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Editorial 
 
With the opening of the 15

th
 United Nations Climate Change Conference in 

Copenhagen (or the Copenhagen Summit) only two months away, the issue of 

the collective governance of the global environment is high on the agenda of 

most governments across the world. 

 

As the fastest industrializing nation and with a very sizeable appetite for energy 

and other resources ï but also as one of the worldôs leading polluters - China is 

likely to play a key role at the Summit. Negotiations around the reduction of 

carbon emissions and the development of renewable energy will top the agenda.  

 

In this edition of The China Monitor we take stock of the international regime on 

climate change and Chinaôs emerging role. The country has positioned itself as 

a champion of the developing world, seeking for a balance between 

environmental governance, growth and poverty alleviation. Yet Chinaôs 

environmental footprint in Africa is likely to expand in the future. In this edition 

we therefore also reflect on some of the longer term environmental 

consequences Chinaôs relations with Africa could have and what the policy 

implications for the continentôs leaders are.  

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Scarlett Cornelissen 

Interim Director, Centre for Chinese Studies 
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ñThe DRC may still be 

plagued by disease and 

absolute poverty and in the 

Eastern parts ravaged by 

war, but its mining sector is 

booming.ò 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Commentary 
 
 

The Environmental Impact of Chinaôs Activities in Africa 

 

By Alistair Schorn, Executive Manager,  

    WWFôs Trade and Investment Programme, WWF-South Africa 

 

The ongoing expansion of Chinese economic activities on the African continent, both 

in terms of exports of Chinese manufactured products to Africa and Chinese 

investment in natural resource sectors on the continent is a story that has been 

extensively documented, and has resulted in much debate, both internationally and 

domestically in African countries. It would appear that much of the concern that 

these activities raise is related not so much to the size of such trade and investment 

in absolute terms (since in many African countries, Chinese trade and investment 

activities are far less significant than those of European countries, in particular 

former colonial powers), but rather to the scope and level of ambition associated 

with these activities, as illustrated for example by the number of African countries in 

which Chinese companies are active, or by the scale of initiatives such as the Forum 

on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). 

 

The trend of Chinese outward investment into resource extraction activities in Africa 

(as well as into other regions) has also received significant attention from WWF and 

other actors in the environmental sphere. This is due to the potential that such 

investment activities hold for significant environmental impacts, and the fact that in 

many instances the areas in which these resources are located are amongst the 

most ecologically sensitive on the continent.  

 

In terms of the increasingly relevant issue of climate change, Chinaôs rapidly growing 

levels of greenhouse gas emissions are of extreme concern. Given the countryôs 

own relatively small endowments of natural resources, it is more and more the case 

that these emissions are created through the consumption of imported fossil fuels, 

sourced primarily from developing or least-developed countries.  

 

Furthermore, exports of timber and other forest-based resources from Africa to 

China (as well as to developed countries) result in a decline in the capacity of 

African forests to absorb carbon dioxide and thereby mitigate the effects of fossil fuel 

emissions. This is of particular relevance in terms of the potential for African 

countries to earn carbon offset revenues from avoided deforestation, since the 

potential future earning from such offsetting activities far exceed the revenues that 

can be generated from the current exploitation of mineral or timber resources in 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  
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ñWWF has over the past 2-3 

years implemented a number 
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economic activities in 
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these countries.  

 

Accessing the carbon offset revenues, however, depend on the creation of 

effectively functioning carbon markets and prices. In this regard, WWF is of the 

opinion that it is vital that the international climate negotiations scheduled to take 

place at the 15
th
 Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Copenhagen, Denmark during 

December 2009 should result in a fair, equitable and effective climate deal, that will 

allow the creation of such carbon markets.  

 

Given the situation described above, WWF has over the past 2-3 years implemented 

a number of initiatives related to improving the environmental sustainability of 

Chinaôs economic activities, and in particular its foreign trade and investment 

activities in ecologically sensitive regions. These initiatives are located both within 

China and in various strategic locations, particularly in Africa.  

 

In China, the WWF China Programme Office collaborates extensively with various 

national actors, including the Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), Ministry of 

Environmental Protection (MEP) and National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC) in order to improve the environmental responsibility and 

sustainability of Chinese foreign economic activities. Specific initiatives in this regard 

include promoting the inclusion of the concept of the Environmental Footprint into 

the economic planning process of the Chinese government, supporting 

environmentally sustainable lending policies on the part of Chinese banks, and 

advocating for the creation of environmental responsibility guidelines for external 

trade activities undertaken by Chinese companies.  

 

In Africa, a number of WWF offices are working directly with Chinese companies 

operating in various countries, particularly in critical areas such as the Congo Basin 

and coastal East Africa, and in high-impact resource extraction sectors such as 

mining and forestry.  

 

Furthermore, an important aspect of WWFôs consideration of Chinaôs role in the 

international economy, and in particular in Africa, concerns the potential that China 

holds for the supply of environmentally beneficial products and services. In this 

regard, the renewable energy industry is of particular significance, especially in the 

context of the relatively low levels of access to grid-based electricity on the 

continent, and the proven link between access to energy on the one hand, and 

accelerated social and economic development on the other. Off-grid renewable 

energy applications are therefore a critical element to improving access to energy.  
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At the same time, large-scale implementation of renewable energy infrastructure, 

for example in large-scale hydropower projects such as the one proposed for the 

Inga River in the Democratic Republic of Congo, or solar energy projects in North 

and Southern Africa, will serve to reduce the continentôs reliance on unsustainable 

fossil fuels, while at the same time significantly reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions. Furthermore, such large-scale projects will position the continent to 

become a major exporter of renewable energy, with the potential income from such 

activities once again far exceeding the revenues from non-renewable resource 

exploitation.  

 

In this regard, China is in a position to provide a significant amount of support for 

such initiatives, through the supply of relevant products, expertise and finance. 

China has in its domestic economic stimulus package already provided ample 

evidence of its commitment to growing so-called ñgreenò industries and sectors 

(with approximately 33% of the stimulus allocated to promoting ñgreenò growth
1
). 

Furthermore, the phenomenal growth in sectors producing low-carbon and 

environmentally beneficial products in China, for example solar waterheaters and 

solar photovoltaic panels, provides tangible evidence of the growth, development 

and energy security advantages inherent in low-carbon economic transition 

strategies. It is hoped that China will prove equally willing to support similar low-

carbon and environmentally responsible economic development strategies in the 

African economies in which it is active, both now and in the future.  
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Alistair Schorn is the 
Executive Manager of WWFôs 
Trade and Investment 
Programme, WWF-South 
Africa in Johannesburg. The 
WWF Trade and Investment 
Programme seeks to 
promote environmentally 
sustainable economic, trade 
and investment policies in 
key emerging markets, 
including South Africa and 
China. 
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1
 Edward B. Barbier (2009). Global Governance: the G20 and a Global Green New Deal. Economics  

   Discussion Papers, No 2009-38.  

   http://www.economics-ejournal.org/economics/discussionpapers/2009-38  
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Policy Watch 

 

Locating Chinaôs position in Multilateral Climate Change 

Negotiations 

 

By Ms. Alexandra Wang,   

University of Amsterdam 

 
With the increasing intensity of the debate surrounding global warming and its 

impact, international negotiations on the fight against Climate Change were formally 

established with the adoption of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC, the Framework Convention) in 1992. Human activities 

have been emphasized as a major cause for global warming resulting in the creation 

of additional greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the majority of which is carbon 

dioxide (CO2)
1
. While factories, power plants and motor vehicles driven by fossil 

fuels are the key factors for economic growth in the age of industrialization, their 

impact on the climate and the environment are however a dangerous threat.  

 

The Framework Convention outlines policy objectives aimed at stopping the trend of 

global warming. Firm commitments related to certain reduction levels and strategies 

for achieving such targets have been manifested through the Kyoto Protocol to the 

UNFCCC (Kyoto Protocol), concluded in 1998. The obligation to achieve certain 

reduction levels, however, is not imposed on every signatory to the Kyoto Protocol.  

 

In principle, negotiation positions in the multilateral framework for Climate Change 

are divided into two groups: developing and developed countries. The developed 

countries are characterised as an advanced industrialised economy and are, 

according to the principle of ñcommon but differentiated responsibilitiesò, listed in an 

Annex to the Framework Convention (e.g. the EU member states, the US, Japan, 

Australia, and New Zealand). Similarly, only the annexed parties to the Kyoto 

Protocol are bound by the reduction targets.  

 

Developing countries are generally represented by the Group of 77 and China (G 

77+China). The developing countries have not contributed to GHG emission levels to 

the same extent as the developed countries, but are typically most affected by the 

consequences of global warming. Droughts, flooding, and the loss of biodiversity 

influence the patterns of land-use in Asia and Africa. Considering the anticipated 

1
 As CO2 constitutes about 80 % of all relevant (direct) GHG, the terms CO2 and GHG are used 

alternatively in this context. According to Annex A to the Kyoto Protocol, other GHG are Methane (CH4), 
Nitrous oxide (N20), Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), Perfluorocarbons (PFCs), Sulphur hexafluoride (SF6). 

ò The obligation to achieve 

certain reduction levels, 

however, is not imposed on 

every signatory to the Kyoto 

Protocol.ò 
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economic growth and social development in developing countries a debate has 

ensued surrounding the fairness of implementing the same obligations on developing 

and developed countries alike.  

 

When the multilateral Climate Change talks were established in the early 1990s, 

China was just at the beginning of its rise as the factory of the world. The industrial 

sector was not big and developed enough to deliver excessive CO2 emission levels. 

Bicycles were still the main vehicle for individual transportation. In terms of Climate 

Change negotiations, China could still avoid taking an outstanding position and was 

integrated into the voice of the developing countries.  

 

With the expiration of the Kyoto Protocol in 2012 there are great expectations 

surrounding the upcoming 15
th
 Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the 

UNFCCC (COP 15) in Copenhagen, Denmark from 7 ï 18 December 2009. COP 15 

is expected to establish binding rules as part of a post-Kyoto Climate Change 

regime. This as the previous agenda has not shown sufficient results and the issue 

of global warming is of increasing concern.  

 

Remarkable in this context is the changing role China has played as its economy 

and social wealth has grown constantly and significantly during the past number of 

decades. This trend is presumably going to continue in future as the demand for 

energy increases through manufacturing and domestic consumption. This as the 

manufacturing sector and transportation are driven by fossil fuels (coals, oil, and 

natural gas). The CO2 emission level caused by China has thus resulted in it 

becoming the largest GHG emitter in the world, ahead of the United States and the 

members of the European Union.  

 

Considering the fact that China is the largest CO2 emitter, its position within the 

current Climate Change negotiations has changed in comparison with its status at 

the beginning of the multilateral Climate Change talks. As a major developing 

country, China plays a key role in the manifestation of negotiating positions in the 

field of Climate Change alongside India, Brazil, and South Africa.  

  

In fact, the role of the growing developing economies seems to lie between that of 

the developed and developing world. The industrialised nations expect them to slow 

down and limit the increase of their CO2 emission levels. Countries like China, 

however, are not ready to shift their policy priorities from economic expansion and 

poverty alleviation towards environmental protection. They remain rather under the 

screen of the developing countries and expect the developed countries to take the 

lead in implementing Climate Change commitments. Furthermore, the developing 

nations demand financial support for the facilitation of Climate Change mitigation and 

adaptation efforts on their territories.  

ñAs a major developing 

country, China plays a key 

role in the manifestation of 

negotiating positions in the 

field of Climate Change 

alongside India, Brazil, and 

South Africa.ò 
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Whereas the developed world hopes that China will take responsibility for being a 

major emitter and act as an example for the rest of the developing world, China has 

turned the tables on this matter. It initially sided with industrialised countries in the 

run up to the COP 15 and the establishment of a future multilateral Climate Change 

framework. When announcements of commitment levels by the major nations 

seemed very close at the United Nations Climate Summit in New York on 22 

September 2009, China stated that it would set a reduction target. This statement 

resulted in common optimism amongst the participating countries and observers.  

 

Yet Climate Change talks in Bangkok (28 September ï 9 October 2009) did not 

present any progress. Rather, it revealed more controversy surrounding commitment 

levels, issues of financing, and the modalities of technology transfer. China then 

appeared to refuse a commitment regarding the reduction of its GHG emissions, 

declaring instead that it would aim towards a 15 % share of renewable energy by 

2020, in correspondence with goals set by the EU and Japan.  

 

However, shortly before the last negotiation round held in Barcelona from 2-6 

November 2009, before Copenhagen, China appears to have taken matters into its 

own hands. It accepted entering closed-door talks with the US and the EU 

concerning phase-outs on import tariffs imposed by the 30 OECD (Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development) members on ógreenô technologies, such 

as wind turbines and solar cells, produced in China. The Chinese, Japanese, and 

South Korean heads of state met in Beijing to discuss Climate Change related 

issues amongst themselves immediately after the conclusion of talks in Bangkok. 

Furthermore, China signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with India on 

matters of renewable energy and energy efficient projects.  

 

This latest MoU seems to hold promise. Some still hope and are of the opinion that 

ñwhen India and China take the lead, the rest usually followò, while China pursues 

the ongoing Climate Change negotiations with the usual pattern - seeking a ówin-win 

situationô. The terms of the deal will thus have to be reciprocal. Therefore, the 

outcome of the next United Nations Climate Change talks in Copenhagen from 7 ï 

18 December 2009 will depend on the terms of a deal comprising not only the 

situation of the global climate, but also economic benefits for the participating 

countries. As a result, trade related matters concerning issues of Climate Change 

appear to be crucial for an agreement on a multilateral post-Kyoto Climate Change 

regime.  

 

 

 

 

ñAt the United Nations 

Climate Summit in New York 

on 22 September 2009, China 

stated that it would set a 

reduction target.ò 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  

 
 



  
 

   

The China Monitor 
 
October 2009 

10 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: 

 

Zhang, Zhong Xiang (1999), óThe role of China in combating global climate changeô, 

Munich Personal RePEc Archive February 1999 

 

Bloomberg News (22 October 2009), óChina, India Forge alternative to UN Climate 

Treatyô (Update 2), 

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=aErIf98NOFV8  

 

óOfficial says China Should Not Suffer for Producing Worldôs Goodsô ICTSD Bridges 

Trade BioRes Vol. 9 No. 5 (20 March 2009)  

 

COP 15 Copenhagen (11 June 2009), óChina: No to emission cuts, yes to 

renewablesô, http://en.cop15.dk/news/view+news?newsid=1499  

 

Guardian (22 September 2009), óChina makes its first commitment to climate change 

targetsô, http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2009/sep/22/hu-jintao-new-york1  

 

Reuters (28 September 2009), óEU, US eye green goods tax pact in climate fightô, 

http://www.reuters.com/article/latestCrisis/idUSLS138030  

 

Radio France Internationale (RFI) (10 October 2009), óChina, Japan and South 

Korea say they will make Copenhagen a successô, 

http://www.rfi.fr/actuen/articles/118/article_5445.asp  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
       

 

 

 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  

Alexandra Wang is a 
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International and 
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change negotiations. 
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Business Briefs 

The Business Briefs section summarises key events regarding Chinaôs economy during the month of August 

 
ICBC to offer Up to US$ 544 Million for Thailandôs 
ACL Industrial & Commercial Bank of China Ltd., the 
worldôs largest by value, said it plans to make a tender 
offer to buy Thailandôs ACL Bank Pcl for as much as 
US$ 544 million. Bangkok Bank Pcl has agreed to sell 
its 19.3% stake in ACL to the Beijing-based lender for 
US$ 104 million. 
 

China celebrates 60 
years of PRC's 
founding President 
Hu Jintao inspected 
China's defense 
forces in Beijing, as 
the country held 
celebrations to mark 
the 60th founding 
anniversary of the 

People's Republic of China. About 200,000 soldiers 
and civilians gathered in Tiananmen Square for the 
National Day military and mass parade showcasing 
achievements of the last 60 years. 
 
Sinopec facing óintenseô rivalry for energy assets  
China, the worldôs second-largest oil consumer, joins 
South Korea, Japan and India in a quest to secure 
overseas resources to drive their economies. Sinopec 
Groupôs domestic rivals, including state-owned China 
National Petroleum Corp. and China National Offshore 
Oil Corp., are also seeking stakes in oil and gas fields 
in Africa and Latin America, backed by the 
governmentôs US$ 2.1 trillion in currency reserves.  
 

Exxon is the worldôs 
biggest firm again 
Energy giant Exxon 
Mobil has snatched 
back its crown as the 
worldôs most valuable 
company after 
overtaking rival 

PetroChina, 
according to the latest Bloomberg data. Exxonôs 
market capitalisation rose to US$ 330 billion in a 
period of 45 days, the group said, as PetroChinaôs has 
dropped by 2.2 % to US$ 325 billion.  
 
China foreign investment & power usage figures 
rise China's foreign direct investment and power  
usage rose in September, in the latest evidence the 
country's economic recovery is gaining momentum. 
Foreign direct investment in the world's third-largest 
economy rose by nearly a fifth in September, to US$  
 

 
7.9 billion for the month, the Commerce Ministry 
reported this week. Power consumption, viewed by 
some experts as a key measure of industrial activity, 
also picked up in September. It rose 10.2% to 322.4 
billion kilowatt hours, a 2% rise over August's 8% 
increase, the National Energy Administration reported.  
 
Chinese company 
is near first deal to 
buy stake in oil 
drilling leases in 
Gulf of Mexico 
Trying to acquire a 
foothold in the 
American oil patch, a 
Chinese company is 
closing in on a deal to buy stakes in a few drilling 
leases in the Gulf of Mexico from a Norwegian 
company. The prospective purchase would not do 
much to quench Chinaôs huge and growing thirst for 
energy but such an oil acquisition would be 
symbolically important as the first by China in the 
United States. 
 
China becomes a player in Afghanistan's future In 
search of a solution to Afghanistan's problems, the 
United States is seeking help from several of 
Afghanistan's neighbours, including China, which has 
become the largest commercial investor in 
Afghanistan. The re-opening of the Afghan-China 
border has been proposed, in which the Chinese are to 
build a road and railroad linking the two countries, 
ensuring a pathway of commerce from China to central 
Asia thus creating jobs and economic potential for the 
Afghans. 
 
China becomes world's largest energy producer  
Zhang Guobao, deputy chairman of the National 
Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) and 
director of the National Energy Administration said, at 
a press conference held by the State Council 
Information Office, that in terms of energy supply, 
China has become the world's largest energy producer 
maintaining an energy self-sufficiency rate of over 
90%, and safeguarding national energy security.   
 
China sees unfulfilled potential in the wind  
China, the world's third-largest economy, has made 
green energy a priority. The country has doubled its 
capacity for wind-generated power every year for the 
past four years, and President Hu Jintao pledged last 
week to turn to more sources of renewable energy in 
coming years. However, many wind farms have been 
built far from populated areas or transmission grids,  
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