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China is facing a plethora of environmental 
challenges, most a result of rapid economic 
development, which is linked to heavy 
industrialisation. These challenges include 
air pollution, contamination and scarcity 
of  water, desertification, and acid rain. The 
public lacks information on environmental 
hazards or contentious projects.  

Recognising many of these problems, 
Beijing has taken various measures since 
the mid-2000s, for instance on energy 
efficiency, renewable energy, pollution and 
water scarcity. However, many laws are 
not enforced at local and regional levels. 

China both contributes to and suffers the 
consequences of climate change. Droughts 
and floods affect the country. However, at 
the Copenhagen conference, China refused 
to accept binding targets for greenhouse 
gas emissions. It has nevertheless decided 
to endorse the accord as a political 
document and aims to use less carbon 
dioxide for its economic development. 

EU cooperation with China is most intense 
in the areas of energy sector reform, 
adaptation to climate change, pollution 
control, emissions trading, water and 
waste management, controlling vehicle 
emissions, environmental information and 
public participation. 
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Environmental problems facing China 

China is an emerging economy, in the 
process of industrialising. This has caused 
major environmental degradation.  One 
commentator has noted that China faces 
environmental disaster unless large changes 
are made.1 

Environmental problems exist in relation to 
air, water, and soil pollution, as well as 
associated problems, such as censorship, 
inadequate access to environmental 
information, and forced resettlement of 
people for large projects. Problems vary 
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between regions, as do livelihood systems 
and living standards. 

Air 
China relies on coal for about two-thirds of 
its energy production. Most factories and 
power plants thus emit high quantities of 
sulphur. This leads to acid rain, which affects 
roughly a third of China's land mass. The use 
of coal also causes intensive urban 
atmospheric pollution, which is exacerbated 
by the rapidly growing number of cars. 
Many of the world's most polluted cities are 
in China. Furthermore, burning coal emits 
high amounts of carbon dioxide, which is 
considered a major cause of climate change.  

However, major Chinese cities have been 
experiencing a decline in atmospheric 
pollution at an earlier phase of 
industrialisation than Japan or Korea. This 
positive development has been attributed 
to the spread of new technology (such as 
filters) and increased awareness of the 
negative environmental consequences of 
industrial growth.2  

Water  
Pollution of rivers, lakes, and the coastline 
stems from discharge of untreated sewage 
and chemical waste products. Figures on 
access to acceptable drinking water differ, 
but commentators agree that limited access, 
especially in rural areas, is a cause of higher 
child mortality and cancer rates. One 
estimate put the number of Chinese ill from 
drinking contaminated water at 190 million. 
Water pollution causes the extinction of 
species in rivers and oceans. China is the 
largest polluter of the Pacific ocean. 

In addition, water is not being used 
efficiently. It has been estimated that 
Chinese agriculture uses two-third of the 
country's water and wastes half of it. One-
fifth of the water in urban areas is lost 

through leaky pipes. Growing affluence 
causes increased domestic use of water.  

Soil 
To support China's rapid industrialisation, 
forest area has been cleared, leading to 
desertification of grassland, flooding, and, 
again, loss of biodiversity. More and more 
areas are suffering from sand storms, 
polluting the air. The north and northwest 
are particularly affected by soil degradation, 
also owing to overgrazing of grassland and 
overcultivation of cropland. In some regions, 
excess biocides and fertilisers degrade the 
land further. About one quarter of the 
country is now desert, despite the 
government's recent reforestation efforts 
and a logging ban dating from 1998.  

According to the European Commission, 
China's industries produce 30-50 million 
tonnes of hazardous waste, without 
adequate disposal procedures. 

Dams 
China is engaged in massive damming 
activity aimed at meeting growing energy 
and water needs. However, dams are 
expensive and cause the loss of farmland 
and ecological damage. Millions of 
inhabitants of the areas to be flooded are 
forced to move.  

A highly controversial project is the Three 
Gorges Dam, under construction since 1994. 
It will reduce China's dependency on coal, 
gas, and oil, but threatens species such as 
the Chinese river dolphin. 1200 villages will 
have to be abandoned.  

Environmental information 
Journalists and NGOs complain that the 
authorities hold back information on 
potentially environmentally harmful 
projects. Those who attempt to publish facts 
discrediting such projects face repression 
from local governments, sometimes 
imprisonment and abuse.3  
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The internet has nevertheless opened new 
possibilities for civil society to engage in 
such topics. According to the journalist Liu, 
the central government tends to appreciate 
factual information from NGOs and 
journalists.4 E. Economy from the Council on 
Foreign Relations agrees, stating that civil 
society, as well as international NGOs and 
businesses, can play a vital role as 
environmental watchdogs. The Chinese 
government is however reluctant to allow 
them this freedom. It fears they may use 
environmental issues to press for more 
democracy in general.  

Chinese policies  

Most commentators agree that the Chinese 
government has offered some promising 
central policies, especially since the mid-
2000s. These are however not sufficiently 
implemented and/ or enforced at the 
regional and local levels. According to the 
Council on Foreign Relations, this is due in 
part to regional and local corruption, to the 
relative weakness of the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection and of the local 
supervisory bodies, called Environmental 
Protection Bureaus. A Chinese 
environmental lawyer stated that less than 
10% of environmental legislation is actually 
enforced.5 

China's current priorities in environmental 
protection are energy efficiency, renewable 
energy, reducing pollution in all 
environmental media, and water availability. 
For 2010, 3% of China's budget has been 
allocated to environmental protection, up 
from 2.5% in 2009. After commercial 
services, the environment will thus benefit 
from the second biggest increase among 
budget items.6 However, a problem of 
implementation may exist here too. 
According to the Chinese Academy for 
Environmental Planning, between 2001 and 

2005 only half of the environmental budget 
was used for legitimate projects.7  

Beijing undertook many measures in the 
run-up to the 2008 Olympic Games. These 
included some short-term solutions to 
improve air quality, such as car-free days. 
Some extremely pollutant factories were 
shut down, temporarily or permanently, or 
their production methods were improved.  
The UN Environmental Programme also 
applauds Beijing for leaving a "lasting 
environmental legacy" in the wake of the 
Olympics. This includes facilities for 
wastewater treatment, energy efficient and 
eco-friendly buildings, and the replacement 
of old taxis and buses.8 

Academics Pen, Pan, and Yu call the Chinese 
law on renewable energy of 2005 
"groundbreaking". The International 
Environment Reporter expects the release of 
a long-term renewable energy plan in the 
near future. The government has finalised a 
law addressing grid connection problems 
for renewable energy. In addition, a law on 
energy efficiency and prices, fossil fuels 
pricing, rural and renewable energy could 
soon enter the final stage of legislation. 
Furthermore, a first draft of an air pollution 
law should soon be issued. 

The Supreme Court calls for better 
disclosure of environmental information, 
and new rules on environmental impact 
assessments, in force since October 2009, 
might make their effects felt from 2010. 

International issues 

According to the Commission, China has 
subscribed to all major multilateral 
environmental agreements.  

Climate change 
China's emissions of greenhouse gases such 
as carbon dioxide (CO2) surpassed the USA's 
in 2008, making China the largest emitter 

http://english.mep.gov.cn/
http://english.mep.gov.cn/
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worldwide. However, emissions per capita 
are still three times lower than in the EU and 
six times lower than in the US.  

China also suffers the consequences of 
climate change. The Chinese government 
expects lower crop yields because of global 
warming. Coastal areas (e.g. Shanghai) and 
riverbeds (Yangtse and Yellow Rivers) will be 
flooded more often, as Himalaya glaciers 
melt and sea levels rise. A leading academic 
has argued that China has an interest in 
limiting climate change, since it would soon 
have to fear an influx of refugees, lost 
commerce, and national security problems 
due to flooding or food shortages in South 
Asia. 

China at the Copenhagen conference 
Under the Kyoto Protocol, China was listed 
as a developing country. Therefore, it was 
not obliged to limit greenhouse gas 
emissions. China does not want climate 
change policies to impede economic 
development and has thus rejected any 
binding targets for developing countries, 
calling for developed nations to cut 
emissions out of historical responsibility. 
With India, Brazil, and South Africa, China 
formed the BASIC group for the 
negotiations. They see the December 2009 
agreement as "not legally binding". 
Nevertheless, on 9 March 2010, China and 
India politically endorsed the document's 
aims of limiting global warming to 2°C 
beyond pre-industrial levels. 

Jauréguy-Naudin from IFRI however points 
out that it is already an achievement that 
China pledged anything at all: to reduce the 
carbon intensity of her economy (use less 
CO2 per unit of gross domestic product) by 
40-45% by 2020. To this end, China strives 
for greater energy efficiency and the 
promotion of renewable energy. China's first 
ever National Programme on Climate 
Change (2007) adds the objective of using 

science and technology to develop 
innovative approaches to fight climate 
change. 

The International Environment Reporter 
expects proposals for reducing the intensity 
of carbon dioxide emissions, largely 
responsible for climate change, to be 
included in the 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-
2015). 

EU policies and opportunities for 
European businesses 

On 30 November 2009, the 12th EU-China 
Summit agreed on the importance of 
technology transfer in the fight against 
climate change. This offers opportunities for 
EU businesses, which currently supply over 
half of the high technology used in China, 
with a particular emphasis on the energy 
and transport sectors.  

The 2005 EU-China summit set out several 
key areas for technical cooperation: energy 
sector reform, implementation of the Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM, favouring 
investments which reduce emissions in 
developing countries), and adaptation to 
climate change. It has been estimated that 
EU businesses are already investing € 1.5 
billion a year in China under the CDM 
scheme. 9 

The Commission has proposed additional 
priorities in its Country Strategy Paper, 
because the EU has particular expertise or 
regulation models to offer: pollution control 
(including air), emissions trading and other 
economic instruments, natural resources 
management (including water), controlling 
vehicle emissions, integrated waste 
management, environmental information 
and public participation. 

Moreover, the EU-China sectoral dialogue 
on the environment covers almost all 
environmental issues. Since 2003, this 

http://unfccc.int/files/meetings/cop_15/application/pdf/cop15_cph_auv.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/climat/pdf/china/Joint%20Statement%20FINAL.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/climat/pdf/china/Joint%20Statement%20FINAL.pdf
http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/mechanisms/clean_development_mechanism/items/2718.php
http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/mechanisms/clean_development_mechanism/items/2718.php
http://ec.europa.eu/external_relations/china/sectoraldialogue_en.htm
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exchange on sectoral policies and technical 
issues takes place at ministerial level.  

China is to receive €224 million from the EU 
Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI) 
for 2007-2013. Assisting the country's 
"efforts to address global concerns over the 
environment, energy, and climate change" is 
one of three objectives of the Commission 
strategy. For energy and environmental 
protection, EU funding from the DCI is in the 
order of €58 million (see table in annex). In 
addition, China benefits from a €500 million 
loan by the European Investment Bank for 
its National Climate Change Programme.10 

Smaller programmes also exist, sometimes 
funded together with international donors 
such as the UN Development Programme 
and the World Bank. These include:  

 EU-China River Basin Management 
Programme  

 EU-China CDM Facilitation Project 

 EU-China Environmental Governance 
Programme, to improve environmental 
decision making and implementation, 
public awareness, and private sector 
participation, EU funding € 15 million11  

 Carbon capture and storage 
demonstration plant for cleaner coal 
technology, EU funding € 57 million12  

EU cooperation with China on energy and 
climate change has been criticised as not 
being sufficiently focused. Such issues are 
still seen as subordinated to the goals of 
trade and market access. It has been argued 
that for European companies to share their 

know-how on environmentally friendly 
technology, China would have to improve 
its policy on intellectual property rights.13 
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