
Tianjiayi Chemical plant explosion raises key questions for environmental
enforcement, Two Sessions calls for simultaneous action on the
economy and environment & more

 
View this email in your browser 

 

China witnessed two major flashpoints for environmental governance this month. The
first coincided with a number of strategic announcements at the central government’s
Two Sessions, which framed the environment as just one of a number of economic
priorities. On March 21, however, an explosion at a chemical plant in Jiangsu Province
drew all eyes onto the issue of strengthening regulatory enforcement. 
  
In lieu of our usual newsletter roundup, we analyze these two events from the IPE
perspective, followed by brief updates from our project. As always, feel free to reach
out to our team with questions and comments on our content at gsc@ipe.org.cn.
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During the past month, these
42 brands actively pushed one or
more of their suppliers to improve their
environmental performance. These
brands' efforts deserve recognition,
especially from other brands,
investors, government and
consumers.
  
Click here to learn more.

Explosion at Tianjiayi Chemical Plant Raises Key Questions for Environmental
Enforcement 
 
On Thursday, March 21, a chemical explosion in Xiangshui County, Jiangsu Province
took 78 lives, injured over 600 in the surrounding area and called thousands of
emergency response and medical providers into action. The event not only underscores
importance of oversight and safety mechanisms, but also the ease with which this
factory could consistently incur violation records without impactful retribution. 
 

 
 
As Chinadialogue points out, the chemical plant’s parent company, Jiangsu Tianjiayi
Chemical Co. Ltd., failed to take action even after receiving numerous fines and violation
records. A February 2018 report from the State Administration of Work Safety lists 13
different types of safety hazards for the facility, including unqualified personnel, leakages,
a lack of safety valves and inadequate emergency measures for handling flammable gas.
Preliminary speculation from those with knowledge of site point to toxic benzene tanks as
the cause of the explosion, a primary source of reprimand in the 2018 report. On the Blue
Map Database, IPE found nine additional environmental violation records for Tianjiayi
Chemicals since 2013 (eight since 2016), totaling fines of RMB 1.79 million. These
records indicate similar subversive behavior toward environmental regulation, with the
company setting up secret pipelines and avoiding supervision over air pollutants and solid
waste management. 
 

 
 
Several waves of inspection targeting the chemical industry will take place this year, with
at least 16 provincial governments and the Ministry of Emergency Management stepping
up in light of the events in Xiangshui County.  
 
This moment serves as an equal lesson to the private sector as well as government. As
primary drivers of the market, Chinese and international brand clients must ensure their
own upstream due diligence, knowing the dire gaps in local management. China has
reached a turning point; government enforcement continues to strengthen, yet economic
pressure and the incentive to pollute remain high. Continued supplier mismanagement
now poses true economic risk, at which point environmental compliance must become a
prerequisite to sustainable procurement, investment and partnership.

Two Sessions Calls for Simultaneous Action on the Economy and Environment  
 
The Two Sessions – annual meetings of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Congress (CPPCC) and the National People’s Congress (NPC) – commenced in early
March and announced the central government’s policy priorities for the coming year. In
the wake of the Xiangshui explosion, remarks made at the Two Sessions take on a new
urgency. 
 

 
In the 2019 Government Work Report, Premier LI Keqiang emphasized (中文 ) the
importance of strengthening environmental law enforcement while giving factories
adequate time to take corrective action. President XI Jinping, during an address to the
delegation from Inner Mongolia, reaffirmed the mission of an ecological civilization and
acknowledged that now was the time to “grit our teeth, climb the uphill” and not fall back
into the old ways. Minister of Ecology and Environment LI Ganjie also echoed these
sentiments and pointed to six methods to pursue, including better applications of both
administrative and legal means, the market economy and technology. Despite the
consistent framing of environmental governance at odds with economic growth, the Two
Sessions seemed to say instead that such issues, particularly pollution prevention and
control, would only become more entrenched in the economic agenda. 
 
It is clear China’s officials have now heard the demands of industry, thus precipitating an
end to “one-size-fits-all” regulatory enforcement and movement toward specific penalties
based on performance. However, this does not mean a relaxation of standards; on the
contrary, as environmental governance moves to align with economic goals through
green credit and green finance, consistent compliance will become a powerful business
advantage. 
 
While IPE applauded the central environmental inspections carried out by both central
and local governments between 2016 and 2018, we also witnessed abrupt factory
closures or orders to halt production, which can interrupt global supply chains and
interfere with overall economic development and social stability. IPE therefore works with
brands to encourage industrial facilities to keep close track of their own environmental
performance and actively provide public explanations regarding the status of their
compliance or corrective actions to update other stakeholders, particularly banks, clients
and the media. Timely and accessible information and accountability are no longer simply
about consumer image, but ultimately more so the standard for businesses to stay ahead
of a rapidly changing market. Since 2007, we have commended the leadership of brands
who make full use of public data for supply chain management and we call for others to
join these frontrunners and together redefine the standards for the entire industry to level
the playing field in favor of environmental stewardship. 

March Updates
 
1) IPE supported the Latin America branch of Chinadialogue, Diálogo Chino, in their
investigation of the Jiuquan Iron and Steel Company following reports of severe air
pollution from their aluminium refinery subsidiary in Jamaica. The story highlights the
consequences of continued support for companies that do not meet local regulation going
abroad. 
 
“Records from the Beijing-based Institute of Public &
Environmental Affairs (IPE) show that between 2016 and
2018, JISCO committed or is suspected of committing 16
environmental infractions.
 
In 2016 and 2017, following tougher enforcement of
environmental laws, one of its companies, the Gansu
Dongxing Aluminium Industry, received a C rating in its
environmental credit assessment. The company was the
only large industrial enterprise to receive a C in the whole of
Gansu province in 2016.
 
Affiliated companies have committed other environmental infractions, including Gansu Jiu
Steel Group Hongxing Iron & Steel Co, which was fined in 2017 when its concentration of
smoke and dust exceeded national emissions standards.”
 
2) Given the successful brand and supplier engagement following the publication of last
year’s Supply Chain Climate Transparency Index (SCTI), which assessed brands’
carbon disclosure and reduction actions, IPE has decided to integrate these indicators
into the full Corporate Information Transparency Index (CITI) this year and evaluate the
climate performance of over 350 brands. 
 
3) IPE presented at the Dell-Cisco-Foxconn joint supplier conference in Shenzhen,
sharing our understandings of the role of NGOs in environmental governance in China
and particularly in partnership with international brands. 
 
4) IPE participated in the Conference of the Parties to the Basel, Rotterdam and
Stockholm Conventions (BRS COPs) Asia and Pacific regional meeting as an NGO
observer.

POLICY UPDATES & RESOURCES 
 
Policy Updates

MEE announcement on banning persistent organic pollutants (POPs) lindane and
endosulfan, and restricting the use of PFOA and similar substance
PFOS (Chinese) – Jointly issued by the Ministry of Ecology and Environment
(MEE) and 10 other ministries on March 11, 2019; went into effect on March 26,
2019. The decision is intended to improve China's compliance with the Stockholm
Convention.
Regulations on Emergency Response to Work Safety Accidents (Chinese) – A
State Council decree signed by Premier LI Keqiang; came into force on April 1,
2019.

Policy Resources

Environmental Protection Tax Law of the P.R.C. (English)
Soil Pollution Action Plan ("Soil Ten") (Unofficial English translation)
Amendments to China's Air Law (passed in August 2015) (English translation)
"Water 10" Action Plan (issued in April 2015) (English translation)
Made in China 2025 (policy summary)
EU-China Environmental Governance Project Policy Resource Center (Bilingual)
China Hazardous Chemicals Management Resource Center (Bilingual) 
China Law Translate (crowd-sourced English translations of Chinese laws)

RELATED NEWS AND
REPORTS 
 
Environmental
Compliance for US
Companies in China 
- The US-China
Business Council,
March 2019
 
Welcome to China's
Zero Waste Cities 
- China Water Risk,
March 18, 2019

DOWNLOAD IPE'S
BLUE MAP APP! 
 
IPE's Blue Map 5.0 now
available in English!
Download by scanning
the QR code below:
 

   

Disclaimer: Links are
provided for reference
only. IPE assumes no
responsibility for false or
inaccurate information in
the materials provided in
this newsletter. 
 
If you have feedback or
comments for this
newsletter or IPE, we
want to know! Please
send a message to
ipe@ipe.org.cn.
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