
POLICY BRIEF

COP28 brief: Unpacking 
China’s stance and 
unravelling implications
Jing Zhang and Christoph Nedopil Wang





21

Source: Developed by authors

Figure 1: The evolution of COPs
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climate action.3 Table 1 summarises major declarations 
and China’s endorsements of them at COP28. As shown 
in Table 1, China has signed agreements on agriculture, 
nature, gender and health, but notable absences 
elsewhere leave it with a mixed stance on critical 
environmental and climate issues, although this will not 
affect China’s efforts to actively responding to climate 

change as China has been the country with the largest 
installed capacity of renewable energy in the world every 
year for many years. Given the multitude of aspects, this 
analysis will specifically concentrate on four key areas: 
agricultural transformation, energy transformation, climate 
finance and the carbon market—also the main points of 
discussion at the event.
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Agri-food transformation 

For the first time in thirty years, agriculture and food 
systems took centre stage in a COP. The signing of 
the COP28 Declaration on Food and Agriculture by 
159 countries highlighted an integral recognition of 
the interconnectedness between climate change 
and food systems and emphasized the urgency of 
adopting an integrated approach to climate action that 
transcends conventional disciplinary boundaries. The 
acknowledgment embedded in the Declaration conveys 
an understanding of the dual role of agriculture both as 
a contributor and a potential solution to climate change. 
This recognition will facilitate efforts to implement 
practices within the agricultural sector that effectively 
mitigate greenhouse gas emissions while concurrently 
promoting sustainable food productionmitigateit525nt 
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Central Asia, South Asia, the Middle East and Africa, 
aiming to avoid reliance on a single country or region 
(Figure 3). At the same time, China is expanding its 
agricultural operations overseas and become a key player 
in agricultural investment and related infrastructure 
including farmland, most notably in South America and in 
Africa for soybeans, meat, palm oil and so on. This global 
agricultural diversification strategy not only ensures 
China’s food security but also allows China an ambitious 
opportunity to implement significant transformation in the 
domestic agricultural and food system. 

However, it’s important to note that both food imports and 
overseas agricultural investment are likely to have various 
environmental impacts on trading partners and investing 
countries, such as deforestation, water pollution and 
greenhouse gas emissions. Efforts to promote sustainable 
practices, adherence to environmental standards and 
collaboration between countries may help mitigate these 
negative environmental impacts. 

Energy transition 

The latest COP28 draft, calls for a ‘transitioning 
away’11–not ‘phase-out’–from fossil fuels. An opinion 
from Financial Review defined this as “another case of 
geopolitical and energy realities continuing to challenge 
the direction and pace of the energy transition and 
ultimately climate policy”.12  

Historically, global north countries—including US, 
Canada, Australia, Norway and the UK—have been deeply 
committed to wean the world off coal, oil and natural gas. 
While both Norway and EU expressed intent to push for 
fossil fuel ‘phase out’ following draft text, Australia took 
a toned-down stance by defending the term ‘unabated 
coal’ using a football analogy, suggesting a justification for 
continuing certain activities without immediate emission 

Figure 3: China’s emerging Food Silk Road

Source: Tortajada and Zhang, 2021.10

reductions. The UK advocated for ‘guardrails’ to ensure 
substantial carbon capture, demonstrating a proactive 
stance on robust carbon reduction measures. Through a 
different negotiating strategy, Saudi Arabia advocated for 
a focus on emissions rather than energy sources, implying 
a potential continuation of reliance on traditional energy 
sources while addressing environmental concerns. 

Other key players, such as India, Russia and China, played 
pivotal roles with varying approaches too. India was not 
actively engaging or taking a vocal stance on this debated 
topic, but Russia has explicitly come out against a fossil 
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On the other hand, new research reveals that the five 
global north countries—US, Canada, Australia, Norway 
and the UK—are intending to augment their oil and gas 
production by 2030 and are accountable for 51 per cent 
of the projected oil and gas expansion until 2050;16 
China continues to authorise the construction of new 
coal-fired power plants with over 50GW of new capacity 
commencing last year, to stabilise prices and ensure a 
secure electricity supply;17 India currently has 27GW under 
construction but has announced to incorporate 80GW 
of thermal power, coal-based, by 2031-32 due to an 
‘unprecedented rate’ of increased power demand in the 
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Climate finance

Climate finance took a pivotal turn at the COP15 in 
Copenhagen (2009), where developed countries, 
acknowledging the urgency of climate action, pledged 
within the context of meaningful mitigation actions and 
transparent implementation to mobilise $100 billion 
annually by 2020 to support climate initiatives in developing 
countries. This commitment was formalised at COP16 in 
Cancun (2010), reiterated and expiry date extended to 
2025 during COP21 in Paris. However, it has historically 
fallen short of the target20 due to various factors including 
inconsistent rules, ambiguous accountability, the political 
and economic interests of donor countries, and the limited 
governance capacity of developing nations,21 although 
improvement was seen at the 2022 Paris Summit after 
significant pressure applied. 

Future financial requirements for agrifood system 
transforming, the energy transition, climate adaptation and 
disaster relief are sure to be substantial and overwhelming. 
A report of Songwe et al22 has projected that emerging 
markets and developing countries will require $2.4 trillion 
annually in investments to limit emissions and address 
challenges posed by climate change.  Emerged from the 
same system, climate disasters are pushing vulnerable 
countries deeper into debt as loans continued to be the 
main instrument used by the developed countries to provide 
public climate finance, trapping them in a vicious cycle that 
perversely drives investment in the fossil fuels that further 
accelerate the climate crisis.23 Hence, COP28 confronts 
not only the task of securing funds but also the intricate 
challenges of addressing debt issues and reshaping the 
financial architecture.

Given these challenges, progress in climate finance has 
been notably limited at COP28, with a consensus achieved 
on the operationalisation of the Loss and Damage Fund 
and the framework for the Global Goal on Adaptation. 
Additionally, a New Collective Quantified Goal (NCQG) has 
been agreed upon to be set before 2025, based on US$100 
billion per year. Developing countries expressed continued 
concern over the absence of explicit financial commitments 

within the targets, while developed nations advocate 
maintaining this ambiguity and postponing detailed 
financial discussions to the following year. Instead, there is 
a notable focus and expectation from developed countries 
on the wealthy emerging economies such as China and the 
Gulf states, as well as on multilateral development banks 
(MDBs), to play a crucial role in promoting investment 
opportunities and mobilising funds. 

In fact, relevant research24 has proven that the large 
nations such as China, India, Brazil and Saudi Arabia has 
contributed to more climate-related finance via MDBs than 
many countries in the global north (Figure 5). While China’s 
identity as a developing country has made it reluctant to 
take formal responsibilities for financing global climate 
action, China’s foreign aid and the Belt and Road Initiative 
have integrated climate components over the past decade 
and the promotion of a ‘green soft power’ agenda and 
a ‘greener BRI’ promise has led to heightened Chinese 
contributions to climate mitigation and adaptation. For 
example, China has pledged to make available $3.1bn 
to other developing countries through the China South-
South Climate Cooperation Fund to implement the ‘10-
100-1000 initiative’,25 although this falls short of pledges 
due to institutional challenges.26 The project continues 
without a set implementation deadline. Lippolis’s analysis 



the COP29 in Azerbaijan. This could disrupt the efforts 
of global rule-makers, impeding their ability to effectively 
navigate and meet commitments regarding carbon credit 
transactions. It is particularly relevant for countries, 
including Singapore, engaged in preliminary deals to 
purchase carbon credits for meeting emission targets.32

The breakdown in negotiations will inevitably lead to 
increased uncertainty in the development of the voluntary 
carbon market. Without an agreed cooperative mechanism, 
countries will prioritise own interests, independently 
constructing or developing domestic carbon markets. 
The US’ Inflation Reduction Act and the EU’s Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism are typical cases. The 
interconnection of relatively well-established national 
markets will then give rise to regional markets. This scenario 
presents challenges for China as it works to enhance its 
domestic carbon market and participate effectively in 
the international carbon market. This is because regional 
carbon markets, not completely multilateral, form climate 
alliances or clubs among two or more countries. Carbon 
credits trade within these alliances and clubs, usually 
involving countries with similar climate goals and market 
rules. Developed countries, particularly in Europe and 
North America, are most likely to dominate regional carbon 
trading due to advanced mechanisms. For example, the 
G7 has included the establishment of a ‘climate club’ in the 
scope of discussions, and the US and EU have tried to reach 
an agreement on the Global Arrangement on Sustainable 
Steel and Aluminium. In contrast, developing countries face 
significant barriers in regional carbon trading due to limited 
domestic markets and disparities in scale, mechanisms and 
rules. For example, China’s carbon market has potential, 
but low demand and transaction volume might hinder its 



Conclusion

China’s stance at the COP28 demonstrates resilience 
against external pressures, particularly evident in its 
approach towards formal declarations and substantive 
commitments. This resilience suggests that: on one 
hand,  China will determine its own path without being 
influenced by other countries. Despite facing challenges 
in addressing the agri-food transition while ensuring food 
security in the long term, China has exhibited a growing 
interest in shaping global governance in food security. 
We believe China will continue strengthening agricultural 
investment, deepening technological cooperation and 
expanding climate finance bilaterally with developing and 
vulnerable countries globally. On the other hand, China’s 
climate policy is likely to continue evolving in response to 
competitive pressures and emerging opportunities. China 
will continue to deepen reforms in the energy system 
with an unwavering commitment to emission reduction; 
and additionally, the country emphasizes the importance 
of forging robust strategic relationships to maximize 
cooperation in the evolving landscape of carbon markets. 
Finally, China intends to unveil its 2030 and 2035 national 
climate targets (including methane) within the framework 
of the Paris Agreement by 2025. The recent stabilisation 
of the US-China relationship provides necessary 
conditions, but there is a belief that any potential political 
messages arising between now and then will create 
significant impact over China’s climate policies and will 
shape China’s decisions in 2024/5 over a series of issues 
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