CRACKING DOWN ON WATER
MANAGEMENT
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N 11 APRIL 2016, a reporter for
O the National Business Daily % B %
##7 W named Zhang Wen 7k € wrote a
worrying report titled ‘Ministry of Wa-
ter Resources thoroughly investigates
groundwater resources: eighty percent
is not suitable for drinking’. According
to statistics published by the Ministry
of Land and Resources, more than 400
cities out of 657 nationwide are using
groundwater for drinking water. That
means seventy percent of the popula-
tion is drinking groundwater, of which
eighty percent is not suitable for drink-
ing.5 However, soon after the report’s
% A
%, Department Head of the Water Re-
source Division of the Ministry of Water

publication, Chen Mingzhong

Resources, responded that the reporter

had misread the data. He said that, in
fact, people in 1,817 out of 4,748 cities
and towns are drinking groundwater
with a water quality compliance rate of
about eighty-five percent.” One thing is
certain, however: China is in a state of
‘water stress’, and one of the difficulties
in the search for solutions to this press-
ing problem is that the available official
data is often contradictory.

Figures on water quality in Chi-
na have been in chaos for a long time.
There is a discrepancy between what
the media reports and the figures pro-
vided by government departments,
between data provided by different
government departments, and even
within the same department. Scholars

use the term ‘Nine Dragons Controlling
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Organisation of Water Security Information in China

National Institutions

Responsible for data on:

Ministry of Water Resources

Rainfall, runoff, rivers and lakes, water for
the agricultural industry, large-scale water
conservancy projects

Ministry of Environmental
Protection

General environmental information related
to water

Bureau of Meteorology

Precipitation

Ministry of Housing and Urban-
Rural Construction

Urban and rural water supply facilities,
construction and sewage treatment facilities

Ministry of Agriculture

Irrigation and water conservation
construction, water saving, nonpoint source
pollution

Ministry of Land and Resources

Groundwater

State Oceanic Administration

Monitoring and evaluation of marine
environmental monitoring norms and
releasing information on the marine
environment
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Infographic showing China’s water stress
Source: wri.org

Water’ /L& 7K to describe China’s
current chaotic water safety manage-
ment system. This refers to the involve-
ment, not always well co-ordinated, of
multiple government departments in
water management — a major reason
for the confusing and conflicting data.

As shown in the table, water se-
curity information is fragmented and
distributed across government de-
partments, with considerable overlap.
Rainfall, for example, is a concern of
both the Bureau of Meteorology and
the Ministry of Water Resources. These
departments tend to be territorial

about their data. There is no mecha-

nism to facilitate the sharing of infor-
mation between or within government
departments, and no commitment to
share the information fully with the
public, which presents problems for
both the journalistic and scientific
communities, not to mention interest-
ed citizens.

The Water Pollution Prevention
and Control Action Plan 7KiF %554 47
#+t%], also known as the Water Ten
Plan 7K+ 4, which the State Council
released last year, was fully imple-
mented in 2016. An important com-
ponent of the Water Ten Plan is the

requirement to publicise information
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on water quality. In January 2016, the
Ministry of Environmental Protection
issued a notice requiring local govern-
ments to disclose the results of their
monitoring of water source quality in
accordance with the National Central-
ised Drinking Water Source Quality
Monitoring Information Disclosure
Program 4 & & 7 X A& &R A KKIR
KR Y MAZ & FF % %, The notice
mandates the timely disclosure of in-
formation, and the use of channels
including the websites of the Environ-
mental Protection Department and
local environmental monitoring agen-

cies. The notice emphasises the impor-

Water source quality information disclosure by local governments (the

tance of clearly presenting the data
so that the public can understand the
situation with their water quality. This
is a major change from past practices,
and a good starting point for respon-
sible water management. It marks the
transition of China’s water security in-
formation from an exclusive resource
of government to one shared with the
public. This is something that the me-
dia, academics, and ordinary people
have looked forward to for years.

But not all local governments
have reacted well to the order from
above to share their data. At the end
of the first quarter of 2016, the envi-



ronmental NGO Qing Yue Database on
Environmental Information & BL3R#&
1% B3 KRS+ < reported on the sta-
tus of information disclosure by local
governments. Only fifty-four percent
of provincial governments had pub-
lished data on their official websites.
Even where they did publish, they
didn’t provide all of the required infor-
mation, such as the number of water
sources monitored, monitoring points,
monitored items, and monitoring
methods. Without all this information,
the public cannot fully judge the qual-
ity of their drinking water. The other
forty-six percent, who have not dis-
closed any information at all, include
the provinces of Sichuan, Anhui, Yun-

nan, Hebei, Shanxi, Ningxia, Jiangsu,
Shandong, Zhejiang, and Hunan; the
central cities of Tianjin and Beijing,
the autonomous region of Tibet, and
the Xinjiang Construction and Produc-
tion Corps.®
The Qing Yue Database on Envi-
ronmental Information is intended to
convey to the public information on
water quality from the source to the
taps. They have been frustrated by the
number of departments and enterpris-
es involved, and the low level of infor-
mation disclosure. They drew the dia-
gram below to illustrate the problem.’
An even more serious issue is
that, over the years, many local gov-
ernment departments and enterprises
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have deliberately recorded false data.
Two years ago, Premier Li Keqiang
% #%,%% visited the Ministry of Water
Resources. He told them that there
needed to be a third-party assessment
of government data on the safety of
drinking water to prevent data fraud.
On 1 January 2016, the Ministry of En-
vironmental Protection finally intro-
duced a procedure called the Determi-
nation and Treatment of Falsification
of Environmental Monitoring Data.

On 14 April, the Xinhua News
Agency in Beijing reported that over
a twelve-month period, the Environ-
mental Protection Department dis-
covered 2,658 cases of environmental
monitoring data fraud.’ In October,
police detained a bureau chief from
the Chang’an Branch of Xi’an’s Envi-

ronmental Protection Bureau, as well

Making ‘scenery’
Source: Xu Jun, Xinhua

as the chief and a deputy chief of the
Chang’an District monitoring sta-
tion, on suspicion of data monitoring
fraud.! This is the first case of legal
sanctions against local government
officials for data fraud since the imple-
mentation of the new law.



This text is taken from China Story Yearbook 2016: Control,
edited by Jane Golley, Linda Jaivin and Luigi Tomba, published 2017 by
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.





