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I have just travelled through Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. The air pollution was 
unbelievable in Beijing, disastrous in Shanghai and terrible in Guangzhou. The PM 2.5 index was 
around 100-450 during my visits. I know I am lucky because the index was even higher in Beijing 
before I visited, a terrifying 900. It’s truly amazing that any modern country could let its pollution 
get so utterly unacceptable.  
 
I call it, The Great Pollution of China. 
 
Of course, I just saw 3 cities. There are hundreds of cities all over China. Many of them are even 
worse. Fundamentally China is living through a permanent pandemic. It makes the London smog 
of the 1950s look like a slightly wispy day by comparison. 
 
How Did the West Solve Its Air Pollution Problem? 
 
So what is the record of the US and the Western countries with air pollution? How did they solve 
their huge problem? 
 
In the US and Europe, air pollution used to be a huge problem in the 1940s and 1950s, just like 
China now. Major events like the great London fog of 1954 led to around 4000 deaths and there 
were other major smog events in the US, especially in Los Angeles.   
 
The pivotal event which led the US government to take action on air pollution was actually not 
mainly because people died from bad pollution. It was due to the publication of the famous book 
by Rachel Carson called “Silent Spring” in 1964. This famous and influential book led to popular 
demand by US people that the government take action. It essentially shamed the US government 
into taking action that it would not otherwise have taken. 

 
It is from this time that green movements started to emerge in the US and Europe. These 
movements pressed legislators and government to pass regulatiions against pollution and 
specifying dates by which reductions in pollution must take place.  
 
In the US this led to the Clean Act of 1970 and to a new expanded Clean Air Act in 1990. 
Pressure from green movements then coalesced at the Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro in 
1992. For various reasons the US did not sign the agreement that came from the summit, but this 
did not reduce the actions in the US against pollution.  
 
The US has continued to pass numerous stricter anti-pollution laws and currently it has under 
discussion reducing PM 2.5 levels below a level of 10 micrograms per cubic meter. Research in 
the US continues to show that even at levels viewed as being very safe, such as 10 micrograms 
per cubic meter, both elderly and very young people still suffer major health impacts. 
 



Some US States have passed even tighter anti-pollution laws than the US Federal Government. 
This includes California whose anti-pollution efforts lead those of all other States. California’s 
policies and laws often serve as a guide to other States, and even to the US federal government. 
 
The result of all this effort is that in the US air pollution has been reduced dramatically since the 
1940s and the passing of the Clean Air Act in 1970. Currently the PM 2.5 level in the US is an 
average of 10 micrograms per cubic meter.  
 
So the history of the US and Europe shows that it is possible to get air pollution under control 
However we should note the following: 

1. Even severe health impacts did not by themselves lead to Western governments taking 
action 

2. The major driver of the green movement in the US was a book that was, by the standards 
of the time, very radical and even subversive 

3. It took citizen action and the organization of this action into popular green movements by 
NGOs to lead to real change by government, both in the US and Europe 

4. Green movements are the ones continuing to press government for more action on 
pollution, with private companies tending to resist and with industry putting pressure on 
governments to proceed more slowly, or not at all 

5. The record seems to show that when pollution is very bad, it is because of a strong 
supportive relationship between government and private companies that do the polluting. 
Initially to break this cycle it requires citizen action. It is only after this has occurred that 
governments start to take the initiative themselves but even then they need 
“encouragement” from citizen groups. 

 
What Does Pollution Mean in China? 
 
It goes without saying that The Great Pollution is severely damaging the health of hundreds of 
millions of people. It will cut short their lives. Millions of children will suffer cognitive deficits 
because of the lead and mercury in the air which damages their young brains and nervous 
systems more quickly and easily. 
 
I have always loved China. I love the people, culture and yes, I even think the government has 
done a good job. In that I am a little unusual amongst Westerners. 
 
Most Westerners have some doubts about Chinese governance. But my view is that the Chinese 
government has done not just a good, but an excellent job of governing China. China is efficient, 
hard-working, safe and well-controlled. 
 
Compared to other emerging countries, China has been a role model. Unlike Russia, it doesn’t 
have the uncontrolled criminality in government and the de facto partnership with organized 
crime. Unlike Brazil, it doesn’t have massive over-regulation and its anti-entrepreneurial bias. 
Unlike India, it doesn’t have the social chaos and tragic lack of infrastructure.  
 
So even though it’s clear that China has a long way to go, the wisdom of its leaders and the 
benefits to Chinese society are undeniable. The Chinese model, despite all the criticisms, has 
worked very, very well, maybe better than anyone else’s. The fact that it has been able to achieve 
all these benefits in the largest country in history in such a very short time is hugely impressive. 
 
All of this was on display in the Olympics and then Expo. I was in China both times.  
 
The scale of the architecture for both events was stunning. The efficiency and friendliness of 
Chinese workers and volunteers was outstanding. And, yes, the air was mostly clear and 
breathable, just like a Westerner expects.  
 



Although some knew that China had made special efforts to keep the air clean during the 
Olympics – banning official use of cars, introducing the license plate restriction system etc. – 
even that was impressive in its own way, showing that the Chinese government could 
successfully command even the natural elements to do its bidding. 
. 
But the true lack of control over the air has now become painfully apparent, not just to the 
Chinese, but to all foreigners. Any foreigner visiting China can have no doubt that China has no 
control whatsoever over air pollution.  
 
In turn that means that there is no control over the companies and people that produce it. No 
control over how companies product products, discharge pollutants. No control over whether 
regulations are obeyed.  No control even over the right direction of Chinese society in the area of 
the relationship between government and industry relative to the interests of private citizens. The 
air pollution lays bare the extent to which there is true effective governance in China. 
 
What Does this Pollution Mean for the World? 
 
And of course, the foreign, particularly the Western media has taken note. There has been a 
huge outpouring of articles in the foreign press.  
 
Westerners now see videos of the pollution cloaking the gates of the Forbidden City, and the 
misty outlines of tourists in Tiananmen Square. For the first time ever on my flight to Beijing, the 
flight was almost empty.  
 
The conclusion of Westerners particularly is that China, despite the appearance of normality and 
efficiency, has a deep governance problem revealed by The Great Pollution. 
 
The Olympic aura has been destroyed. It has been replaced by a miasma. The image of 
efficiency and wisdom so painstakingly built by China has been replaced by an image that China 
is just another version of India, just with better public relations. 
 
Over the past 20 years or so there has been a debate amongst social and political analysts about 
the relative merits of the American and Chinese ways of achieving growth. The American model 
was called the Washington Consensus. This represents the free market and relatively 
uncontrolled expression and governance. The new model was the Beijing Consensus, the free 
market with centrally controlled expression and governance. 
 
In recent years, there has been growing support for the view that the Beijing Consensus is the 
best model for growth, especially in emerging countries. Even strong supporters of the US model 
have been coming to believe that the Beijing Consensus was a viable and even better model for 
growth, even maybe for advanced countries.  
 
After all, look at the recent sad economic experience of the European Union. Maybe it needs a 
dose of the Beijing Consensus? Maybe even the US needs it too? 
 
The Great Pollution of China has settled that debate once and for all. The Beijing Consensus has 
some major benefits but one fatal flaw. It kills you. 
 
Every country has problems. The US has a race problem, a crime problem and a gun problem 
(among others). Other emerging countries have their problems too. China is no different in having 
problems, but it managed to do better than just about everyone, or at least, it seemed to. 
 
The Great Pollution of China exposes the severity of its governance problems in a way that a 
million books could not. Air pollution is the viral video that won’t go away. It doesn’t have to be 
shown on Weibo because everyone can see it for themselves. Air pollution is broadcasting a 
message to the world that clearly says: whatever you do, don’t adopt the Beijing Consensus. 



 
In fact, what is happening now is very similar to what happened in the West in the period after 
World War II. At that time, despite the huge levels of pollution, it became clear to the citizens of 
the Western countries that government and industry were too close and that governments would 
not take action without pressure from citizens.  
 
The Chinese government is actually following the same path followed by Western governments. 
The record is that the Chinese government will not take action unless there is concerted action 
from citizen groups because, like the Western governments then, the Chinese government is too 
close to industry and is representing their interests over and above the interests of the citizens. 
 
The apparent problem with the Great Pollution is that it is permanently damaging the health of 
Chinese people. Of course, this pollution is also damaging the health of everyone else in the 
world as it wafts on global air currents to the clean cities of Europe and the US. 
 
But the real problem with The Great Pollution is that it is destroying belief in the Chinese way of 
governance.  
 
China now not only needs to save the lives and health of its citizens and those of the rest of the 
world. It needs to save face too. 
 
The Beijing Consensus is now officially dead. The issue is, what comes next? 
 
The Chinese have a saying: “Ren yao lian; shu yao pi” 
 
Where will the bark of the tree come from? 
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The lesson from the West has been that without concerted action from private citizens, 
government will not act since it is more responsive to demands from the private sector to not 
make any, or only minimal change.  
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