
Lawrence H. Linden*

Chair

Founder and Trustee

Linden Trust for Conservation

Steven W. Percy*

Vice Chair

Former CEO

BP America

Philip R. Sharp*

President

Resources for the Future

Vicky A. Bailey

President

Anderson Stratton, International llc

Michael J. Bean

Chair, Wildlife Program

Environmental Defense Fund

Trudy Ann Cameron

Raymond F. Mikesell Professor

of Environmental and Resource

Economics

University of Oregon

Preston Chiaro

Chief Executive Officer

Rio Tinto Energy Group

W. Bowman Cutter*

Managing Director

Warburg Pincus

John M. Deutch

Institute Professor

Massachusetts Institute of

Technology

E. Linn Draper, Jr.

Retired Chairman of the Board,

President and CEO

American Electric Power

Company, Inc.

Mohamed T. El-Ashry*

Retired CEO and Chairman

Global Environment Facility

Daniel C. Esty

Hillhouse Professor of

Environmental Law and Policy

Yale Law School

Linda J. Fisher

Vice President & Chief Sustainability

Officer

DuPont Environment & Sustainable

Growth Center

Dod A. Fraser*

President

Sackett Partners Incorporated

White Plains, NY

Kathryn S. Fuller*

Chair

Ford Foundation Board of Trustees

David G. Hawkins

Director of the Climate Center

Natural Resources Defense Council

Deborah S. Hechinger

Debbie Hechinger Consulting

Peter R. Kagan

Managing Director

Warburg Pincus, llc

Charles F. Kalmbach*

Chief Executive Officer

DBM, Inc.

Frank E. Loy*

Washington, DC

Michael A. Mantell

Attorney

Resources Law Group

Peter J. Robertson

Retired Vice Chairman of the Board

Chevron Corporation

Richard L. Schmalensee

John C. Head III Dean and Professor,

Economics & Management

Sloan School of Management

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Robert N. Stavins

Albert Pratt Professor of Business &

Government and Chair, Environment

& Natural Resources Faculty Group,

John F. Kennedy School of Govern-

ment, Harvard University

Joseph Stiglitz

Professor of Economics,Business &

International Affairs

Columbia University School of

Business

Mark R. Tercek

President & CEO

The Nature Conservancy

Chair Emeriti

Darius W. Gaskins, Jr.

Partner

Norbridge, Inc.

Robert E. Grady

Partner and Managing Director

The Carlyle Group

* Member of the Executive

Committee

14 resources for the future

Top row, from left: W. Bowman Cutter, Mohamed T. El-Ashry, Mark R. Tercek, E. Linn Draper, Steven W. Percy, Robert

N. Stavins. Middle row, from left: Charles F. Kalmbach, David G. Hawkins. Front row, from left: Peter J. Robertson,

Lawrence H. Linden, Philip R. Sharp, Vicky A. Bailey, Linda J. Fisher, Daniel C. Esty, Frank E. Loy. Not pictured:

Michael J. Bean, Trudy Ann Cameron, Preston Chiaro, John M. Deutch, Dod A. Fraser, Kathryn S. Fuller, Deborah S.

Hechinger, Peter R. Kagan, Michael A. Mantell, Richard L. Schmalensee, Joseph Stiglitz

oard of DirectorsB



officers

Philip R. Sharp

President

Edward F. Hand

Vice President for Finance

and Administration

Lea Harvey

Vice President for Devel-

opment and Corporate

Secretary

Mark Cohen

Vice President for Research

researchers

Joseph E. Aldy

Fellow

Maura Allaire

Research Assistant

Allen Blackman

Senior Fellow

Josh Blonz

Research Assistant

James W. Boyd

Senior Fellow

Timothy J. Brennan

Senior Fellow

Dallas Burtraw

Senior Fellow

Susie Chung

Research Assistant

Conrad Coleman

Research Associate

Abigail Colson

Research Assistant

Roger M. Cooke

Chauncey Starr Senior

Fellow

Sarah Darley

Research Associate

Joel Darmstadter

Senior Fellow

J. Clarence (Terry) Davies

Senior Fellow

Mike Eber

Research Assistant

Harrison Fell

Fellow

Jeff Ferris

Research Assistant

Carolyn Fischer

Senior Fellow

Hellen Gelband

Project Manager

Daniel Hall

Research Associate

Winston Harrington

Senior Fellow

Evan Herrnstadt

Research Assistant

Sandra A. Hoffmann

Fellow

Raymond J. Kopp

Senior Fellow and Director

of the Climate Policy

Program

Carolyn Kousky

Fellow

Alan J. Krupnick

Senior Fellow and Director

of Research

Ramanan Laxminarayan

Senior Fellow

Molly K. Macauley

Senior Fellow

Nicholas Magliocca

Research Assistant

Shawn Magnuson

Research Assistant

Joe Maher

Research Assistant

Virginia McConnell

Senior Fellow

Richard D. Morgenstern

Senior Fellow

Daniel Morris

Research Assistant

Erica Myers

Research Assistant

Karen Palmer

Darius Gaskins Senior

Fellow

Rajarshree Panicker

Research Assistant

Ian W.H. Parry

Allen Kneese Chair and

Senior Fellow

Anthony Paul

Program Fellow

Katherine N. Probst

Senior Fellow

Heather Randell

Research Assistant

Elena A. Safirova

Fellow

Roger A. Sedjo

Senior Fellow

Maya Sequiera

Research Assistant

Leonard A. Shabman

Resident Scholar

Jhih-Shyang Shih

Fellow

Juha Siikamäki

Fellow

Richard Sweeney

Research Assistant

Sarah Jo Szambelan

Research Assistant

Shalini Vajjhala

Fellow

Margaret Walls

Senior Fellow

Gina Waterfield

Research Assistant

Susan You

Research Assistant

communications

Peter C. Nelson,

Director

Stanley N. Wellborn,

Director of Public Affairs

John Anderson

Felicia Day

Adrienne Foerster

Scott D. Hase

Lisa Mihalik

Scott Salyer

April Stanley-Njari

development

Angela Blake

Barbara Bush

Virginia N. Kromm

Michele Leahy

rff press

Don Reisman, Director

Ellen Davey

finance and
administration

Marilyn S. Alano

Julie Alleyne

Aris M. Awang

Michael J. Brewer

Christopher B. Clotworthy

Mary Ann Daly

Amanda Gonzales

Griffin LeNoir

David McLaughlin

Nauman Memon

Mara Parrish

Claudia Rios

Priscilla Ugoji

Marilyn M. Voigt

resources for the future 15

as of september 30, 2008

taff
and
Fellows

S

Cover photograph: Tashidig

Suspension Bridge, Sikkim, India

(Macduff Everton/GettyImages)



RESOURCES FOR THE FUTURE
1616 P Street, NW

Washington, DC 20036-1400

202.328.5000
www.rff.org

Resources for the Future is an independent, nonpartisan think

tank that, through its social science research, enables policymakers

and stakeholders to make better, more informed decisions

about energy, environmental, natural resource, and public health

issues. Headquartered in Washington, DC, its research scope

comprises initiatives in nations around the world.



Climate change is a key issue for Europeans and other U.S. allies, and it
was discussed at the U.S.–E.U. summit in April. It will come up again at
the G8 summit in July. These negotiations, which will lead to a new inter-
national framework to succeed the Kyoto Protocol, are currently scheduled
to conclude at the December 2009 Conference of the Parties in Copenhagen.
In addition, congressional action on climate legislation this year will have
major implications for our foreign policy stance. The need for objective
analysis of the various foreign policy options and priorities is great.

Daniel Bodansky, a professor of international law at the University of
Georgia, has prepared a new paper for the U.S. Global Leadership Initia-
tive of RFF’s Climate Policy Program. He identifies fundamental precepts
that should guide U.S. foreign policy, based on his 15 years of experience
in the climate change process as a U.S. negotiator, academic observer, and
adviser to international organizations and nongovernmental groups.

A
successful U.S. climate change policy promises enor-
mous rewards. But achieving it will be an equally
enormous challenge. International cooperation is es-
sential. It will require fundamental changes in the

ways that countries produce energy, transport people and products,
grow food, and manufacture goods.
Many countries are still reluctant to act, and existing interna-

tional institutions to organize and enforce cooperation remain weak.
Breaking the international logjam on climate change is not going to
be easy.
To guide U.S. climate policy as it evolves over the crucial com-

ing months, I propose 10 fundamental precepts.

1Seek Domestic Action First.

That means reversing past practice. When the United States nego-
tiated the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, it lacked any meaningful domes-
tic climate change policy. The unstated assumption was that the in-

ternational agreement would provide the impetus to domestic ac-
tion—in retrospect, a fundamental miscalculation.
Effective American foreign policy depends on a strong domestic

base. That is particularly true for an issue like climate change that is
intertwined with virtually every aspect of domestic policy involving
energy, transportation, and agriculture.
American leadership is also necessary to persuade developing

countries to act. If U.S. domestic legislation were to offer a greater
American effort in response to other countries’ reciprocal actions,
that would give the United States needed leverage in international
negotiations. 2Insist on Mitigation Commitments

by all the Major Economies.

Perhaps the greatest failing of the Kyoto Protocol is that its emis-
sions targets cover less than a third of global emissions of green-
house gases. The United States refused to participate, and the Pro-
tocol excludes developing countries from any emissions limits. But
under a business-as-usual scenario, developing countries would ac-
count for 80 percent of the growth in energy-related emissions over
the next two decades.
Failure to achieve worldwide coverage of emissions restrictions

would also create the potential for what’s known as leakage. Activ-
ities that create emissions, like many kinds of manufacturing, would
have an incentive to migrate from countries with emissions limits
to those with none, undermining the effectiveness of commitments
anywhere.
To some degree, developing countries have begun to recognize

that they will need to take further action to address climate change.
China, India, and South Africa have already put forward national
plans. Of course, a newworld climate agreement cannot reasonably
expect developing countries to do as much as the developed. The
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (unfcc), the basic
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legal instrument in this field, to which nearly every government in
the world (including the United States) has agreed, establishes the
principle that commitments should be differentiated according to
states’ responsibilities and capabilities. But that doesn’t mean that
developing countries are exempt from making any effort at all to
constrain their emissions. They can be allowed different types of
limits, such as targets indexed to a country’s economic growth, or
targets with longer timetables.

3Establish a Long-Term Objective for Internal Planning
Purposes, Without Seeking Agreement On It.

Formany negotiators, the starting point in developing a climate pol-
icy is to set a long-term goal, expressed either as a target concen-
tration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere or as an overall re-
duction. The European Union’s climate policy, for example, aims
to stabilize the global concentration of carbon dioxide at 450 parts
per million (ppm), whereas the G-8 in 2008 adopted the goal of a 50
percent reduction in worldwide greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.
A long-term goal can be articulated in either of two ways: inter-

nally and informally as part of the policy planning process, or by a
binding international agreement. The first makes more sense. The
second would probably have higher costs than benefits. An internal
goal would help organize and guide decisions. It would also provide
a benchmark for success. In contrast, a binding international agree-
ment on a goal, as apparently envisioned by the UNFCCC process,
would be problematic. Developing countries resist the concept, fear-
ing that it would limit their economic growth.

4Pursue a unfccc Deal Outside the unfccc
Negotiating Process.

Ever since the UN General Assembly decided in 1990 to begin work
on the UNFCCC, the negotiations have been a UN process open to all
its 192members. That has provided legitimacy, but at the expense of
complicating the negotiations andmaking agreementmore difficult.
In fact, just 25 countries account for more than 80 percent of

global greenhouse gas emissions. In developing American foreign
policy on climate change, it is important to recognize that the UN-
FCCC process is bogged down in highly ritualized discussions that in-
volve little real negotiation, and it includes countries with a strong
interest in obstructing progress. Although the UNFCCC could play a
useful role in exploring options and preparing the ground, it is al-
most inconceivable that it can produce the key political decisions
necessary to move forward. A new climate agreement will require
sustained involvement by top political leaders and will need to be
negotiated informally before being taken to the UNFCCC’s forum for
formal adoption.

5Support a Flexible, Multitrack Architecture that
Allows a Variety of Mitigation Approaches.

Kyoto’s architecture has proved unduly narrow from a political per-
spective because it allows only a single type of commitment—that
is, an economywide emissions target tied to historical emissions lev-
els. States unwilling to accept a fixed target—because, for example,
they fear it would put a straightjacket on their economic growth—
are unable to make commitments along other lines.
The United States should seek a middle ground by supporting a

multitrack approach, under which all major economies would agree
to undertake commitments, but they need not all assume the same
type of commitment. In addition to fixed Kyoto-style targets, the
agreement might offer a wide variety of different tracks. Onemight
be emissions targets tied to variables like a nation’s gross domestic
product. They could include safety valves that relax the target if the
costs of compliance exceed a certain expectation. Instead of adopt-
ing emissions targets, countries could commit themselves to adopt
specific policies such as carbon taxes, domestic cap-and-trade sys-
tems, efficiency standards, sustainable forestry laws, removal of en-
ergy subsidies, or funding for technology R&D.
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6Pursue a Legally Binding Agreement, but
Seek Congressional Buy-In First and Be Open to

Nonbinding Approaches.

A nonbinding agreement suffers from several significant disadvan-
tages. It would reflect a diminished level of commitment, in turn
sowing doubt about compliance. But legally binding agreements
have liabilities of their own. In the United States, a treaty requires
the approval of two-thirds of the Senate. That raises the real possi-
bility that even a good treaty might fail to be ratified by the United
States.
On balance, the United States should support a legally binding

agreement to reduce emissions. But it should seek an agreement re-
quiring approval through congressional action—that is, a majority
in each house of Congress—rather than a treaty requiring two-thirds
of the Senate. And it should seek as much buy-in from Congress as
possible, perhaps through some type of fast-track authority like that
used for trade agreements.

7Explore Opportunities for Progress
Outside the unfccc.

A tremendous variety of activities contribute to global warming, and
there are many ways outside the UNFCCC negotiations to respond to
the challenge. For example, the Montreal Protocol to protect the
Earth’s ozone layer governs the production of a class of chemicals
that are also powerful contributors to warming. The parties to the
Montreal Protocol decided last year to accelerate the phase-out of
these chemicals and, by some estimates, their action will have a sub-
stantially bigger impact on the climate than the Kyoto Protocol’s
first commitment period, 2008 through 2012.
If the United States were to decide on a target reduction of, say,

20 billion tons of carbon globally from 2010 to 2020, it could then
develop a portfolio of foreign policy measures to achieve that goal.
It could includemeasures under the UNFCCC process, under theMon-

treal Protocol, by the International Maritime Organization to ad-
dress black carbon from ships, and by the International Civil Avia-
tion Organization on aircraft emissions.
There will be opportunities for international cooperation on the

development of the technologies needed to restrain or, conceivably,
offset global warming. Geoengineering—the term refers to a variety
of techniques to control warming either by reducing incoming solar
radiation or removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere—raises
understandable concern about the potential for unintended conse-
quences. But given themagnitude of the risks posed by global warm-
ing and the difficulties of reducing emissions, geoengineering could
ultimately prove necessary, particularly as a means of buying time.

8Vigorously Support Adaptation Efforts.

Adaptation measures include planning exercises to develop risk-
reduction strategies, capacity-building efforts, and financial assis-
tance for adaptation projects. Several arguments support increased
assistance by the United States. It is the right thing to do morally,
given its historical contribution to global warming. It would garner
good-will among developing countries and facilitate discussions of
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mitigation. And it would reduce the risk that poor, vulnerable coun-
tries might collapse in the face of climate change, producing envi-
ronmental refugees and regional insecurity. The United States
should, in particular, develop a comprehensive strategy to address
the adaptation needs of developing countries.9Use Financial Support as an Incentive for Action and

Commitment from Developing Countries.

Although the climate change regime has prompted the creation of
a number of funds to help developing countries, the total has been
small, in the low billions of dollars, relative to the threat. The United
States and other developed countries could reduce emissions at
much lower cost by financing projects in developing countries
rather than at home.
The Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM)

seeks to encourage emissions reductions by granting credits on a
project-by-project basis. But its effectiveness has been limited by the
high transaction costs of documenting reductions. The United States
should support expanding the CDM to allow crediting reductions on
a sectoral basis or as a result of general policies, such as energy effi-
ciency standards. Credit should also be given for reductions in emis-
sions from deforestation and degradation.

10Keep Trade Measures on the Table to Promote
Participation and Compliance.

Given the public goods character of climate change mitigation,
countries have a significant incentive to seek a free ride on the efforts
of others. Although the Kyoto Protocol’s compliance system is gen-
erally considered one of the strongest to date in international envi-
ronmental law, it depends on the assumption that countries will feel
sufficient international and domestic pressure to meet their targets.
Whether that assumption is correct remains an open question.
Trade-based approaches constitute a credible and effective tool

to encourage countries to join the regime and to promote compli-
ance with it. Levying a fee on imports from countries that fail to
comply, based on the carbon dioxide emitted to produce the goods,
would protect domestic firms from unfair competition.
Even raising the threat of trade measures is not without risk. It

could create a contentious negotiating dynamic and help legitimize
the possible use of trade measures against the United States. But
given the stakes involved in climate change policy and the lack of
strong alternatives to promote participation and compliance, the ad-
vantages of having the trade option on the table outweigh those risks.

These ten precepts do not address all the questions confronting pol-
icymakers. But they provide a firm base from which American ne-
gotiators can begin. Negotiators will have to navigate between two
competing positions. On one side, developing countries, notably
China and India, are reluctant to accept commitments to cut their
own emissions. And on the other, the European Union is pressing
all developed countries for sharp cuts that go well beyond the do-
mestic consensus in the United States.
Meeting the climate change challenge will require a full-court

press, not just action under the UNFCCC. And it will require not only
the application of existing models, such as fixed emissions targets
and trading, but the development of creative alternatives. ∫

This article is adapted from an issue brief by the author, “Climate Change:

Top 10 Precepts for U.S. Foreign Policy,” RFF Climate Policy Program, rff

ib 09-01. January 2009.

See † www.rff.org/tenprecepts

28 RESOURCES

Although the Kyoto

Protocol’s compliance

system is generally

considered one of the

strongest to date in

international environmental law, it depends on the

assumption that countries will feel sufficient interna-

tional and domestic pressure to meet their targets.



Engaging China on
Climate Change
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o reduce global emissions of greenhouse gases, the United States must act, and it must engage
China in serious action. But can this be done? The challenge is great, yet too important not to

tackle. Indeed, we need to address it promptly. The year 2009 may be pivotal for climate change
policy. The Obama administration has taken office and must face this question head on. Climate leg-

islation is pending in Congress. And the Bali Action Plan calls for negotiations on a new treaty, to suc-
ceed the Kyoto Protocol, to be completed by the end of this year.
Some have argued that China cannot be persuaded to limit its greenhouse gas emissions, based on

the view that China’s leaders see such action as harmful to China’s national interest in economic growth.
But the prospects for engaging China in climate policy—by appealing to China’s own national inter-
ests—are brighter than this view implies. China’s domestic and international interests appear to be shift-
ing toward support for limiting its emissions, provided the United States engages China in a respectful
partnership through an effective international climate regime. Here I examine six key factors driving
this shift: rising climate impacts, public health co-benefits, distributional impacts and extreme events
linked to political instability, falling costs of abatement, China’s rise to great power status, and the de-
sign of the international climate policy regime itself.

Global Emissions and China

Though the United States had long been the world’s top emitter of greenhouse gases (GHGs), China’s
emissions have been growing rapidly. A decade ago, around the time of the Kyoto Protocol negotia-
tions, China and other developing countries were predicted to surpass the United States and other in-
dustrialized countries in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions by about 2030. But by late 2006, experts at the
International Energy Agency forecast that date advancing to 2009; just a fewmonths later, in early 2007,
they updated the timing to 2007 itself. (Although America’s cumulative contributions since 1800 still
exceed China’s, that gap is narrowing quickly.) China is now the world’s largest CO2 emitter, and its
emmissions continue to grow faster than those of other major countries. A recent Electric Power Re-
search Institute study projects that GHG emissions fromChina and other developing countries are grow-
ing so fast that they would push global atmospheric GHG concentrations beyond 450 parts per million
(ppm) by the year 2070 (up from a level of 275 ppm about two centuries ago, and 380 ppm nowadays),
even if all emissions from industrialized countries such as the United States and those in Europe were
reduced to zero today.
Moreover, there is a further reason to engage China: the phenomenon of international emissions

“leakage.” Emissions limits adopted by the United States alone (or even in concert with Europe) would
not only fail to restrain China’s rapidly growing emissions, but worse: in a dynamic global economy,
such partial regulatory coverage would induce transnational leakage of emissions-intensive activities
frommore-regulated to less-regulated countries. Changes in world prices for resources such as fossil fu-
els and timber, spurred by partial GHG limits, can also yield increased emissions in less regulated coun-
tries. Studies at MIT and elsewhere suggest that such leakage could be quite significant. There is even
anecdotal evidence that leakage from Europe to China (such as in steel manufacturing) may have con-
tributed to part of China’s faster-than-expected emissions growth over the last few years.
Leakage shapes politics as well. The fear of emissions leakage draining international competitiveness

and jobs can sap the political will needed to adopt emissions limits. This fear was a key factor in the U.S.
Senate’s unanimous rejection of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. Although Congress is more supportive of
climate legislation today, it is still less likely to act without at least some corresponding action by China
and other major emitters. Meanwhile, leakage makes China’s economymore emissions-intensive, rais-
ing the cost of persuading China to adopt emissions limits.
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Persuading China

Our challenge is to achieve the global public good of climate protection—averting a tragedy of the global
commons—through consensual action by heterogeneous national actors. How can the United States
act and engage China on climate change, as well as on other major issues, based on our common in-
terests and despite our significant differences?
As with many other social problems, there are at least two basic approaches one might take to in-

fluence behavior: accept people as they are and try to change the incentives and institutions that guide
their behavior; or try to change the people, their preferences, values, and internal norms, so that they
think differently. That is, one can design external incentives or inculcate internal norms (or both): change
the rules or change the players.
In international relations theory, as strategies to persuade national governments to act, these two

approaches are termed “realism” with “thin persuasion” through incentives, information, and bargain-
ing; and “constructivism” with “thick persuasion” through changing deeper preferences, norms, and
identities. (Realist persuasion can include appeals to domestic institutions and interest groups. The state
is not a monolith; successful international strategies oftenmust look beyond national aggregate net ben-
efits to address key elements of the domestic distribution of interests.)
A constructivist strategy to reshape norms may accomplish some results over time in the United

States, but trying to push China (or other countries) to adopt new norms may achieve little, or could
even prove counterproductive. Humility in a world of cultural pluralism counsels caution. Inculcating
norms could backfire if it were seen in China as patronizing or an “eco-imperialist” throwback to colo-
nial hubris. A culture clash might meanmore coal combustion in China, not less. Past zeal for a cultural
transformation in China, such as China’s “cultural revolution” and its “great leap forward,” driven by
appeals to ideological orthodoxy, are hardly inspiring precedents. The real advances in recent Chinese
development have come from liberal economic policies—specifically from reformed incentives.
Even in U.S. environmental policy, championing virtue over incentives has led, at least at times, to

absolutist approaches that neglected pragmatic incentives and trade-offs. The old notion that pollution
is a sin to be expiated by costly absolutist controls is now progressively being succeeded by the use of
economic incentive instruments (such as cap-and-trade systems) that internalize harms and reconsti-
tute markets to prevent pollution, achieving more environmental protection at less cost. For climate
policy, these cost savings are highly significant, roughly on the order of 75 to 90 percent less to limit
GHG emissions through a comprehensive cap-and-trade approach than to adopt narrow inflexible poli-
cies. And lower cost also means more likely adoption and enforcement by governments worried about
their struggling economies.
Climate policy should not be about ideology, but about what works—how to design and aim in-

centives. Constructivist cultural changemay be too slow. Decisions about long-term investments in en-
ergy generation are being made now. Changing incentives now can affect those choices; inculcating a
mass cultural transformation may take too long. The last three decades of Chinese leadership—from
Deng to Jiang to Hu—show that the Chinese economy can respond rapidly and creatively to changes
in rules and incentives.

Aligning National Interests and International Incentives

China’s national interest in climate policy is no longer as negative as had been supposed. China’s per-
ceived benefits of climate policy appear to be rising and its perceived costs appear to be falling. The
United States can seize this opportunity by designing a cost-effective international climate policy regime
that engages cooperation by China.
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The aggregate impacts of climate change on China now look more serious. In the 1990s, some stud-
ies found that some changes, including longer growing seasons in northern China, could be benign. These
studies could well have influenced the Chinese government’s perception of the payoffs from a climate
treaty regime and militated against its joining. But more recent studies, some conducted by Chinese ex-
perts, have started to show more negative impacts from climate change in China, including drought in
northern China, flooding along southern rivers as glaciers melt, and sea level rise along the coast.
Second, climate policy could yield co-benefits in control of local conventional pollution, which has

become severe, estimated by aWold Bank study to kill perhaps 400,000 to 750,000 people per year and
to cost about six percent of Chinese gross domestic product. If it also reduces emissions of conventional
air pollutants from fossil fuel combustion, climate policy to reduce GHG emissions could simultaneously
deliver important improvements in public health. (Some GHGs themselves, such as black carbon soot,
appear to be culprits in both climate change and local public health effects.)
The Chinese leadership has put a high priority on reducing pollution, under the rubric of President

Hu Jintao’s official principles of “harmonious society” and the “scientific concept of development.” In
February 2008, the leadership reorganized the Chinese government into five “superministries,” one of
which is devoted to the environment. China has also set targets for greater energy efficiency, renew-
ables, and for reducing pollution.
Third, China is concerned not only about aggregate impacts but especially about the distribution of

adverse environmental impacts across the country, and about their influence on political stability. In
every country, national net benefits are not monolithic, but interact with domestic political institutions
and structures, which may help account for national action. Within China, the stunning rate of eco-
nomic growth has brought with it widening income inequality and a huge wave of internal migration,
with some 300 to 400 million people trying to move from rural areas to cities. China is especially wor-
ried about water availability (drought in the north, flooding in the south), water pollution, and air pol-
lution. The Chinese leadership may plausibly fear that health and pollution problems amidst rising ex-
pectations may yield unrest.
Research in climate history has begun to suggest that rapid climate changes in China in past millen-

nia have been associated with wars and the ends of ruling dynasties. Along similar lines, traditional Chi-
nese beliefs (expounded by the ancient philosopher Dong Zhongshu) linked extreme environmental
events to impending political upheaval. Although modernization may have reduced the intensity of
these beliefs in China, gradual political liberalization may have allowed these ideas to become more
prevalent, or at least more openly acknowledged. One recent example is public mention of the Tang-
shan earthquake that killed 250,000 people just before Mao Zedong died in 1976. And during the Lunar
New Year in February 2008, strong snowstorms blocked railroad transportation, stranding millions of
workers trying to head home from cities to rural areas for the holiday. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao per-
sonally appeared at a train station to apologize for the government’s failure to handle the problem—
evidently the first such personal apology in decades.
These historical records and traditional views coincide with the recent rise of environmental advo-

cacy groups in China. Although far more limited than in the United States, pressure groups in China
are increasingly seeking redress for environmental injury through protest and litigation (though limits
on litigation can yield more protest). Frustration with government decisions is a common factor behind
recent protests, including the outcry over the recent chemical facility project in Xiamen and the col-
lapse of schools in the Sichuan earthquake.
The tensions within China—between urban and rural, rich and poor, wenbao versus huanbao (jobs

versus environment), and explosive economic growth partly offset by costs of pollution—all illustrate
the deep internal and distributional problems confronting China’s leaders in the environmental arena.
Climate change adds the potential for even more acute distributional tensions and upheaval.
Fourth, at the same time that the benefits of climate protection are rising, marginal emissions abate-

ment costs may be declining. Technological change is improving the availability of options such as wind
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energy and carbon capture and storage (CCS), and China is beginning to set aside space for CCS systems at
its coal-fired power plants. The international climate treaties to date appear to assume that technological
innovation occurs in the United States, Europe, and Japan, and must be transferred to developing coun-
tries. But China itself, like Korea and Taiwan, is becoming amore active arena of technological innovation
(such as solar photovoltaic cells and batteries). And emissions abatement costs may also fall due to institu-
tional innovation, such as the use of market-based cap-and-trade systems, which are now (with assistance
from RFF, Environmental Defense, and others) being applied in China to control local air pollution.
Fifth, the net benefits to China from forestalling climate change are not limited to the physical im-

pacts occurring within its borders. China’s peaceful rise to great power status and hence its greater eco-
nomic and political interdependence with other countries makes those external relations impacts all the
more salient. For example, flooding, coastal dislocations, or food shortages in South Asia could pose prob-
lems for China in the form of refugee migrations, lost commerce, and even national security. The mid-
1990s famine in North Korea drove hundreds of thousands of refugees into China. And if India and Africa
suffer serious losses from climate change, then China, theworld’s largest emitter and a leader of the group
of developing countries, might prefer to be part of the solution rather than part of the problem.
China’s leaders may envision their role involving greater global responsibility and initiative. During

the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis, China acted to help pull other Asian countries out of their down-
ward spiral, suggesting that China might undertake some economic sacrifice to build its role as a world
leader. More recently, China’s agreement on the phase-out of hydrochlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs) in Sep-
tember 2007, its cooperation with the United States on the Asia-Pacific Partnership for Climate Change
and Development and climate-friendly technology, and its agreement to “measurable, verifiable and
reportable” emissions reductions in the Bali Action Plan provide continuing evidence of its growing in-
terest in taking a leadership role on global environmental issues.
Lastly, the design of the international climate change treaty itself can be crucial in engaging China.

Treaties bind only countries that consent. Treaty designs that impose net costs on a country are unlikely
to attract consent. An international comprehensive cap-and-trade system with equitable allowance allo-
cations can both reduce costs to the United States (compared to a unilateral U.S. policy or a treaty with
no trading), and offer net gains to China (even compared to no emissions limitation obligations), while
helping to protect the planet from dangerous climate change. Such an incentive-based treaty could be
developed through a new and mutually respectful partnership between these two global powers. ∫

This feature is adapted from a longer article by the author, “Climate Change Policy and Policy Change in China.”

UCLA Law Review 55: 1805–1826 (2008).
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