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In 1979, the author Judith Shapiro from the United States first came to
China when her government established diplomatic relations with China.
She wrote this book and two others while in the mainland. An academic,
she now teaches in the Global Environmental Politics programme at
American University in Washington, DC.

This is a well-researched and balanced book about one of the great
problems of our time — how the world’s second largest economy and the
largest country with the largest carbon dioxide emissions is working to
deal with its environmental problem, with significant implications for
the rest of the world. The answer is complex and contradictory, and the
responsibility lies in the foreign responsibility for the consumption of
goods in China and with the national government and the people.
Environmental issues are becoming China's top priority, and it is the
turning point for China: “Human must conquer nature” is not a valid
argument anymore.

China’s environmental challenges takes the form of environmental
policy guidebooks or contemporary Chinese student handbooks, as well
as manuals for the people who are interested in this area. Its 228 pages
is divided into seven chapters. Each chapter ends with a series of
questions and several links to websites for further discussion by the
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readers. This book is thus suitable for high level of teaching and
learning. The book is based on a compilation of second-hand sources,
specializing in articles devoted to environmental issues in China,
documentaries and some personal interviews, as well as communications
with the author. The environmental theme is served by a
multidisciplinary approach focusing on five key analytical concepts of
globalization, governance, national identity, civil society and
environmental justice (related to the fields of political science,
environmental anthropology, human geography, environmental history
and environmental economics). After introducing China’s environmental
problems and challenges, the book, in its second chapter, details the
factors that affect the natural environment of the country: the
overburden, the rise of the middle class, globalization and
industrialization, urbanization, reduction of arable land, climate change
and other factors. The third chapter focuses on the institutional and legal
framework of China’s governance system. The fourth chapter looks at
the issue of national identity and the creation of China’s sustainable
development model. The fifth chapter deals with the emergence of civil
society and the political orientation of people's participation in national
environmental issues. The penultimate chapter presents the issue of
equality and environmental pollution in China as well as wider scope of
poverty in the world. Finally, the author concludes by pointing towards a
path that China may pursue and also reflects upon the possible role of
the developed countries in it.

This new edition has incorporated updated data and trends since
2012, including the tensions caused by the impact of the Under the
Dome video as well as more details of the strategies used by the
government and non-governmental organizations to guide the public
towards more sustainable choices in their lives. There is also a much
more in-depth discussion of the global impact of China’s quest
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worldwide for resources to promote its economic growth and social
advancement.

This makes this edition even more important for those who are
interested in this area, though the fact that Shapiro argues that the history
of China’s environmental challenges began in the Mao era could
represent a fundamental weak point in her argument. China lived on one
of the most fertile areas of the earth since some three thousand years
ago, when human activities were already at a disadvantage. This fertility
was the catalyst for the developments of China’s science, engineering
and administrative systems, and the robustness of these systems was in
turn a major reason for China’s long-term environmental degradation.

China and the earth are at a crucial moment; the road towards a
more sustainable development model is still open. But, as Shapiro
persuasively argues, making this choice will need humility, creativity,
and denial of business as usual. The window of opportunity will not be
open for a longer time. In order to achieve sustainable development in
China, the country needs knowledge and expertise from developed
countries but ultimately also needs to solve its own significant internal
problems in its own way. Shapiro’s point of view is that there is no
simple solution, but all the pieces are there to solve the puzzle; yet it will
take much collective effort — both domestic and international.

This book represents a brilliant textbook that should be
recommended to the people who are interested in how rapid economic
growth has taken a toll on China's environment. It also provides
important lessons for anyone who might still hold the optimistic
perception that the country is full of gold. China’s environmental
challenges is the foundational text many of us have been waiting for.
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