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Taking Stronger Action on Climate
Change: China and the United States
A: No. China will need to take
stronger near-term action to meet its
commitments and has begun to do so.

Key Questions:

While China has made significant progress
in decoupling emissions from economic
growth in recent years, a greater level
of effort will be required to meet its 2030
targets.

1. What did the U.S.
and China pledge
in their November
11, 2014 joint
announcement on
climate change?
2. Is it true that under
its new pledges,
China might avoid
doing anything to
address climate
change until 2030?
3. Is China starting
from scratch in trying
to fulfill its pledges,
or has it already
taken steps in this
direction?
4. Do we have reason
to believe that China
will follow through on
its pledges?
5. Does it make
sense for the
U.S. to pursue
vigorous action on
climate change
given China’s
commitments?
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On November 11, 2014, the United States
and China announced a watershed accord
to limit their greenhouse gas emissions.1
As the two countries together make up over
40% of global greenhouse gas emissions,2
this announcement could be a crucial
catalyst for a strong international effort
to address climate change. As the rest of
the world looks to these countries to lead,
mutual understanding and robust action are
important. ChinaFAQs offers this Q&A as
part of an occasional series to help inform
the discussion regarding next steps.
Q: What did the U.S. and China pledge
in their November 11, 2014 joint
announcement on climate change?
The United States pledged to cut
greenhouse gas emissions 26-28 percent
below 2005 levels by 2025. China
announced targets to reach a peak in its
carbon dioxide emissions around 2030—
with the intention to try to peak sooner—
and to increase its non-fossil fuel share of
energy use to around 20 percent by 2030.3
Q: Is it true that under its new pledges,
China might avoid doing anything to
address climate change until 2030?

China’s current targets seek to limit the
energy and carbon intensity (energy
consumed or carbon emitted per unit
of GDP) of its economy.4 In 2009 China
committed to reduce the carbon intensity
of its economy by 40 to 45 percent from
2005 levels by 2020.5 Researchers from
MIT and China’s Tsinghua University find in
their Continued Effort scenario that if China
continues this level of effort, emissions will
level off between 2030 and 2040 without
a subsequent decline. The Accelerated
Effort scenario, which shows emissions
leveling off between 2025 and 2035 and
slowly declining after that, involves stronger
policies, including a price on carbon
beginning in 2015 which rises significantly.6
Expert projections7 of a peak in China’s
carbon emissions and an increased share
of non-fossil energy are supported by
several major building blocks. China will
need to install 800-1,000GW of non-fossil
fuel electricity generation capacity to
achieve its 2030 non-fossil energy pledge,
greater than its current coal-fired capacity
and almost the total current capacity of
the United States.8 In addition, the building
blocks include improving energy efficiency,
placing a price on carbon, limiting coal use,9
and rebalancing the economy from heavy
industry toward services.10 As discussed
below, China has taken significant action,
announced further measures, and is working
on including additional steps in its next Five
Year Plan.
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Q: Is China starting from scratch
in trying to fulfill its pledges, or
has it already taken steps in this
direction?
A: China is already taking action
on multiple fronts to address the
climate problem.
China has been investing heavily in
renewable energy. In 2013 China
was once again the world’s number
one investor in renewable energy,
investing $54.2 billion, or 21% of
the world’s total.11 2013 saw China
install 12 GW of solar photovoltaic
projects, 50% more than any country
had previously ever installed in a
single year.12 China also has been
the world leader in installed wind
capacity since 2009.13
Along with promoting renewables,
China has reported progress toward
its energy and carbon intensity
targets and slowed the growth of
coal. In 2011, China was reported to
have nearly met its energy intensity
reduction target for the 11th Five
Year Plan (2006-2010).14 In June
2015, China announced further
progress on its energy and carbon
intensity targets.15 New installation of
coal power in China peaked in 2006
at over 90GW,16 but since then the
number has fallen dramatically to just
36.5GW in 2013.17
In September 2013, China launched
a $277 billion investment in
improving air quality and regional
bans on new coal-fired power
plants.18 China also has set up seven
pilot cap-and-trade programs for
carbon emissions in major cities and
provinces in China. In terms of total
carbon emissions regulated, the
Chinese carbon market pilots already
make up the second largest amount
of regulated carbon emissions,
following only the European Union.19
One challenge will be to ensure
strong action is taken not only
regionally, but also nationally, to
ensure China meets its national

targets.20 Despite this and other
challenges, however, the natural
progression of China’s economic
development and its efforts to control
coal give reasons for optimism. In
fact, Lawrence Berkeley National
Laboratory (LBNL) said that, given
current trends and market policies,
China’s coal use is projected to peak
in 2020.21, 22
China and other developing
countries are working to shift to a
low carbon path while also trying
to lift their people out of poverty
and provide the basics for a decent
living standard achieved decades
ago in more affluent countries. For
these reasons developing country
emissions are not expected to peak
immediately, but China and other
developing countries are beginning
to shift in that direction. Now,
having made tremendous economic
progress, China is at a point where
stronger and sustained measures
are needed to cope with climate and
other environmental consequences
of growth.
China is now moving to fulfill targets
under its 12th Five Year Plan and
it is beginning to work on its 13th
Five Year Plan. Chinese leaders
and energy experts are suggesting
strong new measures to limit energy
use and improve efficiency,23 just as
planning is moving forward in the
U.S. and other countries.24
Q: Do we have reason to believe
that China will follow through on
its pledges?
A: Yes. China has already made
progress on the low carbon
building blocks and has strong
reasons of national interest to
build on its current efforts.
Progress and plans regarding the
shift to low carbon energy
China has demonstrated its
commitment to achieving clean
energy targets in the recent past25
and is continuing to work on the

building blocks of the shift to low
carbon energy. With respect to the
energy efficiency building block to
support emissions reductions, China
has recognized the importance of
improving the energy efficiency of
its economy.26 It has set targets
for energy intensity reductions
and established demand-side
regulations to promote energy saving
in the electricity sector.27 China’s
“Top 1,000 Energy-Consuming
Enterprises Program”, designed to
conserve energy among Chinese
companies, has been expanded to
roughly 17,000 companies during the
12th Five Year Plan.28 Officials and
energy experts are also discussing
proposals for increased marketoriented measures governing
electricity.29
The carbon pricing building block
supporting emissions reductions
entails either a carbon tax or a
national cap-and-trade system.30
China has cap-and-trade pilots in
seven cities and provinces,31 and is
making plans to begin to establish
a national cap-and-trade policy
in 2016.32 Jiang Kejun, a leading
researcher for China’s economic
planning agency, has said that China
is considering launching a carbon tax
pilot program.33 Another economywide policy option is a measure to
set a stronger limit on coal or energy
use.34 China’s cabinet, the State
Council, has announced a plan to
limit coal consumption to around
4.2 billion tons by 2020 and to hold
coal to at most 62 percent of primary
energy use that year.35 Recently
the State Council also approved
a national climate change plan for
2014 to 2020 calling for greenhouse
gas emissions standards for
power plants and energy-intensive
industries and a wide range of
implementation measures.36
Beyond energy policy reform,
changes in China’s broader
economic landscape could bend the
curve of China’s emissions growth
downward. Expected economic
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trends and statements by high-level
officials indicate China is seeking to
restructure its economy by reducing
the share of energy-intensive industry
and expanding the share of services.37
China has set a target to increase
services as a share of GDP to 47% by
2015.38 In 2013, officials announced
principles of market-based fiscal,
financial and service sector reforms
that could spur this shift.39 As services
generally require less energy than the
industrial sector, a rebalance toward
services should have an emissions
reduction benefit.40
China has strong reasons of
national interest to act.
China’s efforts to reach its targets are
driven by strong national interests.
China is trying hard to control coal
to address air pollution, which has
significant health impacts and has
raised widespread public concern.41
In July of 2013, China announced
an investment of $277 billion over
five years in curbing air pollution.42
Then, in September 2013, China
announced their Clean Air Action
Plan, which included regional bans on
new coal plants.43 As China is a net
importer of fossil fuels, China’s leaders
are increasingly concerned with the
country’s energy security.44 The New
Climate Economy Report China case
study, released November 14, 2014,
estimated considerable economic
benefit from reduced air pollution and
enhanced energy security associated
with peaking of CO2 emissions around
2030.45
China’s national report on climate
change projects losses in agricultural
productivity, decreased food security,
and more frequent flooding, which
will pose serious risks to China’s
economy.46 According to Trevor
Houser of the Rhodium Group, China’s
leaders recognize the need to shift
away from energy-intensive industry
toward services for economic growth
to continue at its current pace.47 Also,
China has already begun to see the
economic benefits of clean energy.48

Q: Does it make sense for the
U.S. to pursue vigorous action
on climate change given China’s
commitments?
A: Yes. China is now at a turning
point regarding air quality and
climate action, and the two countries
can inspire each other and the world
to take ambitious steps.
China is at a turning point. The evolving
air pollution problems in China have
focused the highest level of attention
on shifting to low carbon energy, and
China’s self-interests49 now strongly
align with ambitious climate action.
As former Secretary of the Treasury
Henry Paulson said regarding China’s
action on climate and air, the Chinese
see there is a huge need. “If you look
at what they are doing, they are doing
important things with resource taxes
and experimenting with taxing carbon,
they are doing a lot of things. And
so there is no doubt they are serious
about it.”50 “If we’re a leader here,” he
says, “I think it’s easier to encourage
China to do even more.”51
The recent Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change’s report shows that
the planet is already experiencing the
impacts of climate change,52 and the
effects are projected to become more
severe unless serious action is taken
soon.53 It is therefore in the interests of
all countries to act to avoid huge costs,
but they won’t if each country sees
everyone else stopping. The fact is
that all major emitters are taking some
action, but need to do more.54 The
way to accelerate action is for each
country to move forward and develop
an understanding internationally that
encourages everyone to do the same.

The New Dynamic
The recent commitments of the
U.S. and China are ambitious yet
achievable, and each country will look
to the other to follow through. Greater
effort is needed to prevent the worst
impacts of climate change, but there
is now a new dynamic. China is at
a pivotal moment where it can be
expected to keep doing more. This
depends in part on their seeing that
the U.S. and other countries are also
serious about the problem, as the
international climate negotiations move
towards their conclusion in Paris in
2015. The recent accord between the
U.S. and China is a breakthrough in
this global effort and sends a signal to
the rest of the world that a solution is
possible.
This fact sheet is a product of ChinaFAQs, a
joint project of the World Resources Institute
and experts from leading American universities,
think tanks and government laboratories. Find out
more about the ChinaFAQs Project at: http://www.
ChinaFAQs.org/.
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Increasingly it is evident that these
steps to address climate change will
be beneficial as countries not only
reduce climate change impacts, but
reap such gains as improved health
and the advantages of technological
innovation.55
3

Sources

FACT SHEET: U.S.-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change and Clean Energy Cooperation, White House Office of the Press Secretary (November 11, 2014) http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2014/11/11/fact-sheet-us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change-and-clean-energy-c; http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/us-and-china-strike-deal-climate-change-now-youre-talking
2
http://www.eia.gov/cfapps/ipdbproject/IEDIndex3.cfm?tid=90&pid=44&aid=8
3
FACT SHEET: U.S.-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change and Clean Energy Cooperation, White House Office of the Press Secretary (November 11, 2014) http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2014/11/11/fact-sheet-us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change-and-clean-energy-c
4
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/chinafaqs-what-are-chinas-national-climate-and-energy-targets
5
http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/chinas-state-council-unveils-40-45-carbon-intensity-target
6
One-page summary of report: An Energy Outlook for China (2014), MIT-Tsinghua China Energy and Climate Program http://globalchange.mit.edu/files/document/CECP_2014_Outlook.pdf; full report:
Carbon emissions in China: How far can new efforts bend the curve? (2014), Xiliang Zhang, Valerie J. Karplus, Tianyu Qi, Da Zhang and Jiankun He http://globalchange.mit.edu/CECP/files/document/
MITJPSPGC_Rpt267.pdf
7
Ibid. and China’s strategy for energy development and climate change mitigation (2012), He Jiankun, Yu Zhiwei, Zhang Da http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421512003370; China’s
role in attaining the global 2˚C target (2013), Kejun Jiang, Xing Zhuang, Ren Miao, Chenmin He http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14693062.2012.746070#.U9vjQ_ldXhA
8
FACT SHEET: U.S.-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change and Clean Energy Cooperation, White House Office of the Press Secretary (November 11, 2014) http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2014/11/11/fact-sheet-us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change-and-clean-energy-c
9
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/11/18/us-china-coal-climatechange-idUSKCN0J20XF20141118
10
See China’s Policies and Actions on Climate Change (NDRC, November 2014) http://www.sdpc.gov.cn/gzdt/201411/W020141126538031815914.pdf
11
http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/china%E2%80%99s-performance-2014-environmental-performance-index-what-are-key-takeaways
12
http://about.bnef.com/press-releases/chinas-12gw-solar-market-outstripped-all-expectations-in-2013/
13
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/chinafaqs-renewable-energy-china-graphical-overview-2013
14
https://china.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/lbl-5922e-ep-industrial-energy-trendoct-2012.pdf; In February 2015, China’s National Bureau of Statistics revised the national energy and coal consumption figures for
2013. The announcement did not address prior years. http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/201502/t20150228_687439.html
15
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/06/13/us-climatechange-china-idUSKBN0OT04220150613
16
http://news.bjx.com.cn/html/20130318/423217.shtml 1998-2011, Compilation of Statistics of Electric Power Industry, China Electricity Council, 2012 (in Chinese)
17
http://www.cpnn.com.cn/zdzgtt/201402/t20140207_652292.html (China Power News Network, in Chinese).
18
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/chinafaqs-%E2%80%94-short-take
19
http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/emissions-trading-china-first-reports-field
20
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/chinafaqs-what-are-chinas-national-climate-and-energy-targets
21
http://eaei.lbl.gov/publications/china-energy-and-emissions-paths-2030
22
There are both more optimistic and pessimistic projections of how China’s coal use will evolve, but the middle-of-the-road LBNL projection’s power comes from the ‘bottom-up’ nature of their model. This
means that, rather than making many big assumptions about macro-economic elements of China’s economy, the model makes assumptions at smaller levels of the economy that are better understood, such
as the steel or chemical sectors.
23
http://www.energypost.eu/professor-ye-qis-inside-view-chinese-climate-policy-way-can-peak-2015/
24
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/03/unfccc-bonn-bringing-transparency-understanding-and-clarity-countries%E2%80%99-post-2020
25
http://www.chinafaqs.org/files/chinainfo/ChinaFAQs_11th_5-Year_Plan_Energy_Conservation_0.pdf
26
Interview with Xie Zhenhua, November 25, 2014 http://english.caixin.com/2014-11-25/100755449.html?p0#page1
27
China’s Future Generation: Assessing the Maximum Potential for Renewable Power Sources in China in 2050 (2014), William Chandler, Chen Shiping, Holly Gwin, Lin Ruoside, Wang Yanjia http://assets.
worldwildlife.org/publications/667/files/original/chinas_future_generation_report_final.pdf?1392734685
28
http://iepd.iipnetwork.org/policy/top-10000-energy-consuming-enterprises-program
29
Primer on Beijing’s Slice-and-Dice Approach to Energy and Climate Reform (2014), Melanie Hart http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/USChinaEnergy.pdf
30
An Energy Outlook for China (2014), MIT-Tsinghua China Energy and Climate Program http://globalchange.mit.edu/files/document/CECP_2014_Outlook.pdf; China’s role in attaining the global 2˚C target
(2013), Kejun Jiang, Xing Zhuang, Ren Miao, Chenmin He http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14693062.2012.746070#.U9vjQ_ldXhA
31
http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/emissions-trading-china-first-reports-field
32
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/01/business/international/china-plans-a-market-for-carbon-permits.html?ref=business&_r=0
33
http://www.eenews.net/climatewire/stories/1060000102
34
The End of China’s Coal Boom—6 Facts You Should Know (2014), Li Shuo and Lauri Myllyvirta http://www.greenpeace.org/eastasia/publications/reports/climate-energy/2014/end-china-coal-boom/;
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/25/world/asia/chinese-plan-to-reduce-coal-use-could-allow-increases-for-years.html?_r=0; http://www.energypost.eu/professor-ye-qis-inside-view-chinese-climatepolicy-way-can-peak-2015/
35
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/21/business/energy-environment/china-to-place-limit-on-coal-use-in-2020.html
36
http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/bfinamore/another_major_climate_breakthr.html
37
China’s energy transition: effects on global climate and sustainable development (2014), lecture by Ross Garnaut https://theconversation.com/chinas-energy-transition-effects-on-global-climate-andsustainable-development-30883; Interview with Xie Zhenhua, November 25, 2014 http://english.caixin.com/2014-11-25/100755449.html?p0#page1
38
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-05-03/china-s-service-industries-expand-at-slower-pace-survey-shows.html
39
Sino Shift (2014), David Dollar http://www.brookings.edu/research/articles/2014/07/15-sino-shift-dollar
40
The Great Coal Cap: China’s energy policies and the financial implications for thermal coal (2014), Carbon Tracker Initiative http://www.carbontracker.org/report/the-great-coal-cap-chinas-energy-policiesand-the-financial-implications-for-thermal-coal/
41
http://fortune.com/2014/11/05/the-cost-of-chinas-dependence-on-coal-670000-deaths-a-year/; http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/07/china-pollution-protests-2014729105632310682.
html
42
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/07/25/us-china-pollution-idUSBRE96O01Z20130725
43
http://www.chinafaqs.org/blog-posts/chinas-new-clean-air-action-plan
44
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/issue-brief-why-china-taking-action-clean-energy-and-climate-change; http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/oil-and-gas-emergency-policy--china-2012-update.html
45
The New Climate Economy – China Case Study Executive Summary (2014), The Global Commission on the Economy and Climate and Tsinghua University http://newclimateeconomy.net/sites/default/files/
china-nce-exec-summary-eng_reduced_1.pdf
46
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/01/18/us-china-climate-idUSTRE80H06J20120118
47
http://rhg.com/notes/chinas-2012-energy-report-card
48
http://www.chinafaqs.org/library/issue-brief-why-china-taking-action-clean-energy-and-climate-change
49
Ibid.
50
Former U.S. Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson speaks at a CSIS event in Washington on April 15, 2014. Quoted material begins about 13:10 into the recording. http://www.c-span.org/video/?318894-2/
china-global-economy
51
http://www.eenews.net/greenwire/stories/1060008650
52
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/03/4-takeaways-ipcc-report-reveal-worsening-impacts-climate-change
53
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/04/analyzing-ipcc-report-6-things-you-need-know-about-reducing-emissions
54
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/11/unep-emissions-gap-report-calculates-necessary-emission-reductions-out-2030
55
The New Climate Economy – Overview (2014), The Global Commission on the Economy and Climate http://newclimateeconomy.report/overview/
1

Photo Credit: U.S. Department of State http://www.state.gov/secretary/photos/2013/07/210055.htm

4
v3.0 Published November 26, 2014, rev. 6/23/2015

