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Is This The Trend to a Better Future?

Abstract

In the twenty-first century, climate change has become the “Challenge of Our Generation.” With the onset
of the Anthropocene, when time is not in favour of mankind, a fundamental reorganization of our relationship with
the ecosystem is needed. As a result of scientific research, the awareness of the contribution of emitted greenhouse
gases to climate change has grown. The main contributor by sector, energy generation, and by country, China, is
easily determined.

The objective of this paper to examine China; as the biggest greenhouse gases emitter, endeavour to
mitigate its contribution to Anthropocene climate change, in light of the fact that it makes climate pledges, and
restructuring actions within its energy generation systems, to reduce emission levels.

By applying trend analysis, the paper answers the question of whether we can be confidently optimistic
about the Chinese commitment to climate change mitigation.

The results show that the Chinese commitments are ambitious and competitive compared to the efforts of
developed countries. However, in the fight to reaching the maximum 1.5°C above pre-industrial level, China’s
current path is not effective enough. If we go along with adopting loopholes to our climate change mitigation, we
are risking diving into a future from which we cannot easily return.
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I. The Challenge of Our Generation

On October 171, 2017, five Anglican archbishops drew attention to the need of strong
actions to fight climate change, with an open letter to global leaders. This letter contained the
archbishops’ concerns about the threat of climate impacts on vulnerable communities
worldwide, by branding climate change as the “challenge of our generation”. The letter which
became a petition, with currently more than 4100 signatories, called for the leaders of each
nation to keep their promises that they had made in the Paris Agreement. They made request
for fast action in case of the reduction of greenhouse gases emissions, use of clean energy,
support of sustainable agriculture and accountability (UNFCCC, 2017). This example
represents the level that global consciousness had reached in the case of the climate challenge.

How could we reach that awareness level? Since the first report of the Club of Rome
(1972), the Earth Summit (The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 1972)
and the World Climate Conference, scientists have been doing research to identify the potential
consequences of human-induced or so called anthropogenic climate change, with increasingly

higher confidence. Since its establishment in 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
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Change (IPCC) publishes its Assessment Reports to assess scientific, technical and socio-
economic information, and to verify the risk of climate change by scientific evidence
(UNFCCC, 2019).

The last [IPCC report from 2018 states with high confidence that even the 1.5°C increase
in the average temperature above pre-industrial levels until the end of this century, causes
irreversible and significant changes. In 2017, the human-driven warming has already reached
0.8°C to 1.2°C increase above pre-industrial levels, which is most likely increasing by between
0.1°C and 0.3°C per decade (IPCC 2018, pp. 51). According to the latest news, CO;
concentrations have reached 415 ppm (450 ppm is equivalent to the 2°C level) (LANDY -
GYEBNAR, 2019).

I.1. Global tendency of Greenhouse Gas emission

It is globally accepted that anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, most
importantly carbon dioxide (CO>), have been responsible for most of the warming (IPCC, 2007;
STEFFEN, 2011). From economic sectors, electricity and heat production is responsible for
approximately one third of the GHG emissions, followed by agricultural and industrial sectors
(IPCC, 2014:47). As Figure 1. indicates, current energy consumption is mainly covered by non-
renewable resources, such as coal, petroleum and other liquids, are highly carbon-intensive.
Their share is not expected to significantly decrease within the total energy demand of the
future, which is constantly growing according to projections, as a result of rapid economic
development (IPCC, 2014:516). In 2018 Coal Drove Global CO; Increase of 1.7% (UNFCCC,
2019b).

g;aﬂidrilllon Bnitish thermal units 2015
history projection I"f-"- IHI'H‘
and other

i quids
200 /_/—/"/ qul
/ natural gas
150 / coal

renewables
nuclear

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040

Figure 1: World energy consumption by energy source (1990-2040)

Source: U.S. ENERGY INFORMATION ADMINISTRATION, INTERNATIONAL ENERGY
OUTLOOK 2017
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1.2. Chinese contribution to the problem

Regarding historical contribution, China became one of the top cumulative CO2 emitters
in the world at the millennium, following the United States and the European Union. In the
period of 2001-2006, rapid economic growth had been dominating in developing countries
(RAUPACH et. al., 2007). China was one of them with its 54% contribution to the global
increase in CO, emissions (GREGG et al., 2008). In 2007, China had overtaken the US as the
biggest emitter of carbon dioxide in the world in absolute terms, although in 2005 its emissions
were 2% below the US (VIDAL, 2007). In 2014, Chinese carbon emissions per capita surpassed
that of the European Union (MCGRATH, 2014). Regardless of how it is calculated, currently

China’s emissions represent the biggest share of the world’s GHG emissions.
I1. Chinese Response to the Challenge

Regarding global actions in climate change mitigation and adaptation, the position of the
biggest emitters is of key importance. This fact, in line with the withdrawal of the current
American leadership from the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2017b), has increased the global
pressure on China to take its responsibility seriously. During the Kyoto Protocol, China was a
Non-Annex | Party with no binding commitments to cut its emissions. Since Kyoto, China has
been taking more serious commitments to fight climate change. In the Copenhagen Accord,
China pledged to lower its CO2 emissions per unit of GDP (so called carbon intensity) by 40—
45 per cent by 2020, compared to the 2005 level and to increase the share of non-fossil fuels in
primary energy consumption to around 15 per cent by 2020. China stated, though, that these
actions are voluntary in nature (UNFCCC, 2011). With the signature and the ratification of the
Paris Agreement on 3" September, 2016, China expressed in its Nationally Determined
Contribution (NDC) to peak its CO2 emissions at the latest by 2030; to source 20% of its energy
from low-carbon sources by 2030, and to cut its carbon intensity by 60-65% of 2005 level by
2030 (UNFCCC, 2016).

I11. Recommendation

Due to the ambitious commitments of China in shifting to low-carbon energy sources,
lowering carbon intensity of the country, promoting CO. neutral transportation, supporting
climate finance (TIANJIE, 2017) and setting up bilateral agreements, China is on the way to
meet its NDC targets under current policies (UN, 2018). These pledges represent a significant

improvement in the Chinese commitment; however, the current path is not effective enough.
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As Figure 2 indicates, there is a pitfall, because the projected growth of energy demand seems
to result in a significant rebound effect, meaning that low-carbon energy resources will only
cover the additional demand instead of substituting and reducing the use of coal intensive

energy generation.
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Figure 2: Annual electricity generation in China (2005-2040)
Source: U.S. ENERGY INFORMATION ADMINISTRATION, INTERNATIONAL ENERGY
OUTLOOK 2017

To achieve an effective pathway, China should decrease its energy demand while,
simultaneously, increasing the efficiency and the renewable share of energy generation, to
produce the necessary amount of energy with less emission. Only those combined efforts make

the realisation of the Chinese NDC realistic and only then we can be optimistic.
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