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!"#$%&'$( Both the EU and China will be important actors in the setting an 

international agreement on climate change at the Copenhagen Climate 

Conference in December 2009. In Europe there is a common perception that 

these two are far apart in their attitudes to the question of climate change. 

This paper discusses the development of China’s policy on climate change 

and compares it to those adopted in the EU. While China came relatively 

late to the conclusion that climate change was indeed a serious issue, it has 

adopted aggressive policy goals that indicate a strong ambition to become a 

leader in tackling greenhouse gas emissions and in the area of green energy. 

These policies are primarily driven by domestic concerns, and are 

formulated with regard to China’s own context. The targets and methods 

adopted in China often differ from those in the EU, but there are signs that 

China is well on the path to achieving significant changes in its energy 

production and consumption. In the international context, China is likely to 

continue to focus on its domestic priorities, and will only accept 

international agreements that allow it to continue to pursue its domestic 

priorities. )*+,'#-. climate change, clean energy. /012'*34#-.Q54..
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Economic development in China has brought great improvements in 

welfare for the Chinese people, but there have been many costs associated 

with these gains. One of the highest costs has been to the environment. 

Economic development, interpreted as high levels of Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) growth, was the primary goal of Chinese government policy 

from the beginning of the process of “opening and reform” in the late 1970s, 

and protection of the environment was not given the same priority. Despite 

the enactment of a framework of environmental legislation in the 1980s, 

policies to protect the environment were given little emphasis.  
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Table 1. Comparison of CO2 emissions from fossil fuels 1990-2005 (CO2 
emissions in million tons; CO2 emissions per capita in tons; emissions per unit 
GDP in tons per 1,000 USD; change in percent between 1990 and 2005). Source: 
IEA. 
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Energy Conservation Law of 1998, reflected increasing focus on 

development of policy to address energy issues, including efficiency and 

conservation, but environmental degradation continued and concern for the 

effects of climate change was not central to government thinking in China. 

Economic policy remained focused on output growth, which was seen as 

the most important measure of success and welfare. 

The advent of the leadership of President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen 

Jiabao in 2003 has brought a significant change in the thinking of the 

Chinese government on broad questions of economic development, energy 

and environmental impacts, including climate change. The concepts of 

scientific development and a harmonious society with “people-centred” 

development that Hu and Wen have espoused implicitly rejects the 

previous policy that focused on GDP growth figures above all else.15  The 

concept of scientific development espoused by China’s government insists 

on the centrality of development in order to improve the welfare of its 

people, but this welfare is seen as being more complex than simple output 

or income growth. Sustainability of development is now one of the core 

issues of economic planning.  

Under Hu and Wen the environment and energy efficiency have 

risen to the top of the policy agenda. Environmental, energy and climate 

security are now among the highest concerns of the Chinese government, 

and are arguably now considered to be a matter of fundamental national 

security. This is reflected in the institutions 

China has established to deal with the issue. In 

1998, China had already established the National 

Coordination Committee on Climate Change. 

The importance of climate change in government 

policy was elevated in 2007 by the establishment 

of the National Leading Group on Climate 

Change, which is headed by Premier Wen Jiabao, 

and brings together twenty different government departments working on 

climate change. The National Development and Reform Commission 

(NDRC), the main economic planning entity in the central government, in 

effect has charge of implementing policy on climate change.  
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The importance attached to energy and climate issues is also shown 

at a policy level. At the annual National Economic Work Conference held 

each December where the economic policy targets for the following year are 

set, the environment and energy have in recent years begun to be ranked 

among the highest priorities. In December 2007 strengthening energy 

conservation and reducing pollution was ranked as the fourth most 

important task for 2008.16 In the following, year energy conservation was 

also cited as an important task, although its priority was somewhat 

downgraded in the midst of the economic crisis.17 The government has 

adopted long-term policy strategies to tackle energy issues. In 2004 the State 

Council approved the Medium- and Long-Term Energy Development Plan 

Outline 2004-202018 and the NDRC formulated the China Medium- and 

Long-Term Energy Conservation Plan in the same year.19 The latter plan set 

comprehensive energy efficiency targets for the Chinese economy and key 

industry sectors. In addition to these policy plans, the government has 

adopted a number of laws that demonstrate increasing focus on energy and 

climate security. In 2005 the Renewable Energy Law was adopted and in 

2008 the revised and strengthened Energy Conservation Law became 

effective. In August 2008 the Circular Economy Law, which sets basic 

principles on efficiency and recycling, was passed and became effective in 

January 2009.  

The 11th Five Year Plan for 2006-2010, for the first time in one of 

China’s Five Year Plans, which remain the country’s key economic planning 

document, set clear targets to reduce energy intensity per unit GDP by 

twenty percent by 2010.20 In 2007 the government issued the National 

Climate Change Programme setting out in broad principles on how climate 

change will be tackled in the period up until 2010. The broad guiding policy 

documents and laws emanating from the central government have been 

followed by many specific policies that put their general principles into 

effect.  As the 11th Five Year Plan indicates, the focus of China’s policy has 

been on energy efficiency targets. The main means to achieve these targets 

are twofold. Firstly, the Chinese government has adopted administrative 

means to set and enforce targets and standards, usually through 

regulations. Secondly, it uses industrial policy to shape economic 
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Programme sets out broad principles, for instance that climate change will 

be tackled within the framework of sustainable development and that equal 

emphasis will be given to mitigation and adaptation and also asserts that 

China will rely on advancement and innovation of science and technology 

to address climate change. It also states that China will actively participate 

in international cooperation on the issue, but reiterates the basic principle of 

common but differentiated responsibilities. Despite this framework, China’s 

climate change policy is much more diffuse than that found in the EU. 

Economic development remains a central objective of the Chinese 

government, but this is increasingly considered in terms of sustainability. 

Energy and climate security have become fundamental to China’s view of 

the sustainability of its economic development. In 2004, the China Medium- 

and Long-Term Energy Conservation Plan stated clearly that, “Energy 

conservation is a long-term strategic guideline in China’s economic and 

social development, and an extremely urgent matter at present.”29 The Plan 

directly criticized the view of the issue that had been prevalent in China, 

saying, “Energy conservation is only regarded as an expedient to ease up 

the unbalance between energy supply and 

demand, paying attention to energy 

conservation only when energy supply is 

tight, and neglecting energy conservation 

when energy supply is improved.” It went 

on to argue that, “Along with the increase 

in population and the acceleration of 

industrialization and urbanization, 

particularly the rapid development of heavy industry and transportation, 

the demand for energy will increase significantly. The imbalance between 

energy constraints and economic development, and the environmental 

pollution brought about by energy utilization will become even more 

evident.”  

Since this plan was issued in 2004, the question of energy and climate 

security has become even more pressing. While it is recognized as an urgent 

international problem, China insists that its strategy for dealing with 

climate change must depart from its own circumstances. Thus, the policies 
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one of the most important manifestations of its increasing attention to 

questions of energy security.  Over the past decade, China has issued a 

number of important laws that have an impact on energy and climate 

change.  Long before climate change became a focus for serious policy 

attention, the energy sector and its efficiency became the subject of 

legislation by the Chinese government. The Energy Conservation Law of 

1997 was one of the most important initial steps in beginning the process of 

addressing energy efficiency. This law set out basic goals on energy 

conservation, and prescribed the means that could be adopted to achieve 

them. 

Since the passage of initial legislation in the 1990s China has 

increasingly legislated on energy efficiency and sustainability. In 2002 the 

Cleaner Production Promotion Law was passed, in 2005 the Renewable 

Energy Law was adopted and in 2008 the revised and strengthened Energy 

Conservation Law became effective. In August 2008 the Circular Economy 

Law, which sets basic principles on efficiency and recycling, was passed 

and became effective in January 2009. The main function of these laws is to 

set the basic parameters for the relevant area of activity. Often they do not 

just provide a legal framework but also outline policy goals and the means 

that may be used to achieve them. 

This basic legal framework does not in itself provide the detail of 

how the goals are to be achieved, but the passage of such laws indicates the 

fundamental direction of government thinking. None of these laws directly 

addresses climate change, but they nevertheless have a strong focus on 

energy conservation. The laws are implemented through subsidiary 

regulations, and other policy documents. 

The legislation and government policy documents covering energy 

are increasingly expressed through detailed standards that set efficiency 

targets across many sectors. China first introduced energy efficiency 

standards for electrical appliances in 1990 and since then the number of 

products covered has been expanded. Between 2005 and 2008 three groups 

of electrical products were subject to energy efficiency labelling standards 

Following on the amendment of the Energy Conservation Law, the 

government has taken new initiatives. These include energy efficiency 
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6.1 Energy efficiency 

 

One of the key targets in the National Climate Change Programme is 

optimization of the structure of energy consumption. By this is meant the 

reduction in the use of fossil fuels, especially coal, through the use of 

renewable energy, nuclear power and coal bed methane. The National 

Climate Change Programme sets a target of ten percent of primary energy 

from renewables by 2010 and increasing extraction of coal bed methane to 

ten billion cubic metres a year. Even before the National Climate Change 

Programme was issued in 2007, China had begun to address climate change. 

This was often done under the auspices of other policy goals. For instance, 

the key target of a twenty percent reduction in energy intensity per unit 

GDP by 2010 found in the National Climate Change Programme had 

already been set in the 11th Five Year Plan, which covers the years 2006-

2010.  

The 11th Five Year Plan was the first of China’s Five Year Plans to set 

clear energy efficiency targets. Even before then the Chinese government 

had issued plans that address issues related to energy efficiency and 

sustainability. The China Medium- and Long-Term Energy Saving Plan35 of 

2004 had already set a target of reducing energy intensity per unit GDP 

from 2.68 tons of coal equivalent (tce)/10,000 RMB in 2003 to 2.25 tce/10,000 

RMB in 2010, an energy saving rate of 2.2 percent a year. In the decade from 

2010 the rate of saving was planned to increase to three percent a year, and 

energy intensity to fall to 1.54 tce/10,000 RMB by 2020. The long-term target 

is that China’s GDP will quadruple between 2000 and 2020, but that energy 

consumption will only double in the same period. Since the beginning of the 

11th Five Year Plan, statistics from the Chinese government show that 

energy intensity has been reduced. In 2006, there was a reduction of 1.79 

percent, and in 2007 and 2008 the reduction increased to 4.04 percent and 

4.59 percent. In the first half of 2009, the reduction was 3.35 percent.36 

China’s industrial policy with regard to energy efficiency has several 

aspects. One is the encouragement of desired outcomes through supports 

including subsidies, tax incentives or preferential pricing. Another is the 

elimination of enterprises, capacity or technology that are deemed to be 
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&7( 5'$7>'( 7+'( *9+.5'.( $#""#7+( &7+8( 7?( )%;%)#&6( %+.( 8&''"( <6( OO( $#""#7+(

&7+842P( Q%+6( #+.98&5#%"( 8')&758( #+( !*#+%( %5'( *#,*"6( 'K;75&H75#'+&'.( %+.(

87$'(7?(&*'8'(%5'(*#,*H'+'5,6(98'584(:&(*%8(<''+(,7>'5+$'+&(;7"#)6(7>'5(%(

+9$<'5(7?(6'%58(&7(&56(%+.(5'.9)'(5'"#%+)'(7+(89)*( 'K;75&(8')&7584(:+(1AA3(

&*'( ,7>'5+$'+&(%++79+)'.(5'.9)&#7+8(#+( 'K;75&(R%"9'(S..'.(=%K(5'<%&'8(

%)5788( %( F#.'( 5%+,'( 7?( *#,*H'+'5,6(98#+,( %+.( ;7""9&#+,( 8')&7584( !*#+%(

#$;78'8('K;75&(&%K'8(7+()'5&%#+(;57.9)&8(&*%&(%5'('+'5,6(#+&'+8#>'(#+(75.'5(

&7(.#8)795%,'(&*'#5('K;75&4(=*'8'(#+)"9.'(?#?&''+(;'5)'+&(.9&6(7+('K;75&8(7?(

5'?#+'.( )7;;'5-( +#)N'"-( %"9$#+#9$( %+.( 7&*'5( $'&%"8-( &'+( ;'5)'+&( .9&6( 7+(

8&''"(;57.9)&8(%+.(?#>'(;'5)'+&(7+(;'&57"'9$-()7%"(%+.()7N'4((
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B)'%A0)(?,G%)%+/'(:(/9%)'%)9%(9:,-9):(/9)0%0,)G,-%(9%?(:(D):(/9%,@@/-:'1%8B,%

IH% B)'% ,9:,-,G% (9:/% (9:,-9):(/9)0% )D-,,?,9:'% :B):% B)F,% +0)A,G% <(9G(9D%

/<0(D):(/9'% /9% (:1% 8B,% IH% B)'% G,F,0/+,G% +/0(A(,'% :B):% G,)0% G(-,A:0>% ;(:B%

A0(?):,%AB)9D,J%;B(0,%/:B,-'%)0'/%(?+)A:%:B,%(''E,1%S(=,%#B(9)J%(9%)GG(:(/9%

:/%A/9A,-9'%/F,-%A0(?):,%AB)9D,J%:B,%IH%('%@)A,G%;(:B%:B,%TE,':(/9%/@%,9,-D>%

',AE-(:>J%;B(AB%B)'%<,,9%)%':(?E0E'%:/%)GG-,''(9D%,9,-D>%,@@(A(,9A>1%H9G,-%

:B,% U>/:/% *-/:/A/0J% IH% V,?<,-% $:):,'% ;,-,% 'E<W,A:% :/% <(9G(9D% ,?(''(/9'%

-,GEA:(/9% :)-D,:'1% 8B,% IH% ;)'% -,TE(-,G% :/% -,GEA,% XYX% ,?(''(/9% :/% ,(DB:%
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8B,%IE-/+,)9%#0(?):,%#B)9D,%*-/D-)??,%;)'%0)E9AB,G%(9%6LLL%:/%

A//-G(9):,%+/0(A>%/9%A0(?):,%AB)9D,J%)9G%B)'%<,,9%A,9:-)0%:/%:B,%IHC'%,@@/-:'%

:/%)GG-,''%:B,%(''E,1%&'%(9%#B(9)J%+/0(A>%/9%A0(?):,%AB)9D,%B)'%9E?<,-%/@%

G('+)-):,% ,0,?,9:'J% '/?,% /@% ;B(AB% G/% 9/:% 9,A,'')-(0>% G(-,A:0>% )GG-,''%

Climate change, China and the EU 26 

climate change, but do have a mitigating effect. Over a number of years, the 

EU has adopted a wide range of measures addressing energy conservation 

and climate change. The main plank of this EU approach to emissions 

reductions has been the adoption of the ETS. The EU has pioneered the 

adoption of emissions trading, an approach which China has yet to adopt. 

The ETS, which came into operation in 2005, covered 11,500 major emitters 

of GHG accounting for about half of the EU’s emissions. In addition to the 

ETS the EU has also adopted a number of other measures that impact GHG 

emissions. The Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control Directive, 

which sets out requirements on approval of industrial plants, including 

their energy efficiency and emissions, requires that operating permits must 

be based on best available technology. Like China, the EU seeks to promote 

the use of renewable energy sources. The EU has also adopted measures to 

promote renewable energy production.52  The RES-E Directive of 2001 set an 

indicative target of 21 percent of EU gross electricity consumption from 

renewable energy sources by 2010. The EU has also adopted biofuels as a 

means of reducing GHG emissions in transport. In 2003, the Commission set 

a target of a 5.75 percent share for biofuels by 201053 and the EU has a 

biomass action plan that seeks to increase its use from 69 million tons of oil 

equivalent (Mtoe) in 2003 to 150 Mtoe in 2010.54 The EU’s Energy Efficiency 

Action Plan set a target of reducing energy intensity by one percent a year.  

Transport is an important contributor to GHG emission in Europe 

and the EU had targeted the sector in its efforts to address climate change 

by adopting an agreement that requires car manufacturers to reduce CO2 

emissions of their vehicles to 140 g/km by 2008/2009, or by 25 percent from 

the mid-1990s. Energy use in buildings accounts for significantly more 

energy demand in the EU than in China. The EU has targeted energy 

efficiency of buildings. Like China, the EU has adopted energy labeling of 

products, although much earlier. From the 1990s, the EU began energy 

labeling to domestic appliances. More recently it has adopted measure to 

promote energy efficiency of products.  

In 2008 the EU adopted a Climate Action and Renewable Energy 

Package that is more ambitious in its goals, targeting a twenty percent  fall
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8. Different approaches 
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AF,% LME% #F(;)% );@% /AF,-% I/D,-;:,;A'%G(;@% )I-,,:,;A% /;% A)?O0(;I% ?0(:)A,%

?F);I,1% NF,% LM% );@% #F(;)% F)D,% )@/+A,@% @(GG,-,;A% :,);'% A/% @,)0(;I% H(AF%

?0(:)A,% ?F);I,E% <JA% </AF% (;% AF,(-%@(GG,-,;A% H)='% F)D,% ',A% ):<(A(/J'%

/<K,?A(D,'%G/-%AF,%?/:(;I%=,)-'E%);@%AF,%,;@'%:)=%,D,;AJ)00=%<,%AF,%'):,1%%

NF,% ?/;A-)'A% ?);% <,% ',,;% (;% AF,% @(GG,-,;A% :,?F);(':'% J',@% A/% )?F(,D,% AF,%

I/)0'% )@/+A,@1% NF,% LM% F)'% ;/% ,RJ(D)0,;A% /G% AF,% ,?/;/:(?% +0);;(;I%

:,?F);(':% AF)A% -,:)(;'% ?,;A-)0% A/% AF,%#F(;,',% ,?/;/:=1% VF(0,% (A% ('% A-J,%

AF)A%)?A(/;%<=%AF,%LM%);@%AF,%Q,:<,-%$A)A,'%A/%@(-,?A%<J'(;,''%)?A(D(A=%F)'%
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&*'( /=>?( !*#+%( *%8( +6( '$#88#6+8( &5%.#+,( 8)*'$'( %+.( *%8( )*68'+( 6&*'5(

$'&*6.8( &6( 5'.<)'( '$#88#6+8-( +6&%3":( &*56<,*( '+'5,:( '77#)#'+):( &%5,'&8-(

8<)*(%8(&*68'(#$468'.(#+(&*'(=64(@-AAA(/+&'545#8'8(B56,5%$$'?((

=*'( $'&*6.8( &*%&( &*'( /0( %+.( !*#+%( C#""( %.64&( &6( %)*#';'( &*'#5(

63D')&#;'8( C#""( )6+&#+<'( &6( .#77'5( #+( $%+:( C%:8?( =*'#5( .6$'8&#)( ,6%"8( %5'(

#+.#)%&#;'( 67( &*'( 468#&#6+8( &*%&( '%)*(8#.'( $%:( &%9'( #+( &*'( +',6&#%&#6+8(

"'%.#+,( <4( &6( &*'( !64'+*%,'+( ><$$#&? ( =*'( /0( *%8( &*56<,*( &*'( !"#$%&'(

Action %+. Renewable( /+'5,:( B%)9%,'(  %+.( 6&*'5( docu$'+&8( 8'&( 6<t( #&8(

468#&#6+( #+( &*'( 64'+?( !*#+%( *%8( 8'&( 6<&( %( 468#&#6+( 6+( &*'( "'%.( <4( &6( &*'(

!64'+*%,'+(><$$#&?(=*#8(468#&#6+( .#77'58(756$(&*%&(&%9'+(3:(&*'( /0-(3<&(

&*'(8'5#6<8+'88(C#&*(C*#)*()"#$%&'()*%+,'(#8(+6C(&%9'+(#+(!*#+%-(%+.(;'5:(
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5'.<)&#6+(%5'(+6&($'&-(&*'(%)*#';'$'+&8(%&&%#+'.(C#""(3'(8#,+#7#)%+&?(!*#+%(
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G68&( 67( !*#+%H8( 46"#):( #+#&#%&#;'8( &*%&( %77')&( )"#$%&'( )*%+,'( *%;'( )6$'(
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C#""(#+)"<.'(#+.<8&5#%"(46"#):(&%5,'&8(6+(5'+'C%3"'( '+'5,:(%+.( '77#)#'+):? JJ(

=*'(K%&#6+%"(B'64"'H8( !6+,5'88(>&%+.#+,( !6$$#&&''(%.64&'.(%(5'86"<&#6+(

6+( )"#$%&'( )*%+,'( #+( L<,<8&( 1AAM?JN( =*'( )<55'+&( @@&*( O#;'( P'%5( B"%+( C#""(

)6$'(&6(%+('+.(#+(1A@A-(%+.(&*'(456)'88(67(.5%7&#+,(#&8(5'4"%)'$'+&(C#""(3'(
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