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Pollution 
Notes regarding Pollution from China on the Edge by He Bochuan, 1991, China Books & Periodicals, 209 pp.  ISBN 0-

8351-2448-7. 

Water 

 China has traditionally been a water poor country, 88% of its water is used for agriculture.  Water 

shortages affect both cities and countryside.  However, there is no incentive to manage water in an 

orderly, efficient, and economical fashion.  China’s modernization plans are severely impeded by 

water shortages. 

 Use of underground water supplies has severely depleted these reserves in many areas; over 90% 

of the ground water in the Beijing-Tianjin-Tangshan area has already been used.  The level of the 

land has sunk, the salt content in the water has increased; and hundreds of thousands of wells have 

dried up.  In coastal regions, seawater has permeated many coastal areas, making the water 

undrinkable. 

 Each year, agricultural sources of runoff carries off an amount of nitrogen, phosphorous and 

potassium that is equal to the annual amount of fertilizer produced in the country.  The massive 

burning of hundreds of millions of tons of straw as fuel further deprives the soil of nutrients. 

 Over fishing and pollution in marine fishing grounds have severely affected local fish and 

crustacean populations, making them nonexistent in many locations.  Oil pollution is a major 

problem in the Bohai and Yellow Seas.  Copper, zinc, lead, and mercury are also major problems 

in many fishing grounds.  Contaminated water from both cities and factories is dumped straight 

into the rivers without any treatment. 

 The first sewage treatment facility in China was built in the Beijing area in 1980.  Over 80% of 

China’s municipalities have no sewage treatment facilities.  Most factories dump their wastes into 

local water sources with no treatment.  It is hard to enforce government regulations on pollution 

when the government owns the companies doing the polluting. 

 Small dumps of municipal waste, much of which is ash from burning coal, surround most cities.  

The chemicals from these dumps are leaching into the ground causing the ground water to become 

polluted. 

Air 

 Air pollution is a major cause of disease in China.  Most of the diseases are related to the 

excessive amounts of toxic airborne particles around factories.  Acid rain has become a big 

problem in many areas. 

 Coal is the source for 75 to 80% of the total energy produced in China. (Natural gas = 2 to 3%, 

hydroelectric = less than 1%). China’s energy consumption per unit GNP is the highest in the 

world. 

 Many households (over 40%) burn crops stocks, firewood (one source of deforestation), dung, and 

coal for cooking and heating. 

 Three-fourths of the trains are coal driven steam locomotives. 

Land  – Severe soil erosion,  Deforestation – Desertification 

 Clearing the land for agriculture and firewood causes deforestation.  Raging fires have become a 

major problem in excessively logged areas, which contributes to both water and air pollution. 

 Desertification is primarily the result of excessive logging and herding and failure to conserve 

water resources.  Deserts and semi-desert areas make up 1/7 of China’s total land area. 

 Over 16.5 million acres of farmland have been salinated. 

 Desertification of ariable land is also caused by the building of new cities to meet the demands of 

the increasing population. 

 Deforestation has had a demonstrable impact on local climates causing both floods and droughts.  

Recent news reports on flooding in China report that deforestation is a major contributor to the 

massive flooding in recent years.   Soil erosion from elevated areas has turned rivers brown.  

There is more frequent land and rock slides in these hilly areas.    

 Theft and blatant looting of forest resources is a major problem. 

 Yangtze River discharges 500 million tons of silt annually into the Yellow Sea.  This is equal to 

the Nile + Amazon + Mississippi Rivers combined. 

 Village run mining are inefficient, and wasteful, often destroying ariable land.  Peasant-run 

coalmines produce 27% of the nations coal supplies. 

 There is excessive fertilization being used, which decreased the soils fertility by exhausting is of 

soil nutrients. 
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Noise – China has one of the most serious noise pollution problems in the world. Noise levels in major 

cities are approximately 80 decibels during the day (recommended levels are below 65 decibels). The 

majority of noise (70%) is from vehicles. 

 

Main Causes of Pollution and Ecological Problems 

1) Over population which leads to excessive cultivation, herding, and fishing.  Aggravated by 

unbalanced geographic distribution of the population, shortages of employment for the young, 

low-quality education. Over ¾ of the population is engaged in agriculture. 

2)  Economic difficulties are a major factor.  They create inefficiency, waste, and lack of innovation 

and ineffective use of capital.  Government policies to counter economic problems often result in 

the irrational use of resources, especially the policy that each region must be totally self-sufficient.  

Other policies have resulted in businesses producing just for the sake of producing, even when 

there is no demand for the product. 

3) Weakness in transportation and energy infrastructure throughout the country.  Energy shortages 

caused by inefficiency and waste.  Over 40% of the nations production teams did not have 

electricity by the end of the 80’s.  China began to build nuclear power plants in the 1980’s.  A 

large share of the transportation system is used to transport energy (i.e. coal).  Agriculture is 

severely impacted by the lack of transportation capabilities. 

4) Bureaucraticism and ignorance. 


