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D espite what Donald Trump, forty-fi fth president of the United States,  
preaches, climate change is indeed not a hoax perpetrated by the 

Chinese. In fact, China faces severe and debilitating impacts from this 
serious dilemma. Although China did not invent the concept of climate 
change, the country plays a hefty role in this current issue today. As 
stresses from the transition from a developing to a developed nation 
continue to mount, China is at a breaking point with the potential to 
either act as a climate model or as a climate failure for the rest of the 
world. 

In 2006, China surpassed the United States as the world’s 
largest producer of greenhouse gas emissions. The process of China’s 
rise as the main emitter occurred over just a few decades. In 1970, 
China’s total greenhouse gas emissions were 1,873,971.675 kilotons 
(kt) of carbon dioxide (COൣ) equivalent. These emissions steadily rose 
throughout the late 20th century and leveled off  between 1995 and 
2001 around 5,000,000 kt of COൣ equivalent. The substantial spike 
in China’s growth rate of emissions refl ects how the nation became a 
global power in trade during the 21st century. By 2012, total emissions 
grew to 12,454,710.605 kt of COൣ equivalent.1 China’s total emissions 
increased by nearly seven times in just four decades. In addition, 
China’s COൣ emissions in metric tons per capita have displayed a 
similar trend over the past few decades. China’s per capita emissions 

    1    World Bank Group, “Total Greenhouse Gas Emissions (kt of CO2 equivalent),” 
WorldBank, (2016). http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.GHGT.KT.CE?
locations=CN.
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hit a low point of .574 metric tons/capita in 1967. The same steady 
rise is seen throughout the late twentieth century, with stabilization 
around 2.7 metric tons/capita in the late 1990s. Again, the 21st 
century exhibits the same drastic rise in per capita emissions, with 
7.551 metric tons/capita in 2013.2 Globalization and world trade is the 
primary reason why China has become such a threat to the global 
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an unprecedented level of global consensus about the need to address 
climate change. Limiting the growth of greenhouse gas emissions 
serves as the main takeaway from this summit. China committed to halt 
the growth of its emissions by 2030. The trajectory of emissions shows 
a current increase in total emissions with a peak coming by 2025, if not 
sooner. A main driver of this goal to peak in the next decade is China’s 
thirteenth Five-year plan. This plan contains three main objectives for 
the country: a twenty-three percent reduction in water consumption, 
a fi fteen precent reduction in energy consumption, and an eighteen 
percent reduction in COൣ emissions by 2020.5 China proves that it can 
act as a role model for the rest of the globe during such turmoil and 
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than the market price for environmentally friendly products, hence 
the label “willing to pay.”16 Support from the Chinese people provides 
a beacon of hope because a unifi ed country is more able to enact 








