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The big environmental stories in the Chinese media (5-11 March)  

 

Worst Beijing smog in months 

 

This year’s Two Sessions, the annual gathering of the country’s top legislators 

and political advisors, has not been met with the famous “meeting blue” skies 

that Beijing normally musters for important political moments. Rather, the city 

and much of the surrounding region have been shrouded in heavy smog since 

the beginning of the week, with the pollution expected to last until 14 March. 

  

Analysts pointed towards atmospheric conditions – a lack of wind and relatively 

high humidity – unfavourable to the dispersal of pollutants. 

  

Other experts, quoted anonymously by media, noted the smog reveals that “the 

structure of highly polluting and energy intensive industries in the Beijing-

Tianjin-Hebei region has remained fundamentally unchanged.” Data published 

by Caixin shows the utilisation rate of boilers for steel and iron production 

increased year-on-year 6.3% and 12.2%, respectively, in the first 10 days of 

March. Heavy industry production was relatively unscathed by coronavirus 

control measures last year, so the data indicates a ramping up of production, a 

continuation of last year’s record-breaking crude steel output of over 1 billion 

tonnes. Steel production is the largest source of coal consumption in China, 

when including upstream electricity production and coking coal, and a major 

source of airborne pollutants such as PM2.5 and SO2. 

  

The difficulty of transforming northern China’s energy intensive industrial base 

is also concerning in regards to the rapid decarbonisation China intends to 

pursue to reach its 2060 carbon neutrality target. Steel, iron and cement are 

known as “hard to abate” sectors due to their reliance on intensive heat typically 

provided by fossil fuels. The world’s largest producer of steel products, Chinese 

state-owned company Baowu Steel, announced its own 2050 carbon neutrality 
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goal in January. How exactly it will achieve that is unknown. 

  

Overall, northern China’s air quality has improved over the last five years 

thanks to a relentless clean air campaign that has upgraded emissions control 

at industrial facilities, switched fuels for heating and cracked down on dirty 

industries. Average levels of PM2.5 concentration in Beijing were 38uq/m3 in 

2020, the lowest since regular official recordings began in 2013, according to a 

Xinhua report. Remarkably, PM2.5 is no longer an issue of high political priority 

in the 14th Five Year Plan, approved at the Two Sessions yesterday. 

  

Read China Dialogue’s coverage of the 14th Five Year Plan and its implications 

for climate.  
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