
Introduction

Over the past two and a half decades, the rate of environmental
pollution and degradation in China has far outpaced the capacity of
the state to protect the environment. But this does not mean that
China’s leaders have done nothing. To the contrary, they have
moved aggressively during the reform period to establish formal in-
stitutions, draft laws, and undertake large-scale programs in the
name of environmental protection.

In many respects, their environmental strategy resembles their
economic strategy. China’s leaders provide administrative and legal
guidance but devolve far greater authority to provincial and local of-
ficials; they utilize campaigns to implement large-scale initiatives
of nationwide importance; they embrace the market as a force for
change; and, as we’ll explore in chapters 5 and 6, they rely increas-
ingly on private citizen initiative and the international community
to provide critical financial and intellectual capital.

Yet this mix of reforms, while wildly successful in spurring eco-
nomic development, has proved insufficient to meet the challenge
of protecting the environment. Without a strong central apparatus
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Chapter 492

to serve as advocate, monitor, and enforcer of environmental protec-
tion, other interests generally prevail. Local officials, confronted
with a choice between upholding environmental protection laws
and supporting a polluting factory employing thousands of local res-
idents, for example, usually choose the latter, considering environ-
mental protection a costly drag on their local economy. Moreover,
both local environmental protection officials and local judicial au-
thorities are beholden to the local governments for their funding.
Unsurprisingly, conflicts of interest frequently are resolved in favor
of local officials’ priority on economic development.

Economic reform campaigns typically, although not always, relax
central control over the economy, providing significant incentive to
many actors to fulfill the campaign’s goals. In the environmental
arena, however, there are few incentives, economic or otherwise, for
local officials to carry out the initiatives of the central government.
When market-based approaches to environmental protection, popu-
lar in Europe and the United States, are implemented in China, they
often lack the necessary administrative, market, and enforcement
mechanisms. China’s weak legal tradition, too, enables corruption
to flourish, although there are increasing opportunities for Chinese
citizens to seek redress for environmental wrongdoing through the
judicial system.

Despite all these obstacles, China’s leaders over the past
twenty-five years have achieved some success in establishing in-
stitutions and norms to protect the environment and, perhaps
more important, have laid the foundation for a transformation in
how environmental protection will be integrated into future eco-
nomic development. Whether this potential is achieved, however,
will depend on the willingness of China’s next generation of lead-
ers, beginning with Chinese Communist Party general secretary
and president Hu Jintao, to build aggressively on the initial steps
taken under Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin to strengthen signif-
icantly the central institutions responsible for environmental pro-
tection and enhance the necessary adjunct institutions such as
the judiciary and banks.

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?



The Challenge of Greening China 93

First Steps Toward Environmental Governance

Even before the ascension of Deng Xiaoping in 1978, the winds of
environmental protection in China had begun to shift. In 1972,
three events sparked a new environmental consciousness in Beijing.

The first two were ecological disasters. In the northeastern coastal
city of Dalian, the beach turned black, millions of pounds of fish
were lost, the port became clogged from polluted shells, and dikes
eroded. Other coastal cities recorded similar incidents. That same
year, tainted fish from the Guanting Reservoir outside Beijing ap-
peared in the city’s market. These events prompted then premier
Zhou Enlai to establish a small leading group composed of officials
from some of the country’s provinces and largest cities to address the
issue of treating and protecting the water resources of reservoirs.1

Perhaps most significant, however, the year 1972 witnessed the
United Nations’ (UN) first international environmental conference,
the UN Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE). This
conference planted the seeds of environmental change in China and
signaled a turning point in China’s approach to environmental gov-
ernance. In keeping with China’s decision to reestablish political
and economic relations with the rest of the world and the country’s
assumption of the Chinese seat in the UN in 1972, Premier Zhou
Enlai sent a delegation to the UNCHE in Stockholm, Sweden,2

opening the door to a new understanding of China’s environmental
problems and potential solutions.

While at the UNCHE, the delegation shied away from an open dis-
cussion of the country’s environmental practices and experiences
and sought to portray the issue of environmental degradation and
protection in the context of conflict between the developing world
and the superpowers. The official statements of the Chinese delega-
tion largely reflected cold war rhetoric:

The Chinese delegation is opposed to certain major powers practic-
ing control and plunder under the name of the human environ-
ment, and the shifting by these Powers of the cost of environment
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Chapter 494

protection onto the shoulders of the developing countries under
the guise of international trade. . . . The urgent task before the de-
veloping countries is to shake off the plunder undertaken by impe-
rialism, colonialism, and neo-colonialism of various descriptions,
and to develop their national economies independently.3

The delegation also proposed a set of ten principles to be incorpo-
rated into the final declaration of the conference, which included
demands to:

• assure the right of developing countries to develop first and address
their environmental challenges one by one;

• reject the “groundless” nature of others’ “pessimistic view” in re-
spect to the relationship between population growth and environ-
mental protection;

• ban biochemical weapons and prohibit and destroy all nuclear
weapons;

• assign responsibility to the superpowers for the destruction of the
human environment through their “imperialist” policies of plun-
der, aggression, and war;

• sanction countries that plundered and destroyed the environment
of developing countries;

• fight collectively against pollution;

• compensate any country polluted by another;

• support the free transfer of scientific and technical knowledge;

• develop an international fund by the industrial countries to sup-
port environmental protection elsewhere;

• ensure a country’s sovereignty over its natural resources.4

In the end, some of these principles were incorporated into the
UNCHE declaration, including the need to fight collectively against
pollution and the importance of the free transfer of scientific and
technical knowledge. Others were directly refuted, including
China’s assertion that no relationship existed between population
growth and the environment. Most were simply not adopted.5

Upon the delegation’s return to Beijing, its report prompted Zhou
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The Challenge of Greening China 95

Enlai to take several steps toward establishing a national environ-
mental protection apparatus. In June 1973, Premier Zhou organized
the country’s first National Conference on Environmental Protec-
tion. One year later, in May 1974, the State Council established a
top level interministerial Environmental Protection Leading Group
of the State Council to study environmental protection issues, al-
though it only met twice during the following nine years.6 In addi-
tion, all provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions were re-
quired to establish organizations for environmental control,
research, and monitoring. Local governments also formed “three
wastes offices,” which had little bureaucratic authority, but
nonetheless represented the first foray into institutionalized envi-
ronmental protection at the local level. Through the mid-1970s,
other small steps were taken to improve the environmental situa-
tion, including some environmental investigations by local officials.
During this period, however, the political turmoil and large-scale de-
velopment campaigns of the Cultural Revolution prevented real
progress on environmental protection.7

As they did in the realm of the economy, Deng Xiaoping and his
supporters greatly accelerated the development of a nationwide en-
vironmental protection effort. China’s leaders recognized that
China’s path of economic development was having a ruinous effect
on the environment, as noted in a report published by the Environ-
mental Protection Leading Group:

Environmental pollution is spreading in our country to such a seri-
ous degree in some areas that people’s work, study and life have
been affected. It also jeopardizes people’s heath and industrial and
agricultural development. . . . It is an important component of our
socialist construction and modernization to eliminate pollution
and protect the environment. . . . We should not follow a zigzag
path of construction first, control second. Environmental problems
should be dealt with during construction.8

In 1978, the Chinese constitution was amended to acknowledge
concern for the environment, with the proviso that the state had to
protect the environment and natural resources as well as prevent
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Chapter 496

pollution and other public hazards. And in 1979 the National Peo-
ple’s Congress (NPC) approved the draft Law of the People’s Repub-
lic of China on Environmental Protection, which established basic
principles to safeguard the environment and promoted the develop-
ment of a legal network for environmental protection.9

In the 1970s and early 1980s, the Chinese government held a se-
ries of important meetings and passed regulations to control indus-
trial and marine pollution. In addition, it enacted several structural
reorganizations designed to strengthen the environmental protec-
tion bureaucracy—although some in fact had the opposite effect. In
1982, for example, the government created a Ministry of Urban and
Rural Construction and Environmental Protection that incorpo-
rated the Leading Group on Environmental Protection. Many local
governments followed suit, merging their environmental protection
bureaus (EPBs) into new departments of urban and rural construc-
tion, in the process eliminating jobs and diminishing the bureaus’
already weak authority.

Two years later, in the wake of the second National Conference
on Environmental Protection in January 1984, the State Council in
effect acknowledged its mistake in abandoning the Leading Group
and established an Environmental Protection Commission. This
commission, composed of participants from more than thirty gov-
ernment ministries and bureaus, reviewed environmental policies,
initiated new plans, and organized environmental activities, such as
inspections, into local implementation of environmental laws.10

Later that year, the State Council also raised the profile of the Envi-
ronmental Protection Bureau, elevating its status to the National
Environmental Protection Bureau within the Ministry of Rural
Construction and Environmental Protection, doubling its staff to
120 people, and enabling the agency to “issue orders directly to
provincial EPBs, decide upon and conduct its own meetings, and re-
ceive Ministry of Finance funds directly earmarked for environmen-
tal protection, rather than waiting for these funds to be channeled
through the Ministry of Construction.”11

The following year, the Chinese leadership appointed Qu Geping
the first chief administrator of the National Environmental Protec-
tion Bureau. Qu was an inspired choice to lead China’s still-nascent

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?



The Challenge of Greening China 97

environmental protection effort. With a background in chemistry,
Qu had spent his early career at the Ministry of Chemical Industry
and the State Planning Commission. A protégé of Zhou Enlai, he
had participated in the 1972 UNCHE and served as China’s repre-
sentative to the UN Environment Programme during 1976–1977.
While scholarly and possessed of a gentle sense of humor, Qu was
also a skilled politician, respected by Chinese and foreigners alike
for his willingness to speak frankly concerning China’s environ-
mental challenges.

Qu worked relentlessly to create an independent environmental
agency; four years later, in March 1988, his efforts bore fruit when
the National Environmental Protection Bureau, also referred to as
the National Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA), finally
achieved independent status from the Ministry of Urban and Rural
Construction and was able to report directly to the State Council
(although its bureaucratic standing remained one notch below that
of a ministry).12 In 1989, the standing committee of the NPC for-
mally promulgated the Environmental Protection Law, which em-
braced four central principles: (1) coordination of environmental
protection, (2) pollution prevention, (3) polluter responsibility, and
(4) enhancement of environmental management.13

As China entered the 1990s, guarded optimism about the future of
environmental protection prevailed. Although officials at the Third
National Conference on Environmental Protection in May 1989 ac-
knowledged some serious failings in the implementation of environ-
mental regulations, they remained hopeful. Qu commented that the
government now realized that environmental problems could exert
a significant impact on development, on the strength of the country,
and on the stability of the society.14

Much of the next decade, however, would suggest that China’s
leaders were not yet ready to bridge the gap between recognizing the
importance of protecting the environment and acting to respond to
the challenges. The reality of environmental protection remained
much the same as it had at the end of the 1980s. As in many coun-
tries, China’s environmental protection agency had little clout in
interministerial negotiations. Few local officials paid attention to
environmental protection laws, secure in the knowledge that envi-
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Chapter 498

ronmental protection was not a central priority, and focused instead
on raising the economic standards of their local citizens. Moreover,
the imbalance between the rate of environmental degradation and
pollution and the country’s capacity to respond was both under-
stood (however imperfectly) and accepted by many. “First develop-
ment, then environment” remained a frequently articulated princi-
ple both within the Chinese leadership and more broadly in the
country’s media from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s.

Opening the Door: Rio and Its Aftermath

The two decades from the 1972 UNCHE to the 1992 UN Confer-
ence on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, were a period of profound economic, political, and social
change in China. Yet in the months leading up to the UNCED there
was little in the Chinese approach to the conference that evidenced
such change. Prior to the UNCED, Chinese negotiators articulated
five principles of environmental protection that were essentially an
abridged version of those its delegation had delivered twenty years
earlier at the UNCHE:

• environmental protection can only be effective when development
has been attained;

• the developed countries are responsible for global environmental
degradation;

• China should not talk about its responsibility for global environ-
mental pollution and degradation;

• the developed countries should compensate developing countries
for the efforts they undertake to meet international environmental
agreements and should provide environmental technology and in-
tellectual property at below-market prices;

• and the sovereignty of natural resource rights must be respected.15

To many international observers at the Rio conference, China was
an inflexible obstructionist, intent on allying the developing coun-
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The Challenge of Greening China 99

tries against the advanced industrialized nations to prevent an inter-
national agreement on climate change, one of the key topics of the
gathering.16

As was the case twenty years earlier, however, China’s recalci-
trance on the international stage was followed by a major shift in
the consciousness and politics of the environment on the domestic
front. The Chinese who prepared for and participated in the
UNCED developed a new vocabulary for environmental protection.
Chinese officials began to incorporate the ideal of sustainable de-
velopment17 into their planning process; in some cases, this was
merely rhetorical, but in others the language represented real policy
change, as discussed below.18

The UNCED also triggered a profound change in the Chinese
leadership’s conception of environmental governance by highlight-
ing Western ideals of popular participation and reintroducing the
notion of the nongovernmental organization (NGO) into Chinese
society. While the centerpiece of the conference was the formal ne-
gotiations by the member countries, a parallel meeting of NGOs
from the participating countries received even greater international
attention. China’s participation in the NGO forum, however, was
limited by its inability to deliver any genuine NGOs; instead, China
was represented by a set of government-organized nongovernmental
organizations (GONGOs). This was a source of embarrassment to
some senior leaders. Thus, one year later, in June 1993, the govern-
ment for the first time cited public participation as a goal in envi-
ronmental protection.19 Around the same time, when a well-known
Chinese historian, Liang Congjie—urged on by university students
and friends, including a NEPA vice director—proposed the estab-
lishment of China’s first environmental NGO, his proposal was wel-
comed by some government officials. Although governmental provi-
sions for NGOs existed in China prior to this time, no formal
application had been made to establish one. So Liang’s effort repre-
sented a breakthrough for China.

The UNCED also spurred NEPA to issue an annual “Commu-
nique on the State of China’s Environment” which reported on the
state of the environment, progress made, and goals outstanding.20

For Chinese officials not formally involved in environmental protec-
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Chapter 4100

tion, the UNCED enhanced their awareness of the value of interna-
tional contacts and assistance beyond bilateral and international
governmental organization (IGO) linkages.21

The Rio conference also reinforced notions already being ad-
vanced by the World Bank and other international actors about
using the market as a basis for environmental policy reform,
through measures such as raising the price of natural resources to
properly reflect their economic value. Market-based pricing for coal
was one of the first such reforms; in the mid-1990s, the government
increased and deregulated coal prices. In many regions, this meant
that new, higher coal prices finally covered the costs of production
and delivery.22 However, the full environmental costs of mining and
burning coal were never incorporated into energy pricing, making it
far cheaper to continue to use coal than, for example, to exploit the
country’s as yet largely untapped natural gas reserves.

So China made genuine advances in environmental protection in
the wake of both the UNCHE and the UNCED. Nonetheless, Chi-
nese environmental protection leaders remain deeply concerned
about the future. In a speech at Qinghua University in April 2001,
Xie Zhenhua, Qu Geping’s successor as head of NEPA (which be-
came the State Environmental Protection Administration [SEPA] in
1998) painted a dark picture of the current state of the environment
in the country, noting that “the amount of pollutant discharged into
the environment far exceeded accepted levels . . . the government
had not effectively put a stop to the deterioration of the eco-sys-
tem . . . [and], although the government had made progress in pro-
tecting the environment during the past five years, the future re-
mained grim.”23

Challenges of China’s Bureaucracy

Underlying Xie’s unhappy future scenario is the continued weak-
ness of the state’s environmental protection efforts. The core agen-
cies behind China’s environmental protection efforts—the National
People’s Congress (NPC), which is the top lawmaking body in the

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?



The Challenge of Greening China 101

country;24 SEPA;25 and the judiciary, headed by the Supreme Peo-
ple’s Court—together claim responsibility for the full scope of cen-
tral governmental activities, including drafting of laws, monitoring
implementation of environmental regulations, and enforcement.
Yet each element of this bureaucratic apparatus exhibits fundamen-
tal structural weaknesses that undermine the best of intentions.

The Legal System

China’s legal system has been widely criticized for its lack of
transparency, ill-defined laws, weak enforcement capacity, and
poorly trained advocates and judiciary.26 In 1993, however, China’s
leaders addressed at least some of the weakness in the lawmaking
process, establishing specialized committees within the NPC27 on
issues such as agriculture and rural affairs, and internal and judicial
affairs. For the environment, the Chinese leadership tapped Qu
Geping, head of NEPA, to head the new Environmental Protection
Committee, soon renamed the Environmental Protection and Nat-
ural Resources Committee (EPNRC)28 within the NPC. Under Qu’s
leadership, the committee spearheaded an impressive environmen-
tal lawmaking effort. By 2001, China had passed 7 environmental
protection laws and more than 123 administrative regulations.29

(These laws are complemented by the more than 20 technical envi-
ronmental regulations issued by the State Council, such as the “Im-
plementing Regulations for the Water Pollution Prevention and
Control Law,” and the 100 environmental rules and methods and
350 standards formulated by SEPA and other State Council min-
istries and agencies.)

Qu retired in 2003, but he was relentless in his effort to improve
the quality of China’s laws. According to many environmental pro-
tection officials and experts in both China and the West, most Chi-
nese environmental protection laws are too broad, providing local
officials with little guidance on implementation. China legal expert
William Alford has remarked that China’s environmental laws are
like policy statements rather than laws in the Western sense. For ex-
ample, John Nagle illuminates the difference between China’s water
pollution law and that of the United States:
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Chapter 4102

China’s Water Pollution Prevention and Control Law states that
“[e]nterprises and other undertakings which cause serious water
pollution must eliminate pollution within a stipulated time.”
What constitutes “serious” water pollution is not self-evident, nor
is the meaning of “enterprises and other undertakings.” . . . The
U.S. Clean Water Act, by contrast, specifies in much greater detail
the type and amount of pollution that particular sources may emit
through the procedures for establishing effluent limitations and
water quality standards and through the permit process. Addition-
ally, the Clean Water Act compels any point source to obtain a per-
mit stating the exact amount of each substance that may be dis-
charged into the water.30

It is therefore difficult for the Chinese to know what is prohibited
and what can be called to account through legal redress. In one case,
in Changzhou, Jiangsu Province, when a local environmental pro-
tection bureau attempted to sue a local chemical company for fail-
ing to pay its discharge fees over a two-year period, the bureau at
first couldn’t decide whether the basis for the suit rested on the en-
terprise’s failure to pay four small amounts for its discharge fees or
its failure to pay overstandard fees. Moreover, the Changzhou court,
scheduled to hear the case, pointed out that inconsistencies be-
tween national regulations and Changzhou’s rules might make a
suit difficult.31 Ambiguity in the laws also permits conscious ex-
ploitation by enterprises or other actors. As Xiaoying Ma and
Leonard Ortolano point out in their study of environmental regula-
tion, “The Chinese even have a common saying, ‘national policies,
local countermeasures’ [shang you zhengce xia you duice], to de-
scribe the practice of exploiting the ambiguity of national laws and
regulations to figure out ways around them.”32

Furthermore, as in other countries, lawmakers must balance envi-
ronmental protection needs against other social considerations. In
China, the chief concern is the potential link between stiffer envi-
ronmental protection laws and economic disruption. As Wei
Haokai, a member of the forward-looking advisory body the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference and scholar at the Chi-
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The Challenge of Greening China 103

nese Academy of Social Sciences, argued in discussing the need for
an environmental protection tax in 2001,

[Despite the fact that] the government annually earmarks 50 bil-
lion yuan [$6 billion] for environmental protection, things have not
markedly improved. Levying an environmental protection tax on
enterprises is a remedy for the dilemma. Anyone culpable for envi-
ronmental pollution should pay the tax. This is totally in sync
with a market-oriented economy. . . . But how much environmen-
tal protection tax enterprises should pay must be carefully calcu-
lated. It should not become enterprises’ burden. The tax should be
charged according to how much damage an enterprise has caused
or will cause to the environment. . . . Though levying an environ-
mental protection tax on enterprises will, to some extent, increase
enterprises’ costs, blunt their competitive edge and lead to unem-
ployment, it could stimulate the development of environmental
protection enterprises and ensure the implementation of a sustain-
able strategy from the long term perspective. To reduce losses, the
state should provide subsidies to deserving enterprises. Only when
enterprises’ worries are alleviated can this job be accomplished
smoothly. But in the final analysis, environmental protection is
teamwork. It requires the entire country to edge towards a consen-
sus.33

Wei’s analysis highlights the central tension inherent in China’s
environmental protection efforts: how to balance the development
of the economy with environmental protection, while maintaining
the government’s belief that less central government involvement is
better.

An equally challenging factor in China’s laws is the exhaustive
consultative process. Law drafting involves a wide range of ministry
representatives, local officials, and technical experts, all of whom
may lobby for significant changes until, frequently, the law is wa-
tered down to the point that it serves no real use.34 The negotiations
over the energy efficiency law, for example, lasted more than four
years, and today the law is still not well implemented, a function of
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Chapter 4104

both the complexity of the law and the weak enforcement appara-
tus.35

Yet China’s environmental law makers have demonstrated in-
creasing sophistication in their understanding of how to negotiate
and draft a technically sound and politically viable law. William Al-
ford and Benjamin Liebman’s fascinating study of the thirteen-year,
three-stage development of the Air Pollution Prevention and Control
Law demonstrates the learning process among China’s environmen-
tal advocates. The first law, issued in 1987, was a “broad, but vague,
framework for the regulation of air pollution . . . consist[ing] of just
forty-one articles, filling less than eight pages of text in Chinese,
separated into six chapters.”36 By the mid-1990s, some of China’s
environmental officials in the EPNRC and NEPA were convinced
that the law was not only “vague and unclear” but also rooted in the
assumption that the state would be playing a much larger role
through controlling air pollution generated by SOEs than it did, es-
pecially given the rise of TVEs and the transportation sector.37

The views of the EPNRC and NEPA were supported by some sym-
pathetic municipalities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin, as
well as by public opinion polls and the reality of China’s worsening
air quality. The forces aligned against revising the air pollution law,
however, were formidable, including the State Planning Commis-
sion, the State Economic Commission, the coal and electricity min-
istries, provincial governments in Sichuan and Gansu (where the
coal produced and used was especially dirty), and the automobile in-
dustry. These groups argued that the economic and social costs of
undertaking pollution control measures such as washing coal or
stringent inspections on all new autos far exceeded the benefits.
Even the most critical element of the law—namely, changing the
method of measuring pollution from the concentration of pollutants
in emissions to total load38—produced a firestorm of opposition.
The compromise eventually achieved “eliminated the vast majority
of the EPNRC’s key suggested revisions.”39

By 2000, however, the EPNRC and NEPA’s successor, SEPA,
spurred on by environmentally proactive municipalities, sought yet
again to revise the law. This time, however, their strategy was far
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more inclusive at the outset, inviting views from industrial min-
istries, explaining their perspectives thoroughly, and incorporating
studies of public attitudes toward the environment.40 The law also
took care to grant leeway to actors who might need more time to
implement the more stringent air quality standards, and the NPC
empowered the State Council to decide when individual cities
would be required to meet air quality standards. The first cut tar-
geted only 47 cities, since according to Qu Geping, “It is unrealistic
to expect all the 668 cities in the country to reach the national air
quality standard in a short time.”41 While it is too early to predict
whether the latest version of the law will be successfully imple-
mented, both in process and in outcome, it reflects a far more so-
phisticated understanding of the politics and economics necessary
to improve the outlook for effective environmental protection. By
the first half of 2003, of the 47 cities, only 18 enjoyed air quality that
met the state-prescribed standards for more than 90 percent of the
year, but 29 had registered improvement in air quality over the pre-
vious year.42

SEPA and Its Environmental Protection Bureaus

Management of environmental protection in China is shared by
many agencies and other actors, depending on the issue. Resolution
of large-scale water pollution problems, for example, might involve
the Ministry of Water Resources, which is in charge of water alloca-
tion; the Ministry of Construction, which handles water and sewage
treatment; the State Forestry Administration, which takes care of
water within reservoirs in nature reserves; the State Oceanic Ad-
ministration, which is responsible for coastal waters; and SEPA,
which monitors water pollution in areas not overseen by other min-
istries. In addition, economic agencies such as the Ministry of Fi-
nance play a key role in determining the level of fines assessed fac-
tories for water pollution, and the Environmental Protection and
Natural Resources Committee (EPNRC) of the NPC is responsible
for coordinating and drafting laws regarding water pollution. How-
ever, involvement in the full range of environmental protection ac-
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Chapter 4106

tivities, including law drafting, monitoring, enforcement, environ-
mental impact assessments, and research rests with the State Envi-
ronmental Protection Administration (SEPA) and its local bureaus.

In many respects, SEPA’s rise within the bureaucratic hierarchy of
China’s state apparatus mirrors the rise in the importance of envi-
ronmental protection within the Chinese government. In 1998, as
part of sweeping administrative reforms that reconstituted many 
institutions within the Chinese bureaucracy, then premier Zhu
Rongji elevated the agency from its long-time subcabinet status to
ministerial rank, changing the name from the National Environ-
mental Protection Agency (Guojia Huanjing Baohu Ju) to the State
Environmental Protection Administration (Guojia Huanjing Baohu
Zongju). Many international observers considered this a significant
step in China’s commitment to environmental protection.

In addition, SEPA’s enforcement capacity during the late 1990s
began to be enhanced through others’ efforts. The State Economic
and Trade Commission (SETC), for example, took an active role in
pushing for the implementation of cleaner production technologies.
In 1999, SETC released the first list of outmoded production capaci-
ties, equipment, and products that it deemed should cease operation
within a specified period.43 SEPA, together with both the SETC and
the Ministry of Supervision, undertook periodic large-scale central
inspections of local environmental enforcement. On occasion, these
inspections have engendered real change. One such inspection in
2001 led officials in Beijing and Chongqing to issue new environ-
mental regulations, and other cities, such as Dalian, to establish
pollution hotlines for the public.44

Despite such steps, a number of contributing factors have limited
the broader influence of SEPA and other environmentally inclined
actors. As noted, former premier Zhu Rongji—a reform-oriented
leader in charge of China’s economic development and considered a
strong supporter of environmental protection within the Chinese
leadership—elevated NEPA’s status in 1998 as part of an overall re-
organization of the state’s bureaucracy. Yet shortly thereafter, dur-
ing a lunch in New York with the newly named SEPA director, Xie
Zhenhua, I asked Xie to describe the most important change for
SEPA as a result of its new ministerial rank. He replied, with no
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small degree of irony, “They cut my staff in half.” In fact, in 1998,
all the ministries had taken sizeable losses in employees; moreover,
some ministries had been dissolved and others, such as the Ministry
of Forestry, had seen their rank dropped a notch. SEPA’s already
meager staff further decreased from 600 to 300 people.45 Zhu simul-
taneously eliminated the overarching State Environmental Protec-
tion Commission, which was the only standing forum for top-level
coordination on environmental protection. Such maneuverings have
diminished SEPA’s ability to coordinate high-level environmental
policy and stretched its capacity very thin.46

SEPA’s bureaucratic challenge is compounded by the low level of
funding accorded environmental protection. Chinese investment in
environmental protection had hovered around 0.8 percent of gross
domestic product (GDP) during the ninth five-year plan (1996–
2000), but increased significantly to 1.3 percent of GDP in the tenth
five-year plan (2001–2005) (about 700 billion yuan or $85 billion).47

This remains far below the 2.19 percent of GDP that some Chinese
scientists believe is necessary simply to keep the environment from
deteriorating further.48

In addition, as the environment has risen on both the domestic
and international agenda, other bureaucratic actors have increas-
ingly impinged on SEPA’s mandate. The State Development and
Planning Commission (SDPC), in particular, actively sought to ex-
pand its environment-related activities as its planning mandate has
diminished over the course of the reforms.49 The State Planning
Commission and the State Science and Technology Commission,50

for example, coordinated China’s preparations for the UNCED even
though the former lacked expertise in environmental matters. In
the aftermath of the Rio conference, these two organizations be-
came the chief conduits for the international funds that flowed to
China for Agenda 2151 projects through the newly created Adminis-
trative Center for China’s Agenda 21, despite the concerns of the
UN Development Programme, a major source of financial and tech-
nical aid to China, which advocated NEPA’s inclusion in the Cen-
ter’s leadership. (NEPA responded by developing its own competing
Trans-century Green Program to attract international support for its
activities.) The SDPC (in March 2003, the SPDC, along with part of
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the SETC and part of the Structural Reform Office, became the
State Development and Reform Commission) has also served as the
chief broker in determining which environment-based projects are
eligible to submit for World Bank financing, a role that has limited
the number of projects, which have been disproportionately located
in the wealthiest regions of the country.52 In 2001, the SDPC be-
came the lead agency for China’s massive “Go West” campaign. De-
spite the prominent role given to “ecological construction” as one
of the six major tenets of the campaign, SEPA was excluded from the
twenty-two–agency leading group identified at the campaign’s out-
set in 1999. According to some Chinese environmentalists, part of
the difficulty is SEPA’s traditionally low standing. At the same time,
they note that Xie Zhenhua, while clearly committed to improving
China’s environment and SEPA’s standing in the bureaucratic hier-
archy, is not as politically adept as his predecessor, Qu Geping.

Environmental protection is even weaker at the local level. It rests
with some 2,500 environmental protection bureaus (EPBs)53 spread
throughout the country, with roughly 60,000 employees; if offices at
the township and village level that address environmental protec-
tion (along with other issues) are included, the numbers swell to
11,000 agencies and 142,000 personnel.54 While nominally responsi-
ble to both SEPA and their local governments, EPBs rely on the lat-
ter for virtually all their support, including their budgets, career ad-
vancement, number of personnel, and resources such as cars, office
buildings, and employee housing.55 Not surprisingly, EPBs are typi-
cally quite responsive to the needs and concerns of the local govern-
ment. SEPA maintains only a supervisory role with regard to the
EPBs. Many EPBs are ill-equipped to manage the task of environ-
mental protection at the grassroots level.

A report on environmental protection in Hebei, a province that
ranks twelve out of thirty-one in per capita GDP, illuminates the
challenge. In 1994, the Hebei provincial EPB reported that almost 90
percent of its rural environmental protection officials were unquali-
fied, and their offices grossly understaffed. Of 139 counties in Hebei,
only 17 had first- or second-rank environmental protection bodies
(i.e., those legally empowered to enforce environmental protection
laws). Therefore, only 12.3 percent of environmental protection of-
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The Challenge of Greening China 109

fices at the county level could enforce the law independently. The
other offices functioned as divisions of the counties’ construction
committee bureaus, planning committees, or urban construction
bureaus. Twenty-one offices had no power to enforce the law.56 Even
as Hebei has increased its capacity with more qualified environ-
mental protection officials over time, corruption has undermined
some of its progress. In 2001, Xie Zhenhua personally intervened to
sanction several EPB officials in Hebei for not adequately addressing
the problems generated by a polluting factory.57

The administrative rank of the EPBs is also sometimes lower than
that of the enterprises it is supposed to oversee. In one case, the
Guangzhou Environmental Protection Office was not permitted to
monitor the wastewater from the Guangzhou Paper Manufacturing
Company because, administratively, the rank of the environmental
protection office was lower than that of the company director.58

Limited resources and local politics have further contributed to
reduce the efficacy of environmental protection efforts at the local
level. Environmental protection bureaus are responsible for moni-
toring waste and pollution from enterprises and, if necessary, levy-
ing and collecting the fees. Although fee collection has increased
over time,59 barriers to effective monitoring and enforcement efforts
remain.

First, monitoring and inspection teams are typically inadequate to
the task. Even Shanghai, recognized as a model environmental city60

under the leadership of former Mayor Xu Kuangdi, could not muster
enough resources within its EPB to inspect the enterprises within
its purview. In 1997, Shanghai organized a special team of 100 envi-
ronmental inspectors. With more than 20,000 factories and a wide
range of tasks for these inspectors, however, EPB officials feel over-
whelmed, recognizing that they cannot visit every factory even once
per year.61 Shanxi Province, China’s largest coal-producing region,
has established a special environmental police corps, equipped with
advanced transportation, communications, and monitoring capabil-
ities, to monitor local industries, nature reserves, and construction
projects to ensure adherence to the law.62 Nonetheless, Taiyuan, the
capital of the province, routinely ranks within the top five most pol-
luted cities in China.
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Chapter 4110

While most EPB officials claim they undertake surprise inspec-
tions, Guangzhou EPB officials admitted that they notify factories
before they visit,63 thereby ensuring that problems would likely go
undetected. Even when inspections were a surprise, EPB officials
uniformly acknowledge that factories were free to pollute at night
and on days when there were no inspections. When central govern-
ment teams from SEPA, the SDRC, the State Forestry Administra-
tion, and the Ministry of Supervision, or even provincial teams, un-
dertake inspections sweeps throughout a province, they detect gross
violations. In 2001, in Shandong Province, for example, provincial
officials investigated 178 enterprises: 84 were exceeding legal emis-
sions limits, and 11 previously ordered to close were still operat-
ing.64

When companies exceed pollution discharge limits for certain
pollutants and by law must pay a pollution discharge fee, the
process of collecting the fee is often plagued with difficulties. If an
EPB official has a personal relationship with the head of an enter-
prise, a smaller fee is usually levied. In other cases, fees are not fully
collected or properly disbursed according to government regula-
tions,65 which specify that as much as 80 percent will return to the
enterprise to pay for improvements to its pollution control capacity
and the remaining amount will support the environmental protec-
tion bureaucracy. In some cases, 20 percent of the fee goes to the en-
vironmental protection institutions, but the other 80 percent is for-
gotten. In addition, even if firms agree to pay the fee, they frequently
argue over the amount or delay payment.66 According to a study by
the World Bank, social, political, and economic considerations often
dictate which firms are more likely to be required to pay the full fee.
Private firms and those whose pollution has a higher social impact
(in particular if citizens complain) have less bargaining power with
the local EPBs. State-owned enterprises and those firms with a pre-
carious financial situation, however, have relatively greater bargain-
ing power.67 In some cases, even when firms pay the fee and receive
the 80 percent to retrofit their factory, they use the money to pay for
other needs of the enterprises’ environmental protection depart-
ments rather than pollution prevention measures.68

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?



The Challenge of Greening China 111

The government has reported that it typically collects about 30
percent of the total funds actually owed; in 1996, this number re-
portedly reached approximately $500 million.69 However, in several
cities, including Shanghai, the recovery rate is much worse than 30
percent. In 1998, the Shanghai municipal and district environmen-
tal protection agencies recovered arrears of $1.8 million. This ac-
counted for only about 12 percent of the money nominally charged
for excessive pollution.70

Most startling, perhaps, the fee collection process has also pro-
duced a perverse incentive for EPBs to encourage the persistence of
pollution problems. In Wuhan, for example, municipal EPB officials
developed what they considered to be an effective mechanism to en-
courage local EPBs to enforce fee collection by appealing to local
EPB officials’ desire to increase their personal wealth. The Wuhan
EPB was to set targets for fee collection; when these were exceeded,
the extra money went into the pockets of the EPB officials. The EPB
officials became financially dependent on the fee collection.71 When
factory managers complained about paying fees long after they had
made the necessary changes, EPB officials simply claimed that they
had no opportunity to do follow-up monitoring.72

In the most desperate of situations, the local EPBs are so under-
funded that they use pollution discharge fees to pay their basic
wages and administrative costs instead of putting the money toward
environmental protection.73 In 2001, a government investigation
uncovered widespread abuse of discharge fees. An audit of forty-six
cities found that almost $73 million was misappropriated for uses
such as purchasing housing and automobiles or operating private
businesses. All told, instead of devoting 80 percent of the discharge
fee to pollution control, the EPBs devoted 44 percent.74

This corruption in the fee collection system apparently led the
Chinese leadership to revise the process by which fees are collected;
beginning in July 2003, the pollutant discharge fees were paid di-
rectly by the firms to a designated commercial bank, within one
week of receiving a collection notice. However, this new set of ad-
ministrative regulations continues to support the “reduction, ex-
emption or postponement” of fees if a polluting firm is suffering se-
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Chapter 4112

rious economic loss or “facing some special difficulties.”75 Thus,
the potential for arbitrariness and even abuse in the fee negotiation
process remains.

The Judiciary

The third prong of China’s environmental protection effort rests
in its nascent system of advocacy. China historically has operated
under the rule of men rather than the rule of law. During much of
Mao Zedong’s tenure, the law was perceived as a means of oppres-
sion, and qualified judges were dismissed in favor of party officials
with strong ideological credentials. In 1978, however, Deng Xiao-
ping began to work to change this conception of the law and to de-
velop a legal system modeled at least in part on western systems.76

Unlike in the United States, however, past cases do not serve as
binding precedents, although they are sometimes referred to for
guidance.77 The top judicial authority, the Supreme People’s Court,
is the only body permitted to issue official interpretations of the
law.78 As with the economic and environmental bureaucracies, the
judiciary is also highly decentralized. The Supreme People’s Court
possesses a supervisory role but has no real power over the person-
nel or budgets of the lower courts. Such control rests with the local
government.

Not surprisingly, this system raises problems for the independ-
ence of the courts. A study of the Chinese court system found that
judges often reach decisions by “relying on CCP (Chinese Commu-
nist Party) policy, the views of the local government, and a court’s
individual sense of justice and fairness in contractual dealings.”79

Since courts are dependent on the local government for their fund-
ing, local officials wield a “potent weapon against judges who would
be more willing to enforce the law despite adverse economic conse-
quences.”80 As one environmental lawyer pointed out, “In all the
suits that we have lost, the courts have not followed the law. In-
stead, they ignored the legal or technical merits of our case in order
to support the local enterprises.”81 Even when a court order is is-
sued, there is no guarantee that an EPB will be able to enforce its
mandates.82 Thus, when powerful local interests block enforcement
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of environmental protection laws, Party intervention is often neces-
sitated. Such intervention, however, as Nagle notes, “robs the law of
its independent force.”83 Chinese lawyers also complain that judges
cannot render an informed ruling because they do not understand
the basic facts of the case.84 In many cases, judges are civil servants
or demobilized soldiers with only a high school education and no
training or practice in the law.85 When one law professor questioned
the logic of having military men with no legal training serve as
judges, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) responded by pointing to
the military’s historical contribution to the country.86 Nor is every
lawyer or judge well trained. In the first eight months of 1998, Chi-
nese officials estimated that nearly 10,000 cases were “incorrectly
prosecuted or wrongly decided.”87

Much of the problem for local EPBs in pursuing legal judgments
against polluting firms is the lack of trained legal staff. While the
number of environmental lawyers is on the rise, it remains small
given the magnitude of the problem. Even in Shanghai, with one of
the largest, wealthiest, and best educated populaces in the country,
the local EPB boasts only three lawyers on its staff, and they are re-
sponsible not only for organizing enforcement but also for develop-
ing policy and bylaws.88 (In contrast, New York State, with only a
few million more people, boasts ninety-eight lawyers in the State
Department of Environmental Conservation and an additional
thirty-seven environmental lawyers in the attorney general’s office.)

Nonetheless, in some respects, the court system has emerged as
the strongest lever that SEPA and its local bureaus possess for en-
suring that environmental laws are effectively enforced, and there
have been significant success stories. In 2002, a court in the Xu-
anwu district in Beijing awarded a woman almost $15,000 for med-
ical and psychological damages that she and her family suffered
when her home was found to have levels of formaldehyde nearly
nine times higher than permitted levels as a result of work done by
a decorating firm to her apartment.89 In a second case, in January
2003, forty-seven farmers in Zhejiang Province were awarded almost
$900,000 by a local court for a decade’s worth of economic loss due
to water pollution and poisoned fisheries.90 In a case that not sur-
prisingly received substantial publicity in China, more than 400 el-
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Chapter 4114

ementary school students from Jiande, Zhejiang Province, filed a
class action lawsuit against a plastics plant after students became ill
from a toxic chemical leak from the plant. The students received a
partial victory for their efforts: The plant was forced to pay their
hospital bills, but it has yet to enact measures to prevent such an ac-
cident from occurring again.91

The courts have been especially important in ensuring that when
firms refuse to pay assessed discharge fees for exceeding pollution
limits or fines for other violations, the plaintiffs receive their com-
pensation. In Xuzhou in 1994, for example, the Xuzhou No. 2 Iron
and Steel Mill began operating a 350,000-ton blast furnace without
any environmental impact assessment and without building facili-
ties to dispose of its wastewater, slag, and airborne emissions. Thus,
wastewater containing substantial amounts of sulfides was dis-
charged into a nearby deserted mining pit and polluted the under-
ground water. When the local EPB fined the mill, however, the mill’s
directors refused to pay. The EPB then took the case to court. The
People’s Intermediate Court of Xuzhou fined the mill 20,000 yuan
(approximately $2,500) for excessive pollution discharge.92 In the
mid-1990s, the Huangpu district court in Shanghai also forced
twenty-five polluting firms to pay their fees after they rebuffed the
local EPB.93

In 1999, when I visited Shanghai, a local EPB official described to
me a case in which his office had sent a bill to a company that
owned a huge landfill site that was leaching dangerous chemicals
into the ground. The company responded that it did not have the
money to pay the fees. The Shanghai Environment Protection Bu-
reau then sued in court and won.94

The courts have even begun to sentence enterprise officials to jail
on environmental issues: In 1998, for the first time, the head of a
polluting enterprise was sentenced to jail for two years for environ-
mental crimes.95 Since that time, both those directly responsible for
the pollution and environmental protection officials responsible for
the oversight of the polluting firms have been found negligent. In
August 2001, for example, SEPA announced penalties against local
government officials in eight provinces “for failing to . . . enforce na-
tional environmental protection laws.”96 Just one year later, the di-
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rector and vice director of a county-level EPB in Shanxi Province
were sentenced to prison for six and eight months, respectively, for
failing to stop a chemical plant from discharging toxic waste into
the drinking water system of a local village. The villagers had sent a
letter of complaint to local authorities, and forty-nine of them had
been hospitalized with serious illnesses from the water.97

Perhaps the most potent weapon in China’s environmental pro-
tection enforcement effort is the advent of the nongovernmental en-
vironmental advocate. In 1998, Wang Canfa, a charismatic and hard-
driving professor of law at the China University of Politics and Law,
established the Center for Legal Assistance to Pollution Victims.
The center trains lawyers to engage in enforcing environmental
laws, educates judges on environmental issues, provides free legal
advice to pollution victims through a telephone hotline, and liti-
gates cases involving environmental law. The center’s resources,
however, are stretched thin: It must raise its own funds through pri-
vate sources, undertake the investigation of the cases, and prosecute
them.98

Top officials from SEPA commend Wang’s work, but they note the
limited capacity of his organization because it depends on contribu-
tions for financial support. Perhaps recognizing the limitations of
SEPA, one official expressed the hope that Chinese citizens would
not only support Wang’s activities but also find their own ways of
using China’s environmental laws to protect themselves.99 During
Wang’s trip to the United States in 2001, I had the chance to sit
down to chat with him about his work, and he was quick to point
out that not all local EPBs or courts are as supportive of his work as
SEPA. Since plaintiffs typically approach Wang only after having ex-
hausted the appropriate bureaucratic channels such as the local
EPBs, environmental protection officials are often afraid that they
will be held liable for inaction. In one case, written up in both the
Chinese and U.S. press, Wang won $240,000 in damages from a
liquor factory for eight fish farmers whose geese and fish were killed
by polluted wastewater from the factory. The local government in
this case had refused to help, afraid that it would be held liable for
not taking action earlier.100 In a separate case, Wang tried to file a
suit against a polluting coal mine outside Beijing on behalf of sev-
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enty-one villagers. The court demanded that Wang file seventy-one
separate suits in order to collect fees for each one.101

One promising, albeit underutilized, avenue for enhancing en-
forcement is the occasional alliance between the courts and the
banking system. China’s state-owned banks have become engaged in
environmental protection through both fund-raising for environ-
mental projects102 and denying credit to firms that do not maintain
pollution standards. In the mid-1990s, the People’s Bank of China
adopted a policy of refusing to extend credit to firms that did not
correctly dispose of their industrial waste or that failed to meet state
standards for environmental protection.103 More common has been
coordination between the courts and the banks to ensure that if
firms do not pay their fines, their assets may be frozen and fines de-
ducted from their accounts.104 However, during interviews with
Chinese environment officials in eight cities during 2000, I uncov-
ered only one case—in Dalian—in which an official reported using
this mechanism.

A separate case, reported by the Chinese press, helps illustrate
why such efforts are rare. In this case, forestry officials in Shanxi
Province sought a fine totaling $530,000 from a highway construc-
tion company for destroying forests along a 42-kilometer highway it
built from Shanxi to Henan. Part of the problem was that forestry of-
ficials were not included in an interagency group planning for the
highway. When one of the forest bureaus involved assessed a fine on
the company, the company ignored it. The bureau then obtained a
ruling to freeze the assets of the company from a district court. Only
a few days later, however, a senior government official persuaded the
court to release the company’s assets.105

The institutional weakness of SEPA, the problems of the legisla-
tive and judicial organs, the power of the financial and planning
agencies, and the relatively low level of central investment in envi-
ronmental protection all have far-reaching negative implications for
the center’s ability to implement its policy mandates. Moreover, the
decision to devolve authority for environmental protection to the
local level as well as the nature of decision making at the local level
have produced a situation in which environmental protection is
spotty throughout the country. Only a few of the wealthiest locales
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with the most proactive leaders and strong ties to the international
community have made real progress toward redressing the environ-
mental degradation of the past and working to respond to the chal-
lenges of the future. Still, these areas offer hope that as China con-
tinues to integrate into the international economy, wealth increases,
and officials become more educated as to the benefits of environ-
mental protection for the continued prosperity of their region, more
environmental leadership will emerge from local officials.

Devolution of Authority

In 1989, the Environmental Protection Law established the “envi-
ronmental responsibility system” (huanjing baohu mubiao zeren-
zhi). In theory, this placed the responsibility for environmental pro-
tection in the hands of local officials, who together with local EPBs
would work together to improve environmental protection.106 In-
vestment decisions, experiments with new policy tools, engaging
the public, and establishing linkages with international actors all
fell within the portfolio of these leaders.

Without a strong central apparatus, however, this highly decen-
tralized system of environmental protection has continued China’s
prerevolutionary reliance on the environmental proclivities of indi-
vidual local officials. When the mayor is environmentally proactive,
income levels are high, and the city is tightly integrated into the in-
ternational community, environmental protection has evidenced
substantial progress over the past decade. When these conditions are
not met—and especially when the mayor or governor is not com-
mitted to environmental protection—the EPBs are unlikely to be ef-
fective actors.

A province or city’s wealth largely determines the resources it can
devote to environmental protection. Thus, Shanghai with GDP per
capita of $4,500 and Xiamen with $5,000 devoted approximately 3
percent ($2 billion) of their local revenues to environmental protec-
tion in 2002. In 2003, Shanghai’s mayor announced that he expected
to increase the share of local revenues apportioned to environmental
protection to 5 percent. By contrast, a province like Sichuan, with a
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per capita GDP of $576 in 2000, devotes only 1 percent of its local
revenues to environmental projects.107

Not surprisingly, in their study of the efficacy of water pollution
management policies in the early 1990S, Scott Rozelle, Xiaoying
Ma, and Leonard Ortolano found that success was greatest when
there was a wealthy local government and a high proportion of state-
owned firms.108 In contrast, EPB officials in many of the poorer
cities, such as Chongqing or Kunming, complain that SOEs are the
most difficult to control because they are central to the health of the
local economy.109 EPB officials in Chongqing, who are responsible
for cleanup of the pollution in the Three Gorges basin, have stated
that SOEs, which are responsible for 50 percent of the waste gener-
ated in the region, cannot be fined, brought to court, or closed down
because of their importance to the economy.110

High income levels also generally translate into higher levels of
environmental education and a greater number of citizen com-
plaints about environmental issues. In wealthier provinces, the
number of complaints is up to five to seven times higher than in
less-developed regions.111 Complaints are important because they
often inform EPBs of situations of which they are unaware. In
Dalian, for example, 40 percent of the almost 2,000 cases investi-
gated by the EPB stemmed from citizen complaints.112 Major cities
throughout China have set up hotlines so that local people can re-
port environmental concerns; in the wealthy coastal region of Zhe-
jiang, the provincial-level EPB received more than 830 phone calls
during the first half of June 2001.113 Environmental officials in
poorer regions such as Chongqing, Yunnan, and Sichuan, in con-
trast, complain that poor citizen education and environmental
awareness is a significant factor contributing to their difficulties in
protecting the environment.114 After Chongqing established a hot-
line in June 2002, however, officials received more than 10,000
phone calls within the first six months of operation,115 suggesting
that the problem may not be as much citizen awareness as the lack
of a mechanism for transmitting this awareness to officials.

Wealth is not the only or even the most important determinant of
how well a city manages its environmental protection efforts.
Guangzhou, whose per capita GDP topped $5,000 in 2002, devotes
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only 1.5 percent of its local revenues to environmental protection;
thus far, it has achieved far less than Shanghai or other coastal cities
in addressing its water and air pollution challenges.116 Although,
perhaps in a sign of change to come, in 2003, Guangzhou announced
a number of projects to improve its water quality.

Much of the difference stems from the commitment level of the
mayors. Zhongshan, Shanghai, and Dalian—all cities recognized for
their environmental protection efforts—have had mayors who have
made the environment a top priority. These cities boast not only
physically beautiful environs but also a positive trend line in their
pollution statistics and cleanup efforts. Their EPBs also possess
enough clout (thanks to mayoral support) to persuade other local bu-
reaus to engage in cooperative activities. For example, in Dalian, the
EPB has worked well with the local public security bureau to en-
force the monitoring of auto emissions. Confident of mayoral sup-
port, some EPBs become more proactive in developing policy initia-
tives. For example, in 1997, the Shanghai EPB pushed to introduce
unleaded gasoline to improve local air quality. It did survey re-
search, assessed the investment needed, and reviewed the storage
and transportation capacity of the city. After reviewing the evi-
dence, Mayor Xu “simply decided” that Shanghai would introduce
unleaded gasoline.117

Shanghai is also one of the few cities that has taken proactive
steps to address its mounting water problems through price reform.
The mayor enforced a price increase in tap water between 25 and 40
percent to fund water quality improvement programs and to make
sewage self-financing.118 Dalian took such steps only when con-
fronted with dramatically reduced water supply as a result of the
devastating drought in summer 2001. At that time, Dalian officials
decreed that any family exceeding the official water limit per month
had to pay ten times the usual price for water.119

Even when officials recognize the benefits of a more environmen-
tally proactive course of action, concerns for social stability often
prevent them from adopting such measures. Despite the fact that
agriculture in China rarely employs the most efficient irrigation
technologies, for example, water prices are often artificially de-
pressed to encourage farmers to remain on the land. In 2000, when
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the government of the southern city of Foshan, outside Guangzhou,
attempted to raise its water prices, the effort was defeated by the
local people’s congress, which feared social unrest from increased
water prices. Even Beijing has failed to increase the price of its water
significantly despite its growing scarcity. In November 1999, there
were two price hikes; however, water still only costs 1.3 yuan (fif-
teen cents) per cubic meter for consumers and 1.6 yuan per cubic
meter for industry. The real costs, however, should be closer to 5
yuan per cubic meter if Beijing expects to attract private investment
to meet the demand forecast for supply and treatment facilities.120

Only now that the prospect of the nearly $58 billion South-North
Water Transfer Project is becoming a reality does the Beijing leader-
ship appear to be taking seriously the necessity of tough new effi-
ciency and pricing measures. In early 2003, Beijing announced a sig-
nificant hike in the price of water to almost 3 yuan per cubic
meter.121

China’s top environmental cities also have extensive ties with the
international community, including long-term, comprehensive co-
operation efforts with the World Bank, Asian Development Bank,
and countries such as Japan, Germany and Singapore. For example,
Japan has an exchange program with Dalian’s EPB, and the Japanese
Overseas Cooperation Agency assists in urban planning, establish-
ing environmental priorities, and pollution monitoring. Japanese
companies, a major source of foreign investment in Dalian, are also
considered environmentally friendly.122

Still, these wealthiest, most environmentally proactive cities
present their own set of challenges. They often pursue environmen-
tal cleanup by exporting their polluting industries to points just out-
side the city limits. While this can be an effective strategy if the out-
lying regions are sparsely populated, population pressures in the
major cities often drive the development of satellite communities in
these outlying areas. In the past seven years, Shanghai has moved
more than 700 factories outside the city limits. Guangzhou, too, is
planning to move all of its cement factories outside the city during
2000–2005.123 Zhongshan, another model environmental city lo-
cated a few hours from Guangzhou, is surrounded by strip mining
enterprises, petrochemical plants, semiconductor factories, and
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other polluting industries. Many of them are joint ventures with
Taiwan.124 During a drive with the vice mayor of Zhongshan in
which he proudly recited the economic and environmental statis-
tics of his beautiful city, I gently pointed out that the environmental
achievements of the city might be even more impressive had they
not been achieved on the back of outlying towns. While the irony of
my comment seemed lost on the vice mayor, the local EPB director
laughed heartily at my remark.

The Campaign Mentality

While China’s leaders have devolved both authority and responsi-
bility to local officials for environmental protection, they continue
to intervene in environmental management through broad cam-
paigns to address problems of nationwide importance and scope.
They use campaigns to pressure local officials on the full range of
macro-environmental threats: deforestation, desertification, and
water scarcity. Campaigns, however, suffer from three major short-
comings: (1) they tend to be highly politically charged with signifi-
cant investment up front but little follow-through past the stated
target of completion; (2) they rarely consult local officials and busi-
nesses to engage them in the campaign; and (3) they often do not
employ the best set of technologies or incentives to change behav-
ior. Overall, these campaigns place extensive burdens on localities
with little follow-through from the center and thus, often, fail to
achieve the desired results.

In 1998, for example, after devastating floods of the Yangtze River,
Premier Zhu Rongji announced a ban on logging for huge swaths of
western Sichuan Province. Since that time, the ban has been ex-
tended to seventeen provinces, autonomous regions, and municipal-
ities. Reports regarding the progress of the ban to date, however, are
conflicting. Official Chinese statistics attest to success, with
China’s forest coverage increasing from 13.4 percent to over 16 per-
cent during 1996–2001.125 According to one report, “Logging has
been reduced in Manchuria, Inner Mongolia, the northwestern Xin-
jiang territory and elsewhere. In all, 740,000 wood workers have
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been laid off. . . . China’s timber production plummeted 97 percent
from 1997 to 2000, when only one million cubic meters were pro-
duced.”126 According to this same report, Chinese loggers have off-
set the losses from the ban by clear-cutting wide swaths of forest in
Burma,127 and other reports suggest that China is becoming a signif-
icant importer of timber, legal and illegal:

China has become, virtually overnight, the second largest importer
of logs in the world, trailing only the United States. . . . (The vol-
ume of uncut logs arriving in China has more than tripled since
1998 to over 15 million m3 [cubic meters]). . . . About 40 percent of
China’s timber imports come from illegal clear-cutting. . . . Tim-
ber imports from Russia have risen from less than 1 million m3 in
1997 to nearly 9 million m3 in 2001, and [twenty percent] of this
trade is believed to be illegal. . . . [China is] quickly becoming the
leading destination for Indonesia’s illegal logs.128

In addition, among the largest foreign logging companies in the
Amazon basin, Chinese logging companies, along with those from
Malaysia, were fined in 1998 for failing to comply with forestry
laws; after failing to pay their fines, their projects were halted.129

But other reports suggest that imports, whether legal or illegal,
have not had a salutary effect on domestic production. According to
one researcher with the State Forestry Administration, the flood of
imports has not helped to protect Chinese forests but instead has
forced the price of timber down, encouraging domestic loggers to
fell more trees to compete.130 Indeed, with entire local economies
dependent on the timber industry and well-known collusion be-
tween local authorities and business to undermine central regula-
tions, it would be surprising for such a ban to elicit such a dramatic
change in such a short time. Thus, there have also been reports of
flagrant disregard for logging restrictions. An investigation con-
ducted by the State Forestry Administration in late 1999 found that
officials in many localities were ignoring the ban and issuing per-
mits in excess of their authority. As a result, logging in many areas
exceeded legal limits by more than 150 percent.131 The UN Food and
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The Challenge of Greening China 123

Agriculture Organization statistics also indicate virtually no de-
cline in Chinese timber production during the period 1997–1999.
Chinese environmentalists, apparently not convinced of the success
of the logging ban, have voiced their concern that at the current rate
of timber production, China’s forests will be depleted in about ten
years.132 Moreover, without supporting social policies, such as a so-
cial security system for the approximately one million lumberjacks
who will be left jobless,133 many are likely to return to their previ-
ous jobs. It may well be that as the economy continues to grow, and
construction continues to skyrocket throughout the country, the in-
creased imports are merely meeting the growing demand.

Yet there is little doubt that the center has attempted to assert
greater control over the illegal logging. Toward the end of 2000, the
State Forestry Administration announced a ten-year campaign to
crack down on illegal lumbering; funding for the campaign was set
at $11.6 billion. In 2001, the State Forestry Bureau reported that it
already had pursued 2.2 million cases involving the destruction of
forests over the past five years.134

Afforestation campaigns, too, despite their long history in China,
have been plagued by inappropriate technology, poor oversight, and
a failure to provide appropriate incentives for actors to change their
behavior. In discussing the massive afforestation projects in Shan-
dong, the Yangtze River Valley, and across China’s northern
provinces during the late 1980s, one survey by the Northwest Insti-
tute of Forestry in Xian revealed that “half of the reported national
afforestation claim was false,” and “the survival rate of planted trees
was no higher than 40%.”135 More recently, in 2001, China Environ-
ment News reported that a Beijing-directed plan to plant 230
hectares (560 acres) of trees outside the capital in order to protect
the capital’s water supply had resulted in only about 70 trees being
planted, and of those many had died.136 Planting trees too close to-
gether, poor forest management, and planting trees without consid-
eration for the viability of the tree species in the local ecosystem
have all limited the efficacy of tree-planting campaigns.

In 2000, the government called on the people to counter the chal-
lenge of desertification, announcing a $725 million campaign to pre-
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vent and control desertification by adding new grassland and forest
and increasing the vegetated area throughout the northwest. In
some cases, resettled farmers and herders were directed to change
the source of their livelihood from agriculture to tree planting.

Despite the promised assistance, however, some regional officials
have already complained that Beijing has not come forth with the
funds for these mandated reforestation efforts. In Inner Mongolia,
the deputy Party secretary has claimed that Beijing has supplied nei-
ther the people nor the financial assistance necessary to reforest his
region, which is already 60 percent desert. He has called on local
business people to “invest in saving their homeland.”137 Even close
to Beijing, where the desert is now only 110 kilometers away, vil-
lagers are unclear how to respond to the government’s call to “grow
trees, stop farming hilly land and confine livestock in pens to pre-
vent ecological disaster.” One villager, Zhou Qingrong, who already
subsists on little more than $50 per year, had this response: “How
can we make a living if we do that? Already we don’t even have
enough money to buy oil or salt.”138

Even some Chinese officials are worried about the government’s
approach. One official in the Ministry of Agriculture’s ecology 
section is concerned that “everything is going fast and there is no
masterplan.” The campaign approach “misses the step-by-step ap-
proaches needed in a well-rounded environmental package [inclu-
ding] planting grasses first to stabilize and enrich soil, then trees.”139

Similarly, in 1997, the government initiated the “Three Rivers
and Three Lakes” campaign to clean up the Liao, Huai, and Hai
rivers and Tai, Chao, and Dianchi lakes. Government reports in
1999 touted the measures taken by the Kunming government to
clean up China’s sixth largest freshwater lake, Dianchi Lake:

The Kunming city government banned the sales and use of deter-
gent which contains phosphorus which was then discharged into
the Dianchi Lake valley. It also closed down more than 20 enter-
prises found to be responsible for pollution. A project to dredge the
bottom of the lake is also going on smoothly and should be com-
pleted by April this year.140
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EPB officials in Kunming, however, report a very different story. In
part, as they note, the sheer magnitude of the problem is over-
whelming:

Over the years, lots of industrial waste water has been emptied
into the upper section of Dianchi. As a result, the lake’s purifica-
tion ability is very weak. No matter how much dredging we do,
there will still be pollutants in the water. Because of years of abuse,
the ecosystem is very fragile. Blue algae blooms are common.141

In fact, the sediment at the bottom of the lake contains a toxic
mix of cadmium, arsenic, and lead. Even after absorbing $2 billion
in loans and grants, most of the lake’s water fails to achieve even
grade V standard.142 According to the deputy director of the Yunnan
Provincial Institute of Environmental Science, Xu Haiping, it would
take 20–30 years for the water in the lake to be as clear as it was in
the 1950s.143 Even that may prove to be optimistic as officials decry
their ability to prevent polluters from continuing to pollute:

We’ve banned phosphorus detergent and we’re also promoting the
use of natural fertilizer. This program hasn’t really gotten off the
ground. This is an area where we would like NGO help. Farmers
have been opposed to the natural fertilizer, so there hasn’t really
been any progress. They need to be educated. . . . I’d estimate that
approximately 70% of all waste discharge comes from chemical re-
fineries . . . the most problematic polluters are state owned compa-
nies. We cannot take them to court.144

By fall 2001, local officials despaired of ever cleaning up the lake.
According to Lin Kuang, of the Dianchi Regulatory Commission,
“We just can’t make the water clear.”145

Perhaps the central government’s most audacious bid to address
both water scarcity and water pollution in China’s northern
provinces, however, is the South-North Water Transfer Project. This
project, which was initially proposed by Mao Zedong in the 1950s,
began construction in December 2002 and encompasses three
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canals, diverting up to 44.8 billion cubic meters of water from the
Yangtze River to the Yellow, Huai, and Hai Rivers at an estimated
cost of almost $60 billion.146 While construction of at least two of
the canals (the eastern and central) is not in doubt, the third (the
western) requires such an enormous investment of technical and fi-
nancial resources, that many believe it will never be completed.147

This massive project first had to overcome the serious resistance
of a number of provincial leaders. During the discussion phase of the
project, many officials in the southern provinces complained with
good cause that Beijing was wasting a tremendous amount of water
from easily addressed technical problems such as leaky toilets, and
thus resented Beijing’s looking south to meet its water needs. Even
former Chinese president Jiang Zemin complained, “If a country
can send satellites and missiles into space, it should be able to dry
up its toilets.”148 At the same time, Hubei and Henan Provinces will
be adversely affected: The project will require the resettlement of
upward of 300,000 people from these provinces.149 As discussed in
chapter 7, China’s experience with resettlement during its Three
Gorges Dam project does not augur well for this process.

An even greater challenge for Beijing will be to ensure the cooper-
ation of all the affected provinces in cleaning up the pollution that
plagues much of the area along the proposed canals. By 2008, for ex-
ample, government officials have called for the construction of 295
water pollution control projects along the eastern canal alone, along
with the closure of many highly polluting factories, such as paper
and pulp mills.150 Other such large-scale campaigns to clean up
rivers and lakes, as discussed above, however, have proved largely in-
effectual.

The environmental impact of the canals themselves remains in
question. There are widely varying analyses, including some that
predict a largely positive impact for the eastern route,151 and others
that fear significant disruption of the local ecology, salinization of
the soil that would cause the water quality in Shanghai to deterio-
rate, and damage to freshwater fisheries.152 A Chinese official of-
fered the most pessimistic view of the water transfer project: that
the river diversion would not be able to transport sufficient water to
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solve the problem, especially during the winter months when the
water was too low and there was not superfluous water flow.153

Even as Beijing has mobilized provincial support for the construc-
tion of the South-North Water Transfer Project, it will require a
commitment of substantial financial and political resources to en-
sure its success. Resettlement, pollution control, and limiting the
ecological impact all will require continual oversight by Beijing.
The campaign approach to environmental protection, while useful
for garnering official attention and mobilizing public support for a
particular environmental challenge, has little chance to succeed. It
emphasizes above all a crisis mentality and grand, sweeping ges-
tures. Instead, China’s leaders will have to undertake the careful
planning, long-term investment, and closely monitored implemen-
tation that typically eludes them as they seek to ensure that this
grand-scale development project and cleanup campaign fulfills its
goals.

The Failures of Reform

Deng’s early steps toward institutionalizing a bureaucracy and
legal framework for environmental protection during the 1970s and
1980s, as well as later initiatives under his successors Jiang Zemin
during the 1990s and into the twenty-first century under Hu Jintao,
have not been able to meet the rapidly multiplying set of environ-
mental challenges that have emerged in the wake of the economic
reforms. In virtually every respect, China’s environment overall has
deteriorated, contributing to additional social and economic prob-
lems. In particular, China’s central environmental protection bu-
reaucracy remains weak, forced to negotiate with more develop-
ment-oriented ministries and commissions from a position of lower
status within the central bureaucracy and unable to enforce its di-
rectives through a strong chain of command to local EPBs.

At the same time, China’s formal environmental protection insti-
tutions have all taken important steps to enhance their efficacy.
They have improved the process by which they develop new policies

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?



Chapter 4128

and draft new laws, experimented with new policy approaches, and
developed a coterie of talented and highly qualified experts through-
out the policy, legal, and judicial arenas.

Too, while the devolution of authority to local officials has left
many regions suffering from lack of leadership or lack of resources
or both, it also has produced some striking examples of success.
Local initiative in Dalian, Shanghai, and Zhongshan, for example,
has earned all three cities recognition for their environmental
achievements.

Moreover, as chapters 5 and 6 explore, greater change may be
forthcoming from forces outside the government. China’s reforms
also have introduced nongovernmental actors, including interna-
tional and domestic NGOs, the media, and multinationals as impor-
tant sources of environmental change, providing access to new pol-
icy approaches, new technologies, and funding opportunities. Often
at the margins, but sometimes in critical ways, these actors are
helping to push China’s environmental protection capacity beyond
the limits of its formal institutions.

4= P 4ECQ ? B 2 9B? 8C ? 8 1E =D - B? ? C ? E =B EE? A? 2BC ? 2 ?EE : C ? C P 6 ?  
6 7 ? 4 D 2? E B I- ? D=? E I ? = EC C AB ? CE = C / = 3.' ' ,

2 ? ? C AB - -

2
IP

CA
B

R
2

?E
E:

C
?

CP
6

?
0

EE
CA

B
?

?
?


