
A s noted in a recent CSIS Simon Chair study, China’s economic      
policymakers  face a myriad of objectives as they attempt to transition 

the country toward a new, more sustainable model of development. 
One of the most pressing of these goals is a cleaner environment. 
While much of the international media’s focus on China’s staggering 
environmental challenges has centered on air pollution, the greatest 
threat to the country’s sustainable development today is a shortage of 
water. As with many of their most serious policy challenges, Beijing’s 
leaders know they have a water problem; however, the solutions they 
are pursuing may do more harm than good.

China has 20 percent of the world’s population and only 7 percent of 
the world’s fresh-water resources, unevenly distributed around the 
country and often unfit to drink. Clean-water scarcity is not only a drag 
on Chinese economic growth—a recent World Bank study projected 
the cost of the country’s water crisis at 2.3 percent of GDP—but also a threat to political stability. Tens of thousands 
protested across Guangdong province through April and May of this year against a planned PX chemical plant 
that many feared would pollute the province's water supplies. In 2013, a China Daily article reported that more 
than 110 cities across China face serious water shortages.

For over 2,000 years, China’s leaders have tried to outsmart geography by reallocating water from the southern river 
basins to the parched northern provinces. Construction of the Grand Canal, an ancient man-made waterway that connects 
Beijing with Hangzhou, began in the fifth century BC and was completed a millennium later under the Sui Dynasty. The 
Grand Canal fulfilled emperors’ dreams of creating north-south waterways and was effective for transporting goods, 
but it served little purpose in actually reallocating fresh water resources. Mao Zedong was also inspired by this vision. 
In 1952, he famously said: “Southern water is plentiful, northern water is scarce. If at all possible, borrowing some 
water would be good.” While Mao never acted on this himself, Beijing’s current leaders are following these historical 
precedents by pursuing the world’s largest water transfer project in both scale and cost.

The South-North Water Diversion Project (SNWDP) is as complex as its acronym suggests. With an estimated cost of 
$62 billion, the project plans to transport 45 billion cubic meters of water annually from the Yangtze River basin in 
China’s southern provinces to the northern provinces. The SNWDP will consist of three major canals that run south to 
north, forming a grid with China’s east-west rivers. The Eastern Canal, which was the first to be constructed and opened 
for business in late 2013, takes water from the Yangtze River in Jiangsu province and delivers it to cities in Shandong 
province. The Central Canal, which was recently completed, will soon begin transporting water from the Danjiangkou 
reservoir in Hebei province to cities in China’s North Central Plain, including Beijing.

The Eastern and Central routes of the SNWDP have come under significant scrutiny in recent years, both because 
construction of the canals displaced millions of people and because the water transported through the canals is highly 
polluted. The Eastern Canal is lined with industrial sites that operate with little regard for water sanitation, routinely 
dumping large amounts of waste into the canal. And water in the Danjiangkou reservoir, the source for the Central 
route, is also clouded with industrial waste. Construction of these polluted waterways displaced hundreds of thousands 
of Chinese in Hebei and Henan provinces and permanently altered the ecological makeup of China’s most 
important rivers. Soil erosion, decreased sedimentary flow, and endangerment of river species will all have serious 
effects on the long-term environmental health of China’s waterways.
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This damage is irreversible, and as with the 
Three Gorges Dam, China will be paying for the 
unintended environmental costs of the SNWDP for 
years to come.

The Western route, which is the third canal and is yet to 
be built, may prove even more problematic. The Western 
Canal will deliver water from the Tibetan plateau 
to northwestern China. This final leg of the SNWDP 
poses significant environmental risks and questions 
of feasibility, largely due to the complex terrain over 
which the canal will need to be constructed.

Moving water from one part of the country to another 
to address geographical scarcity will not remedy the 
fact that China does not have enough water to support 
its large, increasingly wealthy, and more urbanized 
population. The solution will need to involve some 
difficult and potentially unpopular decisions: importing 
more food and producing less; shifting agricultural 
production from the central and northern provinces 
to the south; and reducing dependency on coal, which 
is responsible for more than half of China’s industrial 
water usage. Chinese provinces, specifically those in 
the north, should strengthen processes and increase 
capacity to recycle water from agriculture and industry, 
as well as rainwater. China is currently recycling about 40 
percent of its water used for industry, while the average 

china’s water woes (continued)

Simon Says…

To combat its global image as a smog-ridden, 
environmentally unfriendly city, Beijing branded 
the 2008 Olympics as the “Green Olympics,” claiming 
that its air quality and water-shortage issues were 
under control. While the authorities did a good job 
keeping the capital’s air clean during the Games by 
shutting down factories and limiting automobile 
use, “green” was not an accurate characterization of 
Beijing’s water policies in 2008. Water shortages were 
not uncommon in Beijing before the Olympics, and 
the need for massive construction and the promise of 
increased tourism placed an even greater strain on 
the city’s diminished water supply.

for developed countries ranges from 75 to 85 
percent. Investing in water recycling practices will 
ultimately be more effective and environmentally 
sustainable than a controversial construction project.

Better water management is critical to China’s transition 
to a new, sustainable model of economic development. 
Beijing clearly recognizes the challenge and is taking 
some of the steps necessary to address it, but its instinctive 
reaction to both economic and social challenges has 
been to invest heavily in major infrastructure 
projects. Unfortunately projects like the SNWDP will only 
worsen the water problem. Instead, the dual challenges of 
water scarcity and quality are going to force China’s 
leaders to make difficult decisions about everything 
from energy sources to where it grows its food. ■
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The Chinese government began using parts of the Central 
route of the SNWDP to transfer water from reservoirs 
in Hebei province to Beijing in preparation for the 2008 
Olympics. This emergency supply of water was needed 
for construction and cleaning of new Olympic facilities, in 
addition to providing drinking water for the thousands of 
foreign visitors. The water was taken out of the reservoirs at 
an alarmingly rapid rate and transported through canals to 
Beijing, where a lot of it arrived polluted and unsuitable for 
the competition. Before the games began, sailing teams from 
around the world were concerned about algae blooms in the 
coastal waters, largely caused by runoff from polluted river 
water. Despite winning 51 gold medals in the 2008 Olympics 
(more than any other country), China certainly did not win a 
place on the podium for its water management that year… ■
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