
In late July 2001, the fertile Huai River Valley—China’s breadbas-
ket—was the site of an environmental disaster. Heavy rains

flooded the river’s tributaries, flushing more than 38 billion gallons
of highly polluted water into the Huai.1 Downstream, in Anhui
Province, the river water was thick with garbage, yellow foam, and
dead fish.2 Although the authorities quickly proclaimed the situa-
tion under control, the incident represented a stunning failure for
China’s leadership. Only seven months earlier, the government had
proclaimed its success in cleaning up the Huai. A six-year campaign
to rid the region of polluting factories that dumped their wastewater
into the river had ostensibly raised the quality of the water in the
river and its more than one hundred tributaries to the point that
people could once again fish, irrigate their crops, and even drink
from the river.

The story of the Huai River over the past five decades epitomizes
the saga of environmental change in China. It’s a paradoxical tale,
one that holds out the promise of significant change in the future,
while exposing the failures of China’s current environmental prac-
tices, many of which are rooted in centuries-old traditions.

The Huai River Valley, including Anhui, Jiangsu, Shandong, and
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Chapter 12

Henan Provinces, is a fertile region in eastern China. It is roughly
the size of England with a population of over 150 million people, all
of whom depend on the Huai for their water supply. The river origi-
nates in Henan’s Tongbai Mountain and flows east for over six hun-
dred miles through Henan, Anhui, and Jiangsu Provinces before
flowing into the Yangtze River.

The Huai River Valley is a relatively prosperous region, with aver-
age per capita incomes in 2002 ranging from just under $800 in
Anhui to almost $1,760 in Jiangsu.3 Long known for its rich supply
of grain, cotton, oil, and fish, the river basin has over the past two
decades become home to tens of thousands of small factories. Paper
and pulp mills, chemical factories, and dyeing and tanning plants,
employing anywhere from ten to several thousand people, have
sprouted all along the banks of the river and its tributaries, driving
much of the economic dynamism of the region and the nation. They
have also freely dumped their waste into the river, making the Huai
China’s third most polluted river system.4

The Huai River boasts a dramatic and tumultuous history. In
1950, disastrous flooding prompted Mao Zedong to create the Huai
River Basin Commission. As part of Mao’s campaign to control
rivers, the Commission commandeered tens of millions of Chinese
to construct no fewer than 195 dams along the river.5 In August
1975, two of the largest dams, Shimantan and Banqiao, collapsed,
killing an estimated 230,000 people.6

The dams have also contributed to the numerous pollution disas-
ters that have plagued the Huai River for more than two decades.
Local officials upstream have repeatedly opened the sluice gates of
the dams, releasing polluted water that has poisoned crops and fish
downstream thereby ruining local farms and fisheries. The problem
is compounded by the roughly four thousand reservoirs constructed
along the river, which limit the river’s capacity to dilute the pollu-
tants.7 In many stretches of the river, the water is unfit for drinking.

Despite relatively high average annual rainfall of thirty-four
inches, many parts of the river basin are also prone to drought,8

worsening the concentration of pollutants. Along some parts of the
river, people have long recorded higher than normal rates of cancer
and birth defects. According to one estimate, the death rate along
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The Death of the Huai River 3

one stretch of the main river is one third above the provincial aver-
age, and the cancer rates are twice the provincial average.9 A report
on the region in the late 1990s also notes that “for years no boy from
[certain villages in] the Huai River area has been healthy enough to
pass the physical examination required to enter the army.”10

The Chinese leadership has not been unaware of the river’s grow-
ing pollution. After the first pollution disaster in 1974, the Chinese
leadership in Beijing established the Huai River Valley Bureau of
Water Resources Protection and the Huai River Conservancy Com-
mission of the Ministry of Water Resources. However, these offices
had no funding and no real authority, and as the region developed
economically, the environment deteriorated rapidly. As one official
from China’s central environmental agency, the National Environ-
mental Protection Agency (NEPA) described the situation, “Eco-
nomic development had just occurred blindly.”11 In 1988, Beijing es-
tablished a central government Leading Group on Water Resources
Protection for the Huai River Basin, raising the profile of the prob-
lem at least bureaucratically. But by 1990, to cut costs and realize
greater profits, fewer than half of the factories in the valley were op-
erating their waste disposal systems, and only 25 percent of treated
wastewater met state standards. Sensing impending disaster, the Bu-
reau of Water Resources Protection pressed local officials to close
down or retrofit some of the most egregious polluters. Some were
closed, but others quickly opened in their stead.12

Moreover, the four provinces dependent on the Huai were inca-
pable of coordinating a policy to address the problem. By 1993, the
director of the Bureau of Water Resources Protection was complain-
ing to no avail about the rising number of interprovincial disputes
over the Huai and the lack of any authority capable of resolving
them. In May 1994, Beijing responded—at last—to the warnings of
the local environmental officials and, perhaps, to the growing social
unrest in the region.13 The country’s top environmental oversight
body, the State Environmental Protection Commission (SEPC),
under the auspices of the State Council, convened a meeting in
Anhui Province to discuss the problem of provincial cooperation on
environmental issues. But the meeting produced no tangible change
in policy or practice.
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Chapter 14

Just two months later, a number of factories along the Huai emp-
tied their waste tanks directly into the river, producing a toxic mix of
ammonia and nitrogen compounds, potassium permanganate, and
phenols, contaminating the middle and lower reaches of the river.
The water turned black, and factories were forced to close down.
Fisheries were destroyed, almost 26 million pounds of fish were
killed, and thousands of people were treated for dysentery, diarrhea,
and vomiting.14 In the immediate aftermath, local authorities in one
town (Bengbu, Anhui) released polluted water that had been pent up
by their local dam. During the following two weeks, more than 52
billion gallons of polluted river water were released. As the media
flocked to the scene, local officials attempted to hide the extent of
the disaster; in response, villagers pelted the officials with eggs.15

The central leadership immediately dispatched an investigation
team, headed by Song Jian, the highly respected chairman of the SEPC.
During the team’s visit, a peasant offered Song a glass of the river
water to drink. After sipping from the cup, Song invited the provincial
and local officials to finish the glass, informing them simultaneously
that if they did not clean up the river, they would be fired.16 Some ac-
tion followed. Reportedly nearly one thousand factories were closed
down or relocated; others received a three-year grace period until 1997
to improve their environmental practices. Premier Li Peng announced
a two-stage campaign: first to halt all industrial waste pollution by
1997, and second to have the river run clear by 2000.

To accomplish this goal, the State Council established an inter-
ministerial subcommission including the Ministry of Water Re-
sources, the State Planning Commission, and the Ministry of Fi-
nance, among others.17 Director of NEPA Xie Zhenhua announced
specific steps to improve the situation; nineteen industrial firms in
four provinces were given specific targets to meet. In 1996, hundreds
of polluting factories along the Huai were closed.

Yet the imperative of economic development continued to over-
whelm environmental concerns. As Cang Yuxiang, a member of
NEPA’s Pollution Control Division, reported in 1997:

They [local industries and regions] pay attention only to short-
term interests to the detriment of the long-term, or their own area
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The Death of the Huai River 5

to the detriment of the entire river basin and, disregarding the
harm done to others, allow large amounts of waste water to flow to
other areas. . . . Towns and villages continue to blindly build small
paper mills, dye works, tanneries, and chemical plants with crude
equipment, despite the government already having temporarily
closed down some such 5000 factories during the cleanup
process. . . . Most of the water in the river system is rated at levels
4 and 5 (on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, the higher numbers indicat-
ing greater pollution) with some of the tributaries even failing to
meet the number five standards and in the dry season basically be-
coming wastewater sewers.18

There were additional reports that the equipment from the shut-
tered enterprises was being sold to other factories,19 and the U.S.
Embassy reported that within two years, 40 percent of the closed
factories had reopened.

Still, the government pressed on with the second stage of its cam-
paign. On January 1, 1998, the Chinese leadership launched the
three-year Zero Hour Operation (Lingdian Xingdong) to clean up the
Huai River. In short order, local officials closed down 35 factories
and halted production at an additional 198 plants.20 Yet researchers
at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Rural Development In-
stitute voiced their doubts concerning the future efficacy of the
campaign:

It is very unlikely that very serious regional pollution can be
solved through the Zero Hour Operation. . . . Before the Zero Hour
Operation arrives, many polluters will suspend discharging waste
until the NEPA finishes its examinations. . . . The situation is un-
likely to be reversed in the near future. It is difficult for the state to
collect pollution discharge fees from small and scattered factories.
They don’t produce any proper accounts and no one can be sure
about their finances.21

In discussing the problem, one of China’s leading environmental-
ists at the time reported on the tactics used by factories along the
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Chapter 16

Huai for avoiding closure. He commented that some of the small
paper and pulp mills banded together to form large plants in order to
evade government regulations on the size of the factories; other fac-
tories closed down during the day but operated at night. Moreover,
local governments, fearful of economic loss, exerted enormous pres-
sure on environmental protection officials not to pursue the cam-
paign aggressively. The Chinese investigative television program
Newsprobe paid two visits to the region in 2000, first to report on
the efforts to clean up the river and then to assess their success. Not
surprisingly, during the second visit, Newsprobe discovered that
many factories that should have been closed were still operating.22

Reports of problems multiplied. In January 1998, just after the ini-
tial Zero Hour push, the water in Xiuzhou, an industrial city down-
stream on one of the Huai’s tributaries, turned black, the fish died, and
the residents were without running water for two weeks. (A few days
earlier, the government had announced that the Huai was well on its
way to “environmental resurrection.”)23 One resident complained to a
foreign journalist, “The water here is always polluted. It’s really seri-
ous. We can’t even wash our clothes in this water. And when we tried
to give it to the pigs, the pigs refused to eat for a couple of days.”24

A second especially egregious case of continued pollution of the
Huai involved Fuyang in Anhui Province, whose wastewater flows
into the Huai. In 1999, Fuyang was designated one of China’s ten
“Clean Industry Cities.” Yet in May 2000, ten residents of Fuyang
collapsed along the city’s main sewage outlet known as the “Seven-
Li Trench.” Six of the ten died from exposure to the contaminated
water. While the Fuyang government had already spent almost
$600,000 on a system of sluice gates designed to control the flow of
wastewater, they refused to spend the $30 million needed to clean
up the wastewater that flowed through the gates into the Huai, ar-
guing that attacking the problem aggressively would require the clo-
sure of much of the city’s industrial base.25 The residents of Fuyang
were well aware of the dangers of the polluted water; when the
sluice gate emptying waste from the city’s main industrial area was
open, the water turned black and a foul smell and haze emanated
from it. Although the local villagers had complained publicly about
the Seven-Li Trench, their complaints probably died with unsympa-
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The Death of the Huai River 7

thetic local officials. A television news team that reported on
Fuyang in 1999, for example, edited a farmer’s criticism to sound
like praise. It emerged that Fuyang’s designation as a “Clean Indus-
try City,” was the result of a deception common to many cities:
Local factory officials were always warned before environmental in-
spectors arrived, and they ensured that their factories passed the in-
spections by shutting off waste outlets and flushing systems with
clean running water.26

Fuyang now faces severe water shortages. The local groundwater
is so polluted that the city has been forced to dig wells deeper and
deeper, causing severe subsidence. According to one report,
“[U]nderground water [is now] completely drained.”27

In 1999 and 2000, the Huai ran dry for the first time in twenty
years.28 Shipping came to a halt as boats were left “high and dry in
the mud.”29 In Hongze Lake downstream, residents “witnessed the
ghostly walls of Sizhou, a city submerged by floods 300 years ago,
emerging into the light.”30 The local economy was hit hard with
crops ruined and thousands of tons of fish dead.

Despite such reports, in January 2001, Xie Zhenhua, the head of
China’s State Environmental Protection Administration (until
March 1998, the National Environmental Protection Agency),
stepped forward to claim that the water quality on the Huai River
had reached the national grade three standard—suitable for drink-
ing and fishing—and that 70 percent of the major tributaries had
reached grade four—suitable for industry and agriculture.31 The
People’s Daily, China’s foremost government newspaper, claimed
that the kind of cleanup that had taken other countries twenty
years to accomplish had been achieved by the Chinese in just a few
years.

In the past, such assertions might have passed unchallenged. No
more. On January 18, the Worker’s Daily printed a front-page article
asserting that the government’s campaign had failed. Su Kiasheng,
professor at Huainan Industrial College and vice-chairman of
Anhui’s People’s Political Consultative Conference, a reform-ori-
ented advisory body within the provincial government, claimed that
the water was still seriously polluted and far from achieving the
State Council’s standards. Su also asserted that the discharge of pol-
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Chapter 18

lutants in 2000 was actually double the government’s targets and
that the water quality of the Huai in Anhui was grade five—unsuit-
able even for irrigation: “To meet the State Council’s targets, some
provinces gave false figures and made false reports to the central
government. As a matter of fact, the pollution has not changed
much, although some of the smaller factories have been ordered to
halt production.” Professor Su further pointed out that according to
the government’s plan there were to be fifty-two water-treatment
plants along the river; instead there were only six, with a few more
under construction.32

As surprising as Su’s willingness to challenge the official line was
the willingness of the Worker’s Daily, as well as the Shanghai bu-
reau of the People’s Daily, to publish articles in support of Su’s
story. Moreover, a letter to the editor pointing out the discrepancy
between the People’s Daily and the Worker’s Daily was published in
a third newspaper, China Youth Daily.33

Su’s analysis was soon borne out. In summer 2001, torrential rains
caused yet another pollution crisis on the Huai, pushing 144 million
cubic meters (38 billion gallons) of polluted water, which had been
stored behind water locks in the upper reaches of the river, down-
stream, killing fish and plant life and threatening drinking water.
The central government reacted quickly, ordering one hundred pol-
luting firms to slow down or stop production and sending an inspec-
tion team to the region.34 In 2002, the World Bank also signed on to
assist in the development of several municipal and enterprise waste-
water treatment plants in Anhui and Shandong Provinces to reduce
water pollution in the Huai River Basin.35

Still, improvement in the Huai’s water quality remains a distant
hope. Water quality reports by China’s National Environmental
Monitoring Center in 2003 reported that at the three monitoring
sites along the mainstream of the Huai River, water quality was ei-
ther grade four or five—unsuitable for drinking, fishing, or, in the
worst case, agriculture and industry.36 Moreover, the costs of pollu-
tion to the Huai region will only increase. Cleanup costs are now es-
timated at more than $100 billion, and the number is rising.37 The
region is bracing for a huge, expensive river diversion project to
bring water from the Yangtze to the Huai, a project that officials
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The Death of the Huai River 9

hope will be largely complete by 2013. As for the economic toll of
illness and death, it is incalculable.

Beyond the Huai

Sadly, the saga of the Huai River Valley is typical of today’s
China. Throughout the country, centuries of rampant, sometimes
willful, destruction of the environment have produced environmen-
tal disasters.

• Flooding. In 1998, the Yangtze River flooded, killing more than
three thousand people, destroying five million homes, and inun-
dating fifty-two million acres of land. The economic losses were
estimated at more than $20 billion. The culprit: two decades of
rampant deforestation and destruction of wetlands.

• Desertification. Desert, already covering one-quarter of the coun-
try, continues to spread, with the pace of desertification having
doubled since the 1970s. Efforts to stem the advance of the desert
through afforestation and development of grassland have had lim-
ited success. Since 1998, northern China, including the capital of
Beijing, has been shrouded in dust for days at a time. Year by year,
this dust has traveled increasingly far afield, darkening the skies of
Japan and Korea and even a wide swath of the United States.

• Water scarcity. Water scarcity born of changing ecosystems, sky-
rocketing demand, increasing pollution, and few conservation efforts
has limited access to water for more than 60 million people, and al-
most ten times that number drink contaminated water daily. As a re-
sult, factories are closing, tens of millions of people are leaving their
land, public health is endangered, and the government faces a future
of expensive river diversion and pollution remediation projects, even
in areas once rich in water resources.

• Dwindling forest resources. China’s forest resources rank among
the lowest in the world. Demand for furniture, chopsticks, and
paper has driven an increasingly profitable, environmentally dev-
astating illegal logging trade. By the mid-1990s, half of China’s for-
est bureaus reported that trees were being felled at an unsustain-
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Chapter 110

able rate, and 20 percent had already exhausted their reserves.
China’s Sichuan Province—home to the famed pandas—now pos-
sesses less than one-tenth of its original forests. Loss of biodiver-
sity, climatic change, desertification, and soil erosion are all on the
rise as a result.

• Population growth. Underpinning much of China’s resource degra-
dation has been the continued pressure of a burgeoning popula-
tion. China’s top leader until March 2003, Jiang Zemin, called the
country’s population size his biggest problem, particularly in the
countryside, where many routinely defy the coercive one-child
policy. Even if the 2000 official census is accurate, China’s 1.295
billion people exceed by almost 300 million the goal set by China’s
leaders a decade earlier.

At first glance, China’s story appears to be a classic tale of eco-
nomic development run amok: As China has moved to a market
economy, freeing its economic actors to make money and exploit
the country’s natural resources without penalty, it now confronts an
environmental crisis. Such an explanation fits squarely within the
logic of thinkers such as Karl Polanyi, who predicted that the unfet-
tered market would yield only negative consequences for the envi-
ronment.38 Others have argued convincingly, too, that China’s large
population and rapidly increasing integration into the international
economy help explain why China now confronts such a substantial
array of environmental challenges.39 Yet, equally potent arguments
are offered by others to suggest that economic development, popula-
tion, and trade benefit a country’s environment. Both sides of these
long-standing debates over the relationship between economic de-
velopment, population, and trade, on the one hand, and the environ-
ment, on the other, provide important clues for understanding
China’s environmental trajectory.

The Broader Debates

Whether economic development provides opportunities or chal-
lenges for environmental protection provokes sharp debate. Some
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The Death of the Huai River 11

believe that development is necessarily harmful to the environ-
ment, demanding the extraction and consumption of natural re-
sources, such as timber, minerals, oil, and water. Studies of develop-
ing countries in Southeast Asia, including Malaysia, Indonesia, and
the Philippines, offer some striking examples of how such exploita-
tion of natural resources has contributed to devastating levels of de-
forestation, soil erosion, and desertification.40 Proponents of this
line of thought also point out that levels of pollution rise as eco-
nomic development proceeds. Economist Asayehgn Desta, for exam-
ple, notes that in China, the development of rural areas has con-
tributed to alarming levels of municipal waste and pollution from
increased pesticide and fertilizer use.41 Underlying the problem, ac-
cording to many theorists within this school of thought (such as
Polanyi), is that the market does not properly account for either the
use or the abuse of environmental and natural resources. So, as the
market and economy continue to develop, this accounting failure
becomes magnified and environmental problems increase.42

Others, however, counter that economic development brings im-
portant transformations within society that enhance environmental
protection, through value change, technological progress, and im-
proved state capacity. As political scientist Ronald Inglehart has dis-
covered through decades of survey research, as incomes grow and
poverty is reduced, educational standards rise and values such as en-
vironmental protection become more prevalent within society such
that demands for a better environment grow.43 In addition, eco-
nomic development contributes to broader changes within the econ-
omy that can have a positive impact on the environment, such as
growing access to technology that is environmentally friendly. As
noted international economist Jagdish Bhagwati has argued, eco-
nomic growth provides governments with the ability to tax and raise
resources for a variety of social welfare goods, including environ-
mental protection.44

This is not an either–or debate. Geographer Vaclav Smil suggests a
middle ground for China: “There are no solutions within China’s
economic, technical, and manpower reach that could halt and re-
verse these degradative trends—not only during the 1990s but also
during the first decade of the new century.” At the same time, he
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Chapter 112

notes that technical innovation, among other policy strategies, can
reduce the future rates of China’s environmental impacts from eco-
nomic development.45

A second, related debate focuses on whether trade and foreign in-
vestment exert a negative or positive impact on a country’s environ-
mental situation. One commonly heard line of thought is that the
comparative advantage in global trade for developing countries lies
in the exploitation of their resources; therefore the impact on the
environment is likely to be negative. In addition, trade, like the do-
mestic market, does not take into account environmental costs and
therefore further impedes a country’s ability to protect the environ-
ment.46 Moreover, competition for foreign investment may lead
countries to specialize in pollution-intensive industries,47 providing
opportunities for other countries to offload their most polluting in-
dustries. As Yok-shiu Lee and Alvin So argue in their study of envi-
ronmental movements in Asia, many multinationals transfer “sub-
standard industrial plants and hazardous production processes” to
Southeast Asia in order to avoid the health and pollution standards
of their home countries. They note: “To a great extent, most of
these trade- and investment-induced environmental degradation
and pollution problems in Southeast Asia can be traced to multina-
tional corporations that are either exploiting raw materials in or
have shifted their industrial production operations to the region.”48

Finally, while some analysts acknowledge that trade-created wealth
allows for social conditions to improve, they further point out that
national governments will try to protect national industries. This in
turn will contribute to inefficiencies in domestic production with
negative environmental impacts.49

Yet, others have argued equally vociferously that economic devel-
opment and integration into the international economy positively
affect environmental protection. As Jose Furtado and Tamara Belt
suggest, trade stimulates economic growth, optimizes efficiency of
resource use, increases the standard of living and thus the demand
for environmental services, and results in more funding of institu-
tions for environmental protection.50 Similarly, as John Audley ar-
gues in his study Green Politics and Global Trade, free trade simul-
taneously contributes to domestic economic growth, which will
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The Death of the Huai River 13

alleviate poverty and allow governments to spend more protecting
the environment, and provides greater access to environmental
technologies and less polluting industries.51

The third broad debate—perhaps the most contentious one—con-
cerns how population affects the environment. It is encapsulated
well by John Carey in his article, “Will Saving People Save Our
Planet?”:

In particular, the question of just how much population control is
necessary for sustainable development provokes a very nasty de-
bate. On [one] side are the Malthusian pessimists like Stanford’s
Paul Ehrlich, who see teeming people as a malignant cancer that
will grow to kill its planetary host. Unless the population bomb is
defused, they say, no amount of development can save our priceless
natural heritage. Nonsense, scoff the technological Panglossians,
such as Ester Boserup, a Danish specialist in international develop-
ment. They believe the additional people simply drive the engine
of progress faster, raising standards of living for everyone. What
keeps the disputes boiling is that plenty of evidence supports both
positions.52

As Desta elaborates on the Malthusian perspective, “One conse-
quence of population growth is the need for more land both for cul-
tivation and for residential construction, leading to an increase in
environmental deterioration. Similarly, population growth can lead
to the decrease of per capita agricultural land, soil productivity, and
a decline in nonrenewable resources such as coal, oil, and metal
ores.”53 Many Chinese analysts, too, are among the strongest sup-
porters of the necessity of controlling population to protect the en-
vironment:54 “The Chinese population has long become [sic] a pres-
sure on the resources in China. The overload, the excessive
exploitation of the resources and the borrowing of the portion of re-
sources due to the future generation have constituted a constant
threat to the material base for the survival and development of the
Chinese nation.”55

Others, however, compellingly argue the benefits of population
growth for the environment; namely, that population growth can
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Chapter 114

drive technological progress either because of resource scarcity56 or
because population growth means more people to “drive the engine
of progress faster”57 and increases the chance that scientists will
make discoveries that will improve the human condition in the long
run.58

As Carey’s comments indicate, these debates are kept alive be-
cause evidence exists to support both sides of each debate. As such,
they do not provide a road map for understanding China’s environ-
mental trajectory. Instead, they offer some guidance in understand-
ing both the environmental challenges and opportunities that China
confronts as it develops economically, integrates into the interna-
tional economy, and negotiates a burgeoning population.

Important, too, is what these debates do not address. In their
purest form, they resist a discussion of the role of political institu-
tions and politics in shaping a country’s environmental and develop-
mental pathway. But as many others have noted, excluding the po-
litical variable in these debates misstates the problem.59 As China’s
story unfolds, politics—in a variety of forms—emerge as critical:

• Who are the key actors and what is their relative power?

• How are resources allocated to environmental protection?

• How is environmental policy formulated and implemented?

• What incentives do or do not exist for government, business, and
society in China to advance goals of environmental protection?

Answering these questions helps explain why and under what cir-
cumstances factors such as economic development, population
growth, and foreign trade and investment exert a positive or nega-
tive impact on China’s environment. They are the key to under-
standing how China has arrived at its current environmental chal-
lenge and what this challenge portends for the country’s future.

The Contemporary Political and Economic Context

As we will see, China’s current environmental situation is the re-
sult not only of policy choices made today but also of attitudes, ap-
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The Death of the Huai River 15

proaches, and institutions that have evolved over centuries. Yet,
today, China’s environmental practices are overwhelmingly shaped
by the dramatic process of economic and political reform that has
been transforming the country since the late 1970s.

The China inherited by Deng Xiaoping and his supporters
twenty-five years ago reflected decades, if not centuries, of political
and economic upheaval. Over two thousand years, dynasties rose
and fell, typically amid great turmoil. China’s first experiment with
a republican form of government, beginning in 1912, soon fell vic-
tim to both internal and external challenges to its legitimacy. More
than three decades of turmoil, civil war, and Japanese military ag-
gression ensued, and General Chiang Kai-shek’s efforts to unify
China under his own brutal and corrupt leadership during this time
ultimately collapsed at the hands of Mao Zedong and China’s com-
munists in 1949.

Mao moved quickly to establish an extensive, functioning bureau-
cracy and centrally planned economy modeled generally on that of
the Soviet Union. Yet his pursuit of “continuous revolution”
wreaked havoc on China’s political and economic system. He insti-
gated mass campaigns, such as the anti-rightist campaign and the
Cultural Revolution, to route out those perceived to be not suffi-
ciently revolutionary in their thinking; his quest for a communist
utopia led to the Great Leap Forward, with its wildly unrealistic tar-
gets for steel and grain output. Together, these campaigns isolated
China from the rest of the world and left tens of millions of Chinese
dead or imprisoned and the Chinese economy in shambles.

By the time of Mao’s death in 1976, the Chinese leadership had
just begun the process of recovery. In 1971, the leadership took the
first steps toward rejoining the international community by claim-
ing the China seat in the United Nations (UN) from Taiwan and
reestablishing relations with the United States, among other meas-
ures. In 1975, Premier Zhou Enlai enunciated the Four Moderniza-
tions (agriculture, industry, science and technology, and military) to
revitalize China’s economy and society.

With attainment of the Four Modernizations as their overarching
objective, Deng Xiaoping and his supporters initiated a wholesale
reform of the country’s economic and political system. In the early
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Chapter 116

1980s, they began to relax the tight state control that, in one way or
another, had defined China’s economic and political situation since
1950.60

In the economic realm, this signaled the beginning of a transition
from a state-directed, command economy to a more market-based
economy. Beijing devolved significant economic authority to provin-
cial and local officials, removing political constraints on their eco-
nomic activities and diminishing Beijing’s own ability to influence
the development and outcome of these activities. China also began
to invite participation from the international community in China’s
economic development through foreign direct investment and trade.
By the mid-to late 1990s, the state had begun in earnest to dismantle
the system of state-owned enterprises that had been the foundation
of the urban economy, to encourage the expansion of private and co-
operative ventures, and to energize the rural economy through the
development of smaller-scale township and village enterprises.

In the political sphere, a similar transformation of institutions
and authority took place, marked by four distinct processes of re-
form: (1) the highly personalized system of governance was trans-
formed into a more institutionalized system with a codified system
of laws; (2) significant political authority was devolved from center
to local officials; (3) China embraced technological assistance, pol-
icy advice, and financial support from the international community;
and, perhaps most dramatic, (4) as the government retreated from
the market, it also retreated from its traditional role as social welfare
provider, encouraging private, nonstate actors to fill the gap in areas
such as education, medical care, and environmental protection.

China’s reforms have significantly diminished the role of the state
and encouraged newfound reliance on the market and the private
sector to meet the economic and social welfare needs of society.
They have also introduced new actors, institutions, and ideas into
the political system. At the same time, as discussed below, the re-
forms have reinforced some of China’s traditional policy attitudes
and methods, sometimes in surprising ways. China’s current envi-
ronmental challenges, as well as its approach to environmental pro-
tection, reflect this rich, sometimes complicated mix of deeply
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The Death of the Huai River 17

rooted links to the past and dynamic new pressures and opportuni-
ties of today.

A Legacy of Devastation

The roots of China’s current environmental crisis run deep.
Through the centuries, the relentless drive of China’s leaders to
amass power, consolidate territory, develop the economy, and sup-
port a burgeoning population led to the plundering of forests and
mineral resources, poorly conceived river diversion and water man-
agement projects, and intensive farming that degraded the land. As
chapter 2 describes, this exploitation of natural resources, in turn,
contributed significantly to the wars, famines, and natural disasters
that plagued China through the centuries. The result was a continu-
ous cycle of economic development, environmental degradation, so-
cial dislocation, turmoil, and often violent political change.

Furthermore, China lacked any compelling ethos of conservation.
Rather, attitudes, institutions, and policies evolved from traditional
folk understandings and philosophical thought, such as Confucian-
ism, which most often promoted man’s need to use nature for his
own benefit.

As a result, little effort was made to develop institutions to pro-
tect the environment. China’s leaders from the emperors to Mao Ze-
dong relied on a highly personal system of moral suasion with few
environmental regulations and no codified environmental laws.
During the Qing dynasty, great effort was expended to develop a sys-
tem of detailed laws, but it was not sustained after the dynasty fell.
China’s system of environmental protection was also highly decen-
tralized, relying on individual regional and local officials to safe-
guard the environment within their jurisdiction.

China’s leadership typically approached the environment through
frequent campaigns and mass mobilization efforts for large-scale in-
frastructure projects, such as dams or river diversions that wreaked
havoc with local ecosystems and were undertaken with little con-
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sideration for the actual environmental and scientific factors neces-
sary to achieve success. The campaign to clean up the Huai River, in
which the central government set unrealistic targets for pollution
control and failed to follow through with appropriate incentives or
disincentives for local government officials and businesses to
change their behavior, is emblematic of how deeply rooted the cam-
paign mentality remains in China’s political culture (as discussed in
chapters 4 through 6).

History therefore offered little environmental wisdom to China’s
post-Mao reformers. As economic reform took hold, China experi-
enced dramatic average annual growth rates exceeding 8 percent,
the elevation of hundreds of millions of Chinese out of poverty,
and, eventually, the transformation of China into a global eco-
nomic powerhouse. No effort, however, was made to account for
the costs reform levied on the environment, and natural resources
remained priced far below their replacement costs in order to en-
courage continued rapid economic development. China’s leaders
were well aware that they were trading environmental health for
economic growth. The maxim “First development, then environ-
ment,” was a common refrain throughout the 1980s and much of
the 1990s.

Chapter 3 illustrates the enormous toll the reform period has
taken on the environment. Rates of air and water pollution have
skyrocketed. By 2002, China had become home to six of the ten
most polluted cities in the world. Acid rain now affects about one-
third of China’s territory, including approximately one-third of its
farmland. More than 75 percent of the water in rivers flowing
through China’s urban areas is unsuitable for drinking or fishing.
Desert now covers 25 percent of China’s territory, and deforestation
and grassland degradation continue largely unabated.

The leadership has also begun to witness the broader social and
economic costs of its environmental failure. Over the next decade or
two, Beijing anticipates the migration of 30–40 million Chinese—
some voluntary, many forced—as a result of depleted or degraded re-
sources. If not managed properly, the combination of migrant labor-
ers and unemployed workers could trigger serious conflict in urban
areas, as has already happened in some cities. Managing this process
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The Death of the Huai River 19

of migration and urbanization successfully will challenge the Party’s
ingenuity and organization, not to mention its financial resources.

The economic costs of environmental degradation and pollution
are also dramatic. Already they are the equivalent of 8–12 percent of
China’s annual gross domestic product (GDP).

In addition, pollution-related illnesses are soaring. There have
been serious outbreaks of waterborne disease, as well as long-term
health problems in riverside communities reflected in rising rates of
spontaneous abortion, birth defects, and premature death. Air pollu-
tion alone, primarily from coal burning, is responsible for over
300,000 premature deaths per year.61

Perhaps most threatening to the Chinese leaders, protests over
polluted water, damaged crops, air pollution, and forced resettle-
ment contribute to the increasingly pervasive social unrest already
confronting them. Top leaders have commented on the danger that
environmental protest poses to the authority of the Communist
Party and the stability of the state, noting that it is one of the four
most important sources of social unrest in the country.

At the same time, China’s leaders are grappling with the legacy of
the past as population and national security concerns continue to
shape environmental practices. While an aggressive family planning
effort has cut the birthrate in half, there are wide regional discrep-
ancies, with important economic and environmental implications.
And, even as national security concerns over issues such as civil war
have diminished, others have emerged. In the mid-1990s, declining
grain yields and growing reliance on international grain markets
prompted concerns over China’s food security, resulting in yet an-
other massive land reclamation and grain-growing campaign to en-
sure grain self-sufficiency. Today, the Chinese leadership has turned
its attention to China’s west, where it confronts a combination of
discontent among minority populations and lack of economic devel-
opment. In response, China’s leaders have initiated a massive eco-
nomic development campaign to raise the standard of living and to
secure China’s borders from separatist movements—at great risk to
the environment.

Yet, China’s reforms have also changed the political landscape for
environmental protection in more positive ways. As chapter 4 de-
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scribes, spurred on by both environmentally concerned Chinese of-
ficials and the country’s participation in the 1972 UN Conference
on the Human Environment, China’s leaders began the long, slow
process of developing a formal environmental protection apparatus
both at the central and local levels in the 1970s and 1980s. At the
same time, they began to build a legal infrastructure for environ-
mental protection, drafting increasingly sophisticated laws, signing
onto international environmental agreements, and, beginning in the
1990s, training lawyers and judges on issues of environmental law.

Yet challenges remain. Beijing has still not sufficiently empow-
ered its environmental protection infrastructure to meet the vast
array of environmental challenges. The State Environmental Protec-
tion Administration and local environmental protection bureaus re-
main weak and underfunded, often incapable not only of advancing
their interests in the face of more powerful development-oriented
bureaucracies but also of utilizing the nascent legal infrastructure to
protect the environment.

Moreover, devolution of authority to local officials, which con-
tributed to such dramatic economic development in many regions
of the country, has produced a patchwork of environmental protec-
tion. Some regions have moved aggressively to respond to environ-
mental challenges, while others, as in the Huai valley, have been far
slower to develop the necessary policies and implementation capac-
ity.

Some of the difficulty rests in the nature of the political economy
at the local level. Local government officials often have close ties
with local business leaders and indeed may be part-owners in local
factories. It is difficult to police polluting factories that are at least
partly owned by the local government and directly contribute to the
wealth of local officials. Moreover, local environmental bureaus are
embedded within the bureaucratic infrastructure of the local gov-
ernments; enormous pressure may be brought to bear on local envi-
ronmental protection bureaus by officials concerned with maintain-
ing high levels of economic growth no matter the environmental
costs. In some respects, this devolution of authority perpetuates a
form of the same traditional, personalistic system of environmental
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The Death of the Huai River 21

protection that characterized Imperial China and produced wide re-
gional variation in environmental protection.

In addition, in the 1990s, as the Chinese leadership gradually
withdrew from its responsibility to meet all the social welfare needs
of the population, including health, education, and environmental
protection, it welcomed greater public participation in environmen-
tal protection. As chapter 5 explores, China’s leaders have allowed
the establishment of genuine nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), encouraged aggressive media attention to environmental
issues, and sanctioned independent legal activities to protect the en-
vironment, partly to compensate for the weakness of its formal en-
vironmental protection apparatus. Grassroots NGOs have sprung up
in many regions of the country to address issues as varied as the fate
of the Tibetan antelope, the deterioration of China’s largest freshwa-
ter lakes, and mounting urban refuse. And nonprofit legal centers
have emerged to wage class action warfare on behalf of farmers and
others whose livelihood and health have suffered from pollution
from local factories.

The media have played a crucial role, directing a harsh public
spotlight on enterprises that refuse to respect environmental laws,
investigating the accuracy of government accounts of environmen-
tal cleanup campaigns, and exposing large-scale abuses of the envi-
ronment such as rampant logging. In this way, the Chinese leader-
ship hopes to fill the growing gap between the people’s desire to
improve the environment and the government’s capacity or will to
do so.

The scientist Su Kiasheng and the media that challenged the gov-
ernment’s story concerning the water quality of the Huai River re-
flect the potential of society to become more vocal in its demands
for a cleaner environment and to bring a new level of accountability
to the Chinese government’s environmental policies and proclama-
tions, and perhaps even to the entire Chinese political system.

China’s leaders have also looked abroad for inspiration and assis-
tance. Chapter 6 describes how China has eagerly gobbled up tech-
nical and financial help from international institutions, as well as
other countries. China is the largest recipient of environmental aid
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from the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the Global En-
vironmental Facility, and Japan. The international community has
supported China in virtually every aspect of its environmental pro-
tection work—the development of a legal system, monitoring sys-
tems for air pollution, exploring energy alternatives to coal, and so
on.

Yet, deepening integration with international actors carries with
it a set of unpredictable challenges. Involvement by the interna-
tional community brings not only financial assistance and technical
expertise but also an array of political and social considerations that
often diverge from the interests of many within the Chinese govern-
ment. Infrastructure projects involving massive forced resettlement
or programs involving minority populations, for example, often
alarm international donors and focus unwanted international atten-
tion on China’s human rights record. China’s weak incentive sys-
tem and enforcement apparatus for environmental protection also
often thwart effective cooperation. Corruption siphons off money
and goodwill from both donors and intended recipients.

Inviting such participation from both domestic and international
actors outside the government is also an enormous gamble in other
respects. Chapter 7 offers examples from outside China that show,
once unleashed, such independent social forces may be very difficult
to contain. In the former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc countries,
intelligentsia, including writers, scholars, scientists, and other pro-
fessionals, as well as college students, used environmental protec-
tion as a cover for the sharing of broader grievances, and environ-
mental NGOs served as a “school of independence for an infant civil
society,” as well as a training ground for liberally minded individu-
als to become “activist citizens” and “alternative elites.” Many en-
vironmental NGOs in these countries allied with other social inter-
est groups to focus more directly on revolutionizing the political
system.

Similarly, in the less dramatic cases of China’s Asia Pacific neigh-
bors, environmental NGOs have been consistently at the forefront
of political change. In advancing the cause of environmental protec-
tion, they have exposed the institutionalized corruption and lack of
accountability of the entire system of governance. In countries such
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The Death of the Huai River 23

as Korea, the Philippines, and Thailand, during the 1970s and 1980s,
environmental activists became closely linked with the democracy
activists who agitated for broader political reform. In these in-
stances, environmental issues did not serve directly as a catalyst for
regime change but did permanently enlarge the political space for
social action. Already, several of China’s leading environmental ac-
tivists leave no doubt as to their desired outcome: not only the
greening of China but also the democratization of the country.

Thus, China’s path to its current environmental crisis and its en-
vironmental future depend significantly on how not only the central
government but also local officials, citizens, and the international
community manage the environmental legacy of the past and elect
to respond to the challenges and opportunities that reform presents
for environmental protection today. Chapter 8 explores three sce-
narios outlining how the choices they make will shape China’s fu-
ture environment and have broader implications for the country’s
social, economic, and political future.

Assessing the Trends

Looking back over the period since China began its process of re-
form, trends in environmental pollution and degradation alone
would suggest that the reform process has contributed to a signifi-
cant deterioration in China’s environmental situation. Yet, scratch
beneath the surface and an additional, more useful set of observa-
tions concerning China’s current and future environmental chal-
lenges emerge.

First, while the reform period marks a break in both the nature of
the environmental challenges that China confronts and the oppor-
tunities it has to respond to them, important continuities remain
from centuries-old practices and ideas concerning environmental
protection. In some respects, the reforms reinforce these traditional
approaches to environmental protection: maintaining a campaign
mentality, relying on local officials for core aspects of environmen-
tal protection, and viewing the environment as an issue of national
security.
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Second, the Chinese government has made dramatic strides in de-
veloping institutions and a legal system to protect the environment,
but the nature of Chinese politics, including endemic corruption
and a lack of transparency, often renders the system dysfunctional.

Third, within China, there is extraordinary variability in environ-
mental pollution and degradation statistics. As others have discov-
ered looking at issues as varied as agriculture, automobiles, and
technology, the decentralized nature of the state and decades of de-
volution of power to local officials virtually ensure that policy
choices will be made and implemented differently from one region
to the next.62

In a few select regions of the country, the reform process has al-
ready produced dramatic new benefits for China’s environment and
society. Still, in many others, it has contributed to a slide deeper
into environmental crisis. Those regions in which reform has pro-
duced a positive environmental outcome, where pollution and envi-
ronmental degradation are being aggressively and effectively ad-
dressed, share some common features: (1) the top local official
supports or is perceived by other local officials to support environ-
mental protection goals; (2) there is a strong level of environmental
support provided by the international community; and (3) the do-
mestic resources available to local leaders to address environmental
challenges are significant. The losers, in turn, are those regions with
much weaker links to the international environment and develop-
ment community; whose leaders are still overwhelmingly con-
cerned with economic development and perceive the environment
as a costly luxury; and, often, whose local resources to invest in en-
vironmental protection are far less than those in other parts of the
country.

Finally, as the interplay of political and economic reform exerts
an impact on China’s environment, it becomes clear that the envi-
ronment then too comes back to influence the reform process in
critical ways. Most clearly, environmental degradation and pollu-
tion constrain economic growth, contribute to large-scale migra-
tion, harm public health, and engender social unrest. Moreover,
there is the potential, already evident in nascent form, for the envi-
ronment to serve as a locus for broader political discontent and fur-
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The Death of the Huai River 25

ther political reforms, as it did in some of the former republics of
the Soviet Union and in some countries in Asia and Eastern Europe.

China’s Rising Star: Implications for China and the World

In the early years of the twenty-first century, China’s leadership
can claim much to celebrate. Fifty years of leadership by the Com-
munist Party have brought unparalleled economic growth and well-
being for the Chinese people, the expansion of Chinese influence
throughout the Asia Pacific and beyond, and the return to Chinese
control of Hong Kong and Macao. Only Taiwan remains to fulfill
Beijing’s dream of a Greater China. China’s rise to major player sta-
tus on the world stage was confirmed in 2001 as the country com-
pleted negotiations to join the World Trade Organization, hosted the
Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum summit, and won the
right to hold the 2008 Olympics in Beijing.

But these successes come at a heavy price. Ignored for decades,
even centuries, China’s environmental problems now have the po-
tential to bring the country to its knees economically. Estimates of
the costs of environmental pollution and degradation range from 8
percent to 12 percent of GDP annually. Moreover, pollution and re-
source scarcity have become major sources of social unrest, massive
migration, and public health problems throughout the country.

How China’s leadership balances its desire for continued eco-
nomic growth with growing social and political pressures to im-
prove its environmental protection has profound implications for
the world beyond China. Resolution of the world’s most pressing
global environmental challenges, such as climate change, ozone de-
pletion, and biodiversity loss requires the full commitment and co-
operation of China, one of the world’s largest contributors to these
environmental problems. Regionally, China’s economic develop-
ment contributes to problems of transboundary air pollution, fish-
eries depletion, and management of international water resources
such as the Mekong River. The continued stability of China—a
major global trading power and pillar of East Asian security—also is
drawn into question by the relentless press of sociopolitical prob-
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lems, some of which have roots in the government’s failure to ad-
dress environmental concerns.

Beyond this lies the fundamental question of the future of China’s
political and economic system and its orientation toward the rest of
the world. The authority and legitimacy of the Communist Party
depend on how well China’s leaders provide for the basic needs of
their people and improve their standard of living. Fundamental to
the state’s capacity to meet this challenge is the environment. Ac-
cess to resources for household and industrial consumption, im-
provements in public health, and continued economic growth are all
predicated on Beijing’s ability to slow or reverse the forces of envi-
ronmental pollution and degradation. Thus, the environment will
be the arena in which many of the crucial battles for China’s future
will be waged.
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