The Environmental Cost of Rapid Industrialization 

In November 2005 an explosion at a petrochemical plant in China forced the evacuation of 10,000 residents from the town of Jilin City. About 100 metric tons of benzene, aniline, and nitrobenzene spilled into the Songhua River, contaminating the drinking water of thousands of people and killing tens of thousands of fish. The 80 km long chemical slick quickly moved down river, past the town of Harbin, crossing the international border into Russia two weeks later. There it threatened the drinking water in Khabarovsk, a Russian town of 600,000.

The river systems in China are increasingly polluted with industrial chemicals.

China has built 16 petrochemical plants on the Songhua alone. Rapid industrialization in support of a booming economy has created mixed blessings. While there have been dramatic improvements in standards of living over a very short period of time, these improvements have come at enormous cost to China’s natural environment. The country has a poor track record of industrial accidents as well as dangerous levels of air and water pollution. Increased automobile usage has combined with industrial pollution to darken the skies of many of China’s big cities. In the race to create competitive global industries, Chinese authorities have often turned a blind eye to responsible business practices. Some observers directly blame the lax regulations of China’s increasingly pro-business climate for accidents like the benzene spill in the Songhua.

On November 26, less than two weeks after the Songhua disaster, another explosion at a second chemical plant in China spilled toxic chemicals into the Yangtze River. The Chinese government is now under increasing pressure from its citizens and from the international community to more strictly regulate its businesses.

Is pollution an inevitable cost of industrial production that should be accepted alongside modern standards of living? Is it necessary to pollute to make a profit? Should pollution prevention programs be voluntary or imposed by regulatory authorities? 
