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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

China’s efforts at climate action, such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions and transitioning to a
low-carbon economy, will undoubtedly have a tremendous impact on global efforts to mitigate climate
change. In 2020, Chinese leader Xi Jinping announced that China aimed to peak carbon dioxide
emissions by 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by 2060—a pledge referred to as China’s “dual carbon
goals.” This announcement raises a number of questions: What motivated Xi to make this pledge?
How does Xi’s top leadership view and prioritize climate-related policies and governance, and how
does it manage international collaborations on climate change? What is the Chinese government’s
administrative apparatus for managing climate matters, and who are the government agents
overseeing climate policy in the domestic and international domains? In a large authoritarian country
like China, what role do local governments play in climate governance? And finally, how can we expect
China to act on climate matters over the next five years, and what major challenges is China facing
with regard to climate action?

To answer these questions, this report investigates China’s climate-related policies, politics,
governance, and international relations. The report is organized into five main sections. The first
section explores how Xi’s leadership views climate change, how it prioritizes climate policy, and
what motivates the leadership to pursue climate action. The second section outlines the Party-state
organizations, bureaucratic agencies, and major personnel charged with addressing climate change.
The third section considers the agencies and personnel responsible for managing China’s engagement
with global governance and international collaborations, with an emphasis on China’s special envoy for
climate change. Central-local interactions on climate policy and implementation are analyzed in the
fourth section, and the fifth section discusses China’s climate action over the next five years.

The report’s major findings are as follows:

> XiJinping’s leadership has paid special attention to climate action. China’s leaders are
motivated to pursue climate action primarily by politics, although the goals of reducing
energy dependence, upgrading China’s development model to catch up with green
technologies, improving the regime’s governance capacity, and supporting China’s global
strategy and foreign conduct are also important.

—> Among these goals, two stand out—catching up with the green technology revolution
and increasing national security by reducing energy dependence—because of their
impact on China’s industrial policy and future industrial structures.

= Although official rhetoric on climate action has remained strong since the beginning of
Xi’s third term, there are signs that China may be relaxing rather than strengthening
its climate commitment, especially since China made its “dual carbon” pledge in 2020
and completed a leadership reorganization in early 2023. For example, Xi’s statement
in July 2023 that “the ‘dual carbon’ goal we are committed to is unwavering, but the path
and method, rhythm, and intensity of achieving this goal should and must be decided
by ourselves and will never be influenced by others” suggests that climate change is not
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China’s top priority, as does the leadership’s bottom-up approach to setting climate
parameters for the 14th Five-Year Plan.

> Ding Xuexiang, currently the sixth-ranking member of the Chinese Communist Party’s
Politburo Standing Committee and the number-two leader of the State Council, is
charged with overseeing environmental affairs and climate policy. So far, however, he
has not convened meetings of the two top-level leadership groups on environmental
affairs, the Central Leading Group on Ecological and Environmental Protection
Inspection and the Leading Group on Carbon Peaking and Carbon Neutrality. This
may indicate that climate action is a low priority for the current leadership and raises
questions about the future of these groups.

> The appointment of professional diplomat Liu Zhenmin as China’s special envoy for
climate change in early 2024 seems to indicate that Xi prioritizes climate diplomacy over
substantive climate action. Foreign policy goals often trump domestic ones in China’s
climate policy; the appointments of Ding and Liu suggest that this orientation will
persist.

—> Although the Ministry of Ecology and Environment is supposed to oversee China’s
climate action, the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) remains
powerful in this regard. In 2018, the Department of Climate Change was transferred
from the latter to the former agency, and the NDRC set up a new department for
managing environmental and climate affairs.

> Local authorities play a significant role in implementing climate strategy and policies,
but they are tightly controlled by the Party-state leadership and the central government.
The central authorities have developed a series of measures to manage, monitor, and
advocate for local governments’ climate actions, while the provincial authorities seem to
have gained new leverage in climate policymaking.

> The ultra-concentration of political power and the fragmentation of governance under
Xi and the Chinese Communist Party pose obstacles to China’s climate action over
the next five years. Other challenges include pressure to promote economic growth;
declining government fiscal capacity, especially among local governments; and the
repression of environmental activism. All these challenges will have significant negative
effects on China’s climate action over the next five years.

> China’s climate action in the near term will likely focus on achieving breakthroughs in
green technology and green energy; upgrading industrial production in heavy-polluting
sectors such as steel, cement, and coal; setting up and improving policy and institutional
schemes for facilitating progress toward low-carbon goals; promoting climate-related
policy research and strengthening climate regulations and legislation; relaxing the dual
carbon goals requirement and tolerating localities that game the “low-quality peak”
and manipulate the “peaking timeline”; and using China’s global engagement in climate
action to benefit China and developing nations in terms of standard making, technology
transfer, and soft power.



6 ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CLIMATE CHANGE IN CHINA'S GOVERNANCE

INTRODUCTION

China is a major contributor to environmental pollution and a key player in the fight against climate
change. It is home to half the world’s coal power plants and is the second-largest consumer of crude
oil. With its ambitious programs of industrialization and economic growth, China’s share of annual
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions has doubled over the past two decades, and each year since 2006, it
has been the world’s largest GHG emitter, producing roughly twice the carbon dioxide (CO,) emissions
of the United States. In 2022, China released 11.4 billion metric tons of CO,, accounting for 26% of
global GHG emissions—making it by far the world’s largest polluter.’

Although China only began to make significant contributions to global CO, emissions at the turn of
the 21st century, it now ranks second in terms of cumulative CO, emissions, accounting for about half
the cumulative total produced by the United States, where industrialization began far earlier.? In 2022,
China’s gross domestic product (GDP) per capita ($12,670) was close to the global average ($12,647) but
only 16.6% of U.S. GDP per capita ($76,343).> Nevertheless, China’s CO, emissions per capita reached
8.85 metric tons, nearly twice the global figure (4.66 metric tons) and more than 60% higher than the
United States (14.44 metric tons).* While most countries recorded dramatic emissions reductions in
2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, China was one of a handful of countries where emissions
increased.

China faces tremendous challenges in controlling the human factors that contribute to pollution. In
recent years, it has emphasized ecological and environmental protections in domestic governance
and development, and it has actively participated in global governance on climate change, though its
strategy has evolved. In September 2020, Chinese leader Xi Jinping announced that China aimed to
peak CO, emissions by 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by 2060. In China, this pledge is commonly
referred to as the “dual carbon goals.” Xi also said that China would adopt more vigorous policies and
measures for climate action and scale up its nationally determined contributions (NDCs) under the
Paris Agreement.’ China’s 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025) was the first to include climate goals.

On January 11, 2024, Chinese authorities released the first important document of the new year on the
theme of ecological and environmental protection.® The document claimed that since Xi came to power
in 2012, the central leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has “placed the construction
of ecological civilization in a prominent position in its overall work, strengthened ecological and
environmental protection in all aspects, all regions, and the entire process,” and thus “the construction
of Beautiful China has made significant progress.”” Propaganda aside, this document highlights
Beijing’s emphasis on environmental protection, particularly climate change, in 2024.

What is the position of climate action in Chinese governance? How does Xi’s leadership view, prioritize,
and manage climate change policies and their implementation, as well as pertinent international
collaborations? These are the central questions that this report attempts to answer.
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The report focuses on five substantive areas:

1. Climate change and Xi Jinping’s agenda: Motivation and policy goals. How does the
current Chinese leadership view climate change, and how are climate issues prioritized
on its agenda? What political benefits does Xi expect to gain from prioritizing climate
action? How has China’s climate policy agenda changed during Xi’s reign, and why?

2. Party-state agents and climate change: Leadership and bureaucracy. How does the
Party-state organize the current leadership and the executive agents responsible for
addressing climate change? Who are the major executives and policymakers involved in
climate policy? How is the national bureaucratic system organized in terms of climate
policy, and how does it operate?

3. Involvement in global governance: Mechanisms and platforms for bilateral and
multilateral engagement. What are these mechanisms and platforms? How are their
responsibilities allocated? How do they involve China in global governance to combat
climate change? What are the implications of the recent change of personnel for the
special envoy for climate change?

4. Intergovernmental relationships among climate actors: Policy formulation and
division of responsibilities. What role do local governments play in the formulation
of China’s climate policy? How do they influence China’s climate governance? What
responsibilities do local governments have in climate action? And how does the central
Party-state manage local agents and administer the implementation of its policies?

5. Mapping the timeline: The next five years. What areas will China emphasize in the
next five years? What challenges will it face? How will those challenges affect China’s
domestic governance and international engagement on climate affairs?
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1. CLIMATE CHANGE AND XI
JINPING'S AGENDA: MOTIVATION
AND POLICY GOALS

Since he assumed power in 2012, Xi has portrayed himself and his leadership as enthusiastic supporters
of environmental protection and climate action. What is motivating the leadership under Xi to
highlight ecological and environmental issues in China’s governance? Why did the leadership prioritize
climate action and support Xi’s dual carbon pledge in 2020? Is this priority consistent with China’s
emphasis on maintaining the CCP’s monopoly on power while promoting economic development?
Does it support Xi's power and authority? How can the prioritization of climate action contribute to
both the CCP’s and Xi’s political agendas?

By analyzing Xi’s speeches and actions in the wider context of China’s political economy and global
interconnectedness, this section answers these questions by identifying five major motivations and
policy goals.

STRENGTHENING XI JINPING’S IDEOLOGICAL AUTHORITY

In the CCP context, politics primarily means power, legitimacy, and ideology. Furthermore, it can be
considered at two levels: at the individual leader level and at the CCP regime level. In essence, everything
that benefits Xi’s ability to control the Party-state apparatus and bolster the CCP’s monopoly on power
falls under the analytical category of politics. Why and how does climate action benefit both Xi’s power
and the CCP’s?

Ideology supports legitimacy in communist politics; the supreme leader has a monopoly on the power
to initiate, elaborate, and interpret official ideology.® Fundamentally, and in contrast with the free
circulation of ideas and nongovernmental initiatives in a democratic society, China under CCP rule
allows only the supreme leader to initiate ideas; in turn, the person who initiates ideas can claim
legitimacy, authority, and unchallengeable power. By propagating “Xi Jinping Thought,” Xi gains

ideological authority within the CCP and strengthens his

By propagating “Xi Jinping legitimacy to rule the Party and the country.
Thought,” Xi gains ideological
authority within the CCP and Cor‘nrr.lun¥st ldeo‘logy differs from ideologies in p?urahstlc
. L societies in that it covers every aspect of human life.® That
strengthens his legitimacy to rule is why Xi Jinping Thought on Ecological Civilization (33
the Party and the country. AR XHHBA) has been elaborated as a necessary and

significant part of Xi Jinping Thought. The relationship
between people and nature is one of the most vital aspects of life: how could a communist leader make
himself the philosopher-king without elaborating “creative ideas” in this regard?

The supreme leader of a communist country must be viewed as a super-capable person with
extraordinary vision and strategic capabilities. That is why the Chinese Party-state and official
propaganda highlight Xi’s long history of emphasizing environmental protection. They often claim
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that Xi has been enamored with “clear waters and green mountains” for many years, and that he has
paid close attention to ecological and environmental issues since his early career as a local official.’®
This is partly a response to the reality of China’s severe pollution, but it also reflects Xi’s expectation
that by building his own ideology, his authority will surpass that of his predecessors, Jiang Zemin and
Hu Jintao.

Moreover, by talking about “man and nature coexisting harmoniously,” Xi can be easily portrayed in
official discourse as a great leader who displays extraordinary vision in “guiding” China and the world
in both sociopolitical actions as well as human-nature interactions.

Xi is widely regarded as poorly educated, a perception that undermines his reputation, authority, and
legitimacy among both CCP members and the Chinese populace. Consequently, Xi is motivated to
show off his knowledge, often in questionable ways. Climate change is a new field for most CCP cadres
and thus a tempting topic for Xi to display his erudition.® CCP cadres must be lectured by Xi as he
instructs them that “leading cadres at all levels must strengthen their study of the basic knowledge,
implementation paths, and work requirements for the dual carbon goals to achieve true learning,
true comprehension, true capabilities, and true application.” This makes it sound as if Xi himself has
already achieved these things.

LEVERAGING ECOLOGICAL CRISES TO ENHANCE GOVERNANCE

Climate action helps improve the CCP’s legitimacy in several ways. First, because China is in the midst
of numerous ecological crises, it demonstrates the regime’s serious concern about the climate and its
responsiveness to citizens’ demands. Air and water pollution have troubled China for decades, causing
social discontent and spurring citizens’ environmental awareness. This has put pressure on the regime
to pay attention to ecological and environmental problems and to climate change.

In 2023, China set new records for extreme temperatures, faced the heaviest rains in over a decade, and
worked to combat the worst droughts in 60 years. The stark reality for China’s leaders is that climate
change threatens both the stability of the country and the longevity of CCP rule.? The prioritization of
climate action on the leadership’s agenda is showcased as a responsible reaction to these problems.

Second, dealing with emerging challenges, including climate change, helps improve the regime’s
governance capabilities. According to an official government statement, “achieving carbon peak and
carbon neutrality is a major test of our party’s ability to govern the country.”* In the CCP context, this
justifies and strengthens China’s “centralized and unified leadership” and improves the supervision
and assessment mechanisms that national leaders use to control subordinates.

JUSTIFYING SLOWER GROWTH, CATCHING UP WITH GREEN
TECHNOLOGIES, AND PROMOTING “HIGH-QUALITY” DEVELOPMENT

The prioritization of climate action on the leadership agenda also helps justify the recent slowdown in
economic growth. After decades of strong economic performance starting in 1978, China’s economy has
slowed, with profound negative effects on China’s international competitiveness and social stability
and the regime’s legitimacy. By proposing the “green and low-carbon development path with ecology
as a priority” (ESMLFERIAREE), the leadership uses the “new development concept” to
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legitimize China’s economic situation by persuading Party-state cadres and the Chinese people that
the slowdown is a strategy that the regime has adopted to promote high-quality development, not the
result of its failings.

More importantly, the leadership has strived to catch up with the revolution in green technology,
promote a “comprehensive green transformation” of the economy and society, and upgrade China’s
energy system and other critical elements to foster sustainable development and make the Chinese
economy less dependent on global supplies. The Chinese government’s support for the development of
the “new three” industries—solar, electric vehicles, and batteries—best illustrates this ambition.

Xi’'s comments on the green low-carbon transition at a February 2024 meeting of the influential Central
Comprehensively Deepening Reform Commission reveal the important position of climate action in
his development plan:

We must focus on key areas of economic and social development; build a green, low-carbon,
and high-quality development spatial pattern (I24F K= M E L ET(8)#&/3); promote
the green transformation of the industrial structure, energy structure, transportation
structure, urban and rural construction, and development; and accelerate the formation
of the production methods and lifestyles that save resources and protect the environment.
We must seize the key links in promoting green transformation, promote comprehensive
conservation, accelerate consumption transformation, and strengthen green technological
innovation and the promotion and application of advanced green technologies. It is necessary
to improve the fiscal, taxation, financial, investment, and price policies and related market
mechanisms that support the green and low-carbon transformation, and provide policy
support and institutional guarantees for the green transformation.’

REDUCING OVERSEAS DEPENDENCE

Xi has consistently emphasized security since coming to power, and almost all dimensions of
governance have been incorporated in Xi’s “overall concept of national security,” including ecological
security. Climate action, therefore, aims to improve China’s energy and resource security and echoes
Xi’s “dual circulation” strategy for economic growth, as the development of green energy resources is
expected to greatly reduce China’s dependence on international suppliers of traditional energy.*

China lacks viable domestic crude oil and natural gas supplies, creating a strong incentive to leapfrog
to renewables. The leadership has urged the development of wind and solar power, setting formal
targets to install at least 1,200 gigawatts of wind and solar power capacity by 2030.” However, coal has
also been prioritized as a flexible power source because of China’s ample domestic supply.

Of the six points that Xi made in his January 2022 speech on climate change, three pertained to energy:
upgrading industry in terms of energy utilization and green technologies, accelerating the green and
low-carbon technological revolution, and stepping up the energy revolution.
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In elaborating on the energy revolution, Xi listed the following tasks:

> Planning and building a new energy supply and consumption system based on large-
scale wind and photovoltaic power bases, supported by “clean, efficient, advanced,
and energy-saving” coal power and “stable, safe, reliable,” ultra-high-voltage power
transmission and transformation lines

> Controlling fossil fuel consumption, slowing the growth of coal consumption, and
promoting the “three-reform linkage” of coal power energy-saving and carbon-reducing
transformation, flexibility transformation, and heating transformation

> Consolidating domestic energy production, ensuring the safety of the coal supply,
maintaining stable growth in crude oil and natural gas production, strengthening the
capacity of coal, gas, and oil reserves, and promoting the large-scale application of
advanced energy storage technology

Xi’s speech emphasized the development of new and cleaner energy sources, including light energy,
silicon energy, hydrogen energy, renewable energy, wind energy, solar energy, biomass energy,
geothermal energy, ocean energy, and hydrogen energy, in addition to the development of hydropower
and nuclear power. These energy resources will not be provided by international suppliers. Their
development will make China’s energy supply substantially more independent and, accordingly,
enhance national security.

REALIZING GLOBAL AMBITION ON MULTIPLE FRONTS

China’s climate action has primarily been a response to international pressure. This is not contradicted

by earlier arguments regarding Xi’s political and governance considerations, although they might

not be so directly connected to climate action without international pressure. Within complicated
foreign-domestic interactions, China’s climate goals

combine powerful international considerations with China's rising profile in climate

its multifaceted global ambitions. By emphasizing action can help it outcompete the
China’s rejuvenation in “returning to the center of

the world stage,” the leadership leverages its climate United States in global governance,

agenda for multiple diplomatic purposes. but it can also help build trust with
the United States and stabilize the
First, China’s climate action aims to improve the bilateral relationship.

country’s global image as a “responsible power.” In Xi’s

words, China must change “from passive response to proactive action” in dealing with global climate
requirements,” and China’s “active participation in international negotiations on climate change” can
“demonstrate China’s responsibility as a major country.”>

Second, it leverages China’s position in state-to-state relations, especially in dealing with the United
States. China’s rising profile in climate action can help it outcompete the United States in global
governance, but it can also help build trust with the United States and stabilize the bilateral relationship.

Third, it involves geopolitical considerations that can help China expand its global footprint and
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improve its image internationally. By emphasizing cooperation to address climate change, China
attempts to speak for the Global South and woo second-rank industrial democracies, as the Green Silk
Road project demonstrates.?

Fourth, taking the foregoing points together, Beijing competes for power in international relations
on climate change in discourse shaping, agenda setting, rulemaking, and interest distribution (in
terms of finance and technology). In Xi’s words, China must “actively participate in and lead global
climate governance”; “we must participate more actively in the global climate negotiation agenda
and the formulation of international rules, and promote the construction of a fair, reasonable,
cooperative, and win-win global climate governance system.”? A central government document issued
in 2024 emphasized the change in China’s role “from a global environmental governance participant
to a leader.”” Viewed in a wider perspective, China aims to reshape global political-economic trends
through the vantage point of climate action, as repeatedly stressed by Xi in comments about how

“Chinese solutions” should be provided to address the challenges facing human society.

Fifth, international achievements can be mobilized for domestic purposes to strengthen the regime’s
legitimacy and influence at home. This is particularly important for a regime that constantly suffers
from a “legitimacy deficit.”* International praise for China’s climate actions is frequently reported by
domestic and state-owned media outlets. A 2020 survey found that 86% of Chinese youth believed that
China played a key role in global climate governance.?

In sum, China’s leadership has complicated, multilayered motivations for promoting climate action,
with politics taking the lead. Other motivations must serve political purposes, and if they contradict
those purposes, they will be compromised or even eliminated. This is especially obvious as Xi
constantly plays down the role of international pressure in China’s adoption of its dual carbon goals
because it contradicts his supreme authority and goes against his nationalistic aims. In his own words,
“to achieve the ‘dual carbon’ goal, we are not asked to do it by others, but we must do it ourselves” (LI

XK B AR, A28 AL, 2B S mE M) >

However, Xi’s tone has evolved since July 2023, when he changed his position in a rather sophisticated
way by repeating, as he put it at the National Ecological Environmental Protection Conference, that “the
dual carbon goals we are committed to are unwavering, but the path, method, rhythm, and intensity
of achieving them should and must be decided by ourselves, and never be influenced by others.” This
attitude will affect China’s progress toward implementing climate action over the next several years
(discussed further in Section 5).
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2. PARTY-STATE AGENTS AND
CLIMATE CHANGE: LEADERSHIP AND
BUREAUCRACY

The Chinese Party-state is an extremely complicated system; many agents are responsible for
implementing climate change political directives in and across domestic governance structures and
channels for international collaboration. This section examines these agents in leadership organizations
at the top level and the bureaucratic system at the ministerial level, as well as nonexecutive agents in
other branches of the national state. Those carrying out international cooperation on climate change
will be discussed in Section 3. Section 4 covers local agents.

THE TOP LEVEL

Like every other realm of China’s governance, leadership on ecological, environmental, and climate
issues is dominated by Xi and the top decision-making bodies directly under him. These include the CCP
Politburo and its Standing Committee, the State Council, the Central Financial and Economic Affairs
Commission (FRIMEZEZEFR R), the Central Comprehensively Deepening Reforms Commission (CCDRC,
PRLERUNEZ R SR), the Central Commission on National Security (FRERZELZERSR), and the
Central Commission on Foreign Affairs (FRYMNEZER ). Xi personally chairs all these bodies except the
State Council. His leadership on climate matters is explicit in his role as head of the CCDRC.

Premier Li Qiang also has comprehensive responsibilities for China’s overall governance, covering both
domestic and foreign affairs. His role in climate matters is institutionalized in his supervision of the
national ministries that have climate-related functions and in his position as a deputy head of the CCDRC.

Below Xi and Li, the sixth-ranking member of the Politburo Standing Committee (PBSC), Ding
Xuexiang, is China’s top leader overseeing environmental protection, including climate change
policy, in his capacity as executive vice premier of the State Council. Ding is not a deputy director of
the CCDRC, however, in contrast with his predecessor, Han Zheng, who occupied that position in his
capacity as the second-ranking official on the State Council with delegated responsibility for overseeing
environmental issues.

Instead, the fifth-ranking member of the PBSC, Cai Qi, is a deputy director of the CCDRC. Cai
oversees the CCP’s machine operations through his leadership of the CCP Central Secretariat; he
has responsibility for state security but no position in the government leadership. This Cai-versus-
Ding arrangement within the CCDRC indicates Xi’s special attention to the security implications of
developmental affairs and signals a reduced emphasis on environmental and climate issues during Xi’s
third term.

Party-state leaders are usually organized into committees and leadership groups to oversee policy in
different areas. Below the top leadership organizations, three leadership groups have roles in climate
change governance: the National Leading Group on Climate Change, Energy Conservation, and
Emission Reduction (NLGCC, EIZR N 3 EL X T 8ERHF LIENS/)\4H); the Central Leading Group
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on Ecological and Environmental Protection Inspection (CLGEEPI, FRASIFIZRIPFER TEMS/)
¢H);>® and the Leading Group on Carbon Peaking and Carbon Neutrality (LGCPCN, FiiK &A1 TYE4T
S/hA).»

However, the reshuffling of the Party-state leadership at the 20th CCP National Congress in October
2022 and the National People’s Congress (NPC) in March 2023 has put the future of these three groups
in doubt.

NATIONAL LEADING GROUP ON CLIMATE CHANGE, ENERGY CONSERVATION, AND
EMISSION REDUCTION

The NLGCC was set up in 2007 with dual responsibilities: policymaking for climate affairs and policy
implementation for energy conservation and emissions reduction. Its climate responsibilities include
the following: “discuss and formulate major national strategies, principles, and countermeasures to
address climate change; unify the deployment of climate change efforts; study and review international
cooperation and negotiation proposals; and coordinate the resolution of major issues in addressing
climate change.” Its role is to “organize and implement the State Council’s guidelines and policies
on energy conservation and emissions reduction, unify the deployment of energy conservation and
emissions reduction work, study and review major policy recommendations, and coordinate and solve
major problems in the work.”*

This leading group has also been referred to as the National Leading Group on Climate Change (E

KN SEE NS/ \AH) and the State Council Leading Group on Energy Conservation and Emission

Reduction (ESRRTAERHAE LIENS/NA). Initially, it had two separate offices: one for climate change

within the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA, EZRIFIERIFSE), which is now

the Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE),” and one for policy implementation in the National

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC).

Without the NLGCC, the Pa rty-state These offices were combined during the government

restructuring of 2018; the Department of Climate

Change (DCC, R/ xS {&Z 1, E]) within the MEE has
taken over daily administrative support.**

system seemingly has no specific
leadership organization for ecological
and environmental affairs in general or

climate action in particular. The premier of the State Council served as head of

the NLGCC from the outset: first Wen Jiabao (2007-

2013) and then Li Keqiang (2013-2023), with two other leaders of the State Council as their deputies—

one to oversee economic affairs and one to supervise foreign relations. The NLGCC was therefore
considered the top-level leadership group on climate change.

Since the leadership reshuffle of 2022-2023, it is unclear whether Premier Li Qiang has taken the
position of head of the NLGCC or whether the NLGCC even continues to function, although the DCC’s
website still says that the department’s responsibilities include the specific work of the NLGCC.*
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However, there are two reasons to doubt that this leading group is still operational. First, the NLGCC
was established as a State Council group rather than as a CCP Central Committee group, and it
was organized when the State Council and Premier Wen enjoyed relatively more autonomy. That
changed after Xi became leader and began to reduce the State Council’s power, an effort that was
institutionalized through the 2022-2023 leadership reorganization. Second, official media reports
about Li’s instructions on climate matters since March 2023 have mentioned neither the NLGCC nor
Li’s role in it.

Without the NLGCC, the Party-state system seemingly has no specific leadership organization for
ecological and environmental affairs in general or climate action in particular—at least, it has no active
leadership organization in these areas. This is a new and potentially negative development in terms of
China’s Party-state agents with responsibility for climate change.

CENTRAL LEADING GROUP ON ECOLOGICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION INSPECTION

When the CLGEEPI was set up in June 2019 to ensure the implementation of ecological and
environmental regulations,* it was reported that Xi had “personally initiated this major reform
initiative.” Central environmental inspections, however, have taken place since at least 2016, when the
first round of environmental inspections began.*

The creation of the CLGEEPI elevated the authority of environmental inspections from the ministerial
level to the central government level. The CLGEEPI’s initial head was the second-ranking State Council
leader, Han Zheng, who at the time was the executive vice premier and seventh-ranking member of
the PBSC. It also had several high-ranking leaders as deputies, including Vice Premier Liu He and
NDRC director He Lifeng, who were said to be among Xi’s most trusted allies. This arrangement could
have been a political measure to reduce Premier Li Keqiang’s authority in environmental and climate
matters while concentrating power in Xi’s hands. This is consistent with the theory that the NLGCC
was dissolved after Li Keqiang left the leadership.

The CLGEEPI organizes and supervises Central Ecological and Environmental Inspection Teams
(CEEITs), which are dispatched to localities to inspect their environmental protection efforts and
report back to the central leadership.” Within the MEE, the Central Supervision Office of Ecological
and Environmental Protection was established to work with the CLGEEPI.3®

After Ding Xuexiang joined the PBSC at the 20th Party Congress in October 2022 and replaced Han
Zheng on the State Council in March 2023, he was expected to take over most of Han’s portfolio. His
responsibility for supervising environmental and climate matters has been confirmed, and in 2023, he
headed the Chinese delegation at COP28. So far, however, there have been no reports indicating that he
has replaced Han Zheng as head of the CLGEEPI and LGCPCN, nor have any meetings of either group
been reported by official media.®

However, there were some reports of these groups’ activities at lower levels after the new State Council
leadership took office in 2023. For example, CEEITs were sent to various provinces in November 2023.%
This was the third round of inspections since this initiative began in 2019. Ding’s name was mentioned
along with Xi’s and Premier Li’s as the national leaders who gave instructions for the inspection.”
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LEADING GROUP ON CARBON PEAKING AND CARBON NEUTRALITY

The establishment of the LGCPCN was announced in May 2021, when it held its first meeting.* The
creation of this group followed the inclusion of long-term climate pledges for 2030 and 2060 in the
14th Five-Year Plan—the first Five-Year Plan in China’s history to include climate goals. As with the
CLGEEPI, Han Zheng was head of the LGCPCN at its founding. Since March 2023, there have been no
reports of Ding Xuexiang’s role as head of the LGCPCN. However, the corresponding leading groups at
the county and urban district levels were reported to have held meetings in 2023.4

There are different views on whether the NLGCC and LGCPCN still exist. The truth is that the abolishment
of a group can only be confirmed if it is announced, which is unlikely. If the CLGEEPI or LGCPCN calls
a meeting in the near future, Ding Xuexiang would certainly chair it, and his role as head would be
confirmed. It is significant that calling for meetings of these two leading groups has been a low priority
during Xi’s third term, and it is not a positive sign of the Chinese leadership’s climate commitment.

THE MINISTERIAL LEVEL

The day-to-day management of environmental affairs is carried out by the ministries of the State
Council, mainly the MEE and the NDRC. Within the MEE, the DCC plays the primary role in
bureaucratic governance on climate matters, though the NDRC’s Department of Resource Conservation
and Environment Protection is also important. The foreign affairs system is deeply involved in
international conduct on climate change (discussed further in Section 3).

THE MEE SYSTEM

The MEE is a cabinet-level agency headed by two ministerial-level leaders. The top leader is Sun Jinlong
in his capacity as Party secretary. Minister Huang Runqiu is not a CCP member but rather a member of
one of China’s satellite political parties, making him ineligible to hold CCP leadership positions. Both
are in their second terms in these positions, and both trained as geologists.

Huang is regarded as more of an expert because he had a long career in academia before becoming a
deputy minister in the Ministry of Environmental Protection (the predecessor of the MEE) in 2016.%
In contrast, Sun worked as an engineer before joining the central leadership of the Communist Youth
League (CYL) in 1995, and he was promoted to deputy ministerial rank at the age of 39. Once a rising
star during the Hu Jintao era, Sun’s career stagnated after Xi took office.” But Sun’s deep grassroots
experience, effective governance abilities, and attentive social skills—rare attributes among the CYL
gang—may have helped him survive as many of his CYL colleagues were purged or sidelined under Xi.

During the organizational restructuring of the central government in 2018, the DCC was transferred
from the NDRC to the MEE.* According to the DCC’s official website, it is responsible for addressing
climate change and reducing GHG emissions. Its specific tasks include the following:

> Comprehensively analyzing the impact of climate change on economic and social development

> Organizing and implementing the national strategy to actively respond to climate change

> Taking the lead in formulating and coordinating the implementation of the country’s
major goals, policies, plans, and systems for controlling GHG emissions
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> Promoting green and low-carbon development and adaptations to climate change

> Guiding governmental departments, industries, and localities in implementation

The DCC’s website emphasizes its responsibilities in work related to the implementation of the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change, as well as organizing and participating in international
negotiations and conferences and promoting bilateral, multilateral, and South-South cooperation and
exchanges.* The DCC’s founding director was Li Gao, who has served as the major Chinese negotiator
in international negotiations since 2005. Xia Yingxian was the DCC’s director as of October 2023.4

The DCC’s weight in global cooperation is reflected in its organizational structure. Among its five
divisions, two directly concern global climate affairs: the International Policy Division and the Office of
Cooperation and Exchange.*®

The International Policy Division’s full title is the International Policy and Negotiations Division (EFx
BRI FIAL). Its official responsibilities include the following:

> Analyzing and judging the overall situation of global climate governance and trends in
various countries

= Advancing overall policy and program suggestions for China’s participation in
international negotiations

> Organizing participation in convention negotiations and negotiations on multilateral
mechanisms outside the convention

> Organizing and participating in bilateral and multilateral consultations

The Office of Foreign Cooperation and Exchange (J4MES1ESZMAL, also referred to as the Office

of Cooperation and Exchange) is responsible for conducting dialogue and exchanges on climate
change with other countries and international

organizations, such as organizing and implementing The NDRC is often regarded as a

bilateral and multilateral practical cooperation “mini-State Council,” as it plays

projects and undertaking work related to South-

] a pivotal role in coordinating
South cooperation. i .
governance matters, including

Many other MEE departments are deeply involved those related to the environment
in domestic and global governance on climate and climate change.

matters. Primarily, they include the Department
of Atmospheric Environment (K S371%5])*° and the Department of International Cooperation (EFx
&1ER))." Some affiliated organizations established under the umbrella of the MEE as platforms for
international collaboration are discussed in Section 3.

NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND REFORM COMMISSION

The NDRC is often regarded as a “mini—State Council,” as it plays a pivotal role in coordinating
governance matters, including those related to the environment and climate change. It is far more
powerful than the MEE. After the DCC was transferred to the MEE as part of the 2018 government
restructuring, the NDRC set up its own department, the Department of Resource Conservation and
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Environmental Protection (BRRTIAFMIFERIFE or I 7). This department is responsible for
formulating and implementing strategies, plans, and policies related to green development; promoting
the implementation of sustainable development strategies; and undertaking work related to the
construction and reform of ecological civilization. Much of'its focus is closely related to climate action,
especially energy-related matters.

The National Energy Administration is also managed by the NDRC. A vice ministerial-level agency,
it is empowered by the NDRC to administer energy issues at the national level. Its current director is
Zhang Jianhua, a CCP member who is nearly 60 years old and has a background in the oil industry.”

The 2018 government restructuring was designed to leverage the MEE’s comparative strengths in
pollution monitoring and enforcement, especially as China rolled out its national carbon market, which
requires extensive monitoring of CO, and GHG emissions, as well as verification and enforcement,
to function properly. But the trade-off was a reduction of the MEE’s expertise—and impact—on the
systemic economic and energy transformation side. Public opinion questioned whether this weakened
the bureaucratic functions responsible for climate action, at least in terms of interministerial and
central-local coordination.s*

NONEXECUTIVE STATE ORGANS

The NPC, China’s legislature, also plays a significant role in climate issues. The NPC’s Environment and
Resources Protection Committee (ERPC) was set up in 1993 as the Environment Protection Committee;
its current title was adopted in 1994.% The ERPC is responsible for legislation and supervision pertaining
to the prevention and control of environmental pollution and the protection of natural resources and
the environment.*® The committee consists mostly of retired Party-state cadres; former commerce
minister Lu Xinshe currently serves as chair of the ERPC, and 14 NPC delegates serve as deputy chairs.
The committee’s membership includes several retired provincial Party secretaries and governors.s’

The Chinese People’s Political Consultation Conference (CPPCC), the so-called United Front
organization that operates in parallel with the NPC in the state system, has a special committee that
deals with climate issues: the Population, Resources, and Environment Committee (PREC).*® Chaired
by Che Jun, a retired provincial Party secretary, the PREC has 14 vice chairs, including several retired
national ministers. Without a constitutional remit, the CPPCC mainly serves as a mechanism for
“multiparty cooperation” and political consultation under the CCP’s leadership.® Accordingly, the
PREC serves as a major policy forum for providing consultation to the Party-state leadership.
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3. INVOLVEMENT IN GLOBAL
GOVERNANCE: MECHANISMS AND
PLATFORMS FOR BILATERAL AND
MULTILATERAL ENGAGEMENT

Climate change is a global challenge that requires international collaboration. As noted in Section 1,
China’s climate agenda prioritizes its global ambitions in accordance with its foreign policy goals. A
number of channels and platforms have been established to carry out China’s international climate-
related activities. The most important is China’s special envoy for climate change. This section provides
an overview of China’s state-affiliated organizations for multilateral and bilateral engagement on
climate matters.

CHINA'S SPECIAL ENVOY FOR CLIMATE CHANGE

International affairs have a prominent position in China’s climate action. This is not only because
climate change is a global challenge, but also, as analyzed in Section 1, because the Chinese leadership
has intentionally mobilized climate issues to advance its foreign policy priorities. The Central Office of
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) are thus deeply involved in climate matters.
Foreign Ministers Yang Jiechi and Wang Yi previously sat on the NLGCC as deputy heads.®

In 2015, during Xi’s first term, the Chinese government created the official position of the Chinese
Representative on Climate Change, appointing Xie Zhenhua to fill it. In 2021, when Xi’s leadership
attempted to raise the country’s international profile in climate initiatives, Xie became China’s special
envoy for climate change.® Xie retired at age 74 in January 2024. He was replaced by Ambassador Liu
Zhenmin, an under-secretary-general of the United Nations and a former deputy foreign minister.%

The special envoy for climate change is the main channel for China’s involvement in global climate
governance. Its creation signaled the leadership’s intention to strengthen China’s bargaining power
when dealing with industrialized democracies, especially the United States. The initial appointment of
Xie Zhenhua, who brought diplomatic skills and extensive experience in environmental administration
to the position, did much to accomplish this. Xie served as the founding director of the SEPA when
it was organized in 1998, and in that position, he was promoted to full minister. He then joined the
NDRC as a leader overseeing environmental affairs, which expanded his connections in the national
bureaucracy as well as his power base. Xie enjoyed a positive international reputation and benefited
from his friendship with John Kerry, the U.S. special presidential envoy for climate, which helped
maintain contact between the two countries and build mutual trust on climate affairs.

Whether Ambassador Liw's appointment to the position signals any change is unclear at this time. A
lifelong diplomat, Liu spent his entire career in the MOFA. This may indicate that China’s climate policy
priorities are focused more on diplomacy than on domestic governance. In addition, Liu spent most of
his career in the Department of Treaties and Laws, the MOFA section responsible for climate change
negotiations; this is different from the close connections that Xie enjoyed within the environmental
bureaucracy and the powerful NDRC.
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As special envoy for climate change, Xie was housed in the MEE, with an MEE deputy minister, Zhao

Yingmin, serving as office director. Simultaneously, NDRC staff provided key support for Xie, led by

Su Wei, an NDRC deputy secretary-general with deep experience in both the MOFA and the NDRC.®

Xie's cross-departmental experience seemed to smooth MEE-NDRC cooperation. This office is absent

from the MEE’s current organizational chart, however, and it is not clear which department now has

this responsibility. It remains unclear how the MEE,

Liu's international experience is rich, NDRC, and MOFA are supporting Liu in his new role,

but there are no signs to suggest that the office moved
from the MEE to the MOFA with Liu’s appointment.

but it remains to be seen how he will
leverage it in his new role. Clearly,

there is a window of opportunity for Recent years have seen other personnel changes to

Liu to raise his stature. Xie's team. Xie was China’s lead negotiator at most

UN Climate Change Conferences starting in 2009. He

was replaced in 2019 by his aide Zhao Yingmin, and Su Wei took up this role in 2023. Zhao worked

under Xie for almost his entire career, starting in the SEPA, and became Xie’s chief of staff when Xie

was the ministerial-level director of the SEPA.% It is not yet clear how Liu and Su divide and coordinate
their responsibilities.

Liu’s international experience is rich, but it remains to be seen how he will leverage it in his new role.
Clearly, there is a window of opportunity for Liu to raise his stature.

CHINA COUNCIL FOR INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION ON
ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT AND CENTER FOR FOREIGN
COOPERATION AND EXCHANGE

Organized in 1992, the China Council for International Cooperation on Environment and Development
(CCICED, HENIESE X RBEMEGIFEZRSE) can be considered a track-1.5 international exchange
platform. It is not a formal government organization but rather a mechanism for China’s central
authorities to demonstrate that they are actively seeking foreign advice on climate and environmental
matters and to make foreign experts feel that the Chinese government is listening to them. Although
it claims to be an “international high-level policy advisory body endorsed by the Chinese government,”
the CCICED has had little substantive impact on policy, although China’s national leaders regularly
attend major CCICED events and listen to its policy recommendations.% For protocol considerations,
the CCICED’s presidents have been national leaders: Han Zheng in 2018 and Ding Xuexiang since 2023.
Currently, Xie Zhenhua and MEE minister Huang Rungqiu are among the body’s vice presidents, along
with a number of high-ranking UN officials and international leaders.®

The CCICED is intended to function as “a unique channel to contribute Chinese wisdom and Chinese
solutions to promote the construction of a reasonable global environmental governance system.”” Ding
Xuexiang, the current top leader responsible for environmental affairs, unveiled this new responsibility
at the CCICED’s annual meeting in August 2023, rather than calling for a meeting of the CLGEEPI or
the LGCPCN, which seems to indicate that the new leadership prioritizes its climate change work in
terms of its international image.
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The MEE provides support to the CCICED. Within the MEE, the Center for Foreign Cooperation
and Exchange (CFCE, £SHIBIEMINETES AL serves as the CCICED Secretariat,® and Zhao
Yingmin as head of it. The CFCE also provides administrative and policy research support for bilateral
and multilateral international cooperation mechanisms on the environment and climate change. This
makes it a major bureaucratic platform for China’s global ambitions. Specifically, the CFCE manages
bilateral cooperation as well as cooperation on foreign investment projects with the UN Environment
Programme, the Global Environment Facility, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, other
international institutions, and governments. It also cooperates on ecological and environmental
protection under multilateral frameworks such as ASEAN-China, the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation, and the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation and manages the implementation of international
agreements on protecting the ozone layer.

OTHER PLATFORMS

Within the MEE, there are two other primary channels for bilateral and multilateral engagement
on climate affairs: the Environmental Development Center (EDC, £ IEIFE L EH L) and the
National Center for Climate Change Strategy and International Cooperation (NCSC, EZR N 3 SIZZE L
RS A E RS ER L), abbreviated as ER SRR LY.

The EDC, also known as the Sino-Japan Friendship Center for Environmental Protection (1 H & #FIF
BRI, is a joint initiative of the Chinese and Japanese governments. Launched in 1996, it is a
platform for environmental cooperation and exchanges with Japan, providing technical support and
services for ecological and environmental management.”

The NCSC conducts strategic research and manages international cooperation, particularly on
matters pertaining to developing countries’ NDCs.” Its general responsibilities include organizing
and conducting research on climate change policies, regulations, strategies, and plans and providing
technical support for a range of climate-related projects, including domestic implementation
of international agreements, statistical accounting and assessment, carbon emissions trading
management, international negotiations, and foreign cooperation and exchanges. It also organizes
dialogues on climate change among think tanks; manages projects related to the United Nations’
Clean Development Mechanism; and promotes publicity, capacity building, and consulting services on
climate change.”

At least two of the NCSC'’s six sections are responsible for global engagement. The International
Policy Research Section (IPRS) is responsible for research and technical support for international
negotiations, bilateral and multilateral consultations, global climate governance, and assessment
reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.” The Foreign Cooperation and Exchange
Section is responsible for policy research, project implementation, and technical support in bilateral
and multilateral cooperation on climate change, South-South cooperation, and the Belt and Road
Initiative, as well as international cooperation and exchanges.”™

The current NCSC director, Xu Huaqing, is an expert on energy, the environment, and climate change,
specifically low-carbon development. Since 2000, he has participated in negotiations and expert
working groups as part of China’s climate change delegation.” Some other NCSC researchers, such as
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Fan Xing and IPRS director Gao Xiang, have also been members of official Chinese delegations to UN
climate change negotiations.’

China pays special attention to its cooperation on climate change with the Global South. The China
Climate Change South-South Cooperation Fund (FESEZLEm & EE®) was established with
an investment from the Chinese government of 20 billion yuan (US$3.1 billion). It aims to “support
other developing countries in coping with climate change and transitioning to green and low-carbon
development.”” The fund was announced in 2015 as part of President Barack Obama and Xi Jinping’s
joint statement prior to the Paris climate talks, but only after China refused to participate in the Green
Climate Fund,” which was established under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change as an
operating entity of the financial mechanism to assist developing countries’ efforts to counter climate
change.

Chinese academics, activists, and other experts continue to play a relatively open role in climate policy
through organizations such as the National Climate Change Expert Committee and various university
research centers (primarily at Peking and Tsinghua Universities), think tanks, and NGOs.
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4. INTERGOVERNMENTAL
RELATIONSHIPS AMONG CLIMATE
ACTORS: POLICY FORMULATION AND
DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITIES

China is a large country: a single Chinese province can have a population of more than 50 million and be
larger in area than a mid-sized country.” Uneven development across geographical regions is a serious
challenge. The complicated organizational structure of the Party-state, with its multiple hierarchies
of power, presents unique problems for China’s governance, including its policy processes to address
climate change. Provinces thus play a critical role in climate action. In fact, four Chinese provinces—
Shandong, Hebei, Jiangsu, and Inner Mongolia—ranked among the top 10 contributors to global CO,
emissions in 2019.%° Six countries, including the United States, made up the rest of the top 10.

This section examines the relationship between climate actors at different levels of government, and
specifically the relationship between the national power center and provincial-level authorities. It
looks at the division of responsibilities and the policy formulation process by paying special attention
to two issues: central domination of policymaking and policy implementation, and local responses to
these dynamics, especially the way that local interests are articulated in the climate policy process.

CENTRAL CONTROL

A key aspect of the Chinese political system is the central government’s domination of the policy
process. Xi’s concentration of power in the last decade has strengthened this feature. That does not
mean there are never challenges to central control, especially when it comes to policy implementation.
As one Chinese source noted, “The biggest problem

with environmental enforcement in the past was that A key aspect of the Chinese
it was difficult to restrain local party committees and political system is the central
governments.”® To deal with this problem, the central

. . . government'’s domination of the
authorities have developed several ways to incentivize,

. . .
constrain, and monitor local governments. policy process. Xi's concentration

of power in the last decade has
First, environmental protection and climate action are strengthened this feature.

included in the scheme for assessing the performance of

local authorities and cadres. Since 2014, officials’ performance ratings—a key criterion for promotion—
have included the implementation of climate goals.® This is supposed to create an incentive to pay
special attention to environmental issues, but the real impact is difficult to discern as a result of many
factors, including the way that central authorities monitor local conditions.

The second measure is strengthening “campaign-style” central inspections of local implementation of
environmental protection measures and other climate action. In 2019, Xi proposed the establishment
of the CLGEEPI (see Section 2) to push local authorities to follow central policies for climate and the
environment. This followed the pattern seen throughout Xi’s rule of increasing central inspections
of local governance in key areas, starting with anti-corruption. Under the CLGEEPI, several rounds
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of inspections have been conducted; the inspection teams are tasked with exposing and disrupting
the protection of high-polluting, energy-consuming industries by local authorities, government
departments, and other enterprises.®

Third, regular bureaucratic supervision is carried out. Many government agents supervise the local
implementation of environmental and climate policies. For example, within the MEE, there are regional
inspection bureaus in the North (Beijing, Tianjin, Inner Mongolia, Shanxi, Hebei, and Henan), East
(Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Jiangxi, Anhui, and Shandong), South (Guangdong, Guangxi,
Hainan, Hubei, and Hunan), Northeast (Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang), Northwest (Shaanxi,
Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, and Xinjiang), and Southwest (Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, and
Tibet). In addition, regional offices conduct nuclear and radiation safety inspections in these regions,
and regional bureaus supervise and administer seven major river or water environments: the Yangtze
River Basin, Yellow River Basin, Huaihe River Basin, Song-Liao River Basin, Haihe River Basin and
North Sea Area, Pearl River Basin and South China Sea Area, and Taihu Lake Basin and East China Sea
Area.®* However, the establishment of the CLGEEPI and its inspection teams seems to indicate that
these bureaucratic agents are not effective or, at the very least, have insufficient supervisory authority.

Fourth, central government-affiliated research organizations are mobilized to play a role in
coordinating intergovernmental strategy on climate change. For example, in 2014, the Statistical
Assessment Project Section of the National Climate Strategy Center (later transferred to the MEE as the
NCSC) was entrusted by the NDRC’s Climate Change Department to evaluate and approve provincial
GHG inventory reports.%

Fifth, central requirements align local authorities’ climate action with national plans. For example,
when the MEE announced the formulation of an action plan for peaking emissions by 2030, it required
each provincial government to formulate a peak emissions action plan by April 2021. According to the
technical guidelines, this plan was to include detailed indicators such as total energy consumption,
energy mix, share of fossil fuels in total energy consumption, and dual CO, emission caps—intensity
and absolute emissions—for industry, construction, transport, agriculture, and residents’ daily life.®

In general, the Chinese political system employs top-down control mechanisms, but as a result
of institutional and geographic factors, this does not always mean that central control of policy
implementation is effective.”” Under Xi, the regime has repeatedly highlighted the advantages of its
centralized, nondemocratic system. Climate action has become a major policy area in which these
institutional advantages are mobilized and notionally justified.

ARTICULATING LOCAL INTERESTS

Itis impossible for the central leadership, despite its power, to ignore local interests. Since Xi upgraded
his climate goals with international pledges, local authorities have tried to express their reservations,
especially during the process of putting together the 14th Five-Year Plan in 2020-2021.

The 14th Five-Year Plan was the first to include climate goals, but it did not specify a formal cap on
carbon emissions. It simply stated that China would “implement a system based primarily on carbon-
intensity controls, with the carbon cap as a supplement.” The vagueness of this statement provoked
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considerable concern about China’s determination to achieve its carbon-control pledges. However,
Chinese authorities argued that “a top-down approach would not address the reality faced by local
officials,” as past experience had shown.

In the 13th Five-Year Plan, China introduced a “dual control” policy, demanding that energy
consumption per unit of GDP—energy intensity—be reduced by 15% between 2015 and 2020. This policy
also required that total energy consumption remain under 5 billion tons of standard coal equivalent.
The State Council then divided the national dual control target into goals for individual provinces.
However, many provincial leaders were unhappy because these goals were unrealistic in their eyes.
As a result, the central government’s mandatory top-down instructions to resolve issues regarding
energy consumption and energy intensity resulted in “substantial disadvantages and setbacks,” such as
cutting power at the end of the year, which forced factories to halt production and left many residents
without heat.

In the 14th Five-Year Plan, China adopted a bottom-up approach, allowing each province and sector to
determine its own carbon targets that the central government would aggregate into a “more reliable
plan” for a national carbon cap. A Chinese expert likened this shift to the way international climate
agreements have worked, citing the change from the Kyoto Protocol, which set a top-down, compulsory
allocation of national targets, to the Paris Agreement, which introduced a bottom-up approach, with
individual countries setting their own NDCs every five years under the so-called ratchet mechanism.®®

Would a change from top-down to bottom-up planning, in which each province sets its own carbon
cap, lead to looser emissions goals? Yes, according to experts. It seems that provinces have developed
their own strategies in response, such as pushing up to “a new and higher peak of carbon emissions”
under the 14th Five-Year Plan, and only rolling back those targets after reaching the new peak. One
expert explained that the central government lists a carbon peak as a “guiding” indicator in assessing
local leaders’ performance—“guiding” in this context contrasts with “binding.” Carbon intensity, on the
other hand, is a binding indicator for provincial leaders’ performance in governance, meaning that a
governor who fails to meet this goal will be removed by the central government.*
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5. MAPPING THE TIMELINE: THE NEXT
FIVE YEARS

To analyze China’s climate action over the next five years, this report has viewed China’s climate pledge
and its accomplishments in a dynamic rather than linear way. This echoes the point made in Section 1
highlighting the politics of China’s climate action. “Dynamic” primarily means that political factors,
including the government’s consideration of various economic factors, are behind the major challenges
that will influence China’s climate action in the foreseeable future.

These challenges include the ultra-concentration of power, increasing pressure to promote economic
growth, the declining fiscal capacity of local authorities, political repression of societal actors in
environmental protection, and new personnel arrangements suggesting the prioritization of climate
diplomacy over substantive action.” These challenges already seem to have prompted the national
leadership to retreat from its dual carbon goals.

This section will discuss some of the latest developments and summarize the most likely priorities for
China’s climate action over the next five years.

THE MAJOR CHALLENGES AHEAD
ULTRA-CONCENTRATION OF POWER

Xi’s third term in office has been marked by an ultra-concentration of power, epitomized by the
elevation of his personal leadership over the Party-state system. This presents a series of challenges to
China’s governance, including its climate agenda.

Generally speaking, a high concentration of power reduces the autonomy and initiative of subordinates

while, on the other hand, encouraging systematic manipulation of the information flowing up from the

bottom. Furthermore, in the current Chinese context,

All cadres below Xi, includi ng top- it seems that all cadres below Xi, including top-

level leaders, are inclined to wait for Xi’s instruction

before making any substantive decisions, let alone
take action in governance matters.

level leaders, are inclined to wait for
Xi's instruction before making any
substantive decisions, let alone take

action in governance matters. Elsewhere, this is defined as “Xi Jinping’s governance

dilemma’—overall control by the supreme leader

results in the impotence of the regime and, accordingly, institutional decay.” For climate action, the

symptoms of this phenomenon are evident in how subordinates simply repeat Xi’s pronouncements, as
this is the safest way to do their jobs, politically speaking.

PRESSURE TO PROMOTE ECONOMIC GROWTH

China now confronts increasing pressure to promote economic growth. The regime’s expectation of
an economic rebound following the COVID-19 pandemic proved to be an illusion, and China’s recent
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economic sluggishness has resulted in the first decline in the ratio of China-U.S. GDP since 1992. In
2021, this ratio stood at roughly 75.3%, but in 2022, it declined to 70.3%.72 The economic slowdown has
increasingly stirred popular discontent, which could threaten social stability as well as the regime’s
legitimacy. Both to support its nationalistic ambitions and to strengthen the CCP’s rule, the Chinese
leadership must struggle to ensure economic growth.

Moreover, one feature of the economic success that China has achieved since the late 1970s is that the
regime was unable to balance the need to promote economic growth and maintain political stability, on
one hand, and to deal with the social, environmental, and public costs of development, on the other.”
The leadership, as analyzed in Section 1, has attempted to remedy this problem with an emphasis on
green technologies, but the transformation of China’s economic development model is far off track.
Multiple imperatives—national, local, and social—are behind the need to revitalize economic growth,
and this will work against the success of China’s climate pledge.

FISCAL CHALLENGES TO LOCAL IMPLEMENTATION

China’s economic slowdown has increased fiscal pressure, especially at the local level, and financing
climate action has become a formidable challenge for local governments. Climate has never been a
spending priority for local governments, which bear significant fiscal responsibilities for pensions,
medical care, and unemployment insurance. Expenditures in these areas have grown rapidly because
of aging and urbanization.

In addition, the existing stockpile of local debt compromises local governments’ capacity to deliver
public goods. By the end of 2022, official explicit local government debt reached 35.06 trillion RMB
(US$4.8 trillion), but the implicit debt estimated by the market surpassed 60 trillion RMB (US$8.2
trillion), with Goldman Sachs projecting a total debt balance exceeding US$13 trillion. For example,
Guangxi has one of the nation’s highest debt-to-revenue ratios, and its fiscal strain became evident
in the first half of 2023, when expenditures on social security and employment dropped by 8.7% and
health and wellness expenditures slipped by 0.4%.%

POLITICAL REPRESSION OF ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM

The Chinese regime has tightened control over NGOs and other social activism, which has made citizen
engagement in climate action more difficult and even politically dangerous. The 2017 Foreign NGO Law
cut off foreign funding streams to many grassroots organizations. The most effective groups operate
largely in the “shadow of the state” rather than with full autonomy. Their main role is to provide technical
analysis to undergird government efforts rather than analyze government policies and their effectiveness.

The Chinese government launched a six-month nationwide crackdown on NGOs in 2023, the latest
in a wave of similar campaigns. During the first two months of the campaign, over 700 NGOs
were investigated, with many banned or dissolved, although the exact number is unknown. Many
prosecutions were also carried out.” Over the years, international reports have noted crackdowns on
nonregistered NGOs and the collapse of civil society under Xi,* as well as the measures that the regime
takes to ensure that activist green movements remain under its control.” This is an additional obstacle
to China’s climate action.
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NEW PERSONNEL ARRANGEMENTS

As Xi dominates virtually every policy area, the Party-state agencies and the major personnel
responsible for climate change have little power to influence China’s agenda. However, organizational
and personnel changes can be reliable indicators of the evolution of the policy process. This is especially
true for China’s international engagement in climate change, as it is a highly technical domain with a
measure of professional autonomy.

Two changes made during Xi’s third term sent seemingly complicated signals. Ding Xuexiang’s
assumption of the environmental portfolios can be viewed as a positive sign, as Ding had served as Xi’s
chief of staff for a long time, which may reflect Xi’s trust and Ding’s understanding of Xi’s style. But, as
discussed in Section 2, Ding’s positions in the two central leading groups on environmental issues have
yet to be announced, which seems to indicate that environmental affairs are a lower priority than other
policies in his portfolio, such as technology. In addition, Ding’s local experience is weak, which may
affect his ability to deal with provincial authorities—the critical players in climate action.

The second personnel change is the appointment of Liu Zhenmin, a professional diplomat, as China’s
new special envoy for climate change. Just as Ding has apparently prioritized international image
building rather than policy implementation in domestic governance, Liw's appointment indicates that
China’s climate action priority is firmly on the international front and may imply that China now sees
the special envoy position as more diplomatic than substantive.

SIGNS OF CHINA'S RETREAT FROM ITS GLOBAL PLEDGE

As aresult of the challenges described here, the Chinese regime has displayed some signs of retreat from
its climate pledge, especially in terms of relaxing the carbon-control requirements for local and sectoral
actors. As one international expert documented, the second half of 2021 marked the peak of China’s
climate momentum; a steady decline became evident in 2022 because of the weak economy, China’s
zero-COVID policy, the suspension of U.S.-China climate talks, and anxiety about energy security.*

Xi’s speech at the National Ecological Environmental Protection Conference, held on July 17-18, 2023,
provides evidence for this observation. Xi emphasized the general goals of China’s ecological and
environmental protection efforts in this way:

The next five years are an important period for the construction of Beautiful China. We
must thoroughly implement the socialist ecological civilization thought with Chinese
characteristics for a new era, adhere to the people-centered approach, firmly establish and
practice the concept that clear waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets, and put the
construction of Beautiful China at the forefront.”

At least three signals, however, indicate a relaxation—or at least an adjustment—of China’s climate policies.

First, Xi highlighted five “relationships”: between high-quality development and high-level
environmental protection, between key tasks and coordinated governance, between natural restoration
and artificial restoration, between external constraints and endogenous motivation, and between the
dual carbon goals and independent action. This way of thinking is obviously modeled on Mao Zedong’s
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famous speech on the “ten great relationships.”* In the CCP’s political practice, “relationships” are
usually emphasized when the need to balance conflicting interests becomes urgent. On climate
matters, the “five relationships” implicitly, but undeniably, point to the diminishment of climate action
as a priority on China’s governance agenda.

Second, the last two of the five relationships, especially the fifth, which is explicitly about carbon
action, indicate that China has relaxed its climate commitments. In Xi’s words, “the dual carbon goals
we are committed to are unwavering, but the path, method, rhythm, and intensity of achieving this
goal should and must be decided by ourselves and will never be influenced by others.” In a 2024
domestic policy statement, this goal is flexibly formulated as “a climate-adaptive society will be
basically established by 2035.7%

Third, government pronouncements and official media outlets have regularly repeated a phrase
from Xi’s report to the 20th Party Congress: “actively and steadily promote carbon peak and carbon
neutrality.”* In the CCP’s political language, when “actively and steadily” (fR1&#2%) are used in
combination, “steadily” modifies “actively,” which often implies that strong voices have been raised
against forcefully pushing forward a policy.

CHINA’S CLIMATE PRIORITIES IN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS
In light of the challenges discussed in this report and other foreseeable factors, China’s climate action

in the next five years may emphasize the following measures:

= Breakthroughs in green technology and its commercialization, especially green energy,
as exemplified by promoting new energy vehicles and, more generally, developing the
“new three” industries that are contributing to China’s economy (solar, electric vehicles,
and batteries)

—> Technologies to upgrade traditional industrial production, especially in heavy-polluting
sectors such as steel, cement, and coal

> Setting up and improving the policy and institutional schemes for facilitating green and
low-carbon progress, including the following:

* Dual control system for energy consumption (BEFE“WIZ"HE)

e Dual carbon standards, a unified and standardized carbon emission statistical
accounting system (BXHFRSITIZE A R)

* Dual control system for total carbon emissions and intensity (BrHE S EF58 E “WE”)
e Carbon pricing mechanism
* Markets for trading carbon emissions, energy rights, and electricity

> Promoting policy research and strengthening regulations and legislation

> Relaxing the dual carbon goals and tolerating localities that game the “low-quality peak”
and manipulate the “peaking timeline™*

> Global engagement to seek better deals for China as well as developing nations in terms
of standard setting, technology transfers, and soft power
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