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Avoldmg the roads to ruin

In the latest of his series looking at public services around the world, Robin Hambleton

takes a second look at China, this week examining transport policy

Pubilic

“Service
Futures

[ my last arlicle in The M] (21 Oclo-
ber), | outlined the seismic changes
now takdng place in China,

A radical shift lrvom a socialist past
to a ligely market-driven economy is
taking place at breathtaking speed.

The helding of a Formula One
motor race in Shanghai last month -
the first such race in China — speaks
volurmes,

Just 1o years ago, the idea of wesl-
ern car company slogans translited
inta Chinese being displayed on the
rear spoilers of high-performance
racing cars zooming around a Chi-
neze multimillion-dollar, stale-of-the-
art raee lack would have seetmed pre-
postereus.

And suggesting thal 1om Chinese
would actually tane in to walch the
race on television would have been
beyond credible.

In September 2004, these ‘incon-
ceivable’ things happened. Make no
mistake, China is being translormed.

Unfortunately, some of the changes
are profoundly unwelcome, and 1
now highlight three challenges for
Chinese wrban leaders.

Ironically, given that the Chincse
Graml Prix will exacerbate the prob-
lem by encouraging car worship,
challenge number one  congerns
urlan trans port,

Two parallel trends spell disaster for
Chinese cilics — a SUrge in car owner-
ship coupled with o failure 1o moke a

| mmassive investment in public trans-

port and create protected cycle routes,
Car sules have increased al a rate of
50% over the last wo years, and thiz
rocketing treml is expecied to con-
tinue. The road nelworks in Chinese
cilics simply cannot cope with this
spitalling growth in car awnership,
wilh the predictable consequence thal
horrendous taflic jams are now a
parl of daily lile: in Beijing, Shanghai
anel other major centres,

It i a sad fact that Chinese policies
appear lo be fostering a trajeclory
whicl emulates the mistakes made
in many western citivs — particulady
US cides — where a misguided pal-
tern of public investment has created
anunsustainable, waffic-choked envi-
ronment,

The waffic forecasts make for grim
reading. Beijing was the first cily in
the country 1o reach zm vehicles last
wear, and it 3 now vickually seized up
for much ol the day. [1is cxpecting Lo
have 3.3m vehicles by 2008. Projec.
lions for ether urban centres shadow
this pattermn.

The human costs of Giled tansporct
planning embrace more than the
massive waste of lime and encrgy
spent by citizens in avoidable traffic
jamis, Traffe accidents in China are
killing 300 people a day.

While car ownership rates are far
lowweer than in the West, more than
too,000 people have died in traffic
accidents in China in each of the Jast
twer years, Things are not gelting bet.
ler,

Trallic  accidenls  killed  some
68,000 people and injurcd 302,000
across Chinain the first eight months
of 2004. A tolal of 140,000 taffic
accidents occurred between [anuary

and August, a year-on-year rise of

24%. This has to be alarming lor all
Chinese city mayors and olficials.

The second major challenge, and it
i partly related to the traiTic problem,
concerns the environnient - parlicu.
larly air pollution.

Nine out of 1o of the world's most
palluted cities are found in China.
Estimales from the World Health
Crganization suggest that by next
year, China may become the workl's
biggest souree of air pollution.

The quality of the atmosphere in
major cities such as Beijing and Xian
is poor. Great canopics of smog are
vigible on hol and humid days. TralTic
congestion is part ol the problem but,
in roany cilies, the main cause of pol-
lution is the burning of coal. More
than 70% of China's encrgy needs
are mel fron coal and, at this point,
rencwable energy s uncompetilive
againgt the heavily-subsidised coal
industry.

A third challenge concerns the
growing  social polarisation within
Chinese  clties. Striking  controsts
between the rich and poor are readily
vigible. It is clear that the economic
restructuring | described last week is
crealing unprecedented  opportuni-
ties for new entreprenewrs, bul con-
tinuing, grinding poverly remains the
order ol the day lor many people,

In Beijing, new, gleaming office
towers stind check-by-jowd with the
hutongs - the traditional inner-cily
neighbaurhoeds — where local prople
serape by on very low incomes,

Described as the boom city of the
Pacific Rim, Shanghai exhibits even
more slriking contrasts. A remark:
able upsurpe in urban developmen!
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s peneraling a skyline with many
spectaculay modern buildings.
Whether these new moega projects are
creating jobs for local people is, how-
ever, more doubtful.

Chinese leaders are allempting 1o
respond o these various challenges,
For example, Beijing has vowed 1o
create a 'Green Olympics” in 2008, It
has detailed plans to power buses and
kxis by natural gas encrgy by aoog,
and intends to build a stagoering five
new subways in the next three years.

[1is & safe bet that Befjing will enjoy
astromomic public investment in lhe
next four vears, The Chinese Govern-
menl is not about to host a global
event which presents the country ina
bad light because ul‘ lack: af invest
rment,

With good urban planning. the
modernisation of Beifjing for the
Olympics should lead to lasting Lene-
fits for the capital, And those involvad
with the London Olympic bid for
zo1z can be expected 1o watch closely
to sec what lezsons can be drawn,

However, the much preater chal-
lenge for Chinese leaders and city
planmners is to address urban develop-
menl problems that now present
themselves across the whole of the
couniry.

Mew thinking, and mwuch more
ermphasis on sustainable approaches
to urlsn regencration, are now
needed, i the new urban China is 1o
avoid creating unhealthy citics with
the: kinds of social divisions that scar
mmany cilics in the wealthy west,
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