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A woman walks past the China Central Television
building in December as a darkhaze hangs over
Beijing.

By JEREM Y PAGE

BEIJING—AuthoritiesinChina'snotoriously smoggy capitalhaveannouncedthatthey willstartpublishing

moreaccuratedataonairpollutionthismonth,bowingunexpectedly toasocial-mediacampaigndrivenby the

U.S.Embassy publishingitsowndataviaTwitter.

BeijingwillbethefirstChinesecity topublicizehourly air

quality databasedontheso-calledPM2.5standard,which

measuresparticlessmallerthan2.5micronsthatcausethe

mostserioushealthproblemsbecausethey getdeepinsidethe

lungs.Chineseauthoritiesnowpublishdatathatmeasurelarger

airparticlesofupto10micronsindiameter.

Thedecisionrepresentsoneofthemostsignificantexamples

yetofChineseauthoritiesyieldingtopublicpressureexerted

principally overtheInternetviamicroblogs,whicharesimilar

toTwitterandhavebecomehugely popularoverthelastfew

years.

Itcomeslessthanthreeweeksafterapublicappealby Vice

PremierLiKeqiangforlocalgovernmentstousethemore

sensitivePM2.5standard,whichmostexpertsrecommend.

TheappealofMr.Li,thefavoritetobethenextpremierinaonce-a-decadeleadershipchangestartinglatethis

year,reflectsconcernamongCommunistParty leadersthatgrowingpublicangeraboutenvironmentalissues—

especially airpollution—representsaseriousthreattotheirlegitimacy,analystssay.

Beijingresidentshavebecomeincreasingly awarethattheofficialairquality readingsareconsistently better

thanthePM2.5data,whichtheU.S.Embassy hasbeenTweetingsince2008.

OnFriday,theU.S.Embassy TweetscalledBeijing'sair"very

unhealthy"formostofthemorning,and"unhealthy"intheafternoon.

Beijing'sofficialreadingfortheentireday was"good"—thesecond

bestcategory,whichofficially makesita"blue-sky day."Officially,

Beijingenjoyed286daysof"blueskies"in2011,comparedwith252

daysin2010.

TheBeijingMunicipalEnvironmentalProtectionBureausaidlate

Thursday thatitwouldstartPM2.5readingsevery houronitswebsite
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by thestartoftheLunarNewYearonJan.23,andinrealtimeby the

endof2012.Thenationalgovernmenthadpreviously saidPM2.5

readingswereonly forinternaluseanddidnothavetobemadepublic

until2016.

ThesurprisedecisionwasannouncedfollowingatourofBeijing'sair-

quality-monitoringfacilitiesby EnvironmentMinisterZhou

Shengxian.Hewasquotedonhisministry'swebsiteonFriday as

saying:"ThestateofBeijing'sairquality relatestothenationalimage

andthephysicalandmentalhealthofthecapital's20millionpeople."

Environmentalactivistsandexpertssaidthey expectedseveralother

Chinesecitiestotakesimilarstepsthisyear,althoughsomeexpressed

concernabouthowprecisethenewreadingswouldbe,andwhether

they wouldpromptthegovernmenttocurbairpollution.

"Thisdoescomeasasurprise,"saidLiYan,headoftheclimateand

energy campaignforenvironmentalgroupGreenpeaceinEastAsia.

"It'sanencouragingsign.Butatthesametime,it'sonly thefirststep

becausethepublicisstillvery worriedaboutairquality andgettingto

knowthedatadoesn'tsolvetheproblem.It'sactionthatisneeded."

Analystssay thecredibility ofparty leadersisbeingunderminedby

thefrequentdiscrepancy betweenofficialstatementsandstatistics

andindependentinformationwhichisincreasingly availableonline,

despitetheeffortsofChina'sWebcensors.

Beijingisrankedasoneoftheworld'smostpollutedcitiesby theWorldHealthOrganizationandisregularly

shroudedinchokingsmogthatgroundsflights,forcesparentstokeepchildrenindoors,andcauseswidespread

respiratory problems.

YetBeijingauthoritiesmaintainthatairquality hasbeensteadily improving,andregularly report"blue-sky

days"evenwhennobluesky isvisible.

EvenbasedonChina'sPM10readings,32ofitscitiesthattrackpollutionfallshortofWHOstandards,according

toareportonairpollutionworld-widethattheagency publishedinSeptember.

Beijingwasthefifthworstwithaverageannuallevelsof121microgramspercubicmeterofair,comparedwitha

globalaverageof71andarecommendedlevelof20.

Themostpollutedcity intheU.S.basedonPM10wasBakersfield,Calif.,withanaverageof38micrograms,

accordingtotheWHOreport.

Beijing'sdecisionrepresentsavictory ofsortsfortheU.S.Embassy which,accordingtoU.S.diplomaticcables

publishedby WikiLeaks,cameunderpressurefrom Chineseofficialstostoppublishingitsdata.

SomeChineseofficials,andexperts,alsosaidpublicly thattheembassy'sreadingswereinaccuratesinceitonly

hadonemonitoranddidnotuseexactly thesamemethodology astheU.S.EnvironmentalProtectionAgency.

AspokesmanfortheU.S.Embassy saidFriday:"Wehaveaneverexpandingcollaborativerelationshipwithour

Chinesecounterpartsintheenvironmentalarena.Oneaspectofthiscollaborationisinmitigatingairpollution."

HesaidtheEmbassy hadrecently addedthephrase"at24-hourexposureatthislevel"toitsreadings,toclarify

howthey shouldbeinterpreted,andbringthem intolinewithEPAstandards.
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Anotherkey playerinthesocialmediacampaignwasPanShiyi,abillionaireproperty developer,wholaunched

anonlinevoteinNovemberviahismicroblogonwhetherChinashouldusePM2.5.Tensofthousandsofpeople

votedinfavor.

"Goodnews!"wroteMr.PanonhismicroblogFriday,inresponsetoanothermessagefrom hiswife,ZhangXin,

saying:"Wehavesavedourair!Knowingthetruthisthefirststep.Afterthattherewillbeallkindsofsolutions."
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