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Summary: 

1. China houses 20% of world’s 

population and has 6% of world’s 

water resources; the pressure on its 

resources is intense.   

2. The country roughly is divided 

climatically into two regions – north 

and south.  North is dry and faces 

physical scarcity, while south is 

plagued with very high levels of 

pollution in its abundant water 

resources. 

3. Industrialization and urbanization are 

the two leading causes of water 

stress.  

4. Floods are a recurring phenomenon 

and engages a lot of government’s 

capacity in mitigation.  

5. Water management structure is 

complex and fragmented. This leads 

to inefficiencies due to overlapping 

functions.  

6. Industrial use of water is considered 

highly valuable and China is known to 

have diverted water meant for 

agricultural use to Industrial use 

because it delivers more value. 

7. Environmental regulation and 

sustainable use of water as a policy 

consideration was introduced long 

after the damage to the water 

resources was done. 

CHINA 

 

Geography:  

Status: Developing 

Population: 1.34 Billion 

 Per capita income: $7544 

Water resources:  Seven major rivers: Yellow, Huai, Hai, Liao, Songhua, 

Yangtze and Shu (Pearl). Water resources unevenly distributed 

between northern and southern regions of China. Rainfall pattern is 

also highly variable with south receiving much of it. Ground water is 

important in North China, whereas South China hardly uses it due to 

abundant surface water resources. 

Water Availability (LPCD-liters per capita per day): 204 lpcd (urban areas), 98% of urban population and 

82% of rural population is covered by water supply system. 
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Water Sector Overview 
Policy Landscape 

a) The key legal document in China’s water governance is the Water Law of 1988, amended in 

2002. The amendment directs rational development, utilization, saving and protection of water 

resources. It also includes prevention and control of water disasters and conduct sustainable use 

of water resources.  Sustainable development principles related to water are integrated into the 

11th Five Year Plan. It also includes establishment of integrated water bureaus and enforcement 

of Environmental Impact Assessment of industries.  Water management reforms are now 

addressing institutional reform and enforcement of water laws with political support.  

b) The Water Pollution Prevention Law (1984 and 1996 amended) has played an important role in 

preventing water pollution in major water bodies in China. 

c) The Water and Soil Conservation Law (1991) accommodates an integrated environmental 

protection and conservation approach. 

d) The Flood Control Law (1997) aims to prevent and control natural disasters and is the first legal 

instrument established for natural disaster control and management 

Water Resources Administration 

a) Water policy in China is over seen by the Ministry of Water Resources (MWR).There are seven 

River Basin Commissions which work alongside MWR.   Apart from this there are 8 more 

bureaus involved in water policy under the State Council. This complex system has been 

dubbed, ‘the nine dragons who administer water’.  These are 8 ministries engaged in water 

policy under the State Council. Separate bureaus are constituted at the local level, provincial, 

municipal and prefecture level. 

b) Provincial governments play a relatively limited role in the sector, providing limited financing for 

rural water supply. Local government plays a major role in delivering the water services to the 

citizens.  

Water Stats 

Domestic -7% 

Industrial -28% 

Agriculture-68% 

Water Crisis 

1. Water Stress nature: Domestic (individual)/ National/ Industrial/ 

Agriculture 
 Water stress in China is of three main types:  
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 Water Scarcity: Water is running out in North China 

Pollution in rivers, lakes and groundwater:  From industrial and municipal waste 

Large scale floods: South China experiences recurring floods with serious loss of lives and goods 

2. Nature of Scarcity  
a) Scarcity is physical in North China where rainfall is low and unfortunately the region does not 

have large river basins like South.  

b) So scarcity in South China is about access to clean water, in spite of abundant water resources.   

c) Industrial and urban households in course of China’s development have become big water 

guzzlers. During the period 1949- 2000 urban and industrial water use soared from 0.6% to 5.2% 

and from 2.3% to 20.7% respectively. The most recent figures available from the Chinese 

government show that in 2004 more water resources were made available to urban households 

and industries than in previous years: urban household use accounted for 11.7%; Industries 

22.2%; Agriculture, 64.6%; and ecological flow, 1.5%. 

3. Water Crisis Intensity 
a) China today is under intense pressure to provide sufficient water to its large population and also 

provision enough for its high growth industry and agriculture. There are tough choices to be 

made which calls for innovative solutions in curbing pollution of its rivers in south and 

augmenting water resources in north.  

b) According to China's State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) in 2006 60% of the country's 

rivers suffer from pollution to such an extent that they cannot be used as drinking water 

sources. 

c) Despite shortages Chinese people are resistant to higher prices for water. Increase in water 

prices by several municipalities including Beijing and Shangai lead to civic outrage with certain 

section of media indicating a possible civil unrest. 

4. How is the water crisis manifesting on the ground? 
Numerous incidents of people getting affected by shortages, farmers facing drought, cities reeling under 

acute water stress and on larger level reservoirs getting depleted, are being reported every month from 

various parts of China. The stories are around three core issues: physical scarcity, pollution and floods. 

Some of these are shared below: 

a) Poor water quality is having an impact on Chinese cancer rates. The Ministry of Health 
acknowledged in 2007 that air and water pollution (together with food additives and pesticides) 
helped make cancer the most lethal disease for urban residents in China. “The main reason 
behind the rising number of cancer cases is that pollution of the environment, water and air is 
getting worse day by day,” said Chen Zhizhou, a health expert. (Ch 5,Water and China, The 
World’s Water, Peter Gleik , http://www.worldwater.org/data20082009/ch05.pdf) 

http://www.worldwater.org/data20082009/ch05.pdf
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b) In northern China this month, farm fields have developed cracks up to 10 meters (32.8 feet) 

deep. Farmers in Chifeng city have had to delay harvests to avoid injury, the state-run Xinhua 
news agency reported. 

 
c) In the early summer of 2005, more than 500 flood deaths were reported in the southern part of 

China, 3 and in 2006 the typhoon Saomai hit Zhejiang and Fujian badly, causing more than 100 

casualties. 

d) Beijing also has tapped underground water to meet its needs, with the water level in the plains 

falling to 11 meters to 24 meters below sea level over the past decade, according to Xinhua.  

 

5. What is at the root of the problem? 

a) Much of the crisis in China is manmade. China has grown at a scathing pace with enormously 
big infrastructure, housing and industrial complexes added to its cities every year. While all this 
development was happening little or no regard was given to the environment and its water 
bodies. All that damage caused over the years is now having a compounding effect on China’s 
waters.  

b) To start with most of the industries grew around the dense river systems in south which gave 
twofold advantage- water for industries and use of inland water ways for transportation. With 
a growing economy China moved millions of its people out of poverty. Income levels rose 
across the country and demand for housing grew. Out of its 600 cities 400 of them today face 
varying intensity of water crisis. This intense pressure from industry and housing led to 
pollution of most of its rivers. Industrial pollutants accounted for 46% and untreated sewage in 
cities 48% of the total discharged wastewater. 

China’s story is of very rapid industrialization with little environmental regulation.  

6. How serious is the problem (what's at stake for people in solving 

the crisis in the near-term, and in the long-term)? 
China has 6% of the world’s water resources and 20% of the world’s population.  It has to feed, house 

and cater to this population and the addition that will happen in the coming years.  Its economic growth 

and wellbeing of its people is at stake if China does not take action in addressing its water resource 

management and use. 

7. What is the political landscape surrounding the crisis? 
Pollution: The political opinion is divided between economic growth and conservation of water 

resources. If Industrial pollution is strictly regulated and compliance ensured then a significant number 

of polluting yet revenue earning units will have to shut down. This will also add to the unemployment 

rate. At the same time the government can no longer ignore the state of its deteriorating water bodies 

and health of its people. There are tough decisions to be made and amicable solutions to be found, 

towards which the Chinese government is working out its own unique approach. China has set itself a 
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target to reduce water consumption per unit GDP by 60% by the year 2020, according to Chen Lei, the 

Minister of Water Resourced and Management. 

On floods: The huge impact of floods on Chinese society and the devastation they have caused means 

that the prevention of floods has often been seen as a test of political legitimacy throughout China’s 

history. 

8. What is the cultural context of water? 
What role does water play in everyday lives, is there awareness of a water crisis, is there 

awareness of a water crisis globally? 

A visible difference is seen in urban and rural parts of China. The rapidly urbanizing regions are enjoying 

the fruits of economic progress and have disposable incomes to indulge in modern ways of living. The 

traditional relation and harmony that people earlier lived in no longer exists in the city. For the new 

generation water is an essential requirement and a service which should be provided in their homes. For 

the paddy farmer in the rural areas a connection with the river and water as a part of his existence 

determined his outlook towards water resources. Pollution of water bodies to both of them means 

different things. While it affects the livelihood of the farmer, it perhaps means little to the urban 

dweller. Rising incomes in China is shaping the relevance and value of water in the people’s lives.  

Who or what is the leading force for solutions?  

The government leads the conservation efforts and pollution control. 

9. In terms of solutions, are resources and expertise coming from 

within the country or from the outside? 
The Chinese scale and approach to problems is remarkably different from other countries. Most of its 

efforts in pollution control and water management are driven indigenously and communicated to the 

world only if it is felt necessary by the government. One could only say that most of the expertise is 

being developed within the country.   

Campaigns and Instances 
 

 China Joins Global Water Movement: To connect to the global water community and enlarge its 
capacity to deal with the water challenge, the Chinese Government has agreed with the World 
Water Council upon a strong collaboration. 

Source: http://www.waterlink-international.com/news/id702-China_Joins_Global_Water_Movement.html 

 Ma Jun, director of the Institute of Public and Environmental Affairs has worked extensively on 
Chinese water crisis and is the leading voice in North China. He was named as one of the 100 
most influential persons in the world by Time magazine in May 2006. IPE (Institute of Public 
and Environmental Affairs), which developed the China Water Pollution Map, the first public 
database of water pollution information in China. 

 In May of 2007, students and professors at Xiamen University sent out a million text messages 

urging citizens to protest the planned construction of a $1.4 billion petrochemical plant nearby. 

http://www.waterlink-international.com/news/id702-China_Joins_Global_Water_Movement.html
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On June 1st, 2007, between 7,000 and 20,000 people marched through the city, despite threats 

of expulsion from school or from the CCP. The event was even videotaped and uploaded onto 

YouTube, which prompted a response by city authorities who launched their own campaign to 

discredit the protesters and the video. Nonetheless, this public demonstration is evidence that 

the Chinese people are starting to take action and are no longer waiting for the government to 

respond to the environmental issues.  

Source: http://www.climate.org/topics/international-action/chinese-environmental-action.html 

 

10. Source of Information: 
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