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CHAPTER 3

Environment

It is most diffi cult always to remember that the increase 
of every living being is constantly being checked by 
unperceived injurious agencies; and that these same 
unperceived agencies are amply suffi cient to cause rarity, 
and fi nally extinction.

(Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species, 
(1859) Ch. X – ‘On Extinction’)

Introduction

When we make decisions about industry or the military, or any 
action that involves change, we are limited in understanding the 
consequences. Global warming, chlorofl uorocarbons (CFCs) in the 
atmosphere, ‘collateral damage’ and unexploded ordnance, chemi-
cals, insecticides, fertilizers and such like, often have effects we do 
not foresee – they are unperceived injurious agencies in Darwin’s 
encompassing sense. These human-made injuries are caused by our 
inability to think hard enough. We all pursue ‘bounded rationality’ – 
behavior that is meant to be rational and thoughtful, but suffers 
from limitations caused by factors such as lack of knowledge, fore-
sight, skill and time. Looking for the sharpest needle in the sewing 
box is not as rational as producing any needle sharp enough to sew 
with. The timely solution is ‘satisfi ced’. When confronted with a 
number of variables, ‘satisfi cing’ is a bounded but rational act. In 
trying to move beyond those bounds, Al Gore, the Nobel Laureate, 
notes that the human species is facing a global emergency endan-
gering the planet. Darwin would agree.

But why not act faster? Recent research identifi es three factors as 
major controls over decision-making. First, uncertainty, and its 
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impact on bounded rationality, remains a prime factor. Second, 
personal emotion, stemming from the individual, affects the deci-
sion. Third, the social context in which the individual acts is also 
an inescapable control. In particular, personal experience and the 
social context will both control behavior and inhibit deviation 
from the group norm. In globalization, two simple control varia-
bles compete in the same space – the domestic way of doing things 
can clash with the international way. Criteria governing confl icting 
rules, and different ways of doing things, cause the dynamic system 
to break down. Global warming is not an immediate personal expe-
rience, and the social context for the West is certainly not ‘green’. 
The failure of Kyoto and the internal arguing while the planet dies 
is a Western loss, in particular the attitude of the USA under Presi-
dent Bush. Fiddling while Rome burns is as nothing compared to 
American denials while the earth drowns as the seas rise.

But China is trying. To understand China, to see its real environ-
mental values, you must see conditions down on the farm in rural 
China. You can make your way to the Ming hideaway of Cuan-
dixia, an ancient hive of dwellings as close-packed as the bees that 
swarm around it, clinging to the side of a mountain some sixty 
miles north-west of the capital, Beijing. The little settlement has 
been the extended living space of the local Han family over many 
generations. The villagers scrape a very modest living from offer-
ing overnight stays to visitors from Beijing. The sleeping quarters 
are cool interiors with rolls of foam rubber laid over trestle tables. 
The food they offer is their own supper: tasty herb omelettes, 
savory pancakes, tofu and ground corn-cob soup. The Chinese 
desire for a healthy environment is rooted in their recent, non-
industrialized past.

The problem

Two main areas may help China to deal with its environmental 
affairs; education, and science and technology. The more Europe 
and China understand each other, the better it will be for both 
economic growth, and for environmental and societal protection. 
Policy dilemmas in these areas are faced most starkly in China, 
where it is often assumed that the former can only be achieved at 
the expense of the latter. Because we need both, there is no real 
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contradiction. Rather, China needs help to promote energy-saving 
methods, to ensure effi cient growth and to incentivize the use of 
energy-saving transport in its infrastructure development, and in 
seeking the golden mean of balanced growth for the coming days 
of disastrous global warming, subsequent droughts and seasonal 
disruptions of crops. The West may hope for the best, but deep 
down it hopes that China succeeds where the West has failed. The 
real fear is if China fails.

At the present time, however, it is the lack of trust shown by the 
West to China that creates a major problem. Environmental control 
in China is low and Western greed forces the Chinese into short 
cuts. Metallic lead in toys sourced by Mattel, and breaking plas-
tic bottle caps sourced by Wal-Mart, are just a couple of instances. 
With China previously supplying a good 40 per cent of global 
products there is an increasing focus on China as the bad guy. But 
political democratic tricks in the West are decreasing the trust lev-
els. A Chinese factory manager commits suicide and the West still 
shakes its fi st. How many Western executives would fall on their 
sword for their errors? Many are paid off with lucrative pensions 
yet their fi nancial products have caused more global damage than 
have low-quality painted toys.

Such incongruities affect Chinese behavior. The West points to 
defending the planet and its environment, but is slow to act itself 
and quick to point at China as an accident waiting to happen. The 
vast majority of Chinese may be in the economic pyramid but 
they inhabit its base. Their aspirations and expectations are being 
heightened by the color television in the corner of every family 
home. Pyramids are inherently stable if the base is undisturbed. 
The apex may hold the power, but the view from the bottom, of 
fairness in that power, is less and less distinct. Increased overseas 
focus, tighter controls over pollution, taxing corruption where pen-
alties are diffi cult, harmony rather than horse trading, and many 
other less black and white stances on the domestic front all serve 
to ease the likelihood that the people will call the mandate of Party 
power to account. Yet global greed creates domestic envy and 
advances corruption.

No matter how purposefully China might move towards a true 
comity of nations, if the country cannot bring under control and 
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rid itself of its two most crippling scourges – both human-made 
and both rampantly expanding – it will not prevail. First, it must 
address the internal, private pollution of TB, HIV/AIDS, syphilis 
and other sexually transmitted diseases that have become a seri-
ous affl iction for its migrant, fl oating populations. Second, the full 
extent of its external, public despoiling of the environment must be 
tackled. There can be no other course, or its population fails.

A further blight on progress is the widespread counterfeiting of 
other countries’ proprietary branded products, euphemistically, 
but elegantly, known as the infringement of intellectual property 
rights. This makes Chinese entrepreneurs seem more like Raffl es, 
the jewel thief, than the dishonest merchants they really are. While 
imitation is always fl attering, it is only ingenious innovation that 
will carry China forward. Yet many poor workers in China fi nd the 
West’s pricing of intellect an unfair burden set well above the cost 
of manufacture. The patent protection afforded to life-saving drugs 
may be seen by many of the world’s poor as a trick to kill them off 
while manufacturers get richer.

The severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) crisis several years 
ago highlighted how gravely at risk China was of suffering a major 
pandemic. Up to that point, government policy had been not to 
admit or simply to cover up such outbreaks of infectious diseases 
and to treat them as a state secret. The later bird fl u outbreaks also 
showed a reluctance to share crucial information on the spread of 
the infection with a wider world. The government failed to pro-
vide the requested avian samples to the World Health Organization 
(WHO) and to the international community, and insisted on devel-
oping its own vaccines. The ingrained sense of secrecy and shame 
over the issue is pervasive and will recur should swine fl u prove 
to become more deadly than a straightforward viral pandemic. 
China’s strict border controls will seek to keep the virus out, rather 
than in.

The solution

In the matter of HIV and AIDS, the authorities do realize the full 
extent of the problem and are tackling it on a broad front. However, 
a major part of these measures involve simply jailing infected drug 
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addicts and sex workers. The epidemic has not yet reached African 
levels, and those infected do receive free anti-retroviral treatment, 
but medical monitoring remains haphazard and is at best based on 
guesswork. Blood donation has been a major transmission vector 
of the disease, through infected needles. Those likely to be infected 
are not routinely tested for HIV, yet xenophobia dictates that those 
returning from overseas will be! Blood plasma has been pooled and 
then corruptly used for random transfusions, with inevitable dire 
consequences. Another corruption scandal has involved the supply of 
adulterated milk powder for infants, damaging the organs of many 
and killing a few. In China, with the one-child policy and enforced 
sterilization, deaths of the young are particularly devastating.

The Party is aware of the extreme diffi culty that many Chinese 
encounter in obtaining medical treatment. There is no effective 
medical insurance system in place to enable people to meet the 
expense of any treatment or operation beyond routine clinic vis-
its. Life-threatening illnesses and accidents can only be treated if 
patients and victims can borrow enough money to meet the costs – 
and this often brings crippling indebtedness. By far the most com-
mon affl iction is hepatitis B, which has become almost endemic 
among the Chinese. Infants are generally vaccinated against the 
most common diseases, but there are still large gaps in the pro-
vision and availability of treatment, in most cases because of the 
sheer distance from medical care, and lack of money. The reces-
sion again offers a potential solution. The masses will not remain 
as quiet as the silent factories. A social rather than an economic 
push is now being proposed by the Party, with medical care being 
more freely available. Health rather than wealth!

Air pollution still remains a problem, especially in Beijing, but also 
in all the major and minor cities and towns in the country. There 
are two main root causes of the problem that have straightfor-
ward solutions. First, the old Chinese refrain that ‘the mountains 
are high and the emperor is far away’ portrays a ground-level lack 
of concern, and second, economic growth has been given pride of 
place above all else. The Party is beginning to regain ground in 
controlling the provinces and in its attempts to create an orderly 
civil society and environment, but it cannot wait much longer until 
environmental protection measures are properly affordable. Further 
delay will build into a dangerous catalyst for unrest in the country. 
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There are countryside protests over polluted rivers. Factory effl u-
ents have caused workers to smash up plant and machinery. Fish, 
a major source of protein for many inland town and city folk, are 
poisoned and dying, and the government has responded with a 
‘green GDP’ campaign initiative, a curiously ineffectual palliative, 
which papers over the problems by doling out energy effi ciency 
targets – almost all of which it fails to meet. Another old refrain is 
sounded, ‘Shang mian you zheng ce, xia lu you dui ce’: ‘There are 
policies from above, but ways of dealing with them from below’. 
Grass-roots action is therefore not unusual in China – hence the 
authorities’ fear of any uncontrolled rebellion.

This environmental degradation provokes widespread local activ-
ism. International groups such as the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) 
and Greenpeace operate in China, but often as registered busi-
nesses rather than as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
which heightens local suspicion of further meddling by foreigners. 
Forceful direct measures taken by activists invariably lead to their 
being jailed. Courage comes at a heavy price: detention and physi-
cal restraint are used to quash dissent. And all the while, that vital 
balance in the country is poised precariously along the rich/poor 
divide, buffeted in the struggle between reformers and conserva-
tives in the Party. People were dragged headlong by a belief in the 
thrust for prosperity at all costs, but are now focusing on health.

The prospect of continuing environmental degradation while serv-
ing the global consumer is unacceptable. The cash surplus of China 
is shifting overseas, regionally into Vietnam and Cambodia, and 
further afi eld into Africa and South America. The Chinese will 
import expertise to clean up the mess and export purchasing power 
to pollute somewhere else. Others’ backyards are fair game – they 
have no guanxi connections. Over the mid- to long term, China is 
looking to meet domestic demand as a priority. Two-thirds of its 
people largely miss out on the benefi ts of the current boom. Social 
welfare is a priority to avoid disaffection and destabilizing social 
unrest in the inland and nether provincial regions of the country. 
The levels of medical facilities and social security systems for 
basic health, welfare and employment will need to be raised swiftly 
to meet the clamor for equal treatment from the many millions who 
feel marginalized and dispossessed. Larger farming communities 
will be created and developed into effective economic units, and 
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the fall-out of employees from the former state-owned enterprises 
will need to be taken up in redeployment into jobs in other new 
industries to be established in Central and Western China, well 
away from the coastal conurbations of the Eastern seaboard.

Along with all of this, the cost of massive clean-ups of environmen-
tal degradation (already a catalyst for widespread organized pro-
tests) and of corruption – held in place by offi cials’ threats of mutual 
whistle-blowing – will need to be addressed urgently as a budgetary 
priority. The West has a tremendous opportunity to offset its con-
sumer purchases by ‘bartering’ its clean up and waste management 
expertise. In Taiwan, the infl ux of foreign expertise in this area dur-
ing the late 1980s and early 1990s was welcomed. Trading part of 
China’s surplus for a cleaner environment is a safe political step.

Meanwhile the process of beautifying Beijing continues apace, 
with the planting of fl oral banks and painting of the more decrepit 
façades of hutongs or back lanes and alleys in a standard swash 
of grey, rendering them curiously invisible, like unobtrusive stage 
fl ats. One hutong house has a notice taped to its door: ‘Please do 
not bother us. These are ordinary living quarters’. Such is the con-
cern for the preservation of these single-storey, semi-slum dwell-
ings with their secluded inner courtyards that visitors take an 
almost prurient interest in prying into them to make sure that they 
are still intact.

Property values were driven to ridiculous heights by the 2008 
Olympic hoopla and have duly ridden to a fall; but there has also 
been intensive new investment in huge, new airport terminals and 
new subway lines, and now in a massive infrastructure programme 
of bridges and roads to stretch the country’s transport network. 
However, the real challenge for the government to meet is slowly 
to slake the ravenous hunger and thirst for jobs and knowledge of 
the 700 million lao baixing – the ‘Old Hundred Names’ peasant 
farmers in the countryside. If the Party fails to hasten environmen-
tal progress there, it will surely struggle.

One of the biggest barriers to predicting where China is going is the 
Western belief in an order to things – not so much a belief in the 
paradigmatic continuation of physical laws, but a belief that society 
must be ordered by imposing societal law. The Chinese do not think 
in that way. The concept that laws are for the guidance of wise men 
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but the obedience of fools is an excuse for disobedience mirrored in 
the Chinese nan de hu tu (hard to translate, but basically meaning 
that wisdom and foolishness can be interchangeable).

And that is perhaps why economists shelter behind discontinuities. 
They are unexpected and unpredictable, and are factored out of most 
calculations. This is the real environmental problem. Economics is 
a subject dear to the Chinese (and to many in the West) because it 
allows a semblance of science to creep into government decision-
making. Politicians therefore tend to panic when economists do not 
predict discontinuities or know exactly how to deal with them. The 
environment and global warming is a massive discontinuity, which 
global economists should relish. For once there is an opportunity to 
link basic economic behavior with real geo-sciences. But no, back 
the West goes to stimulus packages and defence of the global car 
and oil industries. Opportunity lost.

The disaster

In modern China, the use of mobile phones is extensive and 
increasing. A small panic, normally contained in recent years, 
could now cause a calamity through instant communications, 
which would be quite disastrous. Chinese rumors spread quickly. 
Our fi nal prediction is that an accident of an environmental nature 
will create that panic. Not so much a geological earthquake as a 
chemical or biological catastrophe. The pell-mell drive for eco-
nomic prosperity is a drive designed to keep the population under 
control, but not driven to poisoned rivers and fi elds. Energy and 
infrastructure failures will frustrate many. Infl ation in foodstuffs is 
now coming down from previously high peaks. The old emperor’s 
mandate allowed the population to overturn the emperor if he failed 
them. No need for spoiling ballot papers, no need to vote them out 
nicely; the Chinese have a stronger, traditional hold on the politi-
cians’ promises of ‘a chicken in every pot’. They are entitled to 
another revolution. We read an unsavoury environmental one in the 
dynamic runes.

This is a problem created as a result of the jobless masses. While 
adding modern agricultural processes to farming methods is posi-
tive, what will the farmers’ families do with mechanization? There 
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are not enough colleges for the future mechanics, engineers and 
agricultural specialists. There are no more jobs on building sites 
or in factories. Increasingly, this ‘new problem’ for China uncov-
ers the dynamic forces that open borders stimulate. Controls over 
opportunism, resources and investments are changing from the 
traditional ways of doing things. But they are not aligned, and 
struggle to balance demand, supply and direction. The potential 
for a bursting of societal and environmental dams of despondency 
is high.

Stripping the Earth’s resources merely to serve present market 
demand is not a long-term solution. Problem-solving using Chi-
nese systemic controls will help to check Western consumer sprees. 
In Chinese tradition, if it isn’t broken, by all means adapt it – but 
don’t replace it. The West, in a mirror image and refl ective mode, 
must emphasize relational and reciprocal structures when globaliz-
ing. The West should reduce the clamor for open market economies 
and look for societal, group solutions. So far, the West and East are 
found wanting, with economists having more say than warranted 
by their ‘dismal science’. Indeed, modern economics is almost reli-
gious in its defence of its base assumptions – and, like religion, it is 
only the interpretation of events that matters. The environmentalists 
must move much more quickly, more forcefully and more scientifi -
cally in asserting their claims to saving the world.


