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CHINA, ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [6.25 pm]:  I will speak briefly this evening about uranium, 
funnily enough.  The Greens (WA) wanted to have a debate on it earlier.  I will talk about China in particular 
because it is the potential market for the proposed expansion of Australia’s uranium exports.  I thought it would 
be useful to give members some indication of the types of environmental challenges China faces before it adds 
nuclear waste to the equation. 
China’s environmental problems are huge.  It has 22 per cent of the world’s population but only eight per cent of 
the world’s fresh water.  Indeed, 45 southern cities in China are currently subsiding due to the mining of ground 
water underneath them.  Some 800 square miles per annum of its semi-arid land is becoming desert and one-fifth 
of the irrigated crop land has become salt affected.  Half of China’s lakes are either seriously or lightly polluted, 
and extensive problems have been caused by mine tailings.  The tailings of milled ore are polluting the water, 
and industrial waste is often dumped directly into rivers.  Some 2.5 per cent of the industrial waste is classified 
as dangerous.  It is only very recently that China has attempted to set up systems to deal with toxic waste storage. 
When we see examples of radioactive material or nuclear power being used in countries such as France or 
Sweden - I am sure many members watched the episode of Four Corners recently about the Swedish nuclear 
power program - it is important to realise that the situation in China is vastly different.  China has enormous 
problems just coping with its current situation.  It certainly does not have the capacity to deal with the expense 
and complexities of dealing with radioactive waste.  It is worth noting also that since the 1980s, the Communist 
Party has set very ambitious targets for increased production.  That has been its major push for “progress”.  The 
boom in China’s economy is having a major impact on Western Australia’s economy and on the products that 
are exported to China from WA, particularly iron ore.  Unfortunately, China has been following the western 
model of progress of “develop first and clean up later” and the clean-up costs are not factored into the economy 
at all.  Local cadres are judged on the success of economic growth in their areas and have signed up to output 
targets.  However, a problem has been created due to the change in the Chinese system whereby the Communist 
Party is losing its central control.  As a result, it is also losing its ability to control pollution and other events in 
the countryside. 
Members may also have read a number of articles in The West Australian lately on riots and organised protests 
against pollution events in China.  For example, in 2004 - these are the events that were reported; many similar 
events are not reported at all - 70 000 incidents occurred involving more than 1.3 million people protesting about 
pollution, particularly in the farmlands.  That paints a picture of a country which is grappling with enormous 
problems and which faces enormous challenges regarding pollution.  China’s rapid industrialisation is creating 
an energy crisis.  That is why people consider it an opportunity to sell energy to China, whether it be gas or, in 
this case, uranium.  Uranium is needed to fuel a very ambitious nuclear power program, which I believe China 
will be unable to achieve.  China’s lack of other resources and the breakdown of its ecosystem are imminent 
problems.  Nuclear power will divert resources from essential environmental and social management issues, and 
even greater industrialisation will cause more problems.  We must remember that corruption is rife in China, 
industrial standards are dubious and monitoring enforcement is patchy.  This is an inauspicious environment for 
nuclear power stations.  It is naive to believe that industrialisation will bring widespread prosperity to China.  
The western model relies on exploiting one-half of the world’s resources to acquire its wealth.  Another model is 
required, one that puts ecological sanity at the centre of the economy.  If we were indeed to be concerned about 
China and wished to assist the Chinese to live more comfortably and more efficiently, we should surely be 
looking at exporting such things as some of our very good systems for purifying water and some of the 
membrane systems that provide appropriate technology to clean up some of their rivers and lakes.  At this stage, 
half of China’s lakes and rivers are considered to be polluted. 

These are the sorts of technologies and the sorts of things for which we could have an export market into China.  
That is certainly where we should be looking, rather than exporting to the Chinese a toxic substance that will 
only become more toxic if they decide to use it in nuclear power stations.  If we sell the Chinese uranium, it also 
frees up their uranium to be used in nuclear weapons programs. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon George Cash):  There are 10 minutes remaining tonight and it is clear there 
are two speakers, so I will leave it to speakers to take notice of that. 
 


