
Pollution becoming a huge problem in China 
 
BEIJING, Aug. 25 — No country in history has emerged as a major industrial power 
without creating a legacy of environmental damage that can take decades and big dollops 
of public wealth to undo. 
 
But just as the speed and scale of China’s rise as an economic power have no clear 
parallel in history, so its pollution problem has shattered all precedents. Environmental 
degradation is now so severe, with such stark domestic and international repercussions, 
that pollution poses not only a major long-term burden on the Chinese public but also an 
acute political challenge to the ruling Communist Party. And it is not clear that China can 
rein in its own economic juggernaut. 
 
Public health is reeling. Pollution has made cancer China’s leading cause of death, the 
Ministry of Health says. Ambient air pollution alone is blamed for hundreds of thousands 
of deaths each year. Nearly 500 million people lack access to safe drinking water. 
 
Chinese cities often seem wrapped in a toxic gray shroud. Only 1 percent of the country’s 
560 million city dwellers breathe air considered safe by the European Union. Beijing was 
forced to frantically searched for a magic formula, to clear its skies for the 2008 
Olympics. 
 
Environmental woes that might be considered catastrophic in some countries can seem 
commonplace in China: industrial cities where people rarely see the sun; children killed 
or sickened by lead poisoning or other types of local pollution; a coastline so swamped 
by algal red tides that large sections of the ocean no longer sustain marine life. 
 
China is choking on its own success. The economy is on a historic run, posting a 
succession of double-digit growth rates. But the growth derives, now more than at any 
time in the recent past, from a staggering expansion of heavy industry and urbanization 
that requires colossal inputs of energy, almost all from coal, the most readily available, 
and dirtiest, source. 
 
The government has numerical targets for reducing emissions and conserving energy. 
Export subsidies for polluting industries have been phased out. Different campaigns have 
been started to close illegal coal mines and shutter some heavily polluting factories. 
Major initiatives are under way to develop clean energy sources like solar and wind 
power. And environmental regulation in Beijing, Shanghai and other leading cities were 
tightened ahead of the 2008 Olympics. 
 
It said that if China continues at its current rate, it will completely use of the world’s 
major resources (oil, steel, lumber) by the year 2040. But in the meantime the country has 
to worry about its 1.4 Billion citizens which means that short cuts at the cost of the 
environment will be the norm until there is more pressure from the rest of the world to 
“clean up” their act. 


