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China’s economic miracle will soon end because the environment can no longer keep pace. The environmental problems associated with such a large human population suddenly industrializing are enormous.
Coal provides 70% of China’s energy needs. This amounted to the burning of 2.4 billion tons in 2006.

Coal produces 90% of China’s SO2 and 50% of its particulate matter. The levels of particulate matter in the atmosphere in Beijing are 6X higher than they are in New York City. China’s particulate matter also travels around the world. It is estimated that on some days 25% of the particulates in the atmosphere over Los Angeles have their origins in China. The carcinogenic toxaphenes now contained in the snows of the Wapta Icefield at the headwaters of the Bow River in the Canadian Rockies also come from China. 
The burning of coal is the main reason why China is home to 16 of the world’s 20 most polluted cities. This pollution causes acid rain which falls on ¼ of China’s landscape and on 1/3 of its agricultural land, reducing agricultural productivity. In addition to acid rain there are serious problems with soil contamination. Some 25% - 40% of the world’s mercury emissions come from China. As much as 10% of China’s arable land is contaminated. Some 12,000,000 tons of wheat a year are contaminated by heavy metals in the soil.
It is estimated that in 25 years China will emit twice the volume of CO2 than all of the OEDC countries combined. China will inherit serious climate change impacts as a result in part of their own emissions. Climate change projections predict a 30% decline of precipitation in three of the country’s major river basins resulting in a 37% decline in China’s wheat, rice and corn yields. Climate change will also affect China’s heavily populated coastal regions. With rising sea levels Shanghai could be submerged by 2050. 

The cost of environmental deterioration to China’s economy and quality of life are huge. 

Problem







Cost Per Year
Water pollution 



   


35.8 Billion

Air pollution 



  


27.5 Billion

Weather disasters



   


26.5 Billion

Acid rail




   


13.3 Billion

Desertification 



     
  
  
  6.0 Billion

Crop damage from soil contamination      
  

  2.5 Billion
Total cost of environmental decline in China per year    111.6 Billion


Total cost to the rest of the world of China’s pollution     Inestimable 


There is also a huge public health cost associated with this level of pollution. Some 190,000,000 Chinese are sick from drinking contaminated water. Officially it is estimated that 400,000 people a year die prematurely from environmentally-linked causes. Unofficially, that number is held to be somewhere around 750,000 people a year. Since 2005, incidence of cancer in China has river 19% in urban areas and 23% in rural areas. 

China’s wasteful energy consumption and the impact of pollution on productively combine to make the country’s industrial output comparatively inefficient. To produce $10,000 in goods, China uses:

7X the resources of Japan

6X the resources of the United States

3X the resources to produce the same $10,000 in goods as India
China has fallen in love with the automobile both as a means of transportation and as a symbol of modernism and prosperity. Some 14,000 new cars appear on streets and roads in China each day. By 2020 China is expected to have 130,000,000 automobiles. To accommodate the boom is the popularity of automobiles, China is building 52,700 miles of new highways. By 2050 (or perhaps earlier) China is expected to have more cars that the United States.

Urbanization is taking place at a breathtaking rate in China. This urbanization is about to lead to the relocation of some 400,000,000 people, more than the combined population of all of North America including Mexico. 

Between 2000 and 2030, China will build half of all the buildings that will be constructed in the entire world, but they will be roughly 2 ½ times less efficient that building codes in countries like Germany. It other words they will demand and waste a great deal of energy. 

It is ironic that although China is one of the world’s largest producers of solar panels, compact fluorescent light bulbs and energy efficient windows, it does not use these products extensively. Instead they are produced largely for export. 

About ¼ of China is now desert which has affected the lives of 400,000,000 people and made tens of millions into environmental refugees. The Gobi desert is expanding at a rate of about 1900 square miles a year.  
Two-thirds of China’s 660 cities have less water than they need and 110 suffer from severe shortages. Despite this water use continues to rise. It jumped 6.6% in 2004-2005 alone. More than 75% of the river water flowing through China’s cities is unfit for drinking or fishing. Aquifers below 90% of Chinese cities are polluted. On a national basis, 30% of river water in the country is not fit for agricultural or industrial use. Some 700,000,000 - the equivalent of 20 Canada’s – drink water contaminated by animal or human waste. A 2005 survey of 509 cities revealed that only 23% of Chinese factories properly treat sewage from disposing of it. Many factory operators have calculated that it is cheaper to pay water pollution fines than to install water treatment technology. The toll of China’s rivers is huge. The Yellow River is one of China’s most important water courses. About 10% of its flow, however, is considered sewage. As a result of pollution and human use, roughly 1/3 of the fish species in the river are now extinct. 
Polluted rivers make for polluted oceans. About 80% of the East China Sea is not rated unsuitable for fishing. 

China also exports its environmental havoc. It supports illegal forestry practices over huge areas in other parts of the world. An estimated 50% of China’s timber imports are illegal. 
Elizabeth Economy tells us that local officials and business leaders in China routinely – and with impunity – ignore environmental laws and regulations, abscond with environmental protection funds and silence those who would challenge them. Only 18% of Chinese companies believe they can thrive economically while doing the right thing environmentally. This is reflected in the government’s performance in terms of reducing the country’s environmental problems. The central government pledged, for example, to cut SO2 emission in China by 10% between 2002 and 2005. The measures the government employed resulted in no reduction at all. In fact SO2 emissions rose 27% during that period.

China is a great ulcerating sore of global filth and pollution.    

Are the Chinese happy with all this? No. In 2005 alone, there were 51,000 environmental protests in China, nearly a thousand a week.
Is China going to do anything about these environmental concerns? Not likely. Currently China’s major national goal is to quadruple the country’s economy by 2020. Environmental improvements are not expected until more urgent economic priorities are met. Any efforts made by China environmentally will be symbolic only. As part of its “Green Olympics” promotion, China promised to provide safe drinking water for all of Beijing in 2008. Now China says it will only provide safe drinking water to the athletes in Athlete’s Village. 

In other words, China has no intention whatsoever to deal with the extent to which it is polluting our planet. 

Are Canadians happy with this? The Canadian government and business leaders are falling all over themselves to do all the business they can with China. In so doing, we are acting in direct support, not of planetary environmental improvement, but of China’s ambition of quadrupling its economy by 2020 at the expense of its environment. In so doing we are directly contributing to the decline of our own environment and that of the rest of the planet. Do we understand this? It doesn’t appear so.
In the introduction to her book, Nature’s Services: Societal Dependence On Natural Ecosystems, Gretchen Daily claims that in the space of a single lifetime we have arrived as a society at a most daunting complex of trade-offs between some of our most important activities and cherished ideals. Environmental trends such as those we see in China – and in places like the tar sands in Alberta – raise disturbing questions about the extent to which people today are living at the expense of their descendents and cast doubt on the cherished notion that each successive generation will have or even be entitled to greater prosperity. The technological innovation of which we are so proud today is temporarily masking a substantial reduction in our planet’s potential to sustain human activities. In the long run our technological abilities are unlikely to be able to compensate for massive depletion of such fundamental resources as fresh water, productive land, fisheries, old-growth forests and the biodiversity that provides through ecosystem function environmental services we cannot afford to - or do not know how to - provide for ourselves. We are quickly learning, however, that the natural ecosystem services that we take for granted and that are being destroyed on a continent scale in China make all of our lives both possible and meaningful.   
Knowing the value of ecosystem services, however, is one thing. Saying it is quite another. Is anyone in North America prepared to tell China that we have through our own energetic economic development foreclosed the option of safely using fossil fuels to sustain comparable levels of industrial activity and prosperity in other places in the world? Even if we wanted China to clean up its act, we are hardly in a position to be critical. Unless Canada improves its own policies on climate change and energy efficiency it will have little credibility or leverage to push China. But this fact only makes what is happening in China more dangerous. 

China is a mirror held up to our planet’s more heavily populated future. When China’s environment collapses the collateral impacts will have frightening consequences that will reverberate throughout the entire world. A billion hungry and thirsty people are going to be hard to contain. Near-empty countries only an ocean away will be very attractive to environmental refugees, particularly in a world that has been redefined – and further diminished - by climate change.      

PAGE  
5

