
 

 

 

Emissions Peak in sight? 
 

How China’s decline in coal consumption should spur global 
action to peak CO2 and the phase out of fossil fuels till 2050  

June 2015 

_____________________________________________________________________

In the lead up to the G7 meeting, the release of the IEA’s climate scenarios mid-June 
and nations having to submit their commitments prior to the Paris climate conference, 
negotiators need to focus on three important developments: 
 
1.Coal consumption in China, the world’s largest CO2 emitters, is declining: 
Despite predictions to the contrary, the consumption of coal in China has been on the 
decline since 2014, with the CO2 growth rate levelling off much sooner than anyone 
had expected. This will have an impact on global emissions and our ability to peak CO2 
emissions; 

2. Renewable energy costs plummeting: The rapid fall in renewable energy costs is 
driving a huge take-up in clean energy generation. In 2014, for the first time, China’s 
energy consumption growth was met in full by the extraordinary growth in renewable 
energy;  

3. Coal is being challenged from multiple directions: The coal industry in China and 
globally is facing increasing pressure because of air pollution, health and climate 
concerns. Divestment decisions by major players such as the Government Pension 
Fund of Norway or Axa insurance-group are sending a strong financial signal to 
governments and industry. 

Because of the changes outlined above, a global emissions peak is suddenly within 
reach. And China may play a major role in helping the world stay within a temperature 
rise of 2 degrees Celsius. 
 
The dramatic changes show how fast progress can happen.  China’s experience is a 
wake-up call for the G7 and other nations need to re-evaluate their own positions 
and ambitions for emission cuts in the lead up to the Paris Climate conference.  
National commitments must be reviewed and compared on an equal footing, targets 
must become more ambitious, and the world must have a clear goal for zero carbon 
economies by the middle of this century, if we are to prevent climate disaster.    
 

  



 

 

 
 
China’s CO2 emissions are falling fast 
 
The energy-related emissions of the world’s largest energy consumer and the leading emitter of 
greenhouse gases fell by approximately 1% in 2014, and a further 5% in the first four months of 2015.1 
This is the first significant recorded fall in CO2 emissions since China’s reform and opening up in 1978, 
and could well prove to be the largest reduction in CO2 emissions for any country, ever. 
 
The global implications of China’s falling emissions are significant: to date, China’s use of coal has 
accounted for half of global CO2 emission growth in the past decade.   
 
This may now be changing: as China’s energy-related CO2 emission growth level off or turn into a 
decline, global emissions peak is suddenly within reach. The IEA, in its preliminary findings, has already 
declared 2014 as the first time that global energy-related CO2 emissions stopped growing even while the 
world economy continued to grow. Preliminary Chinese energy data for January-April 2015 suggests the 
slow-down in coal consumption could be even stronger this year.  It is likely that global CO2 emissions 
may fall significantly this year. The trend from China does not automatically mean a peak in global 
emissions, but makes it achievable, provided that industrial countries also accelerate emission cuts and 
other large emitters move to slow down their emission growth. 
 

 
 

                                                 
1 http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2015/05/14/china-coal-consumption-drops-further-carbon-emissions-set-to-fall-by-equivalent-of-uk-total-in-

one-year/ 

-200.0

-100.0

0.0

100.0

200.0

300.0

400.0

500.0

600.0

m
ill

io
n

 t
o

n
n

e
s 

C
O

2
 p

e
r 

ye
ar

Average annual change in CO2 emissions 
from fuel use 2010-2013

*Source: BP Statistical Review of World's Energy 2014



 

 

 

 
 
Understanding the drivers: Why China’s coal use won’t rebound 
 
“It is likely that China’s coal use has already passed a structural peak, and has entered a structural 
decline. ... Peak in greenhouse gas emissions is likely to occur closer to 2020 than to 2030. China’s 
economic priorities, which focus on delivering better quality growth, are compatible with a rapid fall in 
China’s carbon emissions following their peak.” Fergus Green and Lord Nicholas Stern, "China’s ‘new 
normal': better growth, better climate", March 2015. 
 
1. The air pollution crisis will continue to drive action  
 
One of the key factors driving China to reduce coal burning is concern over emergency level air pollution 
episodes over much of China’s most populated areas. An estimated 1.2 million people die prematurely 
each year as a result of the high air pollution levels in China2, with coal-burning the main culprit3. 
 
Since the first national and provincial action plans came out in 2013, measures to curb coal consumption 
have been at the heart of China’s fight against air pollution, with key economic regions required to make 
large absolute cuts in their coal consumption by 2017. The critical 13th five-year plan is widely expected 
to introduce a national cap on coal consumption for 2020. 
 
As the pollution affects everyone, including decision-makers and their families, there is support 
throughout the society for strong measures to bring back blue skies. Meeting the targets for cleaning up 
the air requires not only stopping coal consumption growth but systematically reducing coal consumption 
in absolute terms over a decade or more. 
 
“We will declare war against pollution and fight it with the same determination we battled poverty.” 
Premier Li Keqiang in an address to National People’s Congress, March 2014. 

                                                 
2 http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2812%2961766-8/abstract  
3 http://www.nrdc.org/media/2015/150408.asp  
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http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/chinas-new-normal-better-growth-better-climate/
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/chinas-new-normal-better-growth-better-climate/
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2812%2961766-8/abstract
http://www.nrdc.org/media/2015/150408.asp


 

 

 
 
2. Clean energy will continue to grow near 2014 rates 
 
Clean energy growth was driven by hydropower in 2014, with wind and solar together the second largest 
source. Going forward, hydropower will play less of a role as its potential is exhausted, but existing 
energy targets mean renewables and gas will continue to grow until 2020 at the same rate as they did in 
2014.  
 
In the 2020s, renewable energy could be delivering well over half of China’s total power needs, 
according to a recent study by two key Chinese government think tanks. 
 
“In the history of energy, it is an irreversible path that we will gradually move away from dependence on 
fossil fuels and transit to a ‘high renewable energy penetration’ future. [This study] analyzes how China 
can gradually phase out fossil energy, especially coal, from its leading role in China's energy 
development, and give low-carbon green electricity a prime part to play.” The Energy Research Institute 
of National Development and Reform Commission and China National Renewable Energy Centre: 
"China 2050 High Renewable Energy Penetration Scenario and Roadmap Study", April 2015. 

 
 
Sources: Greenpeace projections for 2020 based on State Council total energy, non-fossil, electric capacity and gas targets. 
2030 from high-renewable penetration scenario by Energy Research Institute of National Development and Reform Commission 
and China National Renewable Energy Centre. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 

 
3. Heavy industry slowdown the ‘new normal’, not a ‘dip’ 
 
While some western commentators have sought to write the reduction in China’s coal use off as a by-
product of economic slowdown, China’s economy is still growing and all analysts project continued 
growth4. A slowdown in economic growth from approx. 10% to a still rapid 7.4% cannot explain the 
absolute reduction in CO2 emissions.5 The most important factor is that the economy is rapidly moving 
away from government-controlled investments and heavy industry. This is a necessary transformation 
because the past decades of rapid, heavy industry driven growth have built up enormous imbalances in 
the Chinese economy that mean the economy will either have to transform or stagnate. The Chinese 
government has a long-term plan to cut overcapacity in bulk industry sectors and focus growth on new 
sectors of economy. 
 
While it is reasonable to be cautious about China’s coal statistics, the overall declining trend is very clear 
in a large range of data from industrial output statistics to electricity market data, coal production and 
import data, domestic freight statistics, as well as financial records from coal mining companies. 
 
“Slowdown in China's demand for commodities (including coal) "looks to be structural and permanent. 
This is not just a cyclical pause but an act of considered government policy to finally rebalance the 
Chinese economy. Beijing now effectively has no other option but to steer a new course due to 
environmental damage, industrial overcapacity and dangerously high corporate debt levels." 
Market Watch: “What China’s ‘new normal’ means for commodities”, March 2015. 
 
What does this mean for China’s international commitments? 
 
China’s structural coal decline is important news ahead of the G7, the IEA report and Paris climate 
conference. An important test of this will be China’s post-2020 climate targets (or Intended Nationally 
Determined Contribution in UN terms) to be submitted in June in the lead up to Paris. Its submission 
alone is expected to make a sizable contribution to global climate action.  
 
To date, China has been careful not to overcommit at the international level even when it clearly had the 
ability to meet and surpass its agreed targets or commitments. For example, in 2009 China pledged its 
40-45% carbon intensity reduction target from 2005 to 2020. The latest coal figures suggest China will 
come close or even surpass the upper level of this target.  
 
For the post-2020 period, regardless of what China decides to put into its INDC, the reality is that it will 
peak CO2 emission much earlier than previously thought. China is in an ideal position to increase its 
own ambition as well as the ambition of all nations in the lead up to Paris. Domestically, China also 
needs to put in place robust coal control policies for its upcoming 13th Five Year Plan. This is not only a 
must for the global climate but also for the Chinese people suffering from the impacts of air pollution.  
 
What do China emissions mean for the upcoming IEA climate scenarios to be released mid-
June? 
 
In mid-June, the IEA is releasing its next report linking climate scenarios and energy projections.The IEA 
has a history of under-playing the ability of China and other major economies to move away from coal. 
The questions that must be asked are whether the IEA report has taken into account the extraordinary 
changes in China's energy sector, the possibility that global CO2 emissions are peaking, the pressure 
globally on the coal industry, as well as the dramatic global growth of renewable energy generation.  
 
 
  

                                                 
4 See e.g. http://knoema.com/loqqwx/china-gdp-growth-forecast-2013-2015-and-up-to-2060-data-and-charts for a 

compilation of EIU, WB, IMF, UN & OECD forecasts. 
5 For quantitative analysis of the factors behind the fall in China’s coal use, see 

e.g.http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2015/05/19/china-coal-use-falls-how-the-worlds-largest-polluter-reduced-
its-emissions/ and http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/chinas-new-normal-better-growth-better-
climate/  

http://www.marketwatch.com/story/what-chinas-new-normal-means-for-commodities-2015-03-22
http://knoema.com/loqqwx/china-gdp-growth-forecast-2013-2015-and-up-to-2060-data-and-charts
http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2015/05/19/china-coal-use-falls-how-the-worlds-largest-polluter-reduced-its-emissions/
http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2015/05/19/china-coal-use-falls-how-the-worlds-largest-polluter-reduced-its-emissions/
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/chinas-new-normal-better-growth-better-climate/
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/chinas-new-normal-better-growth-better-climate/


 

 

 
What does this mean for the G7 meeting June 7 & 8 in Germany? 
 
“China took the world by surprise with its sustained, rapid, coal-intensive growth of the early twenty first 
century. It contributed a majority of the growth in global coal use and greenhouse gas emissions from 
2000 to 2011. And then China took the world by surprise again. The pattern of Chinese economic growth 
changed, towards less energy-intensive activity and less emissions-intensive energy. The changes in 
China have again transformed expectations of what is possible in global climate change mitigation, this 
time in a positive direction.” Ross Garnaut, “China's Energy Transition: Effects on Global Climate and 
Sustainable Development”, August 2014. 
 
A peak in global CO2 emissions is only the first step needed in the huge challenge ahead of us: 
ultimately we must reduce emissions to zero in the next few decades. However, reaching a peak as soon 
as possible is essential if we are to achieve that goal 
 
At the upcoming Elmau Summit, the G7 must re-evaluate its own position and ambitions for 
emission cuts now and in the lead up to the Paris Climate conference with acknowledgement to the 
changes in China. The G7 Elmau Summit offers the perfect opportunity for presenting a bold vision of a 
future economy based on 100% Renewable Energies by the middle of this century in order to avoid a 
climate disaster. 
 
 
For more information, contact:  
 
Li Shuo, Senior Climate Expert, sli@greenpeace.org   
Mobile: +49 151 61 945236 
 
Tina Loeffelbein, Head of Political Communications Climate, tina.loeffelbein@greenpeace.org  
Mobile: +49 151 167 209 15 
 
Lauri Myllyvirta, Senior Global Coal Campaigner (V.i.S.d.P./Person responsible according to German 
Press Law) 
 
Greenpeace Germany e.V.  
Hongkongstr 10  
20457 Hamburg Germany  
Phone: +49 40 30618 – 340  
presse@greenpeace.de 
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