
 
 

 

For more information: www.undp.org.cn/ 
United Nations Development Programme China 
No.2 Liangmahe Nanlu • Beijing, China 100600 
 

March 
No. 17 
May 2016 

CHINA’S CLIMATE CHANGE 
SOUTH-SOUTH COOPERATION– 
HISTORY AND FUTURE TRENDS 
South-South Cooperation 
South-South cooperation in international development is now 
widely recognized as an important complement to North-South 
cooperation, and is particularly rapidly growing as part of 
efforts in addressing climate change. The United Nations Office 
for South-South Cooperation defines South-South cooperation 
as “…a broad framework for collaboration among developing 
countries in political, economic, social, cultural, environmental 
and technical domains, through which developing countries 
share knowledge, skills, expertise and resources to meet their 
development goals through concerted efforts”.i 

China’s response to climate change  
In 2006 China overtook the United States as the world’s largest 
carbon dioxide emitter and today China’s per capita emissions 
are at the same approximate levels as those of the European 
Union.ii However, China has been undertaking ambitious 
domestic actions on mitigating climate change over the last few 
years, stating in 2014 that it would not follow developed 
countries' path of unlimited greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
during their industrialization period, but would ‘endeavor to 
explore a sustainable development path that can make 
economic development compatible with the efforts to address 
climate change’.iii China has lowered its energy intensity carbon 
dioxide emissions per unit of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 
around 70% since 1980 from 3.4 tonnes of coal equivalent (tce) 
per CNY 10,000 (year 2005 price) in 1980 to 0.93 tce per CNY 
10,000 in 2015.iv 
In its Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, China 
committed to achieve the peaking of carbon dioxide emissions 
around 2030 or earlier, lower carbon dioxide emissions per unit 
of GDP by 60-65% from 2005 levels by 2030, and increase the 
share of non-fossil fuels in the primary energy mix to 
approximately 20% by 2030.v This would imply a peaking of 
emissions at significantly lower per capita and income levels 
than has been the case for major developed countries. 
China has also emerged as a world leader in renewable energy 
technologies. The continuously declining global prices of solar 
and wind power technologies owing to China’s technological 
advancements and economies of scale are an important 

contribution to global GHG emissions reduction. China’s 
decoupling of economic growth from GHG emissions is also 
based on shifting its industry towards less emission-intensive 
sectors. As some high-emission heavy and light industries are 
being relocated to other developing countries, China’s South-
South Cooperation will be crucial for supporting recipient 
countries in greening these industries and avoiding a lock-in 
effect on high-emission technologies and fossil fuels. As the 
world’s largest developing country, China seeks to ‘become a 
demonstration model that other developing countries can 
follow in pursuing sustainable development’vi by avoiding 
reliance on the traditional high-pollution and high-emission 
development pathways. Furthermore, China’s experience in 
adapting to the adverse effects of climate change is of crucial 
importance to many developing countries.   

China’s South-South Cooperation 
As it becomes increasingly engaged in global development 
debates, China has also increased its attention to South-South 
Cooperation. By the end of 2012, China provided a total of CNY 
345.63 billion for aid in 161 countries.vii This makes China the 
largest foreign aid provider among developing countries. 

China’s climate change South-South Cooperation is part of 
China’s foreign aid. From 2005 to 2010 China undertook 115 

Figure 1 : Current and future spending scenarios on South-
South cooperation 
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climate change South-South cooperation projects totalling CNY 
1.17 billion. 
 The first official reference to China’s climate change South-
South Coopeartion can be found in ‘China’s African Policy’ 
published in 2006, which states that ‘China will actively 

promote China-Africa cooperation in climate change … by 
facilitating technological exchanges’.viii The first white paper on 
‘China’s Policies and Actions for Addressing Climate Change’ 
published in 2008 states that China has ‘all along’ helped 
African countries and small island developing States ‘to 
improve their ability to cope with climate change’ and that 
‘China's African Policy makes it clear that China will actively 
promote China-Africa cooperation on climate change’.ix  In 
2009, China announced eight new assistance measures under 
the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, which included 
assistance for climate change and in 2011, China’s first white 
paper on foreign aid was released, introducing climate change 
as a new area of its foreign aid.  
In 2014, China’s South-South Cooperation Climate Fund was 
officially launched by China’s then chief climate change 
negotiator and Vice-Chairman of the National Development 
and Reform Commission, Xie Zhenhua, during the United 
Nations Climate Change Conference in Lima. On 25 September 
2015, in a joint statement with the United States’ President 
Barack Obama, President Xi Jinping announced that China 
would offer USD 3.1 billion to the fund.  

UNDP’s global study on China’s climate change 
South-South Cooperation  
With growing interest from UNDP’s global stakeholders, UNDP 
China undertook a global study on China’s climate change 
South-South Cooperation. More money, more impact? China’s 
Climate Change South-South Cooperation to Date and Future 
Trends provides an overview of the historic development and 
current state of China’s South-South cooperation on mitigating 
and adapting to climate change. Based on the findings of a 
global survey and interviews, it considers and analyzes the 
experiences, needs and priorities of China’s partner countries 
and how China could support these countries in the future. The 
study offers the first compilation of such experiences and 
current priorities for future cooperation. Key recommendations 
for overall principles of China’s climate change South-South 
Cooperation include: 
· To focus on priority areas identified by developing countries, 
namely adaptation, agriculture, disaster risk reduction and 
preparedness, energy efficiency, renewable energy, and 
education and public awareness (see figure 2); 
· To utilize and build upon the comparative advantages of 
China’s approach to South-South Cooperation on climate 
change, specifically non-bureaucratic and unconditional 
provision of support, simplified approval procedures and 
efficiency in delivery of support; 
· To enhance developing countries' understanding of the types 
of support offered by China to showcase opportunities for 
collaboration; 
· To foster the effective engagement of local counterparts in 
project implementation to ensure long term sustainability of 
interventions; 

· To expand trilateral cooperation with bilateral cooperation 
agencies and intergovernmental organizations to amplify 
available expertise; 
· To increase coordination on and coherence among Chinese 
government entities. 

This study contributes to the understanding of the international 
community on the unique added value of China’s climate 
change South-South cooperation. 
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Figure 2 : Developing countries’ priorities for climate change 
South-South cooperation with China 
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