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KEY FINDINGS

THE ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE CHANGE

e During the Commission’s 2021 reporting year, Chinese citi-
zens continued to face problems of water pollution and water
scarcity. In its 2020 National Environmental and Ecological
Quality Report, the PRC Ministry of Ecology and Environment
found that 83.4 percent of tested surface water and 13.6 per-
cent of tested groundwater in China was fit for human con-
sumption. Nine provinces and municipalities in China suffer
from water scarcity. In addition, the construction of dams
along major rivers in China may have a negative impact on
countries downstream.

e China continues to experience high levels of air pollutants,
contributing to negative health effects including premature
death. For example, exposure to air pollution in Beijing and
Shanghai municipalities reportedly resulted in approximately
49,000 premature deaths in the first half of 2020.

e Although the official “Olympic and Paralympic Winter
Games Beijing 2022 Carbon Management Plan” lists measures
to reduce and offset carbon emissions among its main objec-
tives, doubts remain as to whether measures to reduce air pol-
lution will be sufficient to reduce the risk to Olympic athletes’
helaflth, including from pollutants such as carbon, methane, and
sulfur.

¢ Chinese citizens continued to raise concerns about the envi-
ronment through street-level protests and other forms of public
advocacy at the risk of being persecuted. Individuals detained
for environmental advocacy during the 2021 reporting year in-
cluded Li Genshan, Zhang Baoqi, and Niu Haibo. In addi-
tion, authorities briefly detained teenage advocate Howey Ou
Hongyi after she staged a Global Climate Strike in Shanghai
municipality.
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o Although the official “Olympic and Paralympic Winter
Games Beijing 2022 Carbon Management Plan” lists measures
to reduce and offset carbon emissions among its main objec-
tives, doubts remain as to whether measures to reduce air pol-
lution will be sufficient to reduce the risk to Olympic athletes’
helaflth, including from pollutants such as carbon, methane, and
sulfur.

¢ Chinese citizens continued to raise concerns about the envi-
ronment through street-level protests and other forms of public
advocacy at the risk of being persecuted. Individuals detained
for environmental advocacy during the 2021 reporting year in-
cluded Li Genshan, Zhang Baoqi, and Niu Haibo. In addi-
tion, authorities briefly detained teenage advocate Howey Ou
Hongyi after she staged a Global Climate Strike in Shanghai
municipality.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to:

O Call on the Chinese government to cease harassment of en-
vironmental advocates and censorship of environmental report-
ing and follow international standards on freedom of speech,
association, and assembly, including those contained in the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights, and China’s Constitution.
Highlight to Chinese officials the important role that civil soci-
ety and independent media, including the foreign media, can
play in strengthening environmental monitoring and improving
the environment.

O In meetings with international counterparts, develop a co-
ordinated response to reports of both forced labor in the solar
power supply chain, and to Chinese government sanctions
placed on research institutes and individual scholars, including
those that do important environmental work.

O In meetings with Chinese officials, raise the detentions of
environmental researcher and former Xinjiang University
President Tashpolat Teyip and environmental protection vol-
unteers Li Genshan, Zhang Baoqi, and Niu Haibo; and the
harassment of climate advocate Howey Ou Hongyi.

O Support efforts by Chinese and U.S. groups working to use
satellite analysis and remote sensing to monitor environmental
problems and supply chains in China.



THE ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Introduction

In his 2018 report introducing the Framework Principles on
Human Rights and the Environment, the UN Special Rapporteur
on human rights and the environment noted that “[a] safe, clean,
healthy and sustainable environment is necessary for the full en-
joyment of a vast range of human rights, including the rights to
life, health, food, water and development. At the same time, the ex-
ercise of human rights, including the rights to information, partici-
pation and remedy, is vital to the protection of the environment.” !
During the Commission’s 2021 reporting year, Chinese citizens con-
tinued to face problems of water pollution and water scarcity; in
addition, construction of dams along major rivers in China may
have negative impact on countries downstream. China continues to
experience high levels of air pollutants, contributing to negative
health effects including premature death. China’s greenhouse gas
emissions increased by 1.5 percent in 2020, due to a surge in emis-
sions following its first coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
lockdown. Chinese citizens continued to raise concerns about
health issues related to the environment through street-level pro-
tests and other forms of public advocacy, and many faced official
harassment and detention for raising these environmental con-
cerns. In addition, a critical report issued by an environmental in-
spection group this past year documented governmental failures in
enforcing environmental standards. Observers noted, however, that
the fact that the government conducted such a review and pub-
lished its findings publicly indicated potential progress.

The Environment and the Right to Health

John H. Knox, then UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and
the environment, stated in a July 2018 report that “a healthy envi-
ronment is necessary for the full enjoyment of human rights, in-
cluding the rights to life and health.”2 The following subsections
describe developments this past year in water pollution, air pollu-
tion, and climate change vis-a-vis the right to health.

WATER POLLUTION

According to a 2021 UN Human Rights Council report on human
rights and the global water crisis, “[w]ater pollution, water scarcity
and water-related disasters have major impacts on a wide range of
human rights, including the rights to life, health, water, sanitation,
food, a healthy environment, education, an adequate standard of
living, development and culture, and on the rights of the child.”3

Chinese citizens continue to face problems of water pollution and
water scarcity. According to a report from the Center for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS), the majority of China’s drinking
water supply comes from surface water, followed by groundwater
sources.? In its 2020 Report on the State of the Ecology and Envi-
ronment, the Ministry of Ecology and Environment found that
83.4 percent of tested surface water and 13.6 percent of tested
groundwater in China was fit for human consumption.5 This rep-
resents, respectively, an increase from 74.9 percent and decrease
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from 14.4 percent in 2019.6 The Commission observed reports indi-
cating that some water sources in China had been contaminated by
unsafe amounts of metals,” nitrates,® and other chemicals.® Such
forms of water pollution are linked with higher rates of disease.10
In China, water pollution, as well as climate change and urbaniza-
tion, all threaten to exacerbate the problem of water scarcity.1l Ac-
cording to CSIS, nine provinces and municipalities suffer from
water scarcity.12

In addition, China’s construction of dams along major rivers may
have negative impact on countries downstream.13 Prior to this re-
porting year, an April 2020 report found that five upstream dams
built in China since 2017 contributed to a “severe lack of water in
the Lower Mekong during the wet season of 2019.”14 Upstream
dams in China may contribute to flooding, drought, lack of access
to freshwater, destruction of fish populations, and loss of sediment
in South and Southeast Asian countries.15

AIR POLLUTION

China continues to experience high levels of air pollutants, con-
tributing to negative health effects including premature death.16
David Boyd, UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and the envi-
ronment, reported in 2019 that the harmful effects of air pollution
violate internationally recognized human rights, including the
rights to life and health.1?” Environmental researchers estimated
that exposure to air pollution in Beijing and Shanghai municipali-
ties resulted in approximately 49,000 premature deaths in the first
half of 2020.18

In the wake of early 2020 public health measures to contain
COVID-19, air pollution levels in China fell, though not uniformly.
While some international researchers recorded decreases in early
2020 in air pollutants such as nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and
fine particulate matter (PM2.5),19 a U.K.-Chinese study found that
pollutant levels dropped modestly, and ozone levels did not de-
crease despite COVID-19 lockdown measures.20 As those measures
lifted, air pollution levels returned to or exceeded pre-pandemic lev-
els.21 Observers attributed worsening air quality in areas around
Beijing municipality in winter 2020 and spring 2021 to multiple
factors, including heavy industrial activity, in particular cement
and steel production,22 as well as dust storms tied to land degrada-
tion.23 In its 2020 report on pollution and the environment in
China, the Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE) wrote that
202 out of 337 prefecture-level or higher jurisdictions met the 2020
air quality standard for PM2.5 pollution of 35 micrograms per cubic
meter.2¢ One study indicated, however, that local air quality moni-
toring in recent years has suffered from manipulation of testing
equipment and misreporting of data.25

CLIMATE CHANGE

David Boyd, UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and the en-
vironment, wrote in 2019 about the effect of global climate change
on human rights, and the importance of human rights in address-
ing climate change.26 An annex to Boyd’s report commended China
for being a leader in transitioning to low-carbon technologies, while
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noting that China was the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse
gases.27

In 2020, China’s carbon dioxide emissions increased by an esti-
mated 1.5 percent compared to 2019,28 because of a surge in emis-
sions during the second half of the year as the country’s coal, oil,
and gas consumption increased following its first COVID-19
lockdown.22 While China experienced a slowdown in the emissions
growth rate, the rebound in growth in the second half of the year
could mark a setback to emissions reduction goals.30 High-level
economic officials reportedly restricted the initial scope of China’s
national Emissions Trading Scheme, which entered into force in
2021, in order to prioritize economic growth over the reduction of
carbon emissions.31

Carbon Emissions and the 2022 Olympics

In June 2019, Chinese authorities released the “Olympic and
Paralympic Winter Games Beijing 2022 Carbon Management Plan,”
which lists measures to reduce and offset carbon emissions among its
main objectives.32 Ma Jun, director of the Institute of Public & Environ-
mental Affairs, noted that authorities face challenges in curbing emis-
sions and controlling air pollution during the Games, particularly be-
cause of the potential for severe winter weather and higher emissions
from residential and office heating.33 Madeleine Orr, assistant professor
at the State University of New York College at Cortland, questioned
whether official measures to reduce air pollution would be sufficient to
reduce the risk to Olympic athletes’ health, including from
pollutants such as carbon, methane, and sulfur.34

Suppression of Environmental Advocates and Protests

During the 2021 reporting year, Chinese citizens continued to
raise concerns related to the environment through various forms of
public advocacy at the risk of detention or harassment. China’s
Constitution provides for freedom of speech, assembly, and associa-
tion,35 as does the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR)36¢ and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.37 According to the Framework Principles on Human Rights
and the Environment, “[s]tates should provide a safe and enabling
environment in which individuals, groups and organs of society
that work on human rights or environmental issues can operate
free from threats, harassment, intimidation and violence.” 38

The following cases of harassment and detention, however, reveal
an ongoing lack of protection for the rights of citizens when they
raise environmental concerns:

¢ Environmental Protection in Ningxia. In September
2020, public security officials in Zhongwei municipality,
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, criminally detained environ-
mental advocates Li Genshan,’® Zhang Baoqi,*® and Niu
Haibo 4! for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” “extor-
tion,” and “robbery.”42 Later in September, the Shapotou dis-
trict procuratorate in Zhongwei approved their formal arrests
alongside five others on the same charges, also adding the
charge of “illegally hunting or killing precious wildlife.” 43 By
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the end of September, authorities had detained a total of 14 in-
dividuals, 2 of whom were released on bail.#4 Some environ-
mental advocates believed that the group was detained in re-
taliation for their environmental advocacy.4> Some of those de-
tained had previously reported corporate waste discharge in
the Tengger Desert, the construction of wind farms that dis-
turbed wildlife habitat, and the harboring of poachers by the
local forestry police.46

¢ Climate Activism in Shanghai. In September 2020, public
security officials from Shanghai municipality took into custody
teen climate activist Howey Ou Hongyi after she staged a
Global Climate Strike in Shanghai municipality.4? According to
Ou’s Twitter account, officials released her after several hours
of questioning and after requiring her to write a letter of “self-
criticism.” 48 Global Climate Strike is an international event in
which thousands of individuals in thousands of locations de-
mand that governments around the world take action against
climate change.#® Previously, public security officers from
Guilin municipality, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, took
Ou into custody for questioning in May 2019 after she staged
a climate protest for several days in front of a government
building.50 Officials pressured Ou’s parents to stop her from
posting on Twitter and speaking to foreigners or journalists.51
Shortly after Ou’s climate protest, her internet was discon-
nected for three days and her phone number was suspended.52
Additionally, in response to pressure from public security offi-
cials because of her climate activism, Ou’s high school tempo-
rarily prevented her from attending classes.?® An assistant
professor at the school of journalism at the Chinese University
of Hong Kong said that the pressure put on Ou is likely due
to the fact that any form of collective action in China—even
collective action against climate change—is “considered highly
sensitive” by Chinese authorities.54

Transparency and Enforcement
CEIT ISSUES REPORT CRITICAL OF NEA ON COAL POWER

According to the Framework Principles on Human Rights and
the Environment, issued by the UN Special Rapporteur on human
rights and the environment in 2018, states should be transparent
in providing the public with environmental information, and should
ensure that their environmental standards are effectively en-
forced.?> A critical report issued by an environmental inspection
group this past year documented governmental failures in enforc-
ing environmental standards.?6 Observers noted, however, that the
fact that the government conducted such a review and published
its findings publicly indicated potential progress.5?

In January 2021, the Central Environmental Inspection Team
(CEIT), an entity administered by both the Communist Party Cen-
tral Committee and the State Council, issued a report criticizing
the National Energy Administration (NEA) for failing to limit the
country’s coal power capacity, and for other environmental and en-
ergy development shortfalls.58 The CEIT reported that the NEA
had been negligent in its supervision of coal mines, with more than
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100 mines surveyed during random inspections operating at more
than 30 percent above their approved capacity.5® Ma Jun, director
of the Institute of Public & Environmental Affairs, a Beijing mu-
nicipality-based environmental non-governmental organization
(NGO), noted that the NEA had once been an inspector that “su-
pervised others” (such as local governments or state-owned enter-
prises), but had now, in a significant change, itself become a “sub-
ject of inspection.” 60

LACK OF GDP GROWTH TARGET, ENERGY CONSUMPTION CAP
IN FIVE-YEAR PLAN

At the annual meeting of the National People’s Congress in
March 2021, officials for the first time referred to long-term climate
targets in a five-year plan.6! Observers noted, however, that the
plan omitted a five-year GDP growth target and a goal to restrict
total energy consumption, which had been included in previous
five-year plans.62 According to one climate analyst, while China’s
GDP growth rate slowed over the past five years, it could poten-
tially accelerate over the next several years, leading to a cor-
responding acceleration in emissions growth.63 The analyst also ex-
pressed concern that the lack of a cap on total energy consumption
meant that carbon emissions growth may not slow down by the
year 2025.64

DETENTION OF MINE BOSS FOR ILLEGAL MINING
IN QINGHAI PROVINCE

In the fall of 2020, following investigative reporting by state-af-
filiated media outlet Economic Information Daily into illegal min-
ing operations causing environmental damage in the Qilian moun-
tain range in Qinghai province, authorities criminally detained
mine company owner Ma Shaowei and placed five local officials
under investigation for corruption.®® Ma’s company reportedly
mined illegally in Tsonub (Haixi) Mongol and Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture, Qinghai, for 14 years, earning more than 10 billion
yuan (approximately US$1.5 billion) in an ecologically sensitive
area that feeds the Yellow River and Qinghai Lake.6¢ Environ-
mental damage caused by the company’s coal mining activities has
impacted the livelihood and livestock of local Tibetan residents.6?
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