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From rainstorm to sandstorm –
environmental microbiology in China
� Gwyn Jones
This was my seventh visit to China and the second under
the sponsorship of the SGM. I had been in Fuzhou in
October 2003, advising the Environmental Monitoring
Station and the Environmental Research Station on
water quality problems. During that visit, Yuping Su,
Deputy Director of the Environmental Sciences
Department of Fujian Normal University had attended
several of my seminars, asked lots of questions and, at
the end of my visit, asked if it was possible for me to
teach a course on environmental microbiology. Thanks
to the SGM’s International Development Fund, I
returned in March of this year to do just that.

Fujian Normal University was established 100 years
ago and has 25,000 full-time undergraduates, 2,000
postgrads and 2,400 staff. The library holds over 
3 million books and work on the university’s two
campuses now also encompasses distance- and life-
long learning courses. My meeting with the Vice-
President included a long discussion on the role of 
the Open University in the UK.

Teaching started at 8 a.m. and usually finished at 
5.30 p.m. although, on several days, it continued into
the evening at my hotel adjoining the campus. Luckily,
the cost of meals there was such that I was able to 
invite postgrads to join me for discussions on individual
research projects. These discussions are continuing 

by email. The average
class size was around 
35, comprising lecturers,
graduates and 
undergraduates,
increasing on occasions
when students who just
wanted to improve their
English attended. 
Two ‘large’ lectures, to
audiences of around 
200 were also organized.
During all these, the level
of competence in English
surprised me. Although Yi
Xiaoe, who preferred to be
known as ‘Grace’, acted as
my translator, there were
long periods when the
Deputy Director stopped
the translation and told
students that they must
now concentrate and
work only in English. There
were no signs of the hand-
held translation machines
experienced further 
north in China and the
questioning was fast and
furious. During one ‘large’
lecture I noticed that

‘Grace’ was visibly relieved
to stop translating; 
it was only afterwards that
I discovered that her
microphone was giving
her electric shocks!

We covered subjects such as how to determine
bacterial and algal populations and spent a great deal
of time on microbially mediated geochemical activities
and their use in environmental remediation. With my
background, the bulk of the course related to water
quality problems but, with the free flow of questions,
this expanded to discussions on environmental
engineering (What did I think of the Three Gorges
Dam? Was it a good idea to transfer water from the
Yangzi to the Yellow River?).

Practical classes included the use of dipsticks to 
test for coliforms and the use of membrane filters. Our
sampling expeditions were a bit of an eye-opener,
especially when I explained to the enthusiasts that they
should not use their bare hands to dip bottles in largely
untreated sewage effluent. When this warning came
too late, they were surprised about my concern that
they should wash thoroughly. On the plus side, the
membrane filtration equipment that I had been able to
take out was an endless source of interest, particularly
when it was realized that a water sample could be
filtered, the filter dried and cleared for microscopic
examination – all in a matter of minutes – a rapid
method of assessing water quality. It was during these
practical sessions that several students came to me,
quite unprompted, and asked me to thank the SGM 
for making the course possible.

Perhaps I should explain the title to this report. 
Before I left home I had emailed to ask about weather
conditions and was relieved to hear that temperatures
were 25 °C+. I was concerned about the weight of
material I was carrying so was glad to take only light
summer wear. By the time I arrived the temperature had
dropped to 10 °C and the rain put the Lake District to
shame. I was never gladder of my tiny umbrella and 
the duvet on my bed (the hotel air-conditioning only
provided cooling – heating is not normally required!).
On my return to Beijing the temperature was 25 °C and
the capital was in the grips of a powerful sandstorm
from Inner Mongolia. The local Foreign Expert Bureau
had arranged for me to give a seminar on my final,
stopover, day in the capital. I addressed the Beijing
Hydraulic Research Institute and the Beijing Water
Resources Board for 2 hours in the morning. After
lunch we visited a number of ‘problem’ lakes. The fine
sand and winds hardly made this a pleasant experience.
My eyes and lungs have now recovered thanks to a
couple of good walks in the Lake District.

It is difficult to convey the gratitude of staff and
students at Fuzhou, but I can certainly add my own in
thanking the SGM for a great teaching experience.

� Professor J. Gwynfryn Jones, The Orchard,
Oldfield Road, Windermere, LA23 2BY, UK. 
email gwynfryn@btinternet.com

International 
Development Fund report

SGM helps
microbiologists in
developing countries
through this fund,
usually by supporting
training courses and
other small
technology transfer
projects. See the
website (www.sgm.
ac.uk) for the rules.
The annual closing
date for applications
is in October.
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A banner at Fujian Normal
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Two of the Chinese students taking
water samples with Gwyn.
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Gwyn surrounded by a group of
students from the course.
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