
The U.S. and China are moving forward to 
fulfill their 2020 greenhouse gas reduction 
targets and they are beginning to plan for 
action beyond 2020. Together the U.S. 
and China make up over 40% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions,1 so action 
on the part of both countries is critical to 
adequately address climate change.  Mutual 
understanding and action by both countries 
is important.  ChinaFAQs offers this Q&A as 
part of an occasional series to help inform 
the discussion regarding next steps. 

Q: Is it true that China is not doing 
anything to address climate change?

A: No, it is not true.  China is taking 
action on multiple fronts to address the 
climate problem. 

China has been investing heavily in 
renewable energy. In 2013 China was once 
again the world’s number one investor in 
renewable energy, investing $54.2 billion, or 
21% of the world’s total.2 2013 saw China 
install 12 GW of solar photovoltaic projects, 
50% more than any country had previously 
ever installed in a single year.3 China also 
has the world’s most installed wind power 
capacity, and has been the world leader in 
installed wind capacity since 2009.4 

Along with promoting renewables, China has 
targets for reducing the energy and carbon 
intensity (energy consumed or carbon 
emitted per unit of GDP) of its economy.5     
In China’s 11th Five Year Plan, which 
covered 2006-2010, China successfully 
reduced the energy intensity of its economy 
by 19.1%,6  a feat not accomplished in any 
of the other major emerging economies.7  

Recently, China launched a $275 billion 
investment in improving air quality and 
regional bans on new coal-fired power 
plants.8 Finally, China has set up seven 

pilot cap-and-trade programs for carbon 
emissions throughout major cities and 
provinces in China.  In terms of total 
carbon emissions regulated, the Chinese 
carbon market pilots already make up the 
second largest amount of regulated carbon 
emissions, following only the European 
Union.9 

Q:  Is it true that China’s coal use and 
greenhouse gas emissions are inevitably 
going to continue to rise throughout the 
21st century regardless of what China 
tries to do?  

A: No.  China’s carbon emissions and 
coal use rose significantly in the 2000s, 
but have begun slowing down in recent 
years.  

New installation of coal power in China 
peaked in 2006 at over 90GW,10  but since 
then the number has fallen dramatically to 
just 36.5 GW in 2013.11   

China is also trying hard to control coal for 
air pollution reasons.  In July of 2013, China 
announced an investment of $275 billion 
over five years in curbing air pollution.12   
Then, in September 2013, China announced 
their Clean Air Action Plan, which included 
regional bans on new coal plants.13  

One challenge will be to ensure strong 
action is taken not only regionally, but also 
nationally, to ensure China meets its national 
targets.14 Despite this and other challenges, 
however, the natural progression of China’s 
economic development and its efforts to 
control coal give reasons for optimism.  In 
fact, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory 
(LBNL) says that, given current trends 
and market policies, China’s coal use is 
projected to peak in 2020.15,16 A debate 
is also taking place about when China’s 
carbon dioxide emissions will peak, with 
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studies projecting that China’s CO2 
emissions could peak between 2025 
and 2035.17   

China and other developing countries 
are working to shift to a low carbon 
path while also trying to lift their people 
out of poverty and provide the basics 
for a decent living standard achieved 
decades ago in more affluent countries.  
For these reasons developing country 
emissions are not expected to peak 
immediately, but China and other 
developing countries are beginning 
to shift in that direction.  However, 
having made tremendous economic 
progress, China is now at a point where 
stronger and sustained measures are 
needed to cope with climate and other 
environmental consequences of growth.  
This has been dramatized by the 
urban air pollution crisis.  The coming 
decade will be a critical testing time 
when China, like other major emitting 
countries, will need to take much 
stronger action to achieve and sustain a 
low-carbon trajectory.  

China is now moving to fulfill targets 
under its 12th Five Year Plan and it 
is beginning to work on its 13th Five 
Year Plan. Chinese leaders and energy 
experts are suggesting strong new 
measures to limit energy use and 
improve efficiency,18 just as planning is 
moving forward in the U.S. and other 
countries.19 China, like the US, can 
take credit for progress made, but both 
countries have much more work to do.     

Q: Does it make sense for the U.S. 
to take climate action given what we 
know about China’s next steps on 
climate?

A: Yes. China is now at a turning 
point regarding air quality and 
climate action.

China is at a turning point.  The evolving 
air pollution problems in China have 
focused the highest level of attention 
on environmental issues, and China’s 
self-interests20 now strongly align with 
ambitious climate action.  

As former Secretary of the Treasury 
Henry Paulson said regarding China’s 
action on climate and air, the Chinese 
see there is a huge need. “If you look 
at what they are doing, they are doing 
important things with resource taxes 
and experimenting with taxing carbon, 
they are doing a lot of things.  And so 
there is no doubt they are serious about 
it.”21

The recent Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change’s report shows that 
the planet is already experiencing the 
impacts of climate change,22 and the 
effects are projected to become more 
severe unless serious action is taken 
soon.23 It is therefore in the interests of 
all countries to act to avoid huge costs, 
but they won’t if each country sees 
everyone else stopping.  The fact is 
that all major emitters are taking some 
action, the U.S. and China included, 
but none is doing enough.24 The way to 
accelerate action is for each country to 
move forward on its own and develop 
an understanding internationally that 
encourages everyone to do the same. 

The Bottom Line

U.S.-China cooperation on climate, as 
already seen through smaller scale 
collaborative efforts that have been 
embraced by China,25 can and has 
galvanized proponents of climate action 
in China.  With measures such as the 
$275 billion investment in improving 
air quality, regional bans on new coal-
fired power plants, and pilot cap-and-
trade systems for carbon emissions,   
China is ramping up from what they 
were already doing on air and climate.  
China is at a pivotal moment where it 
can be expected to keep doing more.  
However, this depends in part on their 
seeing that the U.S. and other countries 
are also serious about the problem. 

this fact sheet is a product of ChinaFAQs, a 
joint project of the World Resources Institute 
and experts from leading American universities, 
think tanks and government laboratories. Find out 
more about the ChinaFAQs project at: http://www.
ChinaFAQs.org/.
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