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Full steam ahead toward a 
cleaner, more effi  cient China

J
ust as pandas are 
attracted to bam-
boo, companies 
and individuals 
who are experts 
in coal-based 
clean technologies 

are being drawn to China in 
increasing numbers, by the 
lure of an industry estimated 
to be worth $25 billion glob-
ally.

Th at’s why William Latta, 
a former senior executive 
with Alstom Power, the world 
leader in conventional power 
generation equipment, came 
to the country fi ve years ago. 

Latta is the founder of the  
Beijing-based environmental 
engineering company LP 
Amina, which says it has 
developed technology that 
can vastly reduce the amount 
of pollution produced by 
burning coal.

According to the latest 
industry fi gures, about 70 
percent of the country’s elec-
tricity supply comes from 
thermal power plants, or 
plants fueled by coal. 

Latta’s company specializes 
in delivering complete clean-
ing solutions for power plants 
— particularly thermal power 
plants — while also making 
them more effi  cient.

Its key technology is a 
revolutionary system of get-
ting rid of poisonous nitrous 
oxide gas. It eliminates the 
pollutant when coal is burn-
ing in a boiler, not only 
reducing the nitrous oxide 
produced by up to 65 percent, 
but also improving effi  ciency 
in the boiler’s energy output.

Latta said that as China’s 
energy industry continues to 
burn coal, LP Amina’s De-
NOx technology is poised to 
clean up, literally and fi gura-
tively, as the government con-
tinues to target cleaner and 
more effi  cient ways of cutting 
emissions.

Th e Ministry of Environ-
mental Protection announced 
in September last year that 
starting from January, all 
Chinese power plants should 
adopt measures to meet new 
national standards for nitro-
gen oxide emissions in two 
years. 

“Coal is the most widely 
used energy source in the 
world and every country 
needs clean-coal technology. 

“So when you develop a 
technology that is better than 
any others, it’s not hard for you 
to fi nd customers,” he said. 

Since 2009, when the De-
NOx solution won its fi rst 
client, Yixing-Union Cogen-
eration, LP Amina has com-
pleted 20 projects in China as 
power plants look for ways to 
control their gas emissions. 

Th ere are only two compa-
nies in China, according to 
Latta, that own such proven 
in-furnace technology:  LP 
Amina and Yantai Longyuan 
Power Technology Co, a State-
owned enterprise listed on 
Shenzhen’s new growth mar-
ket, ChiNext. 

China has the world’s largest 
number of coal-fi red power 
plants, with more than 1,500 
large and 4,500 small units in 
operation.

According to a study by 
HAO Capital, the Beijing-
based private equity fi rm and 
an investor in LP Amina, 99 

percent of those have yet to 
install a solution for their 
nitrous oxide emissions.

Based on conventional 
SCR/SNCR technology —  the 
method of lessening nitrogen 
oxide emissions in conven-
tional power plants that burn 
biomass, waste and coal 
—  LP Amina’s systems are 
particularly tailored to pro-
vide solutions for the unique 
challenges facing the Chinese 
power industry, such as its use 
of high ash, and low volatile 
coals, Latta said. 

LP Amina now has R&D 
engineers working in the 
United States and China, 
and Latta says there is great 
willingness in China for new 
technologies to be accepted by 
the coal and energy industries.

“We cooperate with many 
Chinese companies on new 
technologies, and we have also 
been able to sell our products 
and knowledge all over the 
world,” he said, adding that 
the average price of what 
would be considered a large-
scale contract is $2 million. 

In China, LP Amina has 

completed 
projects 
in various 
locations 
including 
Yixin, Jiang-
su province; 
Xingtai, 
Hebei prov-
ince; Feng-
tai, Anhui 
province; 
Guangzhou, 

Guangdong province; and in 
Beijing. 

It has also completed 
two projects in the US, and 
is looking to expand into 
Mexico, South Korea, and 
Columbia. 

Latta uses the example of 
Yixing-Union Cogeneration, 
a coal-fi red power station in 
Yixing city, Jiangsu province, 
as being typical of what can be 
achieved, aft er cutting nitrous 
oxide emissions there by 50 
percent. 

Hu Zhijie, deputy general 
manager at the Yixing-Union 
plant said: “We had a great 
experience working with LP 
Amina in 2009 — we were 
amazed by the passion and 
technical expertise they put 
into this project. 

“In the years since, we have 
developed a trusted relation-
ship and that’s one of the rea-
sons we have just awarded it 
three more contracts.”

Latta said in the short term, 
the company plans to set 
up three or four more R&D 
centers to further develop its 
technology. 

Th e company is also work-
ing with the global company 
Bayer Technology Services 
to develop ways of better-
using coal-based chemical 
resources.

LP Amina raised about $10 
million from China-focused 
HAO Capital in 2010, and 
previously received money 
from Qiming Venture Part-
ners, another local venture 
capital investment company.

Elaine Wang, HAO’s found-
ing partner, said that it only 
invests in companies that are 
looking to expand.

She fi rst met Latta in a 
Beijing restaurant in 2007, 
when he had just left  Alstom 

and was planning to set up LP 
Amina.

“We were impressed by his 
technology background and 
his determination to make 
China cleaner,” Wang said.

“Of all De-NOx technolo-
gies available, we view his in-
furnace solution as the best 
available to operate right in 
the heart of a boiler.” 

Wang said HAO Capital’s 
support of LP Amina includes 
not only direct fi nancial 
investment, but also access to 
its business contacts and other 
resources, which will help it 
expand.

She said some large inter-
national companies hesitated 
to get involved in LP Amina 
because they were wary of 
the technology; but she very 
quickly understood the mas-
sive potential.

“Coal is still widely used in 
China and around the world,” 
she said, and HAO Capital 
will continue to support LP 
Amina in its work.

Ellen Carberry, co-founder 
and managing director of 
Th e China Greentech Initia-
tive — a company focusing 
on accelerating the commer-
cial success of enterprises in 
the clean technology sector 
— said LP Amina has excep-
tional potential. 

She added that she consid-
ers it lucky, too, in that most 
venture capital and private 
equity companies prefer 
opportunities with companies 
that can earn them money 
quickly, normally within fi ve 
to seven years.

Latta pointed out that 
according to the International 
Energy Agency, one-third of 
the world’s electricity is still 
be derived from coal, and that 
its use is expected to continue 
rising for the next 20 years.

With over 50,000 coal-fi red 
power stations worldwide, 
the demand for engineering 
expertise in emission reduc-
tion and operational optimi-
zation looks likely to remain 
extremely high for many years 
to come — and not just in 
China.

Contact the writer at caixiao@
chinadaily.com.cn
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China Guodian Corp’s power plant in Jiangnan, Jilin province. The Ministry of Environmental Protection announced in September last year that starting in January, all 
Chinese power plants should adopt measures to meet new national standards for nitrogen oxide emissions in two years. 
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Economists say 
infl ation to slow, 
warn of high local 
government debt

W ithout waiting 
for the release 
of offi  cial 
statistics, 

investment institutions are 
releasing estimates about 
how China’s economy fared 
in July.

In all likelihood, the con-
sumer price index, a mea-
sure of infl ation in the con-
sumer market, will show a 
year-on-year increase rate 
of 1.7 percent in July, the 
fi rst time such a fi gure has 
dipped below 2 percent in 
two and a half years. If the 
estimate proves accurate, 
the rate will also be down 
from the 2.2 percent year-
on-year rate recorded for 
June.

Among the estimates 
made by economists sur-
veyed by the business infor-
mation website Caixin.com, 
the lowest rate of increase 
predicted for the July CPI 
was 1.5 percent. 

Meanwhile, the producer 
price index, a measurement 
of infl ation in production 
materials, was expected to 
record a negative 2.5 per-
cent rate of change, indi-
cating that further price 
declines are likely to be 
seen in the consumer mar-
ket in the coming months. 

At the same time, Minis-
try of Commerce data show 
that food prices, which 
used to be the main driver 
of infl ation, increased at a 
mild pace in the last week 
of July. 

Other estimates said 
China had a trade surplus 
of $31.6 billion and issued 
863 billion yuan ($135.6 
billion) in new loans during 
the month.

While infl ation is no 
longer as great a threat as 
it was in the early months 
of the year, economists are 
divided about how long the 
current low CPI can last. 

Th eir doubts arose in 
part aft er many govern-
ment agencies decided 
to embark on aggressive 
investment plans in an 
attempt at accelerating the 
country’s economic growth, 
which has been slowing 
since the beginning of the 
year. 

Will these projects be 
tantamount to a Chinese 
version of quantitative eas-
ing? 

And will they, in due 
course, again drive up 
the prices of production 
materials and lead to a new 
round of infl ation? 

Even worse, will they add 
to the already heavy debts 
that are weighing on many 
provincial and municipal 
governments? 

Economists and busi-
ness commentators are 
anxiously discussing these 
possibilities.

Rather than the cen-
tral government, which 
took steps to stimulate 
the economy in late 2008, 
local governments are 
now the entities adopting 
policies meant to stimu-
late economic growth — a 
trend commentators have 
deemed “4 trillion yuan 
program 2.0”.

Th at name refers to the 
stimulus policies Beijing 
enacted in response to 
the fi nancial troubles that 
bedeviled Wall Street in 
2008. 

Th rough those, 4 trillion 
yuan ($635 billion) in new 
government investments 
were used to sustain China’s 
economic growth. 

By Aug 2, 30 provinces, 
municipalities and autono-
mous regions had issued 
reports concerning their 
fi xed-asset investments in 
the fi rst half of the year. Of 
those, 26 saw their invest-
ments increase at a rate that 
was faster than the national 
average increase, accord-
ing to China Enterprise 
News, a newspaper run 
by the China Enterprise 
Confederation and Chinese 
Enterprise Directors’ Asso-
ciation. 

Th e southwestern prov-
ince of Guizhou saw its 
fi xed-asset investment 
increase by 58.1 percent 
year-on-year. Shanghai, in 
contrast, recorded a growth 
rate of 4.5 percent. 

Th e newspaper quoted 
an offi  cial in the National 
Development and Reform 
Commission as saying that 
even though the central 
government has no plans to 
adopt a stimulus package 
similar to the one it had in 
late 2008, local govern-
ments have come up with 
their own versions of fi nan-
cial stimulus. 

Much as Beijing did a few 
years ago, many local gov-
ernments’ stimulus spend-
ing is going into large-scale 
public-works projects. 

“We may be racing reck-
lessly toward an abysmal 
state of government indebt-
edness,” Ye Tan, an inde-
pendent business commen-
tator, told the newspaper 
National Business Daily. 

She noted that 24 cit-
ies introduced ambitious 
urban development invest-
ment programs from June 
to July. Th ose have a com-
bined budget of almost 500 
billion yuan. 

On July 25, Changsha, 
capital of Hunan prov-
ince, introduced plans to 
make various important 
investments. Th e city listed 
195 projects, which are 
expected to be undertaken 
at a cost of nearly 830 bil-
lion yuan.

Many economists 
expressed reservations 
about the “4 trillion-yuan 
program 2.0”. 

According to Zhao Xiao, 
an economics professor 
with the Beijing Institute of 
Technology and a former 
National Development and 
Reform Commission offi  -
cial, Chinese local govern-
ments’ debts increased by 
as much as 40 times in 13 
years, hitting 10.7 trillion 
yuan by the end of 2010. 

Much of that spending 
has been slow to generate 
signifi cant returns and is 
therefore considered to be 
largely unsustainable, Zhao 
said. 

Local governments’ stim-
ulus plans are likely to lead 
to even worse overcapac-
ity in some industries and 
even worse government 
debt, he said.

Zhao cited research sug-
gesting that China’s credit-
to-GDP ratio is now as high 
as 123 percent, higher than 
that of the United States, 
whose credit-to-GDP 
ratio is about 60 percent. 
In 2012, local govern-
ments’ debt-to-asset ratio 
is expected to exceed the 
danger point of 20 percent, 
increasing to as much as 
26.6 percent. 

China will have to pay a 
high price, Zhao warned, 
for its twisted and lopsided 
understanding of Keynes-
ian economics. 
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NITROUS OXIDE EMISSION STANDARDS FOR 
COAL-FIRED POWER PLANTS

Unit: billion metric tons

20072006

2.69
2.53

2008

2.80

2009

2.97

2010

3.24

2011

3.52

2012 (H1)

2012 (H1)

 7.7

1.95

1,100

Current 
Chinese 
standard 

Future
Chinese 
standard

100

Australia

460

Japan

 200 200 135

EU US

Unit: milligrams per cubic meter

FROM THE PRESS

ENERGY | CAI XIAO

Th e opinions expressed on this page do not necessarily 
refl ect those of China Daily.


