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BEIJING: To get a sense of how hard it is to measure
greenhouse gas emissions in China, it pays to visit the
Deqingyuan poultry farm on the outskirts of Beijing,
where streams of chicken manure are piped from wooden
sheds to an industrial gas digester that rises above the
ground like a tethered balloon. Turning waste into kilo-
watts qualifies Deqingyuan for valuable carbon credits
under a UN-backed scheme known as the Clean
Development Mechanism. The digester turns all that
chicken slurry into natural gas, powering a nearby elec-
tricity station and supplying fuel to 39 surrounding vil-
lages. Yet calculating those emissions requires a 54-page,
UN-certified rulebook, a methodology that factors every-
thing from the amount of methane removed from the
manure to local temperatures and animal weight to come
up with a figure.

And that cumbersome process can mean
Deqingyuan’s emissions savings vary wildly - sometimes
by as much as  20 per cent. “I don’t know how they calcu-
late the figure but there were many researchers from uni-
versities who came to assess it,” said Vincent Wei, a mar-
keting manager at Helee Bio-Energy Technology, which
built the plant. Precise data collection is a tricky business
everywhere, as the Volkswagen scandal over discrepan-
cies between the German auto company’s emissions
claims and the real world performance of its engines has
shown. But getting accurate emissions data is crucial for
governments seeking a global climate accord in Paris this
December. Negotiators say that, to succeed, any agree-
ment must be built upon “measurable, reportable and
verifiable” statistics in order to assess whether countries
are on track to meet their emissions targets. And getting a
better grasp of the right numbers is particularly crucial in
the case of China, which is widely assumed to be the
world’s largest carbon emitter. China’s energy use is so
great that even minute errors in data can translate into a
difference of millions of tons of emissions.

No one currently knows how many tons of carbon
China emits each year. Its emissions are estimates based
on how much raw energy is consumed, and calculations
are derived from proxy data consisting mostly of energy
consumption as well as industry, agriculture, land use
changes and waste. Many outside observers view the

accuracy of those figures with skepticism. “China’s contri-
bution (to the global climate plan in Paris) is based on
CO2 emissions but China doesn’t publish CO2 emissions,”
said Glen Peters, senior researcher at the Center for
International Climate and Environmental Research in
Oslo.  “You’re left in the wilderness, really.”

Demands for better data played a major role in the
failure of the 2009 Copenhagen conference, when China
and several developing nations balked at providing the
rest of the world with detailed data, claiming it would be
an intrusion on their sovereignty. The last time Beijing
produced an official figure was in 2005, when it said its
emissions stood at “approximately” 7.47 billion tons. And
while it has promised that emissions will peak by 2030 at
the latest, experts say the statistical uncertainty is so great
that forecasts on what that peak means can vary from 11
to 20 billion tons a year. That margin is greater than the
entire annual carbon footprint of Europe.

Counting carbon
At the moment, no country has the technology or the

budget to completely track exact greenhouse gas emis-
sions in real time. The International Energy Agency and
other energy organizations operate a centralized report-
ing and analysis system using unified statistical method-
ologies and reporting schedules. The European Union’s
emissions trading market, for example, also operates
mainly on estimates based on the amount of carbon in
energy burned. But the Europeans say monitoring and
measurement of the roughly 11,000 power stations and
industrial plants in 31 countries that comprise the system
are stricter than what occurs in developing nations.

“Every single source that could have emissions con-
nected to it has to be identified and controlled,” said
Halvor Molland, director of information at Norwegian alu-
minum producer Norsk Hydro which also follows UN
guidelines and says its numbers are verified by outsider
companies. “Even if we have a fire drill and we use diesel
to set a small fire we have to calculate the amounts,” he
said. “These are chemical reactions so we know that if you
set fire to one liter of diesel you know how much carbon
will come out.”

China’s data reporting is managed by hundreds of

organizations, and the methodologies and data at the
local government and industry level often conflict with
the country’s National Bureau of Statistics. For example,
coal production data accumulated from 26 provincial
governments in 2013 was 500 million tons more than the
NBS report of 3.65 billion tons. There are different under-
standings about which firms should be monitored. Small-
scale businesses that fall below the NBS threshold are rou-
tinely excluded from calculations, and many small, illegal
coal mines conceal their production in order to avoid
shutdowns. China is the only country apart from Russia to
use raw coal production rather than sales to calculate
overall output, which fails to account for the losses that
accrue during processing and transportation and also
ignores waste products like gangue, which could account
for around 18 percent of raw coal output. These gaps
could mean that China’s emissions are actually being
overestimated, a government researcher said.

All this riddles the system with imperfections. A study
published last month by the magazine Nature suggested
China’s emissions could have actually been exaggerated
by as much as 14 percent because of faulty assumptions
about the quality of China’s coal. Bureaucratic rivalries
also lead to clashing data. Climate negotiations are run
from the National Reform and Development Commission,
which determines what data to publish. “All the emission
estimates officially come from the NDRC rather than from
the statistics bureau,” says Dabo Guan, a professor of cli-
mate change economics at the University of East Anglia.
“The NDRC is in charge of the whole climate change
negotiations and they have to fight for the best position
for China, so they have their concerns about what can and
cannot be published.”

“The Chinese government likes to hold authority over
data for fear that different numbers than those from offi-
cial sources could lead to social unrest,” says Angel Hsu, a
professor with the Yale School of Forestry And
Environmental Studies, who has researched the poor
quality  of Chinese data. “China claims they don’t have the
human capacity to maintain and run the monitors,” she
says. “But they were monitoring air quality for over a
decade; they just didn’t release it because they were wor-
ried that it would lead to social unrest.”

Promises
Officially, China says it recognizes the need to produce

better data. It promised the United Nations in June to
train auditors to collect better data and to produce “regu-
lar” national carbon numbers. “The Chinese government
has been funding studies into the carbon inventory - it
needs to know its real level of emissions in order to
reduce it,” said Xi Fengming, a researcher with the China
Academy of Sciences (CASS) who has spent the last six
years researching the country’s total carbon levels. Xi says
China had made great strides since 2012 to improve the
way its numbers are collected, including crackdowns on
illegal coal production and the statistical fraud by energy-
intensive enterprises. It has been experimenting with
drones to detect carbon dioxide build-ups in urban areas,
and has launched pilot projects to measure energy con-
sumption levels in real-time at industrial facilities.

Researchers say that measuring emissions from the
energy sector, which amount to around 70-80 percent of
China’s total, is critical to getting a good overall picture of
the country’s overall emissions. “If China’s energy data is
good, then the carbon data will be more or less accurate,”
said Xi. Another impetus for improvement is China’s
impending cap and trade carbon market, which the country
has promised to create by the end of 2017: markets require
accurate baselines and data to operate properly. Some
observers blame the failure of China’s attempt a decade ago
to create an emissions market - this one in sulphur permits
models on the US sulphur market - on the lack of accurate
acid rain data. Getting there remains a daunting task.

“There are more than 30 provinces and 2,000 cities
and we need more companies to do third-party work
and more specialist staff at companies who know how
to report the data,” said Xi. And real-time emissions
monitoring is unlikely - in even the medium-term. “So
far there is no regulation to force companies to install
direct GHG monitoring devices on site and I don’t think
that will be the trend any time soon,” said Richard Mao
with the Environomist carbon consultancy in Beijing. In
that regard, China faces the same constraints as the
world’s leading economies in the West. “It may,” Mao
says of the technology needed to get it right, “just be
too costly.” — Reuters

The unbearable lightness of Chinese emissions data

NEW DELHI: In this picture taken on October 6, 2015, Omkarnath Sharma, known as “Medicine Baba”, sits in a room full of medicine collected by
him. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: It ’s early morning but already
“Medicine Baba” Omkarnath Sharma is pounding
the pavement in one of New Delhi’s upscale
neighborhoods, collecting the wellheeled’s left-
over pills, capsules and syrups. Like a modern-
day town crier, the 79-year-old calls to residents
to bring out their medicines, rather than throw
them away, to donate to the Indian capital’s mil-
lions of desperate poor. “All of us have some
medicines lying around in our houses but we end
up throwing them in the dustbin,” said Sharma,
whose affectionate title means wise man.

Sharma is hopeful his unorthodox service is
making a difference, albeit small, in a country
where 65 percent of the population lacks regular
access to essential medicines, according to the
World Health Organization. 

In his trademark bright orange smock, Sharma
cuts a familiar figure in Delhi’s leafy neighbor-
hoods, and residents routinely carry out handfuls
of medicines for him. “This idea struck me a few
years back when I saw how the poor struggled to
buy medicines. When I first started, I was
ridiculed and called a beggar but now people
respect what I am doing,” he said.

Medical treatment is free in Indian govern-
ment-funded hospitals, but drug supplies at their
dispensaries run out, forcing patients to fork out
for medicines at nearby chemists. Overburdened
public hospitals blame a lack of resources, saying
they can only budget a certain amount for medi-
cines, with funding stretched across the board.

Mothers clutch sick babies 
At his rundown Delhi home, Sharma painstak-

ingly checks and sorts his haul that includes
everything from calcium tablets to antibiotics,
before the queues form outside. “Some medi-
cines have to be stocked in the fridge, so I have
to be very careful,” said Sharma, a retired blood
bank technician. “All these medicines lying here
are worth more than two million rupees
($30,864).” India spends just 1.3 percent of its
gross domestic product (GDP) on health, accord-
ing to a 2013 World Bank report, lower than war-
torn Afghanistan on 1.7 percent.

“The health care costs have increased greatly
over the years,” said doctor S.L. Jain, as he exam-
ined a newborn at his charity clinic that receives
some of Sharma’s medicines. “So many people do
not seek treatment simply because they do not
have the money to pay for medicines,” he said as
mothers line up clutching their sick babies. More

than 60 percent of the population’s out of pocket
expenses for health are for medicines, according
to government estimates. With her carpenter
husband earning just 5,000 rupees ($77) a
month, mother-of-four Pushpa Kamal fears for
the future of her family as she waits at the clinic
for treatment.

“My youngest son has asthma. He needs regu-
lar medication. The other kids also fall sick. Tell
me how can I afford to buy so many medicines
each time?” India’s generic drugs industry is a
major supplier to the world of cheap, life-saving
treatments for diabetes, hypertension, cancer
and other diseases. But experts say even these
are out of reach of many of the 363 million
Indians living below the poverty line, who make
up about 30 percent of the country’s mammoth
population. “There are hardly any checks and bal-
ances because health is unfortunately not a pri-
ority in our country,” said Ajay Lekhi, president of
the Delhi Medical Association.    “Consumers are
highly vulnerable as their requirement is urgent
and they are not in a position to compare prices
or bargain,” he told AFP. 

Universal health plan 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who swept to

power at elections last May, promised in his poll
manifesto to introduce an ambitious universal
health care plan that assures free drugs and
insurance for serious ailments.  But the plan,
pegged initially at $26 billion over the next four
years and envisioned to be fully operational by
2019, has been pushed back because of budget
constraints. A senior health ministry official said
the scheme, with a planned roll out from April
this year, was now on the back burner. “It (the
plan) could have been a game-changer,” he told
AFP on the condition of anonymity. “We are not
sure now if it will see the light of the day.”  

Jagdish Prasad, director general of health
services, acknowledged the problem facing
those living on the margins, and that the govern-
ment needed to do more. “People are spending
60 to 70 percent out of their pockets for purchas-
ing medicines which is a great burden for the
poor,” he told AFP. “(We) must make a policy so
that essential medicines are made available to
those who cannot afford it.” — AFP

India’s ‘medicine man’

brings pills to the poor
‘The health care costs have increased greatly over the years’

PARIS: Large swathes of Shanghai, Mumbai, New
York and other cities will slip under the waves even
if an upcoming climate summit limits global warm-
ing to two degrees Celsius, scientists reported
Sunday. A 2 C (3.6 Fahrenheit) spike in Earth’s tem-
perature would submerge land currently occupied
by 280 million people, while an increase of 4 C (7.2
F) — humanity’s current trajectory-would cover
areas lived on by more than 600 million, the study
said. “Two degrees Celsius warming will pose a
long-term, existential danger to many great coastal
cities and regions,” said lead author Ben Strauss, vice
president for sea level and climate impacts at
Climate Central, a US-based research group.

Sea level rises corresponding to these 2 C or 4 C
scenarios could unfold in two hundred years, but
would more likely happen over many centuries, per-
haps as long as 2,000 years, according to the
research, published by Climate Central. Capping the
rise in Earth’s temperatures to 2 C above pre-indus-
trial levels is the core goal of the 195-nation UN cli-
mate summit in Paris from November 30 to
December 11. The most effective way to slow global
warming is to slash the output of the greenhouse

gases which drive it. 
But even if emissions reduction pledges-many

of them conditioned on financial aid-submitted by
150 nations ahead of the Paris summit are fulfilled,
it would still put us on a pathway for a 3 C (4.8 F)
world, the United Nations has warned.  Achieving
the two-degree goal remains a serious challenge.
Strauss and colleagues apply on a global scale the
same methodology they used for a recent study
that focused on temperature-linked sea level rise in
the United States, published in the US Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences.

That study concluded that both Miami and New
Orleans are doomed to crippling impacts. In the
new report, the country hit hardest by sea level rise
under a 4 C scenario is China. Today, some 145 mil-
lion people live in Chinese cities and coastal areas
that would eventually become ocean were temper-
atures to climb that high. Four of the 10 most dev-
astated megacities would be Chinese: land occu-
pied today by 44 million people in Shanghai,
Tianjin, Hong Kong and Taizhou would be underwa-
ter. India, Vietnam and Bangladesh do not fare
much better. —AFP

BEIJING: At home her son still calls her
daddy, at work she dresses in a masculine
style, but this Chinese person has a “little
secret”-she was born male, but is not any
more. She had long identified as a woman,
and suffered from depression after starting
a family, opting in the end to have a surgi-
cal sex change. “I had wanted to kill myself,
but then I decided I should do something-
if I die, I’d rather die on the operation
table,” she adds. Chinese society remains
deeply traditional in many respects so in
public she still has to hide her new identity
and does not want her name or occupa-
tion revealed, for fear of the consequences.

“It will be very easy to find me, and I
might lose my job,” she explained. US-
based NGO Asia Catalyst estimates there
are four million transgender people in
China, and says they face severe discrimina-
tion. Sexually ambiguous characters have a
long history in Chinese art and literature,
but being transgender is still classified as a
mental illness in the country-homosexuali-
ty was removed from the category in 2001
—although sex reassignment surgery is
legal. Those who come out as transgender
to their families risk being rejected or
forced to marry and have children. 

“I married my wife when I still had a
man’s body, thinking I could live with her
without changing myself physically,” AFP’s
interviewee said. “My wife did not mind my
identifying as female. She is from a small

town. Our personalities do not match well,
but we both wanted to get married.” She
says she did not want to become a father
but her family persuaded her to have a
child, and the couple have not separated
since her surgery for the sake of their son.
“I tell my nine-year-old boy: ‘Daddy has a
little secret-daddy is not a man,’” she said.
“He is not yet old enough to feel confused
about this.”

‘I thought no one would love me’ 
Now she tries to help others in her posi-

tion, running an online network from her
home in Jinzhou, in the northeastern
province of Liaoning, to connect transgen-
der individuals with each other and profes-
sionals such as doctors, psychiatrists and
lawyers-who can help with divorces. “As I
tried to solve problems in my life, I gradu-
ally built a safe environment around me,”
she told a meeting at the Beijing LGBT
Centre, a resource center in the capital.
“You just have to be brave enough and tell
people your trouble-if one  doctor doesn’t
understand you, talk to another. Eventually
you will find someone.” Transgender issues
were given unusual prominence in China
last year, when the country’s most famous
sexologist, Li Yinhe, announced she had
been living for 17 years with a partner who
was born female but identifies as a man,
referring to him as her “husband” and
stressing she saw herself as heterosexual.

The couple were profiled by a national
magazine and the Communist party
mouthpiece the People’s Daily said on a
microblog: “Respecting the choices of peo-
ple like Li Yinhe is respecting ourselves.”
Together with the success of male-to-
female transsexual dancer Jin Xing,  who
often appears on mainstream television
shows, the reaction to Li’s statement was
taken as a sign of slowly shifting attitudes.
But many Chinese doctors and psychia-
trists know little about how to deal with
transgender individuals, the Beijing LGBT
Centre’s executive director Xin Ying, told
AFP.  Those who have changed their physi-
cal appearance face difficulty getting a job,
having a medical operation, or even board-
ing a train, she said, as there is no estab-
lished legal procedure to change informa-
tion on Chinese identity cards.

Hong Kong-based transgender activist
Joanne Leung urged the audience at the
meeting not to lose hope: “Before I had sex
change surgery, I thought no one would
love me and I would be single until I die.
But I was wrong.” 

Even so fears about others reactions
remain.Fang Yuran, another speaker at
the meeting, was born female but wants
to become a man. She has only come out
to her family as a lesbian, fearing their
response if she explained further. She
explained: “If I told my parents the truth,
they would think I am ill and never let
me be.” — AFP

MUSCAT: Omani health authorities have
urged caution after a woman who had
visited Iraq was found to be infected with
cholera, local media reported yesterday.
“The Omani woman who was diagnosed
with the disease had visited Iraq recently,”
the local Times of Oman daily quoted the
health ministry as saying.  “The patient is
receiving treatment in one of the health
institutions in the sultanate” and her con-
dition is stable, it added.  “The ministry
will continue to pursue precautionary
measures for some more time,” the min-
istry said, urging Omanis to ensure they
follow strict hygiene guidelines. 

Iraqi health authorities launched a
major vaccination campaign this month
to combat a cholera outbreak that has

infected more than 2,200 people, raising
fears of a possible spread to neighboring
Gulf countries. Many Shiites in Oman and
other Gulf countries travel for pilgrimage
in the holy Iraqi city of Najaf.  Authorities
in Iraq have blamed the cholera outbreak
mostly on the poor quality of water
caused by the low level of the Euphrates.
After a short incubation period of two to
five days, cholera causes severe diarrhea,
draining the body of its water. 

The vaccination campaign in Iraq is
focused on people displaced by conflict
including the war with the Islamic State
group. The United Nations says the num-
ber of people displaced by conflict in Iraq
since the start of 2014 has topped 3.2 mil-
lion. — AFP
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JINZHOU, China: This handout picture
released by the subject shows a trans-
sexual woman, who wishes to remain
anonymous,  in an apar tment in
Jinzhou, in China’s northeast Liaoning
province. — AFP 


