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A National Environmental Innovation Action Plan

Executive Summary

China has both the capacity and the need to become a global leader in sustainable
development and innovation in environmental technology.

China has had dramatic and sustained industrial, economic and social development over the
past 30 years. Prompt and forceful response to the devastating Sichuan earthquake and the
spectacular staging of the 2008 Summer Olympics are clear illustrations of the remarkable
transformation that is taking place.

However, economic development has come at a cost. Pollution to air, water and land is
having a very serious impact on the health and well-being of the people of China and on the
ecosystems of China. The need for China to reduce its emissions is abundantly clear. Many
steps are being taken and the problem is fully recognized by China’s leadership. Targets on
reducing intensity of emissions on a per GDP basis have been set. However, what ultimately
matters is not per GDP (or per capita) emission, but the levels of pollution to which people
and ecosystems are exposed. Reduction targets of pollutants on an absolute basis must be
established. 1f these are to be reduced from today’s levels to a healthy level, a new
transformation will be needed in which the creative and innovative potential of the people
and institutions is further developed!

In this report we review the science and technology system of China and we examine the
many steps under way to improve its ability to support innovative and cost effective
environmental clean up. We review what drives innovation and the conditions necessary to
develop an innovative society. The continuum from basic research in science and engineering
to applied research to precompetitive research and new company creation to demonstration to
deployment and the interaction between these elements is moving at a dramatic pace. This
can be described as an Innovation Ecosystem since all elements interact. The opportunity for
technology innovation has never been greater as we discuss in this report.

Science and technology are moving ahead globally at a dramatic pace, creating unique
opportunities for solving environmental problems.

We recommend the establishment of a National Environmental Innovation Action Plan.
The elements of this plan are discussed in this report and cover the elements of the innovation
process from research and development (R&D) to deployment. MEP needs to be strengthened
to support this plan.

We know that innovation requires a firm market demand. In the environmental area, such



demand will not develop or persist without strong regulatory frameworks. Clear standards
and enforced regulations created equitably by government are what create the market for
environmental innovation.

Without strong, clear, stable, and uniformly-enforced regulations and standards, there is
no market and hence no incentive for investment in development and wide deployment of
innovative environmental technologies.

To achieve a more effective nationwide regulatory environment and to bolster public
participation, we urge the creation of a National Environment Information System (NEIS).
NEIS would be managed by the new Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP), who would
be responsible for collecting, processing, and reporting pollution in an open format accessible
to all.

It will of course be necessary for government to fund the appropriate elements of the
National Environmental Innovation Action Plan.

In addition to creating and supporting the NEIS, there are a number of steps that can be
taken to strengthen China’s environmental capacity. China is in a position to develop a globally
competitive capacity in the rapidly developing area of clean technology (CT). There are many
dimensions identified in this report under the three themes:

1. Technology Innovation for environmental protection and sustainable development
2. Regulations, Standards, and Enforcement, and
3. Public Participation.

Technology Innovation proposes a number of approaches. There is a need to strengthen
the various elements of the innovation process as it relates to environment; continue to
strengthen basic research; create competence centres; develop industry sector research
institutes; create Environmental Innovation Support Networks to assist SMEs; develop
incentives to meet energy efficiency standards; funds for international cooperation; support
academic-industry linkages; institute internationally recognized prizes; and develop the circular
economy.

Regulations, Standards, and Enforcement are central to innovation. Within the context of
the NEIS, the cost of compliance must become less than the cost of non-compliance. National
and international standards need to be set and enforced.

Public Participation of citizens and local NGOs is vital in addressing the immediate impacts
of pollution which are widely understood as occurring most critically at the local and regional
levels. While steps are being taken to strengthen such local involvement, much more needs to
be done. China needs to stimulate, empower and mobilize citizens at the local and regional
levels to act in the interest of resolving the environmental problems of their communities.
This can be reinforced in many ways including education and public awareness campaigns.
The power of the citizens to act will be greatly strengthened by access to the independent
National Environment Information System.

Much has been done. Much remains to be done to release the innovation capacity of China
to provide an example of sustainable development which can be a model to the world.
Continuing to grow the GDP, while decreasing pollution through innovations in technology,
in institutions, and in society, must be the objective.
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