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HOW GREEN IS 
CHINA?
IT’S CERTAINLY NOT BLACK OR WHITE

by Steven Schwankert
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Over the last 30 years, when it comes 
to China’s interactions with the rest of 
the world, the country has been like 
the elephant being examined by six 

blind men in the folk tale. Some observers “feel” 
its cities and declare it to be a modern, urban 
society; others touch its vast countryside and say 
it is rural and agrarian; some experience its karst 
hills and proclaim it to be like a timeless landscape 
painting; still others see its industrial, capitalist 
south and state that it is a Dickensian novel gone 
wrong. All are correct and all are incorrect at the 
same time.

The argument over the emergence of a new, 
“green” China is no less contentious, with ample 
evidence to support both sides but neither  
sufficient to emerge supreme.  Some people  
compulsively tweet Beijing air quality readings 
in some attempt at clearing the skies while cars 
choke the ring roads, but signs of a more green 
economy are all around. In any public place,  
recyclable materials like glass, aluminum and  
plastic dr ink containers are whisked away,  
joining piles of cardboard and newsprint slated to 
be reused. Venture into the countryside outside 
Beijing and you’ll see that solar water heaters are 
practically de rigueur on the roof of any home. 

Perhaps it ’s the grand claims that put the  
discussion about China’s “greenness” out of balance. 
“What the US doesn’t realize,” the founder and 
chairwoman of the Joint US-China Collaboration 
on Clean Energy told the New York Times, is that 
China “is going from manufacturing hub to the 
clean-tech laboratory of the world.” All this because  
China had installed its first offshore wind farm 
before the US did.

China made a commitment that by 2020 it 
would produce 15 percent of its energy using 
non-fossil fuel means (up from the current 7.8 
percent). However, non-fossil fuel doesn’t mean all 
wind farms and solar power. China, which already 
has the largest number of dams in the world, plans 
to double its hydroelectric capacity by 2020, which 
means a lot more dams. 

“To match the installed hydropower capacity of 
200 million kilowatts, thermal power plants would 

have to burn 288 million tons of coal equivalent, 
emit 855 million tons of carbon dioxide and 5.4 
million tons of carbon sulfur dioxide every year” –  
these are the estimates of the China Electricity 
Council.

Speaking of burning coal, for all its claims of 
green energy, the country still looks pretty sooty: 
83 percent of China’s electricity is produced by 
coal-burning power plants.

Jonathan Watts, Asia environment correspond-

“CHINA IS GENUINELY TRYING 
TO MAKE THE TRANSITION 

TOWARDS A GREEN ECONOMY, 
BUT FOR THE MOMENT THE 

PROSPECTS ARE AS GRAY AS 
THE VIEW OUTSIDE THE WINDOW

 ON A HAZY BEIJING DAY”
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ent for the Guardian and author of the recently 
published When a Billion Chinese Jump, said, “China 
is genuinely trying to make the transition towards a 
green economy, but for the moment the prospects  
are as gray as the view outside the window on a 
hazy Beijing day.”

First, the superlatives. “The investment in 
renewables is more than just talk. China’s wind- 
generating capacity has just about doubled 

every year since 2005 and last year became world 
number one. It is also the biggest solar panel  
manufacturer, the biggest user of solar water heat-
ers and a leading player in solar thermal power 
generation,” Watts said. “In almost every energy 
field – hydro, nuclear, biomass, geothermal –  
the story is the same: China is either installing 
the most new capacity and/or already leads the 
world.” 

Performance on paper and actual implemen-
tation are, of course, two different things. “In this 
regard, it has done exceptionally well compared 
to most other nations, but that alone does not 
mean it is green,” Watts said. “Because demand 
for power is surging along with the economy, 
China also has to ramp up coal production and 
coal imports, which means more CO₂ and – in 
many places – more soot and other particulate 
matter in the air. It is trying to use coal in a cleaner, 
more efficient way by investing in state-of-the-
art ultra supercritical thermal power plants and 
by developing gasification technology, but for 
some time to come, greenhouse gas emissions 
will continue to rise.”

For the short-term, it will be difficult for China 
to make relatively easy gains, Watts predicts. 
“Much of the low-hanging fruit has been picked, 
but one area that has not been fully explored is 
school and public education on conservation is-

sues and lower-impact consumption. Better urban 
planning and architectural design could make a 
difference. Giving stronger powers to local envi-
ronmental departments is likely to help. A more ef-
ficient metered heating system would be good, as 
would a smarter electricity grid. A carbon-trading 
system – likely to be included in the next five-year 
plan – would also be a step forward. Longer term, 
a better effort to conserve and respect biodiversity 
will be necessary for the country’s ecological and 
economic well being.”

Jack Perkowski, author of Managing the Dragon 
and a blog of the same name, sees potential in 
China’s green sector, but for the moment believes 
it’s mostly just that: potential. “China’s continued 
economic growth is one reason why it is now a 
larger energy consumer than the United States. 
Another, though, is the fact that the country has 
a long way to go in terms of energy efficiency. 
Energy inefficiency is the reason it takes more 
energy to power a Chinese economy that is only 
one-third the size of the United States.

“China’s emergence as the world’s largest 
energy consumer underscores the fact that there 
are now real limits to how fast its economy can 
grow if energy efficiency can’t be improved,” 
Perkowski said.

Having worked in and around China’s auto indus-
try for most of the last two decades, Perkowski sees 
great progress, but also opportunity in improving 
energy and fuel efficiency. The biggest issue? Cost. 

“China moved to implement Euro III emission 
standards for trucks in 2008, which will add to the 
cost of transportation and increase inflationary 
pressures. While the technology already exists 
for diesel engines to meet Euro V and even Euro 
VI standards, adopting these technologies would 
increase the purchase price of trucks and the cost 
of transportation well beyond amounts that the 
China market can afford,” he said.

“In other words, the technology for clean diesel 
exists, but it is too expensive for China at this point. 
Modifying these existing technologies in a way 
that enables them to fit within the framework of 
affordability in the China market represents one 
of the biggest commercial opportunities of the 
21st century,” Perkowski said.

For now, China’s future will continue to be a 
mixture of green and gray. We’re rooting for the 
former.

Jonathan Watts’ When a Billion Chinese Jump and 
Jack Perkowski’s Managing the Dragon are available 
at The Bookworm.

“ENERGY INEFFICIENCY IS THE 
REASON IT TAKES MORE ENERGY
 TO POWER A CHINESE ECONOMY

 THAT IS ONLY ONE-THIRD THE 
SIZE OF THE UNITED STATES”
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10 Number of days truck drivers spent stuck 
in a traffic jam in Hebei province in late August, 
caused by road construction and an overload of 
coal trucks. 

The Independent

3,759 Number of meters a Chinese  
submarine dove to plant a flag on the bottom  
of the South China Sea and lay claim to its  
vast mineral wealth. 

7,000,000 The number of naked carp 
added to Qinghai Lake this year to boost local 
stocks.

Xinhua

1/5  Proportion of Chinese crop harvests 
threatened by climate change under the worst 
case scenarios. 

Nature

2,087 Number of steel, cement and other 
mills in China ordered to close in the first half of 
2010 due to poor environmental controls. 

2,000,000 Tons of steel produced by a 
blast furnace in Zhejiang province that was shut 
down for excessive energy use. 

1% Improvement in energy efficiency that 
Zhejiang province failed to achieve in the first 
half of 2010. 

Associated Press

1.18 billion Amount lost, in Hong 
Kong dollars, in healthcare bills and lost  
productivity due to high pollution levels  
in Hong Kong. 

3.8 million Number of doctor visits 
generated by said high pollution levels in Hong 
Kong – more than one out of every two HK 
residents. 

Reuters



16 OCTOBER 2010

FUN & GAMES

1. Enoteca will not be expanding its selection of:
a) Cognac
b) Caramac
c) Armagnac
d) Dubonnet

2. Avignon is famous for all of the following except 
its:
a) theater festival
b) Palais des Papes
c) beekeeping museum
d) bridge

3. Which of the following is a symptom of Type 2 
diabetes?
a) excessive thirst
b) experiencing sudden bursts of energy
c) loss of appetite
d) heart palpitations

4. BNC, the new store in Sanlitun Village North, 
carries all the following designers except:
a) Vega Zaishi Wang
b) Plastered T-shirts
c) (Na)too
d) Phillip Lim

5. What saves the world, according to the band 
Wanderlust?
a) music
b) synthesizer
c) aliens
d) time travel

6. Which Japanese restaurant serves a RMB 8,000 
kaiseki set meal? 
a) Nadaman 
b) Kagoya Hachibay 
c) Kaden Minokichi  
d) Yotsuba

7. Where did Yi Jianlian play before moving to the 
Washington Wizards?
a) New York Knicks
b) Washington Redskins
c) Manchester Giants 
d) New Jersey Nets 

8. When is the International Day of Animation?
a) April 1 
b) October 28
c) October 9
d) October 15

TRIVIA TRAVAILS

Each month we run a series of questions 
based on the content of the issue. Answer 
them correctly and win free stuff!

 This month’s prize is two RMB 200 vouchers 
for Mint Spa.

E-mail answers to editor@thebeijinger.com

Answers to September’s Trivia Travails:

1. c) type of dumpling  2. a) pressed 
noodles  3. b) Cher  4. b) Prague  
5. a) Hermes  6. d) pool club  7. c) Writing 
for Lonely Planet travel guides  
8. c) Colony Collapse Disorder

Last month’s winner was Kim Soriano.

TELL US A JOKE

Charlie Dang, General Manager 
of The Westin Beijing Financial 
Street

A man at the airport check-in desk tells 
the airline rep, “I’d like this bag to go to 
Berlin, this one to California, and this one 
to London.”
The rep says, “I’m sorry sir. We can’t do 
that.”  
The man replies “Nonsense. That’s what 
you did last time I flew with you.”

Take care of all your belongings on your 
way to The Westin Beijing Financial Street.

Win two vouchers for Mint Spa (each 
worth RMB 200) by correctly answering 
this month’s Trivia Travails.
Answers to editor@thebeijinger.com

Be first to spot this month’s Bogus Ad and 
win two vouchers for The Meridian spa 
(worth RMB 300 each).
Answers to marketing@thebeijinger.com

Also up for grabs this issue are:

a Stella Artois gift pack,

a business lunch for two at Le Pré Lenôtre,

a RMB 300 voucher for dinner at 
Ganges Indian Restaurant,

a champagne brunch for two at the 
St. Regis,

2 tickets to Suzie Wong’s Pink party

and a bottle of Zonin Primo Amore 
Grigio 2007

To win these prizes, look out for the 
competition questions throughout 
this month’s issue!

WIN STUFFLIES, DAMNED LIES AND ...

REAL ESTATES: MOST COMMON WORDS IN 
TITLES OF BEIJING RESIDENTIAL PROPERTIES


