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Abstract

Based on a survey of rural-urban migrants and subsequent in-depth
interviews with them, their employers and officials of relevant
government departments in Fuzhou, China, this paper examines the
complexity of mobility patterns of rural-urban migrants and its
implications for their social protection in China. It analyses the
characteristics of rural-urban migrants and their migration process,
and the complex and diversified needs for social protection arising
from such characteristics. It examines the current approaches to
social protection for rural-urban migrants in such a context,
suggesting that the extension of urban- and residence-based
approaches is inadequate to meet their needs for social protection.
The paper also explores the conceptual and policy implications of
the above analysis, focusing on the limitations of the conceptual
framework of urban inclusion and exclusion in guiding the
discussion of social protection for rural-urban migrants, and on
some practical issues such as the portability of social protection
programmes and their institutional basis and financing mechanism.
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Rural-urban migrants; mobility patterns; social protection; China
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" In the following we
will refer to the former
group as migrants in
formal employment
and the latter as
migrants in informal
employment, in the
sense that the
enterprises of the
former group are
under formal
business
administration and
therefore their
employment is
subject to stricter
labour market
regulations than that
of the latter group. We
realise that strictly
speaking, the
employment of some
migrants in the former
group is still informal
in terms of their
employment contract
and social protection.
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1 Introduction

Rural-urban migration has been one of the major aspects
of socioeconomic transformation in China since the late
1970s. At the time of the 2005 1 per cent population
sample survey, the number of migrants in China had
reached the enormous size of 147 million, most of whom
worked and lived in the cities. While such massive
migration flows have played important roles in poverty
reduction for migrants and their families, they may easily
fall into poverty again given the many risks they face in
the migration process (Wang 2005; Lin and Zhu 2009).
Thus, the establishment and promotion of social
protection for rural-urban migrants (hereafter ‘migrants’)
should be regarded as an integrated part of general
poverty reduction efforts, and paid more attention in
academic research and policymaking.

However, the conventional practices of social protection
in China are not well prepared to meet the newly arising
needs of social protection for migrants. On the one hand,
they are not entitled to the social benefits and security
only provided to a small proportion of privileged people
under the conventional urban hukou- (household
registration) based social welfare system (Cook 2002); on
the other hand, their highly mobile nature makes it
difficult for their needs for social protection to be met by
the simplistic approach of extending the residence-
based old social welfare system. Furthermore, the
socioeconomic characteristics of migrants are rather
different from those of local residents in the destination
areas. Migrants often have unstable jobs and low income
and leave some of their family members behind in their
places of origin. They therefore have different needs of
social protection from those of local residents in the
destination cities. All this poses more challenges to the
conventional policies and practices of social protection in
China, and calls for new policies and measures to tackle
the challenges.

Based on a review of relevant literature, a survey of 600
migrants and subsequent in-depth interviews with a
number of them, their employers and officials of relevant
government departments in early 2009 in Fuzhou, the
capital city of Fujian Province, this paper tries to
contribute to the understanding of the complexity of
mobility patterns of rural-urban migration and its
implications for the social protection of migrants. As
pointed out elsewhere, Fujian Province is one of the
major destination areas for internal migration in China.
The characteristics of migrants to this area tend to
correspond to the general characteristics of those in
China reported in the literature (Liang and Ma 2004; Zhu
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2007; Zhu and Chen 2010), and therefore the analysis in
this paper is of value in understanding mobility patterns
of migrants and their social protection issues in China as
a whole. The survey covered 600 migrants, half of whom
worked in industrial, trade and service enterprises in
Fuzhou’s major industrial zones and commercial areas,
and half of whom were engaged in informal employment
as street vendors, motor-bike-taxi drivers, porters, day
labourers, and informal employees in small enterprises.
The quota-sampling method was used for the selection
of the respondents for both formal and informal
employment, and a sampling framework with
stratification across major occupational categories of
migrants’ employment was developed to guide the
sampling process. The in-depth interviews covered six
government officials in relevant government
departments, including Departments for Labour and
Social Insurance of Fujian Province, the Department of
Education of Fuzhou Municipality, the Department of
Construction of Fujian Province, three migrant employers
and 18 migrants in both formal and informal employment.
The paper will analyse the characteristics of migrants and
their migration process in China, and the complex and
diversified needs of social protection arising from such
characteristics, assess the current approaches to social
protection for migrants in such a context, explore the
conceptual and policy implications of the analysis, and
put forward some policy recommendations to improve
social protection for them.
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The needs of migrants and their families for social
protection manifest themselves in many aspects of their
work and life, especially in their employment and income,
social insurance, housing security, and children’s
education. As widely documented in the literature, the
employment of migrants is typically insecure and
unstable, and their access to employment opportunities is
unequal compared to local residents of the destination
cities (Wang and Zhang 2006; Cook 2008; Du et al.
2008). Their income levels are generally lower than local
urban residents, and they often have to work excessive
overtime (Zhu 2007). The coverage of social insurance for
migrants is still rather low, as confirmed by numerous
studies (NBS 2006; Zhu 2007), and they are excluded
from almost all sources of government subsidised
housing provision. They have few choices in meeting their
housing needs in the destination cities, and their housing
conditions are generally poor in terms of both size and
quality (for example Wu 2002; Lin and Zhu 2008).
Furthermore, migrant children often do not enjoy equal
access to and equal treatment in the public education
system of the destination cities (Zhao 2003; Xie and Zhu
2004; Liang and Chen 2007). Children left behind by their
migrating parents also face great difficulties and are in
great need of social protection too (Xiang 2007; Duan and
Yang 2008; Ye and Pan 2008).

These needs of social protection for migrants and their
families have been increasingly recognised within China,
and various efforts in the form of policies, insurance
programmes, and other practices have been made to
meet such needs. So far, extending the coverage of the
conventional urban-hukou- and residence-based social
welfare system or its post reform variations to migrants is
the dominant approach, although there are major regional
differences in the details of such an approach (Zhu et al.
2009). In a way, migrants are regarded as newly added
members of urban society, and various efforts have been
made to integrate them into that society so that they can
enjoy the same rights and benefits as local urban
residents.

Thus in terms of employment and income, there have
been gradual policy changes from restricting and
controlling rural-urban migration and migrant employment
in the cities to encouraging rural-urban migration and
treating migrants equally in urban employment. This is
reflected in the release and implementation of various
government documents (Song et al. 2002; General Office
of the State Council 2003; Liu 2005; The State Council
2006; Song and Hou 2007). These documents have
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2 Social protection for rural-urban migrants in
China: the extension of urban-based approaches

reduced the institutional basis for the discriminatory
treatment of migrants in urban employment, and have
significantly improved their access to employment
opportunities in many migrant destination cities (Drafting
group of the final report on rural-urban migrant workers
2006). The promulgation of the minimum wage standards,
and the promulgation of the Law of the People’s Republic
of China on Employment Contracts at the beginning of
2008, provides further protection for migrants in terms of
minimum wages, overtime work, working contracts, etc.
(Hong 2003; Liu 2007; Standing Committee of the
People’s Congress, PRC 2007). Governments at various
levels have taken measures to abolish unreasonable fees
imposed on migrants, and directly intervened to solve the
problems of delayed wage payment and payment in
arrears (National Development and Reform Commission
and Ministry of Finance 2001; General Office of the State
Council 2003; National Development and Reform
Commission et al. 2004; Liu and Zhou 2007). As a result
of these efforts, migrants are increasingly enjoying more
of the rights in terms of employment and income that
used to be limited to local residents in the destination
cities. Furthermore, various policies have been made and
measures have been taken to ensure that their children
have equal access to education opportunities and are
treated equally in the destination cities. Great progress
has also been made in this regard (Zhu et al. 2005; The
State Council 2006), although great efforts are still
needed for these policies to be fully implemented, as we
will see later, and even more efforts are needed to solve
the problems of the left-behind children of migrants (Duan
and Yang 2008).

A similar approach has been taken to extend the
coverage of the existing urban social insurance to
migrants, so that they can be directly included into the
system (Peng and Qiao 2005). The social insurance
programmes of this kind mainly cover the areas of
old-age insurance, and insurance against work-related
injuries and major diseases, and have only limited
coverage for general medical insurance and
unemployment insurance (Zhu and Chen 2010). In recent
years, attempts have also been made in some destination
cities, including Fuzhou and Xiamen in Fujian, to
incorporate migrants into the existing urban housing
security system, so that they can enjoy the various
housing benefits provided to local urban residents, such
as low-rent housing, affordable housing, and the public
reserve fund for housing (for example Lai 2007). Although
there have been efforts to provide social insurance and
housing security for migrants by establishing relatively
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independent programmes tailored for their needs, they
have been implemented only on a trial basis in some
places (Peng and Qiao 2005; Du and others 2008; Luo
2008). In February 2009, the Ministry of Human
Resources and Social Security developed a draft old-age
insurance scheme for migrants for public discussion;
however, it was eventually not implemented, and was
incorporated into the ‘Provisional measures for the
transfer and continuation of the basic old-age insurance
for the employees of urban enterprises’ enacted at the
beginning of 2010 (Liaowang News Weekly 2010), as will
be discussed later.

An important step in the above efforts has been the
gradual establishment of the institutional foundations for
social protection of migrants. This has enabled migrants,
who would otherwise be excluded from the pre-reform
hukou-based rural-urban dichotomous social welfare
system, to obtain rights and entitlements to work and live
in their destination cities. Significant progress has been
made in this regard, especially since the new century;
and this is particularly evident in migrants’ equal access
to urban employment. As demonstrated by data from
our survey in Fuzhou, the proportions of our
respondents who thought that their non-local hukou
status did not affect their employment opportunities,
affected their employment opportunities slightly, and
affected their employment opportunities seriously were
81.16 per cent, 17.68 per cent and 1.16 per cent
respectively, suggesting that discrimination against
migrants in terms of employment is no longer a major
issue. Nevertheless, 14.33 per cent and 19.33 per cent
of the respondents still thought that they were in a
disadvantaged position when looking for employment
opportunities in government departments and public
institutions respectively. Our interview of officials from
the Departments for Labour and Social Insurance of
Fujian Province confirms the above survey results from
a different angle. According to the officials, all the
regulations treating migrants differently in terms of
employment, even those in government departments
and public institutions, have now been abolished. In
reality there may still be some discrimination against
them at the local level, however there is now no
institutional and legal basis for such discrimination
(Interview record of the authors No.1, May 2009).

However, as we will see below, the above efforts are not
an adequate response to the needs of migrants for social
protection. Data from our Fuzhou survey suggest that
they are still not well protected in some important aspects
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of their work and life. In terms of employment, only 35.67
per cent of our respondents had signed contracts with
their employers. Even if respondents in the informal
employment were excluded, this proportion was still only
62.00 per cent. Furthermore, the coverage of our
respondents by old-age insurance, medical insurance,
unemployment insurance and insurance against work
related injuries were only 21.67 per cent, 60.17 per cent,
8.17 per cent and 14.33 per cent respectively. Some 91.33
per cent of our respondents did not enjoy any government
subsidised housing benefits, and 47.13 per cent of the
respondents’ children who migrated with their parents
were not able to gain admittance to public schools in the
destination cities, while 54.35 per cent of those who were
admitted needed to pay extra fees. All this suggests that
more still needs to be done to strengthen the efforts of
social protection for migrants.

Further extension of the urban-based social welfare
system or its post-reform variations to migrants is
certainly one way to go, and there is indeed potential to
be tapped in this regard. However, the mere extension of
urban-based social protection programmes cannot fully
meet their needs. As mentioned in the introduction, their
highly mobile nature and their distinctive socioeconomic
characteristics create different social protection needs
from the local urban residents of their destination cities,
and this can only be met by a new framework and
approach for social protection that can incorporate such
needs and integrate migrants into it. In fact, the
aforementioned inadequacy of social protection for
migrants reflected in the Fuzhou survey is closely related
to migrants’ needs for such a new framework and
approach, and a better understanding of their mobility
patterns is crucial to developing it. In the following section
we will first examine the mobility patterns of migrants, and
then explore the implications for their social protection.
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3 Understanding mobility patterns of rural-urban
migrants: implications for social protection

Conventionally, rural-urban migration has often been
conceptualised as a one-way flow from rural places of
origin to urban places of destination (Zhu and Chen 2010).
In the case of China, although there has been a long
recognition of the circular nature of rural-urban migration,
this is often attributed to the barriers caused by China’s
hukou system, which makes it almost impossible, or at
least difficult, for migrants to settle down in the cities (for
example Chan and Zhang 1999; Solinger 1999; Liang
2001). In other words, without the hurdles caused by the
hukou system, most migrants would settle down in the
cities, and an implicit assumption of such an
understanding of rural-urban migration is that migrants’
integration into the destination urban society, including its
social benefits and security system, would be the solution
to their needs for social protection.

However, such a simplistic conceptualisation of rural-
urban migration in China has been increasingly challenged
by recent studies. Recent evidence suggests that the
one-way process of leaving rural areas and settling down
in the cities does not conform to the migration reality, nor
to most migrants’ intentions. In fact, even without hurdles
like the hukou system, a substantial proportion of rural-
urban migrants would choose to return to their hometowns
or to remain mobile for a prolonged period of time, and
their final destinations would not always be the cities where
they are currently living and working (Zhu 2007; Zhu and
Chen 2010; Ren 2007, Fan 2008). Furthermore, the
migration patterns and settlement intentions of migrants
are determined not only by their hukou status, but also by
other factors on both the demand (employer) and supply
(migrant) sides of the labour market, and by certain
conditions associated with China’s current stage of
development (Zhu 2007; Zhu and Chen 2010). Our 2009
Fuzhou survey provides further evidence confirming this new
understanding of the mobility patterns of rural-urban migrants.

3.1 Mobility patterns of rural-urban
migrants: beyond the conceptualisation
of rural-urban one-way flows

Examining the Fuzhou data from our 2009 survey and
in-depth interviews using a conceptual framework treating
rural-urban migration as a multi-directional process,
several important points can be made concerning the
mobility patterns of migrants in China.

First, as can be seen from Table 1, the diversification of
migration flows was an important feature of the migrants
covered in the survey. Answers to the question ‘If you
have free choices, what is your long-term plan?’ indicate a
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diversification of the respondents’ choices in the final
direction of their migration flow, and it is noticeable that
instead of settling down in the destination cities, going
back to their hometowns was still the most common
choice for the respondents. It is also noticeable that 22.00
per cent of the respondents, which was the second
largest number, had not made up their mind, suggesting
that it is not an easy decision to make regarding the future
of their migration. These figures confirm the necessity of
going beyond the simplistic analytical framework that
conceptualises the migration process as an origin (rural)
to destination (urban) one-way process.

Table 1 The settlement intention of the respondents (%)

The respondents’
settlement

Migrants Migrants | All migrants
with formal | with informal
employment | employment
(N=300) (N=300)

Settling down in the 22.67 15.67 19.17
current destination city

intention

Continuing to work in 11.00 6.67 8.83
the current destination

city for a while and

then moving to

another city

Continuing to work in 33.00 51.33 4217
the current destination

city for a while and

then returning to their

hometowns

Continuing to circulate 9.00 6.66 7.83
between places of
origin and destination

Difficult to make a 24.33 19.67 22.00
decision
Total 100 100 100

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

Questions may be raised as to whether the above low
settlement intention of the respondents in their current or
future destination cities is caused by the hindrance of the
hukou system and other related institutional constraints.
Such questions can be answered by the respondents’
responses to our survey of their preferences on hukou
transfer. As can be seen in Table 2, when answering the
question in the Fuzhou survey ‘If you are qualified
(allowed) to transfer the hukou of your family to the
destination, what would be your choice?’, the proportions
of those who chose to transfer the hukou of the whole
family to the destination or to transfer only their own hukou
to the destination accounted for 24.00 per cent and 7.83
per cent of the respondents respectively, and the majority
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of the respondents chose to keep the hukou at the place
of origin. When the question was changed to ‘If having the
destination’s hukou is conditional on giving up the land at
the place of origin, what would be your choice?’, both the
proportion of those choosing to transfer the hukou of the
whole family to the destination and that of those choosing
to transfer only their own hukou to the destination declined
significantly (see Table 3), while those choosing to keep
the hukou at the place of origin increased correspondingly.
It is also noticeable that some respondents felt it difficult
to make a decision on this issue, and the proportion of
these also increased when the decision was conditional
on giving up the land at the places of origin. Since hukou
is widely regarded as the biggest hurdle for rural-urban
migrants to settle down in their destination cities, the
reluctance of our respondents to transfer registration from
rural places of origin to urban places of destination,
especially when this is conditional on abandoning their
land, suggests that apart from settling down in the cities,
the decision of our respondents to remain mobile or
return to hometowns also reflects their migration and
settlement intentions according to their own priority and
conditions. In fact, it is understandable that the majority of
the respondents were reluctant to transfer their hukou and
move completely to the cities, since transferring hukou
from the places of origin to the places of destination,
especially when this is conditional on giving up land at the
places of origin, implies a complete abandonment (often
irreversibly) of the migrants’ bilocal status, which has
enabled them to benefit from both the rural and the urban
worlds (Zhu and Chen 2010).

Table 2 The respondents’ choices on hukou transfer (%)

The respondents’ Migrants Migrants | All migrants
choices on hukou with formal | with informal (N=600)

transfer employment | employment
(N=300) (N=300)

Transfer the hukou of 21.00 27.00 24.00
the whole family to
the destination city

Transfer only the 10.00 5.67 7.83
hukou of the

respondent to the

destination city

Keep hukou at the 49.33 56.00 52.67
place of origin

Difficult to make a 19.67 11.33 15.50
decision

Total 100 100 100

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.
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Table 3 The respondents’ choices on hukou transfer
conditional on giving up the land (%)

The respondents’ Migrants Migrants | All migrants
choices on hukou with formal | with informal (N=600)

transfer employment | employment
(N=300) (N=300)

Transfer the hukou of 12.67 18.33 15.67
the whole family to the
destination city

Transfer only the hukou 5.00 2.33 3.67
of the respondent to
the destination city

Keep hukou at the 59.33 62.34 60.83
place of origin

Difficult to make a 23.00 17.00 19.83
decision

Total 100 100 100

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

Apart from the above two points regarding the diversified
decisions of migrants on their final migration destinations
and hukou transfer, another important factor affecting
their mobility patterns is their job instability. Among our
respondents, most of them had experience of changing
work units and places. In fact, 14.33 per cent and 17.33
per cent of them had changed their jobs three times and
more than four times respectively since they started the
migration process. Their job instability is also reflected in
the status of their working contract. As already
mentioned, only 35.67 per cent of our respondents had
signed contracts with their employers, suggesting that
the jobs of most respondents were insecure.
Furthermore, as can be seen from Table 4, among those
respondents who had signed a contract, only a very
small proportion of them had a contract on a long-term
basis, indicating the temporary nature of their jobs. As
we have argued elsewhere (Zhu 2007), although the fact
that most migrants do not have local hukou status in their
destination cities may contribute to the unstable and
temporary nature of their employment, the instability of
the labour market per se is the major factor, and this
cannot be changed easily in the near future. Our in-depth
interviews with two factory owners and subsequent field
observation in Fuzhou further confirmed this argument.
In Factory A, the number of employees had reached
1,600-1,700 before the financial crisis, with the majority
of them being migrant workers. However, at the height of
the financial crisis in February 2009, this number
dropped to 1,000. When we conducted the interview in
July 20009, the factory was in the process of recovering
from the effects of the financial crisis and the number of
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its employees was increasing again (Interview record of
the authors No.11, July, 2009). In Factory B, the minimum
wage was 1,500 yuan per month before the financial
crisis, but it dropped to only 1,000 yuan per month in
early 2009 (Interview record of the authors No. 4, May,
2009). Such job and income instability makes it
necessary for migrants to move frequently, and this
makes it even more difficult for them to settle down in the
destination cities.

Table 4 Length of the respondents’ working
contracts (%)

Length of the | Migrants with | Migrants with All migrants

working formal informal (N=600)
contracts employment employment

(N=300) (N=300)
Less than 0.54 0.00 0.47
3 months
3-6 months 3.76 0.00 3.27
6—12 months 27.96 5714 31.78
1-3 years 5215 25.01 48.60
3-5years 8.60 714 8.40
More than 215 0.00 1.87
5years
Casual 4.84 10.71 5.61
contracts
Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

All the above evidence from the Fuzhou survey and
in-depth interviews demonstrate that the mobility
patterns of migrants in China are much more
complicated than the one conventionally perceived, and
that their multi-local status combining both rural and
urban areas, their differentiation in the direction of their
migration flows, and their job instability feature strongly in
their migration process. It may be noted in the above
tables that there are differences in mobility patterns
between migrants with formal employment and those
with informal employment, which cannot be analysed in
detail in this paper due to the limit of space; however,
their general patterns are similar, and their differences
are consistent with the fact that migrants with informal
employment are in even more unstable conditions and
more inclined to return home in the long run. As we argue
in the following section, the current urban- and
residence-based approach to providing social protection
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for migrants, which is based on the conceptualisation of
rural-urban migration as a one-way flow, is not
compatible with the mobility patterns described above,
and such mobility patterns have important implications
for their social protection.

3.2 The needs of rural-urban migrants
for social protection re-examined:
inadequacies of current approaches

The above analysis of the mobility patterns of rural-urban
migrants provides a new perspective from which
migrants’ needs for social protection can be re-examined.
As we will see below, the needs of migrants for social
protection are much more complicated than commonly
perceived, and the current urban- and residence-based
approaches are rather inadequate, in such a context. This
is mainly reflected in the following aspects.

First, the most serious limitation of current urban- and
residence-based approaches to social protection is their
incompatibility with the highly mobile nature of migrants.
This is particularly evident in migrants’ social insurance
status. As we have seen earlier, apart from medical
insurance, the coverage rates of our respondents in the
survey by various social insurance programmes were
rather low. In fact, the surprisingly high medical insurance
coverage rate of our respondents cannot be taken at face
value either, because it was largely due to the fact that
44.67 per cent of those covered by medical insurance
participated in the new rural cooperative medicare
scheme. If they are excluded, then the proportion of those
who participated in urban-based medical insurance
programmes accounted for only 16.00 per cent of the
respondents. In general, the current urban- and
residence-based approaches can only offer social
protection in the form of various social insurance
programmes to a small proportion of migrants.

The above limitation of social insurance programmes for
migrants can be attributed to many factors, including the
low income level of migrants, the irregular nature of their
earnings, especially for those with informal employment,
their lack of awareness for the necessity of social
insurance, the poor compliance of some migrant
employers with relevant regulations, and the fact that the
premium level of current social insurance programmes is
too high in relation to migrant income and the benefit
level of these programmes is too low and insignificant
for their later life (Cao and Su 2007). However, another
key factor contributing to the limitation is the non-
portable nature of these programmes. As pointed out in
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the literature and confirmed by our interviews with
migrants, their employers and relevant government
officials, at the time of our survey migrants could not
take the insurance benefits with them when they moved
from one place to another, making the insurance invalid
in their later life. Furthermore, when they withdrew from
the insurance programmes, they could only take away
their own contribution to the insurance funds. The
contribution of their employers would remain in the funds
of the cities where they used to work (Gao 2006; Li and
Yang 2007). This problem had significant negative
effects on migrants’ participation in various social
insurance programmes. In fact, many migrants who had
joined the programmes subsequently withdrew from
them, and it is widely reported that the non-portable
nature of the social insurance programmes was the main
reason for this situation (Song 2007). The manager of
Factory A told us that she tried to persuade migrant
workers in her factory to participate in social insurance
programmes on the assumption that the portability issue
would be resolved in the future, but achieved little
success because migrant workers were obviously not
convinced (Interview record of the authors No.11, July,
2009). Clearly, portability is an issue of top priority
among those to be resolved to meet the needs of
migrants for social protection. In fact, this issue has
been actively addressed by governments at various
levels in China, and some changes have already taken
place. At the beginning of 2010, the ‘Provisional
measures for the transfer and continuation of the basic
old-age insurance for the employees of urban
enterprises’ enacted jointly by the Ministry of Human
Resources and Social Security and the Ministry of
Finance started to be implemented, and ‘Provisional
measures for the transfer and continuation of the basic
medical insurance for mobile employees’ enacted jointly
by the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security,
the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Finance was
promulgated and took effect from 1 July 2010. However,
as we will discuss later, this is only the first step in
dealing with the portability issue, and many issues
remain to be resolved in the future.

The second related limitation of current urban- and
residence-based approaches to social protection is their
neglect of the migrants’ distinctive social protection
needs, which arise from their mobile nature and are
different from those of local urban residents. This is
particularly evident in migrants’ needs for housing
security. China’s current urban-based housing security
system basically consists of the provision of affordable
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housing, low-rent housing, and the public reserve fund
for housing,? which are made available to local urban
residents meeting certain socioeconomic conditions. As
our survey in Fuzhou shows, 91.33 per cent of our
respondents had no access to any of the above
components of the housing security system, suggesting
that they were in a greatly disadvantaged position in their
destination cities. However, this cannot lead to the
simplistic inference that extending the existing urban
housing security system to rural-urban migrants is the
answer. As we can see from Table 5, according to the
answers of our respondents to the question ‘What are the
most important measures that the governments and/or
your employers can take to protect the housing security
of rural-urban migrants?’, providing rental subsidy,
providing low rent housing, and providing free
accommodation by employers ranked the first, second
and third respectively. These were followed by providing
loans and preferential treatment in taxation, providing
entitlement to ‘affordable housing’, providing entitlement
to the pubilic reserve fund for housing, setting up housing
standards for migrant dormitories, and providing housing
for migrant couples by employers. Again there were
some differences between migrants with formal
employment and those with informal employment, but
the general patterns of their selections were similar,
although understandably housing benefits available to
local urban residents were more attractive to those with
formal employment. These results suggest that among
the three main components of the conventional urban-
based housing security system, only low-rent housing is
what migrants need most, and more housing security
measures specifically targeting them need to be
developed. As we have demonstrated elsewhere (Lin
and Zhu 2008), the housing needs of migrants are
different from those of the local urban residents in their
destination cities. For most migrants, due to their
unsettled nature and multi-local status, reducing the
costs of housing is the top priority. They have little
incentive to invest in stable, high quality housing in the
destination cities, which is the priority of local urban
residents. Therefore, exploring new approaches
incorporating the distinctive needs of migrants caused
by their mobility is an important aspect of improving
social protection for them.
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Table 5 Needs of the respondents for social
protection in housing security? (%)

Measure for Migrants Migrants | All migrants
protecting housing with formal | with informal (N=600)
security of employment | employment

rural-urban (N=300) (N=300)

migrants

Providing free 17.53 11.09 14.33
accommodation by

employers

Providing housing for 6.10 5.80 5.92
migrant couples by

employers

Providing low rent 13.47 20.44 16.89
housing

Providing rental 26.38 31.38 28.87
subsidy

Providing entitlement 11.48 6.63 9.14
to ‘affordable

housing’

Providing entitlement 10.10 6.08 8.18

to the public reserve
fund for housing

Providing loans and 10.68 9.03 9.88
preferential treatment
in taxation

Setting up housing 4.25 9.55 6.78
standards for migrant
dormitories

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

Note: @ Each respondent could choose three answers and rank them as the
first, second, and third choice respectively, and each figure in the table is the
weighted average of the three proportions of the respondents choosing an
answer as the first, second, and third choice, with the weights of 0.5, 0.3, and
0.2 respectively.

The third limitation of the current urban- and residence-
based approaches to social protection is their neglect of
migrants’ diversified needs caused by the differentiation
in their final migration destinations. As discussed above,
migrants do not always want to settle down in their
destination cities. Consequently, urban- and residence-
based approaches of social protection do not suit those
migrants who choose to continue circulating between
the places of origin and destination for prolonged
periods of time, or have the intention of going back to
their hometowns. This is reflected in Table 6 showing our
respondents’ selection of the types of social insurance

o
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programmes. Contrary to the common perception, when
asked ‘what are the best type of social insurance
programmes you would like to choose so that your future
life will be secure’, only 33.17 per cent of our
respondents chose to join the existing urban social
insurance programmes. However, 24.83 per cent and
34.33 per cent of the respondents chose to join social
insurance programmes designed according to the
characteristics of migrants, and social insurance
programmes designed for rural residents at their
hometowns respectively. It is noticeable that the
proportion of migrants with formal employment choosing
to join the existing urban social insurance programmes
is higher than that of those with informal employment.
This indicates indirectly that increasing job security may
increase the effectiveness of urban- and residence-
based social insurance programmes for migrants.
However, given the fact that job insecurity and high
mobility are still unavoidable in most migrants’
foreseeable future (Zhu 2007), developing non-urban-
and non-residence-based social insurance programmes
is an important aspect in improving social protection for
migrants in China.

Table 6 The respondents’ selection of the types of
social insurance programmes (%)

Types of social Migrants Migrants All
insurance programmes with formal | with informal | migrants

employment | employment | (N=600)
(N=300) (N=300)

Joining the existing urban 42.00 24.33 33.17
social insurance

programmes

Joining social insurance 27.00 22.67 24.83

programmes designed
according to the
characteristics of
migrants

Joining social insurance 24.00 44.67 34.33
programmes designed

for rural residents at their

hometowns

Going back to 7.00 8.33 7.67
hometowns if having

great difficulties at the

places of destination

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.
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The necessity of developing non-urban- and non-
residence-based social protection programmes is also
reflected in the following tables showing our
respondents’ selection of the types of old-age insurance
programmes and medical insurance programmes. As
can be seen in Table 7, when asked ‘What is your
preferred source of old-age support?’, the proportion of
those who chose to participate in the urban-based
old-age insurance programmes was rather low,
although the proportion is higher for migrants with
formal employment. In fact, many respondents still
envisaged relying on their children or their life savings
when they get old, and one third of them simply did not
have any plan for their old age. In Table 8, it is
noticeable that when asked ‘What is the preferred
choice of medical insurance if the premium is paid
partly by your employer and partly by yourself?’, the
proportion of those with informal employment choosing
to join the new rural corporative medical insurance
programmes was close to 50 per cent. The proportion of
those with formal employment choosing to join the new
rural corporative medicare schemes was much lower,
however nearly half still did not choose to join the
medical insurance programmes for urban employees.
These results demonstrate not only the inadequacy of
current urban-based social insurance programmes and
the necessity of developing non-urban- and non-
residence based social insurance programmes, but also
the important role of the places of origin in the design of
social insurance programmes for migrants. In fact, as
4217 per cent of our respondents chose their
hometowns as the final destination of their migration
(see Table 1), it is not surprising that a large proportion
of migrants would prefer to join social insurance
programmes based in their hometowns. Such needs
have often been ignored under the conceptual
framework that treats rural-urban migration as a one-way
process. However, our survey results in Fuzhou and the
related previous studies show that they should no longer
be neglected and should be paid more attention. The
newly announced plan to gradually develop a
nationwide rural old-age insurance programme in
August 2009 is certainly an important step in meeting
such needs.

[
(', Centre for
5' Social Protection

‘ ‘ ResearchReport01_FINAL.indd 13 @

Table 7 The respondents’ selection of sources of
old-age support (%)

Types of old-age Migrants Migrants All migrants
support with formal | with informal | (N=600)

employment | employment
(N=300) (N=300)

Participating inthe  25.00 8.00 16.50
urban-based old
insurance

programmes
Participating in new  10.33 12.67 11.50
rural old-age

insurance

programmes

Relying on children  12.00 18.66 15.34
Relying on savings  20.67 27.00 23.83
No plan for the time  32.00 33.67 32.83
being

Total 100 100 100

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

Table 8 The respondents’ selection of types of
medical insurance (%)

Types of medical Migrants Migrants All migrants
insurance with formal | with informal | (N=600)
employment | employment
(N=300) (N=300)
Joining the medical ~ 54.33 28.33 41.33
insurance

programmes for
urban employees

Joining new rural 26.00 48.33 3717
corporative
medicare schemes

No plan for the time ~ 19.67 28888 21.50
being
Total 100 100 100

Source: the 2009 Fuzhou survey of the authors.

The necessity of developing hometown-based social
protection programmes for migrants is also reflected in
the educational needs of migrant children. Our survey
results show that while 57.36 per cent of our respondents
had children migrating with them to the destination city,
an almost equal proportion of migrants (56.82 per cent)
had children left behind in their hometowns. It is
important to note that when asked why they left children
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suggest three
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of potential answers.
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in their hometowns, the three most important reasons
were ‘unable to afford the high tuition fees at the
destination city’ (40.68 per cent), ‘no economic capability
to afford the high living costs in the city’ (36.44 per cent),
and ‘job instability’ (29.66 per cent)®. While the first
reason can be attributed to the lack of resources and
migrants’ unequal access to them in the destination
cities, the other two reasons are mainly related to
migrants’ socioeconomic characteristics, which make it
necessary for them to rely on their resources at their
hometowns, and desirable to leave some family members
at the places of origin. Such need is in turn reflected in
the fact that the majority of our respondents (57.83 per
cent) were not willing to give up their land at their
hometowns in exchange for various urban-based social
insurance programmes. Therefore, keeping some part of
family members and resources at the places of origin is a
rational choice for many migrants in China, and new
hometown-based approaches to social protection should
be developed to meet such needs.
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4 Seeking new approaches for social protection
of rural-urban migrants: some conceptual

consideration and policy recommendations

In recent years, the disadvantaged situation of migrants
has attracted great attention in China. Governments at
various levels, and other circles of society, have made
great efforts to improve their working and living conditions
and to provide social protection for them, and significant
progress has indeed been made in this regard. However,
as we have seen from previous sections, these efforts
have often been made under the conceptual framework of
treating rural-urban migration as a one-way flow. Much of
the policy discussion concerning migrants’ social
protection has therefore been focused on issues of urban
integration and exclusion, focusing on the role of the
hukou system in hindering the integration of migrants into
the destination cities (for example Solinger 1999; Zheng
and Huang Li 2007). Under such a conceptual framework,
the lack of social protection for migrants is attributed to
the hukou system and the related institutional
arrangements, which exclude them from the entitlements
of the urban-based social welfare system (Ren and Wu
2006). Thus, the experience of China’s migrants is
described by Solinger (1999) as a process of ‘contesting
citizenship in urban China’; and as the catch word
shiminhua (citizenisation: literally ‘urban resident-isation’)
in the recent Chinese literature suggests, migrants should
be granted urban citizenship (mostly in the form of local
urban hukou status) in their destination areas, so that the
urban-based social welfare system and its post-reform
variations can be extended to them.

However, our research results suggest that the
conceptual framework of urban integration and exclusion
in its current form can only capture the situation of a
limited group of migrants in terms of their needs for social
protection. As we have seen earlier, such a conceptual
framework neglects the diversified nature of their
migration flows, and can only be the basis for social
protection of those migrants who intend to and are
capable of settling down in the cities. For those migrants
who need to circulate between rural places of origin and
urban places of destination, and those who will eventually
return to their hometowns, complete relocation to the
cities is not in their best interests. They are therefore in
great need of portable and non-urban-based social
protection programmes, and such needs can only be met
under the circumstances where adequate social
protection is not conditional on ‘urban citizenship’ and not
limited to urban society. Thus, a more adequate
conceptual framework should address both issues of the
social integration (rather than urban integration) of
migrants and the integration of rural-urban societies.
Within such a conceptual framework, society bears the
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responsibility for providing social protection for all
citizens, no matter where they are, and efforts need to be
made not only to extend the urban-based social
protection programmes to permanent migrants, but also
to develop new approaches to cater for the needs of
circular and temporary migrants. At the same time, efforts
also need to be made to gradually equalise social
protection between urban and rural areas and among
different areas, so that eventually migrants can enjoy the
same entitlement to social protection, no matter where
they are based. The ultimate goal of the above efforts is to
integrate migrants into a unified national social protection
system, and therefore this should be sufficiently flexible to
ensure the smooth integration of different programmes
into the national system (Watson 2009).

If the above discussion can serve as guidance, then the
following policy suggestions can be made for practical
policymaking regarding the social protection of migrants in
China. First, providing portable social protection
programmes to migrants without relying on the old
residence-based mechanism such as the hukou system
and linking rural and urban-based social insurance
programmes should be a priority in making further
progress in social protection for them. With the
implementation of the aforementioned ‘Provisional
measures for the transfer and continuation of the basic
old-age insurance for the employees of urban enterprises’
and ‘Provisional measures for the transfer and continuation
of the basic medical insurance for mobile employees’,
some portability can be achieved now for old-age social
insurance programmes and medical insurance. However,
more remains to be done for the portability issue to be fully
resolved. For example, according to the new regulation,
migrants’ old-age insurance benefits are still not fully
transferable, as only part of the contribution of migrant
workers’ employers to the social pool insurance fund can
be transferred when migrants move from one place to
another. Another problem is that migrants need to
contribute to the fund for 15 years to become eligible for the
pension when they are retired, which is hard to achieve for
many of them. In fact, our recent survey of 3,000 migrants
in Fujian Province* indicates that among those who were
older than 35 years, only 26.5 per cent have worked in
urban enterprises for 15 years, and therefore the proportion
of these who have contributed to the basic old-age
insurance fund for the employees of urban enterprises
would be even smaller. If they contribute to the fund for less
than 15 years, their contribution and the portable part of
their employers’ contribution will be transferred to the new
rural old-age insurance programmes. However, how the
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old-age insurance for the employees of urban enterprises is
linked with the new rural old-age insurance programmes is
still an issue to be resolved. In terms of medical insurance,
many migrants who participate in new rural cooperative
medicare schemes can only get a very small proportion of
their medical expenses incurred outside their hometown
reimbursed (Interview record of the authors No. 5, June,
2009). All this suggests that much needs to be done to
establish links between rural- and urban- based social
insurance programmes and eventually integrate them, so
that migrants can make use of their hometown-based
insurance programmes. In addition to the above, many
practical and technical challenges, such as the
establishment of a national standardised information
database system, and the problems relating to the
complexity of fund control and account management due
to the fact that migrant worker’s contributions are dispersed
among local pools, are yet to be addressed, in the
implementation of fully portable insurance programmes
(Watson 2009).

Second, a clear legal and institutional framework defining
the rights of migrants and obligations of governments at
various levels and other social institutions should be
developed at the national level to ensure the provision of
social protection to migrants. As demonstrated by our
survey results, the highly mobile and unsettled nature of
migrants makes it ambiguous whether it is necessary, and
whose responsibility it is, to provide social protection for
them, when they are away from their places of origin where
they have their hukou registration. Since the reform era
began, especially during the new century, significant
progress has been made in establishing an institutional
and legal framework so that the rights and entitlements of
migrants for social protection can be recognised.
However, such progress is still not solid and complete.
Policies and measures of social protection for rural-urban
migrants are often given in the form of ‘opinions’ or
‘guidelines’. They are not as enforceable as laws, often
presented in general terms, and can easily be
compromised at the local level. This is evidenced by our
interview with a government official, in which we were told
that providing housing security to rural-urban migrants is
not their routine duty, and is done on an optional rather
than compulsory basis (Interview record of the authors No.
10, July, 2009). To solve these problems, the notion that
social protection for rural-urban migrants is a duty of the
whole society rather than that of certain places where
rural-urban migrants are affiliated should be firmly
established, and a clear legal and institutional framework
should be developed accordingly.
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Finally, establishing a new financing mechanism for
portable and non-residence-based social protection
programmes is another crucial issue. Recently, there have
been several cases of failure in the efforts of some
migrant destination cities trying to grant local household
registration and the related social welfare to migrants, due
to the lack of capacity to cover the budget. This is not
surprising, as the budget allocation mechanisms, which
are inherited from the era of planned economy and do not
take migrants into consideration, still play a role, and the
contributory social protection programmes are not well
developed. Thus, it is unrealistic to rely on the
conventional state financial sources and financing
mechanisms to fund social insurance programmes for
rural-urban migrants, and new ways of financing are
needed (Lan and Ren 2004). This involves the financing
mechanisms for the coverage of rural-urban migrants by
universal benefits or services; means-tested benefits,
such as those relating to migrant children’s education and
minimum income protection; and the financing and
benefit-payment mechanisms of contributory
programmes, such as the various insurance programmes.
As migration is a cross-region phenomenon, the central
government, and the government at superior levels,
should gradually bear more responsibility in this regard,
and fiscal-revenue-based financing mechanisms should
gradually play bigger roles, first in the areas of migrant
children’s education and minimum income protection,
then in other areas of social insurance, especially medical
and old-age insurance. This is supported by our interview
with a government official in Fuzhou, who told us that
although the central government stipulates that migrants’
children should have equal access to the public schools
of their destination cities, recently migrants in Fuzhou
were still persuaded to send their children back home if
they could be taken care of in the hometowns, because
the classes would be too big if migrants’ children were
admitted due to the shortage of educational resources
(Interview record of the authors No. 9, June, 2009). To
solve this problem, more financial allocation from the
central or superior governments is needed, and a new
financing system taking migrants’ needs into
consideration should be developed. The new financing
mechanisms should be designed in connection with the
aforementioned re-defining of the rights and obligations
of the various parties involved, and well informed by solid
knowledge about rural-urban migrants and their needs.
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