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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

At the end of 2011, the Chinese government launched the Nutrition
Improvement Plan for Rural Students in Compulsory Education
(hereinafter referred to as “the Nutrition Improvement Plan”). So far, the
central government has allocated 159.1 billion yuan for this plan to the
benefit of 23 million students in compulsory education. As an integral
part of the national poverty reduction endeavor, the Nutrition
Improvement Plan has contributed to equal access to education and the
goal of “health for all, moderate prosperity for all.”

Since 2007, China Development Research Foundation (CDRF)
has conducted policy research on nutrition of rural students in
poverty-stricken areas, and pushed for their nutritional improvement
through social experiments. In 2015, the Student Nutrition Office in the
Ministry of Education commissioned CDRF to establish the School
Nutrition Improvement Initiative Data Platform which carries out
third-party big data monitoring and assessment, the first trial in any
country that provides school meals. This platform aims to explore new
ways to monitor welfare policies, standardize policy implementation
with data techniques, and make policies more effective through
empirical research. Covering 100 counties in 13 provinces, this
platform has received data submitted by more than 9,200 schools with

3.83 million students. In the past two years, it has got and analyzed
10



more than 10.2 million pieces of data on the implementation of the
Nutrition Improvement Plan.

According to the data platform, the Nutrition Improvement Plan
has achieved remarkable outcomes as physical health of rural students
in poverty-stricken areas has improved notably. However, it calls for

sustained efforts to fully resolve malnutrition among these students.

I. Remarkable Outcomes

The Nutrition Improvement Plan is a well-thought and
well-coordinated endeavor of the central government to help rural
students in poverty-stricken areas to get meals and good meals. As a
major project to improve people’s livelihood, governments, particularly
education departments at all levels, have done a good job in
implementation with remarkable outcomes.

1. The Plan has effectively helped rural students in

poverty-stricken areas.

The Nutrition Improvement Plan has provided real help to targeted
rural students in poverty-stricken areas so that they no longer suffer
from hunger in school. According to the data on the platform, 16% of
the students come from families covered in the targeted poverty
reduction program, 20% are left-behind children with both parents
working in cities, and 63% are children with one parent working in

cities. The nutrition Improvement Plan is an effective measure to

11



improve those students’ nutrition and care for poor rural children.

2. The Plan has achieved funding security and food safety.

The central government provides four yuan as subsidies for each
student every day. Given clear requirements of the central government,
close attention from the general public and rigorous administration, few
scandals of fund misappropriation and diversion have happened. So far,
there is no major food safety incident in its implementation.

Different regions have established practices on food procurement,
canteen administration and retention of food samples. Meal-providing
schools have conducted unified price enquiry in procurement which is
designated and transparent.

3. Meals are provided mainly by school canteens.

At present, there are two meal-providing models: meals provided
by school canteens and snhacks provided during class break. Supported
by special funds from the central government, 98% rural schools in
poverty-stricken areas have built or rebuilt their canteens and put them
to use. By April 2017, 95% of the schools under monitoring provide
breakfast or lunch through their canteens; and all schools in over half
of the counties provide lunch through canteens. Lunch provided by
school canteen is the most effective way to ensure nutrition for students
in school.

4. The plan has met basic nutritional needs of most

12



students.

Can 4-yuan subsidy for each meal enough to meet basic
nutritional needs of students? The monitoring outcomes indicate it is
possible. In May 2017, meals provided by 52% of the schools under
monitoring can meet national recommendatory standards in calorie,
protein, fat and two microelements.

Each province has some schools that meet the basic standards.
Schools in Ningxia, Guizhou, Sichuan and Yunnan perform particularly
well. Tongxin County of Ningxia, Songtao County of Guizhou, Cangxi
County of Sichuan and Fengging County of Yunnan have met the basic
standards. 51% school can ensure one meat dish in each meal. In the
assessment interview, most students told us that school meals have oil
and meat and taste better than meals at home. Students tend to use large
bowls so they can have more in their bowls, while there is little food
waste by students.

5. Students’ physical health has remarkably improved.

Students’ physical health has remarkably improved in most
provinces in the plan. According to monitoring data of 1.92 million
students (about 200,000 students in each age from 7 to 15 years old) in
62 counties, while there is no noticeable difference in the height of
7-years-old newly-enrolled school students from 2012 to 2016, student

aged between 8 to 12 who have benefited from the plan grow taller on
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average (table 1). Among them, average height of 11-years-old boy and
girl students increased from 137.8 and 138.7 centimeters in 2012 to
143.5 and 144.3 centimeters in 2016, an increase of 5.7 and 5.6
centimeters respectively. Malnutrition and growth retardation among
poor rural students are improving notably. This remarkable plan has
laid a foundation for students’ health, learning capacity and

productivity in the future.

Table 1: Average Height of 7-12 Years Old Boy and Girl Students
in Monitored Counties

(2012-2016)

Year 7-Year 8-Year 9-Year 10-Year 11-Year 12-Year
Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl Boy Girl
2012 120.8 1199 124.81245129.2 128.9 133.9134.0137.8138.7142.2142.3

2013 120.8 120.2 125.3125.4128.9 128.9 134.5133.5140.2140.1143.7143.6
2014 120.7 119.9 125.7125.7130.2 130.1 135.3135.8142.2140.1144.8145.1
2015 121.3 1204 126.7126.6131.5 1314 137.2137.5142.3142.4146.4146.8

2016 121.0 120.6 127.5127.3132.8 132.3 138.1138.7143.5144.3147.8147.2

6. Big data can provide targeted supervision and

guidance.

The School Nutrition Improvement Initiative Data Platform
collects implementation information of the Nutrition Improvement Plan
directly from schools, and analyze information before reporting
assessment outcomes to schools, county governments and relevant

provincial government departments. Accordingly, county governments

14



and schools rectify and improve their practices. Implementation
information is also made public on the platform for supervision. For
example, food procurement prices used to be higher in some counties.
The data platform notified them and made this information public. The
high procurement prices do not happen again. The data platform plays a
role of supervision, guidance and demonstration in policy
implementation, contributing to improvement of malnutrition among

children in poverty-stricken areas.

I1. Challenges Ahead

Despite its great success, the Nutrition Improvement Plan still has
a long way to go. It calls for redoubled efforts to implement the plan
well and improve the quality of school meals.

1. Deepen the understanding of its importance.

President Xi Jinping stressed that “there is no moderately
prosperous society without health for all.” In 2015, the United Nations
put forward in its Sustainable Development Goals to end all forms of
malnutrition by 2030. At stake of student nutrition is health of their
whole life as well as economic and social development of the country.

Although malnutrition rate among students in monitored counties
has declined from 18.5% in 2012 to 15.4% in 2016, it is still higher
than the national average of 12% among 6-15 years old children in
2012. In 2012, the average height of students of both genders in

15



poverty-stricken areas was 5.2 and 4.7 centimeters lower than their
peers nationwide. In 2016, the differences are narrowed, but they are
still 3.7 and 3.6 centimeters shorter. As students stay for 200 days on
average in school every year, school meals are a most effective way to
resolve the issue of malnutrition. We must do a better job.

2. Challenges in implementation should be addressed
appropriately.

To cut cost and reduce workload, quite a few schools in Gansu,
Hubei, Hunan and other provinces only provide meals during class
break. The packaged food they provide has higher unit price and low
nutritional value--which is less than one third of what a lunch can
provide. More efforts need to be made to replace class break meals
with lunch provided by school canteen.

The priority should be given to quality improvement in order to
meet the student’s basic nutritional needs. At present, meals provided
by nearly half of the participating schools cannot meet basic standards.
Food with sufficient protein, calcium and vitamin A is in short supply.
Only 14% schools can meet the national recommendatory standards on
calcium intake; only 40% schools can meet the standards on vitamin A
intake; and salt intake of 63% schools is noticeably higher than the
standards. Too much oil, fat and salt as well as insufficient

microelements will do a lasting and chronic damage to human brain,

16



body and health, which should be changed as quickly as possible.
3. Leadership is essential to implementation.

Leadership of local governments is essential to the success of the
Nutrition Improvement Plan. The data platform conducted analysis
over the profile and practice of local leading officials in the 20
outstanding counties and found that they share the following features: 1.
They have long working experience in the county. Leading officials in
half of the 20 counties remain unchanged since the plan was
implemented in 2011. 2. Most local leading officials have worked in
towns or townships and half of them used to be rural school teachers. 3.
Local leading officials of all the 20 counties have bachelor degrees or
above. Working and education experience of this kind is helpful for
them to understand poverty and the importance of poverty reduction.
Our analysis also found local leading officials of the 20 counties have
the following good practices: hold meetings focused on the Nutrition
Improvement Plan, deliver speeches dedicated to the plan, pay personal
visit to schools and conduct research, and have meals in schools with

students.

I11. Proposals

First, improve understanding and strengthen performance
evaluation. The implementation of the plan and its coverage over

families in need should be incorporated into the overall
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poverty-reduction and development endeavor, and performance
assessment should be made accordingly.

Second, meals should be provided through school canteens.
Subsidies from the central government should be used on lunch. Lunch
provided by school canteen is the most effective way to ensure
nutrition for students in school. Funds collected from parents can be
used on breakfast or meal in class break to increase nutrition.

Third, funding responsibilities should be fulfilled. As the plan
Is an integral part of the poverty-reduction-through-education endeavor,
the central government needs to ensure its subsidies increase along
with increase of food prices, while provincial, city and county
governments need to share canteen operating cost and human cost.

Fourth, promote legislation. Legislation serves as the basis for
long-term and sustained implementation of policies as well as a
complete operational system. Other countries already have many
success stories. In legislation, we should clarify norms and standards,
funding responsibilities, accountability system and information display
in the Nutrition Improvement Plan.

Fifth, step up supervision and guidance. We need to make the
best use of the data platform to expand monitoring over all
participating counties. Data and information on poverty reduction,
healthcare, education and nutrition etc. should be standardized and

consolidated, and made them public in a timely way, in order to
18



conduct more in-depth and comprehensive performance assessment.
Sixth, encourage international exchanges. More than 170
countries have similar school meal programs. China’s Nutrition
Improvement Plan has been given high credit by international
organizations. To further improve this plan, it is necessary to encourage
international exchanges, learn from other countries, and share with

them China’s solution.
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