China Wages War on the Pollution That Plagues It
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China is responding to the enormous challenges its rapid growth is posing to the world’s environment, energy-resources supply and sustainable development. On one front, China has become the first country to implement a law promoting clean production and stepped up efforts to shift to a recycling-based economy. 

China’s dizzying economic growth — averaging 9% a year during the past two decades — far surpasses that of any other major economy. But along with this unprecedented growth are enormous challenges to the world’s environment, energy-resources supply and sustainable development.

China is now moving to meet some of those challenges.
Last year’s record trade volume ($1.15 trillion) and foreign direct investment ($60.6 billion) bear testimony to China’s tantalizing opportunity, dynamic development and booming economic growth. But the continuing growth needed to satisfy the demands of its 1.3 billion people, coupled with the trend of multinational companies moving their production facilities to China, pose serious threats to people and the planet.

The Chinese State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) reports that China ranks first world-wide in daily water consumption and sewage discharge, and second after the U.S. in the production of greenhouse gases. China’s current energy consumption is seven times that of Japan, six times that of the U.S. and 2.8 times that of India in terms of gross domestic product.

While this appetite for energy is essential to China’s mushrooming industrial and urban growth, it has a serious downside. Increased shipping, spurred by the country’s powerhouse economy, has resulted in unprecedented levels of pollution and a surge in the number of oil spills. Between 1973 and 2003, SEPA says, more than 2,350 oil spills occurred along the nation’s coast. 

Air pollution in China from power plants and industrial facilities has also reached crisis proportions in most urban areas. Coal-fired power plants now generate over 80% of the country’s electricity, effectively creating a level of coal-dependence that is comparable to the U.K. economy at the height of the industrial revolution. 

Against this backdrop, the World Bank estimates that pollution costs China more than $54 billion a year in environmental degradation, loss of life and disease.

According to the World Bank’s latest report, China is home to six of the 10 most polluted cities in the world. Acid rain is falling on one-third of Chinese territory, and 75% of China’s lakes and rivers are too polluted to drink, fish or use for irrigation. 

“China has emerged as a global force that is driving consumption and production of almost everything through the roof,” says Christopher Flavin, president of Worldwatch, an independent research organization based in Washington. 

“Vital Signs 2005,” an annual Worldwatch report that tracks economic, social and ecological trends from thousands of data sources to gauge the vitality of the planet and its people, highlights the magnitude of China’s economic expansion and environmental problems. “In terms of scale, it is as if all of Europe, Russia and North and South America were simultaneously to undertake a century’s worth of economic development in a few decades,” the report says.

Fortunately, China has begun to apply the same will and determination that made it the world’s No. 1 manufacturer to achieving a lead position in sustainable production and consumption. 

“Any company operating in China will be expected to participate in an enormous cleanup effort,” Mr. Flavin of Worldwatch says. “Beyond that, there is an expectation on the part of the Chinese that foreign companies will help them leapfrog to clean production and cleaner energy.”

Indeed, China has become the first country to implement a law promoting clean production, and stepped up efforts to shift to a recycling-based economy. 

China has also pledged to generate 10% of its power using renewable energy by 2010. Its Renewable Energy Promotion Utilization Law, which takes effect next January, will open the way to the widespread development of wind power and other options.

Top of the agenda is fuel-efficient transport. With 33 million cars on the road — a number expected to hit a whopping 130 million by 2020 — vehicles already account for 79% of air pollution, SEPA says. 

To combat this problem China has stepped up investments in fuel-cell vehicle research and announced plans to deploy more than 1,000 fuel-cell buses on regular routes between 2008 and 2020. 

However, many argue it may take decades before fuel-cell technology represents a viable alternative to combustion motors and diesel technologies.

Aware it urgently needs medium-term sustainable transport strategies, China has also drawn on the expertise of Embarq, the transport center of the Washington-based World Resources Institute, which fosters public-private partnerships for the design and implementation of sustainable transport systems in developing cities. 

Shanghai is currently engaged in a planning project with Embarq to improve public transport using cleaned-up diesel-fueled buses and converting older buses to compressed natural gas.

“Fuel-cell buses are an expensive experiment,” says Lee Schipper, Embarq co-director. “Even pollution-free technology like fuel cells can’t reduce air pollution and congestion if buses are always stuck in traffic.”
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