Hazardous Wastes and Toxic Materials in China

Large areas of land are currently used in China for the uncontrolled disposal of industrial wastes. Approximately 600 million metric tons of industrialized waste, of which 50 to 70 percent is hazardous, are generated in China annually. Estimates indicate that in recent years, a total of 5.9 billion metric tons of industrial waste, occupying 540 million cubic meters (19,000 million cubic feet), have been improperly stored or discarded. The majority of the waste is simply piled on unprotected areas, which causes leaching to surface and groundwater bodies. As a result, environmental accidents are common. For instance, a chromium residue disposal site in Jinzhou caused groundwater pollution in a 12.5-square-kilometer (4.8square-mile) area: as a result, water from 1800 wells in nine villages is no longer safe to drink.


The production and use of chemicals is developing rapidly in China. More than 30,000 classes of chemicals are now produced, of which many are toxic. During production, transportation, storage, and use, many releases and spills occur. For example, in 1995, the toxic chemical storage in Shenzhen exploded, causing significant damage to life, property, and the environment.


Management of hazardous and toxic materials in China is still in its early stages; therefore, treatment and disposal technologies are primitive and equipment is poor. None of China’s current hazardous-waste disposal sites meet environmental standards. In part, this is due to a lack of funds and management capabilities. A demonstration project, however, is under way in China. It is hoped that this will assist China in developing a management system for hazardous and toxic materials.


The “Law of Pollution Prevention and Control of Solid Wastes” has been made a priority item of legislation by the National People’s Congress. Research on hazardous-waste management and disposal has been classified as key in national scientific and technological development plans. Experiments with solid waste declaration and registration, and waste exchanges are being performed, and standard protocols for chemical testing, toxicity evaluation of synthetic chemicals, laboratory analysis, and risk assessment have begun to be formulated. The long- and short-term objectives of the new project include the following:

• Formulate and strengthen China’s hazardous- and toxic-materials control laws and regulations, and establish criteria for sound environmental management of wastes.

• Establish technical support system for hazardous-waste management.

• Design demonstration projects for hazardous-waste treatment and disposal.

• Formulate laws and regulations, criteria, and policies for toxicchemicals management.

• Construct in Beijing a hazardous-waste incineration plant with an annual capacity of 3000 metric tons.

This project will introduce hazardous- and toxic-materials control laws and regulations, antipollution criteria, and mitigation measures. The capabilities for the management and control of hazardous materials will be developed, and regulatory enforcement will be initiated. It is hoped that the establishment of declaration, registration, licensing, and wastes exchange for hazardous-waste procedures will result in a reduction in the volume of waste generated in China while providing an incentive for recovery and reuse.


The hazardous-waste disposal demonstration project will provide a model, and increased capabilities and experience can be used by China in establishing regional central-disposal facilities for hazardous wastes. Dissemination of the experience gained in the demonstration project should produce a significant improvement in waste-disposal management strategies, resulting in greater awareness, regulation, and environmental protection.
