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Poverty is a global challenge identified as a priority by the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals. Ecological 
agriculture is a pathway to sustain yields and incomes, 
while reducing adverse impacts on the environment 
through building the strengths of natural ecosystems into 
agroecosystems. However, the effects on livelihoods and 
poverty reduction are unclear. The integrated impacts of 
large-scale ecological restoration projects on 
biodiversity–eco-environment–society are seldom 
evaluated. The presence of different environment-poverty 
traps may also complicate matters. To evaluate the 
impacts of sustainable agriculture and ecological 
restoration projects on the natural and social capital, we 
compiled the largest-to-date temporal and spatial 
datasets over the last two decades for over 1800 counties 
with different economic development statuses across 
mainland China  Our results reveal uneven outcomes and 
trade-offs, uncover evidence-based pathways to improve 
rural livelihoods and alleviate poverty, as well as 
strategies to escape environment-poverty traps. By 
sharing the China experience, we hope to offer 
sustainability solutions for poverty reduction worldwide.
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