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New President, Same Problem 
US Failure Leaves Space for China to Rise on Climate Issues 
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No Trust for the Public 

In Juliana v. United States, currently 
considered a “landmark lawsuit,” twenty-one 
young plaintiffs between the ages of 9 and 21 have 
filed suit against the US federal government for 
capriciously promoting fossil fuel production 
despite the knowledge that it causes climate 
change. The plaintiffs allege that the government 
has violated the public trust doctrine, which 
charges the government with fiduciary duties to 
preserve public resources for the public benefit. 
They assert that the regressive climate policies in 
the US compromise the younger generation’s 
constitutional rights to life, liberty and property. 

If the young plaintiffs triumph in the case, 
it would set a moral precedent for future climate 
cases, propelling the US toward a renewable 
future. Alas, Trump is hell-bent on kicking this 
case out of court, further demonstrating America’s 
evasion of responsibility not only to its own 
citizens, but to the world community. As global 
economic hegemon, America’s utter failure to take 
accountability for being the largest per capita 
GHG emitter bruises international confidence that 
climate calamity can be avoided. A more willing 
state must rise to fill this vacancy in leadership to 
ensure sustainable international order. 
 
Shaking the Bedrock 

In the US, big Oil and Gas corporations 
have increased federal lobbying expenditures 11% 
since last year and Trump is constantly peddling 
contrived rhetoric like “clean coal” and fraudulent 
research to spread skepticism.1 There is undeniable 

scientific consensus that anthropogenic climate 
change is occurring and will have devastating 
impacts globally. According to the IPCC’s 2014 
Climate Change Assessment Report, the 
atmospheric GHG concentration has reached 
levels not seen in at least 800,000 years. At the 
current rate of change, the globe will warm to 
approximately 2°C above 1990 levels.2 Already, a 
rise in temperature is shrinking arctic ice sheets, 
raising the sea level, increasing ocean 
acidification, instigating extreme weather events 
such as droughts, flooding and hurricanes, and has 
set in motion a massive decline in biodiversity 
known as the “Sixth Extinction.” Food and water 
scarcity will ravage areas projected to become 
more arid, natural disasters will continue to 
increase in frequency and intensity, and the 634 
million people living in low-elevation coastal 
zones around the world will face severe flooding.3 

To add insult to urgency, climate change 
remains one of the most intractable problems the 
world faces today. It defies the viability of typical 
problem solving techniques due to its “wicked” 
nature. It introduces temporal and spatial 
obstacles, with disproportionate impacts affecting 
future generations and global South nations 
substantially more than current generations and 
global North nations. 
 The world cannot afford to wait for the US 
to step up and provide stability on this increasingly 
volatile earth. A scaled-up form of prisoner’s 
dilemma has states and regions pointing fingers 
and dodging their emissions reduction 
commitments, making the collective action 
approach increasingly futile. As global 
cooperation has failed thus far, the world needs a 
climate leader to expedite change, one that has the 
alacrity and capacity to influence world energy 
prices, invest in renewable energy globally and 
form formidable institutions to enforce clean 
energy implementation. This ‘climate hegemon’ 
will be China, which would shake the foundation 
of the current power structure if they are 
successful in commercially producing the new 
bedrock of development–which will not come 
from the ground at all–but from the sun and wind.  
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Posturing for the Future  
 
 
A Brief History in US Climate Waffling 

US dissidence at the 1992 Rio Earth 
Summit was the first major signal that the US 
would not be a global leader in climate change 
mitigation efforts. “The American way of life is 
not up for negotiation,” the elder Bush said in 
response to international pressure.  

Together with the proliferation of 
neoliberalism, elites dealing in fossil fuel energy 
mobilized a counter-movement to 
environmentalism in the 1990s, which has proven 
to be an effective tactic in dividing Democrats and 
Republicans on climate change action. Al Gore 
promised a 30% reduction in emissions at the 1997 
Kyoto Protocol, which the US never ratified.4 The 
younger Bush administration pressured climate 
scientists to water down their findings in the early 
2000s. Obama boasted his commitment to clean 
energy, but in 2012 he gave a speech to the oil 
town of Cushing, Oklahoma, extolling, “I've 
directed my administration to open up millions of 
acres for gas and oil exploration across 23 
different states… We've added enough new oil and 
gas pipeline to encircle the Earth…” Though he 
did sign the EPA’s Clean Power Plan and 
unilaterally signed  

 
 
the 2016 Paris Agreement, these actions are now 
being withdrawn by Trump’s “Executive Order on 
Promoting Energy Independence and Economic 
Growth.”  
 The causes for US inaction are few and 
far-reaching. First, the US will be less directly 
impacted by cataclysmic climate events, 
decreasing policy makers’ sense of responsibility 
in preventing imminent destruction in other lands. 
This negligence of global citizen ethics is 
concomitant with the recent protectionist policy 
moves driven by a rise in right-wing populism. 
Second, the US suffers from what energy 
transition experts refer to as “carbon lock-in,” a 
form of path dependency that highlights the 
difficulty in disrupting a status quo supported by 
centuries of infrastructural, institutional, and 
behavioral devotion to fossil fuel based 
development.  
 
China Strays from the Beaten Path 

Historically, China embraced a traditional 
path of carbon-based development. After opening 
to the global market in 1978, China began heavily 
investing in large-scale coal mining projects, 
innovating production techniques and in 1989 
began maintaining an output of over 1 billion tons 
per year. 5  Similarly, development in the oil 
industry escalated growth in machinery 
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manufacturing, iron and steel industries, and 
transportation. China followed the path laid by 
industrialized countries to rapidly increase GDP. 
Indeed, they signed the 1997 Kyoto Protocol under 
the express condition that they would be exempt 
from reducing emissions. The Vice Minister of the 
Ministry of Environmental Protection Pan Yue 
warned in 2005 that, “The [economic] miracle will 
end soon because the environment can no longer 
keep pace.” Nevertheless, China went forward 
with the construction of 500 new coal plants 
between 2005 and 2009 and was accountable for 
40% of global coal consumption when they 
arrived in Copenhagen to negotiate climate 
policy.6 At the Accord, the US announced a plan 
to cut emissions in all countries instead of just 
those most accountable, which China saw as a 
power play to curtail the growth of NICs and 
maintain industrial core hegemony. After 
Copenhagen, China turned to climate skepticism 
in an effort justify its refusal to cooperate. 
Government sanctioned denial literature painted 
climate science as a conspiracy.  

China radically altered their stance prior to 
the 2015 Paris Accord, shifting to a cooperative 
position recognizing the importance of global 
environmental protection and the economic 
opportunity it poses for China to redefine the 
energy status quo. 

Recent rhetoric and policy conveys 
China’s enthusiasm to assume leadership in 
addressing climate change. President Xi Jinping 
announced at Davos 2017 that “China refuses to 
stay insensitive to the changing times or to blindly 
follow in others’ footsteps. All roads lead to 
Rome. No country should view its own 
development path as the only viable one, still less 
should it impose its own development path on 

others.” In its 2011 Five Year Plan, China 
recognized the powerful opportunities that low-
carbon industries would bring to the state. They 
launched a green strategy to invest $360 billion in 
clean energy by 2020, and suddenly, China 
became the world’s largest investor in renewable 
energy technology. China has stopped the 
construction of 103 new coal-fired power plants 
and aims to get 1/5th of its energy from renewable 
sources by 2030. 7  They ratified the Paris 
Agreement in 2016. These actions are initial 
investments in a concerted long-term effort to 
address the issue, efforts that without international 
support, will do little to stymie the global threat of 
climate change. China has also invested heavily in 
the future global economic market. The “One Belt, 
One Road” (OBOR) initiative, an infrastructure 
investment program twelve times the size of the 
US Marshal Plan, will attempt to establish trade 
routes along the traditional “Silk Road.”  
 
Incentive to Innovate  

But why should China, in a fossil fuel 
driven world, be willing to forego the very 
economic policy responsible for it becoming the 
fastest growing and most powerful emerging 
economy in the world? It is simple: as fossil fuels 
become increasingly scarce and prices rise, 
dependence will spell economic disaster. In the 
long-run, China will reap more benefits from 
switching to clean energy now. The more they 
invest, the lower the cost will be to produce 
renewable technology, in turn making renewables 
outcompete foreign fossil fuels. Other countries 
will have no choice but to follow suit, or be left 
behind in the soot-stained past.  

The consequences of environmental abuse 
are felt as constant retribution in China. 
Aggressive developmental policy has caused an 
“Airpocalypse.” In the first half of 2017, air 
quality in the 338 largest Chinese cities continued 
to deteriorate. Every day, citizens experience first-
hand the price of prioritizing fossil fuel 
dependence over the environment. For the past 15 
years, China has faced a severe rise in lung cancer 
cases and in 2015 they had 36 percent of world’s 
cases. The Chinese government feels increasing 
domestic pressure to address air quality today, 
making it more likely that the compounded threats 
tomorrow will influence action. 
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In contrast to increasing protectionism in 
the US, China is investing in future global trade. 
As the industrialized Chinese economy continues 
to specialize, growth will necessitate a stable and 
integrated global economy. Given no radical shift 
in the response to climate change, absolute 
devastation will fall upon China and its trading 
partners. According the Asian Development Bank, 
“numerous countries of the region regularly 
experience annual losses associated with extreme 
weather events equivalent to over 1% of GDP. 
Unless urgent action is taken to strengthen 
resilience and to avoid global warming beyond 
2°C, climate change will multiply such 
losses.”8  In this context, the OBOR investment in 
re-establishing the economic leadership China 
enjoyed during the Silk Road era signals Chinese 
recognition of responsibility for the fate of 
developing economies in the region. Weaker states 
are ill equipped to weather climate disaster 
unassisted by international leadership, and as 
China invests more heavily in the international 
community, it becomes more expensive for it to 
back away from helping its neighbors.  

Advantage to Ascend 
The question is not if they will be forced 

to cut emissions, but if they will assume global 
leadership on climate policy. As a one-party state 
with a “long arm” that grasps strategic industries, 
the Chinese government can transcend the liberal 
economic idealism and legislative gridlock that 
chokes democratic states. The Communist party 
unilaterally proposes state policy and, without 
dilution or stagnation, is free to swiftly implement 
it. Further, its status as a NIC gives it additional 
leverage in the climate scheme. Western states 
suffer from centuries of deep-rooted “carbon lock-
in,” forcing them to grasp onto fossil fuel industry 
and introduce innovations like fracking to squeeze 
the last bit of profit from finite resources, a 
pathetic practice known as the “last gasp effect.” 
China is less strangled by the stubborn 
infrastructure, institutions, and behaviors that 
result from the long reign of the incumbent source.  

This increased flexibility, coupled with its 
world-leading manufacturing sector, places China 
in an opportune position to lead clean energy 
innovation. The return on investment in renewable 
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technology is projected to be monumental. Every 
energy transition is followed by an economic 
boom stemming from new-use inventions, which 
during the industrial revolution, completely 
reshaped everyday life and macroeconomic 
organization. A “low-carbon industrial revolution” 
is predicted to follow this inevitable clean energy 
transition, ringing in an even larger boom due to 
the lack of quantity restraints on renewable energy 
sources. This will create a positive feedback loop 
in the industrial economy of scale China thrives 
on. China’s factory-lead industry would allow it to 
become the number one exporter of renewable 
technology, giving it the capacity to influence 
world prices in the future low-carbon economy. 
 
Is Collaboration Futile?  

Although its initiatives appear promising, 
China may not be prepared to enforce a low-
carbon global cooperation regime. It lacks the 
international prestige the US possesses. Though 
the Chinese Renminbi has been recognized by the 
IMF as a World Reserve Currency, the USD 
remains the international reserve currency of 
choice and many countries, including China, still 
choose to peg their own currency to it. Currently, 
China is the largest single state emitter of CO2 and 
this year is projected to increase emissions. 
Although China is investing heavily in the 
development of renewable energy to curb their 
own emissions, they continue to fortify fossil fuel 
dependency abroad. China is currently supplying 
the capital for other countries, specifically within 
the OBOR region, to enhance their reliance on 
fossil fuels. This behavior clearly does not indicate 
a concerted and meaningful effort to lead a low-
carbon revolution. 

Furthermore, Chinese leadership is only 
necessary if Paris Agreement member states 
cannot work together to maintain a cooperation 
regime. Although the track record for international 
climate change cooperation is grim due to a lack 

of trust between nations and the enticing option to 
free-ride, that vacuous approach to climate 
negotiation will tenably come to an end. While 
cooperation does inflict a short-term cost on those 
who participate, the alternative future costs will 
soon entail resource scarcity, conflict, and a 
climate refugee crisis with unforeseeable slashes 
to each state’s GDP. Thus, states will be willing to 
pay a greater and greater price to avoid imminent 
disaster and conflict in favor of cooperation.  
 
Short-term Costs, Long-term Necessity 

Though a coalition of states would wield 
the power to enforce a collective action, the 
withdrawal of major emitters from agreements and 
the inability for signatories to credibly promise not 
to cheat presents a critical problem. Left 
unresolved, cooperation will unravel time and time 
again, just as it has since the first attempt in Kyoto 
in 1992. Only a willing and able clean energy 
hegemon can expediently succeed in catalyzing 
international climate change cooperation. 

But is China the one? Though clearly not 
as well situated compared to the US, China is 
capable. There is no doubt that it will be costly for 
China to maintain such cooperation; the US 
withdrew from this position of leadership because 
it deemed the position too expensive relative to the 
perceived future payoff. China now faces this 
same calculation. Although increased Chinese 
emissions in the coming year are a setback, 
contextualized within the massive scale of 
renewable investment, this prediction should be 
treated as an anomaly rather than a trend looking 
forward. Similarly, China’s current role in 
increasing foreign fossil fuel dependency through 
its OBOR investments is not an indefinite 
condition. Instead, it is a vehicle for long-term 
investment in developing economies to build and 
improve relationships with regional trading 
partners. This necessitates the profitability of a 
healthy future environment. n 
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