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Much has changed in the 50 years since the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment, but its 
legacy remains important. Why did it matter, and 
what has changed since?
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Why Stockholm+50 matters
INTRODUCTION

The UN Conference on the Human 
Environment, held in Stockholm 
in 1972, was a turning point 

for environmental governance. It saw 
the emergence of global environmental 
cooperation as a concept – in part, as 
an attempt to create a common frame 
of reference that could transcend the 
geopolitics of the Cold War – and the 
creation of new alliances and divisions, 
particularly between the Global North 
and South. It was also a critical moment 
for the People’s Republic of China, which 
had only recently come to occupy the 
China seat at the United Nations and had 
famously begun its rapprochement with 
the United States, following President 
Nixon’s visit to China. Most importantly, 
it marked the beginning of environmental 
protection as a concept in China and laid 
the groundwork for China’s position on 

sustainability, climate change and other 
critical issues at the UN. 

Today, China has positioned itself 
as an environmental leader; its scale, 
investment in renewables and other 
clean technology, and financial capacity 
mean it can make clear contributions to 
prioritising climate and nature and play 
a significant role in global governance. 
Its statements matter, and its president 
used his last two appearances at the UN 
General Assembly (UNGA) to signal 
this. “China will step up support for 
other developing countries in developing 
green and low-carbon energy,” said 
China’s President Xi Jinping at UNGA 
in September 2021, “and will not build 
new coal-fired power projects abroad.” 
His statement came at a critical moment: 
UN-led climate talks at COP26 in 

The UN Conference on the Human Environment was 
a turning point for global environmental governance, 
write Sam Geall and Malin Oud. But its complex legacy 
faces another turning point.  
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Glasgow, in November, will represent 
the first opportunity since the signing 
of the 2015 UN Paris Agreement 
for countries to ratchet up the 
commitments in their pledges, known 
as nationally determined contributions. 
Countries need to increase – by five 
times if the world is to reach the 1.5°C 
goal – their existing ambition to reduce 
the production of greenhouse gases.

But there are still many questions 
about China’s role, as host of the UN 
biodiversity conference COP15, in 
its global carbon and environmental 
footprint beyond its borders, in 
its approach to implementation 
mechanisms, human rights, open 
information and access to justice. 

Recognising China’s crucial role in 
global governance of the environment, 
the Raoul Wallenberg Institute and 
China Dialogue jointly organised, in 
September 2021, a two-day hybrid 
workshop in Stockholm to discuss 
the role China can play, 50 years after 
Stockholm, in marking this anniversary 
and using it as a platform for a number 
of critical and important questions. 
Among them: Can China implement 
its ambitious pledges? What is China’s 
role in driving an outcome at COP15 in 

Kunming? How can we create synergies 
across multilateral agreements, between 
nature and climate? What roles can 
rights-holders and civil society play 
in good environmental outcomes, in 
China and beyond? Since the conference 
was held under the Chatham House 
Rule, which precludes direct quotation 
and attribution, this article will act as 
conference proceedings. It summarises 
some of the important points from those 
discussions and we hope it helps share 
some of the key ideas and strategies that 
groups can harness in the run-up to the 
Stockholm+50 anniversary in 2022. 

Stockholm’s legacy 

Fifty years since Stockholm, the 
planet stands at an ecological and 
historical inflection point, with an ever 
more urgent need to bend the curve 
towards sustainable development. 
Sweden plans to mark this with a 
series of dialogues, co-chaired by 
developed- and developing-country 
leaders, that will focus on the urgency 
of action, the need for a sustainable 
recovery from the pandemic, and the 
need to accelerate implementation 
on the ground. The aim is not only 
commemoration but also much-needed 

self-reflection. Not least, to ask, what 
is the legacy of Stockholm, and are the 
policy systems we have inherited taking 
us in the right direction? 

The Stockholm Conference did 
not successfully transcend Cold 
War geopolitics; in the end, the 
Warsaw Pact countries boycotted 
the conference. Neither did it solve 
the world’s environmental problems. 
Shamefully, it disregarded gender 
inequality as a crucial factor. But it 
did create new political alliances, 
between East and West and across 
the Global South. It also set a new 
course for global environmental 
governance, leading to the founding 
of UNEP, and underpinning progress 
towards the Rio Conference in 1992. 
Many present-day environmental 
treaties emerged from Rio. Stockholm 
also birthed the “environmental 
rights revolution”, which led to the 
adoption of laws and frameworks that 
recognise environmental quality as 
a precondition for the enjoyment of 
basic human rights. This continues in 
the realm of procedural environmental 
rights, around participation, access 
to information and to remedy, as well 
as in ongoing discussions at the UN 
Human Rights Council where two 

Towards Stockholm+50: China’s role in global environmental governance. Hybrid conference in Stockholm, 
September 2021. Session on “What role Sweden can play?” with Jonas Ebbesson, Professor of Environmental 

Law, Stockholm University; Karl Hallding, Senior Research Fellow, Stockholm Environment Institute; and 
Johanna Lissinger Peitz, Stockholm +50 Ambassador, Ministry of the Environment, Sweden
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hallmark resolutions were passed 
in October 2021: resolution 48/13 
recognising that having a clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment 
is a human right; and resolution 48/14 
establishing a Special Rapporteur 
dedicated to the human rights impacts 
of climate change. 

Perhaps less remarked upon, 
however, is the way the Stockholm 
Conference in 1972 acted in many 
countries as a domestic catalyst. The 
need to report regularly on progress 
under the Stockholm Declaration 
led to institutional capacity building, 
and with it the seeds of future 
environmental agencies. China’s 
environmental bureaucracy, particularly 
the State Environmental Protection 
Administration (later the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection) had its roots 
in Chinese participation at Stockholm. 
In 1972, Cultural Revolution-era Maoist 
ideology still held that pollution was 
an exclusive problem for capitalist 
economies; the conference was seen 
by many, beyond China too, as a way 
to orchestrate the under-development 
of poor countries. Yet Premier Zhou 
Enlai, who leaned in a more pragmatic 
direction, did entertain the need 
for environmental learning and the 
introduction of regulation, particularly 
after the discovery that fish sold in 
a Beijing market had high levels of 
toxic chemicals in their flesh, due to 

contamination in a nearby reservoir. 
The first national conference on 
environmental protection was held in 
Beijing in 1973, which led to a series 
of regulatory decrees and targets on 
controlling pollution. 

However, this history also 
cemented the connection between 
international cooperation and 
environmental protection in 
China. This means, for some, that 
environmental protection will 
always be seen as a foreign idea. It 
made important the emergence of 
indigenous or “Sinicised” concepts, 
such as “ecological civilisation” – now 
favoured by President Xi Jinping 
– to manage China’s environment. 
Indeed, Xi’s pronouncement fell on 
the one-year anniversary of China’s 
2060 net zero pledge, to make the 
economy climate neutral, either by 
eliminating greenhouse-gas emissions 
entirely or balancing those that remain 
with carbon removal. Announcing 
this unilaterally at the UN General 
Assembly tied it irrevocably to his 
personal political legacy. Following 
that announcement, China fleshed 
out policies and sectoral roadmaps 
and China’s vice premier, Han Zheng 
– also in charge of a fearsome central 
inspection team, with authority to 
swoop in and censure bodies that step 

out of line – took the helm of a climate 
“leaders group” overseeing the net 
zero goal. 

Progress towards a low-carbon 
economy hasn’t been straightforward 
(coal power approvals continued this 
year), and despite the hopes of some 
onlookers, China’s system isn’t smoothly 
technocratic. There is a push-and-
pull between core and periphery, 
incumbent and challenger industries; 
central government green edicts are 
still watered down or overlooked by 
local officials, for example. But the new 
announcement suggests, importantly, 
that China is willing to stay the course 
on climate diplomacy, despite rising 
tensions in other geopolitical theatres. 
While Chinese civil society might seek 
to play an important role in mobilisation 
for greater environmental enforcement, 
NGOs see their political opportunity 
space shrinking, and this raises many 
questions about the changing fortunes 
and evolution of environmental policy 
in China since Stockholm.

How the conference changed China

Throughout China’s Reform 
Era, the breakneck pace of largely 
unregulated growth unleashed such 
high environmental costs that, for the 

An upswell of environmental concern, 
including in civil society, led to the 
mainstreaming of “ecological civilisation”, 
an idea that has now become a signature 
leadership concept for President Xi Jinping.  
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first time, Five Year Plans began to 
include measures to adjust economic 
growth targets downward, reduce energy 
and material consumption, improve 
environmental protection and slow 
population growth. For example, the 
6th Five Year Plan, from 1981 to 1985, 
included a national energy conservation 
programme. China had provisionally 
passed an Environmental Protection Law 
in 1979, but it was given permanent 
status in 1989. China’s participation 
in the Rio conference, in 1992, 
again galvanised the critique of the 
“pollute first, clean up later” model of 
development, and led to the adoption of 
a suite of environmental laws, including 
the Environmental Impact Assessment 
Law (2002), which was the first to 
involve public participation, since it 
requires an environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) to be completed prior 
to project construction. 

An upswell of environmental 
concern, including in civil society, led 
to the mainstreaming of “ecological 
civilisation”. The next few months will 
also see major talks for the other UN 
environmental conventions launched 
after the Rio conference in 1992 (itself 
launched on the 20th anniversary of 
the Stockholm conference): not only 
Glasgow COP26, in November, but 
also the COP15, in Kunming, China, in 
October 2021 and April 2022, which will 
adopt the post-2020 global biodiversity 
framework with goals and targets for the 
next 10 years.

Despite rising tensions in many 
other areas, China has stayed the course 
on environmental diplomacy. Partly this 
reflects national self interest in working 
on environmental issues of public 
concern which affect the economy 
and society in negative ways; partly 
it reflects the centrality of ecological 
civilisation as a new organising principle 
for foreign policy in an era of “national 
rejuvenation”, and its link with China’s 
quest for “discourse power” and a “right 

to speak” on the international stage. 
However, it also points to the possibility 
of smart international engagement and 
environmental diplomacy in areas that 
are less frequently scrutinised. 

These include not only biodiversity, 
but also chemicals management, 
through policy frameworks such as the 
Strategic Approach on International 
Chemicals Management (SAICM). 
Here, diplomatic and technical capacity 
is much more limited. But the space 
for mutual learning is potentially far 
larger and progress towards better 
regulation – particularly, towards 
overcoming fragmented governance – is 
made possible by a comparative lack 
of politicisation or central government 
control. This sits in contrast to marine 
protection, where China’s approach 
has also shifted rhetorically towards 
sustainable development concerns, 
but implementation is stymied by its 
intense politicisation. The sensitivity 
of territorial disputes means that 
innovative ideas are all but impossible 
to introduce, and nationalist public 
opinion has become a force to reckon 
with, for the Chinese government as 
much as international negotiators. 

Sweden’s changing role

In 2021, governments will need 
to exercise leadership and cooperate 
to realise progress across COP26 
and COP15, to better manage the 
consequences of the pandemic, in 
order to achieve a green economic 
recovery. Such coordination will require 
dialogue and evidence-informed policy 
options for governments and decision-
makers. China’s rise as a global power 
in a multipolar world means increased 
competition over international values 
and standards. For Sweden there is a 
difficult line to tread. Since the end of 
the Cold War, much of European and 
US engagement with China has been 
based on a theory of socialisation: that 

China would be socialised into existing 
international norms and practices 
through its interactions with the West. 

In recent years this evidently has 
not been the case. China also seeks to 
influence international norms, and to 
redefine many of the principles and 
standards underpinning the rules-
based international order. “Ecological 
civilisation” is one of a number of 
terms, like “community of shared 
destiny” that have made their way into 
UN documents; norms and principles 
like multilateralism, human rights, 
democracy and rule of law have been 
imbued with new meaning and “Chinese 
characteristics”. In this context, the 
question rises over what China’s growing 
global influence means for international 
cooperation and the 2030 sustainable 
development agenda. Values such as 
human rights and democracy are not 
explicitly mentioned in the sustainable 
development goals (SDGs). Some 
will argue this is an advantage, as it 
saves development from being overly 
politicised; for others, those norms 
must underpin the SDGs for them to be 
meaningful and effectively implemented. 

The EU has attempted to 
compartmentalise its relationship with 
China, treating it alternatively as a 
competitor in the global economy, as a 
partner on issues such as climate change 
and global health, and as a rival in the 
geopolitical sphere. The question of 
values, human rights and democracy is 
likely to be an increasingly contentious 
argument in debates around China’s 
place in the global governance of the 
environment, a debate that mirrors 
a wider geopolitical debate around 
“cooperation” versus “confrontation” 
with China. 

Some will argue for a pragmatic, 
siloed approach that keeps 
environmental themes separate from 
other debates. Others counter that this 
is ineffective and impractical, since it is 
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Session on “Litigating the Climate Emergency and the Healthy Ecosystems 
Crises”, with David R. Boyd, UN Special Rapporteur on Human rights and the 

Environment; Pooven Moodley, Director of Natural Justice; Zhang Jingjing, 
Director of the Center for Transnational Environmental Accountability; and 
Claudia Ituarte-Lima, Senior Researcher, The Raoul Wallenberg Institute of 

Human Rights and Humanitarian Law

impossible to delink or deal with policy 
areas in a compartmentalised fashion. 
Indeed, Chinese diplomats have stated 
at times that its cooperation on climate 
is conditional on other countries’ non-
interference in China’s “internal affairs”. 
In practice, neither “cooperation” nor 
“confrontation” are ends in themselves 
but should rather be seen as different 
means to achieve specific policy goals, 
such as strengthening human rights, or 
environmental protection.

Mobilising to address climate 
emergency 

Meanwhile, progress is more likely 
realised not through pursuing one 
single, top-down strategy; instead, 
the next “big thing” may be a series of 
“small things”. Bottom-up approaches 
to litigation, or “international 
environmental law from below” is 
a promising example of this. Since 
national and international promises 
have failed to deliver results and 
action is needed urgently, people have 
turned to litigation as a last resort. 
From local air pollution, to the siting 
of infrastructure projects, to climate 
change as an intergenerational justice 
issue, courtrooms have become an 
environmental battleground – in the 
wake of the environmental rights 
revolution that is one legacy of 
Stockholm.  

China has, since Stockholm, 
introduced a raft of environmental 
laws too, and set precedents for the use 
of public interest law, including legal 
standing for environmental NGOs. Some 
of the procedural norms embodied in the 
Aarhus Convention, such as those around 
access to environmental information, 
have indeed been recognised in China, 
even if efforts to implement them 
effectively have waned in recent years. 
There is also a question over whether 
such laws have been introduced for 
instrumental reasons, to cement Party 

legitimacy rather than empower citizens 
or create more sustainable outcomes. 
The space for civic participation and 
public interest litigation has shrunk in 
recent years, as the political system has 
squeezed not only lawyers but also the 
activists and communities who would 
engage them. This serves to underscore 
a difference between Chinese party-
state and European liberal democratic 
understandings of multilateralism and 
global environmental governance. A 
European understanding would include 
rule of law, civic participation and multi-
stakeholderism as key concepts. While 
a Beijing-centric version would include 
sovereignty, non-interference and state-
focused “win-win cooperation”. 

Nevertheless, litigation is one area 
where environmentalists are making 
connections across borders, including 
Chinese lawyers working with affected 
communities in countries receiving 
Chinese foreign investment. As such, it 
presents a potential vision of a different 
sort of multilateralism from below, 
one that connects social movements 
and affected communities towards a 
progressive, environmental vision. Other 
visions of such action might include: the 
call to establish citizens’ assemblies, for 
example, as a binding aspect of the UN 
COP process. 

Finding synergies across multilateral 
processes, across the areas of climate, 
nature, human rights, development, 
gender inequality and health will not 
be easy, but common threads might 
be found with Stockholm+50 as a 
catalyst. An important aspect of that 
process, if it is to be effective, will not 
only be finding points of entry that 
are politically feasible and can see real 
implementation – be it nature-based 
solutions, supply chain governance 
and due diligence, renewable energy 
or climate litigation – but also that 
they are inclusive of civil society 
organisations and harness their unique 
ability to draw on social pressure and 
empower citizens for implementation. 
As we approach the 50th anniversary of 
Stockholm 1972, China Dialogue and 
the Raoul Wallenberg Institute plan to 
jointly organise a series of workshops 
that specifically draw on the knowledge, 
expertise and capacity of civil society 
groups and academia in China, Sweden 
and the developing world, to identify 
such entry points and opportunities.

Sam Geall is CEO of China Dialogue and 
an Associate Fellow at Chatham House

Malin Oud is China Director at the Raoul 
Wallenberg Institute 
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Ma Tianjie

Next month, China is set to host a 
major UN environmental conference, 
after a delay of more than a year due 
to Covid-19. The 15th Conference of 
the Parties to the UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD COP15), to 
be held in Kunming from Oct 11-15, 
will not be the first UN environmental 
talks hosted by China. But since COP15 
has the mission of reaching a global 
agreement on biodiversity protection 
for the next decade, China’s presidency 
carries a particular weight, as countries 
look for effective leadership to move the 
negotiations forward.

Just 50 years ago, in October 1971, 
China was a “new face” at the United 
Nations, being seated as a permanent 
member by a vote at the General 

Assembly. Since then the country has 
grown into an indispensable stakeholder 
in global environmental governance. Its 
participation in international processes 
has also influenced China’s thinking 
about its own environmental protection.

The 1972 UN Conference on the 
Human Environment, held in Stockholm 
from 5 to 16 June, was the first major 
UN environmental event that China 
participated in as a permanent member. 
It was also the starting point for China 
to critically look at global environmental 
issues. The conference, happening at a 
time of heightened Cold War tensions, 
for the first time presented to China’s 
leaders the challenges of environment and 
development, environment and ideology, 
environment and future generations. 
It spurred them to look at China’s own 
emerging environmental problems when 
the country was still mired in Cultural 

Revolution chaos. The seed of post-
Cultural Revolution environmental efforts 
was planted then and there.

As the 50th anniversary of the 
Stockholm Conference draws nearer, 
China Dialogue interviewed Dr Li Lailai, 
former Deputy Director and Asia Centre 
Director of the Stockholm Environment 
Institute and former Director of the 
World Resources Institute’s China 
office. As part of her research for a 
book project, Dr Li went through 
archival materials from the conference 
and interviewed its participants both 
in China and in Sweden. Among her 
interviewees was Qu Geping, member 
of the 1972 Chinese delegation and 
“Father of environmental protection in 
China.” Dr Li shared with us the unique 
historical context of the conference, 
China’s role in it and its impact on 
China’s environmental trajectory.

The Stockholm Conference was the first major UN event 
featuring the People’s Republic of China. It has shaped the 

country’s understanding of environmental issues ever since.

1972: The start of China’s 
environmental journey
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China Dialogue: The world of 1972 
was deeply divided by an intensifying 
Cold War. Why did the UN choose 
to convene an environmental 
conference at that time?

Li Lailai: In the 1960s, the Western 
and Soviet camps were at odds with 
each other on almost everything. The 
United Nations at that time was focused 
on nuclear weapons and the peaceful 
utilisation of nuclear energy. In 1967, 
Swedish diplomats Inga Thorsson 
and others made a proposal for the 
UN to convene a conference on the 
human environment with the intention 
to broaden the UN’s focus area and 
ameliorate Cold War tensions through 
the environment, a relatively scientific 
topic, allowing more member states to 
be on board.

Sweden was not a NATO member at 
that time and considered its relatively 
neutral position an advantage in making 
such a proposal. It was also experiencing 
an environmental awakening in the 
face of serious pollution problems. Its 
geographical location and the patterns 
of atmospheric and oceanic circulations 
made its environment particularly 
vulnerable. These factors prompted 
Sweden to propose the Stockholm 
Conference.

What were some of the challenges 
in preparing the conference? And what 
role did China play?

Getting the developing countries 
on board was one of the biggest 
challenges for the organisers. Much 
of the Third World at the time had 
barely emerged from colonialism. 
Poverty, hunger and recovery from 
the terrors of war were pressing issues. 
Many developing countries did not 
feel that environmental protection was 
something they should be concerned 
with. Countries such as Brazil declared 
the conference a “game of the rich” 
and Yugoslavia suggested that it might 
boycott it. China did not play much of 
a role in the preparation phase as it did 
not become a member of the UN until 
October 1971.

One development made the 
organisers particularly anxious. The 
Soviet Union, previously in support of 
holding the conference, turned against 
it after the UN refused to accept East 
Germany as a participant. The whole 
Warsaw Pact decided to boycott the 
conference afterwards. The UN’s decision 
to hold the conference was initially 
made possible by a consensus reached 
between the US and Soviet Union. Now 
the turn of events could have triggered 
a chain reaction where developing 
nations, unfazed by the subject matter 
in the first place, chose not to bother 
with participation. For the organisers, 
having India and China, the two major 
developing countries on board became 
critical for the success of the conference.

suggested the UN convene a seminar 
in Founex, Switzerland, inviting 27 
top experts on environment and 
development to discuss the topic. The 
seminar produced the important Founex 
Report which systematically outlined 
the developmental challenges faced 
by developing countries at the time. It 
pointed out that developing countries 
were not confronting the threats to 
their “quality of life”. Life itself was 
endangered in those countries.

In a way, the Founex Report was a 
precursor to what India’s Prime Minister 
Indira Gandhi said at the Stockholm 
Conference itself: Poverty is the 
greatest polluter. It set the parameters 
for discussions on environment and 
development, and laid the foundation 
for engagement with developing 
countries. After the Founex Report, 
Strong went on a tour of numerous 
developing countries. He visited India 
and persuaded Prime Minister Gandhi 
to personally attend as head of the 
Indian delegation. He then landed in 
China and met with then Vice Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Qiao Guanhua. The 
invitation was ultimately passed upward 
to the table of Premier Zhou Enlai, who 
was convinced China should participate.

The invitation arrived at the time 
of the Cultural Revolution. How 
did China view the conference, 
and its own environmental 
problems, then?

According to Qu Geping’s 
recollections, most people involved 
in China’s preparation for the 
conference approached it as a forum of 
“international class struggle”. They saw 
environmental problems as the exclusive 
ills of capitalist societies. But Zhou 
Enlai made interventions in the process 
and pointed out that China should 
acknowledge its own environmental 
problems and use the conference as an 
opportunity to reflect on such issues and 
study the good practices of other nations.  

Zhou also realised that although 
pollution of the environment brought 

Dr Li Lailai  
(Image provided by interviewee)

In the end, 113 countries sent 
delegations to the conference, 
many of them “Third World” 
countries from Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. How did the 
organisers manage to get them 
on board?

The Secretary-General of the 
conference, Maurice Strong of Canada, 
was a man of great leadership. From 
the start he realised that environment 
and development was a crucial issue. 
Having a candid conversation about 
it was a prerequisite for developing 
country participation. In 1971, he 
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harm to human health, it was not 
merely an issue of public health and 
hygiene. It touched upon all aspects 
of the national economy. The original 
plan to have the Ministry of Health lead 
the Chinese delegation was vetoed by 
Zhou, who instructed the Ministry of 
Fuel and Chemicals and the National 
Commission for Planning to put 
together a delegation. In the end, the 
Chinese delegation hailed from multiple 
ministries and departments, led by Tang 
Ke, Vice Minister of Fuel and Chemicals, 
and Gu Ming, Deputy Director of the 
National Commission for Planning. Qu 
Geping and Bi Jilong, then colleagues 
at the State Council Group for Plan 
Drafting, were also enlisted into the 
40-member delegation.

How did the conference’s 
proceedings and outcomes reflect 
all the preparatory work that had 
gone into it?

The conference’s most important 
outcome, The Declaration on the 
Human Environment (Stockholm 
Declaration), listed 26 principles, 
many of which addressed the issue 
of development. It maintains that 
environmental problems in developing 
countries should be tackled through 
development. But development does 
not equate simply to economic growth. 
Other social and environmental 
dimensions should be incorporated.

Another important outcome was the 
recognition of international cooperation 
in environmental protection, and 
the establishment of responsibility 
for developed countries to support 
developing countries in addressing their 
environmental challenges.

In anticipation of some of the 
outcomes that favoured the developing 
world, a few developed nations tried 
to covertly intervene through a 
secret, informal faction later known 
as the “Brussels group.” Their main 
objective was to prevent the new 
global environmental consensus from 
disrupting global trade and dissuade 
the UN from allocating a high budget 
for its newly established agency, the UN 
Environment Programme, as it would 
become a financial burden for rich 
member states. These concerns from the 
global north also found their way into 
the final outcomes.

What role did China play during 
the conference?

Passing the Stockholm Declaration 
and the Action Plan for the Human 
Environment was crucial for the success 
of the conference.

The declaration was almost finalised 
before the conference kicked off, 
as nations had negotiated the text 
in pre-meetings. Only one day was 
left at the conference to discuss it. 

However, China’s absence in almost 
all the pre-meetings meant that it had 
zero involvement in the creation of a 
crucial declaration that it needed to 
sign. Therefore, the Chinese delegation 
asked for a re-opening of negotiations 
on the text. They presented the case as a 
“struggle between control and counter-
control”. This certainly brought some 
difficulties to the proceedings of the 
conference. But in the end an agreement 
was made.

If you look at the final declaration, 
you will find a few quotations from 
Chairman Mao, such as “Of all things in 
the world, people are the most precious” 
and “Man has constantly to sum up 
experience, and go on discovering, 
inventing, creating and advancing.” 
These are actually the Chinese 
delegation’s response to parts of the 
draft text they felt suggested that rapid 
population growth was to blame for 
poverty and environmental degradation.

Sweden, as the president, and 
Maurice Strong, as the secretary-general, 
both played very constructive roles 
in engaging the Chinese delegation, 
providing them with daily updates on 
key discussions at the conference.

Unlike the Stockholm Declaration, 
the Action Plan for the Human 
Environment was very detailed and 
technical, containing 109 action 
points. After seeing China re-open the 
negotiation on the declaration, some 
countries entertained the idea of re-
negotiating the action plan, too. If that 
had happened, the conference would 
have ended in failure with countries 
unable to conclude the negotiations on 
time. China was pragmatic with its asks. 
While it called for the re-opening of the 
declaration text, it did not propose to re-
negotiate the action plan. According to 
some conference attendees, that position 
helped the conference reach a timely, 
successful conclusion.

After the conference, Beijing 
held China’s first national 
environmental conference in 
1973, still amid the Cultural 

Tang Ke, chairman of China’s delegation, delivering a speech at the conference 
(Image: United Nations)
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Revolution. China’s domestic 
environmental journey started 
there. How has the Stockholm 
Conference shaped that journey?

The conference invited every country 
to submit a report on its environmental 
issues. When Maurice Strong met with 
Qiao Guanhua, he proposed that China 
could use the report to introduce its 
experience in waste recycling to the 
world. At that time, China already 
had some good practices with waste 
recycling. So what China presented 
was essentially its experience in 
environmental management. The final 
action plan also contained sections 
on environmental management. Poor 
management led to environmental 
problems, that was the message.

Ten years later, after the country 
emerged from the Cultural Revolution, 
China’s second national environmental 
protection conference in 1983 
made strengthening environmental 
management a key issue. The reason 

for such a focus was that China at 
that time was still under-developed 
and lacked advanced technologies 
to copy the Western approach of 
technology-based pollution treatment. 
It had to achieve its environmental 
goals through better management. 
This was the legacy of the Stockholm 
Conference in China.

The conference’s upholding of 
international cooperation in global 
environmental affairs (Principle 24) 
also has a lasting impact. During the 
intense Cold War years, the US and 
Soviet Union found in environmental 
affairs a low-risk area for cooperation. 
It paved the way for the recognition of 
international cooperation in this arena.

For China, after the country’s 
environmental protection work started 
to pick up speed in the 1980s [with 
the establishment of a dedicated 
environmental agency and new 
environmental laws created], the 
China Council for the International 
Cooperation on Environment and 

Development (CCICED) was established 
following Qu Geping’s suggestion. 
China was among the first countries to 
systematically and proactively start to 
advance international environmental 
cooperation. Many other countries 
also invoked Principle 24 as a basis for 
advocating more cooperation.

The Stockholm Conference also set 
the precedent for NGO participation 
in UN environmental processes. From 
then on, at every UN environmental 
conference and COP, the active presence 
of NGOs became a normal sight for 
both Chinese and other delegations.

Ma Tianjie is China Dialogue managing 
editor in Beijing. Before joining China 
Dialogue, he was Greenpeace’s Program 
Director for Mainland China where he 
was a regular commentator on China’s 
environmental challenges contributing 
to a range of media organisations. He 
holds a master’s degree in environmental 
policy from American University, 
Washington D.C.

Making sense of 
environmental 
diplomacy in China
The evolution of Chinese environmental diplomacy shows 
reconciliation of two contradictions: ideology versus practicality, 
and normative ambition versus utilitarian calculation 

Heidi Wang-Kaeding

“The pollution of the environment 
is mainly due to the development of 
capitalism to imperialism, especially due 
to the superpower’s frantically pursuing 

policies of plunder, aggression, and war” 
said Chinese head delegate Tang Ke.

Tang’s statement at the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment, 
held in Stockholm in 1972, reflected 
the rhetoric of the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) on her debut in the United 
Nations. At the conference, the Chinese 
delegation was active in preparing and 
submitting a draft resolution that called 
on developed countries to provide 
financial assistance to the developing 
world. The diplomatic performance of 
the Chinese delegation presents us with 
an example of the contradiction between 
ideological constraint and practical 
need. Later, after the US imposed 
economic sanctions on China in 1989, 
the contradiction between normative 
ambition and utilitarian calculation 
came to the fore. Understanding the 
evolution of Chinese environmental 
diplomacy requires reconciling these 
contradictions.” 

Ideological constraint versus 
practical need

The dispatch of a delegation to 
the Stockholm conference came at a 
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time when ideology took centre stage 
in China’s governance. Mao Zedong’s 
campaign against nature proposed 
pollution to be a problem only in 
capitalist countries. To recognise 
environmental problems in Mao’s 
era required a combination of severe 
pollution and the courage of local 
cadres to file a report to Beijing. The 
decision to attend the conference 
came from Zhou Enlai, the first 
premier of the PRC, who was known 
for his pragmatism. He was aware of 
the industrial pollution in Chinese 
cities including Shanghai and saw the 
urgency of addressing it with the help 
of outside knowledge and experience. 
Leading the Chinese delegation was 
Tang Ke, then deputy minister of fuel 
and chemical industries. His speech at 
the conference embedded the practical 
need for international cooperation 
into the familiar ideological frame that 
pollution is rooted in capitalism. 

The 1972 conference had a real 
impact on China’s domestic politics. 
Qu Geping, one of the delegates 
who later became the country’s first 
environmental protection chief, 
recalled that the conference was 
an eye-opening experience for the 
Chinese; a chance “to realise the 
deeply rooted environmental problems 
and awaken us from the illusion of 
the non-existence of environmental 
crisis in our country”. Environmental 
diplomacy in the immediate aftermath 
of the conference involved both 
communicating China’s stance to the 
world and bringing environmental 
awareness back to China. 

Yet, the compatibility of ideology 
and pragmatism is not guaranteed. 
The “foreignness” of environmental 
protection meant that to some 
extent it needed to be made Chinese 
before it could be accepted in 
China. A good example is provided 
by the environmental scientist 
Wang Wenxing as he recalled his 
participation in the first overseas 
environmental investigation trip. 
One year after the Stockholm 
conference, Wang was part of a 
delegation to visit Britain and learn 

from its experience of pollution 
control. Although the delegates were 
impressed by the environmental 
governance and awareness in the 
United Kingdom, they had to tone 
down their appreciation of “the 
West” in their various drafts of their 
report to avoid the perception of 
xenophilia (chongyang meiwai). The 
challenge of conducting international 
environmental cooperation without 
losing a self-perceived political 
advantage remained until the next 
watershed moment of environmental 
diplomacy: the 1989 Tiananmen 
crackdown and ensuing economic 
sanctions. 

Normative ambition versus 
utilitarian calculation

The economic sanctions imposed 
by the United States and its allies 
in 1989 targeted the PRC regime’s 
violation of human rights. The halt 
of loans from international financial 
institutions like the World Bank 

and the Asian Development Bank 
came at a time when the Chinese 
economy required access to foreign 
capital, technology and markets 
to continue developing after the 
political unrest. The impact of the 
international sanctions lay in the 
domestic debate and rise of the “tough 
internationalists”, who were most 
likely supported by then Premier Li 
Peng. The tough internationalists 
believed in the interdependence 
between the PRC and the ‘West’. The 
economic sanctions imposed on the 
PRC could also prevent the West from 
benefiting from the partnership with 
China in trade and investment. 

Environmental diplomacy was 
deployed as a normative remedy to 
offset the international community’s 
accusation that the Chinese 
Communist Party had violated human 
rights. Without the need to change its 
behaviour in the domain of human 
rights, the Chinese government shifted 
attention to the norm of environmental 
protection to reconnect itself with the 
outside world. This strategy, in addition 
to the pressure from Japanese business 
groups, managed to break the solidarity 
between Japan and other G7 members. 
Japan  resumed Official Development 
Assistance with environmental projects 
as key elements. Li Peng personally 
endorsed environmental diplomacy 
more from the tough internationalist 
perspective than out of genuine 
appreciation of environmental 
protection as an important and 
worthwhile international norm. In his 
speech at the 1992 UN Conference on 
Environment and Development, he put 
forward principles of environmental 
diplomacy which included the 
coordination between environmental 
protection and economic development, 
the significance of national sovereignty, 
and the primary responsibilities of 
the developed countries on global 
environmental governance. 

For the tough internationalists, 
environmental diplomacy is a 
political project which embeds the 
international liberal norm into 
a realist context. Environmental 

The decision to attend 
the conference came 
from Zhou Enlai, the 
first premier of the 
PRC, who was known 
for his pragmatism. 
He was aware of the 
industrial pollution in 
Chinese cities including 
Shanghai and saw the 
urgency of addressing 
it with the help of 
outside knowledge and 
experience.
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cooperation has an added value 
of re-orienting the international 
community’s attention away from the 
domain of human rights.   

Reconciling the irreconcilable? 

The world has radically changed 
in the 50 years since the Stockholm 
Conference. So has the scale of China’s 
environmental diplomacy. Official 
documents proudly list the number 
of international environmental 
accords the PRC government has 
signed and ratified, the vast range of 
bilateral cooperation, and the growing 
influence of the party-state in green 

initiatives with the image of being 
a global leader. Yet, environmental 
diplomacy is more than statistics 
and positioning oneself as a leader. 
It is also a continuing process of 
negotiation and reconciliation: between 
domestic audiences and international 
expectations. The paradox between 
ideological constraints and practical 
need has not disappeared. What has 
changed is the content of ideological 
expectation: from a rejection 
of capitalism to a suspicion of 
“foreignness”. This provides a context 
for the outward promotion of a 
distinctively Chinese phrase: ecological 
civilisation. The inclusion of Chinese 

traditions and philosophies within this 
concept seems to retain the Chinese-
ness while interacting with the outside 
world in environmental cooperation. 
More importantly, an international 
promotion of ecological civilisation is 
interweaving a rationalist calculation 
of China’s interest into an alternative, 
made-in-China norm in global 
environmental governance.  

Heidi Wang-Kaeding is Lecturer 
in International Relations at Keele 
University and author of China’s 
Environmental Foreign Relations 
(Routledge, 2021)

How the Stockholm 
Conference changed 
the geopolitics of  
the environment
Five decades later, the landmark meeting still influences 
environmental diplomacy between north and south

Björn-Ola Linnér, Henrik Selin

This article has been adapted by the authors of 
a longer chapter published in Anthropocene (In)
securities: Reflections on Collective Survival 50 
Years After the Stockholm Conference, SIPRI 
Research Report 26, edited by Eva Lövbrand 
and Malin Mobjörk (Oxford University Press).

In June 1972, participants from all 
over the world gathered in Stockholm, 
Sweden, for the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment 
– the world’s first global conference on 
environmental issues. Yet the conference 

was heavily shaped by the geopolitics 
of the time, and would itself shape the 
geopolitics of the environment in the 
decades that followed. 

At the time of the conference, 
clashes between the Soviet Union 
and the United States on a host of 
politically contentious issues were 
widening rifts between east and 
west. Sweden and other supporters 
of the conference thus hoped to 
use the preparations for it to build 
bridges within a deeply fractured UN. 
Sweden viewed the Cold War from 
a position of political neutrality. It 

saw transboundary issues around 
environmental pollution as a potential 
area of cooperation and believed 
the environment was an appealing 
conference topic that could help boost 
the global importance of the UN.

However, even though the 
Soviet Union and the United States 
supported the proposal for a global 
environmental conference during 
discussions in the UN General 
Assembly, the Geneva-based 
secretariat preparing the meeting 
often had to strike a delicate balance 
between east and west. In the end, 
disagreement around the participation 
of East Germany and West Germany 
– neither country a UN member state 
at the time – cast a shadow over the 
Stockholm Conference, resulting in a 
boycott by the Soviet Union and most 
members of the Eastern Bloc.

More significantly, over the long 
term, the conference also served 
to heighten divisions between the 
developed and developing world. The 
conference was part of an important 
shift in north–south relations within 
the UN and other multilateral forums. 
During the UN General Assembly 
debates in 1968, many developing 
countries expressed misgivings about 
the plans for a UN environmental 
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conference, believing such a meeting 
would be dominated by interests of 
wealthier, industrialised countries – 
arguments that are familiar today. 

Developing countries of the 
global south argued that the world’s 
environmental problems were largely 
caused by the industrialised countries 
of the global north, and that related 
abatement costs should be borne 
by these countries. They believed 
environmental concerns should 
not be used as an excuse to impose 
development restrictions on countries 
already on the periphery of the global 
economic system; instead, they stated, 
the UN should focus on addressing 
poverty in their countries. 

The UN General Assembly 
resolution in 1968, which called for 
the holding of a global environmental 
conference, specifically emphasised 
that the problems of the human 
environment were essential for sound 
economic and social development 
in developing and industrialised 
countries. During the conference 
preparations in June 1970, India and 
Nigeria welcomed cooperation on 
environmental issues, but underscored 
that their economic development must 
not be hindered. 

Brazil went a step further to argue 
that some environmental degradation 
should be accepted as developing 
countries looked to grow their 
economies. 

As an aspiring political leader 
among the world’s developing 
countries, the nation took on a 
particularly confrontational approach 
during UN General Assembly debates 
in November 1970, with Brazilian 
delegates particularly stressing the 
responsibility of western industrialised 
countries to take the lead in 
addressing environmental problems, 
both domestically and internationally. 
Brazil also insisted that industrialized 
countries should not introduce trade-
restricting measures in the name of the 
environment, such as environmental 
requirements that would render 

goods more expensive. Brazil would 
not accept any formulation that 
infringed on national sovereignty, 
when discussing the need to inform 
other countries of environmental 
disasters. Its delegates also argued 
that the UN gave too much priority to 
new issues such as the environment, 
oceans and space, diverting attention 
away from the organisation’s core role 
of maintaining peace and supporting 
economic development. 

As the preparatory work 
progressed, Brazil continued to 
demonstrate a desire to take on a 
leadership position among the world’s 
developing countries. This was, 
for example, reflected during the 
negotiations over the draft declaration 
for the Stockholm Conference when 
Brazil – at that time under a military 
dictatorship – successfully suggested 
the addition of two Mao Zedong 
quotes to a text proposed by the 
United States (which in turn built 
on an earlier Swedish proposal). The 
second paragraph of the Stockholm 
Declaration includes a line from The 
Little Red Book: “Man has constantly 
to sum up experience and go on 
discovering, inventing, creating and 
advancing”; elsewhere, in the fifth 
paragraph, one reads that “What is 
needed is an enthusiastic but calm 
state of mind and intense but orderly 

work”, quoted from Mao’s 1936 work 
entitled Problems of Strategy in 
China’s Revolutionary War. 

The Stockholm Conference was one 
of the first global political conferences 
attended by representatives from 
mainland China after the PRC took 
over the UN seat in 1971. A Chinese 
delegate gave a highly politicised 
speech at the Stockholm Conference, 
decrying capitalism and fiercely 
condemning the United States. 
However, China was not the only 
country criticising the US: Swedish 
prime minister Olof Palme also 
delivered a politically charged speech 
that was deeply critical of the Vietnam 
War, leading to tensions between 
Swedish and US officials US during 
the meeting.

In the lead-up to Stockholm, some 
developing countries, including Iran 
and India, attempted to find common 
ground between industrialised 
and developing country positions 
around issues of environment and 
development. In an influential speech at 
the conference, Indian prime minister 
Indira Gandhi made a clear distinction 
between the pollution of affluence in 
the global north and the pollution of 
poverty in the global south. This related 
to ongoing debates about the relative 
contribution to global environmental 
degradation from population growth in 

The UN General Assembly resolution 
in 1968, which called for the holding 
of a global environmental conference, 
specifically emphasised that the 
problems of the human environment 
were essential for sound economic and 
social development. 
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developing countries (as often stressed 
by industrialised countries) and 
high consumption rates in wealthier 
countries (as raised by developing 
countries). 

Beyond Stockholm 

Only a year after the conference, 
World Bank economist Tim Campbell 
wrote that “Stockholm should be 
remembered more for its catalytic 
effect on political alliances than 
for its environmental or scientific 
contributions to the world.” Half 
a century later, we agree with 
Campbell’s early assessment, insofar 
as the preparations for, and holding 
of, the Stockholm Conference helped 
promote east–west cooperation 
around transboundary pollution 
issues, and moved developing 
countries to articulate a more 
common political agenda around 
environment and development issues. 

It is also evident, however, that 
once all the conference delegates 
had departed Stockholm, many 
important characteristics of national 
sovereignty, territorial competition 
and the international political 
economy remained largely unchanged 
in international politics and 
cooperation.

The Soviet Union and the US 
continued to use international 
environmental issues as an area 

for expanded political cooperation 
and détente in the aftermath of the 
conference. Such cooperation, for 
example, helped pave the way for the 
adoption of the 1979 Convention 
on Long-Range Transboundary Air 
Pollution, under the auspices of 
the UN Economic Commission for 
Europe. This convention has been an 
important instrument in addressing 
acid rain and other transboundary 
pollution issues in Eastern and 
Western Europe.

Developing country concerns 
of being on the periphery of the 
global economy formed a basis for 
strengthening cooperation among 
these countries within the UN system. 
The Stockholm Conference became an 
important meeting for strengthening 
south–south cooperation through 
the G77 and the UN Conference 
on Trade and Development, despite 
considerable political tensions 
and conflicts among some major 
developing countries. 

Many north–south divisions 
around environment and development 
issues have proven remarkably durable 
since the Stockholm Conference, 
continuing over the 1992 UN 
Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro, the 
2002 World Summit on Sustainable 
Development in Johannesburg, and the 
2012 UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development, again in Rio. 

Such divisions have also been 
visible across many different areas 
of environmental treaty making, 
including climate change. The 
Stockholm Conference motto of “Only 
One Earth” encompassed a notion of 
all people being joint passengers on 
Spaceship Earth, but country-based 
delineations and the sovereignty 
principle have remained strong. 
During the preparations for the 
conference, many countries insisted 
national sovereignty must not be 
compromised by monitoring and other 
data-gathering systems on the amount 
of carbon dioxide and other pollutants 
in the atmosphere, as well as toxic 
substances in the oceans.

The 50th anniversary of the 
Stockholm Conference marks half 
a century of global cooperation on 
environment and development. The 
conference was instrumental in 
putting intersecting environment 
and development issues on the global 
political agenda. This has resulted in 
important related developments in 
international law and discourse. 

Yet, many of the political 
divisions between industrialised and 
developing countries that surfaced at 
the conference have hampered much 
subsequent global environmental 
cooperation. In addition, wealthier 
and poorer countries all over the 
world maintain a strong focus on 
their territorial sovereignty related 
to domestic natural resource-use 
and economic and environmental 
policymaking. This, coupled with 
political and economic competition 
among countries, including over access 
to natural resources, continue to shape 
geopolitics in the 21st century. 

Björn-Ola Linnér is a professor in 
Environmental Change at the Centre 
for Climate Science and Policy Research 
at Linköping University, Sweden.

Henrik Selin is an associate professor 
at the Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University.

Stockholm should be remembered more 
for its catalytic effect on political alliances 
than for its environmental or scientific 
contributions to the world.”

Tim Campbell 
World Bank economist
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Claudia Ituarte-Lima  

The 1972 Stockholm Conference 
sowed the seeds for the growth of 
transnational environmental law, 
with states negotiating commitments 
towards a healthy environment, and 
introducing new concepts such as 
“ecocide”. The Stockholm Declaration 
is often referred to as a Magna Carta 
for environmental protection, but 
while it may have been progressive 
and innovative at the time, it made 
no explicit mention of women, girls 
or gender. Instead, women and girls 
were subsumed within the category of 
“man”, as shown in Principle 1 of the 
Stockholm Declaration, for example: 

Man has the fundamental 
right to freedom, equality and 
adequate conditions of life, in 
an environment of a quality 
that permits a life of dignity 
and well-being, and he bears a 
solemn responsibility to protect 
and improve the environment 
for present and future 
generations” (emphasis added). 

Women certainly had agency in 
drafting the declaration: the only head 
of government present at the Stockholm 
Conference, other than the Swedish 
Prime Minister Olof Palme, was his 
Indian counterpart Indira Gandhi. She 
delivered a powerful speech on behalf of 
developing countries.

Furthermore, the conference paved 
the way for the 1992 Rio Earth Summit 
and the Rio Declaration, which was 
the first international environmental 

Why women’s rights are at 
the heart of Stockholm+50 
Gender issues were a blind spot at the 1972 conference – now is the 
time to emphasise women’s rights and equality in environmental law

instrument to explicitly recognise 
the twin realities of women as 
especially vulnerable to environmental 
degradation and as agents of change. 
For example, Principle 20 of the Rio 
Declaration states: “Women play 
a leading role in environmental 
management and in development. 
For that reason it is indispensable for 
them to participate fully if sustainable 
development is to be achieved.” 

Of the three Rio conventions 
adopted at the Rio Earth Summit, 
two of them – the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) and United 
Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD) – make 
explicit reference to the need for the 
full participation of women. 

Women in the global south played 
a major role in pushing forward 
this agenda: the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women – adopted in 1979, and the 
culmination of more than 30 years of 
work by the United Nations Commission 
on the Status of Women – was initially 
prepared by the Philippines senator 
Letitia Ramos-Shahani. This convention 
recognises the significant roles that rural 
women play in the economic survival of 
their families (Article 14) and that these 
activities are largely based on ecosystems. 
Six years later, the 1985 United Nations 
Women’s Conference in Nairobi was one 
of the first international forums to stress 
the importance of gender equality and 
women’s participation for sustainable 
development.

In 1992, China hosted an inter-
regional UN workshop on the role of 
women in environmentally sound and 

sustainable development. The report 
from that event reads: 

In order to make the planet 
earth green, peaceful and 
prosperous, the women of China 
are prepared to work together with 
women of the world, regardless of 
what social system they are from, 
their ethnic origins, religion, and 
creed, for the common interest of 
mankind and its future.

International participants to this 
workshop were encouraged to attend 
the 1995 Beijing Fourth World Women’s 
Conference, which hosted more than 
17,000 delegates from 189 governments, 
and a further 30,000 participants at 
a parallel forum. The platform that 
resulted made specific mention of the 
need for women’s active participation 
in decision-making on matters relating 
to the environment at every level, and 
incorporation of gender issues into 
policies and programmes for sustainable 
development. 

Similar to the rippling effects of the 
Stockholm Conference in transnational 
environmental law, the legacy of the 
Beijing Women’s Conference has 
continued through various follow-up 
reviews and commitments. The 2020 
Beijing+ 25 Declaration expresses states’ 
commitments to intensify efforts in 
mainstreaming a gender perspective 
into environmental, climate change 
and disaster-risk reduction policies, in 
considering not only the vulnerability 
experienced by women and girls, but also 
the importance of women’s leadership in 
environmental decision-making.
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Negotiations for the CBD’s post-2020 
Global Biodiversity Framework and its 
gender action plan, which take place this 
year and next at COP15 in Kunming, 
China, provides yet another opportunity. 
The CBD refers to the vital role that 
women play in the conservation and 
sustainable use of biological diversity, 
and the need for their full participation 
at all levels of biodiversity policy-
making and implementation. 

The first gender action plan 
under an environmental convention 
was the CBD 2015-2020 Gender 
Plan of Action, which advised that 
country pledges – known as National 
Biodiversity Strategies and Action 
Plans (NBSAPs) – should include 
specific activities to tackle gender 
inequalities and the allocation of 
adequate funding for efforts to 
mainstream gender issues.

The extent to which women can 
exercise public participation and realise 
their right to a healthy environment and 
other related rights will heavily depend 
on how public participation is interpreted 
and applied. The Aarhus Convention 
and the Escazú Agreement, for example, 
generate legal obligations to its parties 
and provide strategic guidance. Although 
there is still a long way to go in achieving 
gender equality in practice, important 
steps have been taken in recognising 
the key role of women’s participation in 
effective transnational environmental law 
– an issue absent in the 1972 Stockholm 
Conference.

Effectively harvesting the seeds 
planted at the Stockholm Conference, 
and placing women’s rights at the heart of 
transnational environmental law, will be 
vital in confronting head-on the combined 
triple crises of climate change, biodiversity 

loss and pollution. Together with gender 
equality, the universal recognition of 
the right to a healthy environment by 
the United Nations, and the inclusion of 
ecocide as a crime against humanity would 
be transformative actions. Stockholm+50 
provides a historic opportunity to argue 
that these are ideas whose time has finally 
come.

Claudia Ituarte-Lima is senior 
researcher at the Raoul Wallenberg 
Institute, researcher on international 
environmental law at Stockholm 
Resilience Centre and visiting scholar at 
University of British Columbia.

The author would like to thank Dr Sam 
Geall of China Dialogue and Professor 
Tang Yingxia of the Law School at 
Nankai University for valuable comments 
on an early version of this article.

From Copenhagen 
to Paris: China’s 
climate governance 
journey
An interview with Wang Binbin on her new book 
charting China’s climate governance since 2009

China Dialogue

There has been a flurry of climate 
diplomacy since April, with China 
holding high-level talks with Germany, 
France, the US, and the three other 
members of the BASIC bloc (Brazil, 
South Africa and India). At the US-
organised Leaders’ Summit on Climate, 

President Xi Jinping committed to 
clamping down on coal. Once again, 
China’s climate actions and climate 
governance system were put under the 
global spotlight.

In her recent book, Wang Binbin, 
associate researcher at Tsinghua 
University’s Institute of Climate 
Change and Sustainable Development, 

reviewed how stakeholders participated 
in China’s climate governance from 
the Copenhagen climate talks of 
2009, to the Paris Agreement in 2015, 
and beyond. China’s Transition on 
Climate Change Communication 
and Governance: From Zero to Hero 
outlines for an international readership 
how the country’s climate actions were 
transformed by multi-stakeholder 
interactions.

Originally a reporter, Wang Binbin 
also worked for Oxfam for eight years, 
where she focused on climate justice and 
adaptation, low-carbon transitions and 
green finance. Since 2009 she has been 
following the UN climate change talks, 
witnessing how China’s government, 
media and NGOs have gone from 
passive observers on the sidelines, 
to active and central players. In this 
interview with China Dialogue, Wang 
points out that a “government-led social 
governance” model is taking shape in 
China, and how the country is playing 
more of a leading role internationally.

The interview has been lightly edited 
for clarity.
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China Dialogue: Your book uses 
the “two-level game” framework 
to explain climate governance in 
China. Could you describe that?

Wang Binbin: It’s a model of 
international relations in which 
policymakers have to play chess at both 
the international and domestic level, 
trying to balance the needs of both. 
When trying to understand a country‘s 
role in global climate governance, we 
need to look at both aspects, and who 
the players are, to find optimal solutions.

While the two-level game is often 
regarded as being played between 
governments, in reality the participants 
are more diverse. I identify three major 
stakeholders in international climate 
talks and domestic climate: governments, 
the media and NGOs. Then I look at how 
the roles and influence of these players 
have changed to drive overall climate 
governance in China.

NGOs, central government and 
local government all have different 
understandings and levels of awareness 
of climate governance. Also, the 
timescale we choose to look at should 
be representative, and combinable with 
other factors to provide explanations. 
The six years from Copenhagen 
[COP15] to Paris [COP21] saw China’s 
role transform rapidly. By the end of that 
stretch [2009–2015], China had taken 
a much more prominent role in global 
climate governance.

I also carried out research into new 
stakeholders, including businesses and 
the public, and their roles post-Paris 
Agreement, looking at how these new 
actors related to others. So, I tried 
to make the two-level game three-
dimensional, looking at how different 
actors participated at different points 
in time. The same framework could be 
used for analysing other governance 
topics.

How would you explain climate 
governance in China in terms of 
the two-level game?

The book shows how stakeholders 
in China’s climate governance 
have formed and developed. In 
the past, international society had 
only an intermittent, fragmentary 
understanding of China’s climate 
governance. For example, it was 
believed that the central government 
had overwhelming influence. But 
in fact, the government consists of 
central government and various levels 
of local government. The central 
government has proposed carbon 
neutrality and is taking climate change 
seriously. But if local governments 
don’t make changes, and if they 
continue to focus and be evaluated on 
economic growth, implementation of 
climate policies will suffer.

Over time, businesses and NGOs 
became more involved, making 
governance more diverse. Central 
government had to consider how to 
win and mobilise support from these 
sectors. These are new angles for 
international readers; they can learn 
how China thought and acted on 
climate issues during that period. It 
will also help readers cooperate with 
the various stakeholders at all levels of 
climate governance in China.

Chinese readers will have 
heard President Xi’s call for carbon 
neutrality, but local government 
and the ordinary people regard that 
as a very distant undertaking, an 
international commitment, and they 
don’t understand how closely that 
links up with the domestic. So from 
that declaration in September 2020, 
to the heating up of carbon neutrality 
discussions over the last half-year, 
we’ve seen a two-game process of 
balancing and consensus-forming. 
China has been taking a more active 
and prominent role in international 
affairs, but also stressing that it must 
consider both international and 
domestic matters. That is a two-level 
game process.

Rental bikes in Beijing. “We need research bodies and businesses to provide 
products and services which are both popular and good for the climate.”  

(Image: Paul Quayle / Alamy)
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What key advances have we seen 
in China’s climate governance 
and communications since 2009?

Overall, the Chinese government 
lacked experience in these fields prior 
to 2009. Before Copenhagen, there 
were still disagreements within the 
government over climate change, no 
awareness of how to work with NGOs, 
and there were no specialist climate 
reporters. During the Copenhagen 
talks, the Chinese delegation’s 
communications work was limited 
to making announcements at press 
conferences. There was only limited 
dialogue. Meanwhile, Chinese reporting 
took its lead from the delegation and 
was aimed at a Chinese audience, 
which meant it couldn’t help push the 
negotiations forward or help tell China’s 
side of the story to the international 
community. The Copenhagen talks 
failed to reach an agreement and 
there was widespread disappointment. 
Afterwards, the UK’s climate secretary 
Ed Miliband accused China and other 
countries of “hijacking” the talks. The 
delegation and media failed to respond 
promptly, leading to public opinion 
problems. The overlooking of the 
importance of international NGOs and 
the failure to make use of the media left 
China on the back foot.

From the 2010 Cancun climate 
change conference onwards, Xie 
Zhenhua, head of the Chinese 
delegation at the time, would meet 
with representatives of international 
organisations and NGOs both before 
and during the talks, to explain the 
Chinese stance. From 2011, the 
delegation has had a “China pavilion” 
at the talks, holding forums, seminars 
and exhibitions open to all, with 
stakeholders including NGOs and 
businesses invited to participate. The 
Chinese media also started working to 
increase fairness in the talks, and long-
term coverage of climate negotiations 
got underway, making climate 
reporting richer and more varied. At 
the governance level, after Copenhagen 
the Chinese government gradually 
elevated climate change policy to the 

level of a national strategy, committed 
to low-carbon development, bolstered 
cooperation with NGOs and the media, 
and shifted from “vertical governance” 
to “coordinated governance”.

These changes are giving China more 
influence in global climate governance 
and putting a “government-led, multi-
stakeholder governance” model into 
practice.

The research in your book runs up 
to 2018. What new changes have 
there been at home and abroad 
since then, and in particular 
since China announced its carbon 
neutrality target?

We’ve seen “bottom-up” forces 
become stronger, with NGOs and 
businesses becoming more active.

Wang Binbin at COP24, Katowice, Poland in 2018. This was the 10th year she 
had followed UN climate talks. (Image: Wang Binbin)

At the governance level, after Copenhagen 
the Chinese government gradually elevated 
climate change policy to the level of a national 
strategy, committed to low-carbon development, 
bolstered cooperation with NGOs and the media, 
and shifted from “vertical governance” to 
“coordinated governance”.
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Despite America’s withdrawal from 
the Paris Agreement during the Trump 
administration, US state governments 
such as California have been actively 
responding to climate change. During 
the last couple of years, businesses 
begun to realise that they have to act 
to survive and grow. BP is developing 
low-carbon businesses and is no longer 
a simple oil firm. China’s firms are doing 
the same. I met a female entrepreneur 
from Sichuan whose family was in the 
mining business. Their mines were 
closed due to environmental inspections 
and policy changes, and they’ve shifted 
to green and low-carbon sectors. 
This highlights that for businesses, 
responding to climate change isn’t just 
about political and social pressure. 
It’s about survival and the chance 
to participate in a new industrial 
revolution. Since September last year, 
we’ve also seen how China’s businesses 
and capital markets have reacted to 
the country’s commitment to carbon 
neutrality.

With the Biden administration 
in place, China and the US are 
communicating on climate change 
again, one of the few areas of bilateral 
cooperation, so we’re seeing more “top-
down” efforts as well. You could say 
that this year we’ve seen top-down and 
bottom-up forces meet and reinforce 
each other.

You write that Copenhagen 
resulted in significant changes 
in how China’s media, NGOs 
and government interact, but 
that the public was still missing. 
What kind of guidance and help 
to participate do you think the 
public needs?

I’ve done nationwide surveys of 
public awareness, and over 90% of 
people have heard of climate change. But 
how much distance is there from “heard 
of ” to “fully understand” to “taking real 
action”? A lot of climate communication 
and discussion today still feels distant 

to ordinary people. We need to end that 
idea that “it’s nothing to do with me”. 
We also need the government to take 
the lead in driving climate innovation by 
research bodies, NGOs and businesses.

As things stand, we don’t have 
enough low-carbon products which are 
convenient for the public to use. For 
example, when shared bike schemes are 
cheap, reliable and convenient, people 
will naturally make use of them. But we 
aren’t creating enough similar climate-
friendly products. We need research 
bodies and businesses to close that gap, 
providing products and services which 
will be both popular and good for the 
climate.

You also write that Chinese 
scientists don’t participate in 
public discussions enough. How 
can we make their voices heard 
and improve communications?

A lot of Chinese people still 
regard climate change as “Western 
pseudoscience”. But many Chinese 
scientists have contributed to the 
collective global scientific understanding 
of climate change. One Chinese climate 
expert, Zhai Panmao, joint chair of 
the IPCC Working Group I, has said 
the number of Chinese scientists 
working on IPCC reports is increasing, 
and Chinese scientists are making 
their voices heard internationally and 
integrating with the wider scientific 
community.

Current academic practices – such 
as a focus on journal publications – may 
prevent scientists from communicating 
directly with the public. We need 
to change those systems in order to 
encourage scientists to engage with 
the public, rather than just researching 
behind closed doors. Two female 
Chinese scientists, Chen Ying and Chao 
Qingchen, led the team which wrote 
a recent popular science book, 100 
Questions on Peak Carbon and Carbon 
Neutrality. At the launch, they described 
what they had written as “just a simple 
explanatory book.” But converting 

complex research findings into easily 
understood language is not simple at all. 
So we should do more to encourage that 
process.

You also mention that many 
parts of China are suffering the 
effects of climate change. What 
practices and experiences can 
be applied at the grassroots in 
response to this? What can other 
developing nations learn from 
China?

Climate change wasn’t caused by 
the poor of the world, but they do 
suffer from it the most. Climate change 
could be catastrophic for low-income 
populations in Africa and Asia. Figures 
show that Chinese agriculture provides 
wheat, rice and corn for one-fifth of the 
world’s population. An extreme drought 
event in China could spark a regional, or 
even global, food crisis.

A few years ago I was in western 
China where locals took me to their 
cornfields and explained that they were 
seeing more extreme weather including 
drought. In our rural climate adaptation 
work, we provided meteorological 
warning systems, and have cultivated 
crop breeds to better cope with such 
extreme weather.

Responding to climate change will 
need comprehensive solutions covering 
politics, economics, the environment 
and development. Rather than wait 
and see what happens, we should be 
proactive, coming up with new ideas 
and embracing a green future. Years ago, 
the Chinese government started trials 
of working with NGOs to help remote 
and poor populations adapt to climate 
change. This included raising incomes, 
working with researchers to introduce 
drought-resistant crops and reduce 
fertiliser use, and promote low-carbon 
transitions. All of that experience could 
be shared and applied elsewhere. China 
is also practising what it preaches in 
South-South cooperation, by providing 
funding, technology, products and 
training for developing nations.
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Yunnan, where the second part of COP15 
is due to take place next spring, is home 
to many endangered species, including 
the black snub-nosed monkey.  
(Image: Will Burrard-Lucas / Alamy) 

Li Shuo

After several delays due to 
Covid-19, COP15 will now be held 
in two parts. First online from 11–15 
October 2021. Then, in face-to-
face meetings in Kunming from 25 
April–8 May 2022. This resets the 
clock on the world’s efforts to reach 
a new deal for nature for the coming 
decade.

The 15th Conference of the Parties 
to the UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) had originally been 
scheduled for October 2020.

At the meetings, government 
delegations from around the world 

Four challenges 
for rebooted COP15 
negotiations to overcome

Negotiations towards a new global framework for protecting biodiversity 
are resuming online this month after being disrupted by the pandemic. 
Li Shuo explores the challenges.

are expected to agree to a post-2020 
Global Biodiversity Framework; the 
previous framework reached in 2010, 
which produced the “Aichi Targets”, 
expired last year.

For six weeks in May and June, 
countries negotiated under the CBD’s 
subsidiary bodies on the issues of 
targets, implementation mechanisms 
and finance, laying a foundation for 
the final stretch of the talks at COP15, 
which may embrace a hybrid model 
of online side events and in-person 
negotiations, a model that is also being 
considered by the UK presidency for 
the COP26 climate conference.

Not everyone originally agreed to 
the online format. That parties are 

in the end going to be brought to the 
table through the internet is thanks 
to relentless efforts by the incoming 
Chinese presidency of COP15 and 
relevant stakeholders. The virtual talks 
should not only move the process 
forward, but also set an example for 
other international environmental 
processes that may have to resort to 
online meetings.

The negotiations so far have 
delivered mixed results. Four main 
challenges must be met if Kunming is 
to deliver an ambitious and balanced 
outcome that protects the world’s 
biodiversity for the next decade.

First, the treatment of targets, 
implementation and finance 
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should be better balanced. The 
uneven attention given to these 
aspects has become a persistent 
problem for the Kunming process. 
A disproportionate emphasis on 
setting targets while neglecting 
the implementation mechanisms is 
deep rooted in CBD negotiations, 
and a main reason why the Aichi 
Targets agreed in 2010 failed to 
materialise. With the negotiations 
for COP15 entering the critical last 
stretch, this imbalance is already 
locked into the process. The online 
negotiations currently underway have 
demonstrated a large amount of time 
is still being spent discussing the 
design of targets. Parties are acting 
as if putting those targets on paper 
in itself ensures their enforcement. 
To address this imbalance requires 
utilising non-official venues outside 
the formal negotiations. In the past 
months, a few research institutions, 
environmental NGOs and think-tanks 
have made headway in advancing 
discussions about issues such as 
implementation mechanisms, which 
can help save time for the negotiators. 
Those resources should be seen as 
a useful supplement to the official 
process.

Second, various kinds of talks 
should be used to tackle the thorniest 
issues. Earlier negotiations have 
revealed a few topics in particular 
to be highly politicised and difficult 
to make progress on, including the 
target to protect 30% of the world’s 
oceans, public finance, sharing the 
benefits of genetic resources and 
digital sequence information (DSI). 
The COP15 presidency should 
consider conducting bilateral talks 
with countries most concerned 
with such topics or convening 
ministerial meetings to resolve 
disagreements. At the same time, 
important global moments such as 
World Biodiversity Day on 22 May, 
the World Conservation Congress and 
the UN General Assembly should be 
fully harnessed to provide exchange 
opportunities ahead of COP15 in 
Kunming.

Third, the quality of pre-
negotiation texts prepared by the 
CBD secretariat and presiding 
officers should be improved. Pre-
negotiation texts both reflect previous 
rounds of negotiations and provide 
the starting point for the next round. 
They are also predecessors of final 
decisions and agreements coming 
out of the negotiation process. 
Their quality, therefore, influences 
negotiation results. In earlier 
preparatory meetings, issues of flawed 
texts, late circulation and failure to 
reflect positions of negotiation parties 
have resulted in precious time being 
wasted on correcting mistakes and 
addressing manmade problems. This 
affects the efficiency of negotiations 
and deviates from the basic principle 
of negotiations being led and directed 
by the CBD parties.

Last but not least, online 
negotiations should adhere to 
the principles of transparency 
and inclusiveness when entering 
the phase of text review and 
finalisation. The experience so far has 
demonstrated that virtual processes 
are able to effectively collect inputs 
from different parties. But it remains 
to be seen if the online mode can 
effectively facilitate the finalisation 

of the text. Ensuring the faithful 
reflection of the parties’ positions in 
the final negotiated text is a critical 
step at the end of a negotiation 
process. Even when the word-by-
word scrutiny happens offline, there 
have been occasional omissions and 
distortions. The virtual format faces 
an even larger challenge in this regard 
and should avoid misrepresentation, 
at all costs, to raise confidence in 
the fairness and effectiveness of the 
process. The fact that the online talks 
have so far been arranged during 
hours unfavourable to the Asia Pacific 
region is hardly conducive to trust 
building.

The ongoing virtual talks on 
biodiversity are a testament to the 
resilience of the Kunming process 
under the pressure of the global 
pandemic. The ultimate success of the 
process hinges upon whether countries 
can overcome the challenges above. 
The legacy of Kunming should not 
just be about one fruitful COP but 
the fundamental reshaping of CBD 
processes in the long run. Addressing 
the persistent problems is just the 
beginning of that journey.

Li Shuo is a Climate & Energy 
Campaigner at Greenpeace China

The thorniest issues
Earlier negotiations have revealed a few topics in particular to  
be highly politicised and difficult to make progress on, including:

The target to protect 30% of the world’s oceans 

Public finance

Sharing the benefits of genetic resources and 
digital sequence information
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