SHARED AIR, SHARED DESTINY
Wuqiriletu

Breathing Together, Struggling

was China’s theme for the 2013 World

Together

Environment Day. At that time, the

On 25 February 2014, the concentration
of fine particulate matter, known as
PM2.5, reached 400 micrograms per cubic metre of air in Beijing, hazardous by
the standards of both the American Environmental Protection Agency and China’s own air quality index system. That

Ministry of Environmental Protection
called on all citizens to do their part to
protect the environment, and to realise
the dream of a beautiful China with a
blue sky, green earth and clean water.
On 10 September 2013, the State
Council issued its Air Pollution Preven-

same smoggy day, President Xi Jinping
made an unannounced visit to a lane off
the popular tourist street of Nanluoguxiang in the captial, talking with the people who lived there. The news report
on his visit was subtitled ‘breathing the
same air and sharing the common fate’

同呼吸,共命运.
A

slightly

different

slogan,

‘breathing the same air and sharing
the common struggle’ 同呼吸,共奋斗

25 February 2014: Xi Jinping ‘breathing the same air
and sharing the common fate’
Source: talk.takungpao.com
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tion Action Plan 大气污染防治行动计划

for broad social participation: a shared

for implementation at the level of the

struggle to improve the quality of air

provinces, autonomous regions and

that everyone breathes.

municipalities. The action plan links

In January 2014, the Ministry

air quality to the health of China’s cit-

of Environmental Protection and the

izens, economic development, social

thirty-one provinces, autonomous re-

stability and the Chinese Dream. At the

gions and municipalities signed ‘The

same time, it emphasises that it could

Air Pollution control target responsi-

take five years to improve the air qual-

bility book’ 大气污染防治目标责任书,

ity in the regions of Beijing, Tianjin

pledging to work towards the plan’s

and Hebei province; the Yangtze River

goals.

Delta and the Pearl River Delta. It may

Hebei province’s Yanzhao Metrop-

take much longer to improve the air

olis Daily 燕赵都市报 called the book a

quality in the country as a whole. The

good starting point — it showed good-

ultimate goal for Beijing is to reduce

will and commitment. On the other

the yearly average density of fine par-

hand, the paper warned that other ac-

ticulate matter to sixty micrograms per

tion plans, on national housing policy,

cubic metre.

for example, had become little more

In order to achieve its targets,
the action plan lists ten policies, re-

than slogans. It advocated strengthening the system of accountability.

ferred to as the National Ten 国十条.
They cover the treatment of sewage,

In the Same Boat 吴越同舟

industrial restructuring along envi-

Air and air pollution respect no bor-

ronmental principles, technological

ders. When air pollution levels rise

innovation, energy structure, energy

in China, neighbouring countries are

saving and environmental protection,

affected, particularly in the northeast.

environmental and economic man-

In fact, for some years airborne par-

agement, legal supervision, regional

ticulates traceable back to China have

co-operation, monitoring and early

been discovered by monitoring sta-

warning of pollution events, the estab-

tions as far away as California. On that

lishment of clear lines of responsibility

same February day that Beijing PM2.5

and the mass mobilisation of the popu-

levels reached 400, the South Korean

lace. The action plan stresses the need

capital Seoul reported a concentration
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Goals
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Average annual reduction target of PM2.5

Provinces, cities, districts
-25%

Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei

-20%

Shanxi, Shandong, Shanghai, Jiangsu,
Zhejiang

concentration

Average annual reduction target of PM10
concentration

-15%

Guangdong, Chongqing

-10%

Inner Mongolia

-15%

Henan, Shanxi, Qinghai, Xinjiang

-12%

Gansu, Hubei

-10%

Sichuan, Liaoning, Jilin, Hunan, Anhui,
Ningxia

-5%

Guangxi, Fujian, Jiangxi, Guizhou,
Heilongjiang

Continuous

Hainan, Tibet, Yunnan

improvement

of atmospheric pollutants two to three

can put aside their points of difference

times the usual level. According to Ja-

‘Chindia’ 中印大同
pan’s Ministry of the Environment,

to work for the common good. On 20

more than ten municipalities in Japan

officials and atmospheric pollution

issued air pollution warnings on 26

experts from Japan, China and South

February.

Korea gathered in Beijing for the first

March 2014, environmental protection

China, the United States of America, the European Union and India are
the world’s biggest contributors to global emissions, generating more than

half of global greenhouse gases in 2013. Yet neither President Xi Jinping
Officials from South Korea and

time to discuss co-operative meas-

Japan have expressed a willingness

ures to control air pollution. About

of China nor Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India were among the 120

heads
of together
state who
attended
United
Nations
Climate
Summit
held
on
a month
later,
on 28–29
April,
Daegu
to
work
with
China the
to re23 September
2014 in
New York,
where
oneinofSouth
the main
topics
wasthe
reduccity
Korea
hosted
sixduce
PM2.5. Some
Japanese
media
ing greenhouse
did, teenth
however,
send Vice-Premier
Zhang
two-day,
tripartite meeting
of
outlets
have usedgas
theemissions.
old saying Xi
‘Wu
GaoliYue
as his
special
envoy.
and
— in
the same
boat’ 吴越同

environment ministers from China,

South Korea
Japan.approved the
describe
former
舟 toOne
weekhow
before
the enemies
Summit, China’s
Stateand
Council
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South Korea had first proposed

The meeting concluded with a

an annual meeting of environmental

five-year agreement on priority areas

ministers, and it hosted the first one

of co-operation: air quality, biodiver-

in 1999. The three countries take turns

sity, the disposal of electronic waste,

to host the summit. During the 2014

climate change, the protection of vil-

meeting, Li Ganjie 李干杰, China’s Dep-

lage environments and the protection

uty Minister of Environmental Pro-

of water and sea environments. The

tection met with Yoon Seon-kyu, the

three countries also decided to hold

Korean Minister for the Environment

regular meetings devoted to issues

and Ishihara Nobuteru, the Japanese

related to the atmosphere. (The first

Minister to discuss issues including

meeting had in fact already been held

atmospheric pollution and climate

in March in Beijing; the second will

change. Yoon Seon-kyu said that air

take place in South Korea). The three

pollution problems are already affect-

countries will promote further col-

ing people’s health in the three coun-

laboration among local governments,

tries.

enterprises and research institutions,

9 October 2014: Pollution from north-eastern China blows over the Bohai Sea on its way to Korea and Japan
Source: earthobservatory.nasa.gov

Spot the difference: Beijing National Stadium (‘The Bird’s Nest’)
Photo: Jeffrey Kesler

and share technologies and informa-

ramics, casting, forging, printing and

tion on controlling carbon emissions.

dyeing from the city. These would

Yoon

move to nearby cities in Hebei, around

Seon-kyo also agreed to share infor-

Tianjin and in Inner Mongolia once

mation on PM2.5 levels and conduct

they had upgraded their technologies

scientific research on trans-border air

to eliminate or ameliorate pollution.

Ishihara

Nobuteru

and

pollution, encouraging China to join
in. Li Ganjie, who blamed China’s air
pollution on long-term industrialisation, indicated that China’s attitude
is positive and open to three-sided
or bilateral co-operation with South
Korea and Japan.
A Rumour in Inner Mongolia

The news spread fear through
the communities surrounding Beijing.
People worried that the industries that
had polluted Beijing would now move
en masse and un-reconstructed, to pollute their hometowns. A microblogger in Inner Mongolia who posted a
protest against what he (mistakenly)
described as ‘three hundred polluted
enterprises moving from Beijing to

On 18 May 2014, a newspaper in Beijing

Inner Mongolia’. He wrote: ‘An indi-

reported that 300 polluting enterprises

vidual may be powerless, but united,

would move out of Beijing by October.

our power is infinite … our hometown

The newspaper said that Beijing would

is not a garbage dump! Please forward

ban twelve high-polluting industries

this message, friends of Inner Mongo-

such as lime, stone, architectural ce-

lia, so that our children can breathe
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clean air. Thank you!’ Arrested for

At

spreading rumours, the authorities

stressed that China is committed to

sentenced the microblogger to ten days

working with international partners

of administrative detention and a fine

to respond actively to the challenge of

of 500 yuan. Inner Mongolia was keen

climate change. Zhang promised that

to make clear that it was not about to

China would soon be announcing its

share Beijing’s destiny, at least not in

post-2020 plan. Zhang also said that

terms of air pollution.

China would energetically promote

the

UN

summit,

Zhang

Gaoli

South–South co-operation on climate
‘Chindia’ 中印大同

change and provide US$6 million to

China, the United States of America,

support the United Nations Secretary

the European Union and India are the

General in advancing this co-operation.

world’s biggest contributors to global

Furthermore, China would double its

emissions, generating more than half

financial support from next year with

of global greenhouse gases in 2013. Yet

the establishment of a co-operation

neither President Xi Jinping of China

fund.

nor Prime Minister Narendra Modi

The Chinese government has

of India were among the 120 heads of

long been criticial of the domination

state who attended the United Nations

of international negotiations on cli-

Climate Summit held on 23 September

mate change by developed countries.

2014 in New York, where one of the

South–South co-operation enables a

main topics was reducing greenhouse

strategic alliance between China and

gas emissions. Xi did, however, send

other developing or newly industri-

Vice-Premier Zhang Gaoli 张高丽 as

alised countries to resist what they

his special envoy.

consider to be unreasonable pressure

One week before the Summit,

from developed countries. In 2009, a

approved

Chinese government initiative united

the ‘National Climate Change Plan

China, Brazil, South Africa and India

China’s

State

Council

国家应对气候变化规划

in BASIC 基础四国. BASIC is a collec-

(2014–2020), which pledges that by

tive of newly industrialised countries

2020 China will reduce its carbon

committed to acting jointly on climate

emissions per unit of GDP by forty to

change. A month before the UN Cli-

forty-five percent from 2005 levels.

mate Summit 2014, New Delhi host-

(2014–2020)’

Zhang Gaoli at the United Nations Climate Summit in September 2014
Source: news.cn

ed the eighteenth BASIC Ministerial

China has consistently advocated a

Meeting on Climate Change, which

joint strategy and a united voice for

reaffirmed the importance of the prin-

what the Chinese call Zhong Yin datong

ciple of ‘common but differentiated

中印大同 (loosely, ‘the Sino-Indian

responsibilities’.

Commonwealth’)

A

week

later,

Chinese

and

Indian

MP

Vice-

Jairam Ramesh has named ‘Chindia’.

Premier Zhang Gaoli met with rep-

It is clear that the issue of air pollution

resentatives of ‘developing countries

is one of shared destiny with India,

with similar positions’ 立场相近的发

as it is with China’s neighbours to the

展中国家. Chief among these is India.

northeast — and the world at large.

This text is taken from Shared Destiny, edited by Geremie R Barmé,
Linda Jaivin and Jeremy Goldkorn, published 2015 by ANU Press,
The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

