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Abstract 

This paper was written as a seminar paper in the Research & Policy Specialization “Economic 

Development” at WU Wien and discusses the current Chinese climate change mitigation 

strategies on a regional, national and international level. By adapting its development model, 

China takes its core environmental-political interests into account and pays attention to national 

as well as regional aspects. Taking a closer look at the Chinese Five-Year-Plans reveals the 

country’s core interests. The policies discussed in this paper show how paradigmatic the 

country’s development model really is in achieving domestic climate neutrality. However, by 

processing data provided by the Boston University Global Development Policy Center, we 

contrast domestic Chinese policies with the behavior of their overseas investment spendings 

and are therefore able to show where and how the country departs from its climate mitigation 

standards.  
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1. Introduction 

China is the world’s largest emitter of CO2-emissions (Harrison und Sundstrom, 2010). Partly 

this is due to the global north’s history of outsourcing its production to developing countries. 

The Chinese growth model on the other hand focuses on industrial production which itself is 

highly pollutive. At the same time, China is facing severe consequences in the context of the 

climate crisis, of which its political leaders are highly aware of. However, they follow a 

different approach in achieving climate neutrality than Western countries. China is aiming at 

transforming both its society as well as its economic structure to achieve a low-carbon future 

(Li et al., 2019). 

This paper explains the driving concepts of the Chinese approach in terms of economic, social, 

and political aspects, both on the regional, national and international level. Furthermore, we 

distinguish between domestic and international development policies to show how these 

policies differ and how they relate to the Chinese core interests in terms of climate change 

mitigation. Therefore, we will evaluate the current Five-Year-Plan (FYP) in the context of 

domestic emission reduction. Thus, we will also present a specific example of how China 

implements transition policies on a regional level. Additionally, by using two databases 

published by the Boston University Global Development Policy Center we trace Chinese 

foreign direct investments (FDIs). Furthermore, we will present one specific example of 

Chinese FDI, contrasting the domestic one.  

The paper is structured as follows: after this first introduction, we will discuss China’s 

motivation for environmental protection and climate mitigation; section (3) will show the 

relationship of power generation and coal; section (4) explains China’s domestic climate 

policies according to the FYP and presents insights from specific projects; section (5) explains 

legal requirements for overseas investment and traces Chinese FDIs; in section (6) we will 

present recent developments and conclude on our findings. Since the length of this paper is 

quite limited, we will mostly focus on the energy sector in our paper. 

2. China´s motivation for environmental protection and climate change 

mitigation 

Chinese environmental protection and climate mitigation efforts are not a goal of the Chinese 

government per sé, but rather a by-product of other goals like economic development, poverty 

alleviation and social stability (Moore, 2011; Harrison und Sundstrom, 2010). While the 

European Union’s “Green New Deal” aims at decoupling economic growth from the use of 

natural resources, China is about to undergo a transformation of its society as a whole. By 
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rethinking the way, a society and therefore its production is organized, China is aiming to 

construct a sustainable economic growth model, which shall lead to a comparative advantage 

of its economy on the global market (Moore, 2011). Li et al. (2019) labelled this approach 

“Authoritarian Environmentalism”. It contains two major policy instruments: law and plan. 

Contrary to western governments, the Chinese authorities are focusing more on the planning 

instrument than the law side, which is hardly a surprise since China is heavily relying on its 

FYPs (Li et al., 2019). Examples of implementations of this approach today will be given  in 

section (4). 

There are multiple motivations for China’s efforts towards sustainability. Studies like Barnett 

et al (2005) argue that Nort-East China and Tibet are confronted with water shortages, melting 

glaciers, draining rivers and droughts, which will have severe consequences on agriculture and 

food security. At the same time, the megalopolises of Guangzhou and Shanghai face high risks 

of extreme weather scenarios like both floods and droughts. In 2019 alone four million people 

across the country have been displaced because of environmental disasters (IPCC, 2022). 

However, for the remainder of this paper, we will focus on the topic of energy-security which 

has become one of China’s major concerns. The Chinese growth model led to increasing energy 

consumption and thus China has become dependent on energy imports, as its own resources are 

very limited. Energy-security includes improvements of energy-efficiency and the expansion 

of low-carbon technology: While energy-efficiency enhances overall efficiency of the 

economy, China sees a chance to enhance competitiveness and modernize its industrial sector 

through green technology leadership (Moore, 2011). Furthermore, the adaption of new green 

technology on a regional scale is seen as a motor for economic growth and poverty alleviation 

in rural areas, which fits well into the Chinese vision of an overall transition of both Chinese 

economy and society (Li & Li, 2020; Moore, 2011). Therefore, China is promoting active 

policies for regional development by allowing for larger autonomy of provinces, introducing 

stronger restrictions on air quality for fossil-fuelled power plants, and developing plans for low-

carbon zones (DeCOALonize, 2018; Global Energy Monitor & Centre for Research and Energy 

on Clean Air, 2021; Moore, 2011). Increasing the provinces’ autonomy does not undermine the 

centralization of the Chinese political system because the central government defines the 

national pollution reduction targets, which are then allocated to provinces, cities, and pollution 

sources. Furthermore, Chinese state officials incentivize local decarbonisation through a 

“yardstick competition” where local politicians may receive rewards and advance their careers, 

if local emissions are reduced effectively. This target responsibility system is one of the major 

institutional responses to climate governance and allows for regional strategic prioritization of 
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the two instruments (law and plan) (Li et al., 2019). Despite economic and social goals driving 

Chinese low-carbon transition, Chinese energy policy is a particular reflection of the alignment 

of regional climate goals and international climate security as well as economic development 

(Downs, 2004; Moore, 2011). In doing so, China can rely on past experiences regarding the 

alignment of economic development and the reduction of urban-rural inequalities. Even tough 

in 2014 incomes in the northern regions of China were still unevenly distributed and inequalities 

between rich coastal and poor interior regions have increased, China managed to bring down 

extreme poverty throughout the country. In each region, the Gini coefficient has fallen below 

the United Nations waring level of 0.40. (Liu et al., 2019). This was achieved by letting 

landlocked regions benefit from growth in coastal regions. In the light of globalization, 

incoming FDI was directed towards coastal regions to maintain and create necessary 

infrastructure to get involved in global trade. However, products traded in the coastal regions 

are often provided by the landlocked regions, which are specialized in extracting raw minerals 

and industrial production. Therefore, the countries’ interior regions could also benefit from 

growth in coastal regions and ultimately bring down poverty (Ying, 2000). The constant 

extension of the Chinese railroad-network was another contributor to these coastal-landlocked 

growth spillovers (Zheng et al., 2013). At the same time, wage labor became much more 

generalized in rural regions, which is changing household-income structures. Furthermore, the 

2007 global financial crisis marks a changing point in the structure of income growth. Before, 

high-income percentiles grow faster, which was reinforced by the concession of receiving 

property-income since the 2000s. Since the crisis, income growth in the low-income percentiles 

has taken die lead. Especially public-transfer income has played an important role in the years 

after 2007 (Luo et al., 2020).  

3. The relationship to power generation and coal 

Given the subordination of climate change to broader (growth-related) goals of the Chinese 

government, it is unsurprising that, although China’s central government committed to the 2060 

goal of carbon neutrality, its policies on the pathway to net zero are somewhat inconsistent. The 

inconsistency is in particular reflected in its energy policy, which is the most crucial sector for 

climate action as it accounts for up to 90% of China´s carbon emissions (IEA, 2021).  

Primary energy demand is still growing, though more slowly. The slowdown has been brought 

about by stricter regulations on energy efficiency and the restructuring of the national economy 

towards services and lighter industries, which fits well into China’s strategy to modernize the 

economy (IEA, 2021). The service sector has become the dominant source for GDP growth, its 

absolute size surpassing the industry sector (IEA, 2021). As a result, Chinese GDP and primary 
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energy demand started diverging, with the 

first growing by more than 400% between 

2000 and 2020, and the latter growing by 

roughly 170% over the same period (IEA, 

2021). However, the largest share of increase 

in demand for power is met by coal (IEA, 

2021). Figure 1 displays total primary energy 

demand in China by fuel. It shows the large 

dependency of China from oil and coal and the 

still rather marginal role of renewables.  

In general, the role of coal-based electricity 

consumption is a weak point in Chinese 

climate mitigation, accounting for more than 

half of the total primary energy production. Furthermore, China is currently consuming more 

than half of global coal (IEA, 2021). The important role of coal in the Chinese energy sector 

has historical roots. Coal has been one of the drivers of Chinese upward-development, it has 

played an important role in the country’s transition to a market economy and is still contributing 

to the boost of economic activities in the Chinese provinces. Therefore, China is having 

difficulties in targeting coal to combat climate change (Global Energy Monitor & Centre for 

Research and Energy on Clean Air, 2021; IEA, 2021; Myllyvirta et al., 2020). 

As such, China´s domestic construction of coal-fired power plants has experienced a new rise 

in recent years. Provincial authorities in particular are promoting coal-fired plants to enhance 

economic growth in their region which is a result of misleading central government incentives 

(Global Energy Monitor & Centre for Research and Energy on Clean Air, 2021). In 

contradiction to the 2020 coal plant cap of 1100 GW imposed by the Chinese government, coal 

restrictions have been loosened in previous years. The first loosening was brought about in 2014 

by the shift of coal plant promotion from the central government to provincial authorities, which 

gave them the opportunity to construct new coal-fired power plants to trigger regional economic 

growth. It was followed by stricter limits on coal production in 2016. However, as economic 

growth cooled down in 2019, the Chinese central authority loosened its restrictions again, 

leading to a boom in the announcement of coal-fired power plants. Further loosening was 

permitted in the context of Covid-19, where provinces would be allowed to additionally expand 

coal capacity to overcome the economic decline during the pandemic. Table 1 displays the 

development of plans in constructing coal-fired power plants in China over the years.  

Figure 1: Total primary energy demand by fuel in China. 

Source: IEA, 2021 

0

50

100

150

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Coal

Natural gas

Hydro

Wind, solar, etc.

Biofuels and waste

Oil

Nuclear



SoSe 2022  Economic Development: Research & Policy Seminar 

5 

The importance of regional policies in determining Chinas carbon footprint is as well visible in 

regional discrepancies in CO2 emissions. CO2 emissions are found to be higher in highly 

industrialized  north-eastern China, whereas western-and south-western regions are considered 

to emit less CO2 (Li & Li, 2020). Given the Chinese regulatory inconsistencies, it is no wonder 

that the radical cut of coal usage from 81% in 2007 to 57,7% in 2019 is rather driven 

economically as profitability of China´s excessive coal industry is about to decline with respect 

to renewables (Myllyvirta et al., 2020). 

4. China´s national policies for decarbonisation 

Throughout the early 2000s, China already started to perceive climate change as a serious threat 

to their core interests: economic development, which can be interpreted as growth, and social 

stability (Moore, 2011). While China´s goals for decarbonisation have been rather vague in the 

last decade, China´s new policy for the next two FYPs becomes more direct and ambitious in 

terms of specific steps towards its climate reduction goals (IEA, 2021). The 14th FYP (2021-

2025) shows a more tangible strategy with more rigorous caps and regulations for coal 

consumption and strategic imperatives for the decarbonisation of industries, while the 15th FYP 

(2026-2030) is expected to mark the phasing out of coal (IEA, 2021). The FYPs are the main 

policy instruments in the Chinese economy, expressed for example in the 14th FYP presenting 

an overall vision and strategy for the coming years with concrete reduction goals not only for 

CO2 emissions, but other greenhouse gases as well as sectoraland technology policies. In the 

14th FYP, China plans to reach carbon neutrality by 2060, but also imposes binding reduction 

targets for the near future. China plans to reduce both energy and carbon intensities by 13.5% 

and 18% respectively until 2025. Over the same period, it plans for a further expansion of non-

fossil energy sources in primary energy use to a total of 20% share, mainly in hydropower, wind 

and solar energy (IEA, 2021).. While the Chinese market for wind and solar power is already 

the largest on the global scale, it is further projected to grow. Figure 2 shows that electricity 

from renewable energy sources such as wind and solar is planned to cover the bulk of energy 

Table 1: Coal-fired capacity (gigawatts) in China by plant status and year. Source: Global Energy Monitor and Centre for 

Research and energy on Clean Air, 2021. 
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consumption of the Chinese industry sector in 

the future, and that the share of coal in its final 

energy consumption is about to diminish. The 

IEA is arguing that industrial energy 

consumption may decline as China shifts from 

heavy industry, including steel production, to 

green technology adoption, which implies that 

China is aiming at restructuring its industry 

composition. However, it can be stated that 

the process would include offshoring 

activities of heavy industries to geographical 

regions outside China, which on the one hand 

fits well into the image of the Chinese 

technology leadership, and on the other hand 

reflects our findings in section (5). In 

combination with its industrial leadership goals, China has already built-up reputation as a 

frontrunner in renewable energy technology, being the world leader in the production of solar 

photovoltaic panels and biogas production (IEA, 2021). It aims to prepare its industry for global 

leadership in the low-carbon sector. As such, China heavily invests in low-carbon energy R&D 

and expands on its patenting activities (IEA, 2021). Furthermore, Chinese start-ups have 

become attractive for investment from energy-venture capital. Regional low-carbon 

development is proposed to be boosted by low-carbon industrial zones. Based on the idea of 

special economic zones, which were heavily used by China to promote its economic transition 

to a market economy in the past, the low-carbon industrial zones shall promote regional clusters 

of high-tech low-emission industries in order to increase energy efficiency (Moore, 2011).  

One example for such economic zones is the Suzhou New District (SND) and its circular 

economy concept. This concept is an approach designed to manage human activities on a 

sustainable basis by integrating human systems with natural systems, minimising energy and 

material use and the ecological impacts of human activities (Geng et al., 2009). It aims for 

creating a platform where companies provide location-based resource trading services, 

technology and exchange of information (Mathews et al., 2018). SND’s industry is geared at 

the production of IT and electronical products. Figure 3 shortly illustrates the CE initiative 

regarding urban mining of copper for use by printed circuit board (PCB) manufacturers. This 

Figure 2: Projections of final energy consumption of the 

Chinese industry sector. Source: IEA, 2021. 
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type of value chain is based on closed-loop linkages, called circularity, and effectively involves 

“mining” the flows of copper as alternative to mining copper as a virgin resource (Mathews et 

al., 2018). In 2008, Suzhou New District (SND) was approved as one of the first three National 

Eco-Industrial Park Demonstration Sites in China. Thereby, institutional support includes the 

encouragement of state-owned banks to provide loans to CE projects (Mathews et al., 2018). If 

necessary, also the relocation of companies is a viable means of setting up CEs. The relocation 

of companies for the purpose of creating largescale eco-industrial parks such as the SND case, 

features several advantages arising from agglomeration economies like inter- and intra-industry 

exchange on information, technology or labor force (World Bank, 2009). In 2015, the SND 

project was reassessed by the National Development and Reform Commission. As a result, the 

energy intensity of firms in SND dropped by 20 percent. Other measures like chemical oxygen 

demand and the emissions of sulfur dioxide dropped by 47% and 38% respectively. The 

utilization rate of industrial waste and the recycling rate of industrial water achieved 95% and 

90% respectively. Over the 13 years from 2001 to 2014, the Ministry of Environmental 

Protection approved the completion of 26 eco-industrial parks, such as SND, and 59 others to 

be constructed, further highlighting the government’s favour for tackling industrial 

development also on a regional level (Mathews et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the SND comes with huge effort regarding urban planning. The industrial district 

consists not only of industry players but is also accompanied by urban planning investments 

ranging from schooling to warehousing in order to offer workers not only jobs but a place to 

live. When it comes to shaping social coexistence, one might also look at the Dalian eco-city 

Figure 3: Circular Economy in the Suzhou New District (SND) Source: Mathews et al 2018 
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project. China’s 13th biggest city shows how everyday life can change. The city pursued a 

program to establish two sets of water-pipelines. Un-drinkable water is used for industrial 

cooling, landscaping and toilet flushing. In terms of residential drinkable-water usage, the 

municipality implemented a quota management and pricing structure in case of 

overconsumption, teaching the city’s population in considerate consumption. Newly 

constructed buildings, which will be attached to the dual-pipe-water-system, are required to 

follow further regulations such as installing energy saving architecture and solar heating 

systems. Furthermore, the city introduced a waste reporting system to trace and check waste 

flows. Additionally, a recycling system was implemented, where the monitoring and separation 

of different kinds of waste already starts at the community level (more less at the entry door of 

one’s home) and ends in re-utilization as a means of energy supply. It has been shown that the 

amount of waste was reduced by 20%. Such projects are essential contributors to energy-

security and therefore also social-stability (Geng et al., 2009). However, these policies are 

hardly ever implemented in rural and eastern regions. This is especially problematic as climate 

change impacts are distributed differently among regions but also among generations, income 

groups, occupations and genders1. Nevertheless, there is certain progress in applying such 

projects also to rural regions and these developments prove to be effective in terms of income-

equality. The urban-rural income inequality between 2008 and 2019 strongly decreased, due to 

the amount of money as well as human resources that are spend on urban planning processes, 

just like the Suzhou New District or the Dalian eco-city project (Zouh & Shi, 2022). 

 

5. Chinese overseas investment 

In the present, Chinese overseas investment is mainly concentrated in the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), a large-scale overseas investment program first proposed in 2013 and reaching 

over 138 countries (Harlan, 2021). Furthermore, the BRI was labelled as a catalyst for green 

development by the Chinese government in 2017 (Harlan, 2021; Hou Liquiang, 2018). Most of 

the projects funded under the BRI are infrastructure projects, such as building roads, railways 

 
1 In general, the rural population is less developed than urban regions, but due to their different social roles, men 

and women are affected differently. Especially women in rural areas in developing countries are particularly 

disadvantaged due to their limited access to resources and justice, limited mobility, and limited voice in decision-

making processes. Despite the National Working Committee on Children and Women (NWCCW) existing since 

1995 and several up-to-date reports about women in the context of climate change, the Chinese government has 

not taken care of the specific situation of women. Instead, it is mainly grass-roots organizations of women in urban 

regions fighting for their involvement in decision-making processes (Zhou and Sun, 2020). However, as the 

country aims at developing its rural regions, this also includes improving literacy rates, as well as household 

structures, meaning the division of labor and general encouragements of female labor force participation other than 

in the care sector or agriculture (Li et al, 2019). 
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and ports. However, Chinese investment is also conducted into construction, extraction and the 

power sector. Overseas development finance is mainly provided by two Chinese development 

Banks, namely the China Development Bank and the Export-Import Bank of China (K. P. 

Gallagher, 2018). The two development Banks are on the rise of becoming the largest 

development actors globally, with energy investment sums exceeding the overall sum of energy 

financing of all Western funded multilateral banks, including the World Bank (K. P. Gallagher, 

2018). 

There are numerous reasons for China to invest overseas. The main reasons for Chinese foreign 

direct investment (FDI) are an easier access to resources and raw materials, the integration to 

Chinese export markets, an opportunity to employ excess capacity and geopolitical support 

against dominant Western countries. Initially, during the Cold War period, not much investment 

was yet conducted, and South-South cooperation and ideological interests played a major role 

to establish diplomatic connections (Agbebi and Virtanen 2017). Subsequently, access to 

resources and energy has become more important in the early 2000s. In recent years, stagnating 

growth in mainland China has changed the focus on exporting excess capacity. Furthermore, 

shifting dirty production processes abroad allows China to mitigate emissions domestically. 

Figure 4 provides a regional overview over Chinese overseas investment between 2008 and 

2019. The left graph shows the absolute amount invested in a country, whereas the figure on 

the right-hand side puts this in relation to the respective country’s 2019 GDP. China’s FDI has 

been going into most countries of the Global South. There are 8 countries where Chinese FDI 

from 2008 to 2019 has surpassed 30% of this country’s 2019 GDP: Angola, the Republic of 

Congo, Djibouti, Dominica, Fiji, Kyrgyzstan, Venezuela, and Samoa.  

For a better overview on Chinese FDI and the projects realized in each country, we provided 

the following webapp: https://clara-himmelbauer.shinyapps.io/China_webapp/2.  

 

Figure 4: Chinese Overseas Investment 2008-2019; absolute and in % of 2019 GDP. 

Sources: Ray, Rebecca, Kevin P. Gallagher, William Kring, Joshua Pitts, and B. Alexander Simmons. “Geolocated Dataset of 

Chinese Overseas Development Finance.”; IMF World Economic Outlook; own representation 
 

 
2 Unfortunately, it takes a few seconds to load when you first open it. Please be patient. 

https://clara-himmelbauer.shinyapps.io/China_webapp/
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As before, we focus on the energy sector. Figure 5 shows Chinese commitments in the 

construction of power generating capacity over the last decade. Coal power plants are key in its 

overseas energy investment portfolio, with 40% of total capacity generated by coal (Ma, 2020). 

As we can see in the figure, there is a close co-movement between emissions and the sum of 

projects from fossil energy sources. It is estimated that emissions from plants (co)financed by 

China amount to roughly 3.5% of global CO2 emissions of the power sector outside China. 

However, over the last decade, the importance of hydropower and renewable energy sources 

has been on the rise, as they are in the Chinese domestic power generation sector. Figure 6 

depicts the capacity of powerplants financed with Chinese development finance outside of 

China broken down to different regions. It is striking that especially in peripheral regions like 

Southeast Asia, South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, most financed projects are coal 

projects. 

The main weaknesses of Chinese energy investments abroad seems to mirror on the 

shortcomings and inconsistencies of domestic politics in China. Gallagher and Qi (2021) find 

that environmental policies imposed on overseas investments are less strict than on domestically 

deployed investments. Whereas there are number of environmental restrictions and regulations 

a company must comply with when investing domestically, the only requirement for overseas 

investment is that Chinese firms must comply with the receiving country’s environmental 

regulations. Thus, investments into fossil fuel are not restricted abroad, as they are in China. 

Gallagher et al. (2021) add that while the Chinese authority fails to extend its domestic 
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regulations to overseas investments, neither do the governments of recipient countries put in 

place stringent environmental policies on Chinese investors. 

As a result, Chinese investments do currently not utilize their potential to drive low-carbon 

transition abroad but deploys mainly brown field investment (Harlan, 2021; World Resources 

Institute, 2018). Harlan (2021) finds that among remaining green BRI projects, low-carbon 

infrastructure is mainly constructed in higher-income countries (see Figure 6). Contrarily, in 

lower income countries, China is mainly active in risk mitigation activities. It follows that these 

BRI projects are more about ‘green-washing’ than green development. This fact can also be 

seen in the databases on Chinese overseas investment. Although China is financing many 

hydropower projects, they cannot, in general, be classified as “green”, since many of them are 

in critical habitats and have severe environmental and societal consequences (Tan-Mullins et 

al., 2017). Moreover, Chinese overseas investments spoil outstanding domestic projects like the 

SND eco-industrial park. 

Infobox 1: Case Study: Lamu Coal power plant  

Recently, media attention was paid to the construction of a coal power plant in southern Kenya. The 

Lamu Coal power plant was first proposed in 2005 along the coastline near the small city of Lamu 

(DeCOALonize, 2018). The project was promoted by the Chinese government and several international 

investors, including General Electric, the African Development Bank and the Chinese ISBC Bank 

(Muchangi, 2020a). It was part of a larger infrastructure project, namely the Lamu Port-South Sudan-

Ethiopia-Transport corridor which should include the construction of a port in Lamu, an airport, railways 

and highways as well as an oil pipeline (DeCOALonize, 2018).   

Figure 6: Regional Energy Source Distribution by Capacity and Estimated Annual 203 Emissions. “Other Renewable” 

includes Solar, Wind, Geothermal and Biomass power. 

Source: Gallagher, Kevin P., Li, Zhongshu, Chen, Xu, Ma, Xinyue (2019); own representation 
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The power plant was planned to be the first coal plant in Kenya (Muchangi, 2020a). With a production 

capacity of 1,050MW, it would have been the largest coal power plant in East Africa, increasing Kenya’s 

carbon footprint by up to 700% (Leithead, 2019). In fact, Kenya is one of the forerunners in climate 

mitigation: renewable energy accounts for two thirds of Kenya's electricity. Still, Kenya has committed 

to further reduce its carbon emissions by a third until 2030. Additionally, Kenya does not need the power 

plant to meet its electricity demand over the next decade since it produces enough energy from current 

production and an expansion of renewables (DeCOALonize, 2018).  

The power plant was subject to widespread critique due to potential adverse effects on the local 

environment, local communities and culture, and health of the local citizens (DeCOALonize, 2018). 

Moreover, it was expected to disturb the local maritime ecosystem, change water temperature and cause 

acid rain. Furthermore, the acid emissions of the operating power plant would have affected protected 

areas. Acid rain during construction would have triggered a tremendous decline of the local economy 

by impacting the local fishery and agricultural sectors as well as depleting the materials needed for local 

arts and crafts. Subsequently, the corrosion of historical buildings at the Lamu UNESCO World heritage 

site, which is the oldest Swahili settlement in the region, and potential destruction of the local coral reefs 

would further contribute to a decline in tourism. 

Pollution was considered a major issue by civil society as regulations appeared to be low. While China 

imposes strict policies on its own coal-fired plants to avoid pollution and adverse health effects, the 

power plant in Kenya was allowed to circumvent these regulations, with the permission to emit up to 

ten times more than would be allowed in China. A lower air quality would have affected more than 

400,000 people in the region while the intoxication of ground water may contribute to severe damages 

to the organ systems and higher mortality among the population. 

While the power plant would have adverse effects on the local population, the same holds true for the 

Kenyan state. The Lamu power plant was planned to be financed by credits, and construction would be 

done by Chinese contractors, therefore local companies would not profit. (Muchangi, 2020b). However, 

Kenya would have become exposed to further structural dependencies as it would have needed to import 

the coal from South Africa (DeCOALonize, 2018; Muchangi, 2020a). Widely shared critique among 

local citizens led to massive civil unrest, including protests and the organisation of a petition by local 

communities and civil activists against the project (DeCOALonize, 2018). Finally, the National 

Environment Management Authority was sued by the civil society group DeCOALonize for not taking 

into consideration the negative impact of the project on farmlands and the local fishing industry when 

approving the project by law. In 2019, the National Environmental Tribunal put the project on hold, 

pointing to the unsatisfactory quality of the environmental assessment and an insufficient information 

of the public on potentially adverse health effects of the power plant (“Kenya Halts Lamu Coal Power 

Project at World Heritage Site,” 2019).  

Consequently, initial investors, such as the Standard Bank of South Africa, General Electric and the 

African Development Bank, dropped out because of environmental and social risks after the project was 

put on hold (Muchangi, 2020a). In 2020, the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China - the biggest 

investor with a share of 60% of the total project costs of $1.2 billion - abandoned the project, leaving 

the project developer and Kenya´s Centum Investment as the only sponsors (Muchangi, 2020b). Overall, 

the process of the Lamu project reveals how civil society can rise up against projects which are not in 

their interests and how financial interests can counteract environmental and civil society interests.  

6. Recent developments 

China declared it would stop financing overseas coal power plants, however, details of the 

policy remain unclear. Still, the pure announcement showed visible effects, as shortly 

afterwards the Bank of China followed with an announcement to end its financing of coal 
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projects from October first (How China Shapes the World's Coal - BBC Future, 2022). 

Therefore, it can be expected that Chinese institutions will abstain from coal financing in the 

future and align towards more climate-friendly energy investments. However, there are 

concerns that this will at first lead to more spending in gas instead of renewable sources (The 

China in Africa, 2022).  If Chinese institutions are to withdraw from currently planned but not 

yet built coal fired plants, it is estimated that 10 gigatons of CO2 emissions could be saved, 

which equals to 3 months of global CO2 emissions or one year of Chinese emissions (Watts, 

2021). Coal-related investments in developing countries are expected to be replaced by low-

carbon investments instead, a development that has already started in recent years but is 

expected to gain additional momentum after Xi Jinping’s announcement (Sun, 2021). Given 

the magnitude of Chinese investments over the last years, China may - in alignment with the 

image of low-carbon China - become one of the drivers for worldwide low-carbon investment 

in the future. However, most coal-power plants financed with Chinese FDI have only started 

operating in recent years and are therefore relatively competitive and are planned to produce 

energy for the next decades. Therefore, early retirement strategies for these coal-fired power 

plants are needed (Nedopil et al, 2022).  

7. Conclusions 

Throughout this paper, we discussed aspects of China’s core interests in environmental politics 

and linked it to the country’s economic cornerstones. However, by focusing on energy-security 

and especially by analysing regional, national and international policies we uncovered 

inconsistencies of Chinese policies, domestically and overseas. While China strives to become 

a role model in terms of climate change mitigation, the country is greenwashing its national 

statistics in order to comply with international agreements. Despite the country’s ambitious 

goals embedded in current FYPs, newly built coal mining plants will probably be active for 

longer years, thereby hindering emission reduction.  

Furthermore, we showed how approaches to climate change mitigation can differ. China’s 

unique way of transforming its society by making use of its centralised authoritarian state does 

allow for more drastic changes in everyday life. At this point we want to point out that there are 

serious downsides related to ”authoritarian envirnomentalism”, which we could not cover in 

this paper, and which are furthermore subject to different fields of political sciences. 

Nevertheless, the SND eco-industrial park shows that centralisation does not hinder bottom-up 

development, where certain role models are publicly encouraged to demonstrate possible 

solutions for different regional needs.  
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Summing up, China moves into the direction of achieving a leading position in certain areas of 

climate mitigation. However, one needs to be cautious when evaluating such developments. 

Low-carbon China is driven by the idea of imperialistic growth, economically and politically, 

which makes it hard to differentiate between climate change mitigation strategies and 

expansions of (international) political power as the driving forces behind China’s 

environmental strategy and transition. Additionally, the Global South still has to bear the costs 

of Chinese growth as the transition to a low-carbon China is concentrated on Chinese territory.  

However, there is at least one major finding, which should inspire western policy makers. 

Understanding the economy as being shapable by actors other than market forces does not 

hinder creativity and entrepreneurship. Circular Economy projects should encourage the global 

north to rethink the way its production is structured.  We believe that structural change, as well 

as overcoming the capitalist growth imperative and political constraints which often hinder 

transition projects, are necessary steps to an environmentally sound future. 
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