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1. Background

SARS in 2003 was the trigger leading to a reform of China’s emergency management
system. In 2007, the Chinese government adopted and enacted the “Emergency
Response Law of the People's Republic of China”.1 The purposes of the law are to
prevent and reduce the occurrence of emergencies, controlling, mitigating and
eliminating the serious social harm caused by emergencies, regulating activities in
response to emergencies, protecting the lives and property of the people, and
maintaining national security, public security, environmental safety and public order.1
Following the restructuring of the emergency management system, the public health
emergency management system has undergone a significant change. This policy
brief outlines the emergency management system by the China government;
analyzes its strengths and weaknesses, and recommends improvements options.

2. Emergency Management System in China
2.1 Types of Emergency Disasters and Incidents

An “emergency incident” refers to a natural disaster, accidental disaster, public health
incident or social safety incident, which takes place by accident, has caused or might
cause serious social damage and the adoption of emergency response measures.2 In
China’s emergency contingency plans, incidents are classified into four types: natural
disasters, accidental disasters, public health incidents and social security incidents.
Natural disasters are distinguished from man-made disasters caused by accident and
disruption of social security. It refers to earthquakes, floods, weather change and
other nature processes of the Earth. Accident disasters included large scale traffic
accident, radiation, contamination of the environment etc. Public Health incidents
refer to infectious diseases, food safety, occupational hazards that severely affect
health and safety. Lastly the social security incidents are terrorist attack, riots,
economic crisis etc. Some academics separate economic crisis from social security
incidents. Economic crisis includes the shortage of essential resources, energy, living
essentials, or financial crisis.3

2.2 Emergency Grades

According to the degree of social harm done and the extent of repercussions and
other factors, an emergency incident is classified into four grades: especially serious
(I), serious (II), relatively serious (III) and common (IV).3 The classification of an
incident is made by the State Council, or a department designated by the State
Council according to a pre-defined criteria.
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2.3 “One Planning Plus Three Systems” Framework

The Chinese emergency preparedness framework follows “One Planning plus Three
Systems” framework. This means one emergency response plan is followed by
emergency legislative / institutional / regulatory systems.4 For example, in the
“Nuclear Emergency Preparedness” plan published in January 2016 detailed the legal
system comprising State laws, administrative regulations, departmental rules and
industrial standards; institutional system of management from national and provincial
(regional and municipal) authorities; and regulatory system of coordinated responses
and responsibilities before, during and after the incident.5 The “One Planning plus
Three Systems” framework is further explained in sections 2.3.1 to 2.3.4 below.

2.3.1 Emergency Response Plan

Under the “Emergency Response Law of the People's Republic of China”, the State is
required to establish a sound precautionary system for emergency response. The
State Council is responsible for drawing up and organizing the making of special
national emergency response plans for specific national emergencies. The various
departments of the State Council are coordinated to make their departmental State
emergency response plans in their respective capacities in line with the relevant
emergency response plans of the State Council (Chart 1). 6
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Local governments at all levels and the relevant departments of the local
governments at and above the county level are required to make the corresponding
emergency response plans in accordance with the relevant laws, administrative
regulations and rules, the emergency response plans of the governments at higher
levels and their relevant departments, and local realities.
By the end of 2005, the national emergency response plan system had been
completed. It includes the State overall emergency response plan, 25 specialized
emergency response plans and 80 departmental emergency response plans.6 By
2007, most or all of the provincial, city and county governments had developed their
local emergency response plans.4

2.3.2 Emergency Legislation System

The main responsibility of the emergency legislation system is to clearly define the
specification of special administrative procedures in emergencies, and to make
emergency management gradually standardized, institutionalized and legalized.
The Chinese government officially promulgated the "Regulations on Preparedness for
and Response to Emergent Public Health Hazards" on 12 May 2003. Subsequently,
the Chinese government officially promulgated the “Emergency Response Law of the
People's Republic of China” on 30 August 2007. So far the Chinese government has
developed more than 60 laws and sets of regulations on subjects including natural
disaster incidents, accidental disaster incidents, public health incidents and social
security incidents. 4

2.3.3 Emergency Institutional System

Under the “Emergency Response Law of the People's Republic of China”, the
Chinese Government is required to establish an emergency response management
system with the following major features: centralized leadership, integrated
coordination, categorialized management, level-based responsibility and localized
management.1
When an “especially serious” emergency incident occurs, the State Council is
responsible for studying the situation, deciding on the required response and
implementing that response. It is also responsible for establishing a state emergency
response command body to be responsible for responding to emergency incidents.
In 2006, the general office of the state council in China established the State
Emergency Management Office, which is responsibility for routine work, providing
staffing during emergencies, information collection and comprehensive coordination.7
Determined by the types of emergencies, the response could be led by the most
appropriate government ministries. For example, response to natural disaster
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incidents could be led by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Water Resources
or the China Seismological Bureau. The accidental disaster incidents such as forest
grassland fires and environmental problems could be led by the State Forestry
Administration for Forestry and the Ministry of Environmental Protection respectively.
The response to public health incidents is led by the National Health and Family
Planning Commission (NHFPC). The response to social security incidents is led by
the Ministry of Public Security which active duty soldiers would be mobilised.8
Every local government at or above the county level is required to form an emergency
response command body made up of the principal officers of the government. The
competent departments of the higher governments are required to guide and assist
the lower governments and their relevant departments in their respective capacities in
response to emergency incidents.

2.3.4 Emergency Regulatory System

Emergency regulatory system refers to a mechanism building on methods and
measures of the emergency management process. In some government documents,
the word “regulatory” is replaced by “mechanism”. The Emergency Regulatory /
Mechanism System is required to cover the four main phases of the disaster cycle:
prevention and preparedness, surveillance and warning, response and rescue,
rehabilitation and reconstruction (Chart 2).9 Some people also add evaluation as the
fifth phase. After 2003, the Chinese government issued many documents on specific
elements of the emergency mechanism, including monitoring and early warning,
information reporting, decision making, information dissemination, risk assessment
and restoration.

Source: Shan Chunchang, Zhou ling and Zhong kaibin 闪淳昌,周玲,钟开斌 (2011). The overall thinking
on the construction of emergency management mechanism of China 对我国应急管理机制建设的总体思
考. Journal of Chinese Academy of Governance《国家行政学院学报》. 2011(1):8-12.
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2.4 Local Response to Emergencies

County level governments are responsible for responding to emergency incidents
within their administrative regions. Where two or more administrative regions are
involved, the government at the next higher level is responsible.
After the occurrence of an emergency incident, the county level government at the
place of occurrence shall immediately take measures to control the effects of the
incident, organize and carry out the necessary emergency response rescue and
operations, and immediately report the incident to the next higher level of government,
or report without regard to the levels when necessary.
The county level government at the place of occurrence of an emergency incident that
cannot eliminate or effectively control the serious social damage caused by the
emergency incident is required to report on it to the next higher level government in a
timely manner. The next higher level government must promptly take the necessary
measures and take charge of the emergency response operations.

3. Public Health in Emergencies

The ultimate goal of public health management is to reduce the impact of disasters
and emergencies on human health and wellbeing, by providing timely health
interventions and sustain usual healthcare during and after disasters. There is a range
of public health activities and measures related to emergency starting from planning
and organising, to implementing, controlling and evaluation. In China, the
Administrative Departments of Health including NHFPC, the CDC system (Centre for
Disease Control and Prevention at different levels) and the public and private
hospitals all belong to the health sector, and all may be involved in responding to
public health emergencies.
The public health emergency management can be divided into four phases and have
five aspects. The four phases are similar to the one described in the disaster cycle
(section 2.3.4) and they are emergency prevention, preparedness, response and
recovery. The five aspects are legislation, institution / organization, management
mechanism, emergency response plan and social mobilization. Some aspects of the
public health emergency management are further explained in sections 3.1 to 3.4.

3.1 Legislation

The public health emergency legislation is a collective term for all laws and
regulations governing public health emergency management. In 2003, the Chinese
government officially promulgated the "Regulations on Preparedness for and
Response to Emergent Public Health Hazards". This document explicitly proposes the
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definition of “Public health emergency incidents” for the first time. In 2007, the
“Emergency Response Law of the People's Republic of China” defined public health
emergency incidents as the one of the four types of emergency incident.1 When an
acute infectious disease is newly identified, the State Council or the NHFPC have the
power to declare it a statutory infectious disease in accordance with the Infectious
Disease Law.10
The Chinese government has signed the revised WHO International Health
Regulations (IHR 2005), which replaced the old IHR (1969).11 The IHR (2005)
broaden the scope of the 1969 Regulations to cover existing, new and re-emerging
diseases, including emergencies caused by non-infectious agents. There is little
information on the evaluation of the IHR compliance and implementation but literature
seems to suggest it was satisfactory.12

3.2 Institution

The State Council is the highest executive organ and has the power, among others, to
direct and administer public health work.10 The NHFPC is in-charge of most
health-related matters at the national level. It mobilizes national health care personnel
and technical resources to assist local governments and other concerned
departments in dealing with outbreaks of epidemics and disease and in taking
emergency measures to prevent and control them, and also oversees international
cooperation and exchanges involving health care.10 The Public Health Emergency
Office is set up in the NHFPC to address public health emergencies. Once there is
public health crisis, headquarters will be set up at the National and /or Provincial level
to unify leadership and command, and to executive related tasks. The health
department of the local government would be responsible to investigate and provide
treatment. Chart 3 shows the parties involved in a public health emergency.
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3.3 Emergency Response Plan

The State public health emergency response plan system in China is established
based on the “Master State Plan for Rapid Response to Public Emergencies”. The
main parts of this system are two specialized plans, namely the “National Plan for
Rapid Response to Public Emergencies” and the “National Plan for Medical Care and
Medical Relief to Public Emergencies”. The public health emergency response plan
system in China also includes 17 single plans, 7 departmental plans and 1 set of
guidelines. In addition, the governments at all levels have been gradually developing
and improving public health emergency response plans at their level, and individual
plans for different types of public health emergency incidents.

3.4 Social Mobilisation

There was ample social support which had contributed to front-line disaster
responses in China. These include non-governmental (NGO) / non-profit (NPO) /
community / charitable organizations, private enterprises and public. The Red Cross
Society of China is the biggest and most systematic NGO provided post-disaster relief.
After disaster such as the Wenchuan earthquake, grassroots NGOs formed alliances
in response to the humanitarian aid and disaster recovery. These groups contributed
in providing immediate frontline relief and support to disaster victims and their families.
May be emergency response is a minor part of these organisations’ overall scope of
services or may be due to their low profile, it is harder to find action plans or
organisation documents on emergency response.

4. Discussion

China has developed a comprehensive system and a set of contingency plans to
respond to a range of disasters and emergencies, as evidenced by the literatures,
policy documents and contingency plans available to the public. Most contingency
plans defined the major roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders within the
government institution, with a hierarchical command structure at national and
provincial (regional and municipal) level. Theoretically an integrated response would
occur according to the contingency plans during emergencies.
Most of the accessible policy documents and contingency plans on public and public
health emergencies focus on response, rather than on surveillance, preparedness,
risk assessment, infrastructure building, relief and recovery. The Emergency
Management Office under the State Council is responsible for work only during
emergencies. It is uncertain which government department should coordinate work
during other times, i.e. before and after emergencies, among various departments.13 It
is desirable to:
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•

Set up a department to coordinate work within the government in all phases of the
disaster cycle, especially on disaster monitoring, prevention, mitigation,
preparedness and recovery.

There has been mentioning of the risk communication in some government
documents and contingency plans but mostly as a guiding principles and not as
practical details.2,5,6 Risk communication includes collection and release of
emergency-related information within the government, to social media, to public by
announcements and to the international community. Sometimes what types and when
the information should be release has to be outlined in both publicly available
contingency plans and internal guidelines. These data could be surveillance statistics,
risk assessment, routine monitoring data, or during disaster situation reports, hazard
evaluation, number of casualties etc. Otherwise sharing and exchange of information
between government departments would be an obstacle in preparedness and
response.14 The emergency risk communication system in China can be improved by:
•

Setting and follow an explicit mechanism for information releasing and reporting,
especially during the emergency response phase, e.g. establishing a unified
information standard and emergency terminological system.

•

Develop and publicize risk communication as part of the contingency plans and
guidelines for internal and external use as appropriate.

Although the Government encouraged social organisations and volunteers to take an
active role in disaster prevention and mitigation, there seems to be no corresponding
legal mechanism or system on how to engage participation in the governmental
institutions.13 The Government does not explicitly list out the role and coordination of
community-based organizations, social groups and individuals in the plans and
documents. During emergencies, the government seems to mobilize its resources
and manpower much more effectively than coordinating efforts from community and
social organisations.15 Besides, there has to be a reasonable level of community
awareness, knowledge and skills to build up community resilience. To
enhance participation of businesses, NGOs, NPOs and volunteers, it is useful to:
•

Acknowledge and engage relevant stakeholders, including international NGOs,
community-based organisations, private healthcare providers, business sector,
schools, civil societies and others, by assigning clearly defined functions in
contingency planning.

With the rising international status of China, it needs to take more responsibility in the
public health emergency field in the Asia-Pacific region. Under the IHR (2005), China
has taken initiatives to strengthen the reporting system and control of infectious
diseases.12 It is anticipated the international cooperation and communication on
emergency response is likely to increase in the future.
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