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Fig. 1  COintensity and COemissions in China in 1978-2012
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Low Carbon Governance in China: Barriers and Solutions

Kevin Lo

(Department of Resource Management and Geography, University of Melbourne, VIC 3010, Australia)

Abstract: China has experienced more than three decades of unprecedented rapid economic growth and urban
expansion. Energy consumption and carbon emissions have increased significantly as a result. Recognizing the
threats of climate change, the Chinese government has strengthened low carbon governance during the “11th
Five-Year Plan” period. This article examines the barriers of China’ s low carbon governance in four sectors:
industry, buildings, transport, and renewable energy. In addition to policy problems (e.g., the development of
carbon trading), this article identifies local government actions as the key barrier to China’s low carbon gover-
nance, manifested in the local governments promoting unsustainable economic growth and urban development,
and a lack of enthusiasm in developing and implementing low carbon policies. These local government actions
are not irrational, but can be understood as logical consequences of various institutional incentives and con-
strains. Therefore, there is a need for institutional reforms to improve the ways carbon is governed in China.
This article recommends three reforms: 1) strengthening the energy conservation target responsibility system;
2) reducing the pressure on local governments in relation to economic development; and 3) strengthen the par-
ticipation of civil society in low carbon governance.

Key words: low carbon governance; climate change; energy conservation



