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1 Introduction 

Climate change, caused by anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) released into the atmosphere, is one of the greatest challenges the 
international community is facing today. In February 2005 the Kyoto 
Protocol to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change finally 
entered into force. After almost fifteen years of international negotiations 
on the issue of climate change, the entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol 
was celebrated as a great victory for international environmental coopera-
tion. However, the Protocol only requires a 5% emission reduction from 
countries that are responsible for about 30% of the worlds total green-
house gas emissions (Alfsen and Holtsmark 2005). Even if all countries 
fulfill their commitments, this great step forward for climate diplomacy 
will only have minimal impact on the climate change problem.1 In order 
to achieve the ultimate objective of the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change of stabilizing ‘…greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 
interference with the climate system’ (FCCC 1992, Art. 2), it is necessary 
to establish an international agreement far more comprehensive than the 
Kyoto Protocol with stronger commitments for more countries.  

The emission reductions required during the Kyoto-period, from 2008 to 
2012 will probably only contribute to a microscopic delay of the ongoing 
global warming, thus the outcome of the negotiations for a post-Kyoto 
agreement is crucial for the future of the earth’s climate. The greatest 
challenges for a future regime to become more effective are to get the 
United States back to the negotiation table and to widen participation to 
also include large developing countries with rapidly growing economies 
like Brazil, India and China. The prospects for an American comeback to 
the Kyoto process are not promising, 2 consequently the pressure on the 
developing countries – and in particular the largest emitter of them all, 
China – will increase.  

China can be characterized as a key actor in solving the global climate 
change problem first and foremost because of the size of its GHG-
emissions.3 China is today the world’s second largest emitter of gases 
causing global warming, only exceeded by the US (Zhang 1998: 2). In 
1996 China was responsible for 13.5% of the world’s total emissions of 
CO2 which is the most important of the greenhouse gases, while the US 
was responsible for 21.3% (ibid.). However, on a per capita basis Chinese 
emissions are still relatively low - about half of the world average.4 
China’s emissions are not only due to its enormous population, but are 
also a result of the extraordinary economic growth China has experienced 
the last two decades and the heavy reliance on coal used to fuel to rapidly 
expanding energy demands accompanying the economic growth.5 China 
currently ranks as the world’s largest consumer and producer of coal 
(Wei et al. 2004).  

In addition to the sheer size of Chinese GHG-emissions, China can also 
be characterized as a key actor in the climate change negotiations due to 
its influential position in the ‘Group of 77 and China’ (hereafter referred 
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to as ‘G77 and China’). ‘G77 and China’ have acted as a surprisingly 
unified block in the climate negotiations, despite being a rather hetero-
geneous group with largely differing interests.6 As the largest and most 
populous developing country, China has played a major role in forming 
the position of the developing countries in the climate negotiations. The 
opposition between industrialized countries (the North) and developing 
countries (the South) has been one of the most problematic aspects of the 
climate change negotiations and a deep North-South divide permeates al-
most every aspect of the negotiations (Depledge 2005: 30). The countries 
in the North are responsible for the decidedly largest part of the GHG 
emissions that have caused the problems we are facing today – whether 
these emissions are measured in the current or cumulatively, as energy-
related CO2 emissions or several GHG-emissions taken together (Fer-
mann 1997a: 184-7).7 The industrialized countries also have better 
financial and technological capacity to reduce emissions and to adapt to a 
changing climate, making them less vulnerable to the possible harmful 
consequences of climate change such as rising sea-levels, changed pat-
terns of precipitation and higher temperatures. The question of whether 
developing countries also should be required to reduce their emissions 
has been a bottleneck in the climate negotiations. The developing coun-
tries have consistently refused to accept any reduction targets before the 
industrialized world recognizes its responsibility and takes action first 
according to the principle of ‘common, but differentiated responsibilities’ 
stipulated in the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
Some industrialized countries on the other side, most notably the United 
States, have conditioned participation on the inclusion of large develop-
ing countries, arguing that an agreement without these countries will be 
less cost-effective and environmentally ineffective. Indeed, one of the 
most important arguments for the United States’ withdrawal from the 
Kyoto process in 2001 was the lack of ‘meaningful participation’ from 
China and other major developing countries.  

China’s position as a ‘key actor’ in the efforts to prevent climate change 
implies that the pressure to reduce emissions will be intensified when the 
negotiations for the post- Kyoto period begin. Is it likely that China will 
participate more actively in a future regime? And as important: What will 
be the substance of China’s future participation? It is of course not pos-
sible to exactly predict China’s future behavior, but its behavior in the 
past can provide some useful indications of what the future will bring. 
China has been participating actively in the negotiations from the time 
they were initiated in the late 1980s until today, ratifying both the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1994, and the Kyoto Pro-
tocol in 2002. Nevertheless, China has so far been unwilling to accept 
any form of abatement commitments justified by arguments based on low 
per capita emissions, lack of historical responsibility for climate change 
and the lack of technological and financial resources needed to reduce 
emissions. As will be thoroughly elaborated later, China’s position have 
been rather consistent throughout the negotiations so far with some 
exceptions, most notably its position on the Clean Development Mechan-
ism (CDM). The CDM is one of the three so-called flexible mechanisms 
under the Kyoto Protocol, allowing industrialized countries to invest in 
emission reduction projects in developing countries to achieve emission 
reduction credits. Thus their national commitments can be met more cost-
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effectively. The CDM was met with skepticism by China when it was 
proposed in 1997, but has in the later years been received with a much 
more positive attitude, and is now seen as an opportunity for China to im-
prove its energy efficiency and combat local pollution problems.  

1.1 Research Question and Theoretical Take 

The purpose of this report is to examine China’s role and behavior in the 
international politics of climate change. The central research question 
guiding the present study is: What factors have determined China’s 
climate change policy in the past, and how are these factors likely to 
influence China’s future climate change policy? In this effort to explain 
China’s past, present and future climate change policy, I will attempt to 
(i) identify both continuities and discontinuities; (ii) understand the inter-
play between external and internal forces of influence; and (iii) to inter-
pret China’s climate change policy within the wider foreign policy con-
text and underlying foreign policy goals. The focus will be kept on 
China’s international response to climate change or what could be termed 
‘climate change foreign policy’. This implies that I will mainly consider 
China’s climate change policy as it is expressed through China’s behavior 
in the international climate negotiations.  

There is a vast literature on international environmental regimes in gener-
al, and on the climate change regime in specific. Most of it focus on the 
regime as a whole and use different forms of regime theoretical approach-
es, focusing on regime formation, scope or regime effectiveness, and the 
lack thereof in the case of climate change. However, the literature on the 
different actors and especially on developing countries like China is lim-
ited (Kobayashi 2003: 86). The emergence of trans-national and global 
environmental problems has made the environment an increasingly im-
portant part of states’ foreign policies (Fermann 2001). Thus the under-
standing of foreign policy processes is a central element in the study if 
international environmental cooperation. After all it is the actual policies 
and actions of the states that determines the success of international envi-
ronmental cooperation (Barkdull and Harris 2002: 64). Hence the analyti-
cal framework for this report will be based on theoretical approaches to 
foreign policy decision-making not on approaches to regime-formation, 
effectiveness, or compliance. 

How does one explain how decision-makers arrive at certain foreign poli-
cy decisions? There are several different approaches to this question. 
Here I will make use of three alternative explanatory models; the unitary 
rational actor model (URA), the domestic politics model (DP) and the 
social learning and ideas model (SLI), stressing respectively national 
interests, domestic political bargaining and learning through diffusion of 
knowledge and norms. By using three models it is possible to approach 
the same phenomenon from different perspectives emphasizing different 
explanatory factors. The three models thus provide alternative explana-
tions that can be seen as partly competing, partly complementary. By 
using different focal points the models explain different aspects of the 
decision-making process and identify different mechanisms at work. The 
intention here is not theory-testing, or finding out which of the models 
that provide the ‘best’ explanation; the models are rather employed to 
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function as guidelines for the choice and organization of the different 
explanatory factors. 

1.2 Sources of Information and Collection of Data 

The main sources of information for this single-case study are different 
kinds of literature; books, articles and newspapers about Chinese politics, 
the climate change regime and Chinese climate policy. Internet sources 
such as online editions of Chinese newspapers and the Chinese informa-
tion site about climate change,8 have also been useful given the rapid 
development in both China and the field of climate change. However I 
have tried to keep in mind that these sources should be used with caution, 
given that information is still subject to censorship and governmental 
control in China and thus may be biased. It is also important to remember 
that the reliability of Chinese statistics about for instance energy use, 
economic growth and emissions are controversial and subject to debate. It 
is not possible to avoid this problem totally when dealing with a state like 
China, but using multiple sources and for instance interviews as supple-
ments may improve the reliability of information.  

Chinese domestic politics can not be characterized as transparent, and can 
be perceived as opaque especially for non-Chinese speakers (Heggelund 
2005: 3). 9 English literature on the internal political processes of China’s 
policy-making on climate change is limited. To my knowledge there is 
only one major work on domestic climate change policymaking, pub-
lished in 1994 by Elizabeth Economy. Economy’s work provides an in-
depth examination of the decision-making process and the different ac-
tors’ roles (Economy 1994). However, China is a country in rapid devel-
opment and so is the field of global climate change.  

Data about what actually happened during negotiations are based on re-
ports from the different conferences, mainly the Earth Negotiations Bul-
letin (ENB) published by the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD). The ENBs are generally regarded as an independent 
and reliable source of information, and are widely used by scholars writ-
ing about different aspects of the international environmental negotia-
tions.  

One problematic aspect has been to distinguish China’s position from that 
of the ‘G77 and China’, and to figure out to what degree such a distinc-
tion exists. In the negotiations the views of ‘G77 and China’ are often 
expressed by one ‘spokes-country’ on behalf of the group and in the re-
ports they are often referred to as one single actor. This is also the case 
for those that are present at the negotiations. The decision-making pro-
cess within the ‘G77 and China’ group is closed to outsiders and it can be 
difficult to know whose positions are actually represented.10 I will return 
to this point later, since it is not only a methodological challenge, but also 
an aspect of China’s behavior in the climate negotiations.  

In addition to literature I rely upon a series of semi-formal interviews 
conducted together with Gørild Heggelund in Beijing between October 
25 and November 5, 2004 and one interview with a Norwegian Delegate 
to the climate negotiations as sources of information. The interviews 
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conducted in Beijing have provided very useful background information 
about the policy-making process and gave me an opportunity to experi-
ence how the decision-makers involved present the subject. Heggelund, 
who is a sinologist, researcher and fluent speaker of Chinese, has been 
following Chinese policy-making on climate change for a long time and I 
have also used personal conversation with her as a way to acquire more 
knowledge about the domestic policy process (to supplement the limited 
literature on the topic).  

1.3 Structure of Study 

The report is structured as follows. Chapter 2, following the introduction 
is an empirically based background chapter consisting of two parts. The 
first part focuses on the international environment in which China’s cli-
mate behavior takes place by providing a brief general introduction to the 
climate change problem and the climate change regime. The second part 
of the background chapter examines the domestic context and provides an 
overview of the environmental situation in China followed by an explora-
tion of China’s contribution to the climate problem and its close links to 
the energy situation. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical approach to 
China’s climate change policy-making. First it defines foreign policy in 
general, before it defines and clarifies the dependent variable of this 
study; China’s foreign policy behavior on climate change. The main part 
of this chapter is the presentation of three different theoretical approach-
es, their main assumptions and how they can be applied to explain aspects 
of Chinese climate policy. The theoretical framework identifies and rea-
sons some of the driving forces behind China’s behavior, and the oppor-
tunities and constraints that define the possibilities for behavior in the 
international negotiations. Chapter 4 presents the empirical mapping of 
China’s climate change behavior the last fifteen years, with the aim of 
identifying continuities and discontinuities in China’s positions, strategies 
and behavior. In Chapter 5 the independent variables inspired by the ex-
planatory approaches are mapped and classified.  

In Chapter 6 the theoretical insight are considered against the empirical 
facts in an attempt to answer the research question. First the influence of 
the different explanatory are considered separately before discussing their 
respective influence and how they interplay. Chapter 7 is an extension of 
the empirical analysis in Chapter 6, identifying the possibilities and con-
straint for a more progressive Chinese approach in the future. The chapter 
consists of two different scenarios for the course of China’s future cli-
mate policy. Chapter 8 will sum up the findings and then give some final 
concluding remarks.  
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2 Setting the Stage: The Climate Change Challenge 
and China  

This chapter provides an introductory background before China’s climate 
policy and its sources of influence are examined in-depth in the following 
chapters. The first part focuses on the international context of climate 
change policy-making. It begins by giving a brief introduction to the cli-
mate change problem, and then turns to the climate change negotiations 
and the major developments in international climate change cooperation. 
The chapter’s second part examines the background of China’s participa-
tion in global climate change politics by first looking at the relationship 
between economic growth and China’s environmental problems, and then 
at China’s energy situation which is intimately linked to its contribution 
to the climate change problem. 

2.1 The International Context of China’s Climate Policy-
making 

2.1.1 The Climate Change Problem 

In the earth’s atmosphere there is a natural concentration of the so-called 
greenhouse gases (GHGs) of which the most important are carbon diox-
ide (CO2), nitrous oxide (N2O,) and methane (CH4), working as a ‘green-
house’ surrounding the earth. By preventing the heat produced from solar 
radiation to disappear directly back into space the natural greenhouse 
effect makes the earth inhabitable by increasing the average temperature 
on earth by approximately 30°C (Bolin 1997). As early as in 1896 the 
Swedish chemist Svante Arrhenius claimed that the increasing amounts 
of CO2 in the atmosphere, resulting from combustion of fossil fuels, 
could enhance the natural greenhouse effect, and thereby cause a rise in 
the global temperature (Børsting and Fermann 1997: 54).  

More than ninety years later, in 1988 the climate problem became a major 
issue on the international political agenda (Børsting and Fermann 1997: 
56). In October that year politicians and scientists from 48 countries met 
for the ‘Toronto Conference on the Changing Atmosphere’ in Canada to 
discuss actions on climate change. The Toronto conference was the first 
international meeting on climate change and it led to the establishment of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The IPCC was 
established by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1988 and was given 
the task of assessing ‘scientific, technical and socio-economic informa-
tion relevant to understanding the scientific basis of risk of human-
induced climate change, its potential impacts and options for adaptation 
and mitigation’ (Ipcc.ch 2005). IPCC does not carry out research activi-
ties or monitoring on its own, but bases its assessments on technical and 
scientific work of climate scientists worldwide (ibid.). In 1990 IPCC 
published its First Assessment Report which concluded that there is a 
broad international scientific consensus that human actions are influenc-
ing the climate. The Second Assessment Report was issued in November 
1994, and served as a scientific basis for the negotiations that lead to the 
Kyoto Protocol (Johansen 2001: 9). IPCC’s third report was published in 
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2001 and has served as the scientific basis for climate change negotia-
tions in recent years.11 According to the third assessment report atmos-
pheric concentration of key anthropogenic GHGs reached their highest 
recorded level in the 1990s, primarily due to combustion of fossil fuels, 
agriculture and land-use changes (IPCC 2001c: 4).  

IPCC estimates furthermore show that the earth’s average surface temper-
ature is likely to increase somewhere between 1.4 and 5.8° during this 
century (IPCC 2001c: 8). Although it is natural that the climate trends 
vary across time periods, the projected rate of warming is without prece-
dent during the last 10,000 years (ibid.). The question is not any longer if 
the climate is changing as a consequence of human activities, but rather 
how it changes, how much it will change and how fast. Despite the scien-
tific consensus about the fact that we are experiencing a global warming 
due to anthropogenic emissions of GHGs, there are still a lot of uncertain-
ties pertaining to global warming and climate change due to the complex-
ity of the climate system. It is not my intention to take any position in the 
scientific debate or to evaluate the scientific aspects of climate change. In 
the scope of this study scientific uncertainty regarding climate change is 
however important because it is a central aspect of the decision-making 
process. For every government including the Chinese, the decision on 
how to respond to global climate change has to be made against the back-
drop of the scientific uncertainty about its causes and consequences.  

In addition to scientific uncertainty, the scope and time-frame of the 
climate problem has made it particularly difficult to address. Moreover 
the gases causing climate change are closely connected to vital parts of 
the economy in almost every country such as agriculture, industry and 
energy production. All these factors are contributing to making the cli-
mate problem a particularly ‘malign’ problem and a formidable challenge 
for international cooperation (Depledge 2005: 18).  

2.1.2 The Climate Change Regime: Formation and Major Developments  

Based on the findings presented in IPCC’s First Assessment Report, an 
Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC) was established by the 
45th session of the UN General Assembly in 1990. The mandate of the 
INC was to prepare an effective framework convention on climate 
change. The formal negotiation process started in 1991, when the INC 
held its first session. During the five INC sessions held in 1991 and 1992, 
participants from over 150 states discussed different aspects of how to 
face the climate change problem. The process culminated in the UN 
Framework Convention for Climate Change (FCCC or ‘the Convention’), 
which was adopted on 9 May 1992. The Convention was opened for 
signature at the UN Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) in June 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. In order to prevent dangerous 
consequences of anthropogenic interference with the climate system, 
which is the ultimate objective of the Convention, it calls for a stabiliza-
tion of GHG- emissions on a 1990-level within year 2000. The Parties to 
the Convention were divided into different groups or Annexes according 
to their responsibility for and capability to reduce emissions. Annex II 
countries included the industrialized countries that were members of 
OECD in 1992. The countries listed as Annex I included countries with 
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economies in transition in addition to Annex II countries. The rest of the 
countries, mainly developing countries were grouped as non-Annex I 
countries (Johansen 2001: 15). 

The FCCC entered into force in 1994 after receiving the necessary num-
ber of ratifications. The first Conference of the Parties (COP-1) to the 
Climate Convention in Berlin 1995 agreed on the need for a more speci-
fied protocol to follow up the Convention, and gave a mandate to the Ad 
Hoc Group of the Berlin Mandate (AGBM) to prepare a protocol. The 
AGBM met eight times between August 1995 and December 1997, and 
its work subsequently resulted in the well-known Kyoto Protocol adopted 
at the third Conference of the Parties (COP-3), named after the Japanese 
city hosting the meeting (ENB 1999: 2). The Kyoto Protocol required 
Annex I Parties to make legally binding commitments to reduce their 
emissions of six different GHGs by 5% below 1990 levels during the 
period 2008-2012. The Kyoto Protocol required ratification by 55 coun-
tries, including Annex I Parties responsible for at least 55% of total 
carbon dioxide emissions by Annex I Parties in 1990 to enter into force 
(Kyoto Protocol 1997: Art. 25).  

At the succeeding Conference of the Parties, COP-4 in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, the Parties adopted a set of decisions known as the Buenos 
Aires Plan of Action (BAPA). Under the BAPA the parties declared their 
determination to strengthen the implementation of the Convention and 
prepare the Protocol’s entry into force (ENB 1999: 2). At COP-6 in The 
Hague the negotiations were on the verge of breakdown. However at 
COP-7 in Marrakech the parties finally managed to complete an agree-
ment on the operational details for the emission reduction commitments 
under the Kyoto Protocol by adopting the Marrakech Accords to the 
Bonn Agreements (ENB 2001).  

After the US rejection of the Kyoto Protocol in 2001, among other things 
based on the lack of ‘meaningful participation’ from developing countries 
there has been a lot of uncertainties about the future and the viability of 
the Protocol, something that has dominated the negotiations in the later 
years (Pew Center 2004). Finally, in November 2004 the Kyoto Protocol 
was ratified by Russia and thereby ready to enter into force 90 days later. 
Commitments for the next commitment period after Kyoto, starting in 
2013, will be the next central question now that the Kyoto Protocol 
finally has become effective.  

2.2 The Domestic Context of Climate Change Policy-making 

2.2.1 The Environmental Situation in China  

The tremendous economic growth experienced in China after the econ-
omic reforms were launched in 1978, has brought a lot of benefits to the 
country and its people such as poverty reduction and improved living 
standards. However, the growth has also had its costs, of which environ-
mental destruction is one of the most serious. According to Saich (2001: 
294-9) three main factors have caused the overwhelming environmental 
problems in today’s China. First, the lack of concern for the environment 
and the extreme privileging of production in the Mao era favored a devel-



 China in the International Politics of Climate Change: A Foreign Policy Analysis 9 

 

opment strategy built on rapid exploitation of natural resources to build 
up heavy industry. This trend of mastering and exploiting nature was 
accelerated during the ‘Great Leap Forward’ (1958-61). The general 
trend of below-cost pricing of resources like water, coal and energy also 
resulted in extremely inefficient consumption and other problems like 
deforestation, water shortage and pollution (Saich 2001: 294). 

The second factor is also part of the legacy from Mao Zedong. From the 
mid-1950s population growth was consciously used as a tool to boost 
economic growth. The subsequent population boom aggravated the al-
ready problematic ratio between resources and population. Today China 
has one-fifth of the world population, but only 7% of the arable land 
(Saich 2001: 295). China’s population has doubled during the last half 
century, and is still increasing by approximately 15 million people per 
year despite the ‘one-child-policy’.  

The third factor is the rapid economic growth and urbanization during the 
last two decades. Since the beginning of the reform era in 1978 when 
Deng Xiaoping launched the ‘open-door policy’, China has experienced 
an incredible economic growth of up to 10% annually, which makes it 
one of the fastest growing economies in the world (Zhang 1998). In spite 
of the rapid growth the last two decades, China is still in a rather early 
stage of industrialization. There is an ongoing process of urbanization and 
the standards of living are rising. However, 900 million people are still 
officially registered as living in rural areas where the incomes are signifi-
cantly lower than in the urban areas (Pan 2004). The Chinese government 
is firmly determined to maintain the fast pace of growth. The legitimacy 
of the leadership, and thus also social stability depends on the continua-
tion of the economic growth, as the ideological legitimacy of the Com-
munist Party has been weakened after the launch of the economic reforms 
in 1978 (Buen 1998). 

China’s participation on the UN Conference on the Human Environment 
in Stockholm 1972 (UNCHE) marked China’s entry into the global envi-
ronmental discourse (Heggelund 2004: 137). Even though the Chinese 
delegation to the conference was considered disruptive and unconstruc-
tive, their report from the conference spurred the ‘First National Con-
ference on Environmental Protection’ in 1973 and the establishment of a 
new organization under the State Council to handle environmental issues 
(Economy 1994: 141). The participation on the UNCHE thereby resulted 
in environmental issues entering the political agenda in China.  

Although the attention paid to environmental protection has increased in 
recent years,12 the environmental situation in China is far from being 
under control. Still China faces a wide range of environmentally related 
challenges such as pollution of air and water, acid rain, desertification 
and resource depletion among others. According to World Bank estimates 
economic losses due to air and water pollution was 54 billion US dollars 
in 1998, which is 8% of China’s GDP, compared to less than 1% in Japan 
and about 1% in US (Wang 2002: 187). The losses are among other fac-
tors due to an estimated number of 178 000 premature deaths annually, 
lost productivity due to health problems among workers, and lost output 
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from agriculture and forestry caused by acid rain and water shortages 
(ibid.).  

2.2.2 Energy Situation and GHG-emissions  

In essence, China’s emissions of greenhouse gases can be explained as a 
result of the size of the population, now counting 1.3 billion; the rapid 
economic growth; and China’s energy structure which is troubled by 
inefficiency, energy shortages and a heavy reliance on coal.  

The combination of these three conditions have made China the second 
largest emitter of greenhouse gases only exceeded by the US (see Figure 
1). 

Figure 1: Economic development, population growth and emissions 
of CO2 in China for the period of 1971 to 2000.  

 

Due to economic growth, industrialization and urbanization energy use in 
China has increased by 208% between 1970 and 1990 (Hatch 2003: 45). 
A large share of the growing energy demand has been covered by the use 
of fossil fuels and especially coal.13 Coal is by far the most common 
source of energy in China, because it is abundant, cheap and reliable.14 In 
1998 71% of energy consumption was covered by coal, making China the 
world’s largest producer and consumer of coal (Zhou et. 2000).  

The consumption of oil is steadily growing, 15 mostly due to the expand-
ing transportation sector and for industrial use. China became a net oil 
importer in 1993, when domestic production stagnated while the demand 
for industry and transportation skyrocketed (Zhou et al. 2000: 8). China’s 
oil imports are expected to continue to increase for decades. The rapid 
expansion of the automobile market in China will lead to an even greater 
increase in the demand for petroleum (Pan 2004: 22).16 In fact, a forth of 
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the growth in global consumption of oil in the period 1996-2001 was due 
to China’s increased demand for oil (Glomsrød 2002: 36).  

Today, 23 million Chinese still have no access to electric power of any 
kind (Chandler et al. 2002: 13) and per capita energy use is one tenth of 
the United States in 1998 (Zhou et al. 2000: 1). Consequently a further 
increase in energy demand, in particular due to the growing electricity 
use, seems inevitable.17 Although the energy consumption is growing 
rapidly, the energy intensity, i.e. energy used per unit of GDP produced 
has declined markedly in China the last decades, and is expected to 
further decline in the years to come (China Daily 2004).18 This is due to 
reduction in coal subsidies, energy efficiency measures and energy con-
servation. For instance coal subsidies in China fell from 61% in 1984 to 
29% in 1995 (Baumert et al 1999: 9). Nonetheless, Chinese industry still 
consumes much more energy per unit of output than those in industrial-
ized countries (Zhou et al. 2000: 2).  

Along with energy use, China’s greenhouse gas emissions have grown 
rapidly the last twenty years; the emissions of CO2 have far more than 
doubled from 1980 to 1997 from 359 million tons of carbon (MtC) in 
1980 to 847 MtC in 1997. This equals an annual growth rate of 5.2% 
(Zhang 1999: 65). As well as energy intensity, the carbon intensity of the 
Chinese economy has also declined markedly (see Figure 2). China is one 
of very few developing countries where carbon intensity has actually 
declined (Baumert et al. 1999). Zhang (1999) argues that without the 
efforts to reduce energy intensity, China’s CO2-emissions in 1997 would 
have been more than 50% (or 432 MtC) higher than the actual emission 
level. There are different estimates of China’s future emissions (e.g. 
Baumert et al. 1999: 6). However, there seems to be agreement that the 
question is not if China will surpass the United States and become the 
world’s leading emitter of CO2, but rather when it will happen. According 
to Zhang (1999: 65) China’s emissions are expected to rise to 2031 MtC 
by 2020, and will thereby exceed the predicted US emissions in 2020. 
China is without doubt, and will continue to be a major contributor to the 
climate change problem. 

Figure 2: Absolute Carbon Emissions versus Carbon Intensity in 
China, 1980–1996  

Source: Baumert et al. 1999: 4 
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3 Theoretical Take on China’s Climate Change 
Policy-making 

The purpose of this study is to understand China’s foreign policy-making 
on global climate change. In order to explain why states adopt particular 
positions on particular foreign policy-issues it is necessary to find out 
what factors are affecting the policymaking, through what mechanisms 
and processes. This chapter will suggest an analytical framework that can 
be used to explain China’s behavior in the international climate change 
regime. Three explanatory models are introduced that will inspire the 
selection of explanatory variables; the Unitary Rational Actor (URA) 
model, the Domestic Politics (DP) model, and the Social Learning and 
Ideas (SLI) model.19 Based on the assumptions of each of the three 
models I will make a set of hypotheses about the causal relationship 
between the suggested explanatory factors and China’s climate policy. 
These hypotheses will guide both the search for empirical evidence 
(Chapter 5), and become the focal-point for the subsequent empirical 
analysis (Chapter 6). The explanatory factors suggested below will also 
be used as a point of departure for discussing future prospects of Chinese 
climate policy (Chapter 7). The present chapter will be structured as 
follows. First it will define foreign policy in general. Then the dependent 
variable of this study ‘China’s foreign policy on climate change’ will be 
further clarified and operationalized. This will be followed by a presenta-
tion of the three explanatory models, their main assumptions and how 
they can be applied to explaining the dependent variable.  

3.1 Defining and Clarifying the Dependent Variable: Aspects 
of Foreign Policy  

The study of foreign policy is a sub-field of international relations studies 
which can be distinguished both from international and domestic politics. 
While the study of foreign policy focuses on ideas and actions of a partic-
ular state, international politics is about the interactions between states 
(Holsti 1995: 18f). The foreign policy of one country is in most cases 
influenced by foreign policy objectives and behavior of other states. Thus 
the distinction between foreign policy and international politics may be 
more theoretical than a reflection of the real world. However, for analyti-
cal purposes it is useful to distinguish the two concepts, because they pro-
vide two different perspectives for studying state behavior on the interna-
tional arena (Fermann 2001: 195).  

There is no generally accepted standard definition of ‘foreign policy’, or 
common agreement of what the concept should include. Does it only 
cover a state’s actual behavior vis-à-vis its surrounding environment, or 
does it also cover goals and strategies? White (1989: 1) defines foreign 
policy as ‘…that area of governmental activity that is concerned with 
relationships between the state and other actors, particularly other states, 
in the international system’. This definition has its focus on state behav-
ior, while Holsti (1995: 83) who defines foreign policy as the ‘…ideas or 
actions designed by policymakers to solve a problem or promote some 
change in the policies, attitudes or actions of another state or states’ also 
includes the ideas or intentions behind the actions. In the following the 
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study of foreign policy is assumed to imply examination of (i) formula-
tion of policy goals or positions, (ii) choice of tools and strategies em-
ployed by decision-makers in order to reach the given goals and, (iii) the 
actual foreign policy behavior of a state in a certain policy area. 

The actual foreign policy behavior of a country will in many cases devi-
ate from its foreign policy intentions, because of the ‘…external/systemic 
conditions and the nature of the domestic political context [which] consti-
tute the environments in which policy purposes and actions are formu-
lated’ (Holsti 1995: 285). Examples of external/systemic conditions can 
be the nature of the international system and its structure, the nature of 
the international economic system or influences from international norms 
and regimes. At the same time domestic conditions such as characteristics 
of the state, type of regime, characteristics of the civil society, organiza-
tion of bureaucracy and domestic resource base will define opportunities 
and constraints for foreign policy goals and action. Foreign policy can 
also be explained as a result of personal factors and the decision-makers 
personal qualities. However, this study will not systematically examine 
the influence of personal factors. 

The dependent variable, i.e. the phenomenon to be explained in this study 
is China’s foreign policy on climate change. I will distinguish between 
position and behavior as two elements of China’s climate foreign policy. 
The position is China’s declared policy position in the international 
climate change negotiations. Most aspects of China’s negotiating position 
as it is expressed in the negotiations are not possible to distinguish from 
the common position of ‘G77 and China’. Positions will be further divid-
ed into three policy dimensions.20 The first policy dimension is willing-
ness to accept commitments. A non-commitment approach implies that a 
country is unwilling to accept commitments of any kind. A minimum-
commitment approach means accepting some commitments, but preferab-
ly with low costs. The more costs a country is willing to take the further 
the move along the spectrum of commitment. A maximum-commitment 
approach would thus imply willingness to major restructuring of the 
economy in order to reduce emissions.  

The second dimension is differentiation of commitments. Positions on 
differentiation can vary between zero differentiation, meaning uniform 
commitments for all parties, or if a differentiated approach is advocated 
positions can vary according to a range of various patterns of differentia-
tion. A third dimension is flexibility regarding the implementation of 
commitments and the use of the so-called flexible mechanisms. Flexibility 
mechanisms can for instance be international trade with emission quotas 
or other arrangements that allow parties to fulfill their commitments with-
out necessarily doing all the reductions domestically, based on a principle 
of cost-effectiveness. The extreme values on this dimension are zero 
flexibility versus no constraints regarding the use of mechanisms 
(Underdal 1997: 12).  

Foreign policy behavior in relation to climate change encompasses strate-
gic behavior in the negotiations and follow-up behavior. I have chosen to 
focus on coalition-building and agenda-setting as two aspects of strategic 
behavior. Coalitions are typically used to increase the bargaining leverage 
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in negotiations. Efforts to influence agenda-setting imply that actors con-
sciously try to influence which issues being discussed or equally import-
ant which issues are not being discussed. By follow-up behavior I mean 
China’s international response to climate change or behavioral change as 
a consequence of being part of the regime (see Rosendal 1999: 14-16). 
Since the scope of this report is limited to China’s foreign policy on cli-
mate change I will only focus on implementation at the international 
level, i.e. follow-up actions that are directly linked to China’s response to 
the international negotiations. Implementation can be defined as 
‘activities that move in the right direction’ (ibid.). Being a Party to the 
UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol only provides for two main processes 
of implementation, given China’s developing country status: Periodic 
reporting and the Clean Development Mechanism (Chayes and Kim 
1998: 515). The actual implementation of CDM projects belongs to the 
sphere of domestic implementation and will thus not be treated here.21  

‘Level proactiveness’ describes the combination of positions and behav-
ior and make it possible to indicate in which direction China’s climate 
foreign policy is moving (see Bang 2005). Level of proactiveness signi-
fies a country’s contribution to solve the climate change problem through 
negotiating positions and behavior. Positions and behavior that actively 
seek to promote an agreement that contributes to reducing the impacts of 
climate change can be characterized as proactive. It must be stressed that 
in this context the level of proactiveness is mainly concerned with the 
political aspect of problem-solving with regards to climate change, not 
with solving the problem of climate change per se, since I am not study-
ing policy implementation at the national level.  

3.2 Explaining Climate Change Policymaking: Three 
Approaches 

I have chosen to apply three explanatory models to inspire the formula-
tion of hypotheses potentially capable of explaining foreign policy 
decision-making behavior. The assumption of actors behaving according 
to the principle of rationality is used as a starting point in all three models 
(Bang 2004: 17). However the models differ in the degree of rationality 
they assume. As a starting point one can expect that China’s foreign pol-
icymakers are acting in a rational manner, participating in the negotia-
tions to advance the nation’s interests regarding both climate change and 
other issue-areas. The three models offer different answers to how 
national interests are formed and changed. The URA model sees interests 
as rational choices based on calculation of costs and benefits of the dif-
ferent policy alternatives, while the DP model explains the national 
interest as an aggregate of sub-national actors’ interests, resulting from 
domestic bargaining and compromises. The DP-model theorizes on how 
the unitary national-interest is generated from several mind-sets, while 
the URA-model take the national interest for granted in an analysis 
focusing on rational means-end-relationships. The SLI model has a more 
dynamic view of rationality than the two former models, and assumes 
that national interests that evolve through learning processes and are 
influenced by norms.  
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As mentioned above, foreign policy behavior can not be explained by 
interests alone, as domestic and external environments ‘…offer both 
opportunities and constraints’ (Holsti 1995: 252) for policy-makers trying 
to promote and defend their interests.22 Thus it can also be expected that 
China’s actions will be determined by both the domestic and the interna-
tional context. The opportunities and constraints offered by these contexts 
will also be treated within the framework of the three models. The URA 
model has a strong focus on the agents and their interests, but also con-
siders the context in which national actors operate, in particular interna-
tional structures and the interdependency between states (Bang 2004: 18). 
In the DP model, constraints are mainly found in the domestic context, 
namely in characteristics of the regime and the bureaucracy. However, 
sub-national actors will also be influenced by international factors like 
the diffusion of knowledge and international norms, which is the focal 
point of the SLI model. The three models thereby can be said to interact 
and compliment each other in their explanations.  

The three models also differ in their ability to explain and predict policy 
outcomes. The strict rationality assumption and the parsimony of the 
URA model make it relatively easier to make predictions about causal 
relationships (whether these predictions are right or not is a different 
question…). The DP model is more complex in its assumptions and thus 
makes it harder to derive precise predictions. The SLI offers the vaguest 
assumptions and is not as suited as the other models to make hypotheses 
that can be confirmed empirically. Processes of learning and the forma-
tion of beliefs are most likely more indeterminate than processes of 
choice (Underdal 1998: 23). However, the hypotheses based the SLI 
model supplements the explanations offered by the other two models and 
should therefore be included (Bang 2004).  

3.2.1 The Unitary Rational Actor Model (URA)  

The unitary rational actor model (URA) is a rationalist, interest-based 
explanatory approach to foreign policy decision-making.23 The basic as-
sumptions of the URA model are that states are acting as unitary, rational 
actors, where decision-makers evaluate their options in terms of costs and 
benefits to the nation, and choose the option which (is believed to) maxi-
mize national gains. It is also assumed that states are in full control of 
their societies (Underdal 1998: 7). The URA model can be criticized for 
giving an over-simplified picture of reality. No one will however argue 
that it gives a true description of the world. Its advantages lie in its parsi-
mony, precision and rigor (Underdal 1998: 8). 

The URA model assumes that a rational actor has a set of specified and 
prioritized goals and objectives, a set of perceived options and ‘a single 
estimate of the consequences that follow from each alternative’ (Allison 
1971: 32f). The choice of policy will be based on estimates of the con-
sequences of each available alternative, always with the overriding goal 
of national utility maximizing. This requires a comprehensive calculation 
of costs and benefits for each possible option, given national goals and 
objectives. According to the rational actor approach, foreign policy be-
havior is a response to a strategic problem facing the nation. The nation 
will be moved to act by threats and opportunities arising in the interna-
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tional strategic ‘marketplace’ (Allison 1971: 33). When the URA model 
is applied to a case it is assumed that it is in fact possible to calculate the 
costs and benefits no matter how complex the reality is. Ideally, this 
requires access to all necessary information about the issue area, the 
preferences of the other actors and possible solutions (Johansen 2002: 
31). In practice, decision-makers and researchers alike have to opt for a 
much more parsimonious approach.  

In order to apply the URA model to China’s climate change behavior it is 
necessary to identify the goals, the policy options and the perceived 
consequences following each of the alternative policy options. Hans 
Morgenthau suggested that one useful starting point could be to  

…put ourselves in the position of the statesman who must meet a 
certain problem of foreign policy under certain circumstances, and 
we ask ourselves what the rational alternatives are from which a 
statesman may choose who must meet this problem under this 
circumstances (presuming always that he acts in a rational 
manner), and which of these rational alternatives this particular 
statesman, acting under these circumstances, is likely to choose 
(Morgenthau quoted in Allison 1971: 26).  

Assuming that the state act as a unitary actor implies that policy-makers 
share one mind-set of which values are to be maximized when meeting a 
specific foreign policy problem (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 2001:11). The 
‘problem of foreign policy’ is in this case the threat of climate change 
which can lead to a range of undesirable consequences for China. The 
potential costs of these consequences as well as expectations and pressure 
from the global community make it absolutely necessary to respond to it 
in some way or another. Here, national interests will first be narrowly 
defined in economic terms considering two different aspects of economic 
interests at stake in relation to global warming; vulnerability to the conse-
quences of climate change and the costs and benefits associated to emis-
sion reduction activities. Secondly, I will consider the international cir-
cumstances in which the Chinese policy-making takes place and focus on 
the external influences on climate policy decision-making. Here, I will 
focus on costs and benefits calculation related to participating in climate 
change cooperation and how external factors like side-payments, issue-
linkages and concern for international image can provide incentives for 
changing behavior (e.g. Johnston 1998).  

3.2.1.1 Vulnerability and Abatement Costs  

Sprinz and Vaahtoranta (1994) focuses on vulnerability and abatement 
costs as the most important factors explaining why countries adopt 
different positions in international environmental cooperation (see also 
Rowlands 1995). Following the assumptions of the URA model the 
rational choice is the alternative that maximizes national benefits. Thus a 
country has to assess the expected negative impacts of an environmental 
problem like climate change against the costs of contributing to the 
solution of the problem. In the long term the most beneficial solution for 
every country is of course that negative consequences of climate change 
are prevented, but rational actors will weigh this benefit against the con-
sequences of mitigating emissions for national welfare.24 The expected 
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damage costs depend on a country’s vulnerability to the consequences of 
climate change. Moreover, adaptation to the consequences of climate 
change has become an increasingly important issue as the impacts of cli-
mate change are already evident. The ability to adapt will often be closely 
related to the country’s economic resources; hence developing countries 
will probably have less capacity to adapt to climate change. The higher 
the costs of adaptation, and the lower the capacity to adapt, the more 
vulnerable the country is to climate change impacts.  

The URA model assumes full information is available to decision-makers 
about the consequences of their policy choices, however, in a field like 
climate change this information changes over time. Climate change is an 
extremely complex issue-area characterized by scientific uncertainty and 
research on climate change is a field in constant development. 25 The 
URA model regards interests and preferences as exogenously given, but 
not unchangeable. Preferences can change when new scientific know-
ledge about for instance the vulnerability of a country alters the cost-
benefit calculus, because the overall objective is still to maximize nation-
al gains (Sprinz and Weiss 2001; Johnston 1998). (I will return to this 
point under the SLI model). Since full information about the climate 
problem is out of reach, in real life policy-making it is the policy-makers 
perceptions of costs and benefits at the time being that determine what 
policy choice is seen as optimal.  

In China’s case, abatement costs are first and foremost connected to what 
consequences limiting GHG-emissions will have for further economic 
development. The bulk of China’s emissions are energy-related, costs of 
abatement will thus be dependent on prospected energy demands and 
potential for fuel substitution (Rowlands 1995). Moreover they will be 
determined by the availability of alternative energy sources, and maybe 
more important as we are dealing with a developing country, institutional, 
technological and financial capacity to develop and utilize alternative 
energy sources. As climate policy is characterized by scientific uncertain-
ty, the URA model predicts that the preferred policy alternatives will be 
of a ‘no-regret’-character, meaning that ‘proposed policy measures would 
be equally profitable also if negative climate change effects do not 
emerge’ (Søfting 2000: 14). Abatement efforts do not necessarily imply 
only negative costs, seeing as mitigating GHG gases can have positive 
side-effects and result in benefits like better air quality, improved energy 
efficiency, and better energy security. Efforts to reduce GHG-emissions 
can thus benefit economic development (e.g. Buen 1998). Calculation of 
abatement costs should accordingly take benefits of reducing emissions 
into consideration.  

3.2.1.2 External Forces of Influence: Issue-linkages, Side-payments 
and Image  

Damage costs and net costs of reducing GHG-emissions are mainly deter-
mined by ‘objective’ characteristics of the country like geographical con-
ditions, energy structure and GHG-emissions. The URA model also takes 
into consideration how policy-makers’ choices on whether to participate 
and the degree and content of participation can be determined by external 
conditions like the country’s relationship to other countries, and interna-
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tional political and economical structures (Søfting 2000: 12). China’s 
relationship to the international environment has changed radically during 
the last two decades, after the launch of the economic reforms in 1978 
and the introduction of the ‘open-door-policy’. In the beginning of the 
1970s China, in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, was in a state of 
isolation in world affairs and among the poorest countries in the world. 
The Chinese leaders led a policy of extreme self-reliance and foreign 
trade accounted for less than 5% of the GDP (Oksenberg and Economy 
1999: 5).26 This picture has changed dramatically. China has now … 
‘rejoined the world. No significant aspect of world affairs is exempt from 
its influence’ (Oksenberg and Economy 1999: 5). China’s entry into the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 can be regarded as a final 
proof of China’s new status in world affairs and integration in the world 
economy.  

The problem of global climate change has typical features of a collective 
action problem; cooperation is necessary in order to solve the problem 
and if climate change is prevented or limited, everyone can enjoy the ben-
efits. The place of emission is insignificant as well as the place of mitiga-
tion, it is only the total amount of emissions that matters. Consequently 
states have no incentive for acting unilaterally to prevent climate change 
and the most rational choice for every country will be to let others reduce 
their emissions and only reap the benefits of a healthy climate, in other 
words ‘free-riding’. However, interdependency between states has be-
come an increasingly important feature of international relations during 
the last 50 years due to international trade, membership in international 
organizations and a the need for international cooperation to solve trans-
boundary problems. In an international system characterized by inter-
dependency, policy-makers will also consider other costs and benefits 
when choosing whether to engage in international cooperation, besides 
the costs and benefits directly related to addressing the problem in ques-
tion. China’s increasing interdependency with the surrounding world on 
all issue-areas is thus expected to affect foreign policy choices.  

The costs of choosing a non-commitment approach in international coop-
eration can for instance come in the form of sanctions, lost prestige or 
damage to a country’s international image and the possibility that other 
states will link failure to comply with the climate change regime to 
retribution on other issue-areas (Underdal 1998). As the first commitment 
period of the Kyoto Protocol will start in 2008, there are no formal sanc-
tions for non-compliance at the time being. However, uncooperative 
behavior does not pass unnoticed. When the US decided to withdraw 
from the Kyoto process in 2001, it caused loud protests from a range of 
state leaders world-wide. The EU warned the US that its attitude towards 
climate change cooperation could harm the Euro-American relationship 
(Johansen 2001: 51). Issue-linkages to other areas of international coop-
eration created by other actors are another way if exerting pressure on 
states to change their behavior. One of the reasons why Russia decided to 
finally ratify the Kyoto Protocol was probably the EU’s success in linking 
Russian ratification to its support for Russian membership in the WTO 
(Baker 2004). 
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The negotiation process leading up to the Montreal Protocol on Sub-
stances that Deplete the Ozone Layer can illustrate how other costs and 
benefits than those directly related to the problem itself can influence 
decision-making. One of the key factors that can explain the success of 
including the large developing countries like China and India in the 
agreement was the establishment of a multilateral fund and the possibili-
ties for these countries to get access to financial and technical assistance 
(see Zhao and Ortolano 2003; Economy 2001). As pointed out by Vogel: 
‘…one way of promoting effective international environmental action is 
for the more affluent countries not only to change their own policies but 
also to provide less affluent countries with sufficient incentives to modify 
theirs as well’ (Vogel in Sprinz and Vaahtoranta 2002: 3). Consequently 
one can expect that the possibility of getting access to technical and eco-
nomic assistance can change preferences and behavior, especially if the 
side-payments are conditional in a way that requires action to reduce 
emissions in return for funding. In that way policy change in direction of 
taking commitments can be seen as a way of promoting the goal of eco-
nomic development for developing countries.  

The example of the Montreal Protocol also points out other factors that 
influenced China’s behavior such as to display concern about the ozone 
layer and to promote China as a cooperative player in the international 
arena. Furthermore China was motivated by the interest of retaining a 
leading voice in the developing world (Zhao and Ortolano 2003: 710-
711). All these factors are related to status and international image, which 
also can be important driving forces for behavior on the international 
scene. Thus, interests can change dramatically also when there is no shift 
in the economic calculations due to concerns regarding non-monetized 
commodities like leadership, image and status (Rowlands 1995: 247). 
Rising costs or declining benefits of non-commitment due to side-
payments or image concerns can lead to a tactical shift along the spec-
trum of commitment (Johnston 1998: 584). 

The influence of image concerns should generally be expected to lead to 
a more proactive position, seeing as China tends to be very sensitive to 
criticism. One can at least assume that China will minimize negative 
image costs when choosing between policy alternatives. Image costs will 
vary as a function of the ‘…size and nature of the ‘audience’ in which 
China places value’ (Johnston 1998:559). Johnston points out an inter-
esting relation between image concerns and the above-mentioned transfer 
of funding and technology. There may be a growing resistance by others 
to transferring technology to a perceived free-rider. The more aid and 
technology a country receives, the more attention is likely to be paid to its 
compliance and commitments. Hence image costs and benefits become 
more salient (Johnston 1998: 584).  

This discussion suggests that climate change policy may be influenced by 
several external influences and exogenously given driving forces; policies 
of other states (unilaterally or multilaterally through the regime), sanc-
tions, threats, side-payments, issue-linkages and concern for image and 
status. A systematical examination of the external forces of influence on 
China’s climate policy is too comprehensive to be examined systemati-
cally within the context of this report. Thus I have chosen to focus on the 
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influence of additional benefits of participation (prospects for funding) 
and international image concerns on China’s approach to international 
cooperation on climate change. The influence of external factors will be 
exemplified by China’s relationship to other key actors such as the US, 
the EU and the developing country group (G77). Based on the assump-
tions of the URA model, I will suggest four hypotheses. The first two 
focus on national interests in economic terms, while three and four focus 
on the influence of international structures.  

H1: If the damage costs of climate change impacts are expected to be 
high, the likelihood of a proactive Chinese climate policy is enhanced.  

H2: If net abatement costs are expected to be high the likelihood of a 
proactive Chinese climate policy is reduced.  

H3: Possibilities for funding and transfers of technology that reduces the 
net costs of commitments increase the likelihood of a more proactive 
Chinese climate policy.  

H4: China will minimize image costs when choosing between different 
climate policy options. The greater the image costs of low-commitment, 
the more likely is it that China will take a more proactive approach.  

3.2.2 The Domestic Politics Model (DP) 

The URA model sees states as unitary actors and explains their behavior 
in terms of rational choices between different policy alternatives based on 
the principle of value maximizing. One of the URA model’s limitations is 
that it fails to acknowledge that negotiations and bargaining take place at 
‘more than one level, at the same time, and among a variety of actors’ 
(Economy 1994: 29). While the URA model focuses on the interests of 
the state, the Domestic Politics (DP) model shifts the focus to the role of 
interests within the state and thus on the struggle between different in-
terest groups in deciding what the collective interest of the state shall be. 
National interests can not simply be inferred from information about 
costs and benefits facing a nation, they must rather be understood as the 
outcome of domestic politics processes.27 Hence, the DP model sees the 
state not as one unitary actor but rather as many actors ‘who focus not on 
a single strategic issue but on many diverse intra-national problems as 
well’ (Allison 1971: 144). 

The DP model also assumes state behavior to be a result of the choices of 
rational actors, but whereas the URA model assumes states to be unitary 
actors the DP model regard them as complex organizations ‘…where 
policies are formed through a series of policy games over which no single 
actor has full control’ (Underdal 1998: 12). Through political bargaining 
the different sub-actors involved will try to promote their ‘multiple and to 
some extent conflicting objectives’ (ibid.). The result of this bargaining 
process will among other factors be decided by the distribution of power 
and the degree of influence of the domestic actors (Bang 2000). In gen-
eral the DP model provides a more complex picture of the decision-
making process than the URA model.28 



 China in the International Politics of Climate Change: A Foreign Policy Analysis 21 

 

Barkdull and Harris (2002) make a distinction between societal and state-
centric explanations of environmental foreign policy. The former explan-
ations focus on the influence of societal factors such as interest groups, 
NGOs and business interests, while the state-centric explanations attempt 
to uncover how the different opinions within the state apparatus are ag-
gregated into a foreign policy position. In my opinion the latter is the 
most applicable in the case of China seeing as the societal influences on 
the policy-making process is rather limited or at least substantially differ-
ent from what is the case in the Western world. Business interests and 
influences are often used to explain positions in environmental coopera-
tion. For example the strong interests of the US oil industry are often 
used as one explanation of the lack proactiveness in American climate 
policy (e.g. Bang et al. 2005: 17ff). In the case of China however, busi-
ness interests are not separated from the interests of the state in the same 
way as in many Western countries.29  

The Domestic Politics model explains how domestic politics affect the 
foreign policy on a certain issue, or in this specific case how domestic 
political processes and bureaucratic bargaining affect China’s foreign 
policy on climate change. Decisions on China’s climate policy are not 
taken in isolation from other policy issues. Emissions of gases that cause 
climate change are side-effects of other activities like for instance energy 
supply, industrial production, transportation and agriculture. Thus, policy 
decisions to reduce emission will most likely have great consequences for 
the different sectors or segments of society that are affected (Underdal 
1998: 15). Different climate policy options conflict with China’s policy 
goals both on domestic level and international level. China’s leadership is 
facing a situation where the challenge is to combine China’s policy goals 
with demands and expectations from the surrounding world. Social stabil-
ity and the legitimacy of China’s leaders are dependent on the continua-
tion of economic growth (Economy 2001). To maximize domestic politi-
cal support for China’s climate policy, it is crucial that it does not conflict 
with these overall goals.  

To employ the DP model, it is important to identify the relevant domestic 
actors, or what Allison refers to as ‘the players in the game’. In China’s 
climate change politics a great number of different bureaucratic units are 
involved, but the most important decisions are taken only by a few key 
actors. 30 The various bureaucratic agencies have competitive interests 
and priorities shaped by their positions and roles, or as Allison pointed 
out: ‘where you stand depends on where you sit’ (Allison 1971: 176). The 
interests that these players bring to the game are assumed to be some 
‘combination of national interests (as he interprets them), organizational 
interests, and personal interests – the first of these not necessarily being 
the most important’ (Underdal 1984: 70). Thus the outcome of the dom-
estic bargaining process will not necessarily be what is in the interests of 
‘the nation’ as a whole. It might as well reflect the different bureaucratic 
units’ attempts of promoting organizational interests such as increasing 
budgets or expanding influence. 

A full analysis of China’s climate change policy according to the DP 
model would require comprehensive information about all relevant play-
ers (agencies and actors), their preferences, their priority of the climate 
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problem compared to other issue areas, their perceptions of the problem 
and its costs and benefits, and the distribution of power among the actors 
involved. This involves extensive mapping of the different bureaucratic 
and sector interests vis-à-vis climate change in China. As Allison re-
marks, one of the problems with this model is to collect reliable informa-
tion about ‘the details of difference in perceptions and priorities within a 
government on a particular issue’ (1971: 181). This kind of intergovern-
mental bargaining is rarely documented and ideally one needs to have 
access to the participants themselves for interviews before their memories 
fade or become discolored (ibid.).  

Due to limited time, space, resources and language abilities the present 
study will be limited only to the most central actors in Chinese climate 
change policy-making: The National Development and Reform Commis-
sion (NDRC), Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), China Meteorologi-
cal Administration (CMA), Ministry of Science and Technology and the 
State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA). SEPA’s influ-
ence has however been more limited than the first four, something that 
will be elucidated later (see section 5.2). These actors are all engaged in 
China’s climate change policy-making as well as in other policy-areas 
such as energy planning, economic development and China’s foreign pol-
icy in other fields. According to the DP model the Chinese governmental 
behavior within the field if climate change can be seen as a function of 
leading actors’ priorities and preferences on the area of climate change as 
well as other related areas, like economic development, industrialization, 
energy security and sovereignty. Furthermore it is expected that these ac-
tors will endorse a proactive climate policy choice only to the extent that 
it does not conflict that particular sector’s other goals with higher prior-
ity. Thus the following hypothesis about domestic politics’ influence on 
foreign policy based will guide the further inquiry:  

H5: If a proactive climate behavior is in conflict with the most influential 
bureaucratic actors’ interests regarding climate change and other 
functionally related policy areas, the chances of China moving in the 
direction of a more proactive climate policy are reduced. 

3.2.3 The Social Learning and Ideas Model (SLI) 

While the other two models are built mainly on rationalist assumptions, 
the Social Learning and Ideas model (SLI) also brings in elements from 
cognitive and constructivist theory, thus providing different assumptions 
about the nature of the policy-making process (Underdal 1998: 20). This 
model is less developed in the literature than the previous two, but it 
compliments and interacts with the other models by focusing on the role 
of knowledge, social learning and diffusion of ideas and beliefs. Con-
structivism views the relation between agents (states) and their structural 
environment as an interactive process, where preferences are formulated 
and through which interests emerge (Checkel 1998).  

The SLI model as it is portrayed here can not be seen as a purely con-
structivist approach, but rather a rationalist approach that brings in some 
constructivist elements. The basic assumption in the SLI model is that 
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decision-makers enter political processes with imperfect information and 
tentative preferences. Thus, policy choices will evolve through a learning 
process, where the decision-makers’ knowledge and perceptions of the 
problem are adjusted (Underdal 1998: 21). The SLI model furthermore 
suggests that one can expect a change in actor identity over time through 
learning and the diffusion of norms leading to a change in preferences 
and interests (Søfting 2000: 24). 

The negotiation process itself is a focal point in the SLI model as it 
understood as a process of learning and an arena for policy diffusion 
(Underdal 1998: 22). The assumptions of this model imply that progress 
can be made within a problem area even without a formal agreement, 
because the negotiating process itself can contribute to changing the 
actors’ perceptions of the problem and the way it should be handled.31 
Policies evolve through learning, adoption of new knowledge and ideas 
and the formation of beliefs (Underdal 1998: 21).  

The process of learning is difficult to trace empirically, and the actual 
influence of norms on actor behavior in the climate change regime may 
also be difficult to measure. When examining the impact of learning on 
China’s climate policy it will be important to distinguish ‘learning in 
which beliefs and values change along with policies from simple tactical 
learning, in which policy changes but beliefs remain the same’ (Economy 
2001: 240), or what Johnston terms ‘learning versus adaptation’ (1998: 
583ff). Learning, which is the focal point of the SLI model, refers to the 
process where internalized values change, preferences over outcomes 
change and consequently policy changes. Adaptation refers to changes in 
policy that result from exogenous constraints closing off preferred op-
tions. Exogenous constraints may be rising or declining costs of non-
cooperation, such as side-payments or image concerns (as was pointed 
out above under the URA model) (ibid.). Learning may result for instance 
from new externally generated information about climate change impacts 
and its economic effects which are injected into the policy-making pro-
cess. Another factor that can contribute to learning is changes in the 
policy process that bring in ‘people and groups that have already internal-
ized alternative, more global or biocentric values’ (ibid.).  

Knowledge about environmental problems and beliefs about causal rela-
tionships shape policymakers’ ideas on how problems should be handled. 
This leads us to expect that ‘…increasing understanding of the regional 
and local effects of climate change logically influence governments’ atti-
tudes towards this problem, with the likelihood that improved under-
standing of adverse impacts will increase their willingness to do some-
thing about the problem’ (Harris 2003: 27). In regimes addressing envi-
ronmental issues knowledge and so-called epistemic communities, or 
trans-national expert groups, often play a central role because research 
and scientific knowledge is crucial for policymakers to evaluate different 
policy options. Epistemic communities are ‘networks of knowledge-
based communities with an authoritative claim to policy-relevant know-
ledge within their domain of expertise’ (Haas 1993:179).  

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) role as epi-
stemic community has contributed to the diffusion of knowledge about 
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climate change. In some countries the Assessment Reports of the IPCC 
has functioned as a basis of legitimacy of research results (Søfting 2000: 
22).32 Some developing countries, on the contrary, have perceived the 
IPCC as representing Western science promoting Western interests. This 
is due to among other things the under-representation of experts from 
developing countries in the Panel (Sprinz and Weiss 2001).33 Hence, the 
potential influence of IPCC on China’s climate behavior will be depend-
ent on China’s perception of the epistemic community; if it is understood 
as a global or a Western-dominated institution. This leads to the other 
focal point of the SLI model, which deals with international norms and 
climate change.  

Policy is not only evolving through the introduction of new knowledge, 
but also as a consequence of diffusion of social norms. The actual 
influence of norms on actor behavior in the climate change regime may 
also be difficult to measure, because it is difficult to say whether norms 
are used as rhetoric or actually are a part of the underlying values of a 
country’s climate policy (Underdal 1998: 21). Norms do not only influ-
ence behavior, but are collective understandings that constitute actor 
identity by shaping the state’s self-perception and the way it defines and 
pursues its interests. Policies are maintained as social norms and become 
incorporated in the actor’s identity (Johansen 2002: 90; Søfting 2000: 
22). Some of the norms that are well-known from the climate discourse 
are ‘the precautionary principle’, and the principle of ‘common, but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities’, which has become one of the key principles 
in the climate change regime.  

The principle of equity,34 which is closely related to the interpretation of 
‘common, but differentiated responsibilities’, has also played an import-
ant role. In this context, the concept of equity or does not refer to legal 
justice, but to distributive justice or fair burden-sharing. No-one would of 
course argue that the distribution of commitments should be unjust or in-
equitable; the dispute rather lies in how these terms are understood and 
operationalized (Harris 2003: 28).  

There are differences in the interpretation of ‘equity’, especially between 
those of the North and South perspectives are substantial (Richards 
2003). Ashton and Wang (2003: 67) points out four separate, but con-
nected domains where equity has implications for cooperation on climate 
change. First, equity concerns are related to what obligations a state 
should have to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases. Second, the conse-
quences of climate change and the need to deal with them also raise 
equity concerns. The third domain is equity and resource transfers. The 
fourth concerns the equity aspects of the negotiation process itself. 
Seemingly, the equity question highlights the North-South tensions that 
have been characterizing the climate change negotiations.  

…concerns about international justice, particularly on the part of 
developing countries, cannot be avoided if all countries are to co-
operate to tackle international environmental problems, particular-
ly climate change. Developing countries will be less willing (and 
less able) to address climate change if they believe that they are 
not being treated fairly in the context of the global climate change 
regime – despite the increasingly clear dangers they face from the 
problem (Harris 2003: 27).  
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Consequently it could be expected that China as a developing country 
would be more receptive to an agreement, or parts of an agreement that 
are considered fair and just. Based on the assumptions of the SLI model I 
will put forward two hypotheses to guide the further inquiry: 

H6: Learning leading to increased understanding of adverse impacts of 
climate change is likely to influence China’s attitudes towards this prob-
lem, with the likelihood of a more proactive climate policy.  

H7: An agreement on climate change cooperation (or the parts of such an 
agreement) which is in accordance with the Chinese notion of equity is 
likely to increase the possibility of a more proactive Chinese climate 
policy.  

3.3 Summary  

The three models outlined above provide three different approaches to 
explaining China’s climate change policy. Based on the URA model one 
can expect that policy-making on climate change is influenced by ex-
pected damage costs related to climate change impacts on one side and 
the costs of taking actions to reduce GHG-emissions on the other. 
Furthermore, the URA model also focus on the costs and benefits related 
to engaging in cooperation such as the possibility to further economic 
goals through obtaining economic side-payments or to achieve intangible 
benefits like a favorable international image. This reflects that climate 
change represent a dual challenge for the Chinese leadership. On one side 
the government has to evaluate the costs of taking action versus the costs 
of non-action related directly to the climate change problem. Simultan-
eously, it has to consider costs and benefits of engaging in climate change 
cooperation. When trying to maximize economic gains, the impacts of its 
choices in terms of costs and benefits to non-monetized values such as 
image also have to be taken into consideration.  

According to the DP model the state can not be considered a unitary 
actor. The DP model focuses on domestic sub-actors with diverging per-
ceptions both of which choices that are maximizing national benefits and 
which values that are to be maximized. Following the assumptions of the 
DP model, what appears to be a common national interest expressed 
through China’s position in the climate change negotiations, is more lik-
ely to be the interests of the most influential actor in the domestic policy 
struggle.  

The SLI model does not have any specific assumptions regarding to the 
unity of the actor. It rather focuses on how interests are tentative and can 
change through learning. I have chosen to also focus on norms as a part 
of this model, more specifically on international justice or equity. Percep-
tions of equity are likely to influence the actor’s perceptions of how 
climate change should be addressed. Norms also shape actors’ identities 
and thereby legitimize their behavior on the international arena. 
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4 China’s Climate Change Policy 1988-2004 

This chapter maps China’s behavior in the climate change negotiations 
from the late 1980s when climate change problem emerged as a major 
topic on the international political agenda until today. It will focus on 
China’s position on key issues and its strategies. The main focus of this 
chapter is on the foreign policy aspects of China’s climate change policy. 
Some domestic follow-ups to the international process are included as 
well, but only to the extent that they can elucidate developments in 
China’s international climate behavior.  

Harris and Yu (2005: 52) identify three distinct stages in China’s official 
participation in the climate negotiations. The first from 1990 to mid 1992, 
the second from 1992 to late 1997 and the third from 1997 until today, 
which also corresponds with the most important developments in the cli-
mate regime; the Framework Convention on Climate Change adopted in 
1992 and the Kyoto Protocol adopted in 1997. The presentation below 
will follow the three stages, except that the period between 1988 and 
1990 will be included in the first stage. Following the chronological pre-
sentation of China’s participation in the negotiations, key issues as well 
as continuities and changes will be identified in an attempt to characterize 
China’s positions on different issue-areas across the phases. 

4.1 First Stage (1988-1992): Climate Change Enters China’s 
Political Agenda 

In the late 1980s, climate change developed into an important internation-
al issue attracting increasing attention from the public, media, scientists 
and policymakers around the world (Chayes and Kim 1998: 507). As 
soon as climate change became a major issue on the international political 
agenda, China responded by initiating the coordination of its own climate 
policy. In 1988, an inter-agency group was established by the Environ-
mental Protection Commission with approval from the State Council. 
When the negotiations moved towards a more formal phase the climate 
change policy coordination structure was expanded and a National Cli-
mate Change Coordination Group was established to facilitate the work 
of formulating China’s positions for the upcoming international climate 
negotiations (Chayes and Kim 1998: 514; Tangen et al. 2001: 238). The 
group involved four different bureaucracies, the State Science and Tech-
nology Commission (SSTC), the National Environmental Protection 
Agency (NEPA), the State Meteorological Administration (SMA) and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) (Economy 1994: 148f). SMA was in 
charge of scientific assessment and acting as the lead agency, SSTC was 
responsible for response strategies while NEPA was in charge of impact 
assessment. MOFAs responsibility was to lead the Chinese delegation to 
the negotiations (Hatch 2003: 49). 

China was from the beginning actively participating in the international 
climate negotiations. When the Intergovernmental Negotiating Commit-
tee (INC) initiated its work on drafting an effective convention on climate 
change in 1991, two issues emerged as especially critical in order to suc-
cessfully create a convention. First, whether a convention should give 
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specific targets and timetables for emission reductions, and second, to 
what degree and extent the developing countries should participate (Eco-
nomy 1994: 18-19). During the INC negotiations, the Chinese delegation 
strongly opposed the idea of targets and timetables and supported a gen-
eral framework convention with no specific responsibilities for the 
parties. China also succeeded to establish a unified developing country 
front in order to resist any claims of developing country commitments 
from the industrialized countries From the very beginning of the climate 
negotiations China gained a reputation as a ‘hard-liner’ (Economy 1994: 
137). Together, the developing countries emphasized the historical re-
sponsibility of developed countries for climate change, and agreed to par-
ticipate in the climate negotiations only on the condition that they should 
not be required to take any substantial commitments of their own (Harris 
2003: 27).  

The core elements of China’s initial negotiation position included an em-
phasis on the major scientific uncertainties concerning climate change; 
focus on the protection of national sovereignty with an emphasis on de-
veloping countries’ right and need to develop and thus not be committed 
to take on measures in conflict with development or conditional aid; the 
historical responsibility of industrial countries; and transfer of new and 
additional funding and technologies to developing countries (Hatch 2003: 
50). China together with the other developing countries actually managed 
to influence the structure of the Convention in several areas, something 
which is especially evident in Article 3 on general principles to guide the 
parties in their action to achieve the objective of the Convention (ibid: 51; 
Chayes and Kim 1998: 509).35 Article 3.1 calls on the Parties to protect 
the climate system ‘on the basis of equity and in accordance with their 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities. 
Accordingly, the developed country Parties should take the lead in com-
bating climate change and the adverse effects thereof’ (FCCC 1992: Art. 
3.1, emphasis added). The principle of ‘common but differentiated re-
sponsibilities’ was vigorously espoused by China in the INC debates and 
has remained a key principle in Chinese climate policy (Chayes and Kim 
1998: 510). 

Although the developing countries (‘G77 and China’) repeatedly advo-
cated differentiated obligations for industrialized and developing coun-
tries, they strongly opposed any differentiation among developing coun-
tries based on their different levels of development. (Chayes and Kim 
1998: 525). The strong resistance of creating a category of more ad-
vanced developing countries matched very well with Chinese interests. 
China with its rapidly expanding economy, large present emissions and 
even higher projected emission levels could easily be singled out in such 
a category (ibid.).  

4.2 Second Stage (1992-1997): From Rio to Kyoto  

China signed the Climate Convention in June 1992 and ratified it in 1994 
as the fifth country in the world. Six more INC meetings were held 
between Rio and the first Conference of the Parties (COP-1) preparing for 
the Convention’s entry into force. The most central issue discussed at 
COP-1 was the adequacy of the commitments of the Convention36 includ-
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ing the proposal of a follow-up protocol. On the issue of adequacy of 
commitments, China together with G77 stressed that implementation of 
the existing commitments should be the COP’s main concern. The Chin-
ese delegation was skeptical of the proposal of a protocol to follow up the 
Convention, and expressed that it was not interested in negotiating a 
protocol before the Annex I Parties had implemented all their commit-
ments in accordance with the Convention (ENB 1995: 4).  

The breakthrough in the negotiations on adequacy of commitments came 
when a group of key developing countries including lead by India, but 
also including China decided to support a statement by the Alliance of 
Small Island States (AOSIS) declaring the current commitments inade-
quate and called for industrialized countries to address the problem. By 
doing this the ‘G77 and China’ indicated a general recognition of the 
need to address climate change (ENB 1997b: 15). Consequently COP-1 
(shaped by this) adopted the Berlin Mandate to begin a process to nego-
tiate a follow-up protocol to the Convention containing more specific ob-
ligations and established the Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate 
(AGBM) to begin this work (Chayes and Kim 1998: 506).37 The condi-
tion for supporting the AOSIS proposal and thereby agree to the need for 
a Protocol ‘…was a very definite refusal to accept any new commitments 
for developing countries in the next round of negotiations, i.e., the 
AGBM’ (ENB 1997b: 15). The deal also included an agreement by the 
US and Australia to drop their insistence that developing countries get 
involved in new commitments (ibid.). Despite what was promised in the 
Berlin Mandate, some developed countries and the US in particular 
continued to push for commitments for developing countries. At the eight 
and final session of the AGBM in Bonn, October 1997, US president Bill 
Clinton called for ‘meaningful participation’ from developing countries. 
In response ‘G77 and China’ used every opportunity to oppose attempts 
on to include developing countries into something that could be reduction 
commitments (ENB 1997b).  

In addition to adequacy of commitments Joint Implementation (JI) or 
Activities Implemented Jointly (AIJ) was the other main topic for China 
in the second stage. Article 4.2 of the Convention states that Annex I 
countries have the possibility to implement policies and measures de-
signed to limit emissions jointly (Chayes and Kim 1998: 520). China was 
skeptical when the idea of JI was introduced in 1992 at the seventh INC 
session. At INC-8 there were discussions about broadening JI to also 
include developing countries on a voluntary basis (Tangen et al. 2001: 
240). Chinese negotiators viewed JI as an instrument created primarily to 
benefit developed countries helping them to avoid domestic actions. 
Moreover, JI was regarded with suspicion because it could be a means of 
introducing commitments for developing countries, shifting responsibility 
from Annex I to non-Annex I Parties (ibid.). JI was up for discussion both 
at COP-1 and COP-2 and China, together with the G77 expressed their 
skepticism fearing that the introduction of JI projects involving develop-
ing countries could be on the expense of financing and technology 
transfers stipulated in the FCCC (ENB 1996).  

When the parties gathered in Kyoto for the third Conference of the Par-
ties (COP-3), China’s initial position was that developed countries by the 
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year 2000 should have reduced their emissions of CO2, CH4 and N2O to 
1990 levels. And then further by 7.5% by 2005, 15% by 2010 and 20% 
by 2020, summing up to a 35% total reduction by 2020. China’s position 
was far more ambitious than that of the US which suggested stabilization 
by 2010, but in line with that of the EU, proposing a 15% reduction by 
2015 (Tangen et al. 2001: 241). At COP-3, the ‘G77 and China’ contribu-
ted to pushing higher targets by supporting the EU’s emission reduction 
position. In general the developing countries proved to be quite influen-
tial in Kyoto. The ‘G77 and China’ also succeeded in deleting an article 
on voluntary commitments for developing countries (ENB 1997a: 15). 

The Kyoto Protocol also included three ‘flexible mechanisms’, the Clean 
Development Mechanism (Article 12), Joint Implementation between 
Annex I Parties (Article 6) and emission trading (Article 17). In general 
China was skeptical to the introduction of the so-called Kyoto mechan-
isms (Tangen et al. 2001: 241). China and other developing countries 
objected to Article 17 on emission trading, stating that it would not re-
duce emissions, and proposed to delete it from the Protocol (ENB 1997a: 
11). By doing this China (and India) ambushed the JUSCANZ countries 
38 and succeeded ‘in delaying the pace at which trading will come into 
effect’ (ENB 1997a: 15).  

In Kyoto, New Zealand made a proposal saying that developing country 
Parties should assure that they would be willing to take on binding 
commitments after the first commitment period, if Annex I Parties suc-
ceeded in fulfilling their commitments. The ‘G77 and China’ answer was 
negative, this was not the time to address developing country commit-
ments, and focus should continue to remain on strengthening developed 
country commitments. According to ‘G77 and China’ the key to success 
was common, but differentiated responsibilities; developing countries 
have low capita emissions and must therefore prioritize economic and 
social development. The concluding answer to the New Zealand proposal 
was finally stated in one single word: ‘no’ (ENB 1997a: 13). In general 
the relations between developed and developing countries have been 
characterized by distrust and hostility as soon as the issue of developing 
country commitments has been brought up, as illustrated here.  

4.3 Third Stage (1997- ): Post-Kyoto Positions  

While the main features on how to go on with the cooperation to combat 
climate change were agreed upon with the adoption of the Kyoto Proto-
col, the negotiations in the post-Kyoto period have evolved around how 
to make the Protocol ready to enter into force and its rules of procedure. 
To a large degree this has been a matter of how to make the agreement 
acceptable for certain developed countries and thereby secure their ratifi-
cation (Najam et al. 2003: 222).39 The main issues in Chinese climate 
diplomacy during its third stage have been how to uphold the avoidance 
of developing country commitments and how to relate to the Kyoto 
Mechanisms, especially the CDM (Harris and Yu 2005: 53). 

Despite the developing countries’ successful effort to remove the pro-
posed article on voluntary commitments for non-Annex I countries from 
the Protocol, the issue was brought up once again by the US at COP-4 in 
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Buenos Aires. China and India (and other developing countries) recalled 
that the debate at Kyoto had rejected the idea of voluntary commitments, 
because it was an idea not implied in the principle of ‘common but differ-
entiated responsibilities’. According to the Chinese delegation, voluntary 
commitments would not promote the FCCC and was just a way to avoid 
existing commitments by some Parties (ENB 1998). The idea of volun-
tary commitments for developing countries also raised the concern that 
developing countries risked losing financial assistance and technology 
transfer as stipulated in the Convention if they agreed to take on commit-
ments voluntarily. China moreover expressed concern that voluntary 
commitments would create a new category of Parties under the FCCC 
and destroy the unity of ‘G77 and China’ (ENB 1998: 3). 

Furthermore, the Chinese negotiators remarked that developed country 
emissions were projected to be 5% above 1990 levels by 2000, and 13% 
above 1990 levels by 2010. Consequently developing countries’ ‘survival 
emissions’ should be distinguished from developed countries ‘luxury 
emissions’ Rather than forcing developing countries to ‘remove food 
from people’s tables’, developed countries should change patterns of pro-
duction and consumption (Heggelund 2005).  

At the fifth Conference of the Parties (COP-5 in Bonn) the tone of the 
Chinese negotiators was less aggressive than in Kyoto (Zhang 2003: 69). 
Liu Jiang, the head of the Chinese delegation underscored that ‘it is 
impossible for the Chinese government to undertake any obligation of 
greenhouse gas emission reduction before China attains the level of a 
medium-developed country’ (Liu cited in Zhang 2003: 69). However, Liu 
furthermore stated that ‘China will continue striving to abate the growth 
of greenhouse gas emissions in line with her own sustainable develop-
ment strategy, and will continue actively promoting and participating in 
international cooperation’ (ibid.).  

One of the most important developments in the third period of China’s 
climate change diplomacy is the changing attitude towards the flexible 
mechanisms. As already mentioned China was initially critical to pro-
posals of Joint Implementation involving developing countries, including 
the Clean Development Mechanism when it was proposed as a part of the 
Kyoto Protocol. However, at COP-5 in Bonn in 1999 China did not raise 
its usual objections to the flexibility mechanisms when they were up for 
discussions (Zhang 2003: 69).  

After this meeting China also began to take a more active part in discus-
sions on rules and procedures guiding the practical implementation of 
CDM projects. In China’s view all technologies should be allowed under 
the CDM, including nuclear energy projects, with the exception of sink 
activities. China argued against the inclusion of sinks based on the diffi-
culties in ensuring that the resulting reductions from sink projects were of 
a permanent character (Tangen et al. 2001: 242). It is reasonable to 
assume that this position was rooted it China’s interest in maximizing its 
share of CDM projects. The Latin American countries would probably be 
the main beneficiaries of sink projects, while China is one of a few 
developing countries with an active nuclear program (ibid.). At COP-6 
China even spoke in favorable terms of the Kyoto Mechanisms, and 
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called the CDM a ‘win-win’ mechanism benefiting both developed and 
developing countries. At COP-7 in Marrakech, China furthermore expli-
citly supported the Kyoto mechanisms and even called for accelerating 
the launching of the CDM (Zhang 2003: 69). By ratifying the Kyoto Pro-
tocol in 2002 China became eligible to CDM projects. China’s position 
regarding the CDM developed from initial skepticism to a more prag-
matic focus on maximizing benefits that might result from China’s parti-
cipation in such projects (Tangen et al. 2001).  

At COP-7 in Marrakech the EU together with ‘G77 and China’ were 
eager to negotiate an agreement that could ensure an entry into force of 
the Kyoto Protocol, preferably before the Johannesburg Summit in Sep-
tember 2002. This resulted in the adoption of the Marrakech Accords to 
the Bonn Agreements which completed three years of negotiations on the 
operational details of the Kyoto Protocol (ENB 2001.15).  

When the Parties gathered in New Delhi for COP-8, the division between 
developed and developing countries’ positions was as usual evident. In 
the opening session the developing countries represented by ‘G77 and 
China’ expressed their disappointment at the low level of financial re-
sources provided by Annex I Parties and stressed that action so far had 
been symbolic (ENB 2002: 3). Although not an explicit issue for negotia-
tion the looming issue of future commitments strongly influenced the 
dialogue at COP-8 (Pew Center 2002). Emphasizing the need for contin-
ued economic development, China said that the climate regime should 
take into account the rising energy demands that will occur as the quality 
of life in developing countries improves (ENB 2002: 4).  

Perhaps influenced by the host country India, the Delhi Ministerial De-
claration on Climate Change and Sustainable Development, adopted at 
COP-8 reflected a strong developing country perspective, focusing on 
issues such as sustainable development, poverty eradication, adaptation 
and developed countries’ implementation of their commitments under the 
Convention. Commitments beyond 2012 and the need for broadening par-
ticipation were not mentioned, something that caused strong objections 
from the EU (Pew Center 2002). However, the developing countries’ 
view perhaps unexpectedly gained support from the US, which earlier 
had called for more action from developing countries repeatedly. Instead 
of starting a dialogue about future mitigation commitments for develop-
ing countries, some of the more powerful developing countries wanted to 
focus on adaptation. Calling attention to the fact that technology transfer 
to developing countries has been ineffective, the ‘G77 and China’ called 
for additional assistance for both mitigation and adaptation (ENB 2002: 
5).  

At COP-9 in Milan the Parties remained deadlocked on the broader issues 
of how to continue the effort to prevent climate change, and progress was 
limited only to a few primarily technical issues such as rules for sink 
projects in the CDM. The COP was dominated by the uncertain fate of 
the Kyoto Protocol depending on Russian ratification (Pew Center 2003). 
The ‘G77 and China’ called on the Russian federation to ratify the Kyoto 
Protocol and for the US to come back in to the Kyoto process (ENB 
2003). The Parties tried their best to avoid the rancorous debates that had 
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arisen at COP-8 when the EU and other developed countries had brought 
up the issue of steps beyond the first commitment period. Once again the 
developing countries expressed their frustration over the Annex I Parties’ 
failures to fulfill their own commitments, their limited transfer of technol-
ogies and insufficient financial support. Based on this the ‘…developing 
countries held firmly to preventing negotiations turning towards 
mitigation activities by non-Annex I countries in the future’ (ENB 2003: 
17).�

However, in a session on technology transfer China stated that the ‘pur-
pose of the discussion was to double the chances for developing countries 
to be more able and then more willing to participate in mitigation actions 
in the future’ (Pew Center 2003). This comment was noted by many 
observers as a possible sign that some developing countries were moving 
towards becoming involved in discussions about future steps. China also 
said that ‘once developed countries have taken the lead in mitigating 
emissions, developing countries would be able to make a contribution’ 
(ENB 2003: 14).  

The most recent round of climate change negotiations was COP-10 in 
Buenos Aires in December 2004. The Russian ratification created a 
certain optimism, after the uncertainty that had surrounded the fate of the 
Kyoto Protocol since the US withdrawal in 2001 (Pew Center 2004). The 
optimism soon faded away when the discussion on the post- Kyoto period 
started. An issue that was central in Buenos Aires was ‘whether countries 
were prepared to create a space within the formal process to even begin 
considering the question of next steps’ (Pew Center 2004). This issue of a 
Seminar of Governmental Experts discussing future commitments 
brought up highly tempered debates and even led to a split in the ‘G77 
and China’ coalition which to this point had maintained a more or less 
unified front in their refusal to discuss anything that could lead to new 
commitments (Pew Center 2004). It is expected that developing country 
commitments will become an even more central issue in the upcoming 
negotiations for the post-2012 period. China is prepared for increasing 
pressure in the negotiations for the next commitment period, but there are 
no indications that the position on developing country commitments will 
change in the near future.  

The latest development in China’s response to climate change was the 
somewhat surprising announcement that China had joined a new climate 
pact with the US, Australia, Japan, South Korea and India known as the 
‘Asia Pacific Partnership for clean development and climate change’ 
(BBC 2005). The pact which was made public on July 28 2005 is non-
binding and many critics therefore fear that it will be ineffective and 
undermine the Kyoto process. The member countries themselves assure 
that the new deal will complement the Kyoto Protocol, not replace it. It is 
still too early to say anything about the concrete implications of the 
agreement, as the group’s first summit will be held in Australia in Nov-
ember 2005 (ibid.). 
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4.4 Conceptualizing Trends in China’s Climate Change 
Policy Across Phases  

The main aspects of China’s position were already hammered out in the 
negotiations leading up to the adoption of the UN Framework Convention 
on Climate Change and have been rather consistent throughout the 15 
years that have passed since the international climate change negotiations 
were initiated. Adjectives that have been used to describe China’s posi-
tion and behavior in the literature and by other parties to the negotiations 
include ‘conservative’, ‘defensive’, ‘uncooperative’ and ‘unconstructive’ 
(e.g. Economy 1997). 

Regarding China’s position on emission reduction commitments this 
might be a reasonable evaluation. China’s contribution to work out a 
‘solution’ for the climate change problem has been meager, at least poli-
tically, seen in light of the large emissions China controls and its influ-
ence in the ‘G77 and China’. Clearly, the level of proactiveness can gen-
erally be characterized as low. There have however been some changes. 
If the different dimensions of China’s policy are considered the score is 
not necessarily equally low on all aspects, given that there are some 
nuances in this general picture over time and across issues.  

China’s position has primarily evolved around a handful of central ele-
ments. The first and most important dimension of China’s climate policy 
is the position on commitments for China and other developing countries. 
China’s position on this issue has been more or less unaltered throughout 
the history of climate change negotiations and has been characterized by 
strong opposition to even discuss the issue. Even the issue of voluntary 
commitments for developing countries has been met with resistance on 
the occasions it has been up for discussion. The ‘G77 and China’ have 
been quite successful in their effort to keep the question of commitments 
for developing countries off the official agenda, it has however been 
looming in the background all the time. Since the issue of future com-
mitments has never been subject to formal negotiations, there have still 
not been any discussions of when, how large and what kind of commit-
ments developing countries should have.  

On the policy dimension labeled differentiation of commitments, China 
and the other developing countries have advocated highly differentiated 
commitments between developed and developing countries. The position 
has been that commitments should be differentiated according to histori-
cal responsibility or per capita emissions. In addition there should be a 
transfer of technologies and financial resources from developed to devel-
oping countries in order to enhance the developing countries capacities to 
meet the climate change challenge.  

China’s position on flexible mechanisms has changed significantly from 
initial resistance to what can be characterized as a more pragmatic ap-
proach. As the understanding of the mechanisms and their potential bene-
fits to China has become clearer China has become less skeptical and 
more receptive to the CDM (Zhang 2003: 74f). Participation in the CDM 
can be characterized as low-cost, and possibly even a negative cost obli-
gation at least in the long run. Nevertheless it has required the establish-
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ment of new institutions, regulations and a national system for approval 
and implementation (Bang et al. 2005: 25). One reason for remaining 
skepticism towards the CDM is that China should not let others pick the 
‘low-hanging fruit’, meaning selling away all the low-cost mitigation op-
tions if China has to take on commitments later. 

The central arguments employed by China to defend its positions in the 
negotiations are founded on China being a developing country which 
should not be required to reduce its emissions in a way that harms further 
development. As a developing country China has limited capacity to re-
duce emissions and lacks the necessary technological solutions to do so. 
Moreover, China’s per capita emissions are low compared to the world 
average and especially compared to the US. Another argument repeatedly 
used is that China’s historical responsibility for emission of greenhouse 
gases is very limited. China often refers to the measures already imple-
mented that have limited the growth of China’s GHG emissions such as 
energy conservation and population control (Tangen et al. 2001: 239).  

Recent years have witnessed a change in China’s negotiation style, ac-
cording to observers. A small change in rhetoric could be observed by 
developed country negotiators at COP-10. China was more cooperative 
than for instance India (Heggelund 2005: 10). 40 There has also been a 
generation shift in the Chinese delegation and the new negotiators have a 
less aggressive tone. They are more confident with international settings 
as China has dramatically increased its interaction with the surrounding 
world recent years, and they speak English very well. As China has grad-
ually become more integrated into the international community, skills to 
communicate with the surrounding world have improved substantially.41 
This does not necessarily indicate that China’s fundamental position is 
about to change, it is more likely a change in style. Although not signifi-
cant for the outcome of the negotiation process, this change has facili-
tated the dialogue with the Chinese.42 

The main strategy for the Chinese government has been to avoid any 
reduction commitments by refusing to discuss the subject. In other words, 
China has attempted to influence the negotiations by keeping the issue off 
the agenda. Maintaining a strong and united developing country front has 
also been a priority for the Chinese. Together with the other developing 
countries China has by every means tried to keep developing country 
commitments out of the official agenda. Most of the time China’s posi-
tion has been expressed through the ‘G77 and China’ group, and on many 
occasions China has acted as a leader in the group. Although the ‘G77 
and China’ often seems to have one common position, the interests of the 
different countries in this group are very heterogeneous. It can be hard to 
distinguish China’s position from the common ‘G77 and China’ position, 
because the internal decision-making process in the ‘G77 and China’ is 
characterized by a low degree of transparency, and is conducted behind 
closed doors during the Climate Conferences.43 There have been specula-
tions about how much longer the ‘G77 and China’ can continue to uphold 
a common position given their largely differing interests. China has how-
ever no plans to leave the group in the near future, according to one of the 
leading Chinese negotiators.44  
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China’s absolute rejection of emission targets for developing countries 
does not necessarily mean that China is unwilling to change its behavior 
as a response of being involved in climate change cooperation. Even 
though China is de jure unwilling to commit to binding emissions cuts, it 
is de facto enacting a number of measures that contribute to slowing the 
growth in Chinese emissions such as restructuring of the energy sector, 
improving energy efficiency and exploring alternative energy sources to 
coal. China has also shown willingness and a more flexible approach 
towards bilateral cooperation projects aimed at reducing emissions 
(Kobayashi 2003). China has moreover established new domestic institu-
tions to coordinate policy responses and to deal with implementation of 
CDM as part of its response to participation in the international climate 
change regime. It was also recently announced that ‘…China is now 
developing the National Strategy for dealing with Climate Change and it 
is expected to be officially issued within this year’ (Liu 2005a). This can 
be seen as development in the right direction, since China been lacking an 
official climate change strategy until now. 

One of the few formal obligations the non-Annex I countries have under 
the Climate Convention is to ‘communicate information on their GHG 
emissions and implementation measures to the COP’ (Chayes and Kim 
1998: 516). Both Annex I and non-Annex I parties are committed to 
communicate GHG inventories, using comparable methodologies. In the 
beginning China strongly opposed the idea of monitoring and reporting 
(ibid.). The launch of China’s Initial National Communication on Climate 
Change in November 2004 spurred certain optimism. It was officially 
presented together with Brazil at COP-10 held in Buenos Aires, Argen-
tina in a side event to the negotiations. The inventory of GHG emissions 
is based on emission data from 1994, but is an important development 
nonetheless, being the first official reporting of China’s GHG-emissions 
(National Communication 2004). China had thereby fulfilled its only 
formal commitment under the FCCC and demonstrated that China is 
taking its commitments seriously. The preparation of the Communication 
was sponsored by GEF and UNDP.  

So then, how can China’s foreign policy on climate change be classified? 
In general the level of proactiveness can be characterized as low. Al-
though the fundamental principles in China’s climate change policy seem 
to be immovable, the changing attitude towards CDM and the recently 
released National Communication are indications of China moving from 
a non-commitment position to a minimum-commitment position. China’s 
follow-up behavior can be characterized as more proactive than its nego-
tiating positions and strategy.  
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5 Empirical Mapping of the Explanatory Factors  

In this chapter the explanatory factors involved in the hypotheses inspired 
by the theoretical approaches will be empirically mapped and classified. 
The empirical data will be presented in accordance to the three explana-
tory models. Some of the information is relevant for more than one model 
given that the models look at the same phenomena from different per-
spectives. For instance vulnerability and abatement costs are central input 
for all three models. In the URA model they are important aspects of the 
cost-benefit calculation in the evaluation of different policy options. In 
the DP model the sub-national actors’ perceptions of vulnerability are 
decisive for their preferences in the domestic politics processes leading to 
the adoption of a climate policy. In the SLI model learning process can 
change the policy-makers’ perceptions of the problem and also vulner-
ability and costs. To avoid being repetitive, these factors will only be out-
lined fully only once. For that reason the first model will seemingly be 
given more weight in this chapter than the other two.  

5.1 Unitary Rational Actor: National Costs and Benefits  

5.1.1 Expected Damage Costs: China’s Vulnerability to Climate Change  

China’s vast territory, covering 9.6 million square kilometers of land, 

stretches over various climate zones of which 46% is situated in the tem-
perate zone and 26% in the tropical and sub-tropical zone. The precipita-
tion patterns vary greatly both seasonally and regionally. In general the 
south-west areas can be classified as wet, the northwest dry, and the 
central areas semi-arid (CCASIA 2004). The complex climate situation in 
China combined with a great variety of ecosystems means that climate 
change impacts can come in a wide range of different forms. China has 
already experienced an increase in mean temperature by 0.4 to 0.5 
degrees during the last 100 years (Xinhua 2004) and in accordance with 
the global climate trend the 1990s was one of the warmest decades in the 
last century (National Communication 2004).  

According to the IPCC some of the expected consequences of a further 
increase in the mean temperature are sea-level rise, melting of glaciers, 
changed precipitation patterns and increased frequency of extreme 
weather events, all of which could have severe negative effects on human 
life and well-being as well as on the economy (IPCC 2001a). Chinese 
scientists have studied the consequences of global climate change on 
China since the early 1990s. The studies have focused on four areas 
which are all closely related to the economy; coastal areas, water 
resources, terrestrial ecosystems and agriculture (National Communica-
tion 2004).  

One of the expected consequences of climate change is a rise in the sea-
level, due to heat expansion of water and glacier thawing (Yao 2002). 
China has a very long (32,000 km) and densely populated coastline and 
some of the largest and most economically developed cities like Shang-
hai, Tianjin and Guangzhou are situated in low-lying coastal areas. 
Chinese research has estimated that a 1-meter rise in sea-level would 
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inundate 92,000 square kilometers of China’s coast, thereby displacing 67 
million people that live in coastal areas (World Bank 1997 in Harris 
2003).The coastal areas are also expected to suffer from the increased 
frequency of severe storms, salt-water intrusion and land loss (IPCC 
2001a). In 1998 there was record flooding in several regions which con-
tributed to slow down the economy (Zhou et al. 2000: 1).45  

Climate change could also lead to increased precipitation intensity, par-
ticularly during the summer monsoon, something that could result in in-
creasing the flood-prone areas in temperate and tropical regions (CCCIN 
2003). In the period between 1950 and 1989 the annual average size of 
the area struck by flooding was 8 million hectares. From 1990 to 1998 
this area increased to 16.7 million hectares in average (NCCCC 2001). 
Increased temperatures will intensify the already existing desertification 
and drought problems in arid and semi-arid areas, particularly in north-
west, north and north-eastern parts of China. 46 Even if the rainfall will 
increase in some of these areas, the evaporation will increase far more, 
thus leading to drier conditions and potentially more severe droughts 
(Yao 2002). In addition the drought will increase the probability of sand-
storms, which already is a huge problem in the northern areas. In general 
it seems like the changes in precipitation patterns will intensify unfavor-
able natural conditions that already cause great problems for humans as 
well as ecosystems, such as floods and droughts.  

The shortage of fresh water resources is another already existing problem 
which is likely to be seriously intensified by climate change. China’s per 
capita water resources are about a fourth of the world average (National 
Communication 2004: 1, 6). The widespread water scarcity problems in 
China are also a consequence of the rapid economic growth, industrializa-
tion, and urbanization – accompanied by inadequate infrastructure invest-
ment and management capacity. More than 300 of China’s 640 major 
cities face water shortages. 100 cities face severe scarcities (IPCC 2001a: 
566).  

As in most developing countries the climate-sensitive agricultural sector 
accounts for a relatively large, although decreasing share of China’s GDP 
compared to industrialized countries.47 China’s agricultural sector is al-
ready victim of many environmental problems like water pollution, pollu-
tion of the soil and acid rain causing great losses of output. Climate 
change will exacerbate this pressure, something which may be detri-
mental due to China’s dependency on steady and reliable food supplies to 
feed its huge population. Agricultural output will suffer both from 
changes in the mean climate altering the conditions for crop production as 
well as changes in climate variability, particularly by the increased occur-
rence of extreme weather events such as severe storms, heat waves and 
damaging frosts (CCCIN 2003). A British-Chinese study of the impacts 
of climate change on food production found that China’s yields of rice, 
wheat and corn could decrease by 37% over the next 100 years if the 
warming trends continue. Rice production could fall by a fifth by 2080 
(CCCIN 2004). 

How do Chinese policy-makers perceive damage costs? In China’s re-
cently completed Initial National Communication on Climate Change, it 
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is explicitly stated that China is vulnerable to the consequences of climate 
change and that the expected impacts are reason to worry. Although the 
scientific uncertainty of the assessment of impacts is emphasized, the Na-
tional Communication gives many examples of how climate change has 
already affected China (National Communication 2004: 5-7). In addition 
the increased emphasis on the need for adaptation activities and economic 
support for such activities moreover indicates that climate change is 
perceived as a potential threat to Chinese national interests.  

As demonstrated above, China can be characterized as highly vulnerable 
to climate change. (IPCC 2001a). The scale and complexity of China’s 
vulnerability to the consequences of climate change makes it reasonable 
to believe that costs of adaptation will be high. Adaptation to impacts of 
climate change will include securing the supply of food and water and 
protection of the coastal areas. In addition China’s low per capita re-
sources make adaptation challenging (National Communication 2004).  

Summing up, China’s expected damage costs from climate change can be 
characterized as high. Areas housing millions of people can be struck by 
sea-level rise. Climate change is also expected to affect agricultural out-
put and fresh-water resources, implying severe ramifications for China’s 
enormous population. Moreover the damage costs are expected to be even 
more serious since China’s adaptive capacity probably is limited.  

5.1.2 Expected Abatement Costs (and Benefits) 

Given that China has no commitments to limit or reduce its GHG emis-
sions under the Kyoto Protocol, abatement costs are more a reflection of 
the decision-makers assessment of what impacts emission reductions 
would have on China’s economic development. Even though China’s 
economy has been one of the fastest growing in the world it is a top 
priority for the Chinese government to maintain the rapid growth. China 
is in any case a developing country and development and industrialization 
are its main concerns. Since the late 1970s when the economic reforms 
were launched, the ‘legitimacy of the Communist Party has rested primar-
ily on the pillars of nationalism and economic growth’ (Economy 2001: 
234).  

Expected abatement costs are dependent on prospected energy demands 
and potential for fuel substitution (Rowlands 1995). China’s total GHG-
emissions in 1994 were 3650 ton of CO2-equivalents, of which CO2 
accounted for 73%, CH4 for 20% and N20 for 7% (National Communi-
cation 2004). 96% of China’s CO2-emissions are resulting from energy 
activities (Malik 2005), thus China’s potential costs of mitigation will 
largely be related to restructuring of the energy sector, energy efficiency 
measures and energy conservation. As pointed out in Chapter 2 China’s 
greenhouse gas emissions are largely a result of its heavy reliance on coal 
for heating and electricity generation. In 2003 gross energy consumption 
was 1.68 billion tce, an increase of 13% from 2002 (Guan 2004). Energy 
demands will continue to increase along with economic growth, although 
not as quickly.48 
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There are two main strategies to reduce the CO2-emssions produced by 
the use of fossil fuels. The first option is to improve energy efficiency; 
the second is to switch the energy supply from coal to alternative energy 
sources. Improving energy efficiency is the most cost-effective strategy 
for reducing CO2-emission, at least in the short term (Fang et al. 1998: 
122). Although improving, the energy efficiency in China is rather low 
compared to most OECD countries, indicating a great remaining potential 
for better energy efficiency.49  

The Chinese leadership has decided that the expansion of electricity 
production will be based mainly on coal (Fang et al. 1998: 119-121). 
Seeing that coal will continue dominating the Chinese energy sector for a 
long time, strategies to reduce emissions from the use of coal have to be 
considered. Actually it is possible to improve the efficiency of coal utili-
zation significantly through various technologies (ALGAS 1998: 63). 
Clean coal technologies such as coal washing make the use of coal more 
efficient and less polluting (Glomsrød 2002).50  

The potential for development of alternative and renewable energy sour-
ces like wind and solar power in China is vast, but still not commercially 
profitable. While the price for 1 KW/h generated from coal is 0.35 Yuan, 
the price of wind-generated electricity is 0.50 to 0.60 Yuan per KW/h 
(Guan 2004). China has declared that it would generate 10% of its power 
through renewable sources by 2010, which is a rather ambitious goal 
(New York Times 2004). In addition a new law on renewable energy was 
recently approved. Despite China’s abundant coal resources, the country 
is actually experiencing coal shortages, because demand increases fast 
enough to outpace supply (Mai 2005). 51This demonstrates China’s strong 
dependence on coal, and suggests that commitments to reduce the usage 
of coal can be seen as a threat to China’s energy security.  

Improving energy efficiency, diversifying energy sources and reforest-
ation52 can all be considered as so-called ‘no-regret’ options. These miti-
gation options will actually imply improvements for the energy sector 
and are consistent with national development goals and relevant policies 
(ALGAS 1998). The widespread use of coal has severe environmental 
impacts locally, regionally and globally. On the local level, the combus-
tion of coal causes air pollution leading to respiratory diseases and 
cancer. The health problems and premature deaths also cause great costs 
to the Chinese society in terms of lost productivity. A study conducted by 
the World Bank shows that the real costs to society caused of coal con-
sumption in Beijing is 100% higher than the current price (Saich 2001: 
295).  

On the regional level China’s coal consumption has caused an increasing 
acid rain problem. This has become a problem not only in large parts of 
China, but also in neighboring states. When it comes to global environ-
mental problems, coal produces more CO2 per unit than other fossil fuels, 
because of its high carbon content (Fang et al. 1998: 121). Moreover, the 
Chinese coal is often of low-grade types; high in sulphur content and low 
in energy content (ibid.). It is obvious that the rapid increases in energy 
demand make it absolutely necessary to speed up the exploration of alter-
natives to coal (Guan 2004). As Hatch remarks ‘…the major contribution 
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China can make to combating global warming is through addressing 
domestic environmental problems’ (2003: 61). Efforts to limit growth of 
emissions from the use of coal will have positive side-effects both for the 
energy sector by reducing energy shortages, diversifying the energy sup-
ply and for local and regional environmental problems like air pollution 
and acid rain.  

Summing up, China’s expected abatement costs are relatively high. By 
relatively high I mean that there are a lot of potential abatement possibili-
ties and that the costs of emission reductions per unit of for instance CO2 
are quite low compared to industrialized countries with much higher 
energy efficiency. The reasons that China’s costs of mitigation can be 
characterized as high nonetheless, are mainly China’s developmental 
status and its energy situation. Rapidly growing energy demands in com-
bination with a coal dominated energy structure require a major restruc-
turing process of the energy sector in order to actually reduce the size of 
China’s emissions.  

5.1.3 Issue-linkages, Side-payments and Image  

China’s participation in international regimes has increased dramatically 
during the recent two decades of ‘open-door policy’. China’s approach to 
international cooperation is influenced by a set of enduring foreign policy 
values which can be summarized by the ‘maxi-mini principle’ – maximi-
zation of rights and minimization of responsibilities. The maxi-mini 
principle cover a set of enduring foreign policy values that China brings 
to the negotiating table across a range of issues (Economy 2001: 232). 

Economy suggests that one of China’s main motivations for taking part in 
international cooperation is the possibility of gaining ‘access to technical 
expertise, foreign aid, and information in order to further its goal of eco-
nomic development’ (2001: 232). Being both a major contributor and a 
potential major victim of climate change, China has also become one of 
the major recipients of climate-related aid. China is the largest recipient 
of environmental aid from the World Bank and has also received great 
amounts of financial support for climate projects from other agencies 
such as the UNDP, and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) (Economy 
1997). Furthermore, China has succeeded in getting quite a lot of finan-
cial support from bilateral cooperation projects on climate change with 
the US, Canada, Australia, Switzerland and Norway among others. By 
the end of 1998, China had received $3.34 billion in loans and $420 
million in grants from overseas for environmental projects (Zhang 2003: 
73).  

China also received 17% of the total funding for climate change projects 
from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) during the 1991-2002 
(ibid.). Of the nearly $ 467 million GEF has allocated to China, more 
than $ 300 million has been spent on climate change projects. This means 
that 70% of the total funding has been used on climate policy related 
projects such as energy efficiency, renewable energy etc (Good 2004; 
Heggelund et al 2005). 
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Regarding transfer of technology China’s view is that ‘developed coun-
tries are only interested in transfer of technical information, while devel-
oping countries deem technology transfer on non-commercial and prefer-
ential terms most important’ (ENB 1997a). The CDM has been regarded 
as a more promising way of getting access to technology than the trans-
fers that was granted under the Convention (FCCC, Article 3.4). China is 
expected to be a number one host country for CDM projects because of 
its huge emissions and abundance of low-cost reduction possibilities 
(Zhang 2004; Wei et al. 2004). When China ratified the Kyoto Protocol 
in 2002 it became eligible to CDM projects. So far only two projects have 
been approved, but there are many more in the pipeline.53 When the 
United States pulled out of the Kyoto process, the market for CDM pro-
jects decreased significantly. With one of the expectedly most important 
buyers out of the market, the competition between the developing coun-
tries for CDM investments increased.  

Another prominent aspect of China’s approach to international regimes is 
China’s concern about its international image, and how it wants to be 
viewed as a cooperative and responsible actor (Oksenberg and Economy 
1999: 21). Solidarity with the developing world is a related value that 
China traditionally has found to be important in its foreign policy rela-
tions (Zhang 2003: 78). When the climate issue emerged in the late 1980s 
it provided ‘an unprecedented opportunity for China to boost its prestige 
and shore up support from developing countries’ (ibid.).  

Being the largest developing country and having a permanent seat in the 
UN Security Council, China was well positioned to take on a leadership 
role in the developing country group. Immediately preceding INC-2 the 
Chinese government convened a two-day ‘Ministerial Conference of De-
veloping Countries on Environment and Development’ in Beijing June 
1991 with the aim of establishing a uniform developing country negotiat-
ing position. The conference convened delegates from 41 developing 
countries and resulted in the adoption of the ‘Beijing Declaration on En-
vironment and Development’ (Economy 1997: 33). The Beijing Declara-
tion stressed technology transfer and provision of new and additional fi-
nancial resources, and thus foreshadowed some of the North-South de-
bates in climate change context (Zhang 2003: 79). According to Economy 
(1997: 39) China used its position as a relatively influential developing 
country to mobilize the developing world to support its position. By 
emphasizing the importance of a united developing country front, it was 
‘ensured that there would be no defections by other players which would 
permit alliances with the more proactive Western European countries and 
which would bring pressure to bear on the People’s Republic of China’ 
(ibid.).  

The lack of leadership on the issue of climate change from one of China’s 
most important counterparts in international affairs, the US, has implied 
minimal pressure on China to take a more proactive stance (ibid.). The 
relationship between the US and China in the field of climate policy have 
been influenced by the US conditioning its willingness to take on serious 
commitments on the introduction of similar commitments for developing 
countries like China and India. China on the other hand ‘…has empha-
sized that as long as the United States does not take on commitments, it 
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would be politically unacceptable for them to do so’ (Bang et al. 2005: 
26).  

5.2 The Domestic Climate Change Policy-making Process 

This part will consider the domestic influences on China’s climate change 
policy. First it will look at the relevant bureaucratic actors, and the pri-
orities and preferences each of these actors bring to the table. This will be 
followed by an attempt to describe policy-making process and these ac-
tors’ roles and degree of influence in the domestic policy-making on cli-
mate change.  

5.2.1 The Chinese Climate Change Bureaucracy: Actors and 
Institutions54  

The National Coordination Committee on Climate Change (NCCCC) was 
established in 1998, and is the highest climate policy-making body in 
China. It is in charge of coordinating the 15 bureaucratic units dealing 
with climate related policies and activities, and the international negotia-
tions. The inter-ministerial committee consists of 15 senior officials and 
is at the time being headed by the National Development and Reform 
Committee (NDRC) (Heggelund 2005). Previously, before 1998, China’s 
Meteorological Administration (CMA) was responsible for coordinating 
climate policy issues in China.  

The NCCCC meets on a regular basis to discuss policy coordination as 
well as practical matters, especially before the annual climate meetings 
(the COPs). In addition to NDRC and CMA, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MOFA), the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST) and 
the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) are the most 
central actors in China’s climate change bureaucracy (Heggelund et al. 
2000).  

China Meteorological Administration (CMA previously State Meteor-
ological Administration) was one of the lead agencies in the initial stages 
of China’s climate policy. CMA coordinated China’s participation in 
international scientific process as the IPCC got underway in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. These activities led to a gradually emerging 
awareness of the potential impacts of climate change on China within in 
the scientific community (Hatch 2003: 49). When China ratified the 
Climate Convention in 1994, CMA was put in charge of coordinating its 
implementation (Hatch 2003). CMA adopted a pro-active position from 
the beginning and worked actively to develop China’s scientific capacity 
for climate monitoring and modeling, both through domestic support and 
international funding. The CMA director at that time, Zou Jingmen, man-
aged to persuade the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to 
place one of eight base line monitoring stations for greenhouse gas emis-
sions in China through aggressive lobbying (Economy 1994: 150). CMAs 
research relied heavily on data from WMO and from American and 
Canadian scientists (Johnston 1998: 584).  

In the post-scientific discussions, when focus was turned to the economic 
aspects of climate change (and climate change cooperation) the role of 
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CMA diminished clearly (Economy 1994: 151) At a Conference of the 
Chinese Academy of Science, the current head of CMA, Qin Dahe em-
phasized the negative and irreversible impacts of global warming. He 
stressed that China needed to increase its investment in long-term re-
search on climate change and its effects and ‘…take appropriate mea-
sures’ (Xinhua 2004). This indicates that CMA still is among the more 
proactive actors in the domestic climate change debate.  

In 1998 the NCCCC was restructured and the National Development 
Reform Committee (NDRC) took over the main responsibility of 
coordinating China’s climate change policy. The NDRC has the mandate 
among Chinese Government agencies for leading national activities re-
lated to climate change (CCCIN). The previous State Planning Commis-
sion (SPC) was renamed State Planning and Development Commission 
(SPDC) in the major restructuring process in 1998, and changed its name 
once again to NDRC in 2003. The NDRC has the overall responsibility 
for China’s economic development and its predecessor SPC was also a 
central actor in the planned economy (Heggelund et al. 2000: 8).  

NDRC is one of the most important and influential bureaucratic units in 
the Chinese political system, and its influence was further increased in 
the 2003 restructuring when it took over the responsibilities of the State 
Economic and Trade Commission which was then abolished (Heggelund 
2005). The SPC entered the national climate change policy-making pro-
cess at a late stage, but rapidly assumed an important role as economic 
and energy issues became more central in the domestic climate change 
debate (Economy 1994: 153). SPC’s initial position towards climate 
change was skepticism about science of global warming and it generally 
opposed any commitments that could impede economic growth (Hatch 
2003: 49). NDRC highest priority is maximizing economic development 
and rapid expansion of energy supplies (with overwhelming reliance on 
coal) (ibid.). In the view of NDRC, there is no capacity for China to take 
on commitments yet and it is also too uncertain how potential commit-
ments will affect China (NDRC official [interview]). The transfer of 
coordinating responsibility for climate change to the NDRC from CMA 
can be seen as an indication of climate change becoming more important 
in economic terms.  

The Ministry of Foreign Affair’s (MOFA) role has been to lead China’s 
participation in the international political negotiation process. In the dom-
estic debate its strategy has been to place climate change in a wider for-
eign policy strategy context (Economy 1994: 155), and furthermore to en-
sure that political and economic interests were served by the climate 
change negotiating process. To align with other developing countries has 
been a priority for MOFA which organized the Beijing Conference in 
1991 with the aim of establishing a unified negotiating position for devel-
oping countries. ‘…MOFA regarded the negotiations as a vehicle for 
asserting leadership in the third world’ (Chayes and Kim 1998: 528).  

In the pre-Convention deliberations (together with SPC) MOFAs position 
was that a limited Chinese response was necessary in order to secure 
economic development and because of sovereignty concerns (Economy 
2001: 246). Even though China through its growing participation in inter-
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national cooperation is increasing its interdependency with the surround-
ing world, securing China’s independence and sovereignty can be charac-
terized as a supreme value guiding China in international relations (John-
ston 1998: 567). Sovereignty concerns have also been expressed with 
regards to monitoring and emission reporting. ‘Chinese cooperation on 
global environmental affairs has been hampered by concerns over sov-
ereignty, and an aversion to monitoring, reporting demands or transfer-
ring decision-making authority to an international body (Oksenberg and 
Economy 1999:19). MOFA’s impact on the policy process has been sig-
nificant (Economy 1994: 155).  

The State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA, previous-
ly NEPA) became an independent bureaucracy in 1988. Ten years later 
the former NEPA was upgraded from semi-ministerial to ministerial level 
as the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) (Hegge-
lund et al. 2000: 9). 55 NEPA was primarily concerned with domestic 
environmental issues before becoming involved in climate change poli-
cies. However, Qu Geping the former director of NEPA, was an active 
and articulate advocate for a proactive climate change policy both at 
international and domestic level. As early as in 1989 he expressed his 
concern that global warming would have detrimental impacts on China 
and its people unless concerted action was taken (Economy 1994: 152). 
SEPA can be characterized as a weak bureaucratic agency, facing con-
stant challenges to its authority by for instance the Ministry of Forestry, 
the Ministry of Energy, the Ministry of Agriculture and SPC. In the case 
of China’s participation in international ozone diplomacy SEPA, on the 
contrary, played an important role and was much more heavily involved 
in the policy process (see Economy 2001).  

Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST, previously SSTC) deals 
with the technical aspects of China’s participation. Together with NEPA, 
SSTC saw it as China’s responsibility to actively respond to climate 
change because of China being a major contributor, as well as the possi-
bilities perceived by some officials that an active response would provide 
access to technology and environmental management systems (Economy 
2001: 246). SSTC was originally responsible for drafting the final report 
for the negotiations before the initiations of the climate negotiations, but 
was replaced by the SPC, which was politically more powerful but lacked 
the expertise to develop a sophisticated analysis (ibid.). MOST’s position 
is that China should have a ‘more proactive climate policy in order to 
gain access to new technologies from abroad’ (Economy 2001: 248) 
based on the argument that ‘China is missing significant opportunities to 
advance its technological know-how because of a reluctance to agree to 
any sort of cooperation’ (ibid.) Today MOST plays a crucial role in 
China’s participation in the CDM, which is China’s main point of in-
volvement in the international efforts to reduce GHG-emissions.56  

5.2.2 Decision-making Process and Distribution of Power Among 
Domestic Actors 

Summing up, CMA, SEPA and MOST appear to be the most proactive 
actors in Chinese climate change politics, while MOFA and NDRC are 
cautious of taking a proactive approach, stressing the importance of econ-
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omic development and sovereignty. The Chinese policy-making is not 
transparent and it is not possible to say anything about the exact nature of 
the decision-making process (Heggelund 2005). It is however clear that 
the various bureaucratic actors involved in climate change policy-making 
have differing interests and that influence in decision-making is not 
equally distributed among these actors.  

While SEPA and CMA were influential during the scientific phase of the 
policy-making process, they became marginal players during the political 
discussions (Economy 1997: 30). As the process advanced, NDRC and 
MOFA became the dominant actors regarding China’s participation in the 
negotiations. Consequently the influence of the domestic actors in favor 
of emission limitations and restructuring of the energy sector was re-
stricted (Hatch 2003: 61). As According to Economy (1997: 20) the 
‘…long process of negotiation among the key bureaucratic actors in the 
People’s Republic of China that resulted in an ultimate victory by the 
foreign policy and planning agencies, who were determined to prevent 
any real policy adjustment in terms of economic growth or energy use’. 

NDRC is undoubtedly one of the most, if not the most powerful and 
influential actor in China’s climate change policymaking (Heggelund 
2005). This can be seen as an indication of climate change first and fore-
most being a development issue for China. Through its chairmanship in 
the National Climate Change Coordination group NDRC has the main 
responsibility to determine China’s response to climate change, both 
internationally and on the domestic arena. MOFA is also a very influen-
tial ministry in the coordination committee and in China’s participation in 
climate change negotiations. This reflects the fact that climate change is 
very much seen as a foreign policy issue in China (e.g. Tangen et al. 
2001). It is not possible to determine exactly which of these two actors is 
the most influential, but they definitely constitute the top of the list. The 
importance of the different actors is also reflected in the composition of 
the Chinese delegation to the COPs. At COP-10 in 2004, 12 of the 37 
delegation members were NDRC officials, including the head of the dele-
gation Mr. Liu Jiang, while five of the delegates represented MOFA. 
MOST is the third most influential actor (Heggelund et al. 2000), while 
SEPA and CMA have the least influence.  

5.3 Learning, Knowledge and Norms  

5.3.1 The Learning Process in China 

China had no history of climate change research at the outset of the nego-
tiations in the late 1980s, except for a long tradition of paleoclimatology, 
which is only marginally relevant to predict global climate change (Eco-
nomy 2001: 244). As a response to international attention to the emerging 
climate change problem, China initiated a national research program, 
directed by SSTC. In a short time China developed an extensive and 
sophisticated climate change research program, encompassing 40 pro-
jects, 20 ministries and 500 experts by 1989 (ibid.). Numerous univers-
ities, institutes and government agencies became involved in projects to 
examine the importance and consequences of climate change to China 
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(Economy 1994: 158). Contrary to many other developing nations China 
has been relatively active when it comes to research on climate change. 

Chinese science on climate change has been greatly influenced by the 
international scientific community, both the IPCC and climate change 
research in many Western countries. ‘For developing countries such as 
China, international experts have proven instrumental in contributing to 
the establishment or enhancement of a domestic expert community with 
shared values’ (Economy 2001: 236). IPCC played an important role in 
initiating a national climate change research program in China. In the 
period from 1988 to 1990 the IPCC conducted scientific studies on possi-
ble impacts and potential response strategies to climate change. For China 
it was a major question whether to participate in this work and the gov-
ernment finally decided to do so in 1988. This resulted in the establish-
ment of the inter-agency policy coordination group (Chayes and Kim 
1998: 514).57 China has also participated relatively actively in the IPCC 
and is well represented in the working groups, ‘…28 Chinese experts 
have been selected for the write-up of the fourth assessment report IPCC’ 
(Heggelund 2005).  

As was pointed out in the last section about domestic actors, cooperation 
with foreign scientists has generally contributed to more proactive 
positions among Chinese scientists and policy-makers. Especially within 
NEPA, but also in the SMA there was conviction about the severe 
ramifications climate change could have for China (Economy 1997). 
However these signals were not taken too seriously by the more influ-
ential actors NDRC and MOFA, and thus did not influence the outcome 
of the policy-making process.  

Summing up, the influence of the international epistemic community and 
foreign scientists led to concern about climate change impacts and a more 
proactive position among Chinese scientists. There has been a large de-
gree of trans-national diffusion of knowledge between international and 
Chinese scientific communities. However, the influence of the learning 
process on climate policy seems to be limited.  

5.3.2 Climate Change and Perceptions of Equity  

In my inquiry of the effect of international norms, ideas and principles’ 
effects on climate change policy-making I have chosen to focus on 
Chinese perceptions of international justice or equity related to climate 
change. Equity refers to fair burden-sharing according to responsibility 
(total, historical or per capita), capacity (dependent on level of develop-
ment and technologies) and affectedness (vulnerability). The importance 
of equity related to climate change has a close connection to the deep 
North-South divide that has characterized cooperation on climate change 
from the beginning. For the developing world equity is about getting a 
fair share of the global common – atmospheric capacity for greenhouse 
gases (Heggelund and Pan 2005). ‘Equity has been a heart issue for China 
since the first day of the Convention. National development is the first 
concern for all countries’. (MOFA official 2005 [interview]) For China 
climate change is above all a development issue. The principle of 
‘common but differentiated responsibilities’ has become a key principle 
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for China in the climate change negotiations. While developed countries 
tend to stress that responsibilities to combat climate change are common, 
China like most other developing countries stress that they are differenti-
ated (Baumert et al. 1999).  

China’s understanding of equity is closely linked to its strong emphasis 
on national sovereignty in at least two ways. Firstly, as a sovereign nation 
China has the right to control and use its own natural resources, without 
outside interference.58 Secondly, another aspect is the right to economic 
development which is especially important for developing countries. 
They should not be denied to develop in the same way as the industrial-
ized world has been doing, even if industrialization is harming the global 
commons like the climate. China’s lack of historical responsibility for 
climate change and low per capita emissions are some of the most fre-
quently used arguments used to defend and justify of the Chinese posi-
tion. Developing countries must take action first, since developing coun-
tries have the right to develop without limiting their GHG-emissions just 
as industrialized countries have done, focus on adaptation. The fact that 
China currently ranks as the second largest emitter of GHGs in the world 
is not a consequence of extravagant energy use or what the one Chinese 
negotiator termed ‘luxury emissions’. China has limited its emissions and 
in the view of many Chinese policy-makers China has already made 
substantial contributions to reduce its contribution to the climate change 
problem (Tangen et al. 2001). International norms and principles are 
prominent in the Chinese position. In general commitments for develop-
ing countries are considered as unfair. As China tends to emphasize his-
torical or per capita emissions, the Chinese leadership does not perceive 
China as responsible for climate change. 

5.4 Summary  

This chapter has empirically mapped the explanatory factors involved in 
the hypotheses presented in Chapter 3. It was shown that China is very 
vulnerable to the consequences of climate change and that climate change 
is increasingly perceived as a threat to China’s economy. The second 
factor examined was the economic effects of reducing GHG-emissions. 
In general emission reductions are perceived as having negative conse-
quences for economic development, even if the positive co-benefits are 
increasingly recognized.  

The domestic politics of climate change is dominated by the NDRC and 
MOFA. Both tend to give priority to economic interests and sovereignty 
concerns rather than the threat climate change poses to China. The more 
proactive players, CMA, SEPA and MOST were more influential in the 
early stages of climate change policy-making. There has been a diffusion 
of knowledge from international and foreign scientific environments to 
the Chinese scientific community. The ideas adopted by the scientific 
community both through international scientific cooperation and domes-
tic research development have on the other hand not been integrated in 
the policy-making in a way that has led to a more proactive approach. 
The notion of equity has played a very central role in Chinese policy-
making on climate change, and the principle of common, but differentiat-
ed responsibilities has been adopted as a key principle which almost 
every aspect of China’s position evolves around.  



48 Ida Bjørkum 

 

6 Empirical Analysis: Juxtaposing Theoretical 
Insights and Empirical Facts – Explaining 
China’s Climate Change Policy 

The following analysis is divided into two parts according to the research 
question presented in the introduction: What factors have determined 
China’s climate change policy in the past, and how are these factors 
likely to influence China’s future climate change policy? In the analysis’ 
first part (present chapter) the relationship between China’s foreign poli-
cy on climate change (as outlined in Chapter 4) and the explanatory 
factors suggested in Chapter 3 is analyzed in light of the empirical de-
scription of these variables in Chapter 5. Three models were used to 
establish a set of hypotheses about the causal relationship between the 
independent variables and China’s climate change policy-making process 
and outcome. First, I will look at the explanatory factors separately to 
examine to what extent each of the factors can explain China’s climate 
behavior. Then I will discuss the proposed explanatory factors based on 
the three models in conjunction and I will attempt to establish their rela-
tive explanatory power in predicting the outcome of climate policy 
choices in the case of China. I will further try to expand the analysis from 
narrowly considering each of the factors in isolation to also considering 
how the different sources of influence interplay. This will constitute the 
main part of the analysis. The second part of the research question will be 
treated in Chapter 7.  

In Chapter 4, which focused on the dependent variable, China’s interna-
tional response to climate change was characterized by a low level of 
proactiveness, meaning that China has not worked very actively to pro-
mote a strong agreement and has been unwilling to take on commitments. 
Furthermore it was pointed out that continuity rather than change has 
been a prominent feature of Chinese climate policy throughout the last 
fifteen years. China has all the way been a strong opponent to commit-
ments for developing countries. The most notable change in China’s posi-
tion has been the increasingly positive attitude towards the Clean Devel-
opment Mechanism (CDM). Also on the issue of emission reporting there 
has been a change. How can continuity and change in Chinese climate 
change policy be explained?  

6.1 The URA Model: Calculating National Costs and Benefits 

The URA model pictures the state as a unitary, rational actor i.e. as a 
group of policy-makers with shared perceptions of the values to be max-
imized in response to a perceived problem (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 
1988: 11). A rational actor is assumed to make policy choices based on a 
constant evaluation of the costs and benefits related to available policy 
options, always choosing the option which is believed to maximize given 
national values. The problem confronting the Chinese government is both 
the threat that climate change poses to China per se and the call for inter-
national cooperation to address the problem. Based on the assumptions of 
the URA model four hypotheses about factors influencing the choice of 
climate policy response were suggested.  
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6.1.1 Expected Damage Costs  

Based on the assumptions of the URA model I suggested the following 
hypothesis: If the damage costs of climate change impacts are expected to 
be high, the likelihood of a proactive Chinese climate policy is enhanced. 
In other words, it is reasonable to assume that high expected damage 
costs act as a driving force to adopt a more proactive response to climate 
change because economic interests are threatened by climate change im-
pacts. Vulnerability to climate change is determined by a country’s geo-
graphical and climatic conditions, but also by the socio-economic capa-
city to adapt to the adverse consequences of climate change. As demon-
strated in Chapter 5, China has been characterized by the IPCC as highly 
vulnerable to the consequences of climate change in ecological terms as 
well as social and economic (IPCC 2001a). Climate change could have 
serious negative impacts on the climate-sensitive agricultural sector and 
the already scarce water resources, both areas which are vital for develop-
ment and human well-being. China’s level of economic development is 
still rather low, at least on a per capita basis, and the wide range of possi-
ble impacts imply that China’s capacity to adapt to the adverse conse-
quences of climate change is low. This further enhances China’s vulner-
ability.  

Based on China’s vulnerability one could expect a more proactive foreign 
policy on climate change than what was outlined in Chapter 4. However, 
it is important to remember that policy choices in the real world (where 
full information is unattainable) are based on policy-makers’ perceptions 
of how climate change will affect national interests like economic 
development and human well-being (Harris 2003: 5). Even if the most 
stringent version of the URA model assumes actors are fully informed 
about the problem situation and the consequences following from each of 
their available policy options, this is only possible in theory. The question 
then, is how vulnerability to climate change is perceived in China. The 
Chinese scientific community has generally accepted climate change as a 
threat and is concerned about its impacts for China. Nevertheless, Chin-
ese scientists tend to be less pessimistic than IPCC in their conclusions 
(Zhang 2003:79). Chinese policymakers are also becoming increasingly 
aware of the negative impacts of climate change as was demonstrated in 
this recent statement by Liu Jiang, executive vice-chairman in the Na-
tional Coordination Committee on Climate Change:59  

China, with its fragile ecological environment, is vulnerable to 
negative impact of climate change. According to the preliminary 
studies by Chinese scientists, climate change will continue to exert 
profound influence on the ecological environment as well as the 
social-economic system in China… (Liu 2005b).  

The emphasis on adaptation and need for increased funding for adapta-
tion purposes has been a central element in China’s position since COP-8 
in New Delhi.60 This can also indicate that China and other developing 
countries are aware of their vulnerability and fear the consequences of a 
changing climate. 

The reason why vulnerability has not led to a more proactive approach is 
not necessarily lack of information or disbelief in the scientific evidence 
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of potential impacts of climate change. The lack of a proactive response 
despite high vulnerability can be explained by the fact that ‘…environ-
mental policies are also shaped by socioeconomic and institutional 
capacities to protect the environment’ (Sprinz and Vaahtoranta 1994: 79). 
Developing countries have limited capacity to deal with such problems 
and will have to prioritize their scarce resources. In the case of China and 
most other developing countries, climate change is perceived as a threat, 
but compared to other issues it is a relatively long-term threat. In the 
short term economic development is much more important, even if it 
causes climate change in the long run. China does have concerns about 
climate change impacts, but naturally tend to give priority to short term 
growth, poverty alleviation and reduction of more acute local environ-
mental problems like pollution of air and water (Bang et al. 2005: 24).  

So far perceptions of vulnerability have not made China more willing to 
accept any emission reduction targets. This does not mean this factor is 
without influence on Chinese climate policy-making, and can be rejected 
without further questions. The fear of economic consequences related to 
climate change impacts has probably led to a general recognition of the 
importance of international climate change cooperation. Knowing that 
they are expected to suffer most from climate change has also made 
developing countries pushing for more immediate actions from developed 
countries. It is not likely that they would do this if they did not find 
preventing climate change a very important issue. ‘China and India […] 
have played a critical role in the climate regime in exerting pressure on 
the industrialized countries to take the lead in enacting emissions cuts’ 
(Agrawala and Andersen 2001: vi). The fear of high damage costs has 
also increased the emphasis on the need for adaptation activities in 
developing countries.  

The fact that China is vulnerable to climate change is often linked to the 
need for funding and technologies. According to the section about ‘Needs 
for funds, technologies and capacity building’ in China’s Initial National 
Communication ‘China is relatively sensitive and vulnerable to climate 
change in the fields such as agriculture, natural ecology and forestry, 
water resources, sea level and coastal belts, desertification and natural 
disasters. Technical support and funds are also needed for mitigating or 
adapting in these above mentioned areas’ (National Communication 
2004: 18). Vulnerability has also been used to support the argument that 
China (and other developing countries) are the victims of climate change, 
and that industrialized countries need to take action first. ‘China invari-
ably claims that it is a major victim of global climate change. It is con-
ceivable that China makes such claims also for tactical reasons; claiming 
that it is a victim legitimizes demands for compensation and validates 
purported concerns over the climate change issue’ (Zhang 2003: 79). 
Thus expressions of concern about China’s vulnerability can be seen as 
tactical statements. In that case it is not necessarily an indication that 
Chinese policy-makers perceive China’s vulnerability as pressing, but 
rather that they like the world to see China as a victim. 

Summing up, China has not changed its own climate behavior in the 
direction of taking more commitments because of potential damage costs 
related to climate change as one could expect based on the URA model. 
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Nevertheless, the increasing perceptions of vulnerability have probably 
influenced position in the direction of pushing for more immediate action 
from industrialized countries. Vulnerability has also been used strategi-
cally. Thus, the hypothesis can only be partly confirmed.  

6.1.2 Expected Costs and Benefits of Reducing GHG-emissions  

The second hypothesis related to national economic interests involves 
costs and benefits related to domestic actions to reduce GHG-emission: If 
net abatement costs are expected to be high the likelihood of a proactive 
Chinese climate policy is reduced. This hypothesis focuses on costs and 
also possible benefits of taking action irrespective of climate change ef-
fects on China. China’s potential costs of reducing GHG-emissions must 
be understood in light of China’s prospected energy demands. China’s 
goal is to quadruple its GDP within year 2020, while ‘only’ doubling the 
use of energy (Malik 2005). Obviously, this requires ambitious goals in 
improving China’s energy efficiency levels. The point is that China’s 
energy use will continue to grow substantially nonetheless. Combined 
with the fact that China is a world leader also when it comes to depend-
ency of coal, this implies an inevitable growth in China’s CO2-emissions.  

Even though the positive side-effects of reducing CO2-emissions such as 
improved energy efficiency and energy conservation are increasingly re-
cognized,61 the general perception among Chinese decision-makers is that 
commitments to reduce GHG-emissions are not compatible with con-
tinued economic growth. They tend to assume ‘…that future, binding, 
quantified GHG commitments for China will have great negative macro-
economic consequences for the country’ (Tangen et al. 2001: 243). 
China’s energy demands will continue to grow in a rapid pace, thus mak-
ing China dependent on cheap, reliable energy supplies. In general any 
proposals of reduction commitments are considered a threat for further 
economic development and a threat to China’s energy security, which is 
largely based on the availability of coal.  

The problem does not seem to be the availability of alternatives to coal or 
the co-benefits of reducing the coal consumption, but rather that China’s 
capacity to make the drastic changes in its energy structure is limited, 
because of the huge investments required (Harris and Yu 2005). Further 
reason for skepticism towards commitments are the uncertainty regarding 
what implications emission reduction activities will have for economic 
development (NDRC official 2005 [interview]). Still being a developing 
country with needs and rights to develop, China can simply not ‘afford’ 
to take on emission reduction commitments until it reaches the per capita 
income level of middle-developed countries. 62 Moreover, the legitimacy 
of the Chinese government rests on the ability to maintain the high rate of 
growth. If curbing emissions are seen as a threat to economic growth they 
are also a threat to China’s social stability. In other words, the costs of 
action are perceived to be high. 

Concerns for the economic consequences of reducing GHG-emissions 
have been very important in determining China’s climate policy. The 
positive side-effects of reducing emissions are increasingly recognized, 
but uncertainty about the relation between emission reduction and pos-
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sible side-benefits and moreover the lack of necessary technological 
solutions, make these benefits seem distant compared to the costs of re-
ducing emissions. Expected economic consequences of emission reduc-
tions can thus be said to have a major influence on China’s climate poli-
cy.  

6.1.3 External Influences  

While the two hypotheses discussed above focus mainly on the costs of 
action versus the costs of inaction directly related to the climate change 
problem, this section focuses on the costs and benefits related to partici-
pation in climate change cooperation. The third factor considered was the 
relationship between national economic interests and engaging in interna-
tional cooperation. Externally provided funding can alter the assessment 
of economic consequences of participation. Side-payments can be offered 
either to increase the less affluent parties’ capacity to take action or as a 
condition for further commitment. Assuming that prospects for funding 
can work as a motivating factor, just as it did for developing countries in 
the negotiations leading up to the Montreal Protocol, the third hypothesis 
following the URA model suggest that possibilities for funding and trans-
fers of technology that reduces the net costs of commitments increase the 
likelihood of a more proactive Chinese climate policy. To what degree 
has the possibility of receiving external financial and technical assistance 
influenced China’s participation in international climate change coopera-
tion? 

As pointed out in Chapter 5, China is a major recipient of environmental 
aid, and has also received substantial amounts of support for climate-
related projects including the preparation of its Initial National Communi-
cation. This is true at least compared to other developing countries. In 
China’s view however, developed countries have not been sufficiently 
following up their commitments according to the Convention in terms of 
technology transfer and funding. In the climate change negotiations 
China has repeatedly remarked that transfer of technology has been mini-
mal and too much based on market mechanisms (ENB 1997a).  

China is expected to attract a considerable share of the CDM projects, 
something that can explain the turn in its position on CDM, which initi-
ally was characterized by skepticism. The possibility of getting access to 
technology and know-how and competition with other developing coun-
tries for CDM projects are possible driving forces of the now positive 
attitude towards CDM. Following China’s change of attitude to consider 
the CDM as a ‘win-win’ arrangement, its general view on the Kyoto 
Protocol became more positive. ‘It is a good thing for China that the pro-
tocol has become effective. [...] The protocol provides new opportunities 
for China to draw more overseas investment under the CDM arrange-
ment’ (Wang Zhongying (NDRC) cited in China Daily 2005b). To be 
eligible to CDM projects China needed to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. Thus 
the prospects for access to technology and investments may have been a 
contributing factor to China’s ratification. 

Based on experiences from the Montreal Protocol developing countries 
expect funding and compensation for their losses related to taking com-
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mitments in return for their cooperation (DeSombre 2000: 35). The 
funding mechanisms under the FCCC, such as the funding administrated 
by the GEF have not been perceived as equally favorable or credible. 
Anyhow, China has been a major beneficiary of GEF projects, and the 
possibility to get funding has probably been a motivating factor for estab-
lishing many domestic projects. The possibility to maximize access to 
technological and financial resources seems to be an important driving 
force of China’s behavior in the climate regime, and this hypothesis can 
thus be confirmed.  

The fourth hypothesis suggests that China will minimize image costs 
when choosing between different climate policy options. The greater the 
image costs of low-commitment, the more likely is it that China will take 
a more proactive approach. China’s concern about international image 
and status can explain its strategy which has been to form a united devel-
oping country front and to take a leadership role in the ‘G77 and China’. 
In the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen incidents China saw cooperation on 
global environmental problems as an opportunity to improve its disrupted 
international image (Hatch 2003: 51). If image was a very important driv-
ing force one could have expected a more proactive Chinese position, at 
least if the purpose was to ‘impress’ the more proactive parties like the 
EU. Rather than promoting a favorable image, the attempt to limit image 
costs also explains behavior. One of the reasons why China finds it 
crucial to maintain the unity of the developing country group is probably 
related to the image costs of taking a non-commitment approach. These 
are perceived as lower for a major emitter like China if it aligns with the 
developing country group (with rights and needs to further development 
independent on the resulting increases in emission levels). It is tactically 
wise to side with the G77 group which is generally conceived as the vic-
tims of climate change.  

Lack of leadership and pressure from the US and Japan, China’s most 
important trading partners, have contributed to keep the image costs of 
taking a low-commitment approach low (Economy 1997: 39). Although 
China is very concerned about its international image and of appearing as 
a responsible major power (Johnston 1998: 560), the image costs of low-
commitment have not been sufficiently high to change China’s behavior 
in the direction of a more proactive climate change policy. However, the 
concern about image can probably contribute to explaining China’s strat-
egy of taking a leadership role in the ‘G77 and China’ group. The hypo-
thesis can consequently only be partly confirmed. However, the explana-
tory factor has the potential to become more important. If the EU, which 
is generally portrayed as the most proactive of the major actors in the 
climate change regime, put more pressure on the developing countries it 
is possible that the image costs of not taking commitments can increase. I 
will return to this point later when discussing the future prospects of 
China’s climate change policy.  

6.2 The DP Model: Domestic Politics Influence on Foreign 
Policy  

The second model presented in the analytical framework is the Domestic 
Politics model. In this report the DP model has three focal points in its 
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attempt to explain how Chinese climate policy positions are formed: i) 
The central actors in Chinese climate decision-making; ii) the preferences 
and priorities of these actors; and iii) how political influence on the issue-
area of climate change is distributed among them. The various bureau-
cratic agencies have competitive interests and priorities shaped by their 
positions and roles (Allison 1971: 176). The outcome of the domestic 
bargaining process will not necessarily be what is in the interests of ‘the 
nation’ as a whole. It might as well reflect the most influential actor’s 
self-interest and the way climate change policy options are seen to inter-
fere with the other (and often higher ranked) priorities of that bureau-
cracy. The DP model suggests that China’s climate change behavior will 
reflect the priorities and preferences, as well as the power-balance be-
tween the most influential actors in the domestic politics of climate 
change. The following hypothesis was proposed: If a proactive climate 
behavior is in conflict with the most influential bureaucratic actors’ 
interests regarding climate change and other functionally related policy 
areas the chances of China adopting one are reduced.  

Five bureaucratic actors that are commonly portrayed as the most central 
in Chinese climate policy-making were examined: The Ministry of For-
eign Affairs (MOFA), the National Development and Reform Commis-
sion (NDRC), the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST), the 
China Meteorological Administration (CMA) and the State Environment-
al Protection Administration (SEPA). The empirical mapping in Chapter 
5 showed that the most proactive actors were MOST, CMA and SEPA. 
MOST’s proactive position is mainly built on the possibilities of getting 
access to technology. CMA and SEPA are concerned about the adverse 
consequences of climate change for China, and their interests are prob-
ably influenced by cooperation with foreign scientists. The most influent-
ial actors within the issue area of climate change on the other hand are 
undoubtedly NDRC and MOFA, which are also the actors with the least 
proactive position. This is due to their high priority of economic growth 
and sovereignty concerns, which are seen to be in conflict with a more 
proactive Chinese climate policy. MOFA has also emphasized the climate 
negotiations as an arena for China to take a leadership role in the devel-
oping world. Thus it seems like MOFA’s interests regarding China’s 
participation in climate change negotiations are mainly motivated by 
other foreign policy questions with higher priority. NDRC is one of the 
most important bureaucratic units and its main priority is to uphold the 
economic growth. According to the leader of the Chinese delegation to 
the climate negotiations which is also a NDRC official ‘…the United Na-
tions Framework Convention on Climate Change is more a convention on 
economy and development than a convention on environment’ (Liu 
2005b). SEPA is more concerned with the environmental aspects of 
climate change impacts while CMA’s interests related to climate change 
are more concerned with the scientific aspects.  

Would China’s climate policy be different if the more proactive agencies 
had more influence in the policy-making process? It is of course 
impossible to say for certain, but once again China’s accession into the 
Montreal Protocol can provide a useful parallel. SEPA’s role has been 
much more prominent regarding the Montreal Protocol on Substances 
that Deplete the Ozone Layer. In 1987 NEPA (currently SEPA) was put 
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in charge of coordinating an evaluation of costs and benefits of participa-
tion, compliance and implementation. Inter-agency rivalries increased 
NEPA’s ‘self-interest’ in successfully follow up the agreement. For 
NEPA, which is generally regarded as a rather weak agency, the Montreal 
Protocol provided an opportunity to demonstrate its capabilities and 
influence (Zhao and Ortolano 2003: 716). Other agencies with interests of 
taking charge of the implementation of the Montreal Protocol argued that 

….NEPA had little experience in either managing projects or col-
laborating with international organizations. Once NEPA received 
the State Council’s designation as lead agency, it had reason to use 
its work on implementing the Protocol to demonstrate its capabil-
ities. This would allow it to gain increased control over China’s 
other efforts to solve international environmental problems. Given 
this opportunity to extend its domain, NEPA made implementing 
the Protocol a priority (Zhao and Ortolano 2003: 717). 

Even if there are a range of differences between international cooperation 
on climate change and ozone depletion, and the Montreal Protocol can 
not work as fully valid counterfactual argument, it is indeed pointing in 
the direction of bureaucratic politics’ strong influence on foreign policy.  

Summing up, the hypothesis based on the DP model can thus be con-
firmed, and it seems like domestic politics is decisive for the course of 
China’s foreign policy on climate change. The priorities of NDRC and 
MOFA can explain why China has not taken a more proactive course of 
action despite being highly vulnerable.  

6.3 The SLI Model: The Influence of Learning and Norms  

6.3.1 Learning 

The SLI model assumes that negotiations are processes of learning and 
problem-solving where decision-makers' preferences are developing dy-
namically over time under the influence of ideas and norms. New know-
ledge about the climate change problem may change policy-makers 
understanding of how the problem should be approached. Based on SLI 
model the following hypothesis was suggested: Learning leading to in-
creased understanding of adverse impacts of climate change is likely to 
influence China’s attitudes towards this problem, with the likelihood of a 
more proactive climate policy. The SLI model furthermore assumed that 
international epistemic communities, in this case the IPCC, could contri-
bute to the diffusion of new knowledge and create a learning process.  

How can diffusion of knowledge explain the development of China’s 
policymaking on climate change? As outlined in Chapter 5, China has in 
contrast to many developing countries developed an extensive national 
research program on climate change. Furthermore, China has also activ-
ely taken part in the activities of the IPCC, and many Chinese scientists 
are at the time involved in preparing IPCC’s fourth assessment report, 
which will be launched in 2007. The active involvement in the interna-
tional epistemic community on climate change has been instrumental for 
the development of China’s climate change research. 
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Another question is how this active involvement in the international sci-
entific community within the area of climate change has influenced Chin-
ese policy-making on climate change. As pointed out in the discussion of 
the DP model, the bureaucratic agencies which have the closest connec-
tion to the scientific community, like CMA, MOST and SEPA are not the 
ones that are most influential in climate change policymaking. These 
agencies have on several occasions tried to emphasize China’s vulner-
ability and the alarming impacts climate change could have on China as a 
reason for adopting a more proactive climate policy (Economy 1997). 
Thus, China’s potential vulnerability has actually led to a more proactive 
position among some of the bureaucratic actors, just as the first hypothe-
sis under the URA model suggested.  

As pointed out in Chapter 3, the hypotheses based on the SLI model are 
difficult to confirm or reject, given that learning through diffusion of 
knowledge and norms are processes that are more difficult to trace 
empirically than decision-making. It seems like there has been a diffusion 
of knowledge between the international scientific community and the 
Chinese scientific community. However, the implications for Chinese 
policy-making seem to be small. The influential actors in climate change 
policymaking have so far chosen to ignore the results from Chinese 
scientists and rather focus on rapid economic development and concerns 
about sovereignty.  

Another possibility that needs to be considered is that the apparent 
difference in perceptions regarding vulnerability can be explained not as 
a consequence of difference in learning, but because the actors are most 
likely to accept that image of vulnerability that matches their interests 
best. As an example it is possible that NDRC has more or less chosen to 
see China as less vulnerable than it is in the eyes of NEPA and CMA, 
because NDRC’s interests are better served by an image of a less 
vulnerable China. This is not to say that knowledge about climate change 
impacts is without significance. It is however likely that domestic actors’ 
interests and preferences influence their receptiveness to new knowledge. 
If interests shape learning more than learning shapes interests, the explan-
atory power of learning is weakened. The hypothesis about learning can 
thus not find sufficiently support to be confirmed.  

6.3.2 The Influence of Norms – Equity Considerations and Climate 
Change Policy  

How do international norms, and in particular the notion of equity influ-
ence China’s foreign policy on climate change? To understand develop-
ing countries’ positions on climate change, equity concerns must be taken 
into consideration. There are major differences in the interpretation of 
‘equity’, especially between countries in the North and South (Richards 
2003). ‘G77 and China’ have generally perceived climate change as a 
development issue, ‘invoking equity as the fundamental principle for 
addressing it’ (Depledge 2005: 30). The connotation of equity for China 
seems to be covered by the principle of ‘common, but differentiated 
responsibilities’ which has been a key principle in China’s position and 
has almost become a slogan for developing countries in the climate 
change negotiations. Responsibility in relation to climate change is how-
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ever ‘a multi-faceted and ambiguous’ concept that can be measured in 
terms of total historical, current or per capita emissions (Beuermann 
1997: 214).  

What is China’s contribution to anthropogenic global warming? And 
more important according to the assumptions of this model, how does 
China perceive its responsibility? Being home to one sixth of the world’s 
total population, large total emissions of GHGs are unavoidable. To use 
the words of Gao Guangsheng, deputy director-general of the NDRC: 
‘China doesn’t want its emission volume to be higher than the United 
States, but you have to look at our population size. The priority is to 
satisfy our basic demand. The economy must develop. China has 1.3 
billion people and we have to live’(Agence France Presse 2004, emphasis 
added). China perceives its own responsibility for climate change as 
being low, since it considers historical and per capita emissions as the 
most legitimate criteria for fair burden-sharing.  

In the view of Chinese policy-makers the possible imposition of emission 
reduction targets on China is unfair because China’s large emissions are 
mostly due to its large population and necessary economic development. 
For developing countries such as China it seems unreasonable that the 
industrialized countries which have used their share of the global com-
mon, the atmosphere, to demand emission reductions from developing 
countries. China should not be punished for being a late developer. To 
use the words of delegation leader Liu Jiang: ‘There is no such preced-
ence in the world that one country can realize a high level of GDP while 
at the same time maintain a very low level of per capita energy consump-
tion’ (Liu 2005b). Developing countries should not be forced to limit 
their ‘survival emissions’, while industrialized countries are still increas-
ing their ‘luxury emissions’.  

The argument most commonly used to defend the Chinese position has 
been that developed countries are historically responsible for the emis-
sions causing climate change and therefore have to take action first, in 
accordance with the Climate Convention and the principle of common, 
but differentiated responsibilities. Additionally developing countries are 
short of financial and technological capacity to reduce emissions and are 
also the most vulnerable. China thus expects help from wealthier coun-
tries to help it use energy more efficiently and in cleaner forms. In 
addition it expects the developed countries to set an example before 
developing country commitments can be discussed (Harris 2003: 5). 

Based on the SLI model the following hypothesis was suggested: An 
agreement on climate change cooperation (or the parts of such an agree-
ment) which is in accordance with the Chinese notion of equity will in-
crease the possibility of a more proactive Chinese climate policy. So 
what then, constitutes a fair agreement according to Chinese interpreta-
tions of equity? In the regime to protect the ozone layer, developing 
countries gained financial and technical assistance supposed to cover the 
entire, incremental costs of phasing out ozone depleting substances. The 
aid was decided to be distributed through a fund where decisions needed 
to receive a two-thirds majority, both among receivers and donors. This is 
quite unusual seeing as most development assistance is usually controlled 
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entirely by donors. Moreover the developing countries were given a ten 
year lag before they had to meet obligations developed countries had 
taken on (DeSombre 2000: 23, 30). Compensation for losses, influence 
on distribution of funding and differentiated obligations in form of a time 
lag are all factors that contributed to make the protection of the ozone 
layer seem fair to developing countries and made it easier to accept 
commitments.  

According to the hypothesis related to equity it is more likely that China 
will accept the parts of the agreement that are considered fair. Can the 
turn in position on the CDM also be related to China’s equity concerns?63 
The acceptation of CDM marks a substantial change from China’s 
previous position of refusing all kinds of involvement. In addition to 
providing an opportunity to attract foreign investment and transfer of 
technology and know-how, another possible reason that made it accept-
able for China is that it is perceived as an equitable mechanism. The host 
country has the possibility to decide whether projects fulfill sustainable 
development criteria, and thereby has a certain control of which projects 
to accept. China has plans to direct the CDM investments through taxa-
tion on different kinds of projects according to its needs and priorities. 
For instance will projects with the aim of reducing the gas HFC 23 have a 
high tax, while energy efficiency and renewable energy projects will have 
a low or no tax, because the latter will contribute to sustainable 
development to a larger degree (MOFA official 2004 [interview]).  

Søfting (2003: 22-23) points out how social norms not only regulate 
behavior, but also constitute actor identity. What seems clear is that 
China’s role as a developing country is much more prominent in China’s 
actor identity in the climate change regime than its role as emerging eco-
nomic super-power and one of the fastest growing economies in the 
world. The developing country identity and being one of the ‘victims’ can 
thus be said to legitimize China’s low-commitment position. It is how-
ever, very difficult to confirm if China’s strong emphasis on international 
justice in its argumentation is due to economic interests or equity 
concerns. This is problematic to assess since equity – as it is interpreted 
by the South – is almost inseparable from development concerns. As 
outlined under the URA model, emission reduction targets are seen as 
incompatible with economic development and must therefore be resisted. 
This factor can be seen in connection with the URA model’s focus on 
external pressure. The importance of equity underlying China’s view on 
how the climate problem should be solved has probably reduced the 
influence of external pressure from other states by legitimizing China’s 
low-commitment position. The legitimizing function of the ‘equity factor’ 
can also contribute to explain China’s uncooperative climate behavior 
despite its strong emphasis on international image.  

Summing up, China’s low level of proactiveness can be explained by 
concerns over international equity. On many occasions the call for equity 
is mainly used as rhetoric to avoid discussions about developing country 
commitments. However, it is also likely that the equity principle is deeply 
rooted in China’s identity and self-perception as a speaker for the rights 
of developing countries. This factor can best be understood in conjunc-
tion with economic concerns and external pressure as outlined under the 
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URA model. Alone, its explanatory power is limited. The hypothesis can 
thus be only partly confirmed.  

6.4 Discussion  

Having discussed the different potential explanatory factors separately, 
which have been the most prominent in guiding the direction of Chinas 
climate change policy on the different dimensions? And how do the 
explanations provided by the different models relate to each other?  

China was initially against quantified commitments in general and re-
sisted the idea of ‘targets and timetables’. However, this position 
changed, and in the negotiations leading up to the Kyoto Protocol China 
gave its support to relatively strong and legally binding reduction targets, 
closer to the EU proposal than to the US (see Chapter 4). This does not 
however signify a substantial change in China’s interests. The initial 
rejection of emission reduction targets was probably due to the fear of 
being forced to reduce emissions as one of the world’s largest contribu-
tors to the climate change problem. When China gave it support to 
‘targets and timetables’ it was because developing countries by then had 
been promised that they would not have to take on abatement commit-
ments according to the Berlin Mandate. The reassurance that developing 
country commitments were out of the question considerably limited the 
potential costs of supporting quantified commitments.  

Throughout the climate change negotiations China has persistently 
refused to accept reduction targets and advocated highly differentiated 
commitments between developed and developing countries. Not only 
should commitments to reduce GHG-emissions be differentiated between 
developed and developing countries, there should also be a transfer of 
technological and financial resources in order to improve developing 
countries’ capacity both for mitigation and adaptation purposes. China’s 
position has consistently evolved around the principle of ‘common, but 
differentiated responsibilities’.  

This highlights that expected economic consequences of commitments to 
reduce emissions have been the most important driving force behind 
China’s climate policy-making. The adverse impacts of climate change 
impacts are increasingly recognized as a threat. Nevertheless, the threat to 
economic development by introducing reduction commitments is per-
ceived as more pressing. The importance of climate change as a per-
ceived threat to economic development was emphasized in the explana-
tions provided both by the URA and the DP model. The analysis based on 
the URA model showed that expected vulnerability to climate change 
impacts had a certain influence on climate change policy-making, but far 
less than expected abatement costs. The fact that developing countries are 
predicted to be the most vulnerable to climate change has primarily been 
applied as a way to justify the non-commitment position and the need for 
additional funding and resources to cope with climate change. This fur-
thermore indicates that possible benefits of taking part in climate change 
cooperation work as an important driving force. In the case of developing 
countries the prospects for funding and technology can possibly be a 
stronger incentive to take action than perceptions of vulnerability. This is 
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because economic gains in the foreseeable future are more definite than 
future damage costs surrounded by uncertainty. The former tend to be 
more influential on decision-making even if the latter are potentially 
larger.  

According to the DP model a more proactive Chinese climate policy is 
perceived to be in conflict with NDRC’s interest which first and foremost 
is to maintain the high pace of growth. Future economic growth is 
threatened by the introduction of possible emission reduction targets. The 
continuation of economic growth is also important in order to maintain 
the social stability in China. Thus, one of the most important goals of 
China’s foreign policy is the protection of economic stability and growth 
(Economy 2001:234). 

The possibility of getting access to technology and to draw foreign in-
vestments to China is probably also the most important factor explaining 
China’s changing position regarding the use of flexible mechanisms, and 
in particular the CDM. China was initially very skeptical to the idea of 
Joint Implementation projects involving developing countries when it 
was introduced. It was seen as a possible loophole for developed coun-
tries to avoid fulfilling their domestic commitments. Moreover, China 
feared that accepting to take part in JI projects voluntary was just a way 
to lure developing countries in to taking commitments at a later stage. 
The attitude towards the CDM is becoming increasingly positive. Given 
that transfer of technology from developed countries has been minimal so 
far, the CDM is seen as a more realistic possibility to get access to 
technology and financial resources. Moreover participation in CDM pro-
jects can promote China’s cooperative image. It is a low-cost type of 
participation, but has a high profile and a big audience. The acceptance of 
CDM can also be explained by concerns for justice, but the expected 
economic benefits are probably the most important factor.  

Due to US withdrawal from the Kyoto process, the prospected CDM 
market declined substantially in 2001. This led to competition between 
the developing countries for limited investment, and probably contributed 
to accelerating the Chinese acquiescence to the CDM. The Ministry of 
Science and Technology has showed particular interests in CDM projects, 
due to possible access to new technological solutions. CDM projects are 
mostly bilateral projects, and may thus be seen as easier to control than 
multilateral commitments. This matches well with the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs’ strong emphasis on national sovereignty and autonomy. The 
voluntary aspect of CDM participation is moreover contributing to mak-
ing it less risky than legally binding emission targets. If CDM proves to 
be less beneficial for China than anticipated, it is possible to stop accept-
ing new projects. If emission reduction targets on the contrary are ac-
cepted there is no way back.  

Avoiding the costs related to emission reductions can also be seen as the 
main driving force for China’s behavior in the negotiations which has 
been to maintain a strong and united developing country front and to keep 
the issue of commitments off the agenda. China has succeeded in rallying 
the other developing countries to support and defend its positions, in spite 
of the predictions that many of these countries will suffer the most from 
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the consequences of climate change (Economy 1997). While differentia-
tion between developed and developing countries has been a key aspect 
of China’s position, differentiated commitments within the developing 
world have been strongly opposed. This can probably be explained by 
China’s fear of being forced to take on commitments. The developing 
country solidarity can be put to question as the reason why China tries to 
remain in a leadership position in the developing world. Knowing that 
countries which mere existence is threatened by climate change impacts, 
most notably the AOSIS countries, are also in that group it is definitely 
not in the whole group’s interest to avoid taking a more proactive 
position. Equity within the developing world does not seem to be equally 
prominent in China’s position.  

One of the major developments in China’s follow-up behavior is the 
submission of the Initial National Communication in 2004. In the early 
stages of negotiations China was skeptical to reporting and monitoring 
due to sovereignty concerns and limited capacity to carry through report-
ing. Finally completing the National Communication showed that China 
care about climate change. The report was released at the annual climate 
conference (COP-10), securing China a lot of positive attention. China 
has received substantial amounts of funding to prepare its Initial National 
Communication. Further prolongation of the process could potentially 
have increased the image costs of not submitting the Communication. In 
order to attract future funding it is important to show some results to 
prove that investments have borne fruit.  

6.4.1 Summary 

The principal concern of China’s climate change policy appears to evolve 
around possible imposition of commitments to reduce emissions or other 
obligations. The discussion above can be summed up in six driving forces 
that can explain China’s position and behavior in the climate change 
regime:  

• Sustaining economic development and stability  

• Not endanger energy security (which is heavily based on coal) 

• Get as much technology and financial transfers as possible 

• Avoiding commitments (and the associated costs) to solve a problem 
that China is not responsible for 

• Remain in a leading position in G77/China on climate change in order 
to legitimize low- commitments position and enhance bargaining 
leverage 

• Showing that China cares about climate change through low cost com-
mitments with high image benefits  

Among the explanatory factors discussed, economic interests and the 
primacy of economic development seem to be most prominent in guiding 
the direction of China’s climate change policy. Both when the state is 
assumed to act as a unitary actor, and when the different sub-national 
interests are considered economic development appears to be more 
important than other factors. Equity concerns are stressed in argumenta-
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tion, but are mostly used to legitimize China’s low level of proactiveness. 
As a result of China’s emphasis on short term economic development 
expected costs of reducing emissions exceed the expected benefits of 
solving the problem.  

7 A Predictive Extension of the Empirical Analysis: 
Future Prospects for Chinese Climate Policy 

Developing countries’ GHG emissions are increasing more rapidly than 
those of industrialized countries and will inevitably surpass them in the 
near future (Kasa 2002). If the climate regime is to be effective in the 
long run an enhancement of developing country involvement is a precon-
dition. The second part of the main research question focuses on how the 
factors that have explained China’s climate policy in the past will affect 
China’s future climate policy. It is of course not possible to predict future 
action, it is nevertheless reasonable to assume that the Chinese Govern-
ment’s future policy-making will be determined by at least some of the 
same factors as in the past. This part of the analysis will thus draw on the 
findings from the first part in an attempt to make some predictions about 
China’s future climate policy. I have chosen to focus on the possibilities 
and constraints for China to adopt a more proactive response to climate 
change. It can be argued that this point of departure is a bit too optimis-
tic.64 Nevertheless it is highly relevant seeing as China’s cooperation is 
essential in order to establish a more effective regime to combat climate 
change, and given its huge emissions and its leadership role in the devel-
oping world.  

In the attempt to say something about China’s future climate policy it can 
be useful to distinguish between will and capacity, given that willingness 
to take a more proactive position alone is not sufficient if the necessary 
capacity to reduce GHG-emissions is lacking (Fermann 1997b: 358). As 
discussed above, willingness will be influenced by national economic 
interests related to vulnerability and abatement costs, possibilities to 
achieve financial and technological transfers, concerns for image and 
equity. Even though the analysis above showed that the Domestic Politics 
model provides a good explanation for the outcome of climate policy 
decision-making in the past, because of the complexity and opacity of the 
Chinese policy-making process the element of domestic bargaining is left 
out of from this part of the analysis.65 Consequently this part will mainly 
consider the state as a unitary actor. Looking at the possibilities for China 
taking a more proactive position, both will and capacity are necessary 
preconditions. Two different scenarios will be presented below. First, I 
will outline a business-as-usual scenario focusing on the constraints for 
China’s climate policy to move in a more proactive direction. The second 
scenario focuses on the opportunities for a more proactive approach in the 
future.  

7.1 Scenario 1: ‘Business-as-usual’  

How will China’s future climate change policy look like if the factors 
explaining it in the past remain constant? Capacity to reduce GHG-
emissions will depend on energy structure, substitution potential and 
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energy conservation potential (Fermann 1997b: 358). Based on previous 
chapters China’s capacity to move towards a more proactive climate 
change policy must be characterized as low (see Table1). In Chapter 2 the 
size of the population, economic growth and energy structure was pointed 
out as the main causes of China’s immense emissions of CO2. Despite the 
success of controlling the population size through stringent family 
planning policies, the Chinese population is projected to reach 1.45 to 
1.85 billion by 2020 (Pan 2004:18). Furthermore, the Chinese economy is 
expected to continue its rapid growth with 7-8% annually (Zhang 2003: 
69). As in other developing countries China’s energy demands will con-
tinue to increase due to necessary development of infrastructure, urbani-
zation and increasing living standards (Kasa 2002: 193).  

Table 1: Preconditions for a more proactive climate policy 

 Capacity  

  Low  High 

Willingness  Low  A B 

 High  C D 

Per capita energy consumption will probably match the current global 
average by 2020 (Harris and Yu 2005: 49). Even though the Chinese 
Government has ambitious goals regarding energy substitution (see sec-
tion 5.1.2), coal will continue to be the dominating energy source. Urban-
ization, population increase and economic growth are all factors that 
point in the direction of a continued increase in China’s CO2-emission in 
the years to come. Although energy efficiency is improving, China still 
lags far behind the OECD countries when it comes to energy efficiency 
(Zhou et al. 2000).  

As limitation of growth is no alternative for China, technological solu-
tions are necessary to improve the quality of growth. The property rights 
to most innovations and technological solutions that can pave the way for 
a more sustainable development are owned by companies in the North 
and can be very expensive to adopt for developing countries. Therefore 
they often have to use old, outdated and inefficient technologies when 
developing new infrastructure. China is still in a rather early stage of in-
dustrialization and could potentially ‘leapfrog’ some of the technological 
stages of development the industrialized world has been through. How-
ever the will to provide developing countries with the necessary techno-
logical solutions seems to be limited.  

China’s negotiating position (as described in Chapter 4) shows that 
willingness to take on commitments also can be characterized as low. The 
examination of the external influences showed that US continued rejec-
tion of participating in the Kyoto process can be used to justify continua-
tion of a non-commitment approach for China. It is very unlikely that the 
US (one of China’s most important trade partners) will put pressure on 
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China to take on commitments. In any case it would be difficult to reason 
any pressure as long as the US is not part of the Kyoto Process. 

Even if their active participation is a precondition for an effective effort 
to combat global climate change, it is likely that developing countries 
will continue to refuse binding commitments based on development and 
equity concerns. Rather than providing an incentive for taking on com-
mitments to reduce emissions, new information about vulnerability can 
just as well lead to a stronger focus on adaptation and financial transfers 
for adaptation purposes. The recent COPs have witnessed an increased 
emphasis on adaptation. As long as the Annex-I countries fail to address 
their own emission reduction commitments, it is probable that the focus 
on the need for adaptation to climate change impacts for developing 
countries will increase. 

The business-as-usual scenario shows that given China’s economic and 
energy situation it is not likely that the capacity to take a more proactive 
approach will be increased in the near future. Furthermore it suggests that 
continuation of limited transfer of resources from developed to develop-
ing countries, the US still being on the sideline and the lack of causality 
between vulnerability and willingness to reduce emissions will rather 
shift the developing countries’ focus from mitigation targets to the need 
for adaptation. It is indeed unlikely that China will adopt a more pro-
active climate policy in the near future, following from these factors.  

7.2 Scenario 2: Opportunities for a More Proactive Chinese 
Climate Policy in the Future  

In the ‘business-as-usual’ scenario both willingness and capacity to take a 
proactive approach remains at today’s level which can be characterized as 
low. This section examines how some possible change in the factors 
explaining China’s past climate policy can contribute to improve willing-
ness and/or capacity and thereby also improve the opportunities for a 
more proactive Chinese climate policy.  

The first opportunity for China’s climate change policy to move in a 
more proactive direction is if vulnerability increases, or at least the 
awareess of vulnerability. Problems such as flooding or desertification or 
the increased occurrence of extreme weather events can change the per-
cepions of vulnerability. If the impacts of climate change become more 
visible and cause damage that can be observed more directly the problem 
is likely to get more attention. If expected damage costs are being per-
ceived as a real threat to the economy it is likely that China will take a 
more cooperative approach. China’s possibility to free-ride and let other 
countries solve the problem will clearly diminish as its emissions 
increase. This means that if it is truly in China’s interest to stop climate 
change it is necessary for China to change its own behavior. This is likely 
to provide an even stronger incentive to take action in order to minimize 
the threat climate change poses to national economic interests. 

A second opportunity for a more proactive climate policy is an increased 
recognition of the potential benefits of reducing GHG-emissions. Since 
there are no indications that the priority of growth is going to change in 
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the near future, China’s capacity and willingness to take a more proactive 
approach will thus be dependent on realistic options of reducing emis-
sions without slowing down economic growth, in other words economic 
growth and growth in emissions have to be decoupled to an even larger 
degree than today. Even if it is not in China’s interest to take on binding 
commitments it is clearly in its interest to further improve energy effi-
ciency and diversify its energy structure and to reduce air pollution from 
coal combustion, in order to prevent premature deaths and health prob-
lems. This implies that there is potential for reducing Chinese emissions 
also without any formal commitments, if the positive implications of re-
ducing emissions are better understood.  

A further recognition of the potential economic benefits of emission re-
ductions can improve China’s willingness to implement such measures. 
Transfers of necessary technology from the industrialized world can 
further improve China’s capacity to implement a more proactive climate 
policy. The question is if the North is willing to pay in order to have 
China play. This will of course be dependent of how urgent the North 
perceives the climate change problem to be. If it is assumed that the 
North’s interests in combating climate change increases,66 capacity build-
ing through technology transfers to China could be a cost-effective to 
contribute to reducing the world’s total emissions.  

If the influence of promoting a favorable international image is extended 
beyond leadership in the developing world, for instance to the relation-
ship to the EU it is possible that China would adopt a more proactive ap-
proach. This could be due to a split in the ‘G77 and China’ coalition, or 
as a consequence of enhanced interaction between China and EU on other 
issue-areas, like trade. The relationship between China and the EU has 
been described as a ‘growing love affair’ (Zakaria 2005). Since the EU is 
taking a relatively proactive approach, attempts to put pressure on China 
can be perceived as more legitimate than pressure from the US.  

China’s increasingly positive attitude toward the CDM can also be seen 
as providing an opportunity for a more proactive climate policy in the fu-
ture. CDM projects give China access to technology and thereby increas-
es its capacity. The CDM can also contribute to more attention around the 
climate change problem in China, and the possible benefits of projects 
that reduce emissions. More attention can furthermore result in more 
concern regarding the impacts of unconstrained global warming for 
China, and thus lead to recognition of China’s vulnerability. A final as-
pect of CDM participation that gives reason for optimism is that 
interaction on CDM can create a better environment for cooperation on 
climate change in general. As shown in the previous chapters, the North-
South dimension in climate change cooperation has been characterized by 
conflict, hostility and distrust. If the CDM projects in the future can 
contribute to create more trust between north and South and thus improve 
the understanding of sharing a common goal to be promoted through 
climate change cooperation, it is possibly its most important effect.  
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7.3 Summary 

This chapter has outlined two different scenarios for the future prospects 
of China’s climate change policy. The impression is that its capacity to 
take a proactive approach is actually more of an obstacle than willing-
ness. It is difficult to imagine how capacity can prove without externally 
provided resources. It is reasonable the capacity as it is described here 
will remain at status quo, or maybe increase slowly as a consequence of 
economic development. As pointed out in the beginning of this chapter 
both capacity and willingness are necessary conditions for China to be 
able to choose a more proactive climate policy. Thus it will not be suffi-
cient if only willingness improves. It is therefore not likely that China 
will adopt a more proactive climate change policy in the near future.  

8 Conclusion 

8.1 Summary of findings 

The objective of this report has been to identify the factors that have 
influenced Chinese policy-making on climate change in the past and 
furthermore to find out how these factors are likely to influence climate 
change policy in the future. China’s role is becoming increasingly import-
ant in almost every aspect of international relations, and the international 
politics of climate change is certainly no exception. As highlighted in the 
previous chapters China can undeniably be characterized as a critical 
actor for the establishment of effective international climate change coop-
eration. Its booming economy and rapidly increasing energy demands 
will make China the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases within a 
couple of decades. Furthermore, due to its leading position in the ‘G77 
and China’ coalition China also plays a key role in the international nego-
tiation on climate change. Consequently, understanding the driving forces 
behind China’s climate policy-making is of crucial importance for the 
future of the global climate.  

Three general explanatory models were applied as guidelines for identify-
ing the explanatory factors; the unitary rational actor model (URA), the 
domestic politics model (DP) and the social learning and ideas model 
(SLI) respectively. The three approaches were used to establish a set of 
hypotheses about factors influencing China’s climate policy-making. 
Based on the URA model it was expected that China’s policy-makers 
have a shared mind-set regarding which values are to be maximized when 
faced with a problem like climate change. Furthermore they are expected 
to choose the policy option which maximizes the national interests. In 
this case it was assumed that the costs and benefits calculation guiding 
policy-making on climate change first and foremost is concerned with 
national interests defined in economic terms. However, intangible values 
like a favorable international image will also influence decision-making 
on engaging in climate change cooperation. Different aspects of econ-
omic interests at stake in relation to climate change were considered. The 
first aspect considered was climate change impacts on China. The second 
aspect was costs (and possible benefits) of reducing GHG-emissions. The 
third aspect involved possible benefits of engaging in climate change 
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cooperation besides costs and benefits related directly to the climate 
change problem. The fourth explanatory factor based on the URA model 
was how concern for international image will guide the direction of 
China’s climate policy.  

The DP model assumed that states are complex organizations rather than 
unitary actors, where climate policies are formed through bargaining 
between sub-national actors. These actors have diverging perceptions 
both of which choices that are maximizing national benefits and which 
values that are to be maximized with regards to the climate change prob-
lem. The hypothesis based on the DP model suggests that China’s climate 
policy will be influenced by the interests and preferences as well as the 
distribution of power and influence between the bureaucratic actors 
involved in decision making on climate change and other related issue-
areas.  

The SLI model also considers actors as rational. However their interests 
and preferences are understood as tentative and the SLI model focuses on 
how they develop through learning processes by the introduction of new 
knowledge or under the influence of international norms related to 
climate change cooperation. Based on this model, influence of knowledge 
and norms were suggested as explanatory factors.  

The empirical analysis showed that China’s climate policy behavior first 
and foremost is motivated by economic considerations similar to most 
other states. China’s interests are however heavily influenced by China’s 
position as a developing country. The inquiry based on the URA model 
showed that both expected damage costs and costs of abatement can be 
characterized as high. In the long run, climate change impacts can have 
serious negative effects on China’s economic development. At the mom-
ent however, the potential costs of emission reductions are considered 
more urgent. For all states, and in particular for developing countries, 
short term costs tend to carry more weight than uncertain future costs, 
even if the latter are potentially bigger. Related to environmental prob-
lems this often results in a ‘develop now – clean-up later’ behavior. Thus 
the influence of expected abatement costs was deemed as more important 
in explaining China’s climate policy than vulnerability. The possibility to 
further promote economic growth and get access to technology through 
engaging in cooperation is the main motivating factor for China’s in-
creasingly positive attitude towards the CDM. Concerns about image 
have worked both ways, depending on the audience. So far the pressure 
from the more proactive parties such as the EU has been limited and the 
image costs of taking a low-commitment approach has been rather low. 
China’s emphasis on maintaining a united ‘G77 and China’ coalition can 
be explained as an attempt to further reduce the image costs of not taking 
commitments.  

The Domestic Politics model demonstrated that bureaucratic bargaining 
can explain why China has not taken a more proactive course of action 
despite being highly vulnerable. The most powerful actors in domestic 
climate change politics are also the ones that prefer a cautious climate 
policy without major policy adjustments. Development was shown to be a 
main driving force also in this model. The SLI model further elaborates 
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that the domestic actors involved in cooperation with foreign scientists 
are likely to be the most proactive ones. There has been a large degree of 
diffusion of knowledge from the international scientific community on 
climate change to the Chinese scientific community. The proactive atti-
tude is more prominent among actors like SEPA and CMA which have 
close ties to international research environments. It was however ques-
tionable if the differences in proactiveness between the bureaucratic ac-
tors could be ascribed to different levels of learning. The SLI model fur-
thermore showed that China’s uncooperative behavior can be explained 
by equity concerns. However, equity concerns and economic interests are 
difficult to separate. 

The predictive part of the analysis outlined two different scenarios for 
China’s future climate policy. Given the expected increase in energy de-
mand and the limited capacity to substitute coal with other sources of 
energy, it is not likely that China will accept binding emission reduction 
targets in the near future. However, increasing recognition and priority of 
local pollution problems and ambitious energy efficiency goals provide 
promising avenues for a further decrease in carbon intensity. Emissions 
will continue to grow, but the ratio between growth in GDP and emis-
sions is likely to improve. China’s involvement in CDM projects can also 
provide much-needed technology and foreign investments in emission 
reduction activities. Another promising aspect of the CDM is that it is 
creating a better environment for cooperation, and may potentially contri-
bute to confidence building between North and South. Discussing the dif-
ferent factors in a future perspective contributed to further elucidate their 
influence on China’s past and present climate policy. Limited capacity to 
take a more proactive approach was pointed out as an equally severe con-
straint, if not more severe than the lack of willingness to do so. This 
highlights the need for capacity building in developing countries as a 
means to involve them more actively in the efforts to combat global 
climate change. 

                                                      
Notes 
1 Some observers have commented that ‘the real value of the Kyoto Protocol lies 
not in its direct impact on limiting greenhouse gas levels, but rather in serving as 
a precedent for concerted and coordinated global action on climate change’ 
(ENB 2001: 16). Others have argued that Kyoto is a dead end in the efforts to 
save the climate (e.g. Alfsen and Holtsmark 2005).  
2 After the US rejection of the Kyoto Protocol there has been a lot of focus on 
how to get the US back on the Kyoto track, however, there are no indications 
that this will happen in the near future. At the tenth Conference of the Parties 
(COP-10) in Buenos Aires (2004) the representative from the Bush Adminis-
tration clarified that the US would not change its negative attitude towards the 
Kyoto Protocol and that discussions about a future regime were ‘premature’ 
(Brouns et al 2004).  
3 See for instance Ringius (1997): Identifying and selecting significant, less sig-
nificant and insignificant actors in global climate change negotiations.  
4 In 1997 China’s per capita emissions were 0.7 tons of CO2 (Zhang 1999a).  
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5 China’s huge emissions can not be explained by the size of the population 
alone. India’s population is growing rapidly and is likely to surpass the size of 
the Chinese population in the near future. The Indian emissions are also increas-
ing, but are still only accounting for 3.6% of the world’s total emissions (Zhang 
1998: 3).  
6 The G77 was established in 1964 at the first United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) held in Geneva. Its name reflects the ori-
ginal number of countries who subscribed to the Joint Declaration of Developing 
Countries issued at the end of the conference. The G 77 is not a policy-making 
body, its function is rather to coordinate the viewpoints of the members to in-
crease developing country representation and enhance the groups influence on 
international negotiations (Williams 1997) 
7 However, the GHG emissions from the developing countries are becoming in-
creasingly significant. Within the year 2020 developing countries are expected to 
contribute with the largest share of total GHG emissions. The increased emis-
sions will to a large extent be a result of increasing energy consumption and 
higher standards of living, as results of economic growth and industrialization 
(Kasa 2002). 
8 China Climate Change Info-net at www.ccchina.gov.cn/english  
9 This is both due to complexity and the control of information. 
10 Interview with Georg Børsting, (Norwegian Delegate to the climate change 
negotiations), Oslo 17 March 2005 
11 IPCC’s next major report will be completed in 2007 (ipcc.ch 2005)  
12 This is both because the severity of the environmental deterioration has com-
pelled them to do so and because the leadership now has realized the great costs 
attached to environmental destruction. 
13 In 1998 energy consumption in China was distributed between different sour-
ces as follows: Coal 71 percent, petroleum 20 percent, natural gas 2 percent and 
hydropower 7 percent (China Statistical Yearbook 1999 in Zhou et al 2000). 
14 China’s total proven coal reserves are at least one trillion tons (the estimated 
reserves are five trillion tons), which is enough to cover the current demand for 
another 750 years! (Zhou et al 2000:5).  
15 China has replaced Japan as the second largest oil consumer in the world. 
16 Today only 20 out of 1000 people own a car in China (Pan 2004).  
17 Energy demand is projected to reach 3.1 billion tons of coal equivalent (tce) in 
2020 (Pan 2004:18). 
18 The energy consumption for every 10,000 Yuan of GDP is expected to drop by 
16 percent by 2010, from 2.68 tons of coal equivalent in 2002 to 2.25 tons. By 
2020 the average consumption are expected to be further reduced to 1.54 tons of 
coal equivalent, a 43 percent drop from the 2002 level (China Daily 2004). 
19 The labels of the three models are borrowed from Søfting (2000). Underdal 
(1998) presents three similar models, but labels them differently.  
20 This approach is inspired by Underdal (1997:10-15) who specifies six different 
policy dimensions in order to make a meaningful comparison of climate policy 
positions.  
21 For studies on implementation of CDM in China see Wei et al (2004); Zhang 
(2004) 
22 Foreign policymakers operate ‘…in highly complex external and domestic en-
vironments. These contexts offer both opportunities and constraints, and policy 
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makers have to respond to them constantly by making choices, all the time trying 
to advance their nations’ interests, however they define them’(Holsti 1995:252).  
23 This model is inspired by Graham Allison’s (1971) rational actor model or 
‘classical model’ used in his classical work on foreign policy decision-making, 
Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis.  
24 For most countries costs are much more important than benefits when it comes 
to climate change. The costs have to be paid immediately while mostly future 
generations will be able to reap the benefits. 
25 Even though there is a consensus about the existence of human-induced cli-
mate change, there are still scientific uncertainty regarding causes, consequences, 
timeframes and the magnitude of the problem.  
26 At the same time the industrialized democracies in the West, headed by the 
United States, made an active effort to isolate and contain China (Oksenberg and 
Economy 1999: 2-4). China’s diplomatic relations were mostly with other devel-
oping countries in Asia and Africa. It was rather difficult for foreigners to travel 
China as well as for Chinese to go abroad (ibid.). 
27 As pointed out by Barkdull and Harris (2002:71) ‘[i]nterest-based theory as-
sumes that interests can be identified by the analyst a priori’, since we assume 
the state will act as a unitary rational actor maximizing benefits and minimizing 
costs.  
28 To open up the ‘black box’ of domestic politics immediately makes the picture 
much more complex, but probably also gives a more realistic illustration than the 
URA model. However, there are different interests also within a bureaucratic 
unit, thus the DP model also provides a simplified picture of reality (as all 
models do by definition).  
29 Many large coal companies are still state-owned enterprises. In others high 
rank officials in the Communist Party have strong ownership interests (see Row-
lands 1995). Consequently business interests will not be further inquired.  
30 The National Climate Change Coordination Committee includes officials from 
15 ministries and agencies (China Climate Change Info-Net 2005). 
31 Hence the SLI model may provide a more optimistic view of the future. 
32 Søfting (2000) suggests that this has been the case in Germany 
33 This has been the case in for instance India (Sprinz and Weiss 2001) 
34 ‘Equity – whether grounded in philosophy, morality, or human nature – is an 
ideal that shapes our view of what is right or just’ (Ashton and Wang 2003:63).  
35 When the Convention was drafted developing countries and China in particu-
lar insisted on a separate article on general principles 
36 This refers to the adequacy of article 4.2 (a) and (b) in the FCCC.  
37 ‘The FCCC [… ] exemplifies the practice in recent international environ-
mental agreements of adopting a framework or umbrella convention, providing 
for general cooperation in the area, in anticipation of subsequent, more specific 
supplementary agreements (frequently called protocols) that will establish more 
concrete obligations’ (Chayes and Kim 1998: 506).  
38The JUSCANZ countries are Japan, United States, Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand.  
39The original Protocol was adjusted to make a compromise that could secure 
participation of the US, Japan, Russia and Canada, and as we know these efforts 
did not succeed in the case of the US (Johansen 2002:4).  
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40 This trend could also be observed at COP-8 where the Indians used much more 
harsh language than the Chinese (Børsting 2005 [interview]). 
41 Personal communication with Gørild Heggelund, Lysaker March 2005.  
42 Interview with Georg Børsting, Oslo March 2005 
43 Interview with Georg Børsting, Oslo March 2005  
44 Interview with MOFA official, Beijing November 2004.  
45 Together with Asian financial crisis and domestic reforms (Zhou et al 2000).  
46 See NCCCC (2001) for more specified numbers.  
47 The agricultural sector share fell from 30 per cent in 1980 to 20 per cent in 
1995, accompanied by a similar rise in the service sector share (see for instance 
Zhang. X 1999:74). 
48 Energy consumption is expected to increase by 3.97% annually in the period 
1998-2020 compared to a 7.2% growth in GDP (Pan 2004: 18).  
49 See Chapter 2.  
50 For a comprehensive overview of mitigation options in China see ALGAS 
(1998).  
51 Coal sources are not evenly distributed and transport for some places can be 
very costly. The coal shortage is also due to close-down of small, inefficient 
coal-mines with a lack of safety control (Mai 2005).  
52 Reforestation and afforestation to increase carbon sequestration and thereby 
improve the sink capacity is another way China can contribute to limit anthropo-
genic CO2-emissions. According to the ALGAS study there is a large potential to 
increase carbon sinks in China. If forest cover is doubled to 23%, the total avail-
able carbon sink potential is estimated to 4.3 billion tons carbon. This is feasible 
since the total available land for forestry use in China is estimated at 27%-28% 
of the total land area (ALGAS 1998). However, investment costs for reforest-
ation and afforestation are relatively high, and ‘financial limitations are the most 
serious barrier’. Co-benefits of increasing forest cover must be taken into consid-
eration, reforestation and afforestation help to fight soil erosion and desertifica-
tion and forestry programs generate rural employment and income (ALGAS 
1998: 102-103).  
53 The first Chinese CDM project officially approved was the Inner Mongolia 
Huitengxile Wind Farm Development Project (Zhang 2004: 10). The investor is 
CERUPT, the Dutch Government’s CDM credit procurement program. The 
second project is the Xiaogushan hydropower plant project and the investor is 
the Prototype Carbon Fund of the World Bank (World Bank 2004). 
54 A note on the text: Due to a major government restructuring process in 1998, 
most of China’s ministries were renamed, and thus operate under two different 
names in the text. See list of abbreviations for details.  
55 The change signifies the increased attention given to environmental matters. 
Another indication of the growing consideration given to environmental protec-
tion is that SEPA did not suffer big reduction in staff when the central govern-
ment bureaucracy was drastically reduced in 1998 (Wang 2002).  
56 Lu Xuedu from MOST has been a driving force in China’s involvement in the 
CDM. He has also been a member of the CDM executive board. (Personal com-
munication with Gørild Heggelund 2005)  
57 See section 4.1.  
58 Stated in the Stockholm 1972 Declaration (e.g. Zhang 2003:80) 
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59 Liu Jiang was also leader of the Chinese delegation to COP-10 
60 See Section 4.3.  
61 In most cases it is the other way around; reduction of CO2-emissions is a co-
benefit of energy efficiency and energy conservation. This is because these mea-
sures are rarely motivated by climate reasons.  
62 See Zhang (1998): Can China Afford to Commit itself an Emission Cap?  
63 See Heggelund (2005) for a discussion on CDM and equity. 
64 As stated in chapter 4, there are no indications of a change in the Chinese 
position on emission reduction commitments in the near future.  
65 Since climate change is regarded more as a development issue than an envi-
ronmental issue in China it is in any case very likely that NDRC will continue to 
have the main responsibility for climate change policy-making, and also to be the 
most influential domestic actor within the issue-area.  
66 This could be caused by for instance an increased occurrence of extreme wea-
ther events in these countries.  
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