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     CHAPT ER 8 ! 
 China’s Environmental Diplomacy

Climate Change, Domestic Politics, and 
International Engagement   

    JOANNA I.    LEWIS    

   China has historically been a reluctant player in global environmental 
forums, and particularly the international climate change negotiations. 
However, as China’s role in contributing to global climate change—one of 
the great global environmental challenges of our time—has increased, so 
has its role in international environmental diplomacy. ! is chapter inves-
tigates those factors that have been most important in shaping China’s 
international diplomacy on global climate change. It also demonstrates the 
complex interplay between the core goal of sustaining domestic develop-
ment and the stances Beijing adopts at diplomatic negotiations designed 
to deal with the issue of climate protection. Like the other chapters in this 
section, it points up the porousness of the borders separating the domes-
tic and global, and how levels of domestic resistance to external pressure 
depend crucially on the degree to which there is alignment between values 
and interests in these two policy realms. 

 China’s contributions to climate change, namely, greenhouse gas emis-
sions from fossil fuel combustion and industrial activity, are inherently 
linked to China’s economic development strategy (see Figure 8.1.) Beijing’s 
approach toward climate change therefore must be understood in the 
context of its overall energy development strategy, which is driven by its 
overall economic development goals. China’s increase in energy-related 
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emissions in recent years has been driven primarily by industrial energy 
use, fueled by an increased percentage of coal in the overall fuel mix. 
China relies on coal for more than two-thirds of its energy needs, includ-
ing approximately 80 percent of its electricity needs. Currently more 
coal power plants are in operation in China than in the United States 
and India combined. China’s coal power use is expected to more than 
double by 2030, representing an additional carbon commitment of about 
86 billion tons.      

 While China still overwhelmingly relies on coal, and its carbon diox-
ide emissions are soaring (see Figure 8.2), its domestic policy actions are 
gradually making inroads on both. Low carbon development has come to 
be positioned at the core of China’s overarching national economic plan, 
a concept that began taking hold in the last decade. As noted in China’s 
November 2011 Climate Change White Paper, the Twelfth Five-Year Plan 
(FYP) for National Economic and Social Development has “established the 
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 Figure 8.1 
    Trends in China’s primary energy consumption and carbon dioxide emissions. 
 Source: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS).  China Energy Statistical Yearbook 2010 .Beijing: China Statistics 
Press, 2010; International Energy Agency.  CO   2    Emissions from Fuel Combustion 2010 Edition . Paris: OECD/
IEA, 2010.  
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policy orientation of promoting green and low-carbon development, and 
expressly set out the objectives and tasks of addressing climate change for 
the next fi ve years.”  1   ! e 11th FYP (2005–10) introduced a multipronged 
approach across the economy to decrease national energy intensity and to 
build up a set of strategic low-carbon industries. ! e 12th FYP (2011–15) 
has set the stage for China’s fi rst ever carbon intensity target and pilot 
cap and trade programs, representing a signifi cant change in the coun-
try’s approach to global climate change. ! ese national targets are neither 
symbolic nor aspirational; there are many signs that China’s low-carbon 
economy is becoming a reality. Now the largest deployer of wind power tech-
nology and the largest manufacturer of solar technology, China invested 
US$50 billion in renewable-energy development in 2010, far more than 
any other country in the world. China is also pursuing aggressive domes-
tic expansion of more traditional low carbon sources of energy, including 
nuclear and hydropower.      
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 Figure 8.2 
    China’s rising coal consumption per capita and contribution to its carbon emissions. 
 Source: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS).  China Energy Statistical Yearbook 2010 . Beijing: China Statistics 
Press, 2010. Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center (CDIAC). “Fossil Fuel CO2 Emissions,” 2011.  
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 ! is chapter demonstrates how China’s energy challenges are shaping the 
way its leadership is approaching climate mitigation at the domestic level, 
which in turn shapes its positioning in international climate negotiations. 
Even as international pressure and attention shift to China as the larg-
est global emitter, China’s actions internationally are still predominantly 
shaped by domestic, rather than international, factors. As a result, changes 
in China’s domestic energy policy agenda in the last decade have permit-
ted a change in China’s approach to global environmental diplomacy, par-
ticularly in the context of the international climate change negotiations. 
! is began with the central government’s emphasis on energy e"  ciency, 
followed by a dramatic push for low-carbon energy development, and the 
regulation of carbon emissions, all reviewed in this chapter. ! ese domestic 
programs have been motivated by energy security concerns and industrial 
policy objectives that have potentially important implications for climate 
mitigation as well. In addition, an increase in the scientifi c and technical 
understanding of its own energy and emissions situation, bolstered by 
sustained investments in scientifi c capacity in this fi eld, have permitted 
China’s policy makers to legislate with more confi dence domestically. While 
still a somewhat reluctant player in the international climate negotiations, 
this evolution in China’s domestic policy environment has led to a dramatic 
shift in China’s international negotiating position as well as in the way in 
which it interacts with the world on environmental issues.  

  UNDERSTANDING THE DRIVERS OF CHINA’S 
ENVIRONMENTAL DIPLOMACY 

 Global climate change presents a challenge to the international commu-
nity that could be considered one of the greatest in our history. As the 
Introduction to this volume points out, it is one of those issues that dem-
onstrates that we live in a shared space, even though climate change poses 
particular challenges to developing countries with limited scientifi c and 
technical capacity to address it. Global environmental regimes on climate 
change have served not only to attempt to address the climate change 
problem but to build capacity in these countries in recognition that such 
capacity will ultimately be important for their ability to understand and 
eventually solve the problem. Environmental regimes are often designed 
specifi cally to transmit new ideas and knowledge, in addition to providing 
fi nance and technology. ! is assistance, whether in the form of informa-
tion, technology, or money, may ultimately change the behavioral norms 
of domestic actors.  2   In addition, the requirements of the regime itself may 
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result in new domestic actors, institutional arrangements, or bureaucratic 
linkages being created, or introduce new actors from the scientifi c and 
expert communities into the policy-making process. 

 China was a latecomer to the international environmental negotiations 
that emerged in the late 1970s, but it has rapidly increased its interaction 
with the international community throughout the late 1980s and 1990s. 
! is interaction has had a profound impact in several respects on China’s 
participation in international environmental accords on issues such as 
ozone depletion, biodiversity, and climate change.  3   It likely has also sub-
stantially broadened the range of policy alternatives that China considers in 
response to these environmental problems, and it has provided China with 
access to new technologies and funds that will be crucial to any response 
that it might undertake.  4   

 ! ere are di# erent paradigms that attempt to address the infl uence of 
international regimes on state policy making, from both the international 
relations  5   and comparative politics literatures.  6   As Elizabeth Economy and 
Miranda Schreurs have argued, “! e state remains a powerful actor in inter-
national politics and continues to play a central role in the establishment 
and enforcement of domestic environmental laws and international envi-
ronmental agreements,” even as “a new class of environmental problems 
that are transnational, regional or even global in scale have emerged.”  7   As 
a result, it is important to understand “both how the state is infl uenced by 
the emergence of new kinds of environmental problems . . . and how states 
are using the internationalization of environmental politics to forward 
their own policy priorities.”  8   

 While there is evidence that, at times, China has taken an approach in 
the international climate negotiations where its own actions are directly 
taken in response to the actions of other countries, the infl uence of the 
international community still remains sharply constrained when compared 
with the role of domestic interests.  9   For example, while China has often 
made its own climate policy announcements right after announcements 
from the United States,  10   China’s plans were developed far in advance even 
if the timing of announcements had a strategic motive.  11   In addition, while 
China has long coordinated its position with the G-77,  12   and more recently 
with the BASIC (Brazil, South Africa, India, China) countries,  13   it has devi-
ated from such coalitions when necessary to protect its own interests. 

 Scholars have long speculated about the extent to which Chinese domes-
tic policies are shaped by international regimes, trying to reconcile inter-
national policy stances with China’s domestic policy-making processes. 
According to Margaret Pearson, in her study of Beijing’s role in multilateral 
economic institutions, multilateral participation may a# ect Chinese policy 
making via the transmission of new ideas, and new norms introduced by 
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the multilateral economic institutions may provide leverage for domestic 
political actors.  14   ! ese observations also hold for China in the climate 
change sphere. Many have pointed to China’s use of environmental policy 
generally to help promote domestic policy priorities that have a superior 
status to environmental issues, including protecting Chinese sovereignty, 
acquiring foreign aid and technical assistance, and promoting economic 
development.  15   Others have argued that domestic reforms have led to 
more proactive engagement in international negotiations. For example, 
domestic institutional reforms that moved climate policy responsibility 
into the ministry responsible for energy policy making may have “eased 
China’s integration into climate negotiations.”  16   While domestic reforms 
have certainly facilitated China’s engagement in the climate negotiations, 
the added technical capacity energy experts brought to the climate change 
challenge perhaps explains this more than the institutional shift itself. 

 Certainly countries act in their own self-interest, and many have pointed 
out that China has been rather successful at using international environ-
mental processes to its advantage.  17   Environmental regimes often include 
external fi nancial and technical assistance, and some regimes, including the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 
the Montreal Protocol, have included mechanisms to facilitate the transfer 
of environmentally friendly technologies and foreign investment.  18   China 
has attracted sizable climate mitigation funds through both the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF) and the Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM). Now the world leader in terms of CDM-induced greenhouse gas 
reduction credits, China has learned how to use the CDM to its advantage.  19   
As of January 2012, 64 percent of total expected annual certifi ed emission 
reductions registered globally were located in China.  20   ! e rules govern-
ing the CDM in China are viewed as “carefully crafted . . . to heavily favor 
Chinese interests and control, and to ensure Chinese ‘resources’ are pro-
tected,” and have become a cause for complaint by many potential foreign 
investors—particularly the stipulation that only majority-owned Chinese 
enterprises may serve as project owners.  21   China’s CDM dominance is cer-
tainly due in part to its sizable mitigation potential, but many other large 
developing countries have not been as successful at ensuring that CDM 
funds would be directed their way.  

  THE EVOLUTION OF CHINA’S CLIMATE CHANGE DIPLOMACY 

 China’s positioning in the international climate negotiations has been con-
sistently driven by domestic factors, namely, China’s energy and industrial 
policy objectives. In addition, an increase in the scientifi c and technical 
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understanding of its own energy and emissions situation has permitted 
China to legislate with more confi dence domestically. ! is section chroni-
cles China’s evolving positioning in the international climate change nego-
tiations, key developments in China’s domestic low-carbon energy policy, 
and the relationship between the two. 

  China’s historical positioning in global climate negotiations 

 China began its participation in global environmental processes as a some-
what adversarial actor. In June 1972, the United Nations Conference on the 
Human Environment met in Stockholm to discuss “the need for a common 
outlook and for common principles to inspire and guide the people of the 
world in the preservation and enhancement of the human environment.”  22   
! e Stockholm Conference not only was the fi rst UN-sponsored attempt 
to examine the impact that social and economic development have on the 
environment, but also the very fi rst UN Conference on any topic attended 
by representatives of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).  23   At this time 
China was in the midst of its Cultural Revolution, and closed o#  to much of 
the world. Yet China is on record as being actively involved in Stockholm, 
as well as outspoken in its criticism of the powerful countries of the time.  24   
While the representative of China “stressed that the Chinese Government 
and people were actively in support of the Conference and that the delega-
tion of China had made unremitting e# orts to arrive at positive results,” he 
also “emphasized that the draft Declaration had failed to point out the main 
reason for pollution of the environment: the policy of plunder, aggression 
and war carried out by imperialist, colonialist and neo-colonialist coun-
tries, especially by the super-Powers.”  25   China’s delegation did not sign 
onto the fi nal agreement because they wanted it to contain strong socialist 
statements, and it did not.  26   

 ! e Stockholm conference was followed by more international envi-
ronmental meetings, but the modern era of international environmental 
diplomacy can really be said to have begun with the 1992 United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro.  27   
Chinese Premier Li Peng attended the Rio conference, where he empha-
sized that economic development should not be neglected in the pursuit of 
environmental protection, and that international cooperation should not 
interfere with national sovereignty,  28   thus setting the stage for China’s sub-
sequent environmental diplomacy. Rio also marked the start of the UNFCCC, 
signed initially by 154 states, and with the ultimate objective of stabiliz-
ing greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would 
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prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.  29   As 
of mid-2012, 195 countries including China have ratifi ed the UNFCCC.  30   At 
the time the UNFCCC was signed, China already was ranked third out of the 
parties to the Convention, behind the United States and Europe, in terms of 
emissions, but already ahead of Russia and with almost four times the emis-
sions of the next largest developing country emitter, India.  31   

 ! e fi rst Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC took place in 
Berlin in 1995, and China made a good showing, sending nineteen dele-
gates—more than Russia or Brazil’s nine, but slightly less than the number 
sent by Japan, the United States, and Australia.  32   ! e Kyoto Protocol fol-
lowed in 1997. ! at year, China still lagged behind the United States and 
Western Europe as a leading greenhouse gas (GHG) emitter. ! is in com-
bination with its non-OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) status secured its position as a non-Annex I country.  33   A key 
obstacle to developing-country engagement in the international climate 
change negotiations is the fi rewall that has been placed between developed 
and developing countries. Institutionalized in the Kyoto Protocol (KP), this 
fi rewall emerged in the context of the negotiations initiated by the 1995 
Berlin Mandate.  34   ! e Berlin Mandate allowed the international climate 
regime to advance by focusing only on developed country emissions, leav-
ing developing country emissions not only o#  the table but also, by many 
interpretations, fully excluded from future discussion.  35   Removing this 
“fi rewall” has been a core goal of many developed countries ever since the 
beginnings of a two-track mandate to open new negotiations under both 
the UNFCCC and KP were initiated in 2005 at COP 11 (and “MOP 1:” the 
fi rst Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol) in Montreal. 

 Historically China’s position in the international climate negotiations 
has rarely deviated from that of the rest of the developing world, as col-
lectively articulated by the Group of 77 (G-77), a group of 132 (formerly 
77) developing countries.  36   Developing countries have used their solidar-
ity strategically to infl uence the climate change negotiations, despite the 
growing economic di# erentiation and often disparate climate policy inter-
ests within that bloc. Aware of their limited weight if acting in isolation, 
developing countries have attempted to build common positions in the 
coalition of the G-77, the largest intergovernmental organization of devel-
oping states in the United Nations. ! e G-77 has provided a means for these 
countries to articulate and promote their collective economic interests and 
enhance their joint negotiating capacity on all major issues within the UN 
system. On climate change, the grouping has consistently emphasized the 
historical responsibility that the industrialized world bears and the dispar-
ity between per capita emissions that persists between the developed and 
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developing world, resisting any commitments to reduce the group’s own 
GHG emissions. 

 China has been the largest developing country emitter of GHG for 
decades. As a major economy, China does not have the problem of limited 
weight if it acts alone, but it uses its membership in the G-77 to avoid being 
singled out as the largest emitter among developing countries. Yet its size 
also allows it to take a leadership role in formulating the positions of the 
G-77. China has a hand in crafting the group’s positions while ensuring 
that a large contingent of countries will stand at its side when that position 
is presented before the world. 

 ! roughout most of the 2000s China’s alliance with the G-77 did not 
wane, though it did form new alliances. A subgroup of G-77 member coun-
tries, referred to as the “BASIC” negotiating block, emerged around the 
time of the 2009 Copenhagen negotiations. BASIC, the acronym given to 
the large, emerging economy emitters of Brazil, South Africa, India and 
China, has served primarily as a platform for mutual assurance, ensuring 
that no single one of these countries so crucial to the overall politics of the 
negotiations steps too far out of line with the negotiating positions of the 
others. Leading up to the 2007 climate negotiations in Bali, which had a 
large focus on the tropical forest nations due to the location in Indonesia, 
the members of the G-77 began to diverge somewhat in their positions. 
Some countries with tropical forests, including Brazil and a coalition of 
thirty-two rain forest countries such as Costa Rica and Papua New Guinea, 
stated a willingness to take on voluntary targets to reduce deforestation in 
return for compensation, even though the G-77 position historically had 
not included voluntary international targets of any form.  37   While the G-77 
still constitutes a powerful negotiating block, signs of discord among mem-
bers demonstrate a weakening alliance. 

 While there were signs of changes afoot in China’s negotiating posi-
tion in Bali in 2007, at this time China was in the midst of its 11th FYP 
period and only just beginning to see the results of its ambitious domes-
tic energy e"  ciency programs. In addition, its national Renewable Energy 
Law had been launched the previous year and was only starting to incentiv-
ize large-scale renewable energy development. ! e evolution of these pro-
grams is described in more detail in the next section.  

  ! e emergence of China’s domestic low-carbon energy strategy 

 ! e concept of a low-carbon economy began taking hold in the last 
decade. Some would trace the origins of China’s low-carbon strategy to the 
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emergence of what was called the “scientifi c viewpoint of development,” 
developed in the Central Economic Work Conference in December 2004.  38   
In the past, economic growth was based on high-volume consumption of 
energy and raw materials, causing heavy pollution, low output, and low 
e"  ciency.  39   ! is new growth mode would be based on conservation, sci-
ence, and technology.  40   

 Energy is directly tied to economic development, and the relation-
ship between energy use and economic growth matters greatly in China. 
Although China quadrupled its gross domestic product (GDP) between 
1980 and 2000, it did so while merely doubling the amount of energy it 
consumed during that period. ! is allowed China’s  energy intensity  (ratio 
of energy consumption to GDP) and consequently the  emissions intensity  
(ratio of carbon dioxide–equivalent emissions to GDP) of its economy to 
decline sharply, marking a dramatic achievement in energy-intensity gains 
not paralleled in any other country at a similar stage of industrialization. 
! is achievement has important implications not just for China’s economic 
growth trajectory but also for the quantity of China’s energy-related emis-
sions. Reducing the total quantity of energy consumed also contributes to 
the country’s energy security. Without this reduction in the energy inten-
sity of the economy, China would have used more than three times the 
energy than it actually expended during this period. 

 ! is shift was driven at least in part by increasing concerns among China’s 
leadership about national energy security. China became a net importer 
of petroleum products in 1993 and is now the world’s second-largest con-
sumer of oil behind the United States. Concerns about energy security 
after embargoes from the United States and Soviet Union in the 1950s and 
1960s initiated internal debates among the leadership. Discussions inten-
sifi ed during the early 2000s as domestic oil demand escalated.  41   

 ! e beginning of the twenty-fi rst century has brought new challenges 
to the relationships among energy consumption, emissions, and economic 
growth in China. Starting in 2002, China’s declining energy intensity trend 
reversed, and energy growth surpassed economic growth for the fi rst time 
in decades (see Figure 8.3). ! is trend continued until 2005. During that 
time, this reversal had dramatic implications for energy security and green-
house gas emissions growth in China. In 2007, China’s emissions were up 
8 percent from the previous year, making China the largest national emit-
ter in the world for the fi rst time (surpassing U.S. emissions that year by 
14 percent).  42   Looking ahead, recent projections put China’s emissions in 
2030 in the range of 400 to 600 percent above 1990 levels. Globally this 
translates to almost 50 percent of all new energy-related CO 2  emissions 
between now and 2030.  43   China’s long-term energy security is dependent 
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not only on having su"  cient supplies of energy to sustain its very high rate 
of economic growth but also on being able to manage the growth in energy 
demand without causing intolerable environmental damage. 

 China’s increase in energy-related pollution in the past few years has 
been driven primarily by industrial energy use, fueled by an increased per-
centage of coal in the overall energy mix. Industry consumes about 70 per-
cent of China’s energy, and China’s industrial base supplies much of the 
world. As a result, China’s current environmental challenges are fueled in 
part by the global demand for its products. For example, China in 2010 
produced about 44 percent of the world’s steel and 66 percent of its alumi-
num.  44   ! ese concerns about energy security, coupled with the reversal in 
national energy intensity trends from 2002–05, resulted in a new focus in 
energy savings and in low carbon development within the 11th FYP. 

 ! e 11th FYP (2006–10) began a multipronged approach across the econ-
omy to decrease national energy intensity and to build up a set of strategic 

0.45

Energy Intensity

Carbon Intensity
1.2

1

0.8

0.6

0.4

0.2

0

0.40
0.35

0.25
0.20
0.15
0.10
0.05
0.00

1980
1982

1984
1986

1988
1990

1992
1994

1996
1998

2000
2002

2004
2006

2008

1980
1982

1984
1986

1988
1990

1992
1994

1996
1998

2000
2002

2004
2006

2008

K
gc

e/
!

ou
sa

nd
 2

00
0 

RM
B

Ca
rb

on
 D

io
xi

de
 E

m
is

si
on

(M
ill

io
n 

to
nn

es
 C

O
2)

/
G

D
P 

(B
ill

io
n 

20
00

 R
M

B)
0.30

 Figure 8.3 
    Trends in China’s energy and carbon intensity. 
 Source: Calculated by author using data from National Bureau of Statistics (NBS).  China Energy Statistical Yearbook 
2010 . Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2010; International Energy Agency.  CO   2    Emissions from Fuel Combustion  
(2010 ed.). Paris: OECD/IEA, 2010; World Bank.  World Development Indicators (Population) .Washington, DC: 
World Bank, 2011.  
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low-carbon industries. ! e centerpiece of the plan was to promote the 
service industries—the so-called tertiary sector—because of their higher 
value-added to the economy and the energy and environmental benefi ts 
associated with a weaker reliance on heavy manufacturing. ! e goal was to 
move the economy away from heavy industry and toward the service-based 
industries. In so doing, energy use was expected to decline, and environ-
mental quality expected to improve. ! e FYP included a major program to 
improve energy e"  ciency nationwide, including a goal of reducing energy 
intensity (energy consumption per unit of GDP) by 20 percent below 2005 
levels by 2010. ! e government projected that meeting this target would 
reduce China’s greenhouse gas emissions 10 percent below “business as 
usual”; researchers estimated that over 1.5 billion tons of carbon dioxide 
reductions would be achieved.  45   ! e energy-intensity target was part of a 
broader government goal of quadrupling economic growth while doubling 
energy consumption between 2000 and 2020.  46   

 In 2006, the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) 
launched a major program to improve energy e"  ciency in China’s 1,000 
largest enterprises, which together consumed one-third of China’s primary 
energy. ! e group included the largest energy users in the energy supply 
sectors (coal, electricity, oil) and in the largest energy-using industrial 
subsectors (including iron and steel). Under the program, each enterprise 
agreed to an energy e"  ciency improvement plan and to have its energy use 
monitored.  47   

 ! e NDRC announced in early 2007 that it would close many ine"  cient 
industrial plants manufacturing a range of products including cement, alu-
minum, ferro-alloy, coking, calcium carbide, cement, and steel. All cement 
plants with annual capacity of less than 200,000 tons were to be closed by 
the end of 2008, with 250 million tons of outdated cement capacity to be 
eliminated by 2010. Shutdowns also extended to small, ine"  cient power 
plants, with 50 gigawatts (GW), targeted for shutdowns before 2010. ! e 
closure of ine"  cient power and industrial facilities also helped contrib-
ute to the decline in energy intensity during the 11th FYP period, with a 
reported 72.1 GW of thermal capacity closed—equivalent to 16 percent 
of the size of the capacity added over the period. An additional 8 GW of 
coal plants were reportedly shut down in 2011 alone, with further closures 
planned over the next years. 

 ! e NDRC has reported that the 11th FYP energy-intensity target was 
essentially met, claiming a 19.1 rather than a 20 percent reduction (see 
Figure 8.3), and there is no doubt that much was learned through e# orts 
to improve e"  ciency nationwide. In addition, many changes were made to 
enhance levels of enforcement at the local level, including the incorporation 
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of compliance with energy-intensity targets into the evaluation for local 
o"  cials.      

 One key element of China’s energy strategy, as well as its low-carbon 
development strategy, is the promotion of renewable energy technologies. 
! is e# ort was kick-started with the passage of the Renewable Energy Law 
of the PRC, which became e# ective on January 1, 2006.  48   ! e law created a 
framework for regulating renewable energy and was hailed at the time as a 
breakthrough in the development of renewable energy in China. It estab-
lished a national renewable-energy target, a mandatory connection and pur-
chase policy, a feed-in tari#  system, and a cost-sharing mechanism, including 
a special fund for renewable-energy development. ! e government has also 
set a target of producing 15 percent of its primary energy from nonfossil 
sources by 2020, which includes renewable energy and nuclear power. Power 
companies have mandatory renewable-energy targets for both their genera-
tion portfolios and annual electricity production that they must meet. In 
December 2009 amendments to the Renewable Energy Law were passed, 
further strengthening the process through which renewable-electricity proj-
ects are connected to the grid and dispatched e"  ciently.  49   

 Policies to promote renewable energy also include mandates and incen-
tives to support the development of domestic technologies and indus-
tries—for instance, by requiring the use of domestically manufactured 
components. China invested US$50 billion in 2010 in renewable-energy 
development, far more than any other country in the world.  50   

 It is evident from the timeline above that China’s positioning in the 
international climate negotiations lagged behind its domestic energy and 
climate action. It was not until the lead-up to the Copenhagen climate 
negotiations in the fall of 2009 that China’s domestic climate and energy 
undertakings began to make their way into the international climate nego-
tiation process. Taking many observers by surprise, the Chinese govern-
ment came forward with its fi rst ever carbon target, pledging a 40–45 
percent reduction in national carbon intensity from 2005 levels by 2020. 
! is carbon-intensity target built on the 11th FYP’s energy intensity tar-
get, and foreshadowed China’s 12th FYP.   

  BUILDING INSTITUTIONAL, SCIENTIFIC, AND TECHNICAL 
CAPACITY ON ENERGY AND CLIMATE 

 ! e 2000s were a crucial time for building institutional, scientifi c, and tech-
nical capacity on energy and climate change within China. At the time of 
the fi rst international negotiations on climate change, the Chinese had only 
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a very limited research e# ort under way. ! e research of the past decade, 
both on climate science as well as on the country’s energy system, has laid 
the groundwork for both China’s future domestic policy developments and 
its international positioning. 

  New domestic institutional arrangements 

 In the 1990s, the role of advising the government on policy options in 
international negotiations surrounding the UNFCCC shifted the responsi-
bility from the State Meteorological Administration to the more powerful 
State Development and Planning Commission, which has since evolved into 
the National Development and Reform Commission. ! e move indicated a 
shift in the relative weight given to the issue, as well as perhaps a change 
in perspective, where climate change was seen not only as a scientifi c issue 
but also increasingly as an issue of economic development. ! e NDRC also 
serves as the primary energy policy decision-making authority in China, 
and this move may have refl ected the clear need for climate priorities to be 
coordinated better with energy decisions. 

 ! e NDRC was also home to the former National Coordination 
Committee on Climate Change (NCCCC), which oversaw climate activi-
ties across the NDRC, the Ministry of Foreign A# airs (MFA), the Ministry 
of Science and Technology (MOST), and the former State Environmental 
Protection Administration (SEPA). ! e National Leading Committee on 
Climate Change replaced the former NCCCC in 2007, and it now includes 
representatives from twenty government agencies. 

 NDRC and MFA are currently responsible for formulating China’s inter-
national negotiation positions, although the Chinese delegation at the 
UN climate negotiations includes representatives from many other agen-
cies and organizations, including MOST, the Ministry of Finance, and the 
Ministry of Environmental Protection, as well as representatives from the 
forestry, transportation, meteorological, and agriculture agencies. ! e 
delegation also frequently includes academic experts from the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences and the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, as well 
as Tsinghua University and Renmin University, and the Energy Research 
Institute (ERI). Leading Chinese research organizations that often provide 
analytical input to shape government policy decisions have signifi cantly 
scaled up their work in this area over the past decade, and they are increas-
ingly conducting research and analysis that is being used to directly shape 
policy decisions.  51   For example, ERI has been leading national energy 
modeling e# orts to examine di# erent scenarios for China’s energy future 
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and the implications of di# erent energy-intensity and, more recently, 
carbon-intensity targets. 

 Representatives of the international scientifi c community were involved 
in initial e# orts to build up China’s technical capacity. For example, many 
of China’s emerging energy specialists were brought to the United States 
for training in the 1990s.  52   ! e United States has also played a role in estab-
lishing leading clean energy research organizations in China. For example, 
! e Beijing Energy E"  ciency Center (BECon) was founded in 1993 with 
support from the Pacifi c Northwest Laboratory and Lawrence Berkeley 
Laboratory of the United States, along with the World Wildlife Fund for 
Nature. BECon is administratively part of the NDRC’s Energy Research 
Institute but operates as a nonprofi t, independent nongovernmental 
energy conservation and promotion organization. ERI has led much of 
the analysis on energy e"  ciency that has contributed to NDRC’s energy 
e"  ciency policies of the past decade. It is also leading much of the work 
on collecting national energy data and estimating levels of Chinese CO 2  
emissions.  

  Establishing a national scientifi c basis for climate change 

 In 1988, through a joint e# ort of the World Meteorological Organization 
(WMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was created as an e# ort 
by the United Nations to provide the governments of the world with a clear 
scientifi c view of what is happening to the world’s climate. According to 
the document on the protection of global climate for present and future 
generations, released by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 
December 1988, the goal of the IPCC is “to provide internationally coor-
dinated scientifi c assessments of the magnitude, timing and potential 
environmental and socio-economic impact of climate change and realis-
tic response strategies.”  53   In 1990, the IPCC released its First Assessment 
Report (FAR), the scientifi c evidence of which “unveiled the importance of 
climate change as a topic deserving a political platform among countries to 
tackle its consequences.”  54   ! e FAR “confi rmed the scientifi c evidence for 
climate change and enabled governments to base their policy decisions on 
the most up-to-date information available,” and therefore played a decisive 
role leading to the formation of the UNFCCC.  55   

 China is a member of the IPCC and has been involved in the research as 
well as the leadership of the organization. In 2002, Qin Dahe of China was 
elected a member of the new IPCC Bureau as well as co-chair of Working 
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Group I on the physical science of climate change, and Zhou Lingxi serves 
on the Bureau of the Task Force on National Greenhouse Gas Inventories.  56   
! e IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) was comprised of 460 lead 
authors world-wide, 28 of whom were selected from China.  57   

 ! e Chinese government released its fi rst “National Assessment Report 
on Climate Change” in late 2006, conducted as a collaborative e# ort among 
more than twenty government departments and taking four years to com-
plete.  58   In late 2011, the 710-page Second National Assessment Report on 
Climate Change was released. Structured similarly to the IPCC reports, the 
Chinese assessment consists of three parts: climate change history and 
trends, impacts and adaptation, and mitigation and socioeconomic evalua-
tion. It does not set policy but o# ers a basis of evidence and forecasts that will 
shape policy. ! e writing of the report is supervised by government o"  cials, 
but it is written by teams of some of China’s foremost climate scientists.  59    

  Developing metrics for accountability 

 China historically has been consistent in its position that, as a develop-
ing country, it will not take on any binding international commitments to 
reduce its GHG emissions. Some of China’s hesitancy to make international 
commitments stems from reasonable concerns about energy data quality 
and transparency. 

 In recent years, China’s emissions have soared. It is estimated that around 
the year 2007 it became the world’s largest annual emitter of greenhouse 
gases, surpassing the United States. As recently as 2004, experts were pro-
jecting that China’s CO 2  emissions would not surpass those of the United 
States until after 2030.  60   In 2006 this date was revised to 2013,  61   but esti-
mates released in 2007 demonstrated that China had already reached the 
number-one spot.  62   ! is caught many (including the Chinese government) 
o#  guard. 

 Now that China is in the number-one position among national green-
house gas emitters, its leaders have recognized their need to get a much 
better handle on China’s own emissions inventory and its projected emis-
sions trajectory. In developing countries, where resource constraints result 
in limited data quality, inventories of national greenhouse gas emissions 
are notoriously inexact.  63   ! e uncertainty associated with national invento-
ries makes it very di"  cult to implement greenhouse gas reduction commit-
ments that rely on baseline inventories and estimated annual improvements 
at the national level, particularly in developing countries. Having in place a 
national emissions inventory system will likely be a crucial step in enabling 
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the adoption and enforcement of any binding emissions reduction policies, 
whether enacted nationally or internationally. 

 At COP 16 in December 2010 in Cancun, developing countries agreed to 
increase the frequency of their national communications to at least every 
four years, and of national emissions inventories to every two years, as 
well as agreeing to the international measurement, reporting, and verifi ca-
tion of both inventories and mitigation actions.  64   China has not publicly 
released any o"  cial carbon dioxide emissions inventories that date past 
1994, although an updated inventory is expected to be part of its next 
national communication.  65     

  A NEW ERA OF DOMESTIC ACTION AND 
INTERNATIONAL ENGAGEMENT 

 At the beginning of the 12th FYP period in early 2011, China was in a very 
di# erent position than it had been in just a few years before. ! e results 
of the 11th FYP were now evident, and the leadership was increasingly 
confi dent that the 20 percent energy-intensity target had been essentially 
achieved. Also under way was a shift in the national statistical system used 
to measure energy consumption and energy e"  ciency, and the develop-
ment of a more robust system to measure and estimate greenhouse gas 
emissions. As a result, provisions for the regulation of carbon explicitly 
appeared in China’s core national economic plan for the fi rst time. In addi-
tion, China, also for the fi rst time, signaled in the international climate 
negotiations that it would be willing to take on a binding international 
commitment. Not only were China’s international proclamations now 
being more directly linked to domestic policies, but the previous decade’s 
achievements in energy e"  ciency and renewable energy, and the scientifi c 
basis for both action and assessment, had put China in a far more confi dent 
position as it entered the international climate negotiations at COP 17 in 
Durban. 

  ! e 12th Five-Year Plan 

 In China’s 12th Five-Year Plan (2011–15) the government more explicitly 
identifi ed a new set of high-value strategic industries as essential to the 
future of the Chinese economy,  66   with many low-carbon energy indus-
tries (including the nuclear, solar, wind and biomass energy technology 
industries, as well as hybrid and electric vehicles, and energy savings and 

09_Foot_Ch08.indd   21609_Foot_Ch08.indd   216 4/24/2013   1:31:27 PM4/24/2013   1:31:27 PM



C HINA’S  E NVIRONME N TA L DIPLOM AC Y  !  2 1 7  "

environmental protection technology industries) mentioned.  67   ! ese “stra-
tegic and emerging” industries are being promoted to replace the “old” stra-
tegic industries such as coal and telecom (often referred to as China’s pillar 
industries), which are heavily state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and have 
long benefi ted from government support. Over 70 percent of SOE assets 
and profi ts are concentrated in the “old” strategic industries. ! is move 
to rebrand China’s strategic industries likely signals the start of a new 
wave of industrial policy support for the new strategic industries which 
may include access to dedicated state industrial funds, increased access to 
private capital, or industrial policy support through access to preferential 
loans or research and development (R&D) funds. Other targets encour-
age increased innovative activity, including a target for R&D expenditure 
to account for 2.2 percent of GDP, and for 3.3 patents per 10,000 people. 
During the 11th FYP period, an estimated 15.3 percent of government 
stimulus funding was directed toward innovation, energy conservation, 
ecological improvements, and industrial restructuring.  68   

 Adopted by the Chinese government in March 2011, the 12th FYP also 
set the stage for China’s fi rst ever carbon-intensity target and pilot cap 
and trade programs, representing a monumental change in the country’s 
approach to global climate change. It also established a new set of targets 
and policies for the 2011–15 time frame.  69   

 ! e 12th FYP establishes the goal of gradually establishing a national 
carbon trading market, and a handful of provinces have announced the 
beginnings of pilot carbon-trading schemes. An October 2011 NDRC notice 
included the announcement of the provinces and municipalities selected 
to pilot a cap and trade program for carbon dioxide: Guangdong, Hubei, 
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Chongqing, and Shenzhen.  70   ! e Tianjin Climate 
Exchange (TCX), a joint venture of China National Petroleum Corporation 
Assets Management Co. Ltd. (CNPCAM), the Chicago Climate Exchange 
(CCX), and the city of Tianjin, is positioning itself to be the clearinghouse 
for any future carbon-trading program, although there are several other 
exchanges that have been established around the country. Implementing 
a carbon trading scheme in China, even on a small-scale or pilot basis, will 
not be without signifi cant challenges. Concerns have already been raised 
from both domestic and foreign-owned enterprises operating in China 
about how the regulation could a# ect their bottom-line profi tability. But 
the key challenge is likely technical, resulting from the minimal capacity 
currently in place to measure and monitor carbon emissions in China. As a 
result, also promised in the 12th FYP is an improved system for monitor-
ing GHG emissions, which will be needed to assess compliance with the 
carbon-intensity target, and to prepare the national GHG inventories that, 
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under the Cancun Agreements, are to be reported more frequently to the 
UNFCCC and undergo international assessment. 

 ! e 12th FYP builds directly on the 11th FYP energy-intensity target 
and its associated programs, setting a new target to reduce energy inten-
sity by an additional 16 percent by 2015. ! is may seem less ambitious 
than the 20 percent reduction targeted in the 11th FYP, but it probably 
represents a much more substantial challenge because the largest and least 
e"  cient enterprises have already undertaken e"  ciency improvements, 
leaving smaller, more e"  cient plants to be targeted in this second round. 
Under preparation is a new “Top 10,000” program, which is modeled after 
the Top 1,000 Program but adds an order of magnitude of companies to the 
mix. But as the number of plants grows, so do the challenges of collecting 
accurate data and enforcing targets. 

 ! e 12th FYP also includes a target to increase nonfossil energy sources 
(including hydro, nuclear, and renewable energy) to 11.4 percent of total 
energy use (up from 8.3 percent in 2010).  71   While not formally enshrined in 
the 12th FYP, another recent notable announcement is a cap on total energy 
consumption of 4 billion tons of coal equivalent (tce) in 2015.  72   To meet the 
cap on energy consumption, annual energy growth would need to slow to an 
average of 4.24 percent per year, from 5.9 percent between 2009 and 2010. 
! e government is also trying to slow GDP growth rates, targeting 7 percent 
per year—far below recent growth rates. Lower GDP growth rates make it 
even more challenging for China to meet energy- and carbon-intensity tar-
gets, since energy and carbon need to grow more slowly than GDP for the 
country to achieve declining energy and carbon intensity.  

  ! e 2011 Durban climate negotiations 

 ! e 2011 climate negotiations in Durban, South Africa, saw two poten-
tially signifi cant changes to long-held elements of China’s negotiating posi-
tion. ! e fi rst was a potential shift in China’s willingness to adopt legally 
binding commitments as part of a future climate change agreement, rather 
than just voluntary commitments. ! is was refl ected in China’s support of 
the Durban Platform in which UNFCCC parties agreed “to launch a process 
to develop a protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed outcome with 
legal force under the Convention applicable to all Parties.”  73   ! e second 
was a new openness toward discussing absolute GHG emissions targets, 
rather than just intensity targets. ! ese changes are very likely a result 
of the programs that have been implemented domestically in the wake of 
China’s carbon-intensity target and since the Copenhagen negotiations to 
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both measure and monitor domestic emissions and to implement domes-
tic carbon-trading programs. Since early 2011, China’s National Energy 
Administration (NEA) has discussed implementing a cap on total domestic 
energy consumption by the year 2015, which could certainly pave the way 
for an absolute emissions target as well.  74   

 Another notable change in China’s approach to the international cli-
mate negotiations that was on display at the Durban climate talks was a 
new level of openness, displayed through a series of public events hosted 
by the Chinese delegation and featuring Chinese negotiators, research-
ers, and NGOs that far outnumbered those convened by China in previous 
negotiations. ! e Chinese delegation rarely spoke about their domestic 
energy and climate change initiatives at the UNFCCC meetings until 2007; 
and the fi rst o"  cial UNFCCC side event hosted by a Chinese NGO only 
took place as recently as 2009. ! is shift toward more proactive engage-
ment, both with other country delegations and with the civil society com-
munity, points to an increased willingness on the part of China to both 
explain its domestic climate and energy challenges and to articulate its 
accomplishments.   

  CONCLUSIONS 

 ! is chapter demonstrates how China’s energy challenges are shaping the 
way its leadership is approaching climate mitigation at the domestic level, 
which in turn is shaping its positioning in international climate negotia-
tions. For many years, China’s climate change negotiating position favored 
inaction over action. At the beginning of the 12th FYP period in early 2011, 
however, China was in a very di# erent position than a few years before. 
Provisions for the regulation of carbon explicitly appeared in China’s core 
national economic plan for the fi rst time. In addition, China also for the fi rst 
time signaled in the international climate negotiations in Durban that it may 
be willing to take on a binding international commitment. An increase in the 
scientifi c and technical understanding of the energy and emissions situation 
within the country, accompanied by increased engagement with the interna-
tional scientifi c community on climate change, has permitted China to legis-
late with more confi dence domestically. Low carbon development has come 
to be positioned at the core of China’s overarching national economic plan, 
which has now established a domestic policy framework to implement car-
bon management programs alongside a low-carbon development strategy. 

 China’s domestic climate policy actions have in many respects been 
more vigorous than the international pledges the country’s leadership is 
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willing to make in the same policy area. However, this is unlikely to per-
sist, with China’s global environmental commitments eventually coming 
closer into line with those made at the domestic level. Not only are China’s 
international proclamations now more directly being linked to domestic 
policies, but the previous decade’s achievements in energy e"  ciency and 
renewable energy, and the scientifi c basis for both action and assessment, 
has put China in a far more confi dent position in the international climate 
negotiations.  
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