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1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 

1. Since the People’s Republic of China (PRC) initiated economic reforms in 1978, rapid 
urbanization has accompanied significant economic progress. The urban population has grown 
from about 160 million in 1975 to 780 million in 2016 and now accounts for more than 56% of the 
total population.2 The PRC Government’s Agenda for Economic Reform and Social Development 
aims to accelerate urbanization and the development of towns and cities. Consequently, as the 
urban population grows and the standard of living increases, there is an increasing demand for 
services in urban and rural areas. Population growth, urbanization, industrialization, and 
economic development are putting a great strain on an already chronically overloaded 
infrastructure. This contributes to widespread pollution and environmental threats to the 
watersheds of the PRC’s rivers and lakes, which provide a major source of drinking water for 
urban and rural communities and are a resource for ecological and economic development.  
 
2. An environmental challenge in both urban and rural areas has been the rapid increase in 
the generation of municipal solid waste (MSW).3 Based on statistics, MSW in the PRC has been 
increasing exponentially at around 9% annually since 1979.4 The amount of MSW collected in 
the PRC has increased more than six-fold from about 85,000 tons per day in 1980 to about 
525,000 tons per day in 2015,5 and the World Bank projects it to reach about 1.4 million tons per 
day in 2025.6 This is compounded by the problems of substandard landfills, the inadequate 
management of liquid leachate, and a general lack of provision of MSW services in rural areas.7    
 
3. The disposal of MSW in the PRC was rarely managed in a systematic manner before the 
late-1980s. Formal MSW disposal facilities and collection services were infrequent. MSW was 
typically disposed of in substandard dumpsites. Because few, if any, environmental controls were 
imposed on the initial construction and operation of these old dumps, the sites have become 
contaminated by pollution resulting from the gradual decomposition of the waste buried in them. 
This is a major challenge for many municipalities in the PRC, particularly the smaller cities and 
towns. Outside the urban districts, MSW in rural areas is handled without systematic collection, 
treatment, and disposal, with waste being dumped near villages and/or burned in the open, 
generating additional environmental pollution, contaminating soil, and being subject to rainwater 
runoff to adjacent drains and streams, or becoming a windblown nuisance. 
 

                                                 
1  This summary is based on the detailed sector assessment. Available on request. 
2  World Bank. 2017. World Development Indicators: Urbanization. Washington, D.C. 
3  MSW includes all domestic refuse and nonhazardous waste types such as commercial and institutional wastes, 

market waste, street sweepings, and construction debris from households. MSW is generated by households, offices, 
institutions, hotels, shops, and commercial establishments. MSW should not include any kind of industrial waste of 
a hazardous nature, but it may include hazardous wastes from domestic sources. 

4  ADB. 2007. Technical Assistance to the People’s Republic of China for Urban Wastewater and Solid Waste 
Management for Small Cities and Towns. Manila. 

5  Government of the PRC, National Bureau of Statistics of China. 2016. China Statistical Year Book 2016. Beijing. 
6  World Bank. 2012. What a Waste: A Global Review of Solid Waste Management. Washington D.C. 
7  Before the mid-1980s, disposal of MSW in Hunan was rarely managed in accordance with best practice, and formal 

services were rare. MSW was typically disposed of in so-called substandard landfill sites. As waste within a landfill 
decomposes, it generates leachate which is a highly polluting liquid contaminant. 

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=48443-002-3
http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=48443-002-3
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4. Frequently, rain runoff or flood water carries off improperly dumped MSW and often blocks 
drains and water courses. Even where MSW is properly disposed of in a sanitary landfill, there 
are reports of poorly treated effluent from associated leachate treatment plants, with outdated 
designs and inappropriate operational procedures, flowing into sewers and/or water courses. The 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) has previously reported that the treatment of landfill leachate is 
weak in the PRC.8 Furthermore, a significant amount of MSW, especially in urban areas, is 
organic waste comprising kitchen waste from restaurants, waste from wet markets, and 
putrescible household waste. This type of waste decomposes quickly, is often odorous especially 
in the summer, can attract insects and vermin, and can cause significant impact on water quality. 
Additionally, some of this waste is collected by third parties and used directly (with limited 
treatment) as animal feed, which is in breach of food safety standards.9 Decaying MSW readily 
pollutes surface water and groundwater and has the potential to further pollute the environment 
through air quality impacts (including odor) following the release of landfill gas. In addition, 
methane, which is a major component of landfill gas, is a potent greenhouse gas. 
 
5.  Opportunities. Environmental protection laws and regulations in the PRC have      
well-established monitoring and enforcement systems. The regulations require that MSW should 
be collected and disposed of in a sanitary landfill or transported to an approved waste treatment 
facility with appropriate emission control measures. However, the focus of MSW management in 
the PRC is still at the treatment end of the process, with sanitary landfills being the main disposal 
and waste-to-energy plants being the treatment method. MSW management practice in the PRC 
is relatively basic, and there are major opportunities for the PRC to more widely introduce an 
integrated sustainable waste management based on the waste management hierarchy, which 
sets out a prioritized list of actions—reduce, reuse, recycle, recover, and dispose. Waste that 
cannot be reduced in quantity should, if possible, be reused; if it is not reduced or reused, 
materials such as paper or metals should be recycled. The remaining waste can be treated, 
beneficial by-products recovered, and residual waste disposed of in a sanitary landfill. The 
government has been promoting waste separation, reuse, and recycling for almost 10 years; 
however as little progress has been made to achieve these objectives, the project will support the 
development of new services and enhance existing services in solid waste management to 
enhance the sustainable development of Hunan Province. 
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 

6. In the PRC, the Ministry of Housing and Urban–Rural Development is responsible for the 
planning and construction of urban and rural infrastructure, which includes infrastructure for the 
collection, transportation, treatment, and disposal of MSW. The Ministry of Environmental 
Protection is responsible for the overall supervision and management of the PRC's environmental 
protection work, including solid waste management activities. Under the Hunan Provincial 
Government (HPG), both the Hunan Provincial Housing and Urban–Rural Development 
Department (HURD) and the Hunan Provincial Environmental Protection Department are the 
respective provincial entities with similar functions to the ministries at the national level. For county 
and county-level city governments, a local subunit of HURD is responsible for the waste 
management function, while the Hunan Provincial Environmental Protection Bureau provides 

                                                 
8  ADB. 2011. Urban Wastewater and Solid Waste Management for Small Cities and Towns. Consultant’s Report. 

Manila (TA 7002-PRC). 
9 Government of the PRC, Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress. 2015. Food Safety Law of the 

People's Republic of China (2015 Revision). Law revised and adopted at the 14th session of the Standing Committee 
of the Twelfth National People’s Congress of the PRC. Beijing. 24 April. 
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environmental supervision and management. At the municipal level, waste collection usually falls 
under an urban management bureau within the municipal government. 

 
7.  In 2011, the PRC State Council approved the Heavy Metal Pollution Management Project 
Implementation Plan in the Xiangjiang River Basin: 2011–2015 and requested HPG to include the 
Xiangjiang River pollution control into the Twelfth Five-Year Plan and implement the plan before 
2015. 10  The PRC’s Thirteenth Five-Year Plan, 2016–2020 placed special emphasis on 
environmental protection and improvement.11 The proposed project is in accordance with the 
principles of the national policy for environmental protection. 12  The development of MSW 
management is a major part of improving the PRC’s environmental governance. The Thirteenth 
Five-Year Plan for MSW Management sets targets for MSW disposal and treatment, including a 
disposal and treatment rate of 100% for provincial capital cities, 80% for other cities, and 70% for 
rural areas by 2020.13 The Xiangjiang River watershed was severely polluted by various sources 
such as industrial, domestic, and agricultural wastes. To rectify environmental pollution in the 
Xiangjiang River watershed, HPG issued a series of pollution control planning restrictions and 
orders and initiated a program of closing factories and enterprises that contributed to heavy 
pollution. In addition, HPG has invested heavily in environmental remedies and rectification.  
 
8. In response to the State Council’s request, HPG defined the Xiangjiang River 
environmental improvement as a first-priority project and developed 3-year rolling action plans for 
environmental improvement of the Xiangjiang River. The first 3-year rolling action plan 
commenced in 2013 with an emphasis on reducing the sources of pollutants from industry, 
domestic, and animal husbandry wastes. The focus was on addressing polluting factories, 
constructing new wastewater treatment plants in major cities in the watershed, and relocating 
large husbandry farms. The second 3-year rolling action plan started in 2016 with an emphasis 
on adjusting industrial production to reduce or eliminate polluting discharges and controlling and 
reducing agricultural pollution. The third 3-year rolling action plan will be implemented from 2019 
onwards to further improve the environment and reduce pollutants. 
 
9.  In November 2013, HPG issued the Implementation Plan of the First Three-Year Action 
Plan for Hunan Xiangjiang River Pollution Control. On 7 November 2014, HURD issued a 
progress update on the treatment of existing MSW landfills in the Xiangjiang River watershed and 
mandated the rectification and improvement of 59 existing substandard solid waste landfill sites. 
The general trajectory of sector guidelines and regulatory instructions is consistent with the 
emerging directives on rural revitalization.14 The project is consistent with these directives and 
with wider, overarching national economic policy, creating more balanced growth as a 
countermeasure to rural–urban migration caused by economic modernization. 
 
 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

                                                 
10 HPG. 2011. Heavy Metal Pollution Management Project Implementation Plan in the Xiangjiang River Basin: 2011–

2015. Changsha; Government of the PRC, State Council. 2011. National Economy and Social Development Twelfth 
Five-Year Plan, 2011–2015. Beijing. 

11 Government of the PRC, State Council. 2016. The Thirteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social 
Development of the People’s Republic of China, 2016–2020. Beijing.  

12 Government of the PRC, Ministry of Environmental Protection. 2015. Environmental Protection Law of PRC. Beijing. 
13 Government of the PRC, Ministry of Housing and Urban–Rural Development. 2016. Thirteenth Five-Year Plan for 

MSW Management. Beijing. 
14 Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and State Council. 2018. Guidelines for Implementing Rural 

Revitalization Strategy. Beijing. 
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10. ADB assistance to the PRC’s urban development has been effective in remedying a range 
of urban environmental problems, with a positive impact on pollution control. It has focused on 
promoting sustainable development in small and medium-sized cities in the less-developed 
central, western, and northwestern regions. As of December 2015, ADB had approved 56 loans 
totaling $6.65 billion and 88 technical assistance (TA) projects totaling $60 million to support 
infrastructure and capacity development related to water supply, wastewater management, solid 
waste management, urban transport, river and lake rehabilitation and flood management, 
wetlands, and open space protection. The TA projects contributed to knowledge and policies on 
urban poverty reduction, urbanization strategies, small city and town development, land use 
efficiency, urban–rural environmental protection, urban environment indicators, storm water 
management, sludge treatment, solid waste management, and public participation.  
 
11. The project is aligned with ADB’s Urban Operational Plan, 2012–2020, which promotes 
the strengthening of environmental management; and Water Operational Plan, 2011–2020. The 
project is aligned with ADB’s country partnership strategy for the PRC, 2016–2020, which 
supports the PRC’s strategic priorities, including pursuing environmental sustainability. Key 
thematic areas that coincide with the proposed project include the appropriate use of land and 
natural resources, and environmental improvement and pollution reduction in the Xiangjiang River 
watershed. The project will adopt consistent lessons from 30 years of operations in the PRC 
where ADB has engaged in national-level dialogue with the government on MSW policy. This 
dialogue has contributed to an enabling environment that has facilitated regulatory change and 
prepared the way for improvements in MSW. In 2000, ADB approved a TA project on 
strengthening urban MSW. Completed in 2003, the project assisted the government in developing 
a national policy framework and plans for MSW. 15  In addition, ADB has supported the 
government to develop national policy frameworks for wastewater management and MSW 
(footnote 4). ADB has provided support for the management of substandard landfills in the PRC 
and for watershed management in Hunan.16 The TA project for the management of substandard 
landfills was identified by the government as the formative step to the development of the project. 
The Ministry of Housing and Urban–Rural Development confirmed its satisfaction with the TA and 
plans to make national level recommendations on MSW, with the project being considered a key 
demonstration of best practice. The project will address other lessons, including recognizing the 
general complexity of arrangements for delivering services and providing oversight and 
regulation; and counterbalancing this by ensuring commitment, strong ownership, and close 
interaction across all agencies and the communities they serve.   
 
12. The project will help Hunan address a common urban–rural development constraint by 
expanding livable towns and small cities with a focus on sustainable MSW services and efficiency. 
The overarching justification for the ADB intervention is to play a demonstration role for towns 
and small cities facing similar, yet unaddressed, MSW challenges. The private sector is typically 
absent from small-scale MSW schemes, and, in general, ADB’s private sector operations have 
focused on large-scale treatment solutions (e.g., waste-to-energy) and not small-scale collection, 
sorting, and treatment projects. Nevertheless, the range of project components provides 
opportunities for private sector participation, particularly during the operational phase. The project 
incorporates lessons from previous ADB-financed urban projects and will strengthen support for 
capacity development, with a special focus on (i) improving the awareness of ADB requirements 
for smooth implementation, and (ii) strengthening the sustainability of project facilities. 

                                                 
15  ADB. 2000. Technical Assistance to the People’s Republic of China for Strengthening Urban Solid Waste 

Management. Manila. 
16 ADB. 2012. Technical Assistance to the People’s Republic of China for Management of Uncontrolled Landfills. 

Manila. 
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Problem Tree for Water and Other Urban Infrastructure and Services Sector 
 

 
3Rs = reduce, reuse, and recycle; GHG = greenhouse gas; MSW = municipal solid waste.  

 


