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Nature of water pollution problems
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• Rivers, lakes and oceans – source of drinking water and recreational benefits

• Source of contamination – mainly dumping human and industrial waste 

directly into the water (the role of law enforced/enacted to limit this activity

• A vast natural resource – groundwater used primarily for irrigation and as a 

source of drinking water. 

• Source of contamination – when polluting substances leach into groundwater

• Sources of water contamination:

➢ Point sources = discharge into surface waters at a specific location (e.g., through a pipe)

➢ Nonpoint sources = affect water indirectly through, for example, the runoff of fertilizers 

and pesticides from farms after rainstorms -> more difficult to control 

https://www.water-pollution.org.uk/category/types/


Water pollution controls

• Recently, the policy concerns on water pollution have shifted from ‘conventional pollutants discharged 

into surface waters’ towards toxic pollutants. 

• Early attempts – legistration or laws (too ambitious and unrealistic enactment of law, so little progress)

• Similar to the evolution of air pollution controls, a wave of reforms have been made for water pollution 

control to be more cost-effective.  Moving from reliance on direct regulations towards emissions charges 

or tradable effluent permits which are more flexible and cost-effective 

Policy towards cleaning up rivers and lakes was based on the following:

➢ Subsidization of municipal waste-treatment facilities:  The challenges of this approach are delays, 

problems in allocating fund and unsatisfactory performance of the plants.

➢ National effluent standards imposed on industrial sources: This approach also results in delays and the 

need to define standards in a series of court suits. In addition, the control responsibility excessively raises 

cost (e.g., from effluent standards among point sources)



Case: Policy brief on Tackling Industrial Water Pollution: Lessons from China 

Source: UNESCAP 2019

A note on terms:  
• Market-based mechanisms include grants, loans, taxes, fines and other user charges. 
• The ‘polluter pays’ approach dictates that those who produce pollution should bear the costs of 

managing  it.  
• Command/control  instruments  are  used  to  define,  monitor  and  manage  polluting behaviours

and  practices,  which  are  applied  in  the  form  of  permits,  licenses  and  rules. The  result  of  
regulation mostly depends on the authority and ability of the government to exercise direct 
command and  control  over  the  industry.

This policy brief provides useful insights on the following:

a. Overview of policy framework related to industrial water management in China

b. Key policy instruments’ benefits, challenges and lessons learned based on 

command and control and market-based mechanisms

c. A holistic policy package – Water Ten to control water pollutions

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-products/Tackling%20Industrial%20Water%20Pollution_Policy%20Brief_2019_1.pdf
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“When the Water Ten policy package 

was introduced, one of its main tenants 

was to strengthen the implementation of 

the polluter pays principle, through the 

tightening of environmental enforcement  

and  supervision  and  stricter 

accountability regimes. Previously the  

PRC  experienced  multiple  challenges  in  

this  regard,  including  but  not  limited  

to  corruption,  monitoring  technology,  

legal  awareness and reliable data.”

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-products/Tackling%20Industrial%20Water%20Pollution_Policy%20Brief_2019_1.pdf
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