
MODERN CHINA'S BARRIER TO SUSTAINABLE
WATER: A GLOBALIZED PERSPECTIVE

Item Type Electronic Thesis; text

Authors Kusy, Annalise Nicole

Citation Kusy, Annalise Nicole. (2021). MODERN CHINA'S BARRIER TO
SUSTAINABLE WATER: A GLOBALIZED PERSPECTIVE (Bachelor's
thesis, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:08:28

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/663759

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/663759


 

MODERN CHINA'S BARRIER TO SUSTAINABLE WATER: 

A GLOBALIZED PERSPECTIVE 

By 

ANNALISE NICOLE KUSY 

 

 

____________________ 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to The Honors College 

In Partial Fulfilment of the Bachelors Degree 

With Honors in 

Global Studies 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

DECEMBER 2021 

 

 

Approved by: 

_____________________________ 

Andrés D. Oñate, PhD 

Department of  East Asian Studies 



 

 

 

 

 

"A Water Scarce China" 

Illustration by Annalise Kusy (2021) 

 

 

 

  



3 

 

Abstract 

 In modern China, environmental deterioration quickly transforms into one of the country's 

most severe problems. Despite pressures of modernization on water resources, reforms and 

policies unsuccessfully manage this crisis. The lack of genuinely productive actions towards a 

Chinese ecological civilization traces back to the tension between environmental protectionism 

and economic growth. The majority of literature on Chinese environmental policy does not 

consider the influence of globalizing forces on governing bodies. Thus, this research analyzes these 

gaps in Chinese environmental protection from globalization, a catalyst for China's lacking 

environmental infrastructure. Here, environmental science, history, policy, and globalization 

synthesize into a holistic perspective on Chinese water issues. The study finds that mainstream 

free-trade economic globalization is China's most significant barrier to sustainable water. 

Historical causations of China's opening-up, foreign environmental implications, and currently 

operational ineffective environmental protection policy illustrate this barrier. Although this 

research finds current practices of economic globalization to be ineffective in maintaining a 

sustainable world, David Boje offers his Mother Earth Economy as an alternative. Overall, the 

conclusions drawn about China's environmental degradation apply to global environmental 

degradation. The whole world would do well to be wary of the implications of unchecked 

globalization on a sustainable future. 
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Introduction 

One of the most pressing topics of modern-day discussion is the environment. Concerns 

about climate change and natural degradation are increasingly relevant as the world modernizes. 

The issue of the environment is a global one, as all countries contribute to the worsening ecological 

conditions, and in turn, all are affected by it. One such case of nation-specific environmental 

contention is the People's Republic of China (中华人民共和国) (PRC). The PRC is a significant 

contributor to global pollution. For this analysis, the focus of China's pollution will be on water 

pollution specifically. Although air pollution is another huge concern for the country, water 

pollution poses a less visibly obvious threat to the well-being of both humans and the environment 

in China. As China becomes more sophisticated and developed, fears of environmental destruction 

due to water pollution continue to rise. 

The severity of the condition of the environment is now significant enough to threaten the 

sustainability of China, both socially and ecologically. Despite this reality, there seems to have 

been an absence of genuinely productive action to amend damages. There has been some action 

by the Chinese government to address these issues, but none have proven effective enough to curb 

the environmental degradation rate. Therefore, there must be an obstacle facing the Chinese 

government in implementing successful environmental protections and programs. However, what 

is the most significant barrier to Chinese ecological society? This question of how and why China 

struggles to become sustainable against the powerful forces of globalization must be examined 

through the lens of globalization. This analysis attempts to explain these challenges by 

understanding the implications of economic globalization and the consequences for the 

environment. This discussion will argue that the pressure created by globalization to conform to 

mainstream free-market capitalism is China's most significant barrier to becoming an ecological 
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society with sustainable water resources. The historical context that brought about China's poor 

environmental conditions, China's foreign affairs relating to natural resources, and current gaps in 

environmental policy and reform demonstrate this barrier.  

Historical Context 

 Fundamental to the story of China's environmental circumstances is the historical context 

of China's development resulting from Mao-era conditions that established global capitalism as 

the biggest challenge to sustainability. In September 1949, the Chinese Communist Party had 

defeated the Guomingdang after years of civil war. Shortly after, the Chinese Communist Party 

established the People's Republic of China, beginning China's era of communist rule. During this 

time, party official Mao Zedong was rising to power, intending to reshape China through peasant 

revolution against the bourgeoises.  

Eventually, Mao's political ideology manifested in the Great Leap Forward from 1958-

1962 and the Cultural Revolution from 1966-1976. Mao wanted to mold Chinese society into a 

peasant-labor-based production economy. He intended to give the peasants the responsibility for 

the means of production. As a precursor to the Great Leap Forward, Mao established his Five Year 

Plan. The Plan sought to begin the first stage of the collectivization of the Chinese countryside and 

the industrialization of cities. Mao's intention in collectivization was the "abolishment of private 

ownership, or communism, with anticipated shared property" ("China's Great Leap Forward"). 

Mao intended the final stage of collectivization to occur in the Great Leap Forward that would 

result in fully self-sustaining communes. Mao's desire for the peasant masses to realize their 

potential to "achieve a communist utopia through unity, physical labor, and sheer willpower" 

defined his programs ("China's Great Leap Forward"). In tandem with the agricultural production 

of the countryside, Mao wanted to maximize the peasants' productivity by industrializing the 
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countryside and urban areas. This industrialization led to the creation of backyard furnaces used 

to produce steel to make China, the world's leading steel producer by 1962. As a result of the high 

production quotas, around ten percent of China's forests were lost to meet the demand for wood to 

run backyard furnaces. Due to these unrealistic quotas for industrial and agricultural production 

and high tax rates, the people of China quickly began to lack the necessary resources for their 

survival. In 1959, famine devastated China, killing around 23 million to 55 million people. 

Additionally, in 1959, flooding of the Yellow River killed around 2 million people, 

followed by a drought that continued to destroy Chinese agricultural viability (Szczepanski, "The 

Great Leap Forward"). The Great Leap Forward caused the economic collapse, killed millions of 

people, and wasted millions of resources in just three years. The economic consequences were 

caused by a crumbling of industry internally and externally from the Soviet Union. Since the Great 

Leap Forward was Mao's attempt at establishing a communistic society distinctly different from 

Soviet communism, the Soviet Union stopped providing foreign aid, which "hindered China's 

economy… from further development for a very long time" (Hsiung-Shen and Jui-Lung 64). These 

two programs set the stage for another destructive moment in China's history.  

After the Great Leap Forward ended, Mao's reputation suffered considerably, and he lost a 

great deal of power in the Party. In order to win power back, he called on the youth of China to 

revolt in 1966. Through the revolution, he sought "to replace his designated successors with leaders 

more faithful to his current thinking," "to rectify the Chinese Communist Party," "to provide 

China's youths with a revolutionary experience," and "to achieve some specific policy changes to 

make the educational, health care, and cultural systems less elitist" ("Cultural Revolution”). A big 

part of ensuring Mao's power in China involved eliminating his opponents. Mao and his followers 

categorized anyone with bourgeoisies sentiments (whether true or not) as a threat to Chinese 
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society. Thus, it eradicated any evidence of the old bourgeois world, pre-communist China. There 

was a growing fear around being labeled as anti-communist, especially as the Red Guard, a force 

consisting of China's youth acting in the name of Mao's ideology. The Red Guard terrorized the 

country, inciting chaos that would lead to further societal instability. Eventually, the conditions 

were so volatile that not even Mao managed to make it out on top, as his revolution died with him 

in 1976. After ten long years of the Cultural Revolution, the country sustained much physical and 

psychological damage. As a result, China's economy suffered greatly.  

Altogether, Mao's first Five Year Plan, the Great Leap Forward, and the Cultural 

Revolution greatly impacted China. The Mao Era left China in a state of ruin, setting the stage for 

the country's following environmental issues. China's rapid economic growth first preceded the 

environmental situation in the 1980s. The economic crisis resulting from Mao's programs was the 

catalyst "for China's embrace of capitalism in the 1980s and subsequent economic boom" (Phillips, 

"The Cultural Revolution"). Since the Chinese had had enough of Mao's isolationist policies after 

years of famine and social upheaval, the country was ready to head in a new direction. 

Deng Xiaoping led this direction in 1978 after the end of the Cultural Revolution. While 

Deng Xiaoping was not the instigator of China's opening up, as was Hua Guofeng directly after 

the death of Mao, he was the proper means to China's successful economic reform. He facilitated 

effective economic reform policies that began to heal China both psychologically and 

economically. These new policies included "Reform and Opening Up," "Socialism 

Modernization," and "Socialism with Chinese Characteristics" (Vinicius de Freitas 9). Deng 

Xiaoping's reform era marked the end of China's communist economy. Deng's strategy was to push 

for socialism as an alternative to the communism that dragged the country into poverty years before. 

This change was motivated by Deng's awareness that "the world was moving into globalization" 
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(17). Thus, the Chinese government became more willing to apply free-market economic 

principles to its economy in order to compete on the global stage. Such a transition into the global 

economy sparked the beginning of China's industrial age.  

This rapid industrialization is significant because it highlights the power of globalizing 

forces and their effects on individual countries' economic formats. In the effort to drag China out 

from the ashes of the Mao era, Deng Xiaoping addressed the countries need to rebuild an economy 

that could actively support itself and its people. Due to the increasing interconnectivity of the rest 

of the world's economy after World War II, such economic success depended on competing on the 

global economic stage. Thus, China needed to open up to efficiently and successfully heal. 

However, China's opening up consequently enabled globalizing forces to quickly shape China's 

identity from possessing strictly communistic characteristics to allowing Western capitalist ideas 

to influence the economic framework. This process is a phenomenon of globalization. Similar to 

the globalization of language, increased interconnectivity among groups is a defining feature of 

economic globalization. As more groups find the need to communicate, the homogenization of 

languages increases to facilitate greater understanding and more fluid interactions between 

different groups. The homogenization of language is a metaphor for the imposition of capitalism 

as the global economic vernacular. While China is not considered a purely capitalist economy and 

still resists adaptation to Western ideas, it cannot completely isolate itself from the power of 

globalization and the free-market economic system. Nevertheless, globalization does not result in 

perfect homogenization either. The Chinese economy is still distinct from Western capitalism and 

can be described better as " 'state capitalism' with a framework for Communist (or socialist) Rule" 

("Is China Capitalist?"). 
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Despite these intrinsic differences, the influences of global economic norms on China 

resulted in the country's massive industrial boom and subsequent modernization. Due to the 

supply and demand process that rewards 

production and consumerism 

foundational to capitalist markets, China 

quickly developed its production 

capacity as a means of competing 

globally. This development period began 

in the 1980s, and by 2010 China 

established itself as the world's leading 

producer, exceeding the United States 

(see fig. 1.).  

 Such breakneck transformation of the industry does have implications on the resource 

capacity. The hurriedness in establishing China as the number one global producer also means a 

lack of solid infrastructure that enables the sustainability of such production output. Here is the 

root of China's environmental crisis, the infrastructural instability of the new market economy.  

As a result of globalizing pressures to adapt to capitalist market influences, Chinese 

production leaders established goals without considering its long-term sustainability. Capitalism 

rewards efficiency in the marketplace as a means of acquiring profit. Often the primary 

consideration of capitalist market economies is profit. The attainment of wealth and power over 

the market is justified at the expense of environmental concerns, as "greed is good" policies 

dominate the market (Boje xiv). This attitude during industrialization led to the initial cause of 

China's water problems that are still relevant today. The primary sources of water pollution in 

Fig. 1. Mark, Perry. "Chart of the Day: China is Now the World's No. 

1 Manufacturer." AEIdeas, 12 Dec. 2012, www.aei.org/carpe-

diem/chart-of-the-day-china-is-now-worlds-no-1-manufacturer/. 
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China, industrial wastewater dumping, agricultural runoff, and plastic contamination, can be traced 

back to the lack of infrastructure during China's rapid industrialization.  

Sources of Water Pollution 

Industrial Wastewater 

Currently, China faces massive water pollution challenges. These problems stem from the 

rapid development of industry in the 80s and 90s. This increase in industrialization resulted in 

increased levels of industrial waste. Between 1981 and 1995, the total volume of industrial 

wastewater increased by 27.8% (Wu, et al. 251).  The most significant actors in industrial 

production were township-village enterprises (TVE) rather than state-owned enterprises. TVEs, 

on the other hand, are "various enterprises established outside urban areas with majority 

investment from rural collective organizations or farmers" (251). The TVEs comprised a 

considerable percentage of China's industrial GDP, from 7% in 1978 to 55% in 1995. It follows 

that this vast contribution to industry results in a significant amount of waste production. In 1995, 

the TVEs industrial waste discharge equaled around 5.9 billion tons, translating to 21% of the 

national wastewater discharge.  

Not only is the sheer volume of wastewater relevant, but also the concentration of 

pollutants. Most industrial wastewaters are dumped into the surrounding environment, eventually 

seeping into significant water sources. Since TVEs wastewater discharge constitutes such a high 

percentage of the overall wastewater released into the environment, its "contribution to the total 

share of pollutants is substantial" (252). Wastewater included pollutants such as organic matter, 

acids, alkalis, nitrogen, phosphate, phenols, cyanide, lead, cadmium, mercury, and bichromate. 

During this time, the most significant contributors to industrial wastewater production were paper 

and pulp mills (30.03%), chemical industries (5.93%), textile dyeing, and staining plants (4.57%) 
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(252). Due to the unregulated dumping of waste into the environment, scientists found pollutants 

from waste in lakes, rivers, and oceans surrounding many of China's major industrial sectors. Here 

they found drinking water quality to be far below the standard.  

In addition to industrialization, urbanization contributed heavily to China's water problems. 

Accelerated population growth in urban areas heavily strained resources in many Chinese cities. 

Coupled with an inadequate infrastructure caused cities to be incapable of sustaining such high 

volumes of wastewater. As a result, not only was wastewater being produced by industrial 

enterprises, but also by households. Because of the disparity in proper water infrastructure, 

wastewater rarely received treatment. Thus, industrial companies and families dumped the bulk of 

their waste, including human and animal excreta, into nearby waterways. In 1996, the quantity of 

sewage waste dumped into the environment totaled over 20 billion tons, only 10% of that receiving 

any water treatment (253). Such tremendous quantities of waste released into the environment 

resulted in pipelines, surface water, and groundwater sources contamination. Sewage 

contamination is a health hazard to organisms that rely on the water sources because, untreated, it 

is a breeding ground for pathogens such as schistosomula ova cercaria, ova of parasitic flukes, and 

worms, hepatitis A, bacterial dysentery, diarrhea, para-cholera, and typhoid. As a result of 

untreated sewage dumping, China classified its water systems as highly hazardous for human 

consumption.  

Although industrial and urban wastewater contributes heavily to water pollution, 

agricultural sourced pollution is the most dominant source of water pollution in China (Ivanova, 

"Toxic Water Across Much of China"). Similar to industrial enterprises and households, farmers 

often did not have access to a proper waste treatment system and were forced to dump agricultural 

remains into the environment. Not only does agricultural waste include pesticides and fertilizers, 
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but it also includes human and animal excreta and phosphate-based detergents. When released 

without treatment, agricultural waste contaminates local lakes, which leads to eutrophication. 

Eutrophication is the "overloading of water bodies with organic materials and nutrients that 

encourage algal blooms and deplete oxygen available for aquatic organisms" (Wu, et al. 254). This 

process is harmful to the plants and animals that inhabit these bodies of water and to human health, 

as the algal blooms produce toxins that are carcinogenic to humans. Overall, the lack of a proper 

waste disposal infrastructure led to most of China's water issues in the 1980s and 1990s.   

Although these issues began over thirty years ago, many are still occurring today. For 

example, there is still a considerable lack of proper water infrastructure to treat wastewater 

properly. As indicated by a 2020 study published by Springer Nature, even as the Chinese 

government makes more efforts to improve waste treatment and pollution control measures, they 

are not significant enough to overcome China's water problem. This study intends to ascertain 

China's water scarcity in quantity and quality (Ma, et al.). The results suggested that water 

pollution impacts the quality and safety of water and impacts the overall availability. Furthermore, 

the data reflected the parallel increase of water pollution with an increase in water scarcity. 

Specifically, Northern China water basins showed insufficient water quality and quantity year-

round, and Southern China water basins showed insufficient water quantity due to worsening water 

pollution seasonally.  

Agricultural Runoff and Waste 

Other than industrialization and urbanization, the change in agricultural practices led to 

further water pollution. From 1980 to 1995, China's agricultural sector underwent a massive 

transformation with fertilizers and pesticides, which helped maximize efficiency in crop 

production. As a result of increased crop yield and resilience, most farmers relied on these products. 
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The National Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA) in Beijing reported that from 1990 to 

1994 alone, fertilizer use increased from 25.9 million tons to 35.1 million tons (Wu, et al. 254). 

Even as recently as 2013, records indicated China as the world's most significant user of fertilizers 

and pesticides, at a volume of 59 million tons and 1.8 million tons, respectively (Zhang, et al. 1). 

Unfortunately, the positive outcomes in agriculture production from fertilizers and pesticides occur 

in tandem with the negative consequences of agricultural waste and runoff.  

Agricultural runoff, or non-point source pollution (NPS), occurs when runoff water from 

rainfall, snowfall, or irrigation erodes pollutant materials. Water flowing downstream eventually 

deposits pollutants “into watersheds through lakes, rivers, wetlands, coastal waters, and even… 

underground sources of drinking water" ("Protecting Water Quality From Agricultural Runoff."). 

This runoff collects fertilizers, pesticides, and livestock waste and drains them into main bodies of 

water, causing contamination. Most of these fertilizers are inorganic and contain toxic chemicals 

such as arsenic (As), cadmium (Cd), fluorine (F), lead (Pb), and mercury (Hg) (Zhang, et al. 1). 

These chemicals and heavy metals are hazardous to the environment because as they enter bodies 

of water, they cause algal blooms and depleted oxygen, which is deadly to most aquatic life" 

("Protecting Water Quality From Agricultural Runoff."). In this way, agricultural runoff damages 

the environment with which it comes into contact.  

Plastic Pollution 

Another source of water pollution is the plastic used in everyday food containers, plastic 

bags, and bathroom products. The world's largest producers use plastic for packing and shipping 

goods and making the goods themselves due to the cost-effective nature of manufacturing plastic 

products. As a result, plastic has become an integral part of modern society, both in China and 

throughout the globe. China's role in the plastic pollution issue is complex and has been the subject 
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of much debate. In a 2010 study, China was polled as the world's top producer of plastic waste at 

8.8 million tons of plastic waste that year. 

In comparison, reports indicate that the United States produced deficient levels of plastic waste. 

However, this study is flawed because it did not consider 

that China imported vast waste from foreign counties 

such as the United States (see fig. 2.).  

This importing of plastic waste is a result of the 

global recycling industry. Nations collected their recycling 

and sold it to China for a low rate. Since China is currently 

a developing country, the poor Chinese farmers often 

accept the toxic work of cleaning and sorting plastic waste 

because it is still profitable. This plastic sorting process 

involves burning plastics which releases toxins into the air, 

as well as washing plastics, which causes contaminated runoff to enter nearby waterways and into 

nearby towns' water supplies (Plastic China). The farmers and their neighbors all feel the impact 

of the toxins on their everyday lives, as the plastic decreases their standard of living dramatically. 

Not only does the plastic emit a pungent odor that these people breathe, but the toxins in the air 

and water cause high rates of disease. These practices lead to human health and environmental 

degradation surrounding rural towns from sorting plastic itself. However, the problem goes beyond 

the scope of rural towns. 

Due to a lack of proper recycling and waste disposal infrastructure, China dumps vast 

quantities of plastic waste into the environment, especially in rural areas. A 2010 study on China's 

waste production inaccurately placed China as the world's number one waste producer because 

Fig. 2. Plastic Imports to China.                       

Tim Schauenberg. “After China’s Import Ban, 

Where to with the World’s Waste?” Deutsche 

Welle, 4 May 2019, www.dw.com/cda/en/after-

chinas-import-ban-where-to-with-the-worlds-

waste/a-4821387. 
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although China technically dumped massive quantities of waste, in reality, other countries 

produced the waste and then shipped it to China. This importing of plastic places enormous 

pressure on Chinese resources, especially when China already lacks sufficient infrastructure to 

process its waste properly. Thus, China cannot manage existing plastic waste and must dump it 

into the environment.  

In recent years, China attempted to tackle its plastic waste problem. Since China cannot 

manage so much plastic, it bans selling foreign plastic waste to China. These bans make the plastic 

purchase requirements stricter to ensure a higher quality of plastic shipments brought to China. 

While this is positive for China because it reduces its plastic burden, it also means that plastic 

abroad has no place to go. Ultimately, this disincentivizes recycling efforts globally, causing the 

global recycling industry to crash. The crash of a market through the restriction of a commodity 

chain such as recycling illustrates the intertwined nature of the global economy. The actions of a 

nation-state have vast implications for the whole.  

 More internally, the Chinese government has also tried to address the plastic waste problem 

produced by Chinese people themselves. Often plastics are not disposed of correctly and end up 

in the trash. The average household generates 600,000 tons of waste daily, which does not get 

recycled (You, "2019"). The government implemented new recycling and sorting programs to 

respond to this issue. In 2019, the city of Shanghai passed a waste sorting policy that requires all 

businesses and households to properly sort their waste into hazardous materials, recyclables, 

kitchen waste, and residual waste. Failure to do so results in fines; 200 yuan for households and 

500,000 yuan for businesses. Although this program seems to be a promising step forward for the 

Chinese, it fails to address the main issue: the lack of infrastructure capacity to address such large 

amounts of waste. Even when sorted, recycling plants do not have the resources to manage all of 
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the plastic produced by Chinese consumers. The real problem for China and the rest of the world 

is the overconsumption of plastic products resulting in colossal waste production.  

Water Quality Reports 

The Blue City Water Quality Index (BCWQI) records these water quality trends. This 

index provides a holistic view of water quality data collected by the Institute of Public and 

Environmental Affairs (IPE), a Chinese-based non-profit organization, from 337 municipal cities 

and 25 counties. Their most recently completed survey is of the 2018 water quality. There are four 

indexes, one that considers all types of water types (i.e., surface water, groundwater, and drinking 

water) and indexes that look specifically at surface water, drinking water, and groundwater alone. 

The maps provide ratings of the contamination levels from Class V poor, Class IV relatively poor, 

Class III moderate, Class II good, and Class I excellent.  

  The data collected indicated that water quality improved due to the government's 2015 

Action Plan for Prevention and Control of Water Pollution regarding surface water alone. As a 

result, around 71% of the nationally monitored water quality stations met Class I to III good 

water quality standards, an increase 

of 3.1% from 2018 and a 1.6% 

decrease in overall Class V poor 

water quality standards (see fig. 3.).  

Although a significant 

development in surface water 

quality across nationally monitored 

locations, non-state monitored 

locations did not see this same 
Fig. 3. Map of China’s National Surface Water Quality.                                     

Sunan Shen. "Blue City Water Quality Index." China Water Risk, 20 Sept. 2019, 

www.chinawaterrisk.org/opinions/blue-city-water-quality-index/. 
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progress. The overall Class I to III excellent to moderate water quality only made up around 

51.6% of the total surface water, and Class V poor water quality made up around 15.2%. This 

trend in data suggests that "water quality in non-state-controlled areas (mainly in shorter and 

smaller tributaries and lakes) may generally be inferior to state-controlled sections" (Shen, "Blue 

City Water Quality Index").  

Additionally, the national drinking water quality standard reported low contamination 

levels. Nationally, the portion of 

drinking water that met the Class I 

to III standards of good water 

quality was 91.79% (see fig. 4.). 

However, this percentage does not 

consider inadequately addressed 

environmental issues, resulting in a 

lack of water quality reports.  

While surface water and 

drinking water typically 

demonstrate substantial quality improvement, groundwater contamination levels have fallen. 

Since 2009, the National Report on the State of the Environment in China has reflected a 

declining trend in Chinese groundwater quality. The BCWQI similarly illustrates this 

occurrence, where most countries fall between moderate to poor scoring (see fig. 5.). Of the 

national total, the groundwater quality constituted 17% poor quality, 48% relatively poor quality, 

30% moderate quality,  5% good quality, and no excellent quality. The water qualities in China's 

Fig. 4. Map of China’s National Drinking Water Quality.                                     

Sunan Shen. "Blue City Water Quality Index." China Water Risk, 20 Sept. 

2019, www.chinawaterrisk.org/opinions/blue-city-water-quality-index/. 
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Northeast, Northwest, North, and Central areas are especially bad, reporting high scoring rates of 

relatively poor quality. In general, the BCWQI 

helps illustrate the extensive nature of China's 

water problems through its analysis of water  

sources on the whole. The index helps to 

visualize pollution levels and enables easy 

comparison of the differences in pollution 

depending on the area.  

This information is vital to understanding 

how current environmental problems will affect 

China in the future. If allowed to continue at the current rate, water pollution can devastate 

ecological states and human life. Not only would it cause a strain on the well-being of countless 

organisms, but "the economic impacts of water pollution are far too severe for the Chinese 

government to continue to manage water resources traditionally" (Wu, et al. 255). In addition, 

continually growing waste rates entering the environment due to expanding urbanization and 

industrialization cause mortality rates to go up.  

A 2016 study, Qing Wang, and Zhiming Yang provide strong evidence for the correlation 

between water pollution and human health defects. The results concluded that environmental water 

treatment led to improved health for people living in China." Similar to previously mentioned 

studies, this 2016 investigation determined that pollutants found indicated a correlation between 

industrial pollutant discharge and overall contamination, specifically that "pollutant discharge 

causes widespread organic pollution, toxic pollution, and eutrophication, along with severe 

ecological destruction" (Wang and Yang 1). Important indicators of pollution are lead (Pb), arsenic 

Fig. 5. Map of China’s National Drinking Water Quality.                                     

Sunan Shen. "Blue City Water Quality Index." China Water 

Risk, 20 Sept. 2019, www.chinawaterrisk.org/opinions/blue-

city-water-quality-index/. 
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(As), mercury (Hg), chemical oxygen demand (COD), ammonia nitrogen (NH3-N), and volatile 

phenol (Fn), all typically found in industrial waste products. The study found these pollutants in 

the Tonghui River, Guanting Reservoir of Beijing, Minjiang River Estuary, and the Wuchuan 

River. Scientists reported these bodies of water as containing above-average levels of 

dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethanes (DDT) and hexachlorocyclohexane (HCH).  DDT and HCH are 

classified as a Class 2 carcinogen and as a possible carcinogenic, respectively. Additionally, DDT 

is associated with an increased risk of liver cancer.  

All of these different contaminants constitute a considerable risk to the well-being of the 

Chinese public. Around 190 million people become ill due to water pollution and cause 60,000 

deaths per year. Some of the diseases caused by contaminants include hepatitis, cholera, dysentery, 

cryptosporidiosis, giardiasis, diarrhea, typhoid, and cancer. An interesting outcome of the study 

highlighted that a higher frequency of health issues related to water pollution corresponded to 

individuals with lower socioeconomic status. These health issues include both physical and mental 

problems. The overall conclusion was that industrial waste contaminants were associated with 

decreased health in humans. Specifically, the data indicated that Pb, As, Hg, COD, HH3-N, and 

Fn correlated strongly with mental health defects, and Hg, COD, and NH3-N were correlated 

strongly with physical health defects.  

Overall, today's inland water pollution affecting both human and environmental conditions 

results from infrastructure issues that stem from the unsustainable industrialization that began after 

the Mao Era. The lack of proper infrastructure in tandem with increasing population size, and thus 

increasing waste production, means further exacerbation of China's water contamination problems 

as time goes on. While more recently, China has made moves to address environmental concerns, 

but it continues to lack sufficient action to counteract these processes. 
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Foreign Water Damages 

Mekong River Relations 

This barrier to productive reform is reflected in China's dealings with environmental 

damages beyond the Chinese border, emphasizing economic development over environmental 

concerns. While China has environmental concerns that directly affect its nation members, they 

also have consequences abroad. Since water is an easily transported substance, it can quickly travel 

thousands of miles into other areas. An archetypal illustration of this process is the flow of a river 

downstream. Any contamination or manipulation of upstream water sources will affect 

downstream water sources and users. This process is called the upstream-downstream effect. Due 

to the geography of East Asia, most of the source heads of these rivers begin in China’s high-

altitude regions. China's vast territory includes most of the upper basin area, which means that 

countries in lower basin regions will impact China's water policies. 

One of the most significant rivers in this world region is the Mekong River. The Mekong 

River is the world's twelfth longest river at about 2,700 miles. Additionally, it is responsible for 

supporting vast biodiversity, including an estimate of 1200 fish species, 131 insects, 38 crustaceans, 

32 annelids, 146 mollusk taxa, and over 400 species of invertebrates (Sor, et al. 4.5). The upper 

basin includes China and Myanmar, and the lower basin includes Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and 

Vietnam. Around 60 million people depend on the Mekong River to maintain their livelihoods. 

The smaller countries in the lower basin rely on the Mekong, the only primary river source 

accessible, considering their smaller land areas. The people of the lower basin areas have centered 

their way of life around the river for thousands of years and today rely on it for their economies 

and primary means of survival. They use the Mekong to catch fish to use to feed their families and 

a commodity vital for the economy. In addition, the Mekong serves other economic functions and 
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fishing, such as hydroelectricity, trade, and travel. The water from the Mekong is vital for drinking, 

bathing, industrial uses, and irrigation. Due to the reliance on the Mekong in the lower basin, 

China's use of the Mekong in the upper basin poses a considerable threat. The pollution produced 

in China through industrial waste, agricultural runoff, and plastic pollution has significant effects 

on downstream users.  

These contaminants decrease the water quality of the Mekong, which is vital to the proper 

functioning of the river's ecosystems. The result of poor water quality is "degraded ecosystems, 

decreased aquatic biodiversity, and declining fisheries, resulting in reduced local livelihood 

opportunities and national economic growth" (1). In a 2021 study, indicators for decreased water 

quality in the Mekong include high phosphorous, nitrate, ammonium, and total suspended 

sediment and solid load. All of these indicators recently "fluctuated above the historical baseline 

throughout the basin" (1). In addition, the study found these substances to be above average levels 

in the Tonlé Sap Lake in the Cambodian floodplain. The Tonlé Sap Lake is connected to the 

Mekong through the Tonlé Sap River and therefore receives water flow from the Mekong. High 

concentrations of contaminants in the Tonlé Sap are very significant to the communities of the 

lower basin area because the lake is not only South East Asia's largest freshwater lake but also is 

one of the world's most productive inland fisheries ("Lake Tonlé Sap"). These contaminants from 

the Mekong river upset the lake's natural ecology and caused severe harm to the economy of the 

lower basin market.  

The Belt and Road Initiative 

In addition to pollutants, China's development of hydroelectric dams also dramatically 

impacts the lower Mekong basin area. China operates eleven recently constructed dams on the 

Mekong to provide hydroelectric power. China is the largest producer of hydroelectric power 
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globally and now relies on hydropower to generate around 17% of China's total electric power 

("China"). The significance of the dam projects is that they provide energy for China's industries 

and economic interests, such as the Belt and Road Initiative. The Belt and Road Initiative (一带一

路) (BRI) is a Chinese infrastructure development project enacted by President Xi Jinping in 2016 

that "aims at infrastructure development and acceleration of the economic integration of countries 

along the route of the historic Silk Road" ("Belt and Road Initiative"). The Belt and Road Initiative 

uses the development of these dams as a strategy to achieve its goals. One of the projects currently 

in development is the Sanakham Dam. The project will be completed by 2028 on the Mekong 

River that flows through Laos (Kipgen and Gupta, "China's BRI Strategy and Laos"). This 684-

megawatt dam is in the process of construction in Laos. Construction of the dam occurs in Laos 

rather than the upper parts of the Mekong in Chinese territory. In an attempt to access lower parts 

of the Mekong outside of the borders of China, the Chinese government signed an agreement with 

Laos to provide it with foreign aid in exchange for support of Chinese policies and Chinese control 

of Laos's resources. Thus, Laos agreed to let China develop its Mekong resource for economic aid. 

It is ironic considering that a dam in Laos will cause a depreciation of Laos's river ecosystems and 

ultimately deplete resources necessary for the well-being of their economy.  

While this push to move to hydroelectric power over coal is a step forward in alleviating 

China's air pollution in the context of China's commitment to becoming carbon neutral by 2060, 

it does have unintentional consequences (McGrath, "Climate Change"). Unfortunately, the 

massive dams cause damage to downstream ecosystems because the dams alter seasonal flows, 

which impacts sediment loads carried downstream. The river's ecology depends on replenishing 

nutrients from sediment flow from upstream, and the damming of rivers inhibits this natural 

process. These two factors damage biodiversity and water quality and enable destructive 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silk_Road
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flooding and droughts. Although China benefits from the power generated from dams, the 

upstream-downstream effect negatively impacts the lower 

basin countries. In 2019, the Mekong in the lower basin 

reported the lowest water level in the last 100 years ("China's 

Hydrological Dams"). Low water levels are catastrophic for 

the livelihoods of riparian communities that depend on the 

Mekong's water for drinking, fishing, travel, and trade. The 

consequence of unrestricted development of dams on the 

Mekong will deplete the Lower Mekong and its ecosystems. 

This circumstance illustrates the negative impacts of the 

upstream-downstream effect from China's use of the 

Mekong's water to lower basin communities. Not only are 

they developing dams within their own country, but China is 

additionally using its wealth to influence surrounding countries to develop more damming 

projects in pursuit of hegemonic control of the Mekong's resources (see fig. 6.).  China's control 

of the Mekong persists because, like Laos, other lower basin countries are not powerful enough 

to stop China's restriction and contamination ("China's Hydrological Dams"). This push for 

control indicates that China values "economic interests brought about by hydroelectricity” over 

“the adverse impacts on the Mekong River and communities in the lower flow" ("China's 

Hydrological Dams"). The Hong Kong Post suggests that hydroelectric power is merely a means 

to economic gain but does not address that the substitution of hydroelectric power may also be a 

means for China to reduce its burning of fossil fuels for energy. Determining whether China's 

motives behind hydroelectric power are more focused on sustainability or aiding economic 

Fig. 6. Dams Along Mekong.        

Lambert Strether. “The Mekong River, 

Water Wars, and Information Wars.” 

Naked Capitalism, 19 Jul. 2020, 

www.nakedcapitalism.com/2020/07/the-

mekong-river-water-wars-and-

information-wars.html. 
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growth is complex. It is more likely that hydroelectric development is simultaneously a means 

for sustainability and economic growth. However, in recognizing the positive impact of China's 

dams in reducing air pollution, the alternative consequences to foreign downstream users must 

also be addressed. Which environmental issues are more important, and is it within China's rights 

to value their economy and environment above that of other surrounding countries? 

Ocean Pollution 

 Similar to the upstream-downstream effect of rivers, ocean pollution results in destructive 

consequences beyond China's borders. The upstream-downstream effect concerning rivers and 

inland water sources applies to the effect on oceans. The problematic water pollution from 

industrial and urban waste, agricultural runoff, and plastics in the basin area of the river eventually 

empties into the ocean. Materials such as inorganic nitrogen, phosphate, oil hydrocarbons, organic 

matter, and heavy metals contaminate rivers like the Yangtze and Mekong. (Daoji and Daler 107). 

These materials can cause eutrophication which then can enable harmful algae blooms (HAB), 

which are algae "grow out of control while producing toxic or harmful effects on people, fish, 

shellfish, marine mammals, and birds" ("Harmful Algal Blooms"). However, ocean pollution is 

not limited to chemical contaminants.  

 One of the most significant issues for ocean conservation in China is the amount of plastic 

waste floating in the sea. Similar to the upstream-downstream flow of chemical contaminants, 

plastic waste released into rivers eventually flow downstream into oceans. One of the largest 

plastic flows in China comes from the Yangtze River, which generates around 1.5 million metric 

tons of plastic waste into the sea each year (Bryce and Hart, "How Do Plastic Pollution Affect the 

Ocean"). In addition to river-sourced ocean pollution, much of this plastic enters the ocean due to 

dumping, a result discussed earlier from the Chinese waste infrastructure's inability to handle the 
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amounts of waste generated by the Chinese and waste accumulated from other countries. Plastic 

waste cannot biodegrade, enabling it to exist within the environment indefinitely. Plastic also 

absorbs the pollutants that come into contact with the water, making plastic even more harmful. 

As time goes on, plastics do break down into smaller pieces, around 5mm called microplastics, but 

this is harmful to aquatic life because it travels more easily into ecosystems and even animals' 

bodies. It is almost impossible for scientists to collect and remove broken-down plastics. Plastic 

can get stuck on animals' bodies causing significant injuries and death. Animals often mistake 

plastic for food, resulting in massive internal injuries and intestinal blockages. When stuck in the 

stomach, plastics create the illusion of fullness, thus killing the animal from starvation because 

they felt full from plastic. Much of this plastic comes from aquaculture fishing tools, ghost gear- 

"abandoned plastic fishing nets and longlines," - and general consumer products. A huge 

contributor to plastic waste is the demand for single-use plastics. The Covid-19 pandemic 

exacerbated this demand for single-use plastics, especially medical waste plastics (Peng). Since 

the beginning of plastic's mass production in the 1960s, plastics have developed as the backbone 

of medical technologies, transportation, hygiene, food storage, and most consumer products. 

Plastics are desirable to manufacturers as they are cheap and easy to produce. 

 Furthermore, the incentives created by oil industries to produce more plastics drove 

investment in plastic production due to the high levels of oil found in plastics. Today, some of the 

world's largest oil producers, such as ExxonMobil, Shell, Chevron, BP, Sinopec, and DowDuPont, 

are also the biggest plastic manufactures (Leather, "It’s Time to Break Up"). Due to the profit 

incentive of using plastic for production, the global reliance on plastics increases. Despite the 

growing awareness of the formidable negative implications of plastic waste, businesses continue 

to produce plastics because of profit incentives established by global free-trade economic norms. 



26 

 

It is especially true as globalization further interconnects different economies. In order to compete 

with the top companies, all other companies, big and small, feel the pressure to homogenize 

production practices and likewise produce plastic goods.   

 This issue is not merely a problem for marine ecosystems surrounding China but, 

unfortunately, has global consequences. Both plastic contamination and chemical contamination 

sourced from China's seas travel across the globe through ocean currents. In addition, scientists 

detect evidence of human pollution in even the most remote locations on the planet, such as 

Antarctica and the Mariana Trench. Thus, the issue of China's water pollution is a global problem. 

Due to the interconnected nature of Earth's systems, pollution from one location causes disastrous 

effects worldwide. The magnitude of these issues is beginning to worry the Chinese government, 

as China increasingly implements more environmental reforms to help curb the effects of pollution.  

Current Gaps in Environmental Policy 

 Despite these attempts to push environmental reform, China's current environmental 

policies reflect a struggle against the belief that globalizing forces make competing in the global 

free-market economy necessary to thrive. China's policies address the environmental issues that 

began during industrialization in the 1970s lack concrete foundations to address problems 

effectively. China's delayed response to the initial onset of its environmental problems laid the 

foundations of its inadequate environmental management framework. The Mao era's dislike for 

Western ideas affected the Chinese government's willingness to pursue environmental protection. 

Mao helped shape Chinese identity to be particularly unique from other national identities. The 

China of the Mao era was communism but always uniquely described as communism with Chinese 

characteristics. This Chinese communism defined Western ideas as a threat to the security of their 

way of life. Thus, the Chinese government identified Western capitalism as an enemy of Chinese 
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society, and those accused of sympathizing with capitalists found themselves in jail or dead. Such 

a historical context is relevant to China's eventual economic opening up.  

Although Mao Zedong no longer controls China, his opposition to Western ideas of 

capitalism remains. Deng Xiaoping's economic reforms posed a challenge for the Chinese, who 

identified themselves as rejecting capitalism while simultaneously adopting capitalist economic 

policies to compete on the global economic stage. Furthermore, in China during the Mao era, the 

Chinese associated pollution with capitalistic production as a means of painting capitalism as the 

enemy of the public good. When evidence of environmental degradation started appearing during 

China's period of industrialization, the Chinese government refused to acknowledge it because it 

"believed that no environmental pollution existed in Socialist countries, and industrial pollution 

was only the result of Capitalism" (Zhenhua 1.1). Therefore, the government felt that admitting to 

pollution in China equated to admitting to China's capitalist transition. The social weight of 

acknowledging pollution in China cannot be dismissed. It is likely that this delayed China's 

response to the worsening environmental conditions for a long time.  

The Environmental Protection Law 

In recent years, however, new policies and efforts to combat environmental concerns in 

China have proliferated. Despite these reforms, the current activity level is not sufficient to address 

the complexity and depth of China's environmental problems. From a legal framework, China's 

environmental laws have made progress since 1979. China passed the Environmental Protection 

Law (EPL) in 1979: 

"Article 1: This Law is formulated to protect and improve people's environment 

and the ecological environment, preventing and controlling pollution and other 

public hazards, safeguarding human health, and facilitating the development of 
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socialist modernization. (第一条为保护和改善生活环境与生态环境，防治污

染和其他公害，保障人体健康，促进社会主义现代化建设的发展，制定本 

法。)” ("Environmental Protection Law"). 

The Law was the beginning of China's environmental legal system. It attempted to lay the 

groundwork for planning, organization, concrete utility, and protections for the environment and 

the people. In subsequent years, the Committee of the National People's Congress adopted other 

environmental laws concerning water pollution specifically, such as the Marine Environment 

Protection Law in 1984 and the Law on the Prevention and Control of Water Pollution in 1987. In 

1982, the 23rd Session on the 5th Standing Committee of the National People's Congress established 

the Ministry of Urban and Rural Development and Environmental Protection, renamed the State 

Bureau of Environmental Protection. The creation of this government institution is significant 

because it helped establish initiatives for specialized environmental management programs in 

China.  

Despite these initial protection measures, environmental conditions continued to worsen. 

By 1989, the Environmental Protection Law covered "only general requirements, such as 

environmental impact assessments, levying of pollutant discharge fees, and pollution control 

measures, among other things" (Wu and Cai, "Chinese Government Issues Amendment"). The 

measure of protection did not fulfill sufficient environmental needs, as the Law was vague and did 

not produce a strong deterrent from pollution due to inadequate enforcement and punishment. The 

Chinese government maintained this version of the EPL for 25 years until April 24, 2014, when 

the National People's Congress passed a new amendment. This most recent amendment specifics 

"greater transparency in environmental information, gives environmental authorities more power 

to punish violators and increases the role of public interest litigation" (Wu and Cai). Despite this 
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newest amendment, significant gaps keep the Law from making effective changes. The EPL is not 

formidable enough to withstand overturning from other intergovernmental departments, 

overlapping and contradictions with other regulations of China's multiple environmental governing 

departments, lack of acknowledgment of "citizens" right to an environment fit for life," and 

conflicts of interest (Cao and Zhang 434). These conflicts of interest appear as a struggle between 

environmental protection and economic growth. Since 2014, the government has created no 

additional amendments to the EPL. 

Vertical Management Reforms 

Thus, the 2014 EPL Amendment gaps further dismiss the recently-established 

environmental protections. These more recent reforms involve a new structuring of environmental 

management called vertical management systems. Vertical management systems' purpose is to fill 

the enforcement gap in "dual leadership structure" or line-block management, which is the dual 

managing of an agency by both a superior agency and the local territorial government (Ma 2.1). 

The superior agency management is the line management, and the local government agency is the 

block management (Zhou 1). This traditional management system from the 1980s environmental 

programs does not work due to the inability to enforce environmental protections. Thus, the 

Chinese government sought to reform it through new vertical management systems that enable the 

goals of environmental agencies to be more effective through a top-down hierarchy structure. 

However, despite efforts to create a more robust environmental agency structure in China, efforts 

thus far prove yet to be successful. Moreover, the reform conflicts with the EPL in that the EPL 

does not explicitly state that provincial authorities can supervise the local government's other 

departments. As a result, the enforcement of environmental standards in other departments is quite 

difficult. 
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Additionally, management is not standardized among departments, indicated by an absence 

of competence, clarity, and procedure of superior management. Such disorganization leads to 

overlapping accountability within the management hierarchy. When accountability is not assigned 

to one group specifically, it often gets lost, and no group takes responsibility. Overall, a lack of 

adequate procedures increases the risk of unsustainability. The vertical management reform 

intends to promote environmental protection in China by "overcorrect[ing] local governments' 

overzealous pursuit of economic growth" but have yet to overcome economic incentives in practice 

(Ma 1). The existence of an environmental legal system means little if the environmental 

management system cannot enforce laws. This disparity in management links directly to the 

persistence of China's pollution problems, as "the ineffective environmental management system 

has created a bottleneck in the government's environmental protection work and is a systemic cause 

of environmental pollution and ecological destruction" (Zhou 1). Unfortunately, the temptation of 

economic growth driven by economic globalization continues to be an obstacle for China's more 

recent environmental reforms.  

The Belt and Road Initiative 

Moreover, China's global infrastructure development plan, the Belt and Road Initiative, 

highlights China's conflict between strengthening environmental protections and economic gains. 

China's BRI is the world's largest infrastructure project ever, affecting around 60% of the world's 

population. In December 2021, 142 countries signed part of the BRI (Nedopi, "Countries of the 

Belt and Road Initiative"). Chinese President Xi Jinping committed to a sustainable BRI, known 

as the Green Silk Road, to further the pursuit of China's ecological civilization endorsed by the 

President in 2013. In committing to the concept of an ecological civilization, the President actively 

attempts to make China a global leader of environmental protectionism. The framework of this 
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Green Silk Road promotes strong environmental guidelines for banks involved in funding. While 

there is positive action to pursue a green BRI, the environmental policies of the BRI still lack 

durability, overall described by "'soft" governance and non-binding, target setting documents, 

instead of specific regulation" (Politi, "How Green is China's Belt and Road Initiative?"). Such 

global trade networks also mean that the BRI will "pass through and compromise eco-fragile 

regions and key biodiversity areas worldwide" (Politi). Again, this results in a lack of enforcement 

of environmental protections despite China's narrative of green development. Environmental 

standards are often put on the back burner as a program primarily for economic development, 

especially when considering the financial stresses that many developing countries involved in the 

BRI face. While China's Green BRI illustrates China's national policy challenges, many other 

small-scale city policies reflect similar challenges. 

These examples demonstrate the influence of economic globalization on China's genuine 

efforts to increase environmental protections. China asserts itself as a rising leader in 

environmentalism through many of Xi Jinping's commitments to meeting environmental standards. 

However, the most genuinely impactful efforts to do so are yet to succeed. Why is economic 

globalization so persuasive in shaping Chinese interests to profit rather than the natural world's 

well-being? David M. Boje attempts to answer this question through the 10 Myths of Globalization.  

10 Myths of Globalization 

In his book, Storytelling in the Global Age: There Is No Planet B, Boje describes how 

mainstream economic globalization brings about the destruction of both the environment and the 

human species through the events of the Earth's Sixth Extinction (which has already begun). He 

explains how the ten false narratives about the nature of economic globalization cause oppression 

of The People and The Planet by profit. Concerning the Chinese context, these Ten Myths of 
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Globalization help formulate why China struggles to value the environment's needs over the needs 

of economic globalization. On the other hand, acceptance of beliefs about the importance of 

economic globalization resulted in the social and global norms reinforcing its continuation in 

Chinese society.  

Boje's first three myths, i) economic globalization is inevitable, ii) we need globalization 

to feed the hungry, and iii) globalization will alleviate poverty, are relevant to China when 

considering the historical context of industrialization after the Mao era. The Mao era's isolationist 

and communistic economic policies resulted in economic collapse and famine. When Deng 

Xiaoping took control, he believed that allowing the forces of economic globalization to shape 

China provided the most effective path to China's rebuilding and that opening up China was 

inevitable. The remaining myths state that iv) economic globalization increases choice, v) 

economic globalization increases standards in developing countries by making countries wealthier, 

vi) opposition to economic globalization is protectionist, vii) developing countries are depending 

on economic globalization to achieve a first-world standard of living, viii) there is no realistic 

alternative to economic globalization, ix) we can measure triple bottom line sustainability, and x) 

globalization is popular culture, not just economics of trade (Boje xlviii). Overall, the myths 

indicate a deep-seated conviction that economic globalization is the only sure path towards the 

prosperity of a nation and will unintentionally increase the environmental standards and welfare. 

In fact, in September 2021, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang "reaffirmed that economic development 

is taken as the central goal" despite environmental pressures and evidence from the Ministry of 

Ecology and Environment that "the situation of environmental degradation remains grim" due to 

the "urge to stimulate local economic growth" (Huang, "The Environmental Challenges of China's 

Recovery"). As a result, the "greed is good" ideology of mainstream free-market economics, 
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misinterpreted from Adam Smith's invisible hand analogy, continues to drive government action 

away from environmental pursuits.  

Conclusion 

Overall, China's historical context for environmental issues, foreign environmental affairs 

responses, and current environmental policies illustrate the power of economic globalization to 

create incentives for choosing economic concerns over environmental concerns. Even considering 

China's growing effort to establish itself as a green leader globally and adequately manage its water 

pollution, the perceived implications of economic globalization hold the country back from 

achieving the sustainable water of an ecological civilization. Although China has yet to be 

successful in its pursuit of environmentally sustainable systems, there is still hope for the future. 

As environmental issues grow increasingly more severe in China, more people grow concerned 

about the consequences of such degradation. Eventually, new social norms about the importance 

of fighting for the welfare of the environment develop within the collective consciousness of the 

society.  

Ou Hongyi 

However, due to the highly censored nature of Chinese society, the people's opinions are 

often silenced. As a result, Chinese environmental activists, such as Ou Hongyi (欧泓奕),1 are met 

by the Chinese government with much hostility. Ou Hongyi is currently an 18-year-old girl living 

in Guilin, China, who has been "ignored, ridiculed, and ostracized as well as harassed by school 

officials and the police" for her environmental activism strikes. She organizes peaceful protests. 

She demands that the government should adopt stricter environmental goals. Ou Hongyi blames 

China's poor environmental record on "prioritizing its breakneck economic transition over four 

 
1 Ou Hongyi is also known by her English name Howey Ou. She is China’s Greta Thunberg. 
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decades" (Fu, "Ignored and Ridiculed"). She has also indicated that China shows signs of a 

growing awareness of needing to address the degradation of nature. However, hitting these much-

needed environmental standards that Ou Hongyi pushes for "will require significant changes to 

economic policy" (Fu). Although the government's resistance to Ou Hongyi's outspoken demands 

for environmental reform is a step in the wrong direction from a sustainable China, it does 

demonstrate the growing force of social norms for environmentalism within Chinese society. The 

rise of these local and global environmental norms greatly influences the Chinese government as 

the demand for reform continues to grow, and the absence of action foreshadows a dimmer future.  

Plastic Ban 

 Thus, many new programs and reforms in deliberation or recent debut potentially incite 

real change for China's dramatic environmental state. As previously mentioned, President Xi 

Jinping is committed to transforming China into an ecological civilization. His administration 

more recently made decisive policy decisions in the right direction for sustainable water, such as 

the ban on single-use plastics, which took effect on January 1, 2021. The Chinese Ministry of 

Ecology and Environment issued the policy prohibiting single-use plastics production and sale 

("China"). As a result, water pollution cleanup will improve as plastics contribute to inland water 

sources and oceans. Policies like this are paramount to the success of Chinese conservation efforts 

and provide hope concerning China's willingness to tackle environmental issues before it is too 

late. However, while such policies are a step in the right direction, major economic restructuring 

away from the free-market trade model of economic globalization is needed. Ultimately, 

mainstream free-market economics is unsustainable for both China and the world. The pressure 

that this model of economic puts on the planetary boundaries is too much and will eventually lead 

to the extinction of plants, animals, and humans alike.  
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A Mother Earth Economy: An Alternative 

 As an alternative to free-market economics, David Boje suggests a Mother Earth Economy. 

The feminist economic model rewrites the economy's structure away from the patriarchal, 

billionaire-centric format. This type of economy values "preparing in advance, for a future within 

planetary limits" (Boje xxi). Such an economy values incorporating Indigenous of Knowing 

(IWOK) with the mainstream Western Way of Knowing (WWOK). From IWOK, we should take 

on a posthumanist perspective of the world, which is a "consulting for all species, rather than 

privileging only humanity" (xi). The natural world must not be viewed as a resource existing 

merely for the means of human exploitation but as sacred, possessing rights. In order for China to 

avoid such a grim future, governments should seriously consider Boje's ideas about alternatives to 

mainstream free-trade economic globalization. 

 While this analysis centers around Chinese water issues, all nation-states would do well to 

consider these findings. The look at China merely offers a specific focus to explore details and 

challenges within a larger global framework. As the processes of globalization result in increased 

interactions among nation-states, the collective initiative to address and overcome global 

environmental degradation is required. With such collective action, China and the world will build 

a better future for the environment and the people. 
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