
 

 

 

Keeping an eye on China – will 
domestic progress on coal 
translate into a strong pledge?  
Ban Ki-moon UN Climate Summit, September 2014 

_________________________________________________________________ 

The Ban Ki-moon UN climate summit on September 23, 2014 in New York, is a key opportunity 

for the world’s top leaders to inject momentum into the international climate negotiations that 

aim for a new treaty to be agreed in Paris, December 2015. It is also the first time that a top 

level member of the new Chinese administration will address climate change at an international 

forum.  

 

China’s burgeoning coal consumption and CO2 emissions have long presented a major 

dilemma for international efforts to tackle climate change. With the country’s coal consumption 

being responsible for just over half of global growth in CO2 emissions in the past decade, and 

China’s per capita emissions now on par with those of the EU while GDP per capita remains 

much lower, it is not easy to agree on just responsibility between China and industrialised 

countries. However, China’s ambitious new targets to cut coal use, as part of efforts to tackle 

its air pollution crisis, have significantly challenged the existing energy plan that is heavily reliant 

on coal and forced a revisit of China’s long-term climate strategy1. It would seem to have 

suddenly created the conditions for China to play a more constructive role at the Climate 

Summit and United Nations climate talks in general. 
 

Preliminary figures indicate that China’s coal consumption growth in the first half of 2014 was 

well below 1%2, while GDP grew at 7.4%. This marks a dramatic slowdown in coal 

consumption trends from the close to 10 % average annual growth rate in 2003-2011. It is yet 

another signal of the rapid turnaround of China’s domestic energy policy, which is resulting 

from the country’s air pollution crisis and economic modernisation.  
 

Due to new regulation, many of the provinces with the highest coal consumption and CO2 

emissions have recently adopted targets to achieve absolute cuts in coal consumption by 

2017, and banned the permitting of new conventional coal-fired power plants.  
 

When it comes to taking further steps to cut pollution, the next year and a half will be vital. 

That’s when China will prepare its 13th five-year plan, which will include climate and energy 

targets for the period from 2016 to 2020. The Chinese top level  attendance at Ban Ki-moon’s 

Climate Summit will give  indications about where China is heading and how China’s domestic 

efforts translate into a more helpful and constructive engagement in international climate 

negotiations. 
 

Greenpeace would like to see the following elements in the Chinese statement:  
 

• A pledge to slow down and peak coal consumption in the 13th five-year period 

(2016-2020) 

• A commitment to peak CO2 emissions much earlier than 2030 

• Reaffirmation of China’s commitment towards the 2015 Paris agreement by 

elaborating on the contours of China’s post-2020 climate package 

• A vision on how the Chinese emissions trading system will be further developed 

beyond 2015 

• A clear timeline for advancing China’s domestic climate change legislation 

                                                 
1 Greenpeace Briefing paper: The End of China’s Coal Boom, April 2014. 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/Global/international/briefings/climate/2014/The-End-of-Chinas-Coal-Boom.pdf 
2 Greenpeace analysis based on China National Coal Association Press Release “2014����������	
��” 

 [Economic performance of national coal industry in the first half of 2014], July 30, 2014, and industry data. 



 

 

 

 
Understanding China’s new coal and energy targets 

China’s major cities have long endured high levels of air pollution. In 2013, 92% of Chinese 

cities failed to meet national ambient air quality standards. This has not held back the 

construction of new coal-fired plants and factories, adding to the problem. Coal burning is 

responsible for almost half of the country’s PM2.5 pollution (particulates with an aerodynamic 

diameter less than 2.5 μm). 
 

In 2013 things started to change. “Airpocalypse” episodes with exceptionally high levels of air 

pollution in Beijing and many other major Chinese cities, raised public concern about air quality 

and created enormous pressure to change the country’s heavily coal-dependent outlook.  
 

In September 2013, China’s State Council, or cabinet, released an "Airborne Pollution 

Prevention and Control Action Plan” in which the Chinese government recognised that tackling 

the air pollution crisis will require significant reductions in coal consumption. The plan was 

accompanied by specific coal consumption targets in provincial action plans. 
 

As of June 2014, 12 of China’s 34 provinces, accounting for 44% of China's coal consumption, 

have pledged to control their coal consumption. Six Chinese provinces have included absolute 

coal consumption reduction targets in their air pollution action plans, with a 50% reduction 

target in Beijing, 13% in Hebei, 19% in Tianjin, 5% in Shandong, 21% in Chongqing and 13% in 

Shaanxi, by the end of 2017, compared to 2012 levels.  
 

The targets cover a significant slice of China’s total coal use: Shandong is the largest coal 

consumer among Chinese provinces, burning as much coal as Germany and Japan combined; 

Hebei ranks fourth among Chinese provinces and Shaanxi is in the top 10 as well. 
 

Another two key economic regions – the Yangtze River Delta (YRD), comprising Shanghai, 

Jiangsu, and Zhejiang, with 11% of national coal consumption, and the Pearl River Delta (PRD) 

– are aiming for absolute reductions in coal use by the end of 2017. Additionally, two large coal-

consuming provinces to the northeast of Beijing – Liaoning and Jilin – will have to limit growth in 

coal use to less than 2% per year in the period from 2013 to 2017. Until very recently, all of the 

provinces covered by the plans, with the exception of Beijing, have seen coal consumption 

grow rapidly.  
 

Implementing the new coal control measures as planned would significantly slow down China’s 

growth of CO2 emissions. The expected reduction from business-as-usual development in the 

12 regions alone would bring China’s projected CO2 emissions in 2020 close to a trajectory 

that the International Energy Agency says would be in line with the goal of limiting global 

warming to 2 degrees Celsius. To be in line with this trajectory, which would imply that energy-

related CO2 emissions globally would need to peak well before 2020, obviously requires other 

carbon polluters to deliver cuts in emissions as well.  
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