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CHINA’S 30-60 CARBON GOAL
President Xi Jinping surprised the world 
last September when he declared China 
was committed to achieving peak carbon 
emissions by 2030 and being carbon 
neutral by 2060. This is a significant step 
forward in the global climate change 
initiative as China is the world’s largest 
emitter of carbon, accounting for 20%  
of annual global emissions.

While the 2030 peak carbon goal is chal
lenging but achievable, the 2060 carbon 
neutral objective looks like a gargantuan 
ask. The reason for this is that China’s 
carbon peak will likely plateau far higher 
than other regions – almost double that 
of the US and two and a half times that of 
Europe. Cutting carbon emissions from 
such a height will not only require signifi
cant investments into green energy, but 
also entail making drastic changes to the 
economic model that has brought China  
so much success.

TRANSITIONING AWAY FROM COAL

A key strategy is to change China’s ener
gy mix, transitioning away from dirty 
fossil fuels like coal and increasing the 
use of cleaner sources like wind, solar, 
hydroelectric and nuclear. Coal, one of 
the cheapest fossil fuels, is still the main 
feedstock used in energy generation in 
China, though its domination has fallen 
from almost 80% of electricity generation 
a decade ago to around 60% today, 
with nonfossil sources now making up 
10%. The International Energy Agency 
estimates that China burns around 3.9bn 
metric tons of coal a year, more than  
four times the next biggest coal consumer. 

China obviously needs to do more, and in 
April, President Xi committed that China’s  
coal consumption would peak by 2025 
and fall thereafter. Critics, however, point 
to the fact that despite this pledge, China 
continues to build new coal power stations. 
While it could be argued that the newer 
coal power plants are more efficient and 
emit less carbon per unit of energy gene
rated, it is also a sign that it is difficult for 
China to completely wean itself off coal. 

URBANISATION CHALLENGE

The other challenge facing China is that 
there are still significant development 
needs in the country. The latest popu
lation census illustrated that China’s 
urbanisation rate over the past decade 
has been faster than expected, and that 
this trend is likely to persist into the 
next decade with the urban population 
expected to increase by an additional  
169 million by 2030. This has implications 
for housing stock and will drive demand 
for steel and cement required in the con 
struction of these new cities and buildings. 

The problem is that the production of 
steel, cement and other construction 
materials is extremely carbon intensive, 
requiring a large amount of electricity  
to power the factories and fossil fuel 
inputs for part of the process. This is  
the reason why industrial emissions 
account for 28% of China’s carbon  
emis sions, far higher than other regions. 
Other than curtailing production alto
gether, the only solutions for this problem 
are to either reduce the carbon intensity 
during production, or by using carbon 
capture and storage, which is the pro cess 
of capturing carbon before it enters the 
atmosphere and storing it underground. 
Unfortunately, major technological break
throughs are required before carbon 
capture and storage would be a viable 
solution at present.

NATIONAL EMISSIONS TRADING SCHEME (ETS) 

Perhaps one long term solution is the 
launch of China’s national carbon trading 
market in July, which currently covers 
most of China’s thermal power generators 
– about 40% of China’s total carbon 
emissions. While the ETS is a positive 
first step in an attempt to signal change, 
it is not expected to make much impact 
initially. This is because the ETS is not a 
“capandtrade” system, hence there are 
no caps on overall carbon emissions. 
China is probably taking a stepbystep 
approach to carbon trading, learning 
from the leading EUETS system where 

there was also no cap imposed when it 
was first established. It took the EUETS 
several iterations and over a decade 
before it has started to make a tangible 
difference to curbing emissions in Europe. 
It is likely that China’s ETS system will 
follow a similar developmental path. As 
such, expect industrial players and a hard 
emissions cap to be included in the not 
too distant future. 
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