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BEIJING CLEANING THE AIR FOR THE OLYMPIC GAMES

by Rene A. Henry

      BEIJING, China, Aug. 30 – Smog is in the air throughout China. This coal rich nation is opening a new coal-fueled electric generating plant every four day. That means some 90 more 100 will be built throughout the country before the opening of the Olympic Games next summer. And, the Beijing Organizing Committee for the Olympic Games is under fire to do something about it.

      Since arriving in China nearly two weeks ago I have visited Shanghai, Yichang, Chongqing, Xi’an and Beijing. I’ve been fortunate because the air quality has been very good. I haven’t seen any smog. I know smog, having lived 20 years in Los Angeles and also having been a frequent visitor to Mexico City. Also, James Fallows, national correspondent for The Atlantic, who now lives in Shanghai, showed me photographs he took out of his apartment there as well as when he was in Beijing. It is worse than Pittsburgh used to be in the 1950s.

      However, as I traveled around China I was impressed to see energy diversification – solar collectors to heat water, photovoltaic panels on roofs of buildings, wind power and the Three Gorges Dam, which will provide clean hydro electric power and 10 percent of the country’s energy when it is completed. The country also is planning to harness hydro power from rivers in South China.

      When I met with Sun Weide, spokesperson for BOCOG, he said the government had taken some 200 measures to clean the air. The Olympic organizers are still reeling from remarks made by Jacques Rogge, president of the International Olympic Committee, when during the one year countdown celebration on August 8, he warned that the thick smog then in Beijing might force some events to be postponed. The IOC head said that it would not be necessary for all sports but definitely for the endurance sports or outside team sports.

      Sun Weide told me that Rogge was misquoted and that he issued a statement correcting that information. However, the Associated Press reported that while Rogge’s comments were heard on international broadcasts, they were unavailable for the average citizen in China.

      Sun Weide said that already 200 polluting factories had been moved, an effort is underway to get Beijing residents to reduce electricity consumption, five coal-fired electric generating plants in the area were being retrofitted with clean scrubbers and new technology, and in the past few years, 28 million trees had been planted in the city. More than 51 percent of Beijing is now forest landscaped. He added that in 1998 there were only 100 days considered clean air quality and in 2006 this increased to 241. The city is outfitting all of its public buses to run on natural gas. Emission standards are being increased for automobiles.

      Beijing has more than three million automobiles and 1,000 new ones are registered every day. Earlier this month the city tried a traffic control test that eliminated 1.3 million cars every day alternating between those with odd and even license plates. This did not sit well with the drivers and was only conducted for five days, little time to truly see any indication of smog relief.

      Smog was a major issue for Los Angeles for the 1984 Games. Immediately following President Jimmy Carter’s stupid blunder to make the U.S. Olympic team boycott the Moscow Olympic Games in 1980, the Soviets launched an all-out attack to get the Games moved from Los Angeles. This quieted following pre-Olympic events in 1983.

      The Los Angeles committee tested most of its new venues with international events. The World Cup in swimming was held in a new swimming pool on the campus of the University of Southern California. On a hot and one of the smoggiest days in the city in weeks, in the very first event, Vladimir Salnikov swam to a world record. During a press conference following his race, the Soviet swimmer, one of the best in the world at the time, was asked about smog. His response was that if this is smog, give me more. The political attacks from the Soviets promptly stopped.

      I was surprised that Beijing did not research the average air quality days during the 1984 Games as well as the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City, and then compare those to Beijing, citing the world and Olympic records set in both cities. BOCOG is not telling its side of the story and it does have a rebuttal.

      Green is one of the objectives of the Beijing Olympics and the Olympic Village will be the first in history to use a hybrid photovoltaic and thermal solar system to supply hot water for athletes. The electricity lighting the street lamps in the village also will be generated from solar energy and the National Indoor Stadium will have a 100 kilowatt solar photovoltaic power plant.

      Besides energy, BOCOG is conserving water in its Olympic venues. Various water gathering and reuse technologies are being installed in the main venues and public facilities around the village and the use of rainwater, which was be captured and stored in underground tanks, is expected to reach 85 percent. Rainwater will flow into the underground tanks, controlled by computers, and after filtration and purification the water used to clean nine venues and nearby roads and water lawns and plants. The water demand alone in the Olympic Village is huge.

      The Beijing public relations team needs to tell this story to the world.
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