in total numbers.  
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When looking at specialized programs in these communities, I cannot help but feel that it is 

somewhat arbitrary which communities have received governmental programs and which have 

not. To take community 13 as an example again, it has been included in specialized programs 

from multiple actors. The poverty incidence is still high in this community. Other communities 

are even located in government-designated poor counties but have not had any programs. In the 

case of community 13, it could be interesting for further research to see what programs were 

established, and what their consequences have been. It would also be interesting to see why 

some of the communities have not had any programs, when certain official indicators might say 

that they should have. This calls to question the targeting system of the Chinese poverty 

alleviation efforts. More research should be done on why some communities get specialized 

programs while others do not, even when the poverty incidence in both places are similarly 

high. Furthermore, having found communities in counties within all three categories of poor, 

non-poor, and poor until 2018, my findings raise some other concerns. Seeing that several 

counties have been removed from the official list of poverty counties, it is important to follow 

up on the poverty situation in these counties. Counties can apply to be removed from the poverty 

list when their overall poverty incidence is 3% or lower (2% in the eastern provinces). My data 

illustrates that removing a county from the list does not mean that there are not areas within the 

county which still suffer from large poverty prevalence.  

 

Additionally, studies should follow up whether the formerly impoverished population is 

capable of staying out of poverty in the long-term, or if they will relapse when the county loses 

its benefits. Future research on poverty in China should explore what happens to the the poverty 

incidence in counties which are no longer on the poverty list, to see if and how many people 

fall back into poverty. Research should be done to compare various programs aimed at 

eradicating poverty and boosting the economy in different places. For instance, it would be 

interesting to do a comparative study of an area or program that has been successful, and one 

that has not. This type of research might give useful insight into how these programs work, and 

what their consequences might be. My thesis has not looked into who is poor and why, in these 

communities. Instead, I found that the community level characteristics do not differ much 

between low- and high-poverty communities. It would perhaps be interesting to look at micro 

level data of households and individuals to uncover the underlying causes of poverty, and paint 

a more diverse picture of the poverty situation in these communities, and China in general.   
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7. Conclusion  
 

 

The overall efforts to rebuild the areas affected by the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake have been 

impressive. Reconstruction was finished within three years, leaving some of the affected 

communities with economic levels that preceded the pre-earthquake levels. Over the course of 

ten years, the affected area has seen great development. This development is both the result of 

the reconstruction process and the general development in the region, and China as a whole. 

This thesis set out to find out more about the poverty incidence in the Wenchuan earthquake 

affected communities ten years after the disaster. Altogether, 2% of the individuals living in the 

Wenchuan earthquake affected area in Sichuan were government designated poor in 2018. 

Measuring poverty as the head count ratio showed that 44 out of the 195 sampled communities 

had 0-0.9% poverty in 2018. Out of 195 communities, 23 had a poverty prevalence of 10% or 

more, leaving the remaining communities somewhere in between. Overall, 3% of the 

households living in the earthquake affected communities were government-designated poor in 

2018. That is a fairly high reduction in poverty incidence from 11% one year after the disaster. 

 

With the exception of one urban community, all highly impoverished communities are rural 

communities. The high-poverty-stricken communities are evenly distributed in government-

designated poverty and non-poverty counties. In addition, these communities have very few 

public services. Most communities have medical health stations and a garbage disposal station, 

and some have primary schools, bank, and post office. None of the high-poverty communities 

had a middle school in 2018. Some of the sampled communities had high proportions of elderly 

and children, as well as ethnic minorities. Other communities were quite the opposite.  My data 

shows that some of the high-poverty communities have more in common with low-poverty 

communities than they have with each other. When I began my research for this thesis, I was 

hoping to find a group of high-poverty communities with many things in common. What I found 

instead, is a very diverse group with their individual set of characteristics.  
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The findings in this thesis demonstrate that China’s poverty situation is complex. The high-

poverty communities vary in size, poverty incidence, and demographic composition. Seeing 

how half are located outside government-designated poor counties, one is led to question the 

existing targeting system and general poverty measurement system. Questions can be raised of 

what mechanisms are in place to lift those out of poverty who are not eligible for specialized 

projects. Challenges are far from overcome. As the government is well aware, the remaining 

poverty situation in the country is harder to solve than previously. One is dealing with an 

impoverished population that has not been lifted out of poverty through the existing poverty 

alleviation efforts. It goes to show that the remaining poverty problem faces challenges which 

might not be solved through existing systems and policies. For example, even if job security is 

guaranteed for everyone as a means of reaching the poverty eradication goal, there will still be 

a demographic that will not necessarily benefit from it because they are not in the work force.  

 

As the distinction between high- and low-poverty areas is becoming less obvious, it highlights 

that the problems of poverty are complex. As the impoverished communities start to look more 

like the non-impoverished, it raises the question if there is one poverty alleviation solution that 

fits all. The Wenchuan earthquake affected areas offer a unique insight into China’s poverty 

issues, especially given the region’s history with disasters. The Wenchuan earthquake 

reconstruction and development is a unique case for the Chinese government to learn from for 

future natural disasters. Both the poverty reduction and the reconstruction efforts are overall 

impressive. Still, there are many intricate problems to be resolved. One thing is the remaining 

poverty issues, and another is vulnerability and the risk of suffering damage and loss in future 

natural hazards. Whether the great reconstruction efforts we saw in the Wenchuan case can 

serve as a reassurance that China is equipped to handle future disasters, remains yet to be seen.  
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Appendix A 
 

Table 1: List of donors, budgets and number of projects  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Feng, S., Lu, J., Nolen, P., & Wang, L. (2016). The effect of the Wenchuan earthquake 

and government aid on rural households. In K. Z. chen, Q. Zhang, & C. Hsu (Eds.), 

Earthquake Lessons from China. Washington DC: International Food Policy Research 

Institute. 
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Appendix B 
 

 

 

 

 

Community City/district County 

1 Deyang Zhongjiang County 

2 Deyang Zhongjiang County 

3 Deyang Zhongjiang County 

4 Deyang Mianzhu County 

5 Mianyang Santai County 

6 Mianyang Santai County 

7 Mianyang Beichuan County 

8 Mianyang Pingwu County 

9 Mianyang Jiangyou City 

10 Mianyang Jiangyou City 

11 Guangyuan Lizhou District 

12 Guangyuan Chaotian District 

13 Guangyuan Qingchuan County 

14 Guangyuan Qingchuan County 

15 Guangyuan Qingchuan County 

16 Guangyuan Jiange County 

17 Guangyuan Jiange County 

18 Guangyuan Jiange County 

19 Aba Mao County 

20 Aba Songpan County 

21 Aba Jiuzhaigou County 

22 Mianyang Beichuan County 

   

White= not government-designated poor county 

Yellow= government-designated poor county 

Blue= Was government-designated poor county until 2018 


