China Promises to Reduce Its Carbon Intensity 65% by 2030
by Somini Sengupta
Dec. 12, 2020 – China on Saturday promised incremental new steps to address climate change in the next decade, but signaled that it would not reveal all of its plans before seeing the next moves taken by its main global rival, the United States.
Speaking at an online summit on the 5th anniversary of the Paris climate agreement, Xi Jinping, China’s leader, said that by 2030, China would reduce its carbon intensity by over 65%.  Carbon intensity is a measure of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions relative to economic activity.  That goal means that, as China’s economy grows, so will its emissions, but at a slower rate than before.
Mr. Xi also said China would triple wind and solar power capacity to over one billion kiloWatts (1,000 GW, roughly equal to total US capacity) and expand its forests.
Mr. Xi has used his recent speeches to international meetings to draw an implicit contrast with the Trump administration’s go-it-alone rhetoric.  Mr. Xi’s video speech on Saturday also struck that theme.  “In meeting the climate challenge, no one can be aloof and unilateralism will get us nowhere,” Mr. Xi said.  “Only by upholding multi-lateralism, unity, and cooperation can we deliver shared benefits and win-win for all nations.”
Mr. Xi’s statement came 3 months after he announced in September that China would reduce its emissions of CO2, the main GHG that has warmed the planet since the dawn of the industrial era, to net-zero, meaning that China would remove from the atmosphere whatever emissions it could not cut, by 2060.
China, the factory of the world, is currently the world’s biggest producer of planet-warming gases.  So, whatever it does to tamp down its emissions is a key to addressing climate change.
China’s GHG emissions have continued to increase since the signing of the Paris Agreement in 2015.  Mr. Xi’s statement on Saturday reiterated that they would keep growing and peak only some time “before 2030.”  That fell short of the timeline that many climate advocates had hoped for: that China would peak its emissions by 2025.  
Mr. Xi said nothing about setting an absolute limit on China’s CO2 emissions, nor whether or how he planned to reduce the country’s dependence on coal.  China is by far the world’s largest consumer of coal, the dirtiest fossil fuel.  Mr. Xi has continued to expand coal-fired power plants at home and abroad.
The statement was a carefully calibrated move to demonstrate that China intends to move more quickly toward a sustainable economy, without revealing a lot of details before a new administration takes over in Washington.  “I think China is waiting to see what the Biden administration will announce and can deliver on,” said Jake Schmidt of the Natural Resources Defense Council.  “They are trying to signal that they’re going to continue to move forward on climate action domestically, but they’re also holding back.”
As China’s economy, global status and GHG emissions have risen, Beijing has tried to show that it is committed to reducing emissions.  But the government also wants to maintain industrial growth and rapid urbanization.  “We will promote greener economic and social development in all respects, while pursuing high-quality development,” Mr. Xi said in his speech.  He is likely to reveal more about how he intends to balance those goals early next year, when China unveils its next 5-year plan that will include climate and energy goals.
With the pandemic having postponed the annual international climate negotiations by a full year, the online summit was intended to nudge countries to announce more ambitious climate plans for the short term.  António Guterres, the Secretary General of the United Nations and one of the hosts of the summit, called on every country to redirect coronavirus recovery funds away from fossil fuels and toward climate-friendly sectors.  “We cannot use these resources to lock in policies that burden future generations with a mountain of debt on a broken planet,” he said, calling on world leaders to declare “a climate emergency.”
www.nytimes.com/2020/12/12/climate/china-xi-greenhouse-gases.html
