Chu Sees Genuine China Coal Retreat
by Fergus Ryan
Dec. 11, 2014 - China is determined to get off coal as quickly as possible - to curb the country’s smog problem and protect its water supply, says Steven Chu, Nobel laureate and Barack Obama’s energy minister until April 2013.  "if you have a changing climate, the water supply in the northern half of China is threatened and that's a big deal,” Dr Chu, a physicist, told the National Press Club in Canberra today.
Air pollution level in parts if China have the potential to cause widespread health problems such as asthma, emphysema and lung cancer, he said.
Dr Chu said breathing in the small particulate matter polluting China’s air was like having “1-year-old and 2-year-olds starting to smoke packets of cigarettes per day.  This is not good.  Because of that, China has become, over the last 15 years, very concerned about this."
Dr Chu called the recent agreement between China and the US to reduce carbon emissions as an "historic announcement.”  He said that the Chinese government is "very serious" about meeting their commitment.  "The reason they're very serious [there] is because a lot of engineers in the government in China, you also don't have to run for re-election, and the combination means that you have to look after the long-term interests of the people.”
Dr Chu said that legislative action in the United States was deadlocked, and that there will be no comprehensive energy and climate legislation for the next 2 years.
Last week US President Barack Obama pointed to China’s smog problem as a reason to push forward with new environmental regulations.  “I would just point to one simple example, and that is you would not want your kids growing up in Beijing right now, because they could not breathe,” Obama said.
PM2.5 readings recorded in early November, when Beijing hosted the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation meetings, dropped considerably, as the government pulled out all stops to curb the smog problem.  Close to 4,000 factories were ordered to close or curb production during the APEC meetings, prompting Chinese internet users to coin the derisive term "APEC blue” to describe the unusually clear skies.
Zhang Xiaoye, an expert at the China Meteorological Society, told Chinese state media yesterday that PM2.5 figures had dropped 35% during APEC.  According to Mr Zhang, only 10% of the pollution reduction was due to restrictions on car use, with the remaining reduction due to cuts in coal burning.
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