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C H A P T E R  1 3

The Good, the Bad,  
and the Ugly

Framing of China in News Media  
Coverage of Global Climate Change

Yan Wu 

China was the world’s second largest CO2 emitter in 2002. However, the association 
of climate change and China had not attracted media attention until the end of 2006, 
when China released its first national assessment of global warming report on 27 
December. Media coverage of China’s role in the global fight against climate change 
reached its peak in 2007 and started declining in 2008.

The framing of China in news media coverage of global climate change highlights 
Ulrich Beck’s (1996) argument that a risk society is intrinsically a media society. 
Invisible environmental risks need to be identified and visualised in the public sphere 
before they can “acquire the status of ‘social problems’ that the public should be con-
cerned about” (Hansen, 2000: 55). Media coverage of certain risk issues may amplify 
public interest and thus create a sense of urgency around them (Bennett, 1999). The 
legitimacy in the public sphere makes certain risk issues the centre towards which 
“politicians and other decision-makers should direct attention, legislation, and 
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resources” (Hansen, 2000: 55). During this process, “whose framing of reality” (Ryan, 
1991: 53), or whose interpretation of the issue, is favoured by media will largely affect 
public perception, assessment, and management of risks.

This chapter applies framing theory to China’s representation in news media cov-
erage of global climate change. Using the Lexis-Nexis Asia-Pacific News database, 
285 news articles between 7 July 1998 and 7 July 2008 are analysed. The stories cho-
sen have “China” in their headlines and have either “climate change” or “global warm-
ing” mentioned at least three times in the main body. These stories come from 47 
news outlets based in 17 countries and regions,1 including major international media 
players such as Australian Broadcasting Corporation, the AFP, the Associated Press, 
Chinadaily.com.cn, Deutsche Presse-Agentur, the United Press International, and 
Xinhua News Agency. Such a sample allows an insight into patterns of global climate 
change discourse by comparing media coverage of the same issue across geopolitical 
regions and over a period of time. Key questions asked in this chapter include: How 
do media visualise global climate change and its connection to China? Who are the 
major claims-makers in media’s coverage of global climate change? What is the evalu-
ation by different media of global climate change as a risk?

Visualising China in the Global  
Climate Change Debate

Climate change as an environmental risk is largely invisible, all pervasive, and unprec-
edented. Thus, climate change is difficult to fit into the 24-hour news scheduling that 
is decided by news criteria such as timeliness, proximity, frequency, and unambigu-
ity. Environmental risks such as global warming enter news when they can be linked 
to newsworthy events or conflicts over policy (Miller & Riechert, 2000: 48). Kitzinger 
and Reilly’s (1997) research sheds light on how “source availability” affects journalis-
tic selection of risk news stories. Bennett (1999) argues that risk reporting is largely 
dictated by “media triggers” and one of the “media triggers” is blame, i.e., media’s capa-
bility of identifying a target and holding it for responsibility. Media coverage of China’s 
connection to global warming illustrates how source availability, conflicts over policy, 
and blame are used as media triggers, which leads to a rise in reporting during certain 
periods.

Over a 10-year period, from the summer of 1998 to the summer of 2008, we see 
a significant rise in 2007 in reporting on China and global climate change (see Figure 
1). The first half of 2007 (especially February, April, and June) especially attracted 
media coverage on China and global warming (see Figure 2).

1  They are Australia, China, France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, Japan, Malaysia, New 
Zealand, NGO (based in Argentina), Papua, New Guinea, Russia, Singapore, Thailand, 
Turkey, UK, and US.
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Figure 1: News Stories on “China” and “Climate Change” or 
“Global Warming,” 1998–2008

China was the world’s second largest CO2 emitter in 2002, with 13.9 percent of 
global emissions (Chameides & Bergin, 2002). However, the association of climate 
change and China had only started attracting media attention in December 2006, 
when China released its first national assessment of global warming report. This 
report for the first time warned the nation of the foreseeable consequences of climate 
change such as water shortage and food insecurity that would impact on China’s fur-
ther economic development (Lin et al., 2007).

In 2007, further availability of political and scientific sources triggered a peak in 
media coverage of global climate change. Meanwhile, conflicts over geopolitical inter-
ests in international diplomacy led nation-states to group accordingly and hold others 
accountable for global warming. Under such circumstances, China became the focus 
of media coverage of global climate change. From February to June, several interna-
tional meetings were held and tackling global climate change was a priority on the 
agenda. In June 2007, China unveiled an official plan putting climate change at the 
heart of its energy policy while refusing to cap its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 
In the same month, the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (Milieu en 
Natuur Planbureau, MNP hereafter) released a report concluding that China over-
took the United States and became the world’s number one CO2 emitter (MNP, 
2007). Both news events triggered global media into a snowballing coverage in a short 
period of time of China and its connection to global warming.

News media from China, most of which are still controlled by the Communist 
Party, show a similar trend in reporting China’s role in the global fight against climate 
change. From 1998 to 2006, only 24 stories are identified as covering the issue of 
China and global warming. By contrast, 49 stories were reported by Chinese media 
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in 2007, primarily an attempt by the Communist government to be seen to respond 
to the global finger-pointing at China’s CO2 emission. Chinese media firmly advo-
cated the Chinese government’s stance in arguing that developed countries should 
take more responsibility for global GHG emissions and economic development should 
be prioritised in developing countries.

The media routinise their coverage according to the international political agenda, 
as well as using “media triggers” to cover breaking stories. When political summits, 
intergovernmental meetings, and release of scientific findings “triggered” debates over 
China’s role in global climate change, there was a rise in the number of news stories. 
There was a fall of media coverage of the same issue when international events diverted 
public attention to other issues relating to China (e.g., the Olympic Torch Relay and 
the Tibetan independence campaign in spring 2008).

Source selection and Claims Making
Claims about China’s responsibility for global warming centres on the media’s ability 
to demonstrate whether China’s GHG emissions constitutes a social problem and 
whether it poses a serious environmental risk to the international community. Since 
“institutional sources” are frequently used by media as key agents in information gath-
ering and interpreting (Mythen, 1998: 83), claims about China’s role in global climate 
change involve the interplay of different social and political establishments.

While original claims-making about a social problem may start in one particular forum…
the growth and inf lection of such a problem takes place through complex interaction, 
involving influence and feedback processes, between a number of key fora. (Hansen, 1991: 
446)

There are four main categories of “social fora” represented in the news coverage of 
China and climate change—political groups, science bodies, environmental NGOs, 
and the general public. Because environmental issues usually lack the “sudden” and 
“unexpected” nature of some news stories, they “become known because someone 
makes claims about them” (Hansen, 1991: 449).

Table 1: Source Attribution in Reporting China and Global 
Climate Change, 1998–2008

Stories by all Media
(285 stories)

Stories by Chinese Media
(91 stories)

Source Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Political
establishment 211 74.04 69 75.82
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Scientists or research 
bodies 60 21.05 28 30.77

Environmental groups 25 8.77 3 3.30

General public 9 3.16 2 2.20

No attribution 21 7.37 4 4.40

Note: “Political establishment” includes politicians, international government bodies, nation-
state governments, and official documents (such as environmental whitepapers or assess-
ment reports). More than one source appears in each story.

Anders Hansen (1991: 449) observes that “in the articulation of environmental 
issues…the forum of formal political activity is near the top of the hierarchy, together 
with the scientific community.” This study confirms this point. As shown in Table 1, 
though media systems in China differ from that in democratic countries, there is no 
significant difference in source attribution between the Chinese media and global 
media. The “political establishment” is referenced in 211 stories from all media and 
69 stories from Chinese media, in both cases accounting for about three-quarters of 
all sources. Similarly, scientists or research bodies are ranked as the second most fre-
quent source for both the Chinese media and other media. Activists from environ-
mental groups such as Greenpeace, WWF, and Friends of the Earth were quoted in 
25 stories from all media and in only 3 stories from Chinese media. The public are 
least referenced by all media.

Clearly, political bodies are most successful in securing media attention and there-
fore becoming the primary claims-makers. As a consequence, reporting climate change 
is essentially the reporting of international politics. Controversies resulted from geo-
political interests therefore set the tone for the reporting of climate change.

Climate change is not only a scientific and a technical problem but also an eco-
nomic and geopolitical problem (Barnett, 2007; Payne, 2007). Both the European 
Union and Japan firmly support the Kyoto Protocol and have ratified it. China and 
India ratified the protocol, but as developing countries they are exempt from setting 
concrete targets for their GHG emissions reduction. Australia did not ratify the pro-
tocol until the end of 2007. The United States became a signatory country in 1998, 
but, at the time of writing, has still not ratified the Kyoto Protocol. Payne (2007: 12) 
argues that the major reason for the United States not ratifying the Kyoto Protocol 
under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is because 
of “American economic interests.” That is, the technologies that supply the US energy 
industry cannot be inexpensively replaced and there are diverse industrial interests at 
stake.

However, the real obstacle in the global fight against climate change, which is in 
the economic interests of the existing energy industry, is marginalised in media report-
ing. The media’s reliance on “source availability” makes international political figures 
primary claims-makers. As a consequence, in American and Australian media China 
is framed as the major destructive force; and developed countries (especially the US) 
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are framed in Chinese media as responsible for global warming. “Whom shall we 
blame?” became the key feature of media representation of global warming and an 
important means to mitigate responsibilities.

In covering the G8 plus 5 Summit in June 2007, The Age (Australia) featured a 
story titled “China Takes Hard Line on Climate: Beijing Says Growth Comes First—
Threatening Howard APEC Plan” (5 June 2007). Quoting then British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair, the story created a sense of urgency in forcing China into capping its GHG 
emissions. According to Blair, a “quicker and bolder” response was needed as “time 
was running out” before “we [Western countries] face the consequences.” China’s deci-
sion not to cap GHG emissions represents a political system that can “fail to act” and 
thus forms a contrast to European leaders’ efforts in “pushing for a climate break-
through.” By claiming Beijing “threatened” the Howard APEC plan, The Age righ-
teously asserts Australia’s moral position in the global climate change debate 
(Howard-Williams in chapter 3 and McGaurr and Lester in chapter 14 further exam-
ine Australian coverage of climate change).

The scientific community, due to its expertise in certain areas, is constantly 
treated in the media as an “authority-oriented” claims-maker. In June 2007, the world 
media turned their attention to the MNP’s report which argued that China became 
the world’s number one CO2 emitter. The scientific community was sourced in the 
following days as the primary definer by global media such as the AAP Newsfeed, 
Herald Sun, The Courier Mail, the AP, the AFP, and the Christian Science Monitor.

Meaning, making in environmental news coverage is hierarchically ordered, but 
also based on the interaction between various social agents (Hansen, 1991). The MNP 
achieved a predominant position as a primary definer in June 2007 because the MNP 
report fits into the “whom shall we blame” political discourse. This report therefore 
constructs a more compelling claim than reports on other global warming issues such 
as glacier melting. The media’s representation of climate change as a social issue, there-
fore, focuses on the interplay between the science community and the political 
society.

The figures [from the MNP report] are expected to ramp up pressure on world 
leaders to pursue an international agreement to combat climate change, an agreement 
that will take in China and other major developing economies that are also vast emit-
ters, such as India. (Herald Sun, 21 June 2007)

Environmental groups usually “do not fare well as ‘primary definers’” in risk 
reporting (Hansen, 1991: 449). Compared to scientific authorities and political elites, 
the environmental groups are, in most cases, quoted to advocate dominant claims. 
However, environmental groups can act as “secondary definers” on key issues to pro-
vide an alternative discourse.

[Greenpeace campaigner] Abigail Jabinese said developing economies were being left to 
carry the burden of decades of pollution by industrialised states. She said it was difficult 
for them to accept a proposal supported by Australia and the United States as they were 
the only two industrialised countries which have refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. 
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“They are the ones who have derailed moving forward an important direction for the rest 
of the world,” she told the AFP. (AFP, 6 September 2007)

At the bottom of the claims-making hierarchy is the general public. The general 
public are quoted in 9 stories out of 285 from all media, and 2 out of 91 from Chinese 
media. Local farmers, fishermen, merchants, and residents are mostly quoted to give 
testimony of the impact of global warming on their daily life. Their opinion, however, 
is rarely recorded. Ironically, 16-year-old Taylor Francis, who was a young environ-
mental activist from the United States, offered the only public voice in a China Daily 
story. Francis’s comments were quoted to endorse Chinese students enthusiasm in the 
fight against global warming:

“I’ve been incredibly impressed at how knowledgeable and energized the students here [in 
China] are about climate change,” Francis said. (Chinadaily.com.cn, 4 July 2008)

There is no doubt a hierarchy exists in news media source-selection in covering 
China and global climate change. Simon Cottle’s (2000: 34) research reveals that 
“ordinary voices” from the general public are most often presented “within ‘restricted’ 
forms of news entry.” Pressure groups and professional bodies (especially the science 
community) fare slightly better in terms of their forms of entry, while government 
and political figures are most frequently referenced by the media. Media coverage of 
environmental issues shares much of the “authority-orientation” of other types of cov-
erage (Hansen, 1991: 449). In the media’s framing of who is responsible for global 
climate change, even though different voices are represented, the varying degrees of 
legitimacy accredit political authorities and the scientific community as primary 
claims-makers.

One Issue, Three Parallel Discourses
Craig Trumbo (1996) argues that there is a strong connection between various types 
of claims-makers and the prominence of different frames in media coverage of envi-
ronmental issues. The coverage of China’s responsibility for global warming features 
conflicts between three geopolitical groups that act as claims-makers—China and its 
neighbouring developing countries; the United States and Australia; and Western 
European countries and Japan.

The media’s meaning-making process involves selection and differential treat-
ment in presentation. In reporting global warming, media institutions’ social, eco-
nomic, and political affiliations largely dictate how media from various countries 
frame the same global warming issue differently. Roger Fowler (1991: 10) suggests 
that news is “representational discourse” and therefore anything written “is articu-
lated from a particular ideological position.”

Differentiation in framing China’s responsibility for global warming is reflected 
in the following three questions: First, do developed countries and developing coun-
tries share the same responsibilities for climate change? Second, should a country’s 
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GHG emissions be judged on a per capita or aggregated basis? Third, should China 
actively contain its GHG emissions and fight global warming?

Do Developed Countries and Developing Countries Share  
the Same Responsibilities for Global Climate Change?

There has been a constant dispute among nation-states over who contributes the 
most to global warming, and therefore who should be mainly responsible for it. In 
such a political rhetoric, there is a pair of values that shows “a central contradiction 
in the consensual ideology” (Fowler, 1991: 52). The climate change “hero” is being 
constructive, responsible, honest, and cooperative, while the climate change “villain” 
is being destructive, irresponsible, secretive, and noncooperative.

Among the sample of 285 stories, three distinct political discourses set the tone 
for who is responsible.

China: Developed Countries Must Act on Climate (Chinadaily.com.cn,   22 
November 1998);
Japan, China, South Korean Urge US Commitment to Kyoto Protocol  

(Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 8 April 2001);
China Blasts Attempts to Annul Kyoto Protocol (AFP, 14 June 2001); 

Beijing Shifts the Blame (  Sydney Morning Herald, 3 February 2007);
China’s Boom Adds to Global Warming Problem (  New York Times, 22 
October 2003) (see below).

The Chinese media insist that developed countries should take primary respon-
sibility; the Australian and American media portray China’s development as a burden 
or even a threat to the global fight against climate change, implying that China should 
take major responsibility. The European and Japanese media press the United States 
to ratify the Kyoto Protocol while praising China’s efforts in seeking international 
cooperation for controlling GHG emissions. However, the European media also try 
to persuade China into more concrete commitments.

Chinese President Hu Jintao says that climate change is a problem concerning 
both environment and development at the same time. The Chinese media constantly 
position China’s stance in line with other developing countries and urge the “rich” 
countries to take responsibility for their GHG emissions that began with the Industrial 
Revolution. A report from China’s national news agency Xinhua best summarised 
China’s position:

Ma [Chinese official] said the climatic change issue cropped up in the process of develop-
ment and should be addressed through development, citing the indisputable fact that 
developed nations discharged unlimited greenhouse gas, mainly carbon dioxide, during 
their industrialization process. The developed nations accounted for 95 per cent of car-
bon dioxide emissions worldwide resulting from the use of fossil fuels from the start of 
the Industrial Revolution to 1955, and for 77 per cent in the 1950–2000 period. Ma 
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quoted statistical data. Therefore, the minister said, developed nations are inescapably 
liable for climate changes and should take major obligations. (Xinhua, 4 June 2007)

The discourse of differentiated responsibilities between developed countries and 
developing countries is based on relevant UN resolutions and the Kyoto Protocol, as 
developed countries that have ratified the Kyoto Protocol are mandated to cut down 
their GHG emissions while developing countries are not. As a transitional measure 
to regulating global GHG emissions, a carbon trading mechanism between the devel-
oped world and the developing world was authorised by the UNFCCC. For developed 
countries, it is more expensive to change to cleaner technologies than to buy GHG 
reduction certificates from developing countries. China has participated in the car-
bon trading and put government efforts in reducing the amount of energy produced 
by fossil fuel within its own territory. Such an endeavour has gained recognition from 
most European media and Japanese media.

Russia, China to Ratify Kyoto Protocol (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 3  

September 2002);
EU Environment Chief Says He Is Confident China Will Improve Environment  

(AFP, 7 October 2005);
China Can Develop Economy While Fighting Climate Change: Greenpeace  

(Japan Economic Newswire, 25 April 2007).

However, media from the United States and Australia are less sympathetic towards 
China’s development discourse. The earliest story on China and global warming from 
The New York Times has the headline: “China’s Boom Adds to Global Warming 
Problem” (22 October 2003). This 1,788-word in-depth report appears on the front 
page and sets the tone for reporting on the same issue in subsequent years:

China’s rapid economic growth is producing a surge in emissions of greenhouse gases that 
threatens international efforts to curb global warming, as Chinese power plants burn ever 
more coal while car sales soar. (New York Times, 22 October 2003)

By emphasising that China’s reliance on coal was on the rise, this story framed 
China as a global warming “villain.” China’s GHG emissions resulted from “rapid 
economic growth” and is cited as adding to the global warming problem, making it “a 
serious problem.” Moreover, the statement that China’s GHG emissions “threaten” 
the global community’s efforts to curb global warming further puts China into a posi-
tion of being destructive.

Such a framing was substantiated by other American and Australian media 
reporting of China’s pollution as a social problem and its connection to global warm-
ing. Thus China’s economic development is examined questioned in the global warm-
ing context.

China Prospering but Polluting: Dirty Fuels Power Economic Growth  

(International Herald Tribune, 22 October 2003);
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Air Pollution Rises with China’s Growth: More Fuel, Particularly Coal, Is  

Burned to Meet Demand for Electrical Power (International Herald Tribune, 
23 October 2003);
Allow Us to Emit More Carbon to Aid Poor: China (  Canberra Times, 6 
February 2008).

The “developing countries versus developed countries” rhetoric has become a key 
feature of the media’s coverage of global warming. The media accurately reflect how 
international diplomacy plays a role in affecting the global climate change agenda. 
However, both Chinese media and American media frame “the other country” as the 
global warming villain and mitigate their own country’s responsibilities.

Should a Country’s GHG Emissions Be Judged on a Per Capita 
or Aggregated Basis?

Since 1990s, the Chinese government has insisted that a country’s GHG emis-
sions should be judged on a per capita basis and positioned in the context of a nation’s 
economic status. This position is frequently presented in China’s state media.

The GHG emission per capita in OECD countries is three times than that of the Chinese 
people. (Chinadaily.com.cn, 9 June 2007)

Emissions from OECD countries are called “luxury emissions,” Zheng said. “But China, 
which has tens of millions of people trying to solve problems with basic living, produces 
‘survival emissions.’” (Chinadaily.com.cn, 9 June 2007)

This standpoint is shared by media from other developing countries in the Asia-
Pacific region. The media’s emphasis on China’s low per capita GHG emissions indi-
cates that China (and other developing countries) does not need to take responsibility 
in capping its GHG emissions.

In 2004, China’s per capita carbon dioxide emission was 3.65 tons, as compared to a world 
average of 4.20 tons and an average of 10.95 tons for the Economic Co-operation and 
Development countries. Mr. Achim Steiner said his organisation welcomed China’s pledge 
and called on the world’s richest nations to help to reduce carbon emissions. (The 
Statesman, India, 6 June 2007)

In contrast, China’s per capita–based argument is constantly criticised in the 
American and Australian media. The United States and Australia have the world’s 
highest levels of carbon emissions per capita, while China’s per capita emissions level 
was as low as 0.6 tonnes of carbon in 1999, about one-ninth of America’s (Stegman, 
2005). To contest China’s per capita emissions argument, the American and Australian 
media have scrutinised China’s aggregated carbon emissions and air pollution.

Although its per capita emissions are very low compared with those of developed nations, 
China’s enormous population means it is set to overtake the US as the top emitter of 
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human-generated greenhouse gases within a year. (Sydney Morning Herald, 24 April 
2007)

Perhaps the most alarming thing for those who fear runaway global warming is that 
China’s per capita emissions are still relatively low. . . .

The enormous appetite of China for coal is not just a climate change issue—the country 
is home to 16 of the most polluted cities on the planet with dirty air claimed to cause the 
deaths of 400,000 people…every 12 months. (Weekend Australian, 24 March 2007)

In June 2007 when the MNP released its report on China’s CO2 emissions, the 
American media focus on China’s aggregated amount of GHG emissions intensified, 
as in the following AP story:

China, Now the World’s Biggest Carbon Dioxide Emitter, Will Play  
Crucial Climate Role (AP, 30 June 2007).

Energy analysts announced that China’s booming economy has propelled it past the United 
States as the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide, the atmospheric pollutant that is 
primarily responsible for global warming. (AP, 30 June 2007)

By referring to the MNP report as “the milestone,” the AP sourced the research 
body as the primary definer and framed China as “the world’s biggest pollutant” based 
on China’s aggregated GHG emissions. Framing China as “primarily responsible for 
global warming,” the AP story urged China to take responsibility for “preventing cat-
astrophic global warming.”

Mediating between the two conflicting political discourses, most European media 
and Japanese media acknowledge China’s GHG emissions inventory under the 
UNFCCC framework.

The United States and some other Western nations have balked at making mandatory 
cuts in greenhouse gases as developing nations like China, one of the world’s biggest emit-
ters of carbon dioxide, are not bound to slash emissions under the UN climate change 
framework. (AFP, 24 April 2008)

China’s per capita emissions were still 10 times lower than developed nations, de Boer [a 
senior UN official] said, while its late industrialisation meant its historical output of 
greenhouse gases was also comparatively smaller. (AFP, 24 April 2008)

At the same time, the European media constantly urge China to take actions because 
“without China, it will not be possible to win the fight against global warming” (Deutsche 
Presse-Agentur, 7 July 2008).

AFP sourced a Greenpeace spokesperson who acknowledged the point of view 
of China’s government, while at the same time urged global society to think what “we 
should really be doing to cut greenhouse gases” (AFP, 16 February 2007). However, 
such external pressure from the European media is interpreted as an “unfair” effort 
in forcing China into making “at least a symbolic commitment to mandatory cuts,” 
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while the whole world failed to make the United States committed (Xinhua Financial 
Network News, 21 November 2007).

China Not to Undertake Quantitative Task for Reducing Greenhouse Gas  

Emission: Official (Xinhua, 4 June 2007);
US Climate Plan Should Not Substitute UN Treaties on Global Warming:  

Chinese Official (Xinhua, 4 June 2007).

Should a country’s GHG emissions be judged on a per capita or aggregate basis? 
This technical question is central to the international political debate as well as the 
focus of the media’s framing of the global warming villain. China’s “per capita basis” 
is used to justify China’s continuous economic progress based on coal energy; aggre-
gated carbon emissions rhetoric is used by the United States and Australia to pres-
sure China into capping its GHG emissions first. The media’s coverage of social 
problems is “limited and checked by the material conditions on the production of 
information and the general legal and social conditions” (Beck, 1992: 196). Reporting 
which criteria should be used in evaluating a country’s GHG emissions, media cover-
age is evidently bound by national interests.

Should China Actively Fight Global Climate Change?
The media in China are rooted in a state-controlled “Soviet Communist” media 

system (Siebert, Peterson and Schramm, 1963). To serve the purpose of “educating” 
and “informing” the masses, Communist regimes tend to suppress some news items 
and delay others until a more “suitable moment” for publication (Buzek, 1964: 173). 
As a consequence, negative reporting of any forms of natural disasters and social prob-
lems was not permitted in China before the 1980s (De Burgh, 2003: 802). Since the 
media reform took place in 1978, as Yuezhi Zhao (1998: 34) observes, the Chinese 
media have transformed from “leader-oriented” to “reader-oriented” and negative 
reporting and disaster news became acceptable. Global warming poses an unpredict-
able future, and its effects have already led to extreme weather conditions and natural 
disasters in China. In reporting natural disasters resulting from global climate change, 
the Chinese media have been largely open. The national news agency Xinhua has 
addressed issues such as water scarcity in North China (23 February 2003), rising 
temperatures nationwide (24 November 2003), and ecological damages in Tibet (11 
April 2006).

Scientists Reveal New Global Warming Theories That Threaten China  

(Chinadaily.com.cn, 6 November 2006);
Climate Change Sucks Water from China’s Two Longest Rivers: Scientists  

(Xinhua, 15 July 2007);
Extreme Weather Conditions in China a Symptom of Global Warming— 

Weather Official (Xinhua, 2 August 2007).
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However, commercialisation has not completely changed Chinese media’s pro-
paganda nature. The Chinese media coverage of global warming is featured by a posi-
tive portrayal of the Chinese government in proactively curbing GHG emissions 
through international cooperation.

China Seeks International Cooperation in Emissions Control (Xinhua, 23  

November 2000);
UK Economist Hails China’s Efforts to Reduce Emission of Greenhouse  

Gas (Xinhua, 4 December 2006);
China Vows to Take Due Responsibility to Curb Global Warming (Xinhua,  

6 March 2007).

A discourse praising China’s efforts in curbing global warming also appears in 
the media coverage from China’s neighbouring developing countries.

China to Announce Strategy for Combating Climate Change (  Hindustan 
Times, 1 June 2007);
China to Invest Over USD 2.63bn for Eco-protection in Tibet (The Press  

Trust of India, 16 July 2007);
China Sets Sights on Clean Energy, Says Official (Thai Press Report, 8  

February 2007);
China Assists Papua New Guinea Wind Energy Project (  The National, Papua 
New Guinea—sourced from BBC Monitoring, 28 November 2006).

For most European media, the general attitude towards China’s efforts in tack-
ling global warming is welcome and encouraging. However, such optimism is geared 
with cautiousness and seasoned with suspicion.

Question Marks over China’s Climate Commitment (AFP, 6 May 2007). 

The Australian and American media coverage emphasises China’s resistance to 
international cooperation and dishonesty in its commitment to the fight against global 
warming.

China has resisted adopting emission reductions under international agree- 

ments but says it is committed to curbing climate change. (AP, 9 November 
2007)
China Issues Veiled Rebuke Over Climate Change (AAP Newsfeed, 6  

September 2007).
China is shaping up as a potential stumbling block to Mr. Howard’s ambi- 

tion for leaders to agree on the direction the world needs to take to address 
climate change. (AAP Newsfeed, 6 September 2007)
China Signals Rejection of Greenhouse Gas Caps, Saying Emissions Needed  

to Fight Poverty (AP, 9 November 2007).
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Beijing is about to overtake the United States as the world’s top greenhouse- 

gas producer. It is under pressure from Washington to accept binding limits 
at a meeting in Indonesia. (AP, 9 November 2007)

These news stories exemplify how the media can provide readers with predeter-
mined schemas for perceiving and interpreting global risks. Some aspects of the real-
ity (China’s refusal to cut down GHG emissions) are selected and made salient, while 
other aspects (being a developing country, China is not required to cap its GHG emis-
sions according to the Kyoto Protocol) are left out. The definition of the problem is 
that China rejected GHG emissions caps, which constitutes an obstacle for the global 
fight against climate change. On the second level of meaning making, a moral evalu-
ation is made. The AP’s story claims that China accepted binding limits under pres-
sure from Washington, D.C. Such a statement portrays the United States as responsible 
and cooperative through its efforts in actively seeking remedies for global warming.

In analysing the modes of expression in law-and-order news, Steven Chibnall 
(1977: 21–22) illustrates how negative illegitimate values such as confrontation, intol-
erance, destructiveness, irresponsibility, and dogmatism are constructed as contra-
dictory values to cooperation, tolerance, constructiveness, responsibility, and 
compromise in the system of consensual ideology. Such consensual ideological values 
could be used in news language and “breed…divisive and alienating attitudes, a dichot-
omous vision of ‘us’ and ‘they’” (Fowler, 1991: 16, 52–53). In order to defend the stance 
of “us,” “them” will be cast in a bad light. In reporting China’s reaction to the MNP’s 
report, the AP quoted “a woman,” who “refused to give her name,” from China’s State 
Environmental Protection Agency. The “woman” said the Chinese government was 
“collecting evidence to refute the Dutch report.” However:

Repeated calls to the National Development and Reform Commission, the  

Cabinet-level economic planning agency, rang unanswered. (AP, 21 June 
2007)

Through such a framing practice, China is portrayed as the obstructive force in 
the fight against global warming and is associated with negative, illegitimate values 
such as destructiveness, irresponsibility, dishonesty, and secrecy.

Conclusion
In reporting global climate change and its relevance to China, the news media inter-
pret the issue through political events. Claims-making as a meaning-making process 
is therefore established by political authorities in media coverage. The news media 
identify global climate change as a social risk to both China and the world, identify-
ing the “cause” and holding certain nations accountable. The news media have reflected 
the dynamic interaction of different political fora in meaning-making, but, in so doing, 
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have given news stories a “spin” (Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 1992: 120), with political 
frames largely dictating media reporting of environmental risks. Media coverage falls 
short of recognising the wider economic and cultural context of definitions of the 
issue and involvement of the public in the dialogue.

Global climate change constitutes a series of challenges for China and the world, 
in the guise of extreme weather conditions, ecological deterioration, scarcity of water 
resources, and eventually food crises. However, the media’s politicalisation of global 
warming issues could distract public attention away from real problems. Shifting 
blame, constructing dichotomised discourse, and blaming “environmental villains” 
became major strategies for claims-makers to gain media attention and compete for 
legitimacy. This study demonstrates that media framing could potentially divert pub-
lic attention and therefore public resources away from the key environmental risks we 
face and may not facilitate public enlightenment in the global climate change 
debate.




