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China and the Environment
Some say that China’s huge economic growth figures should come with a government health warning, and that pollution is now China’s largest export.  If our own industrial development caused today’s global warming, China looks set to cause tomorrow’s.

Not a day seems to go by without news of an environmental disaster in China.  Sources estimate that China opens one coal-fired power station every week.  Breathing the air in many of China’s industrial cities may be as damaging as smoking cigarettes.  Hundreds of thousands die in China each year of respiratory illnesses.  The majority of the world’s 20 dirtiest cities are in China.  
Roughly 60 percent of China’s water is polluted, and most rivers have been affected by toxic chemical spills or the release of untreated raw sewage.  Some 300-340 million people in China lack safe drinking water, and there are both frequent droughts and floods in China today.  Some villages on the banks of heavily polluted rivers are now known as “cancer villages” due to the high incidence of cancer and other fatal diseases among their residents.

Through overgrazing animals, excessive logging and the tapping of groundwater sources, vast areas of formerly fertile land in China has been turned in to desert, covering around 25 percent of the country.  A massive one million acres of land turns to desert in[image: image1.png]
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 China each year, and along with it the potential to create ecological refugees forced to flee to other areas.  The edge of the Gobi Desert now lies only 100 miles away from the capital, Beijing, and is creeping closer all the time.

And yet, China is not oblivious to the environmental problems it faces.  In the past several years it has become serious about reversing the effects of pollution and is now even a leader in environmental protection  
In 2009 leaders of the world’s richest countries including China, agreed in a G8 summit to limit global warming to 3.6F (2C) above 1990 levels.  The leaders also pledged to reduce harmful greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent by 2050 and urged developing countries, including China, to cut emissions by 50 percent over the same period.  While China is the world’s largest producer of CO2 emissions, it has made strides to meet previous international targets and its efforts have been praised by the United Nation’s General Secretary, Ban Ki-moon.  China signed the Kyoto Protocol of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1998 and ratified the Protocol in 2002.  Beijing also set a 20 percent reduction in domestic energy consumption as a national priority which it included in the Eleventh Five-year Plan.     
In a significant policy speech President Hu Jintao outlined four areas where China vows to fight climate change.   Firstly by 2020 China will cut carbon dioxide emission per unit of GDP, known as carbon intensity, to its 2005 level; this pledge will appear in the Twelfth Five Year Plan (2011-2016).  Secondly, China will have 15 percent of its energy from hydro, wind and solar power by 2020, a medium-range target that Beijing feels is missing from other agreements.  Thirdly, Beijing will increase its forest coverage by 40 million hectares (98.8 million acres) by 2020.  And fourthly, Hu pledged that China will enhance research and dissemination of climate-friendly technologies.  
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Analysts feel that this open pledge signals that Beijing understands and accepts that it must become part of the solution to major global issues if it is to achieve and maintain international respect.  By embracing green technology and gearing for a low-carbon economy, the country is more likely to achieve sustainable development in the years to come.  China is one of the world’s top leaders in wind and solar technology; its renewable energy sector is worth billions and employs one million persons, according to United Nations resources. Long-term energy security is a deep concern for the Chinese government.  China’s move also puts pressure on another of the world’s biggest polluters, the United States, to be more pro-active in its climate change activities.

However, at the same time, there are also various roadblocks to China's environmental protection efforts.  A big hindrance is China’s huge bureaucracy itself.  China does have a State Environmental Protection Agency with some 167,000 employees and until recently it seemed more or less powerless.  But times are changing.  Recently the Chinese Ministry of Environmental Protection suspended the construction of two hydroelectric dams in Yunnan province citing they were begun illegally without the necessary environmental assessments.  The ruling is viewed as a major victory for the Ministry of Environmental Protection because of the sensitive biodiversity of the Lijiang region in north Yunnan province, the location of the dams.

The Chinese government realises that its main mandate to rule comes from its ability to deliver sustained economic growth and prosperity to its people.  Some sources have suggested that for China to clean up its environment, it would have to spend the equivalent of its annual growth rate which would basically result in economic stagnation.
[image: image4.png]


At the same time, China points out that other nations are hypocritical on environmental issues.  The reason the world suffers from global warming today is because developed nations such as our own polluted our way to development and prosperity.  Not recognizing China’s right to develop and expecting it to remain poor in order to avoid exacerbating problems that the west created is neo-imperialism.   China also points out that it pollution is largely caused because, as the “workshop of the world”, it manufactures most of the goods which the western companies have commissioned.  Even so, with a population of 1.3 billion, China’s per capita pollution rate is still far below that of European countries or the United States.
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Trying to bully China to clean up its act may not achieve much.  Industrialised nations such as our own need to acknowledge China's efforts in this area and also help it clean up, in recognition of our own contribution in the past to the environmental mess the planet finds itself in today.
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