Beijing’s Toxic Air Is Literally Off the Charts
by James West
Jan. 17, 2015 – No matter what desperate steps the Chinese government takes — banning coal-burning plants within the city limits, shuttering more than 300 factories, wiping out old vehicles and boilers, forcing heavy trucking to go nocturnal — this just keeps happening: Beijing’s smog has yet again soared off the charts.
On Thursday local time, Beijing measured “beyond index” levels of the dangerous airborne particulate matter known as PM2.5 — considered hazardous to human health because the tiny particles can embed deep in a person’s respiratory system.  Those sky-high levels have been occurred several times since the U.S. began measuring the city’s air, using a device installed atop its embassy in Beijing in 2008, most notably during a “crazy bad” incident in 2010, and 2013’s “airpocalypse.”
On Jan. 12, Beijing’s AQI (recorded by the US embassy, soared to 755, with levels 30 times those recommended by WHO for a 24-hour period.   That’s beyond the scale, which tops out at 500.   In the US, 300+ triggers emergency conditions.   The entire population is more likely to be affected.   151-200 is considered to be unhealthy.   In December 2102, Chinese officials vowed to cut PM2.5 (which can penetrate lungs and lead to increased risk of heart and lung cancer deaths) by 5% each year in 13 major areas through 2015, according to China Daily.
Thursday’s levels indicated the concentration of PM2.5 exceeded 500 on an “Air Quality Index” (AQI) measured from the embassy.  The Beijing municipal government maintains its own index, always notably lower than the U.S. readings, which reported an AQI of 430 — still hazardous.  (Anything above 150 is considered unhealthy for the general population).  Thursday’s levels are generally regarded as more than 20 times the limit recommended by the World Health Organization.  
Despite the frigid mass of putrid air, this week’s levels don’t come close to records set in 2013, when the AQI surged to over 755.  Then, expats gave it a nickname: “airpocalypse.”  It covered 1 million square miles (2.7 million square kilometers) of the country with a pall of smog that impacted more than 600 million people.  I made this chart [see original] then to show what exactly was in Beijing’s air, a lethal combination of particulate matter, nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, and ozone.  It also gives you a sense of how the Air Quality Index works.
One reason it’s so hard to control the air quality in Beijing is that the smog problem sweeps in from neighboring provinces, known as the “black triangle” — Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Inner Mongolia.  Prevailing wind patterns in that area of China pick up the pollution from at least 38 coal-fired power plants and send it straight into Beijing, which is landlocked and tends to trap the smog.
Roughly half of coal’s contribution to Beijing’s pollution is from power plants inside the city.   10% of the total smog is from vehicle exhaust, according to Greenpeace.   Around 1/4 million news cars are added to the city each year.
Wind patterns show that Beijing’s pollution crisis started in the Black Triangle.   Coal consumption is now 3 times higher than it was in 2000.  It is projected to double again by 2035.  Greenpeace estimates 40% of PM2.5 – the tiny, dangerous particles that cause smog – in Beijing is caused by coal burning, which is also the biggest producer of mega-pollutants NOx and SO2.  (EIA, NOAA, Greenpeace)
As I’ve reported previously, the smog is the main thing driving so much of China’s push to tackle climate change (reducing CO2 emissions will also cut pollution) and its exploration of natural gas, through a major fracking push in the southwestern province of Sichuan.  It’s worth noting that China continues to be the world’s biggest investor in clean energy technologies.
But so long as smog continues to blanket cities like Beijing, home to 21 million people, the government "will continue to face mounting political pressure amongst an uneasy population that was promised, along with economic prosperity and greater freedoms associated with opening up to the rest of the world, a better quality of life.
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