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The problem of anthropogenic climate change has become increasingly evident. The IPCC’s  [1]

Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report [2]
 shows the global surface temperature increased

0.74 °C in the past 100 years (1906-2005), mostly because of the impact of greenhouse gas
emissions. More drastically, China’s National Assessment Report on Climate Change predicts
that average temperatures in China will rise by 2-3 °C over the next 50-80 years if no action is
taken. Even if one is not completely convinced by the science, the likelihood of climate change
occurring means that the most prudent course is to take action. Indeed, as the Copenhagen
summit illustrates, most nation-states have already begun to take action.

An examination of China’s response to climate change shows that such action has had, and
will continue to have, many serious consequences, both domestically and internationally.

It is first necessary to state that climate change is not just an environmental issue but an
economic and political one impacting on the domestic and foreign affairs of all nations.
International climate negotiations aim primarily to combat the climate crisis and enhance global
environment protection. But the negotiations are also related to international competition in
energy innovation and economic development, and, on a deeper level, involve the distribution
and transfer of power within the international system. Ongoing negotiations may even herald the
creation of a new international system. The great powers have already started to adjust their
national strategies so as to attempt to full advantage of these circumstances.

For China, the negotiations are a complex event, with numerous advantages and
disadvantages. Optimistically speaking, climate change is an opportunity for China to accelerate
its economic development by developing low-carbon technology and investing in the existing
renewable energy market. Further, the climate negotiations offer China the chance to convey its
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values to other nations by constructing a responsible power image.

But the recent Copenhagen summit [3] has also left China with numerous internal and external
challenges.

At the domestic level, finding the proper equilibrium between economic growth and tackling
climate change remains a significant issue. As the world’s largest developing country with a
population of 1.3 billion, development is still China’s foremost priority. At the same time,
emissions reduction necessarily means slower economic growth because China lacks funds,
low-carbon technology, and managerial expertise. Prior to the Copenhagen summit, the
Chinese government voluntarily announced that, by 2020, it would reduce CO2 emissions per
unit of GDP to 40-45 per cent of 2005 levels. This is a planned reduction of approximately 1.5
billion tons that would necessarily be detrimental for the speed of China’s domestic
development.

Having made this commitment, China faces great pressure to upgrade its existing industries and
obtain a new energy supply. From the perspective of enterprise, meeting the national emission
reduction standards means that those plants with high levels of production output and high
energy consumption must allocate special funds to emissions reduction. This involves higher
production costs, which may in turn erode competitiveness. In sum, reducing emissions
necessitates nothing short of a massive economic and social transformation of the Chinese
state.

At the international level, China’s rise has been challenged not only by some industrialised
countries with sophisticated low-carbon technologies, but also by developing countries with
eco-environmental vulnerability. As a developing country with high carbon emissions, China
upholds the principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’. Unhappy with this
response, some developed countries have attempted to impose extra obligations, such as
emission verification, on China which in turn triggered many diplomatic problems. The
Copenhagen summit is only the beginning of these problems: there will be much more
uncertainty affecting China’s international relations in the future.

All in all, if China actually fulfills its commitments, the Copenhagen summit could be seen as a
turning point of great significance. China may ultimately gain more if it is active in the fight
against climate change, but this activity presents many short-term and long-term challenges. In
rising to these challenges, it is vital that China exerts great efforts to build an industrial system
and consumption pattern with low carbon emissions, and cooperates closely with all developed
and developing countries.
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