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More than Meets the Eye

Patrick Schroeder

exists, it has become very clear that, in addition to the multilateral UN pro

their national and local climate change mitigation actions, in particular, is 

ing more and more attention. Mostly negative news about China and cli
mate change dominates western media coverage, in particular, the country’s 

CO2

increase compared to 2009, and almost as much as Germany’s total emissions 
2 2 emissions in 

2 
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pathway and progressive thinking on setting up an emissions trading scheme 

 and 
China having become the world’s largest investment market in the clean tech 

 

reducing CO2 emissions between China and other countries is closely related 

growth has, within a short period, very suc

tion to technology innovation, also require 

Raising public awareness and countering the 

tunities are being increasingly scrutinised by western media, not so much 

China is not fundamentally dif-
ferent from Europe, the US, or 
any other country where a vast 
majority of the public is not 
overly concerned about climate 
change, and emission-intensive 
industries are lobbying strongly 
against climate policies.



 

Solar PV application at Beijing‘s Dongzhimen Station
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then they currently receive. Civil engagement in climate protection is a very 

 

from ‘gong gong can yu’ to ‘gong gong xing dong’

о৲ޡޜ gong gong can yu

㢲㜭߿ᧂ�jie neng jian pai

mental organizations’, real and independent 
 㹼ࣘ�gongޡޜ

gong xing dong

public to become active climate protectors, 

restriction, such as limits to private passenger 

Chinese NGOs have already been doing sig

to raise awareness and increase public acceptance towards the restrictions 

㔯㢢ࠪ㹼�lv se chu xing) has become widely 
known and is now even being promoted across China by municipal govern

Real and independent bottom-
up “public activism ” (ޡޜ㹼
ࣘ gong gong xing dong) could 
certainly add much to current 
government efforts in mobilis-
ing the public to become active 
climate protectors.



 Public engagement in climate protection

NGO Green Commuting advertising featuring Chinese pop stars Huang Yali and Zhang Chao (background left) 
facing fierce competition from Mercedes Benz and Hollywood star George Clooney.
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sized companies to measure energy consumption and calculate greenhouse 

air conditioning. Public policymakers took up recommendations by the NGOs 
and issued a policy that air conditioning in public buildings should not be set 

㢲㜭��20 – ޜ≁㹼ࣘ

 

introducing Chinese NGOs to the international climate change negotiations 

which China’s NGO had not been very actively engaged in until the network 
had been established.
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Since then, much progress has been made in bringing more organisations 

climate change law, and is seeking public comments and recommendations. 

climate change and energy policy lobbying, while the environmental NGOs 

The second NGO working group tackling climate change is exploring 

strategies to engage the general public and public policymakers. These will 

carbon commuting, or the relationship between the growing municipal solid 

by the Green Choice Alliance . Waste incineration in particular is a cross 

Most recent developments in China’s NGO climate change movement also see 
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Whilst in Europe and the US, these international NGOs were incremen
tal in setting up climate action networks, in China, they have not yet taken 
this leadership role. One key reason has been that international NGOs were 

the lead in NGO networks.

ute their resources and expertise to support the Chinese NGO climate change 

Cooperation with international NGOs in China on issues like media work, 

Beijing East Fourth Ring Road



 Shaping public opinion – countering the „climate change conspiracy“

 

countering the “climate change conspiracy”

like Weibo China-
dialogue

change and related issues in China and globally. However, to bring debates 

conspiracy. Adherents claim that climate change is a plot by western powers 

US.
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international negotiations and international 

8

UNFCCC Climate Change Conference - Meijiang International Centre in Tianjin, October 2010

Although Chinese media were pre-
sent and participated in NGO activi-
ties, the NGO’s efforts remained 
more or less unnoticed by the 
Chinese general public in Tianjin,due 
largely to government restrictions 
which limited both the scope and 
visibility of NGO activities.



 Joining global networks – navigating between North and Suth

activities.

 

Internationally, Chinese NGOs are now also actively engaging with other 

united only by a common goal: to prevent dangerous climate change.

required emissions reductions. Not only are the technical issues are impor

and South. 
When it comes to participation in international climate change NGO net

works, Chinese NGOs need to navigate between sometimes competing global 
networks and campaigns, such as Climate Action Network International 

cases, means taking sides in political questions such as historical responsibil
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with an international NGO network and positions. CAN also closely observes 

9

Bilateral exchanges: Europe-China dialogues

Bilateral international exchange and dialogue is another important element 

actively in civil society “climate diplomacy”. 

 
Regular exchanges between European and 
Chinese colleagues have been established in 

European and Chinese NGO discussion during UN climate change conference in Bonn, June 2011

Bilateral international exchange 
and dialogue is another important 
element where Chinese NGOs 
have ramped up their efforts and 
continue to engage actively in civil 
society “climate diplomacy”.



 

Chinese NGOs together with European organisations experienced in working 

th

these NGO exchanges. Issues like “carbon leakage” and alternative consump
2 accounting approaches, 

exported, on net, to consumers elsewhere,  

઼䉀⽮Պ he xie she hui

As much as Chinese NGOs learn 
about developments in Europe, so 
do NGOs from Europe learn about 
China – in many cases they still lack 
a basic understanding of China’s 
climate change or energy-related 
policies.
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putting ideas into practice

More concrete cooperation between European and Chinese on climate change 

More recently, cooperation with young and innovative European NGOs, such 

cooperation. As many municipal governments are beginning to use exist

EU-China Civil Society Dialogue on Climate Change & Sustainable Consumption 
and Production, Ningbo, August 2011



 

and neighbourhood initiatives, which are mostly neglected in urban plan
ning processes.

 

The relationship and dialogue with US NGOs is, to a large degree, impacted by 

Term Cooperative Action”
called on their governments to seek common ground and cooperate respon
sibly. The agreement also envisaged increased cooperation, dialogue and 
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The East Asia Civil Society Environment Network,  which comprises NGOs 

ǋվ⛝㍐ᶡȪɀȪǌ

ᇏ⨮ȍȃ䚃�Tei tanso higashi ajia jitsugen e no michi  was held in Tokyo on 
 China’s 

Chinese-Brazilian NGO climate change dialogue in Tianjin, October 2010



 

which will become more dynamic in the 
years to come. There are many issues that 
can be discussed, not only climate change, 

NGOs to keep civil society up to date about BASIC country positions.

Low Carbon East-Asia conference on nuclear safety, energy security and renewables, Tokyo, September 2011.

China’s rapid development of 
renewable energies was of particu-
lar interest for the Japanese and 
Korean NGO colleagues and public. 
In 2012, Chinese NGOs will host the 
next Low-carbon East Asia Forum 
meeting in China.



20  20 Civil Climate Change Activism in China

 

Chinese environmental NGOs continue to grow despite the environmental, 

These challenges also create numerous opportunities. However, Chinese cli

On the positive side, contrary to other trends in China, where civil rights 
activists have become more restricted in recent years and months, the politi

domestic Chinese NGO activism and the 

aged NGOs to continue their active engagement, both nationally and on the 

that Chinese NGOs have high credibility with the international community 

Chinese NGOs have provided their 
input in form of recommendations 
to China’s climate change legisla-
tion – a move which has been 
welcomed by the climate change 
department at the NDRC.



 China’s nuclear ambitions

th

80 gigawatts by 2020, which would give China the second largest installed 
capacity, second only to the United States.

th generation nuclear reac
tor online, supplying new momentum to 
the nuclear movement.  Although most 

Meeting between Chinese environmental NGOs and NDRC Minister Xie Zhenhua, November 2010

It is not likely that a Chinese anti-nuclear 
movement will emerge anytime soon. 
The most Chinese civil society can realisti-
cally call for at this point in time are strin-
gent safety measures for existing and 
newly planned nuclear power stations.
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in China’s blogs and media, and environmental groups and environmentalists 

power stations.

 

this category. These activities are likely not only carried out by the govern

ment, they need to be designed and implemented in cooperation with the pri
vate sector as well as civil society organisations. A good NAMA programme 

na’s renewable energy targets, emission trading schemes and other support 



 

View on power station in Beijing‘s Chaoyang District
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The groups within the Chinese NGOs who are working on climate change 

ernment Commitment, Beyond Climate, Beyond China”.

mobilising organisations such as compa
nies, communities, universities and schools, 
and individuals to take actions beyond gov
ernment commitments. The campaign has 

to take more action than that required by 
government, especially in regards to energy 

government would like to see Chinese NGOs able to act as independent third 

ism, interim, Chinese NGOs need to acquire the necessary technical skills 

Chinese NGOs will develop inde-
pendent tools and methodologies 
for the measurement, reporting and 
verification of emissions reduction 
by organisations, companies and 
communities, acting as “third party 
verifiers”.



 

cymakers. Particularly through participation in international processes and 
international exchanges can Chinese NGOs gain new expertise and establish 
new networks that will make them valuable partners. Shaping public opinion 

ing climate change issues amongst themselves, without reaching out to the 

Understandably, many Chinese NGOs, like NGOs in other countries, do 

a common understanding is particularly crucial. Reaching a global deal on 
climate change will require agreement on how to share out remaining “car
bon space” and NGO dialogue has an important role to play in this process. 

viding concrete inputs to climate change policies on both national level and 

dealing with potentially sensitive political topics such as China’s growing per 
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tanks rather than NGOs. Whilst continued international support is crucial, the 

Finding a place to stand

place to stand. Becoming a strong, independent Chinese NGO network would 
also mean having mature and independent position on climate change. Inde

where Chinese NGOs should stand or what 
they should think or do. Commenting on 

Chinese NGOs and was published during 

commentators remarked that the position 

the Chinese government. While it is true that 
many elements are identical to the government position, the view that NGOs 

consider the complexities and evolving relations between NGO, the Chinese 
government and international actors. When it comes to public international 

The view that NGOs are simply a 
mouthpiece of the government is 
very limited and does not fully con-
sider the complexities and evolving 
relations between NGO, the Chinese 
government and international 
actors.



 

relationship with the delegation: On the one 

try’s position in NGO dialogues, while on 
the other hand they are worried that their 
increasing engagement within global civil 
society could result in repercussions back 

NGOs are not yet exactly clear on how to 

airlines into the emissions trading system a politically sensitive issue. Chinese 
NGOs have also not yet made up their minds about important issues, such as 

political leadership and those which shoulder the political responsibility 

change movement and civil society will probably not be able to solve the 
world’s climate change problem alone, 
but it will be impossible to solve it with
out their participation and contribution. 

ment path. A more mature civil society 
with a climate change movement that has 

Chinese NGOs are not yet exactly 
clear on how to articulate what they 
want in the context of the interna-
tional negotiations and have so far 
restrained from to directly trying to 
influence negotiations.

For a strong Chinese climate change 
movement to find a place to 
stand, it will be necessary for those 
organizations and individuals which 
can provide political leadership and 
those which shoulder the political 
responsibility for the climate move-
ment to work closely together.
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tion and adaptation actions.

The Author
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China and climate change – all bad news?

As climate change becomes an increasingly urgent problem that needs 
to be addressed through global cooperation, China – the world’s larg-
est emitter of greenhouse gases and, at the same time, largest man-
ufacturer of renewable energy equipment – is attracting attention 
greater than ever before.

The global community is wants to understand what is happening in 
China in terms of climate change mitigation, energy policies, low-
carbon urban development and other activities. The public is par-
ticularly curious to learn about the role of Chinese civil society and 
environmental NGOs’ engagement in China’s low-carbon development 
pathway.

This publication provides a brief overview of several important ways 
in which Chinese environmental groups are working to address climate 
change issues – both at home and internationally. It also explains the 
developing relationship between the Chinese government and NGO 
actions, how Chinese environmental NGOs are fi nding their way into 
global civil society, and their participation in global civil society 
debates on climate change.

It also forecasts what can be expected from Chinese NGOs in the fi eld 
of climate change in the years to come. Although China’s NGO climate 
change movement and civil society will have neither the strength nor 
the tools to solve the world’s climate change problem alone, it will be 
impossible to solve it without their participation and contribution.
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