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Exploring China’s Climate Change
Policy From Both International

and Domestic Perspectives
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ABSTRACT

China’s climate change policy expresses both continuity and change
over time. Continuity is observed in China’s active involvement in
policy formation, both domestically and internationally. Changes are
reflected both in China’s institutional arrangements on climate
change mitigation and adaptation and increasing flexibility in inter-
national negotiations. Both continuity and change can be attributed
to international and domestic factors. Among China’s foreign policy
objectives are enhancing its international image, international en-
gagement, sovereignty concerns, and solidarity with developing
countries. Domestic objectives include the need for continued eco-
nomic development, increased attention to environmental protec-
tion, and social learning effects.
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Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate  (APP ).

According to the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, China
has become the world’s largest greenhouse gases (GHG) emitter.1 China’s
policy on climate change increasingly has drawn the attention of the interna-
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1 NEAA, “ Global CO2 Emissions from Fossil Fuels and Cement Production by Region,
1990-2007,” Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, http://www.mnp.nl/en/publica
tions/2008/GlobalCO2emissionsthrough2007.html (September 30, 2008). This statistic is still
controversial. Yet it is common for scholars to agree that China and the U.S. are now emitting
approximately the same amount of GHG.  See: Kelly Gallagher, “Acting in Time on Climate
Change,” a discussion paper at the Acting in Time on Energy Policy Conference, Harvard Uni-
versity, September 18-19, 2008.
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tional community. The objective of this paper is to describe and analyze
China’s record of participating in international negotiations in the area of
climate change, and to explain China’s policy in both the international and
domestic context.

THE EVOLUTION OF CHINA’S POSITION IN INTERNATIONAL

NEGOTIATIONS ON CLIMATE CHANGE

The role China has played in international negotiations on climate
change has changed from that of a reluctant negotiator in the 1990s to an
increasingly active cooperator in the 2000s.

CONTINUITY IN CHINA’S POSITION ON CLIMATE CHANGE

From the beginning of negotiations on climate change under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) regime in
1991 to the Bali Conference on Climate Change at the end of 2007, the Chi-
nese government has consistently adhered to these positions;2

• China claims that it will actively participate in international cooperation on climate
change abatement and mitigation and will voluntarily commit to its obligations;

• The UNFCCC should be the primary framework for international climate change
cooperation;3

• Developed countries should take the lead in adopting binding targets for the reduc-
tion of GHG emissions;

• Developing countries should not be required to set binding targets for GHG emis-
sion reductions. China stands by the developing countries’ group in the climate
negotiations;

• Per capita GHG emissions should be the basis for setting GHG emissions reduction
targets;

• Developed countries are the primary contributors to global warming while enjoying
the greatest economic power.  They are in the position to provide financial and tech-
nical support and assistance to developing countries.

CHANGES IN CHINA’S CLIMATE CHANGE POLICY

Four points capture significant changes in China’s policy:
1. The central parts of China’s position remained unchanged as discussed

above; however, in the Bali road map negotiations of late 2007, China signifi-
cantly altered its position on the responsibilities of Annex II (economically

2 The positions can be found in the official documentation of Chinese agencies and
speeches by officials: The Fourth Working Group of National Climate Change Coordination
Committee (in Chinese),  “ China’s Proposed Draft of the International Treaty on Climate
Change,” in Secretariat of Environmental Protection Commission of the State Council, Docu-
ments of Environmental Protection Commission of the State Council (II), Beijing: China Environmental
Science Press, 1995, pp. .263-279; Liu Jiang, “Statement by H. E. Mr. Liu Jiang, Head of the
Chinese Delegation Minister and Vice-Chairman of State Development Planning Commission of
China at the Fifth Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC (in Chinese),” July 18, 2002, http:/
/www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/Public_Right.asp?class=6&ScrollAction=3, Liu Jiang, “Statement by H.
E. Mr. Liu Jiang ,Head of the Chinese Delegation Minister and Vice-Chairman of State Develop-
ment Planning Commission of China, at the Sixth Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC,”
http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/en/Public_Right.asp?class=16&ScrollAction=2; Xie Zhenhua, “State-
ment by Mr. Xie Zhenhua at the Joint High-level Segment of COP 13 and the 3rd Session of the
Conference of the Parties Serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol,” Decem-
ber 21,2007, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File223.pdf.

3 Hua Jian Min, State Councilor of the People’s Republic of China, “Strengthen Coopera-
tion for Clean Development and Protect the Common Homeland of Human Beings,” statement
at the Inaugural Ministerial Meeting of the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and
Climate, January 12 ,2006, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=5347
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developing) countries.  Previously, it had declined to take part in any negoti-
ations that might lead to specification of actions developing countries should
take to reduce CO2 emissions.  But in 2007, China supported the Bali action
plan, which in 1(b)(ii) called for:

Nationally appropriate mitigation actions by developing country parties in the context of
sustainable development, supported and enabled by technology, financing and capacity-
building, in a measurable, reportable and verifiable manner (emphasis added). .4

2. China has attached increasing importance to climate change abate-
ment and mitigation actions which is demonstrated by domestic institutional
changes following international negotiations.

In the late 1980s, a national Climate Change Coordination Group was
established in preparation for the international negotiations on UNFCCC,
with the State Meteorological Administration as the lead agency.5 This ar-
rangement showed that climate change was treated more as a scientific issue
than a political one then.

In 1998, this responsibility was transferred to the State Development and
Planning Commission (renamed the National Development and Reform
commission [NDRC] in March 2003).6 Because the NDRC plays a crucial
role in the formulation of China’s policy (It is the state’s main planning
body.), the change clearly signaled that climate change had shifted from a
scientific issue to a development one.

The NDRC is also the key agency responsible for formulating China’s en-
ergy policy. Therefore, it can better coordinate climate change and energy
policies.

In order to oversee China’s climate change activities, the National Coordi-
nation Committee on Climate Change (NCCCC) was established in 1999.
Based in NDRC,  NCCCC coordinates activities of  the NDRC, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (MOFA),  the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST),
and the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) in formulat-
ing China’s international negotiation positions.7

Before the Bali Conference on Climate Change was held in December
2007, the Chinese Government placed even greater emphasis on climate
change issues.

In June 2007, China’s State Council released its climate change plan: Na-
tional Climate Change Programme.8 The plan serves both as a guideline for the
Chinese government to use in implementing its climate change policy and a
manifestation of the Chinese government’s active position on the climate
change issue in response to the international community’s high expectation

4 Personal interview and communication with official, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Beijing,
January 29, 2008.

5 Abram Chayes and Charlotte Kim, “China and the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change,” in M.B. Elroy, C.P. Niesen and Peter Lydon, eds., Energizing China:
Reconciling Environmental Protection and Economic Growth, Newton, MA: Harvard University Press,
pp. 503-540; also see: Joana I. Lewis, “China’s Strategic Priorities in International Climate
Change Negotiations,” The Washington Quarterly, Winter 2007-08, p.158. The other members in
the group were the State Science and Technology Commission, the National Environmental
Protection Agency and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

6 Guri Bang, Gorild Heggelund, and Jonas Vevantne, “Shifting Strategies in the Global
Climate Negotiations,” CICERO Report, no. 8, November 2005, http://www.cicero.uio.no/
media/3079.pdf.

7 Gørild Heggelund, “China’s Climate Change Policy: Domestic and International Devel-
opments,” Asian Perspective, Vol. 31, No 2, 2007, pp. 168-169.

8 NDRC, China’s National Climate Change Programme , June 2007, http://www.ccchina.gov.
cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File188.pdf.
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of it.9 Simultaneously, the Ministry of Science and Technology and 19 other
departments jointly released China’s Scientific and Technological Actions on Cli-
mate Changes to show the efforts by and achievements of the government on
climate change.10

With the publication of the national climate change plan, new and higher
level institutions were established to “demonstrate the government’s active
participation in international cooperation responding to climate change.” In
June 2007, a high level leading group on climate change chaired by Premier
Wen Jiabao was set up.11 The Foreign Ministry also announced that a leading
group responsible for international work on climate change would be
headed by Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi.12 In NDRC, the former Climate
Change Coordination Office was developed into a permanent department
headed by Su Wei, a veteran climate change negotiator from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. Xie Zhenhua, a former EPA minister who has long been an
ardent supporter of environment protection, now hosts the climate change
policy responsibility in NDRC .

Another milestone of China’s climate change policy is her institution
building stretching down from the national level (designed originally for
coping with international pressure) to the provincial level. On June 30, 2008,
the Provincial Programme for Climate Change Mitigation & Adaptation in
China was launched by the NPRC Climate Change Coordination Office and
provincial Development and Reform Commissions (DRC),—including
Hebei, Inner Mongolia, Liaoning, Ningxia, Qinghai, Shanxi, Tibet, and 20
other provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions. According to the
Programme, China will develop provincial climate change programmes first
in the above 7 pilot provinces and then in the other 20 provinces by 2012
with financial and technical assistance from UNDP, the Norwegian govern-
ment, and the EU. The programme will help build provincial climate change
offices, draft each province’s climate mitigation and adaptation strategy in
accordance with the national climate change programme and build capaci-
ties to cope with climate change challenges. This programme will help
greatly to implement climate change policy at the local level.13

The increasingly systematic and complex institutional arrangements and
formulation of related documents clearly show the Chinese government’s
growing focus on climate change issues.

9 The plan outlines the ambitious objectives by 2010 to reduce energy consumption per
unit of GDP by 20 percent, increase renewable energy to 10 percent of total energy supply,
control nitrous oxide at the 2005 level, increase forest coverage to 20 percent, increase improved
grassland by 24 million hectares, restore grassland by 52 million hectares, restore 16 percent of
total territory to a  typical forest ecosystem, control 22 million hectares of desertified lands, etc.
See: NDRC, China’s National Climate Change Programme, pp. 26-29

10 Ministry of Science and Technology et. al.,  Scientific and Technological Actions on Climate
Change, June 2007, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File199.pdf.

11 China State Council: “Notification of the State Council ‘s Decision of Setting up Lead-
ing Group  on Climate Change and Energy Conservation and Emission Reduction,” Guo Fa 2007,
No.18, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/Column.asp?NewsId=5474.

12 “Foreign Affairs Ministry Sets up Climate Change International Working Group, Yang
Jiechi as the Head” (in Chinese), Sept.3, 2007, http://politics.people.com.cn/GB/1027/
6209476.html.

13 Author’s personal interview with UNDP officer Dr. Yiyang Shen, manager of the Cli-
mate Change Provincial Programme in China, July 12, 2008.  Four other provinces—Hubei,
Jilin, Yunan and Shaanxi—have developed drafts of their Provincial Climate Change Program-
mes with financial assistance from the World Bank Project .
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3. China gradually shifted its position from a concentration on the
UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol regime to exploration for other pragmatic
and flexible mechanisms. It changed its hesitant position on Flexibility Mech-
anisms to one of strong support for them. It was no longer fixated on receiv-
ing financial assistance from developed countries and increasingly stressed
technological cooperation.

The Clean Development Mechanism (CMD) is one of the three flexible
mechanisms established in the Kyoto Protocol that enables the countries
listed under Annex I in the UNFCCC to invest in greenhouse gas emission
reduction projects in non-Annex I developing countries.14 The mechanism
enables Annex I countries to claim Certified Emissions Reduction (CERs) to
assist them in complying with their binding commitments to GHG emission
reductions at home.15

China initially saw the flexible mechanisms as the instrument whereby the
developed countries might escape their responsibility and therefore was skep-
tical about them.16 Although CDM projects became eligible for crediting in
2000, China did not ratify the treaty until August 2002. Its designated na-
tional authority overseeing CDM projects was not established until June
2004.17

China’s stance on the Flexibility Mechanisms began to change after the
COP5 meeting in Bonn in 1999.18 Jiang Weixin, Vice-Chairman of the Na-
tional Development and Reform Commission of China, spoke at China’s
CDM Conference, saying “CDM is an innovative regime and a measure for
the international community to counter global climate change. It plays a very
positive role in both promoting developing countries’ sustainable develop-
ment and assisting the developed countries to fulfill their GHG emissions
targets.”19

China had approved 1551 CDM projects, and 360 were registered by Sep-
tember 10, 2008 (meaning they were ready to proceed).20 This demonstrates
that China’s position on CDM has changed dramatically.

14 The other two are Joint Implementation and International Emissions Trading.
15 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, Clean Development Mecha-

nism in China: Taking a Proactive and Sustainable Approach, Washington, D.C.: World Bank,
2004; Gao Guangsheng, Carbon Emission Rights Allocation Under Climate Change, Advances in
Climate Change Research, March 2007 (Suppl.), pp.87-91.

16 International Institute for Sustainable Development, “A Daily Report on the Eleventh
Session of the NC for the Framework Convention on Climate Change, Earth Negotiations Bulle-
tin. Vol.12, No.5, 1995, http://www.iisd.ca/download/asc/enb1205e.txt.; Zhang Zhihong, “The
Forces Behind China’s Climate Change Policy: Interests, Sovereignty, Prestige” in P.G. Harris,
ed., Global Warming and East Asia: The Domestic and International Politics of Climate Change, London
and New York: Routledge,pp.66-85.

17 The National Coordination Committee on Climate Change, “Measures for Operation
and Management of Clean Development Mechanism Projects in China” (2005.11.29),
http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/en/Public_Right.asp?class=17.  Although China’s positions on CDM
changed long before that time, it did not act very effectively for a period. This can be partially
attributed to the U.S. refusal to sign the Kyoto Protocol, which made the emission rights market
less attractive.

18 Zhang Haibin, “China’s Position in the Negotiations on International Climate Change:
Continuities and Changes,” World Economics and Politics, No.10, 2006, p. 40.

19 Jiang Weixin, Vice-chairman of the National Development and Reform Commission of
China, “Speech at China CDM Conference (in Chinese)”, October 20, 2005,  http://www.
ccchina.gov.cn/cn/SearchNews.asp.

20 This statistic was updated on September 30, 2008. See: ttp://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/Web-
Site/CDM/UpFile/File1950.pdf  Also see: The National Coordination Committee on Climate
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Despite its initial slow action in response to CDM, China will issue about
1.2 billion tons CO2 equivalent credits by the end of the Kyoto Protocol’s
first commitment period in 2012, which means that 52 percent of total global
emissions reductions under the CDM are taking place in China.21

CDM programs in China not only bring Chinese energy enterprises finan-
cial and technical assistance in producing clean energy, but also help to pro-
mote in Chinese enterprises the awareness of climate change.

4. China’s participation in other multilateral regimes and bilateral re-
gimes for climate change cooperation is also growing.

In addition to China’s changing position on CDM, China now also ac-
tively participates in other regimes that can facilitate climate change abate-
ment. The Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate
(APP) is an agreement that China has invested much hope in.

The APP was established at the ASEAN plus Summit in Vientiane through
announcement of the Vision Statement on 28 July 2005. Formed by Australia,
Canada, China, India, Japan, South Korea and the United States, the group
aims to reduce GHG emissions through technological change and voluntary
partnerships.22

The following January, APP members created a charter and work plan,
which established eight task forces for clean development. Chinese leaders
attached great importance to this regime as a means to secure funds and
technology from the developed partners.23

Jiang Weixin stressed these points at the Inaugural Ministerial Meeting of
the Asia-Pacific Partnership, “We believe that effective technological coopera-
tion and fund-raising mechanisms are of vital importance to the effectiveness
of the partnership. Therefore, we recommend more discussions on fund-rais-
ing be held so as to enable the enterprises and scientific and technological
entities to participate in the program effectively and realize the goals of tech-
nological cooperation.”24

By late 2007, China had signed bilateral cooperation agreements with the
United States (1999) , Britain (2001), Canada (2002), the EU (2007), Japan
(2007) and other developed countries to carry out projects in such fields as
climate change observation and monitoring technology; climate change miti-
gation and adaptation technology;  capacity building cooperation in human
resources development, information system, and public awareness educa-
tion;25 energy efficiency technology transfer; capacity building; financial as-
sistance; and national communications.

Change , “CDM in China (in Chinese),” http://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CDM/UpFile/
File1599.pdf; http://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CDM/UpFile/File1839.pdf.

21 “UNEP Rise CDM/JI Pipeline Analysis and Data Base,” September 2007, http://
cdmpipeline.org/index.htm.

22 Jiang Weixin, Deputy Director of China National Development and Reform Commis-
sion, “Statement at the Commercial Dialogue of the Asia-Pacific Partnership,” January 11,2006.
http://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/UpFile/File641.DOC. Canada joined the partnership  on 15 Octo-
ber, 2007 during the  2nd Ministerial Meeting  in New Delhi , India.

23 http://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/UpFile/File634.DOC.
24 Jiang Weixin, Deputy Director of China National Development and Reform Commis-

sion, “Statement at the Inaugural Ministerial Meeting of the Asia-Pacific Partnership,” January
2006, http://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/UpFile/File642.DOC.

25 Office of National Coordination Committee on Climate Change, International Coopera-
tion, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/Public_Right.asp?class=11. “China Japan to Fight Climate
Change Jointly,” http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=9976; “China EU Signed
Joint Statement on Climate Change”, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=99
76;
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These cooperative programs are mostly overseen by NDRC, MOST, Minis-
try of Environment Protection (MPA) and other government agencies and
assigned to research institutes and Chinese universities such as the Chinese
Academy of Sciences, Tsinghua University, etc. With such cooperation, Chi-
nese government officials, scientists and researchers gained more knowledge
on climate change and   raised their awareness of the issue.

A noteworthy point is that among the international cooperators outside
of the Kyoto Scheme on climate change in which China participates, EU
countries took the lead, mostly in the form of government-to-government
relations. The EU-China cooperation not only appeared in the form of dia-
logues, but also in the form of financial assistance, joint research, develop-
ment and demonstration projects. Among these, the two most significant
projects are the EU and China CDM Facilitation Programme (in collabora-
tion with UNDP)  and the China-UK Near Zero Emissions Coal (NZEC)
initiative.

The former is helping Chinese stakeholders in institution and  capacity
building  in CDM project development, which is  one of the key  climate
change mitigation activities that China engages in . The latter was based on
the China-EU Near Zero Emission Coal (NZEC) agreement which was signed
at the China-EU Summit under the UK’s presidency of the EU in September
2005, as part of the China-EU Partnership on Climate Change. China’s
MOST and UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(Defra) and Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform
(BERR) jointly sponsored the program. Its objective is to demonstrate ad-
vanced near zero emissions coal technology through carbon capture and
storage (CCS) in China and the EU by 2020.26 As coal has been and in the
long run will remain China’s chief fuel (which is the foremost GHG emission
contributor), the success of this project will have a large demonstration effect
and might lead to large scale deployment of low carbon power plants. The
project also accumulated over 30 stakeholders from both China and the UK,
ranging from government agencies, multinational enterprises, and research
institutes to think tanks. This large project will eventually have a strong im-
pact on future Chinese climate change policy development.

What factors explain continuity and change in China’s climate change
policy? We need to consider both international and domestic dimensions
respectively.

INTERNATIONAL FACTORS THAT AFFECT CHINA’S POLICY ON CLIMATE CHANGE

1. International image concerns prevent China from withdrawing from
the evolving international climate change regime.

As a rising power, concerns with its international image are at the top of
China’s international agenda. It has to cautiously avoid any steps that might
arouse “China Threat” issues in the world.

China can not afford to remain indifferent to voices from the outside
regarding its participation in international affairs. Responding to the “China
Threat” perception has been one of the focal points in Chinese foreign pol-
icy, and the principle of “keeping a low profile” has been consistently ad-
hered to since June 1989.  As China’s energy demand grows dramatically and
its “Zou Chu Qu” (going beyond the borders) policy in securing oil and gas

26 See NZEC website: http://www.nzec.info/en/what-is-nzec/.
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supplies overseas coincided with increased volatility in the international oil
market , other nations took notice of what they perceived to be a “China
Threat” on energy issues. Chinese leaders have been increasingly conscious
of these negative perceptions.27 The government consistently rebuts the
“China Threat” charge as groundless. This controversy eventually led to the
publication of a white paper China’s Energy Conditions and Policies in Decem-
ber 2007. The white paper states: “China did not, does not and will not pose
any threat to the world’s energy security”.28 As the world’s largest GHG emit-
ter in 2008, the Chinese government is also accused of being an environmen-
tal threat.29

International engagement and pressure shows impacts on Chinese top
leaders’ perceptions about climate change. On the one hand, the EU, Japan,
Canada and other developed countries have been working hard to engage
China in global climate governance through bilateral and multilateral chan-
nels. On the other hand, the US Bush administration mentioned China’s
under commitment to GHG emissions reductions as one of the reasons for its
denying the Kyoto mechanism. Chinese top leaders have to consider the cli-
mate change issue as increasingly serious. In the bilateral summit meetings
with EU members and other countries, addressing the climate change threat
has become one of the critical points appearing in the resulting joint declara-
tions or communiqués. The EU even posed a partnership with China in Sep-
tember, 2005.30 In multilateral venues such as APEC, ASEAN+3, and G8-
affiliated meetings, climate change has become an unavoidable topic, which
Chinese leaders need to address as a responsible emerging power. China’s
leaders regard “keeping one’s promises” as an essential characteristic of a
“responsible big power” in the international arena, and this naturally moves
the climate change topic to the front of China’s political agenda. One phe-
nomenon showing how Chinese leaders increased their attention to climate
change was the Chinese Communist Political Bureau’s group study report on
climate change of June 27, 2008.31 It is notable that although China was pre-
occupied with the disastrous earthquake in Sichuan province in May of this
year, the group study on climate change was conducted as it had been sched-
uled. It is the first time that China’s top leaders gathered in conference and
listened to experts on climate change policy implications. At this gathering,

27 See: Herbert Yee and Ian Storey, eds., The China Threat: Perceptions, Myths and Reality,
London: Routledge Curzon, 2002;  Bill Gert,” New U.S. Strategy Anticipates China as a Threat,”
The Washington Times, April 20, 2006;Associated Press,  “China’s Thirst for Oil Rattles Old Or-
der,” June 11, 2006, http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,199000,00.html; Richard Weitz, “Be-
yond Economic Ties, China Asserts Strategic Interests in Africa,” World Politics Watch Web,
December 5, 2006, www.worldpoliticswatch.com/article.aspx?id=387.

28 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, China’s En-
ergy Conditions and Policies,  December 2007, http://english.gov.cn/2007-12/26/content_844218.
htm.

29 “According to the latest International Energy Agency forecast, China may become the
world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases as early as 2009. While it will be many decades before
China surpasses the United States in cumulative emissions, annual emissions from China are
clearly rising rapidly, with potentially dangerous global implications,” quoted from: Jeffrey Lo-
gan, Joanna Lewis, and Michael B. Cummings, “For China, the Shift to Climate-Friendly Energy
Depends on International Collaboration,” Boston Review, January/February, 2007, http://boston
review.net/BR32.1/loganlewiscummings.php

30 “ EU and China Partnership on Climate Change”, Brussel, September 2, 2005, http://
ec.europa.eu/environment/climat/pdf/china/joint_declaration_ch_eu.pdf.

31 “Hu Jintao Stressed at the 6th Chinese Communist Party Political Bureau Group Study:
(China) to Stick to the Path of Sustainable Development and Enhancing its Capacity to Cope
with Climate Change,” People’s Daily (Chinese edition), June 29th, 2008, p. 01.
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President Hu called on officials to realize the urgent need to cope with
global climate change, to stick to the sustainable and environmental friendly
development track, and to enhance capacity building in coping with the cli-
mate change challenge so as to serve China’s own interests as well as global
welfare. In his talk, Hu also put forward the notion of developing a low carbon
economy, which is a fashionable term in western countries.32

It is clear that China needed to become proactive in international cooper-
ation on climate change. China was the fifth nation to ratify the Kyoto Proto-
col and claimed consistently that it would take actions to counter climate
change. China’s main documents and laws related to climate change now are
all issued in both Chinese and English. On October 29th, just before the
UNFCCC meetings in Poland aimed at forging a successor to the Kyoto pro-
tocol, whose main provisions expire in 2012, China issued her White Paper:
China’s Policies and Actions for Addressing Climate Change to demonstrate her
commitment to meet climate change challenges to the world.33 The evident
purpose is to show the world China’s responsible attitudes on climate change
issues.

The bureaucratic establishment also reflects this international image pri-
ority. The newly established Climate Change Department at NDRC is com-
posed of four offices in charge of international negotiations, international
cooperation, domestic implementation of treaties and strategic planning re-
spectively. This arrangement of responsibilities clearly shows China’s inten-
tion to address international pressures.

2. International cooperation on climate change provides financial and
technological aid to China, which is a positive incentive for both government
and enterprises. CDM is the most typical case showing how Chinese small-
and medium-sized energy enterprises are enthusiastic about developing re-
newable or clean energy with the support of foreign money. Although only
269 projects have been successfully registered by the CDM Executive Board,
more than 1551 projects are on the waiting list (approved by the China Na-
tional Designated Committee).34 The numerous bilateral cooperation agree-
ments with EU countries, Canada, Japan and IGOs range from climate
institutional capacity building, carbon capture and storage research and
demonstration projects to climate adaptation projects.  In these cooperative
projects, international partners provide both financial and human resources
(technological assistance) to the Chinese government, enterprises and re-
searchers in order to carry out joint research and development activities on
climate change. For example, as a result of the CDM facilitation programmes
sponsored by the EU, Canada, Japan and UNDP, 28 provincial CDM service
centers have been established (See Table 1). Among them, 10 centers are
playing key roles in China’s CDM project development. Through these
programmes, more than 200 seminars or classes on CDM were conducted.
Some 1,2000 people have been trained by international experts or with their
assistance. Meanwhile, the EU also started a programme assisting China de-
velop its own designated operation entities to speed up the registration pro-

32 Ibid.
33 The State Council Information Office, White Paper: China’s Policies and Actions for Address-

ing Climate Change, October 29, 2008.
34 This statistic was updated on September 10, 2008. See: ttp://cdm.ccchina.gov.cn/Web-

Site/CDM/UpFile/File1950.pdf
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cess for the Executive Board of CDM. This financial and technical assistance
was warmly welcomed by Chinese stakeholders.35

Norway will provide $2 million in financial assistance as part of the Provin-
cial Climate Change Programme. In the NZEC Project, the UK government
will provide £ 3.5 million in phase 1 (2007-2010) plus joint technological
cooperation.

This financial and technological assistance is exactly what China badly
needs, and it is a strong and positive incentive to engage Chinese stakehold-
ers (government officials, enterprises, researchers etc.) in promoting China’s
climate change commitment.

It is of interest that most of this concrete financial and technological assis-
tance resulted from bilateral cooperation and not multilateral arrangements.
Chinese officials appear to balance the UNFCCC process with bilateral ar-
rangements in seeking financial and technological assistance to counter cli-
mate change threats.

TABLE 1. PROGRAMMES OF THE EU AND OTHER COUNTRIES/ IGO’S TO

FACILITATE CHINA’S CDM PROJECTS CAPACITY BUILDING36

Donor
country Project Activities Local Budget Time

Organization Reference Beneficiaries

Denmark CDM project Target provinces Hunan, China EUR 2007-08
Capacity Guizhou and Xinjiang with the Academy of 1.3
Building objective to establish at least Science million

one or two projects in each and (CASS)
the option to extend to other
provinces

European Capacity Capacity building conference NDRC Approx Ongoing
Union Building, for local stakeholder held in EUR

Business late 2006. 180,000
Opportunities Online business information
for CDM platform established and
Projects in publication of CDM newsletter
China

France China-France Capacity building activities for China 21st EUR To start
CDM regional CDM centers in Century 1.5 of 2008
Capacity Guangxi, Sichuan, Guizhou and Agenda million
Building Yunnan, developers; Project Management
Cooperation identification and development; Center
Programme Bilateral cooperation and (ACCA 21)

business visits
France Coal Bed Three mines, main output: to Local mines 2007

Methane develop PDD in Chinese
Feasibility provinces
Study

Germany China- Discussion of CDM Local Dec.
Germany opportunities and obstacles, stakeholders 2006,
CDM matching of German industry
Cooperation with local project developers
Workshop

Italy China-Italy Establishing CDM projects Local 2007-08
Sustainable database, identifying training stakeholders
Development requirements for CDM, capacity
and CDM building component to develop
Cooperation CDM centers in several
Programme provinces

35 Based on the author’s interviews with Chinese officials, Chinese CDM center managers,
EU officials and CDM experts, Dec.  2008 –Jan. 2009 in Beijing.

36 Adapted from EU-China CDM Facilitation Project Website, http://www.euchina-cdm.
org/media/docs/Matrix%20of%20projects%20in%20implelentation%2020071005.pdf.
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Japan Capacity Technical training for regional MOST USD Feb.
Building of CDM centers in China. 315,000 2008
Regional
CDM Centers

Netherlands Sino-Dutch The project involves Chongqing, ACCA 21
CDM Heilongjiang, Jiangxi, Fujian
Capacity and Guangdong provinces
Building (municipality) as pilot places to
Project’s, establish provincial CDM
First technical service centers and
Workshop conduct CDM project
Held  in development, while planning to
Chongqing increase the  provinces’

awareness of energy
conservation and emission
reduction and their capability
for CDM project development
and implementation.

United Capacity Location: Guizhou, Guizhou EUR End of
Kingdom Building for comprehensive training on all regional 100,000 2007

the Regional aspects related to CDM CDM centre
CDM Center

United Capacity Establish administrative software CASS End of
Kingdom Building for and database on CDM project, 2007

the National capacity building for staff
CDM Project
Management
Office

United Accelerating Building capacity to ensure the GBP
Kingdom Reductions in effective application of CDM. 134,100

GHG To reduce GHG emissions from
Emissions China’s coal mines.
from Establishment of a CDM
Working Coal assistance center to provide
Mines expert support to coal mines

and government, carry out
technical exchanges with mines
to increase awareness of CDM
issues, promote better data
management and improve gas
capture and methane use

UNDP/ Carbon Strategic Plan for MDG Carbon MOST USD 2005-
International Finance for Market Capacity building of 12 1.7 2007

Achieving provincial CDM service centers million
Millennium Climate Exchange forum for
Development buyers and sellers. Regions
Goals targeted: Liaoning, Jilin, Henan,
(MDGs) in Anhui, Jiangsu, Shannxi,
China Qinghai, Shanxi and Xinjiang

  3. However, sovereignty concerns play an important role in China’s re-
fraining from making any binding commitments on GHG reductions.

Because China had an humiliating history of foreign invasion from the
Opium Wars, 1839-42, to the end of the Pacific War in 1945, and suffered a
long period of isolation by western powers from 1949 to 1972, and because
western powers have feared China’s peaceful transformation since 1989, both
Chinese leaders and the public are very sensitive about issues of national in-
tegrity. Deep distrust over attempted foreign interference is reflected in
China’s foreign policy principle of non-intervention.

Any binding commitment to reduce GHG emissions in the near future
will mean that China has to sacrifice part of her right to develop into a richer
country, which is one of the core implications of sovereignty in Chinese
terms. As China is experiencing fast economic growth, her demand for en-
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ergy increases at a dramatic pace (see Graph 1).37 It is hard for Chinese
officials and scholars to make a precise forecast of China’s future energy con-
sumption in a GHG emission reduction scenario.38 This uncertainty naturally
makes Chinese policymakers reluctant to adopt a binding reduction commit-
ment. A pervasive opinion among both government officials and scholars is
that a binding reduction commitment in the near future will hinder China’s
economic development and be unfair to China. Some even believe that this is
a plot of some western countries to curtail China’s rapid development.39

Even leading US climate change experts such as Professor John Holdren and
Dr. Kelly Gallagher at Harvard University hold that it is neither realistic nor
fair for China to commit to a binding reduction target in the near term.40

GRAPH 1. CHINA’S ENERGY CONSUMPTION GROWTH TRENDS 2001-2006
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Source: The data are adapted from the China Statistical Year Book 2007 electronic version.
See: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2007/indexch.htm

This explains why China, on the one hand, tried to improve its interna-
tional image by participating in the international environmental regime of
the early 1990s, while on the other hand, refused to make any binding com-
mitments. China’s increasingly active participation in climate change regimes
coincides with the trend of its participation in other multilateral regimes
such as WTO, ASEAN plus 3, the Six-Party Talks, and the like.41

37 China’s energy consumption  has constantly seen an about 2-digit growth rate in the
past years.

38 This statement is based on the author’s interview with Research Professor Jiang Kejun
from the Energy Research Center of NDRC and Professor Li Zheng from Tsinghua University
during July-September, 2008.

39 Based on the author’s interviews with Chinese government officials, IGO and NGO offi-
cials and scholars who are directly involved in climate change negotiations and policy making,
from May to September 2008.

40 Personal interview with Professor John Holdren on Sept. 25, 2008 at Harvard University.
Also see Kelly Gallagher, “Acting in Time on Climate Change”, a discussion paper at  the Acting
in Time on Energy Policy Conference, Harvard, University, September 18-19, 2008.

41 Zhao Zongfeng, Multilateralism in China’s Foreign Policy, doctoral thesis, China Foreign
Affairs University, January, 2007, pp. 44-48.
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However, China’s more confident and assertive foreign policy of recent
years will likely contribute to her willingness to assume some moderate bind-
ing responsibilities in climate change abatement in the future.

4. China’s strategic solidarity with developing countries prevents her from
diluting the “common but differentiated responsibility” principle.

China consistently emphasizes that it remains a developing nation. It
chooses to align with other developing countries because they share common
interests in economic development and because developing countries are
strategic assets in China’s foreign policy. Specifically, they play crucial roles
in supporting China’s “one China” principle over the Taiwan issue, and its
position on human rights among other international issues. Solidarity with
the G-77 cannot be undermined by China’s weakening of the “common but
differentiated responsibility” principle on GHG emission reductions.42

Solidarity with developing countries not only serves China’s overall inter-
national strategy but also coincides with China’s domestic interest in avoiding
binding GHG emissions reduction commitment in the near term. The “com-
mon but differentiated responsibility” principle gives China’s nonbinding
commitment the appearance of legitimacy while providing strong bargaining
leverage  in negotiations of financial and technology transfers for GHG emis-
sion reductions.

Nevertheless, it is not possible for China to refuse to take actions in coun-
tering climate change. Active participation in reducing GHG emission will
definitely improve China’s image as a responsible power and quiet the outcry
over a perceived “China Threat” in energy and environmental areas. There-
fore, taking part in the flexible mechanisms both benefits China’s image and
coincides with its domestic needs, a subject to which we now turn.

DOMESTIC FACTORS THAT EXPLAIN CHINA’S CLIMATE CHANGE POLICY

1. The need for continuous and rapid economic development influences
China’s international commitments.  Although China now has the world’s
third largest GDP because of its extremely rapid economic development
since marketizing reforms beginning in 1978, its large population of 1.3 bil-
lion means that its per capita GDP is still quite low.43  According to the latest
World Bank study, China has a substantially higher poverty rate than past
estimates.  About 10-15 percent of the population lives in poverty, a range
from about 130 million to 195 million.44

Economic development is the only way to realize the nation’s dream to
become rich and to maintain the stability of the regime. The concept of “sus-
tainable development” entered the state’s vocabulary in 2003 when the new
generation of leaders headed by Hu Jintao came to power, but “develop-
ment” is still the core of China’s national strategy. President Hu Jintao re-
marked at the 17th National Party Congress, “The Scientific Outlook on
Development takes development as its essence, putting people first as its core,

42 This consistent stance is evident in the speeches of Chinese delegates to the UNPCC
conferences.

43 The State Council, “The Significant Achievements in Our Economic and Social Devel-
opment during the 10th Five-Year Plan,” March, 2006, http://www.gov.cn/test/2006-03/13/
content_225662.htm.

44 Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravallion, “China is Poorer than we Thought, But No Less
Successful in the Fight against Poverty,” Policy Research Working Paper 4621, http://www-wds.
worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/IW3P/IB/2008/05/19/000158349_2008
0519094812/Rendered/PDF/wps4621.pdf (October 4, 2008).
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comprehensive, balanced and sustainable development as its basic require-
ment, and overall consideration as its fundamental approach.”45 Thus, eco-
nomic development remains the most important national objective, and this
causes China to decline to make any binding commitment in reducing its
GHG emissions.46

2. The energy shortage and environmental pressure coincide with GHG
reduction efforts.

A contrasting point is that China’s rapid development requires a growing
supply of energy and causes serious pollution. China relies on coal for 70
percent of her energy needs, and suffers from heavy pollution resulting from
the use of coal.  Its heavy reliance on foreign oil puts her in a very fragile and
controversial position with respect to energy security and international polit-
ics.  This energy security issue even drew the attention of former president
Jiang Zemin. He conspicuously published a 15-page article addressing his
concern and vision for China’s energy security future.47 In the article, he
stressed improvement of energy efficiency and development of renewable en-
ergy as key ways to address China’s future energy challenges.

The growing consumption of energy contributes to the aggravated envi-
ronmental crisis in China. According to a joint report by the World Bank and
the China State Environmental Protection Agency, the health costs of air and
water pollution in China amount to about 4.3 percent of its GDP. By adding
the non-health impacts of pollution, which are estimated to be about 1.5 per-
cent of GDP, the total cost of air and water pollution in China is about 5.8
percent of GDP each year.48

To curb growing energy consumption by improving energy efficiency, car-
rying out a strict energy conservation policy is inevitable. Domestic needs to
curb rapid growth of energy consumption and improve the environment will
naturally lead to a reduction of China’s GHG emissions.49

Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao proposed a 4 percent reduction of energy
consumption for 2006 in his work report to the National People’s Congress
in March 2006. Although the objective was not met, leaders were alerted to
the intractability of the problem. The central government issued a new evalu-

45 Hu Jintao, “Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism With Chinese Characteristics and
Strive for New Victories in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects,” speech by
Hu Jintao to the 17th National Congress,(in Chinese), October 15, 2007, http://cpc.people.
com.cn/GB/64093/67507/6429844.html.

46 Another fact that should not be neglected is that, as one of the largest manufacturers,
China provides the world, particularly the West, inexpensive daily commodities with high energy
consumption and GHG emission. Therefore, China should not take the blame alone for high
GHG emissions. This argument was unprecedented when stressed by Premier Wen Jiabao at the
East Asia Summit: Wen Jiabao, Speech by Premier Wen Jiabao of the P.R.China State Council at
the 3rd Asian Summit in Singapore,” November 17, 2007, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/
NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=9335.

47 Jiang Zemin, “Reflections on Energy Issues in China,” Journal of Shanghai Jiaotong Uni-
versity, Vol. 2 , No.3, March, 2008, pp. 345-359.

48 World Bank and SEPA, “Cost of Pollution in China: Economic Estimates of Physical
Damages,” February, 2007. See:  http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTEAPREGTOPENVIRO
NMENT/Resources/China_Cost_of_Pollution.pdf .(October 4,2008)

49 Xie Zhenhua, “Statement by H.E. XIE Zhenhua, Minister and Vice-Chairman of the
National Development and Reform Commission of P.R. China at the joint High-level Segment of
the 13th Session of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention and the 3rd Session of the
Conference of the Parties Serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol,”  Dali,
December, 2007,http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File223.pdf;  also see:
NDRC, China Medium and Long Term Energy Conservation Plan (in Chinese), Beijing: China Envi-
ronmental Science Press, 2005.
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ation standard for local officials to pressure them to enforce energy effi-
ciency and environmental regulations effectively.50

Increases in energy consumption and GHG emissions are closely related.
The energy White Paper notes: “To coordinate energy and environmental
development, China will make great efforts to control greenhouse gas emis-
sions, fight ecological destruction and environmental pollution, prevent mo-
tor vehicle emission pollution and exercise strict environmental management
of energy projects.”51

China has set two targets as part of its energy strategy, which could have a
significant impact on reducing growth in GHG emissions:

1) To improve energy efficiency of the economy by 20 percent between
2005 and 2010; and 2) to increase renewables as a share of the energy mix to
10 percent by 2010 and 16 percent by 2020.52

These overall goals are supported by detailed policies in many sectors,
including a renewable energy law, investment in the public transportation
sector, fiscal measures to encourage the use of small cars and detailed energy
efficiency targets for the 1,000 largest manufacturing industries.53  The
power generation sector is an example.  China has set the ambitious target of
closing 50 GW’s small and inefficient thermal power units during her Elev-
enth Five Year Plan. From 2006 to June 30, 2008, China has realized 51.74
percent of the task which counts for 25.87 GW.54 With this achievement,
China will annually save consumption of coal by 32.6MT and reduce CO2
emission by 65.2 MT. This is of great significance in GHG emissions
reductions.

The Chinese national government recently required that 40 percent of
cement plants with a daily capacity of 2,000 tons install a waste heat recovery
system by 2010, which would reduce by one-third the energy consumption of
these cement plants.55 Some provincial governments even require that all
plants  install such a system.56

Another case concerns coal bed methane (CBM) exploitation. Chinese
authorities plan to change current regulations on CBM  exploitation so that
concentration levels lower than 30 percent CBM will be utilized. Greater than

50 Deng Jin, “China’s Gains and Pressure at the United Nations Climate Change Confer-
ence in Bali,” Southern Weekend, December 19, 2007, http://www.infzm.com/news/xwjj/200712/
t20071219_32903.shtml.

51 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, China’s En-
ergy Conditions and Policies.

52 “The Outline of the 11th Five Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development
of the People’s Republic of China,” Beijing: Xinhua, March 16,  http://www.sdpc.gov.cn/fzgh/
ghwb/gjjh/P020070912638588995806.pdf.

53 Su Wei, Director General, Office of National Leading Group on Climate Change, Na-
tional Development and Reform Commission, China, “China’s Action on Climate Change:
Briefing on China’s National Climate Change Programme” Bali, December 2007, http://www.
ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File225.pdf;  also see: HM Treasury Department,
“Moving to a Global Low Carbon Economy:  Implementing the Stern Review,” October 2007,
p.16. http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/A/B/pbr_csr07_stern770.pdf.

54 Zhou Ming, “28.57GW Small Thermal Power Units Closed Nationwide Since the Elev-
enth Five Year Plan,” China Securities Journal , July 15, 2008, p. A05.

55 NDRC, et. al “ Yin Fa Guan Yu Jia Kuai Shui Ni Gong Ye Jie Gou Tiao Zheng De Ruo
Gan Yi Jian De Tong Zhi” , April 13, 2006. http://www.ndrc.gov.cn/zcfb/zcfbtz/tz2006/t2006
0425_67426.htm, http://www.ndrc.gov.cn/zcfb/zcfbtz/tz2006/W020060425577511246436.doc.

56 Based on author’s interviews with Anhui provincial economic officials, January ,2009 in
Hefei.
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10 billion m3 CBM is released per year in China’s coal mines, equal to 10
billion tons of CO2 emissions or more.57

In this sense, China’s domestic interest coincides with its participation in
international climate change mitigations. China’s active involvement in flexi-
ble mechanisms such as CDM and participation in other multilateral (such as
the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development) and bilateral (such as
Sino-EU, Sino-Canada and Sino-Japan,) frameworks in climate change coop-
eration hits two birds with one stone. Strengthening its policy in this area
realizes both developmental and environmental objectives.58

3. Growing scientific knowledge also encourages the government to take a
more assertive stance on climate change mitigation issues.

At the beginning of negotiations on climate change in the early 1990s,
Chinese decision makers had little knowledge about the impact of climate
change on China, which contributed to China’s cautious position in the ne-
gotiations59With the completion of numerous scientific research projects on
climate change, and the release of IPCC’s climate review series, notably the
fourth review, Chinese decision makers increasingly understand the impact
of climate change on the world and on China itself.

The Chinese government issued its first National Assessment Report on Cli-
mate Change on December 26, 2006. Jointly prepared by more than 20 govern-
ment departments and taking four years to complete, the report summarized
China’s scientific research achievements on climate change to date, and pro-
vided a scientific basis for national government decision makers in establish-
ing a long-term socio-economic development strategy and participation in
international climate change activities.60

The report shows future scenarios for food, land and water security and
provides recommendations for adaptation measures. According to the re-
port, China could see temperatures increase 2°C by 2020 leading to water
shortages and reduced food output of 10 percent by 2030, while the Tibetan
glaciers could disappear altogether by 2100.  These glaciers are the source of
water for over 300 million people along the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, and
feed major rivers flowing into other countries such as the Brahmaputra into
Bangladesh and the Mekong into Southeast Asia.

According to the report, extreme weather events—severe droughts in the
west and north, flooding, spread of desertification and increased dust storms,
among other crises in China—have been linked to global warming61 The
findings of this assessment report were quoted in the National Climate

57 Based on author’s interviews with Huainan Mining Group engineers,January,2009 in
Huainan.

58 Wu Zhi, “China’s economic plan: ‘Shoot 2 hawks with 1 arrow,’” Beijing: Xinhua, De-
cember, 2007, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2007-12/08/content_7219200.htm.

59 Zhang Haibin, “China’s Position in the Negotiations on International Climate Change:
Continuities and Changes,” World Economics and Politics, No.10, 2006, p. 41.

60 China’s National Assessment Report on Climate Change Working Group, China’s Na-
tional Assessment Report on Climate Change, Beijing: Science Press, February 2007, pp. V-VII. The
book was developed by a leading group composed of the Ministry of Science and Technology,
China Meteorological Administration, Chinese Academy of Sciences, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, National Development and Reform Commission, the Ministry of Agriculture, the Minis-
try of Education, the Ministry of Water Resources, and the State Environmental Protection Ad-
ministration, State Forestry Administration, State Oceanic Administration and National Natural
Science Foundation. This is the first formulation of such a report in China.

61 Ibid.
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Change Programme and were the basis for the national guidelines on climate
change.62

Research and discussion on climate change among academics and the
public are growing very significantly. In the following table we can see that
the media and academia’s coverage of the climate change issue has been
steadily growing since 2003. It shows the awareness of both opinion leaders
and the public on climate change.

TABLE 2: SEARCH RESULTS FROM CHINESE MAIN MEDIA (MAGAZINE AND

JOURNAL ARTICLES) ON CLIMATE CHANGE63

\Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008
Media\ (1-9)

people’s 9 9 12 8 8 28 10 65 30
daily.com*
People’s 0 0 3 1 2 7 7 57 18
Daily
Xinhua 0 2 0 0 2 6 14 62 28
Daily
Telegraph

All articles 270 323 382 429 526 686 881 1849 1052
in CNKI
website

The articles in the web include both People’s Daily articles and other news papers affiliated with
People’s Daily.

China’s environmental NGOs and other non-profit organizations are also
beginning to pay greater attention to the climate change issue. NGOs such as
Greenpeace China, World Wildlife Fund China, and Friends of Nature,
which conventionally focus on pollution and biodiversity issues have also be-
came involved in the climate change issue. Some non-profit organizations
such as the Climate Group are also focusing on China. Among these groups,
some hope to raise public awareness (e.g., Friends of Nature); some focus on
influencing the government and enterprises; and some participate in China’s
negotiation process (Green Peace China, WWF China).64

The national bureaucrats involved in climate change policy making and
implementation clearly realize the urgency and inevitability of climate
change impacts on China. As Liu Jiang, deputy director of NDRC, said,
“China has a very delicate ecological system and vulnerable to the negative
impact of climate change. China’s scientific findings have demonstrated that

62 NDRC, China’s National Climate Change Programme, pp. 4-22.
63 Results were obtained by searching key words “climate change” and “global warming. ”

The peoplesdaily.com result is obtained from the People’s Daily  search engine. The other search
results were obtained from the website of China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI):
www.cnki.net with its search engine.

64 Greenpeace China focuses on the climate change issue by advocating renewable energy
policies, issuing a series of research reports on solar power and  wind power; t he Böll Founda-
tion focused on promoting China’s clean coal energy.  Observations are based on the author’s
interview with Miss Yirong, Friends of Nature; Miss Yang Ailun, Climate and Energy Campaign
Manager Greenpeace China, Dr. Yu Jie, The Böll Foundation (German) China Programme ad-
viser and Mr. Deng Liangchun, China Programme Manager, Climate Group  from May to July
2008.
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climate change will continue to have impacts on China’s ecological and so-
cial system, among which, most will be negative ones.”65

With knowledge and awareness about climate change growing for both
leaders and the public, it is likely that China will participate in international
climate change negotiations more vigorously in the future.66

However, uncertainty concerning the likely costs from GHG mitigation is
the most important factor preventing China from committing to any near
term reduction obligation. This is understandable particularly when the most
advanced economy and historically largest GHG emitter, the U.S., still refuses
to make any binding reduction commitment.

PROSPECTS FOR CHINA’S CLIMATE CHANGE POLICY

China will continue to participate in global climate change governance in
the future within the multilateral framework of UNFCCC. It is unlikely that
China will commit to a binding reduction at COP 15 in Copenhagen, but it
may make a conditioned commitment over a longer term. However, long
term commitments face many unpredictable contingencies such as whether
the Annex I countries can fulfill their reduction targets, and whether the low
carbon economy model is practical, among other uncertainties.

Another trend in China’s climate change policy is that she will continue
to actively seek international financial and technical assistance to promote
her voluntary emissions reduction course. Current Chinese climate change
policy is part of a voluntary reduction effort. First, the voluntary reduction
approach can avoid international constraints regarding reduction targets. It
provides great leeway for policy makers. Second, the voluntary approach can
also improve energy efficiency and optimize China’s energy portfolio. Lastly,
voluntary reduction efforts will prepare China for her commitment to bind-
ing reduction targets in the long run by assistance with needed technology,
regime and human capacity. The pilot low carbon programme might even
give China some advantage in the future low carbon world economy. To gain
international financial and technological assistance in a measurable, reporta-
ble and verifiable manner will be what China fights for in the coming climate
negotiations. It will also be a theme for Chinese leaders to use in making
counter offers to the Annex I countries.

Domestically, China’s laws, regulations, and institutions will also develop
as required by the UNFCCC. The feature of vertical governance makes
China’s climate change policy conform to a top-to-bottom pattern. Because
China’s largest enterprises are mostly state-owned, government will play a
dominant role in implementing the policy. However, the flourishing of pri-
vate and small enterprises and detrimental tendencies of local governments
will pose challenges for the national government to realize its reduction
targets.

65 Liu Jiang, Deputy Chair of NDRC, “The Challenge of Climate Change and China’s
Strategy,” Speech at 20 Energy and Environmental Ministers Round Table Conference, March
15, 2004, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/cn/index.asp ; Su Wei, Director General, Office of Na-
tional Leading Group on Climate Change, National Development and Reform Commission,
China, “China’s Action on Climate Change : Briefing on China’s National Climate Change Pro-
gramme,” Bali, December 2007, http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/WebSite/CCChina/UpFile/File
225.pdf; Wen Jiabao, Speech by Premier Wen Jiabao of the P.R.China State Council at the 3rd
Asian Summit in Singapore.”

66 This view is also shared by Gørild Heggelund, “China’s Climate Change Policy: Domes-
tic and International Developments,” Asian Perspective, Vol. 31, No 2, 2007, pp. 155-191.
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Another broad condition for China’s commitment to GHG emission re-
duction is her overall economic situation and political transition. China will
inevitably be affected by the global credit squeeze and recessions in the U.S.
and elsewhere. Domestically, China is suffering from her own economic syn-
drome of hyperinflation, real-estate stagnation, and currency appreciation.
The state also faces challenges socially and politically. Any catalytic event that
might trigger economic and political crises will distract leaders’ attention
from the climate change issue and lower it on their agenda.
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