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Executive Summary

The questions and the approach

The quality of China’s environmental data are often questioned and
criticized in the world, but few actually have detailed understanding of how
the data system works. Specifically, what environmental data are collected
and by whom? How frequently are environmental data are sampled and what
are the geographical coverage and distribution. What governmental agencies
are responsible for data collection? How are data processed, analyzed,
disseminated, reported and disclosed? How are the data used modified? How
data get distorted and/or corrected through the complex system and various
check points? These questions needed to be answered with solid empirical
research and they are the questions set to be answered by this project.

We do not pretend finding the answers is easy. In fact, it is extremely
challenging. That is why to date many of these issues have been mysterious
and exactly why the environmental data system are criticized.

In fact, China’s environmental data system has been steadily improved in
the past three decades. The Chinese government has taken a step by step
approach to establish the environmental pollution information system with
three major pillars, namely environmental monitoring, environmental
statistics and pollution discharge reporting. During the period of the 11*

Five-Year Plan (2006 -2010), two new information channels of pollutant



emission reduction and national census of pollution sources were added to
enhance the capacity on environmental pollution information collection,
processing and application. This study aims to identify the sources of
pollution data, to analyze institutional causes of information distortion, and
finally to propose policy recommendations for tackling the problems of the
system. We track down the entire process from data collection, processing,
reporting to data use. Our approach is a combination of filed survey works,
expert contribution, and institutional analysis. The field data were derived

from field trips and interviews in six provinces.

Major Findings

1. China environmental data are collected and processed through
multi-channels administered by different sectors of the environmental
protection agency at each level of government

The environmental pollution data in China consists of five categories, i.e.
environmental monitoring, environmental statistics, pollution discharge
reporting and verification, pollutant emission reduction and national census
on pollution sources. Collection and processing of these five categories of data
are conducted in different divisions of the environmental protection agency.
Environmental statistic data and pollutant emission reduction data are
collected by the total pollutant control office division. National census on

pollution sources data is collected by the special office of national census



during 2007-2008, then transferred to total pollutant control office when the
national census data renew action are carried out in 2009. The environmental
monitoring  station/center mainly collects concentration data on
environmental quality and pollutant emission. The environmental
supervision division/department is responsible for pollution discharge
reporting and verification data. Thus there are different administrative
channels of data collection, processing, reporting, auditing, and publishing
and the inconsistency is common between data from different channels (See
Figure 1).

One of the most salient characteristics in the operation of this system is
administrative intervention. Environmental pollution data system is part of
environmental administration system at all levels of government, and thus

data collection and processing are susceptible to administrative intervention.
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Figure 1 Information channels and administrative divisions
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2. Potential data distortion exists in current system

Each of the five categories of environmental data could be distorted
under the current system of administration. Among them, the monitoring
data based on direct sampling is less distorted than the other four sets of data
that is mainly determined by calculation of pollutant emission. In
environmental monitoring, data on quality data is less distorted than the
pollution source emission monitoring data. The data of enterprises’” emissions
reporting can be under reported due to the tendency for paying less emission
charge. In the calculation of pollutant emission reduction, annual reduction of
emission is reliable; however the annual increase of emissions may be
problematic. During the 11" Five Year Plan period, environmental statistics
data is not independent absolutely since it might be adjusted based on the
results of pollutant emission reduction calculation. However, work of the
national census on pollution sources is relatively independent, so the census

data is less distorted than other data sets of pollutant emission.
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Figure 2 Process of pollution information generation
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3. Institutional causes for information distortion

Several institutional factors may result in environmental data distortion.
Local government is the essential player in data generation and has strong
motivation to influence unfavorable environmental pollution data when it
feels pressure from the upper level government for performance evaluation.
Our analyses showed that the assessment based on pollutant emission is
more effective on supervising the local government” environmental protection
performance than the assessment based on environmental quality because the
former is easier to assess.

There are some loopholes in current institutional system to allow
environmental data distortion. The most serious problem is lacking effective
external supervision and verification mechanisms. This problem exists in the
whole process of data reporting by enterprises, data processing by local
governments and data verification by the central government. During the 11t
Five Year Period, a system and procedure of emission reduction data
verification by Ministry of Environmental Protection is established and has
been working well.

The policy of pollutant emission reduction assessment implemented in
the period of China’s 11th Five-Year Plan made great achievements to
promote local environmental protection. This policy has provided the most
effective assessment mechanism on the local government’s environmental

protection performance since the establishment of Chinese environmental



management system in 1970s. The key to the success is that the assessment
focuses on actual pollutant emission reduction by projects instead of relying

on pollutant emission data from the environmental statistics.

Policy Recommendations

We propose two sets of policy recommendations. One is for long-term and
the other is for short-term considering the current political and economic

situation as well as the environmental management progress of the country.

1. Long-term programs

In the long run, it is recommended to establish a technical institution of
environmental pollution information that is independent from the
administrative system. This independent system can be used to provide
effective external supervision to the environmental regulation performance
of the governmental system. Secondly, it is necessary to build a common
database of plant-level discharge emission on pollution discharge reporting.
Thirdly, it is recommended to strengthen the top-down assessment focusing

both on pollutant emission reduction and environmental quality.

2. Near-term policy recommendations
In the short run, some feasible policies based on current political,

economic and environmental protection situation are recommended.



a) Environmental statistics: an exclusive and shared database of

enterprise discharge emissions information collection and processing

It is suggested to build a shared database of enterprise discharge
emissions information, which take the environmental statistics channel as the
only channel on collecting, dealing and providing emission information. The
database should be built on the basis of the database combination of current
environmental statistics and the national census on pollution sources.

b) Keep environmental statistics independent and strengthen the

capacity of statistics personnel

As the only regular channel for pollutant emission information collection
and processing, environmental statistics data should be kept independent and
the capacity of statistics personnel should be strengthened. It is recommended
to decouple environmental statistics and pollutant emission reduction and
keep that two important information channels independent.

c¢) Strengthen supervision mechanism

It is recommended to strengthen the internal supervision by enhancing
the use of environmental monitoring data in enterprises emission reporting
and strengthen external supervision by timely disclosure of environmental

quality and industrial pollution emission information.
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