 Politics of Climate Change: Perspective from China
ZHAO Xingshu
Climate is warming and global efforts are also warming. China, as one of the most dynamic economies with great potential both in GHGs growth and in GHGs reduction, attracts wide attention around the world, particularly its adoption of National Climate Change Program makes China in the spotlight. To have a deeper understanding about China’s future responses to climate change, there maybe a need not to be limited in the narrow climate subject, rather, to keep an eye on the macro-background by exploring the dynamics of China’s environmental policy instead.

1. Politics of Climate Policy 
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Figure 1 Determinants of Climate Change

The world has so far witnessed China’s remarkable achievements in addressing climate change and is expecting new wave of contributions. What are the primary factors that determine China’s policy outcomes on this complex subject? Detailing them can shed light on the question how far and how fast China will go towards a low-carbon world. Generally speaking, the climate policy is determined not only by the scientific evidence, but also by other political and economic forces involved, including primarily the impact of climate change and its economic costs, the overall capacity of one nation to address climate change, Other domestic priorities in competition with climate change, the normative principles of the nation, and international structure in which pressures and incentives for the nation (Figure 1). To be noted here, the effects of each factor often depend on its interaction with other variables.

1) The Impact of Climate Change and its Economic Costs

It is obvious that the scientific evidence of climate change and its impacts and economic costs are the basic elements for one nation to make decisions. Given the economic and environmental interdependence, no one can escape from climate change. Costs, however, still matter a great deal, no matter the cost of adverse impacts of climate change, or that of GHG reduction. In fact, the US’s declination to any binding pact is attributed to the latter because the US worries about losing competitiveness to its competitors. 

2) Overall Domestic Capacity

Climate change facts offer the possibility and the opportunity for one nation’s responses, but the extent to which the potential outcomes are realised will depend on the capacity of the nation. Given the resource endowment, technologies in energy efficiency and environmental protection together with the capital investment in these areas will make great contributions to climate mitigation and adaptation. Besides, the capacity of one nation to regulating the market-economy, facilitated or deterred by its political institutions, cannot be ignored when examining its effectiveness and efficiency to deal with climate change.
3) Other Competitive Priorities

Another important factor to determine the responses of one nation lies in whether there are some other priorities against climate change in competition for domestic resources. This is extremely true for developing countries. It is rightly recognized that the developing countries, especially China, India and Brazil, are experiencing the accelerating industrialization and urbanization. Such development priorities may carry more weight and then cloud the climate efforts. On the other hand, some domestic problems such as energy shortage and environmental degradation may bolster one nation’s support for climate action considering the significant co-benefits of climate mitigation. 

4) Normative Principles

The normative principles of the nation explore special interests or preferences of the nation. If the nation, guided by more sustainable development paradigm, cares enough about protecting environment, climate change may provide pressures or incentives for the nation’s early actions despite its huge costs. An important motive for a nation is the image internationally, which may be extremely true for China to build the image of a responsible stakeholder in the world. Certainly, the tradition of one nation’s foreign policies in world affairs also has some role in its climate efforts. For example, to a certain extent the “Guiding Principle of Twenty-four Characters” will continue to have influence on China’s role in multilateral climate cooperation. 

5) International Context

The international context influences the climate policies of one nation. A variety of international dialogues and negotiations are helpful as sort of pressure for putting the issue of climate change on the agenda in many countries as well as increasing its prominence in others. And a well-designed multilateral arrangement will also provide huge incentives for individual countries’ participation in both addressing climate change and ensuring its economic prosperity. Certainly, the international structure, particularly the labor-division system and the trade pattern, makes it harder for those countries focusing on low-end industries with higher energy intensity to escape their embarrassing situations. 
2. Different Options of Individual Countries

Individual countries, affected by the key forces above, are further categorized into the following five camps in terms of involvement in climate efforts. 
1) Active Involvement. 

The typical case is EU. EU has a good tradition to put an important emphasis on environmental protection, and at the same time it has a solid economic and technological basis to take lead in this very issue, as sort of a catalyst for international action on climate change, for the common prosperity of the human being in the future through both its internal policies and its engagement with other key players.
2) Alternative-seeking Involvement. 
The role of domestic politics is of central importance on the US’s responses to climate change. The U.S., the world’s biggest emitter (no matter the total emission or the emission per capita), has so far remained its refusal to any binding international negotiations on climate change. In order to in line with its “stakeholder” approach as well as moderating its international pressure, Bush administration has to take some initiatives concentrating on voluntary, non-binding measures as sort of alternatives to Kyoto Protocol. 

3) Interest-seeking Involvement. 

To Russia, climate change is really not a bad news, which actually improves Russia’s bargaining position in its bid to join the WTO. Indeed, after the US withdrawal, Russia’s ratification turned out to be indispensable for the Kyoto Protocol to become legally binding. Realizing its crucial role, Russia finally made a great deal by ratifying the Kyoto Protocol in exchange of EU’s support for its WTO accession.

4) Passive Involvement. 

Some countries, without any special intention, can be categorized as the passive group. Their participations in global climate efforts mainly originate from their membership of the existing cooperation mechanism, or they decide to take a stance on the side of the Majority in climate issues. 
5) Non-involvement. 

Some countries keep a conservative attitude towards climate change, such as The Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). 
3. China’s Efforts and Achievements

As the responsible stakeholder of international community, China has fully implemented its commitments in a serious and responsible attitude over the past several years since it signed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol in 1998. In particular since 2005, China, as one developing country with lower per capita emissions, has began to launch new campaigns inside and outside China to deal with climate change in an all round way. 

China has actively joined in a variety of bilateral and multilateral dialogues and cooperation associated with climate change including G8 plus Five climate dialogue, the Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (AP6), Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), EU-China, Sino-Australia, and etc. Meanwhile, a series of documents serve as the policy and legal guarantee domestically to further enhance China’s capability in addressing climate change. Particularly two facts make China again into the spotlight which fully demonstrates China’s increasing willingness and awareness to mitigate and adapt itself to climate change in a proactive manner and, namely, the 20 percent of energy intensity target established by the 11th Five-Year (2006-2010) Plan and the 62-page National Climate Change Program issued in this June which details the policies and measures China will take.

China has made remarkable achievements, 
which, for international community, are quite exciting but still a little bit worrying. Exciting because the pace and scale of changes in China’s climate actions are accelerating, while international community cannot help wondering how far and how fast China will go in combating climate change? To have a deeper understanding about China’s future responses to climate change, there maybe a need to go beyond the narrow climate subject but shed some light on a wider environmental concern. In other words, it is necessary to explore some implications for China’s climate policy through examining the evolution and the dynamics of China’s environmental.

4. Evolution of China’s Environmental Policy

China’s environmental efforts have experienced roughly three stages: 1) No Environmental Protection (1949~1972). Before 1973, there is not any special legislation or policy targeted at environmental protection in China, but some related items dispersed in a few laws and regulations instead. 2) Gradual Environmental Efforts in the GDP-oriented Development Paradigm (1973~2002). In 1973, the State Council held its first national environmental protection conference and adopted “Some Provisions on Protecting and Improving the Environment” as the first document on environmental protection, and then in 1979 the Environmental Protection Law of the People's Republic of China was promulgated as the cardinal law for environmental protection in China. Since then, China has been continuing to reinforce environmental protection during its rapid economic growth, however, with an overwhelming emphasis on the growth of economy, the deterioration of the environment cannot be completely controlled. 3) Full Supports for Environmental Improvement with the Scientific Development Approach (since 2003). In the early of 1990s, State Environment Protection Administration (SEPA) has initiated several campaigns to improve environment protection such as National Ecological Demonstration Zones and Circular Economy, which made a solid foundation for the Concept of Scientific Development.

The enormous environmental efforts made by China in the past several decades has been highly recognized by the international community, especially the HU-WEN Government swiftly adjusted its development strategy shortly after taking over the helm, and has definitely placed environmental issues on a higher priority when it comes to related decision making. Take the total investment in environmental protection during each Five-Year Plan period for example,
 it is not difficult to find that Chinese government attaches increasing importance to environmental protection. During the 6th Five-Year Plan period, Chinese government invested RMB 16.6 billion in environmental protection, accounting for 0.2% of GDP, and succeeding until the 10th Five-Year Plan period are respectively RMB 47.6 billion, accounting for 0.7%; RMB 130.6 billion, accounting for 0.8%; RMB 344.7 billion, accounting for over 1.0%; and RMB 700 billion, accounting for 1.3%. During the 11th Five-Year Plan period, China will continue to enlarge its investment in pollution control and construction of ecological environment, the total value will reach RMB 1375 billion, accounting for 1.6% of GDP, up 0.3% over the 10th Five-Year Plan period.

5. Dynamics of China’s Environmental Policy

Such an evolution of China’s environmental policy can be attributed to a lot of factors, among which, perhaps the most striking observations are three following aspects. First, the shift development guideline, namely from tradition development model to scientific development concept, is the fundamental driving force to encourage a more balanced pattern of development throughout China. Secondly, rethinking the relationship between China and the rest of the world, namely, the shift of thinking from one-way to double-way, has played crucial roles in the enhancement of environmental concerns during the past several years. Thirdly, environmental performances can be assured with policy development and institution construction by Chinese authorities to promote efficient management and to mobilize financing for environmental infrastructure.

1) Shift from Traditional Development Model to Scientific Development Concept

The switch of focus from economy to economy-environment follows the same policy trajectory of moving away from the traditional GDP-oriented growth strategy towards a more balanced and sustainable path ---- scientific development concept. The scientific development concept with the principal content "Five Coordinations" 
, formally put forward at the 16th Plenary Session of the Central Committee of the CPC in 2003, is the important theory as the fundamental guideline for formulating and implementing policy towards a comprehensive, coordinated and sustainable development. With the scientific development concept, the environment protection is becoming more and more comprehensive and institutionalized under a legal framework covering many sectors at different levels, in contrast to the primarily policy-driven approach limited in scope and sectors in the past. China's development paradigm transfer has moved the environmental process into a new era and is increasingly showing its positive effect on sustainable development.
2) Shift of Thinking from one-way to Double-way

In the late 1990s, with its increasing overall strength, China began to take an active attitude toward participating in economic globalization and integration with mainstream global economy, which also has a comprehensive and far-reaching impact on China’s environment protection. Particularly, China's successful accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), as a milestone event for China in its process of opening up, reform and modernization construction, has fully demonstrated the transfer of China’s concerns not only about the effects of the global economy on itself, but also its effects on the rest of the world, both negatively and positively. Shift of China’s thinking has exerted and is still exerting great impetus on its awareness that China has a shared interest with other countries to address international environmental challenges, which has significantly enhanced its engagement in international environmental co-operation in recent years. In other words, the resulting prosperity is part of the reciprocal process between members of international community rather than China's one-way unilateral action. Thereby, instead of being passively subject to international regimes and rules, China is actively participating in their formulation.
3) Policies and Institutions

Nobody will deny the role of policies and institutions in promoting environmental protection in China. For instance, China has witnessed a fluctuation of the investment in environmental protection during the past several decades, which originated mainly from the policy changes. The sharp rise of the environmental investment in 1980s is attributed to two policies: one is the Polluters Pay Principle established by the Environmental Protection Law of the People's Republic of China in 1979, and the other is multi-fund-channels clarified in the Interim Measures on the Collection of Pollution Discharge Fee in 1982. But in 1990s, the growth rate of the environmental investment drops due to the fiscal reform  launched in the 1994. The national tax system reform has indeed intensified local governments’ power in decision-making and thereby the central-local relation has entered into a new era. Although local environmental protection departments are not subject to local governments but SEPA instead, when local governments take economic development policy priority, there is not any possibility for local environmental protection departments to bargain for their priorities. Fortunately, guided by the scientific approach of development, China has finally strived to make further contribution to build a resource conservative and environmentally friendly society, which leads to another wave of the increasing investment in environmental protection. 

6. Implications for China’s Climate Prospect
It is difficult to precisely predict how far and how fast China will go because it depends on the net effect of five forces above, among which, from the experiences of China’s environment policy evolution, three elements need to be paid more attention to: the development guideline, the policy formulation and the international cooperation. Some factors may stimulate China’s further efforts to address climate change, while others may make negative contributions. 
There are many possibilities for China’s climate prospect, and large gaps exist between different scenarios towards a low-carbon world, which is not only the challenge but also the opportunity, both for China and for the whole world, considering the fact that in a globalized world, individual countries have deeper and more extensive interdependence both in ecological and in economic areas. Climate change, being a global issue that concerns the interests of all countries, should be addressed through the joint efforts of all countries.
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its Kyoto Protocol constitute the legal basis of international cooperation on climate change and are the most authoritative, universal and comprehensive international framework for the issue. Developed countries should face their historical responsibility and their current high per capita emissions, strictly abide by their emission reduction targets set forth in the Kyoto Protocol, and continue to take the lead in reducing emissions after 2012. Developing countries should, in light of their national conditions, take due measures including introducing and applying advanced clean technologies, to contribute their share to tackling climate change.

As a developing country of responsibility, China attaches great importance to the issue of climate change, and is willing to collaborate with individual countries and international organizations to deal with climate change. North-South and South-South cooperation can be undertaken through a variety of activities and instruments such as information dissemination, training program, policy formulation, private investment enhancement, technical cooperation improvement. 
* ZHAO Xingshu, an assistant research fellow at the Institute of American Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), is right now as the visiting scholar in the Institute for China Studies, Seoul National University.





































































�  “Guiding Principle of Twenty-four Characters” for China’s foreign policy is proposed by Deng Xiaoping during the end of the 1980s and the early 1990s, watch the world with a calm mind; stand firmly; confidently deal with the difficulties; keep a low profile; never act as a leader; and do something.


� See: China National Climate Change Program, 2007


� The Five Year Plan, first introduced in 1953 and right now in the process of the 11th five-year plan , is an attempt by China to boost her social and economic development with key tasks highlighted in the plan towards the prosperity.


� Environmental Protection in China (1996-2005), the White Paper on Environmental Protection issued by Information Office of the State Council of the P.R.China, See: www.sepa.gov.cn


� The scientific development concept stresses coordinated development between urban and rural areas, among different regions, between economic and social development, between the development of man and nature, and between domestic development and opening to the outside world.
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