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Q: How have the joint U.S.-China
announcements helped create
momentum for global climate action?
In November 2014, the United States and
China announced a watershed accord to
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions
and tackle climate change.1 The world’s two
largest emitters, accounting for roughly 40%
of global greenhouse gas emissions,2 came
together again in 2015 to announce actions
they will take to meet these commitments
and articulate a common vision for the
landmark global climate change agreement
reached in Paris in December 2015.3 As
countries move to join and implement the
Paris Agreement, U.S.-China cooperation
on climate change has stimulated enhanced
action by other countries, subnational
governments, businesses and investors
worldwide.4 Many new opportunities for
international collaboration on climate have
emerged in the last two years, including
a public-private partnership to advance
clean energy technology through Mission
Innovation,5 an international solar alliance,6
and city-level coalitions like the Compact of
Mayors.7

As part of the 2014 U.S.-China joint
statement, China committed to reach a
peak in its carbon dioxide emissions around
2030 and make best efforts to peak earlier,
and to increase the non-fossil fuel share
of its energy use to around 20% by 2030.8
China’s June 2015 contribution for the Paris
climate agreement formalized these targets,
and set additional targets to reduce the
carbon intensity (carbon emitted per unit
of GDP) of its economy by 60-65%, and
increase its forest stock by around 4.5 billion
cubic meters, from 2005 levels by 2030.9
In addition to the national targets, eleven
cities and provinces from across China
committed to reach a peak in their carbon
emissions before the national goal to peak
around 2030.10 This group comprises a
quarter of China’s urban carbon emissions,
roughly equivalent to the total annual carbon
emissions of Japan or Brazil.11
Q: What steps is China taking toward its
goals?
A: China has been taking action to
strengthen all the building blocks of its
low-carbon strategy, and continues to do
so.
Studies that have demonstrated pathways
to a peak in China’s carbon emissions12
converge around several major building
blocks: rebalancing the economy away
from heavy industry, limiting coal use,13
improving energy efficiency, scaling up
non-fossil energy, and placing a price on
carbon emissions. China’s work on its
targets demonstrates extensive new effort.
As discussed below, China has been taking
increasingly strong action in these areas,
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and has announced additional
measures, including as part of its
national 13th Five Year Plan (20162020), released in March 2016.14
Further details will be elaborated
in plans for specific provinces and
sectors, such as energy, in the
coming months and years. China’s
ongoing actions and its ambitious
goals indicate that it will continue
to build on these measures in the
coming years.
Economic rebalancing: China
is seeking to shift away from its
old development model driven by
investment in energy-intensive
industry toward a new model driven
by consumption, services, and
advanced manufacturing.15 This shift
should have an emissions reduction
benefit.16 China has set targets
to reduce excess steel capacity,17
and steel and cement production—
accounting for roughly 70% of
China’s industrial emissions18—saw
marked declines in growth in 2014
and fell in 2015, according to official
statistics.19 The share of services
in China’s GDP eclipsed industry’s
share in 201320 and rose to 50.5% in
2015, 10% higher than industry.21
Limits on coal: China has banned
new coal plants in three key
industrial regions22 and, as of early
2014, had targets to reduce or limit
coal use in twelve provinces.23 In
2014, China released a climate
plan24 calling for emissions
standards for power plants and
energy-intensive industries.25 This
plan includes targets to reduce the
industrial sector’s carbon intensity to
half of 2005 levels by 2020, and for
carbon emissions from the steel and
cement industries to stabilize at 2015
levels by 2020.26
New installation of coal plants
in China peaked in 2006 at over
90GW,27 but since then the number
has fallen to under 50GW in 2015.28
China’s coal plant utilization rate fell
to 54% of capacity in 2014,29 and
coal-fired power generation has

declined in each of the past two
years.30 China’s overall coal use fell
in physical terms (tonnage) in each
of the past two years,31 while the
energy content of coal use leveled off
in 2014.32 In early 2016 the central
government suspended or delayed
coal plant approvals or construction
in most of China’s provinces.33
Energy efficiency: China has
policies to increase energy efficiency
across its economy. In 2015 China
set a stronger target for the efficiency
of new coal plants,34 and issued
guidelines for increased marketoriented measures governing
electricity which encourage demandside management to improve
energy efficiency.35 China has
been strengthening and expanding
building energy codes36 and fuel
economy standards.37 Further, the
“Top 10,000 Energy-Consuming
Enterprises” program under the 12th
Five Year Plan incentivized efficiency
improvements at 17,000 mostly
industrial enterprises accounting for
two-thirds of China’s energy use.38
Clean energy: China was again
the world’s number one investor
in renewable energy in 2015 with
$102.9bn, accounting for over a
third of global investment.39 In 2015,
China also led the world with record
amounts of wind and solar (PV)
installations, with 18GW of solar and
29GW of wind.40 China has been
the world leader in installed wind
capacity since 2010,41 and China
eclipsed Germany in installed solar
capacity in 2015.42 China has set
targets to increase its wind capacity
to 200GW43 and roughly double its
solar capacity to 100GW by 2020.44
While China has faced challenges
in ensuring that all of its renewable
electricity is used, China has taken
a set of measures in early 2016 to
address the problem. These steps
include establishing management
rules to promote the sale of
renewable electricity to the grid, and
setting electricity generation and
consumption targets for non-hydro

renewable energy sources.45
Pricing carbon: President Xi Jinping
announced in September 201546
that China will launch a national
emissions trading system (ETS) in
2017.47 An ETS has the potential
to be a powerful instrument to
reduce emissions over time.48 While
establishing a national ETS involves
challenges, China can draw on its
experience with its seven existing
city- and provincial-level carbontrading pilots.49 As China implements
the ETS, other policies and actions
will remain and also be strengthened
to drive emissions reductions.
China’s government-affiliated
research organizations are also
discussing possibilities for the design
and administration of a carbon tax.50
The 13th Five Year Plan
China’s national 13th Five Year
Plan builds on the above action,
and lays out the country’s nearterm policies and goals to achieve
its Paris targets. It is apparent from
the plan that China is increasingly
integrating climate action into its
economic planning. The plan aims
for services to rise from 50.5%
to 56% of the economy by 2020,
and for developing advanced
and environmentally friendly
manufacturing. The plan also sets
targets for energy intensity (15%
reduction from 2015 levels), carbon
intensity (18% reduction) and nonfossil share of energy use (3%
increase to 15%). The new carbon
intensity target, if achieved, would
allow China to reduce carbon
intensity by 48% from 2005 levels by
2020, exceeding its original target
of 40-45%. The document sheds
light on China’s tiered strategy for
peaking, suggesting that China’s
most-developed eastern regions
will be the first to peak their carbon
emissions. To help achieve these
goals, it calls for China to control
emissions from energy-intensive
industries, set up a national
emissions trading system, implement
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emissions reporting and verification for
key industries, and establish a green
finance system.51
Q: Do we have reason to believe
that China will follow through on its
commitments?
A: Yes. China has already made
progress on its energy and
emissions targets and has strong
reasons of national interest to build
on its current efforts.
From 2006 to 2011, China reduced
the energy intensity of its economy
by 19%.52 Over the past five years,
according to official figures China
exceeded its targets for energy
intensity (down 18.2%) and carbon
intensity (20%).53
Uncertainties remain, such as the
future trajectory of energy-intensive
industries, the rate of industrial energy
efficiency gains, and the upward
pressure on energy use from trends
toward urbanization and increased
vehicle ownership.54 As described
above, however, China is taking action
to address emissions from each of
these sources, and is motivated to
build on this action. In light of the
action and progress mentioned above,
some experts now think that China’s
carbon emissions will likely peak
before 2030,55 consistent with the
government’s stated aim to make best
efforts to peak early.56
China’s efforts to achieve its targets
are driven by strong national
interests. China is working to control
coal use to address air pollution. Air
pollution contributes to as many as
4,000 deaths in China per day57-and as of 2010, economic losses of
about a tenth of its GDP58—and has
raised widespread public concern.59 In
2013 China announced a $277 billion
investment over five years in curbing
air pollution and banned new coal
plants in key industrial regions, and
in 2014 China adopted amendments
to its Environmental Protection Law
which charge daily fines for violators

and hold local officials accountable
for their environmental record.60 The
New Climate Economy China case
study estimates considerable economic
benefit from reduced air pollution and
enhanced energy security associated
with peaking of CO2 emissions around
2030.61
China’s national report on climate
change finds that it may “further
intensify the occurrence of floods
and droughts,” threaten agricultural
productivity, and increase its lowlying coastal cities’ vulnerability to
storms.62 China’s top weather official
has said that the impacts of climate
change are already damaging China’s
economy.63 As China is a net importer
of fossil fuels,64 China’s leaders are
concerned with the country’s energy
security,65 and China has already
begun to see the economic benefits
of clean energy.66 Further, many of
China’s heavy industries are facing
the problem of excessive production
capacity, which hurts profits;67 China’s
leaders recognize the need to shift
away from energy-intensive industry
toward services for economic growth to
continue at a strong rate.68
Q: What is the benefit of the U.S. and
China, and many other countries,
taking action together?
A: With countries acting together,
each can have confidence its
actions are part of a global effort
to address climate change. Moving
forward together yields increasing
opportunities for all.
The 2014 Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change’s report shows that
the planet is already experiencing the
impacts of climate change,69 and the
effects are projected to become more
severe unless serious action is taken
soon.70 It is therefore in the interest of
all countries to act to avoid huge costs.
Countries might hesitate to act if each
country saw everyone else stopping,
but that is no longer an issue.71
The fact is that all major emitters
are taking action, as evidenced by

the international climate agreement
reached in Paris in December 2015.
This agreement represents the
beginning of the longer term effort
needed by all countries to rein in global
average temperature rise. While the
action commitments of 150 countries
for the Paris Agreement represent an
unprecedented global effort to tackle
climate change, the world is not yet
on track to reach the agreement’s
stated aim—to limit global temperature
rise well below 2 degrees Celsius
and strive to limit temperature rise to
1.5 degrees72—and avert the most
dangerous impacts of climate change.73
As Presidents Obama and Xi stated
in their vision for the Paris Agreement,
there must be a longer-range effort
ramping up ambition for low-carbon
transformation over time.74
Countries are already taking steps to
implement their commitments, which
will be beneficial as countries not
only avoid the worst climate change
impacts, but reap such gains as
improved health, economic growth,
and the advantages of technological
innovation.75 In April 2016, a record
175 countries gathered in New York to
sign the Paris Agreement.76 The U.S.
and China continue to demonstrate
international leadership, jointly stating
in March 2016 that both countries
would take steps to formally join the
agreement as soon as possible this
year, and urge other countries to do
the same.77 China has already begun
to integrate its Paris pledges into its
policy planning—as evidenced by the
13th Five Year Plan—while the U.S.
is pressing forward with meeting its
Paris target78 with measures such as
regulations on power plants under the
Clean Power Plan,79 tax credits for wind
and solar power80 and standards on
methane emissions from new oil and
gas infrastructure.81
(Continued on next page)
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Increasing Opportunities for
International Cooperation
The actions of the U.S. and China
have helped create unprecedented
movement toward stronger action
on climate change around the
world. While much more remains
to be done, the two countries are
continuing to work together in
facing challenges and creating
opportunities. There are a growing
number of examples involving the
U.S. and China where there is
bilateral or multilateral collaboration
on climate beyond the UN
Framework Convention on Climate
Change, including the Clean Energy
Research Center’s work on clean
technology development,82 the
Climate Change Working Group
under the U.S.-China Strategic
and Economic Dialogue,83 and
the ongoing negotiations on
hydrofluorocarbons--a potent
greenhouse gas--under the Montreal
Protocol.84
New opportunities continue to
emerge. September 2015 marked
the first convening of the U.S.China Climate-Smart/Low-Carbon
Cities Summit, which gathers again
in June of 2016,85 and this year’s
G-20 presidential summit in China
provides a chance to start integrating
climate action into domestic and
international financial systems.86
These efforts will continue to be
important in encouraging countries to
meet and exceed their Paris goals,
reap domestic benefits, and achieve
the deep decarbonization necessary
to avoid the most dangerous impacts
of climate change.
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