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Poverty and Child Development in China   

Mission to China Development Research Foundation, Beijing, and field visits to programs in 
Qinghai and Guangxi Provinces. 

 World Bank, World Food Programme, Partnership for Child Development 

BACKGROUND  

The China Development Research Foundation (CDRF) is a nation-wide non-profit organization 
founded on the initiative of the Development Research Center (DRC) of the State Council. CDRF’s 
mission is to advance good governance and public policy to promote economic development and 
social progress in China. 

In 2009, CDRF published a milestone report entitled “Eliminating Poverty through Development in 
China” [Reference 1]. This analysis by some 20 distinguished China scholars examines why and 
where poverty still exists in China, despite considerable public efforts to alleviate poverty and 
impressive economic growth.  The report suggests that poverty alleviation strategies should not only 
focus on the existing poor, but should specifically address the needs of the offspring of the poor, with 
the aim of preventing poverty from spreading from one generation to the next.  The report emphasises 
the need to help children to grow up with enhanced abilities to fully embrace development through 
improved access to education, health, culture and social protection.    

In 2010, CDRF held a high-level symposium in Beijing to explore how to operationalize these child 
development policies, and invited experts from within and without China, including representation 
from the World Bank.   The symposium focused particularly on the issue of providing more equitable 
educational opportunities for poor children through early child development and through school 
health and school feeding programs.   CDRF aimed to increase access to international experiences in 
these areas, and after the symposium the Foundation translated and published – via the China People’s 
Publishing House – a recent World Bank, World Food Programme (WFP) and Partnership for Child 
Development (PCD) report entitled “Rethinking School Feeding:  Social Safety Nets, Child 
Development and the Education Sector” [Reference 2].  In Spring 2011, CDRF invited two of the 
authors (from the World Bank and WFP) to share their experiences with Provincial government teams 
implementing child development programs, and in Autumn 2011 WFP participated in a conference 
organized in Beijing and Qinghai by CDRF on early childhood development.  

Many of the suggestions in the CDRF report on eliminating poverty have been implemented by the 
government of China, including those to strengthen child development.  In 2012, CDRF invited some 
of the authors of the joint World Bank/WFP/PCD report to visit Provinces implementing the child 
development strategies.  The primary objective of this visit was to promote sharing of international 
experience.   

The mission team included Donald Bundy (World Bank), Carmen Burbano (WFP), Lesley Drake 
(Partnership for Child Development). The mission was undertaken from 4-15 June 2012, and 
comprised visits to rural schools and country and provincial education offices in Qinghai and 
Guangxi.  During the visits the team observed school feeding programs in practice and met with 
school authorities, teachers, children and local government officials. Following the visits the team 
returned to Beijing for debriefing with CDRF staff and other key stakeholders.    
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OBSERVATIONS  

The China school feeding program currently feeds around 38 million children per day.   This may be 
the third largest program globally, and compares with the 130 M in India and 47M in Brazil. The 
program is targeted at children in the 680 poorest counties in China. These target counties were 
identified by central government poverty mapping and are largely in the West of China. It is estimated 
that there are some 58M poor children in these areas, many of them “left-behind children” whose 
parents are living and working in industrialized provinces of eastern China.  

Strengths of the program 

It is a considerable mark of the efficiency of the China processes that so many vulnerable children in 
particularly difficult situations have been enrolled in the program in such a short time frame. The clear 
intention of the government is to take stock now and seek to improve the quality of the program, 
while at the same time rolling out the program in further counties.  

We identified a number of key strengths of the program, based on comparison with international good 
practice.  The program is well organized at the local level, and builds on existing structures and 
organization.  There is clear coordination between the education, health and finance sectors at the 
local level.  The health team oversees nutritional content and food safety, while the finance team 
maintains fiscal control, an important issue in oversight of procurement processes.  

Importantly, the program does not interfere with teaching (a common challenge in other countries) 
and does not require the teachers to cook or to otherwise manage the program – this is important since 
the intent of the program is to improve education, whereas if it served as a tax on teachers it would 
have the inverse effect.  The costs of hiring cooks and other staff are a good investment in education.  

A particular strength is that the Ministry of Education has issued clear standards and policies that are 
captured in guidelines that are being followed at the local level. This allows for a uniformity of 
implementation and quality which is particularly impressive given the scale of the program.  

While difficult to quantify, the team was struck by the obvious appreciation of the program by the 
children.  This was a program that clearly met their needs and was enthusiastically received as a 
significant improvement over what had been in place previously.   

Challenges for the program 

While the program was clearly working well in many areas, there were also areas of challenge that 
would benefit from further attention as the program continues to roll out.  We have attempted below 
to highlight some of these areas, using international experience as a benchmark for our analysis. 

Costs, objectives and targeting 

The program in China is providing three meals a day for children in boarding schools – at a cost of 
approximately 1 USD per child per day - and one meal or snack for children in non-boarding schools 
– at a cost of approximately 0.50 USD per child per day.  Figure 1 shows an international range of 
cost estimates.  China’s costs for the snack are within the range of other countries at a similar level of 
GDP per capita. The costs for the boarding schools appear substantially higher.  Figure 2 expands this 
analysis to use the cost of education as an additional benchmark for the costs of school feeding.  In 
low income countries the costs of school feeding are often excessive, equalling or exceeding the costs 
of education (ie a ratio of one or greater).  For middle and low income countries the ratio is much 
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more consistent (and conservative) and the data indicate that the normative range for school feeding 
programs in middle-income and high-income countries is from 5% to 15% of the cost of education.  
The China program costs for boarding schools are at the top end of international standards, and are 
similar to those in countries with much higher GDP (in excess of US$10,000 per capita).  The China 
costs for the snack program are however in line with international cost comparisons. 

Figure 1. Estimates of the costs of school feeding per capita and primary education per capita, 
presented in relation to GDP per capita. These are the latest and most comprehensive estimates of 
school feeding costs.  (Data from Aulo Gelli, Partnership for Child Development, 2012). 

In considering these costs it is essential to also consider the objectives.  The boarding schools have 
been provided specifically to ensure equable education access for poor children. The schools have 
been constructed in areas where population density is low and children would otherwise have very 
long distances to travel to school (eg the high altitude plateau of Xizang-Qinghai), or where travel is 
difficult due to the geography (eg the jagged, tropical karst limestone mountains of Guangxi).   Thus 
the boarding schools are a means of targeting the poorest and most disadvantaged children, and 
provide an opportunity to provide a well targeted resource transfer directly to the most in-need 
beneficiaries. On this basis, the investment in these children is comparable to social protection efforts 
elsewhere.  Similarly, the cost of feeding the less disadvantaged children who attend day schools is in 
line with international experience, and appropriate to their less socially challenged circumstances.    

 

Figure 2. The ratio between the cost of school feeding per capita and the cost of primary education 
per capita, presented in relation to GDP per capita.  A ratio of one indicates that school feeding costs 
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as much as education.  These are based on the latest and most comprehensive estimates of school 
feeding costs shown in Figure 1.  (Data from Aulo Gelli, Partnership for Child Development, 2012). 

Note that Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) might also be considered in this context, where the aim 
is to target resources at those identified as the most disadvantaged. The CCT programs in Brazil and 
Mexico are examples with a strong evidence base [Reference 5].  It should be noted however that 
these programs are run in parallel with school feeding programs in both these countries, largely 
because it is recognized that school feeding fulfils some specific needs of the very poor, and 
especially girls  – such as keeping them in school and making it possible for them to stay in school.  
There is a direct analogy with the poor children in western China, where good boarding schools are 
probably the only solution to ensuring education for these disadvantaged children, and where the 
provision of nutritious food will benefit the target children directly.  

Costs and efficiency 

There are efficiency differences between the meals in boarding schools and those in non-boarding 
schools.  The boarding schools provide three locally produced meals a day which include a staple, 
fresh vegetables and meat, at a cost of about 33 USD cents per meal.  Although the cost is high 
relative to international practice (Figures 1 and 2), this appears to be good value for money, especially 
given that this is the only food that these children will receive during the week at school.  To confirm 
this efficiency it would be helpful to know the nutritional content of the diet, although it is also 
recognized that the direct engagement of nutritionists in selecting the food components is a particular 
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strength of the program.  Note also that there is evidence that including meat in school meals is 
associated with stronger educational outcomes [Reference 3].  

The primary school snack, on the other hand seems less well selected, and more exposed to the 
vagaries of market pressures.  It could be useful to have data on nutritional content of the different 
food baskets. This would enable the cost-efficiency/value for money discussion to be more informed. 
More involvement of nutritionists in the selection, and specific attention to value for money would 
likely make it more nutritious and therefore more efficient.  Greater use of fresh local produce may be 
particularly worth exploring.  Note that this is an increasing trend globally at present, with a 
particularly strong focus in both the US and the UK.  For example, in the context of China, the milk 
(which is the most expensive element in most of the food baskets we saw) could be replaced with 
locally produced soy milk or with other products that have a higher nutritional value.  This might also 
offer cost advantages in terms of reduced packaging, and environmental advantages in terms of 
reduced packaging waste, without necessarily reducing nutritional value significantly. 

Internationally in middle income countries it is routine accepted practice to use micronutrient fortified 
cereals, salt and other commodities in school feeding. Currently, it was our observation that none of 
the food basket commodities in China are fortified even though iron deficiency anaemia and vitamin 
A deficiency are of concern in China.  Fortification can be undertaken centrally during food 
processing.  If local foods are to be used, as suggested below and as is now common practice for 
boarding schools, then it might be worth exploring options of fortifying the food at the time of 
preparation in the school kitchen, perhaps using the locally produced fortificant ying yang bao.

Links to local agricultural production and benefits to the local economy – integrating these issues into 
policy 

In China, some of the food commodities for the program are being bought locally - meaning in the 
same county where the program is implemented - thereby reinvesting the resources in the local 
economy. This is a very positive element of the program.  There has been success with this approach 
elsewhere: in some countries through a focus on the private sector generally, such as Chile, where 
nearly all rural school feeding is dependent upon local farmers, or through specific mandates requiring 
a link between school food and local agriculture, such as Brazil, where the national program requires 
education authorities to source 30% of their food from producers around the school [Reference 4].  

During the mission we heard of a cooperative among small farmers in Guangxi that had been created 
to take advantage of the school feeding market.   Perhaps more intentional links of this type can be 
created to benefit small holder farmers in each of the targeted counties. This would provide local 
farmers with a stable market and potentially raise their incomes, while giving children fresh and 
nutritious food.  Note that these farmers, by the definition of the target countries, would themselves be 
considered appropriate beneficiaries of efforts to alleviate poverty.  To do this, the agriculture sector 
needs to be involved in all aspects of the design and implementation of the program to ensure that 
small holder farmers are getting the support they need to produce sufficient food of the right quality 
for the program. At the policy level, it would be good to formally recognize the role that school 
feeding can play in providing a stable market for farmers and to formalize this link between the 
Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Agriculture.  In Brazil, this process was stimulated over a 
number of years, with much of the food being provided initially from central sources as the local 
farmers developed their infrastructures to the point where almost a third of all food comes from them.    

Procurement and supply chain arrangements  
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While the procurement system in China is evidently working – many millions of children are being 
reliably fed every day- it might be worth examining the supply chain to make it more efficient 
[Reference 6].  Supply chain management is at the core of efficiency, and in our analysis of the 
evolution of school feeding programs has proven to be one of the most critical steps when countries 
have transitioned from externally resourced programs to sustainable national programs.   Key issues 
are: where the food is bought (locally or centrally), how it is bought (competitive tenders, direct 
purchase, etc) and from whom (large processing companies, traders, local suppliers or farmers).  Joint 
analysis by the partnership between WFP/World Bank/PCD has produced with several countries case 
studies which may be of use in considering these issues in the China context.  There are four 
particularly important areas that should be considered when setting up the supply chain: i) food 
quality and nutritional value; ii) food safety; iii) costs; and iv) the link to smallholder farmer 
production.  

The importance of trade-offs in decision making 

In exploring these issues it is important to recognize that there may be no single correct solution. 
Some of the important trade-offs that need to be kept in mind, which are detailed below.  

• Food quality and nutritional value: the design of the food basket determines to a great extent what 
can be bought locally and its costs.  Local food has many benefits, but these need to be weighed 
against cost and practicality. Products that are highly processed or need specific technology (like 
the packaged milk currently being delivered in some areas) tend to be produced by large scale 
companies. This can benefit small holder farmers if there are specific measures to include them in 
the supply chain, but may also exclude them.  Processed products offer the advantage that they 
may be easily fortified, which increases their nutritional value. They may also be a good 
alternative when infrastructure in the schools (kitchens, eating facilities) is lacking or when the 
program is implemented in an area with limited agricultural production.   
 

• Food safety: concerns about adulterated or unsafe food in school feeding and ensuring food safety 
is a major priority of governments. This is also the case in China. It is good practice to address 
food safety issues along the entire supply chain as opposed to only in the last stage when the food 
is already prepared and given to the children. Programs incorporating smallholder farmer 
production need to keep this in mind as small associations may have difficulties complying with 
national safety standards or certification. Support needs to be given to ensure that they are able to 
meet high quality and safety specifications. The current China program shows good practice by 
directly involving the existing Provincial food safety systems in oversight of the program and 
ensuring that all suppliers meet food safety standards before they are permitted to tender. 

 
• Costs:  when looking at the costs of the food basket it is useful to keep in mind that some products 

may be more expensive at local level depending on the nature of the product. It is good practice to 
analyse the supply chain by commodity. Non-perishable commodities like oil, rice or maize, for 
example, may be less expensive when bought at scale centrally.  On the other hand, fresh produce 
like fruits and vegetables are often easier to find and cheaper to buy in local markets. Note that 
Brazil has determined that the balance of 70% central and 30% local offers the best return. Costs 
can also be controlled by using a competitive tendering process, where suppliers have the 
incentive to reduce their prices to win tenders.  Better prices can also be secured if the food basket 
is determined well in advance (it is a good practice adopted by some programs to plan menu for 
an entire year in advance) so that caterers can take advantage of seasonal variations in price and 
buy at scale at appropriate times.  

 
• The link to smallholder farmer production: there are clear advantages for the community in 

creating local markets. But local markets do not come without risks: one of the main risks of 
buying from smallholder farmers is that they may not be able to produce enough for the program 
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or may default on their commitments thus putting the supply of food to the schools at risk. There 
are two strategies to mitigate this: i) ensuring that proper agricultural extension support to local 
farmers is provided so they can meet the demand; and ii) relying on buying only part of the 
requirements of the program from smallholder farmers while the rest may come from a more 
established source of production (larger traders, suppliers or processors).  

 
Balancing these issues is not easy. Countries that are starting to implement school feeding programs 
often go through many different supply chain configurations until they find the right one for the 
context. In large countries like China it is especially important to keep the context in mind and design 
supply chain modalities that are appropriate for the setting. Thus, there may be different solutions 
depending on the county or on the city in which school feeding is implemented.   
 
Evidence-based decision making; the need for impact evaluation 

The current China program mitigates these trade-off issues to some extent by devolving much of the 
decision making to the county or school level. This has significant advantages in flexibility, but the 
government may wish to ensure that these decision makers have good quality, evidence-based advice 
to help them make these decisions.  
 
A rigorous evaluation of the program could help inform policy decisions going forward. Questions 
like whether the program is having an impact on the nutritional status of children, whether it is 
improving their performance in school and whether it is having an impact on local economies could 
be the focus of such research. This would provide a solid evidence base from which to base program 
decisions in the future.  
 

WAY FORWARD  

The China school nutrition improvement program is very impressive because of the scale and quality 
of the program and because it is part of a larger framework of policies to support child development.  
Some of the issues raised above may be worth revisiting to further enhance the quality of the program. 

In undertaking this mission it became clear that there are many good practices that China can share 
with the rest of the world based on these experiences.  Equally, there would be value in better sharing 
of international experience with China.  At the end of the mission the World Bank, World Food 
Programme and Partnership for Child Development proposed a collaboration with CDRF to achieve 
two ends. First, to work with CDRF to document China’s experience in addressing poverty through a 
child development strategy based on using schools and preschools as a means to reach poor children.  
Second, to bring together experts from China and internationally at a CDRF workshop in early 2013 
to review and share experiences. 

The World Bank/WFP/PCD partnership looks forward to continuing its technical relationship with 
CDRF, and where appropriate to assist in addressing the specific challenges identified: such as the 
proposed impact evaluation or issues related to the food basket, the supply chain and procurement.  
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