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As the seventh edition of the China Air: Air Pollution Prevention and Control Progress
in Chinese Cities series, this report records and analyzes air quality data from 337 cities
at and above the prefecture level in 2020. It also provides a recap of China’s policies,
measures, and implementation progress in air pollution prevention and control over the
same year, as well as a comprehensive evaluation and ranking of 168 key cities in the
management of air quality. Finally, this report includes a special column summarizing
the achievements of the “Three-Year Action Plan for Winning the Blue Sky Defense
Battle” (or simply the “Three-Year Action Plan”), which culminates in 2020.
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Every report in this series adheres to the core principle of objectivity. This report is
based on air quality data and policy information released by the government and
systematically collected to ensure accuracy and comprehensiveness. Specific sources
include (1) air quality data from environmental quality reports and official news releases
by the Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE) and its provincial and municipal
bureaus and (i1) policy information from government documents, speeches by officials,
meeting notes, and news reports by mainstream media citing official sources.
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This report considers two indicators in its assessment of air quality management in the
key cities: improvements in air quality and the relevant policy measures in place. This
approach emphasizes that both the efforts made and the outcomes achieved are equally
important for air pollution control. Improvements in air quality are assessed using the
range of improvement in the three-year moving average of PMa2.s concentrations (i.e.,
the range of improvement in average concentrations in 2018-2020 compared to 2017—
2019) and the range of improvement in the three-year moving average of the number
of attainment days. Policy measures assessed include control and reduction measures
for emissions from stationary, mobile, and area sources, as well as capacity building
and safeguarding measures. The assessment result for air quality improvement is the
effect score, while the assessment result for policy measures is the effort score. The sum

of the two scores makes the total score.
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The year 2020 closed the 13th Five-Year Plan, the “Three-Year Action Plan,” and the
seventh year of continuous air quality improvement in Chinese cities and saw more
outstanding achievements than 2019. The obligatory targets of the 13th Five-Year Plan

were exceeded. The most significant improvement happened in the first quarter of 2020,
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with the implementation of government policies in response to the COVID-19 outbreak.
Compared to 2019 figures, the average percentage of attainment days in 337 cities rose
to 87%, and the number of cities with over 80% of attainment days reached 260. The

number of heavy pollution days also decreased by 621.
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The annual mean concentration of PM2s across Chinese cities reached the
standard, and the concentration of O3 decreased for the first time.
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In 2020, 202 cities fully met the “Ambient Air Quality Standards” (GB3095-2012). The
overall concentration of the six criteria pollutants in the annual assessment in China
decreased compared to the previous year, as shown in Figure 1. Specifically, the annual
mean concentration of PMa2s dropped to 33 pg/m?, meeting the standard for the first
time and enabling the concentrations of the six pollutants to also collectively reach the
standard. There was a year-on-year decline in the annual mean concentration of O3 for
the first time since 2013. The number of attainment cities also increased by 47 on a
year-on-year basis. Aside from the overall decline of the annual mean concentration of
O3 in the three key regions, the annual concentration in the Pearl River Delta (PRD)
also improved significantly, decreasing by 15.9% compared to 2019.
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Figure 1: Annual Mean Concentrations of Six Pollutants for the Country in 2019 and
2020
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In terms of major pollutants, all cities met the standards for SO2 and CO levels. The
percentage of cities that attained the standards for NO2 levels rose to 98.2%, with only
six cities failing. The percentage of cities that attained O3, PM1o, and PM2.s standards
increased to 83.4%, 76.8%, and 62.9% respectively, with a year-on-year increase from
30 to 47 cities meeting the standards, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Percentage of Cities Meeting the Standards for Six Major Pollutants in 2019
and 2020
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The trend of deteriorating pollution in the Fenwei Plain has reversed, with the key
cities setting the best records in three years.
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The Fenwei Plain was designated a new key region in the “Three-Year Action Plan”
released in 2018. For two years, however, the air quality improvement in the region was
not encouraging. In particular, the annual mean concentration of PMz.s increased in
2019, and heavy pollution frequently occurred, with the region recording the highest
number of heavy pollution days among key regions across the country. In 2020, the
Fenwei Plain region did not fall behind in the general trend of air quality improvement
in China. The annual mean concentration of the six criteria pollutants decreased, with
the annual mean concentration of PM2s dropping by 12.7%. The number of heavy
pollution days also decreased by 50%, representing the most significant improvement

range in the key regions.
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In 2020, 95% of the 168 key cities across China saw an improvement in the annual
mean concentration of PMa2s or an increase in the attainment days on a year-on-year
basis, achieving their best performance since the implementation of the “Three-Year

Action Plan.”
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Emission activities decreased due to COVID-19 regulations. Compared with 2019,
the first quarter of 2020 saw noticeable improvements in air quality.
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With the government suspending work and production and restricting travel in response
to the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, air pollution decreased in varying degrees in the
first quarter of the year. From January to March, the concentrations of PM2.s, PM1o, SO,
and NO2 in 337 cities at the prefectural level and above decreased by 14.8%, 20.5%,
21.4%, and 25% respectively. These improvements were far more significant than the
whole-year decrease and were most pronounced in the first month after the outbreak.
The National Joint Research Center for Tackling Key Problems in Air Pollution Control
estimated that the annual PM2s concentration decreased by 2 pug/m* and the rate of

attainment days by 2.2% because of the pandemic regulations in place.
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China continued to implement a series of policy measures on air pollution prevention
and control in 2020. These included further strengthening scientific and technological
support through the construction of grid monitoring, inventory compilation, source
apportionment, and other similar projects; upgrading pollution prevention and control
measures in key industries; governing “scattered, unregulated, and high-polluting”
enterprises; and optimizing energy, industry, and transportation structures. In
September 2020, during the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly,
President Xi Jinping announced that China will strive to peak carbon dioxide emissions
before 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality before 2060. These plans were to be set in
motion within the 14th Five-Year Plan period and over the medium and long term in
the future. However, based on the progress of policy implementation in 2020,
preventing and controlling air pollution in China remains challenging. There is still
heavy dependence on coal as an energy source and heavy industry in the key regions,
missing the targets for structural adjustment. The country still has a long way to go in

further improving air quality within the period of the plan.
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Monitoring capacities have improved, and the medium- and long-term monitoring
planning outlines have been launched.
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Starting in 2020, the action plans on integrated air pollution prevention and control in
autumn and winter in the key regions required local governments to focus on the
assessment of traffic-related air pollution and complete the construction of air quality
monitoring stations in major ports and logistics channels. In addition, these plans
included proposals to strengthen for the first time the component monitoring of
particulate matter (PM) and the species monitoring of volatile organic compounds
(VOCs) in winter. All these measures have further enhanced monitoring capacities and
the analysis of pollution characteristics. However, the evaluation index for the
attainment and layout of rural and industrial monitoring and evaluation stations still

needs to be optimized.
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