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Abstract 
 
 In 2007 China became the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide. China’s 
increased emissions have more than offset all reductions made under the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol. This makes China’s participation in international environmental agreements, to 
address issues such as climate change, essential. What is puzzling about China’s foreign 
policy on environmental issues and participation in international agreements are the 
inconsistencies over time. Previous research on Chinese foreign policy has not fully 
addressed or explained China’s participation in international environmental agreements. . 
The broader literature on Chinese foreign policy indicates that leadership is the key factor 
determining policy decisions and implementation. Emerging research suggests that public 
opinion may also play a role, but the results are inconclusive. This study examines 
whether and how leadership and public opinion shape China’s foreign policy on 
environmental issues. Three cases are examined: the 1987 Montreal Protocol, the 1997 
Kyoto Protocol and the 2009 Copenhagen Accords. Using the congruence method I 
examine how China’s participation in the three treaties corresponds to expectations based 
on existing literature. The results of this study are in line with previous research. 
Leadership appears to be the primary determinant of Chinese foreign policy on 
international environmental issues, while public opinion has no influence. Despite a 
continued emphasis by Chinese leaders on the importance of international environmental 
issues, Chinese participation and the nature of this participation has varied depending on 
the leader. Under each successive leader, China became progressively more active in the 
negotiations of environmental treaties and more assertive in promoting its position. This 
evidence suggests that China will continue to play a major role in international 
environmental agreements and international affairs in general as a new generation of 
leaders come to power.  
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Introduction 

 Over the past decade, China’s Greenhouse gas emissions have increased rapidly, 

more than doubling between 2000 and 2008. In 2007, China surpassed the United States 

to become the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide (Energy Information 

Administration 2009). China’s emissions are now four times what they were in 1980 and 

they do not show any sign of decreasing in the near future (see Figure 1).  Although 

China’s per capita emissions are relatively low, its carbon emissions are expected to 

increase at a rate of 2.5 to 5 percent annually (Alarming Growth In Expected Carbon 

Dioxide Emissions In China, Analysis Finds 2008). While the Chinese government has 

adopted policies to decrease energy intensity (the amount of energy used per unit of 

GDP), economic growth rates near ten percent mean continued growth in emissions. This 

growth will more than offset the 116 million metric tons of carbon emission reductions 

achieved under the Kyoto Protocol (Alarming Growth In Expected Carbon Dioxide 

Emissions In China, Analysis Finds 2008). These facts mean that understanding China’s 

participation in international environmental agreements and the foreign policy that shapes 

its participation is increasingly important for policymakers and the study of Chinese 

foreign policy.  

 Beginning with the Deng Xiaoping administration, China has become 

increasingly active in international affairs. This activity has drawn attention from 

politicians, the news media, and scholars. News stories on the rise of China or politicians 

criticizing China and its policies are a common occurrence. However, much of the 

discussion, speculation and study has focused on economic and security issues. It is only 

rarely that China’s environmental policy takes center stage. It is this topic that I will 
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focus on. More specifically, how China makes and implements foreign policy related to 

environmental issues.  

 
Figure 1: China’s Carbon Dioxide Emission 
This figure shows China’s carbon dioxide emissions in millions of metric tons, plotted against the United 
States emissions between 2000 and 2008. Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration 2009. 

 Environmental issues present a unique challenge to the international community 

and individual countries. They are one of the few issues in international relations that are 

directly transnational. While wars may be contained within borders and trade policies 

affect some countries, but not others, pollution does not recognize lines on a map. The 

actions of one country will inevitably affect others, even those on the opposite side of the 

planet. This is particularly true for atmospheric pollution, which cannot be contained in 

any manner, only reduced or eliminated. The result is that international agreements must 

be established in order to address these issues. However, constructing treaties that can 

gain support from all of the relevant countries, including China, has proven difficult. As 

the world’s largest country and emitter of carbon dioxide China is now, and will continue 

to be, a vital part of any agreement seeking to address international environmental issues, 
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such as global climate change. Therefore, this study will examine whether theories used 

to understand, explain and predict China’s foreign policy on other issues hold true for 

environmental policy as well. Specifically, I will examine the role leadership and public 

opinion play in shaping China’s foreign policy on environmental issues.  

 What is puzzling about China’s foreign policy on environmental issues and 

participation in international agreements are the inconsistencies over time. The extent and 

nature of China’s participation has changed from one treaty to the next. While China’s 

leaders have emphasized the importance of international environmental agreements they 

have not provided consistent levels of involvement and support (Oberheitmann and 

Sternfeld 2009). China signed and ratified the 1987 Montreal Protocol and the 1997 

Kyoto Protocol, two of the most important environmental agreements in recent history. 

However, during the negotiations of the 2009 Copenhagen Accords, addressing the same 

issue as the Kyoto Protocol, China was accused of hindering the negotiations process and 

preventing the adoption of a substantive agreement. China’s level of involvement in the 

negotiation process has also varied. China participated in the negotiations for the 

Montreal Protocol as an observer; it had an increased level of involvement in the Kyoto 

Protocol negotiations and was considered a major player at the Copenhagen Conference. 

What accounts for these discrepancies? A better understanding of how and why China 

participates in these negotiations and eventual agreements can improve our understanding 

of Chinese foreign policy, what factors affect foreign policy in authoritarian countries, 

and provide useful information to policymakers.  

 Various theories of and approaches to studying international relations have been 

used to examine international environmental agreements, including neorealism, 
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neoliberal institutionalism and foreign policy analysis. Each provides insights, but both 

neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism have significant shortcomings. Therefore 

foreign policy analysis is used in this study.  

 Neorealism emphasizes the importance of relative gains when analyzing global 

environmental issues. The relative gains argument contends that states are concerned not 

only with the absolute gains made by states but also their own gains relative to those of 

other states (Baldwin 1993). Grundig (2006) argues that relative gains make agreements 

on environmental issues, particularly greenhouse gas emissions, extremely difficult. 

Because the benefits of emissions treaties are nonexcludable goods, it is difficult to reach 

agreements because it is difficult to punish defectors (Grundig 2006). A state can easily 

reap the benefits of an emissions treaty without participating, therefore, it should be more 

difficult to establish agreements on issues like greenhouse gas emissions compared to an 

excludable good such as trade (Grundig 2006). While Grundig’s argument that 

agreements on emissions and other environmental issues will be more difficult than trade 

agreements, it does not explain when and why they do occur. The Kyoto Protocol is a 

clear exception. Not only was the agreement established, but the “defection” of the 

United States under the Bush administration, did not result in other countries reneging on 

their emissions reduction commitments. Further, the neorealist approach does not give 

detailed predictions about how individual states will behave. It also does not incorporate 

domestic factors. Since all emissions reductions necessitate major domestic legislation to 

make reductions, domestic considerations could be potentially important. Such 

information can be very useful when only a few states play a key role in the negotiations 

process.  
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 Neoliberal institutionalism focuses on the role of international organizations and 

regimes for facilitating agreements on environmental issues. International organizations, 

it is argued, are initially important for framing issues such as global warming as 

important and in need of international attention (Paterson 2005). Paterson (2005) also 

contends that international institutions are important for agenda setting and deciding how 

an issue is framed. For example, framing global warming in terms of per capita emissions 

rather than total emissions and the idea of common but differentiated responsibilities. In 

this way institutions make cooperation easier, although not guaranteed (Paterson 2005). 

Like neorealism, neoliberal institutionalism can help predict and explain when 

cooperation will be more likely to occur and succeed. However, it also fails to provide 

insight into the behavior of individual states such as China. Further, as Paterson (2005) 

points out, neoliberal institutionalism does not help explain the relationship between the 

domestic and international factors. In order to better understand the actions of China and 

the factors that influence its actions and decision making, I turn to foreign policy analysis 

in this study. Specifically, this study examines the role of leadership and public opinion 

in China’s foreign policy on environmental issues. 

 While neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism may not provide a complete 

picture of Chinese participation in international environmental policy on their own, they 

may compliment foreign policy analysis. Both describe the circumstances under which 

the agreements are made and make predictions as to the probability of an agreement 

being reached. These factors may also be important for leadership decisions. Different 

leaders may respond differently to the same set of conditions. That is, the international 

level factors of neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism may be fed through the leaders. 
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Depending on the characteristics of each leader they may respond differently to the same 

international conditions and factors. 

 Numerous studies in the area of foreign policy analysis have found a connection 

between foreign policy and leadership. That is, who leads matters for what decisions are 

made and polices are pursued with regards to international affairs. The literature on 

Chinese foreign policy comes to similar conclusions. Specifically, many argue that top 

Chinese leaders have been and remain the finial decision makers on foreign policy issues 

and hold a great deal of influence over the decision-making process and implementation 

(Cabestan 2009, Harmin 1994, H. Lai 2010, Sutter 2008, Wen and Wen 2007). The 

current research on leadership in Chinese foreign policy argues that leaders have made 

China increasingly active in foreign affairs and have been more aggressive in asserting 

China’s interests internationally. However, the literature on leadership and Chinese 

foreign policy focuses primarily on security and economic issues and rarely addresses 

international environmental issues. This study will help fill this gap in the current 

literature. 

An alternative explanation and additional area of foreign policy research suggests 

that public opinion may have an important influence on foreign policy. Like leadership, 

public opinion has also received extensive study in the foreign policy literature, but with 

less conclusive results. Emerging evidence suggests that domestic factors, including 

public opinion, may be increasingly important for Chinese foreign policy (Glaser and 

Medeiros 2007, H. H. Lai 2005, Zhao 1992). It has been suggested that public opinion 

may be particularly important in authoritarian countries such as China because it is a 

source of legitimacy in the absence of free and fair elections. However, these studies are 
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fairly limited, and like the literature on leadership, have not addressed environmental 

issues. Further, most of the studies do not examine cases in which public opinion data can 

be directly compared to policy.  

In this study I examine the influence of both leadership and public opinion on 

Chinese foreign policy, but unlike previous studies, focus on environmental issues. 

Specifically I examine three case studies: the 1987 Montreal Protocol, the 1997 Kyoto 

Protocol, and the 2009 Copenhagen Accord.  

 The evidence from the three cases in this study provides more detailed insight into 

how China makes foreign policy decisions on international environmental issues and 

what factors are important for making these decisions. In each of the three cases included 

in this study, China became progressively more active in the negotiations process and 

assertive in promoting its interests under three different leaders. Under Deng Xiaoping 

China was an observer during the Montreal protocol negotiations and had little influence 

on the outcome. During the 1997 Kyoto Protocol negotiations, under Jiang Zemin, China 

was an active participant and was more assertive in promoting its position of common but 

differentiated responsibilities for carbon emissions reduction. The final treaty reflected 

this position and was signed and ratified by China. Finally, at the 2009 Copenhagen 

Conference, under Hu Jintao, China was seen as a key player in the negotiations and was 

key for shaping the eventual Copenhagen Accord that resulted from the conference. On 

the other hand, public opinion does not appear to be an important factor. 

 This study makes several contributions to the existing literature. First, it expands 

the study of the influence of leadership and public opinion on Chinese foreign policy to a 

new policy area that has not been previously examined. This is important because it can 
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provide evidence of whether or not leadership and public opinion are important factors in 

a wide variety of policy areas or just some. Second, it examines three specific cases 

where public opinion data is available and provides more concrete evidence on the 

influence of public opinion on Chinese foreign policy. Third, this study expands the 

research on China’s foreign policy as it relates to environmental issues. This is an area of 

continued importance for policy that has received relatively little attention in the 

literature. Finally, it adds an element of foreign policy analysis to the literature on 

China’s participation in international environmental agreements that is not present in the 

current literature. This element provides more detailed understanding of how individual 

countries participate in environmental agreements than is possible with other 

international relations theories such as neorealism or neoliberal institutionalism. In doing 

so it helps begin to bridge the gap between two current areas of research on China and its 

participation in international affairs. While this study does not definitively answer the 

questions of how leadership and public opinion influence Chinese foreign policy on 

environmental issues, it does serve as an initial exploration into the utility of using 

foreign policy analysis to examine Chinese participation in international environmental 

agreements and provides some preliminary results that can serve as the basis for future 

research.  

 This paper will proceed as follows: First, a review of the relevant literature on 

Chinese foreign policy, China’s participation in international environmental agreements, 

leadership and public opinion. Second, I will present expectations, for China’s 

participation in international environmental agreements, derived from the literature on the 

influence of public opinion and leadership on Chinese foreign policy. Third, I outline the 
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methods used to examine these expectations. Fourth, I analyze the evidence from the 

three case studies for how well it corresponds to existing theory on the influence 

leadership and public opinion have on Chinese foreign policy. Finally, I will conclude 

with a summary of the findings, applications and limitations of my findings and an 

examination of potential areas of future research.  

Literature Review 

 This section will examine the relevant foreign policy and international relations 

literature. While Chinese foreign policy has received increased interest from scholars, 

very little research has been done on Chinese foreign policy as it relates to international 

environmental agreements. Scholars have studied Chinese foreign policy and 

international environmental policy separately, but rarely look at both topics in the same 

study. There are, however, several areas of relevant literature. Research that exists on 

China’s international environmental policy is usually from a broader international 

relations perspective and does not include foreign policy analysis, theory, or methods. 

More often than not, it is descriptive in nature and does not have a strong theoretical 

basis. Therefore, this section will also examine relevant literature from foreign policy 

analysis on leadership and public opinion, from both the broader foreign policy and 

China specific areas of the literature.  

I will proceed by examining four main areas of the literature and subsets within 

these areas: first a brief overview of the general research on Chinese foreign policy; 

second, research related to international environmental policy and China’s participation; 

third, literature on the influence of leadership on foreign policy and the specific literature 



 

10 

on leadership in China; and, finally, research on public opinion and its effects on China’s 

foreign policy.  

Chinese Foreign Policy 

 Much of the literature on Chinese foreign policy takes a national interest or 

rational choice approach. The topics most commonly studied relate to security and 

economic issues. While global climate change could eventually become a security or 

economic problem, it is not yet encompassed by such studies. The most common 

influences on China’s foreign policy and decision-making cited in the literature are 

economic factors, prestige, nationalism, and regime stability and legitimacy. Wang 

(2005) refers to this emphasis as the three P’s: preservation, prosperity and power. These 

factors are often interrelated and addressed within the same study. I will address each of 

these topics and some of the criticisms of the descriptive approach to studying Chinese 

foreign policy.  

Economic prosperity is the most widely cited influence on Chinese foreign policy 

(F.-L. Wang 2005, Hempson-Jones 2005, Z. Chen 2005, B. Wang 2009, H. Lai 2010, 

Sutter 2008). Economic growth is important for its own merits and supporting China’s 

other domestic and international priorities. First, economic prosperity is seen as essential 

for maintaining China’s rise in the international community and domestic stability (F.-L. 

Wang 2005). China’s rapidly growing economy is seen as being largely responsible for 

its current and rising position in international relations. Second, some contend that 

economic growth is the key factor supporting China’s other goals of prestige, domestic 

stability and regime preservation. Scholars therefore predict that China will make its 

foreign policy decisions based primarily on the economic costs and benefits of a given 
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policy. China’s ascension to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 was one of 

the most important factors in China’s current economic growth (H. Lai 2010). This idea 

is reinforced by the findings of Hempson-Jones (2005) that China is most engaged on 

economic issues. Some argue China not only seeks policies that will bring economic 

growth, but also those that will create a conducive and stable environment for this growth 

(Sutter 2008). This may include ensuring access to energy resources or avoiding 

unfavorable economic policy (Ziegler 2006, Hallding, Han and Olsson 2009). While this 

area of research is useful, it does not provide insight into how the decisions are made, 

who makes them, or how they are implemented. Foreign policy decisions are made by 

individuals and groups, not an abstract, all encompassing state. Foreign policy analysis 

allows for the consideration of individual decision makers and domestic factors such as 

economic growth and stability in the making of foreign policy (Hudson 2005). 

Prestige is the second factor that is commonly cited in the literature as an 

important considering in the making of Chinese foreign policy. Many contend that 

China’s policy is driven by a desire to be perceived as a “great power” in international 

relations (Wu 2001, F.-L. Wang 2005, Sutter 2008). It is argued that China’s desire for 

such an image will result in increased and more active participation in international 

affairs. Wang (2005) contends that increased prestige is also seen as an additional source 

of political legitimacy for the Communist government.  

 The conventional wisdom in the literature also holds that domestic political 

legitimacy is a key factor in Chinese foreign policy (F.-L. Wang 2005, Z. Chen 2005, H. 

Lai 2010, Sutter 2008). The Chinese Communist Party wants to maintain its position as 

the legitimate government of China. Foreign policy relates to this in two ways. First, as 
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mentioned above, economic growth is seen as a major factor supporting the legitimacy of 

the Communist regime. As a result, Chinese foreign policy seeks to ensure economic 

growth. Second, foreign policy can also be a source of legitimacy by promoting China’s 

position in the world as a great power (F.-L. Wang 2005). This in turn reinforces the idea 

that the Communist Party has created a strong and effective government. Some argue that 

in order to maintain domestic tranquility and support, China must have an effective 

foreign policy that emphasizes China’s interest and prevents outside interference (Sutter 

2008). The influence of domestic factors, particularly prestige is not captured by the 

neorealist or neoliberal approaches that focus on system level influences. By using 

foreign policy analysis, this study will help determine if and how domestic factors 

influence Chinese foreign policy and international relations. If the more specific domestic 

factors are not found to be important then the system level international relations theories 

may provide a sufficient explanation of international environmental agreements. 

 A related area of the Chinese foreign policy literature focuses on nationalism. In 

China, nationalism is based on strengthening China’s position as a world power, both as 

it is perceived domestically and internationally. In order for a leader to be considered 

legitimate, they must show that they are able to maintain or increase China’s position in 

global politics (Sutter 2008). Chen (2005) argues that nationalism is one of the most 

important and enduring influences on Chinese foreign policy. He contends that Chinese 

leaders and the public have a strong desire to increase China’s international power and 

redeem itself from humiliations of the past (Z. Chen 2005). This area of study is 

important because it raises the possibility of a public influence on policy. If the 

legitimacy of a ruler or government is tied to nationalism and its ability to strengthen 
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China’s role and position in international relations, then it would follow that domestic 

factors would be important for foreign policy decision-making. Therefore, nationalism 

also relates to studies emphasizing China’s drive for prestige and economic growth.  

 The broad studies of Chinese foreign policy, outlined above, provide insight into 

some important elements, but provide very little detail on individual decisions or policies. 

Nationalism, economics, prestige and political legitimacy may all play a role, but they 

may also come into conflict (F.-L. Wang 2005). Participation in international agreements 

that could enhance China’s prestige in international relations and promote nationalism, 

could also have economic costs. As mentioned previously, political legitimacy can be tied 

to both economic growth and nationalism, but these two goals are not necessarily 

achievable in all cases. Some have criticized the broad approach for just this reason. Yu 

(1994) argues that while studying larger, systemic topics in Chinese foreign policy is 

beneficial, it needs to be paired with more detailed study of specific factors like 

leadership and domestic influences. Broad factors like nationalism, prestige and 

economics may be important, however, knowing this does not indicate how they are 

integrated and considered in decision-making. Who decides what factors are most 

important in specific cases and how are they weighed against each other? It is these 

topics that are the focus of this paper and the remainder of the literature review.  

International Environmental Policy 

 Before proceeding to the specific topics of interest in this paper, leadership and 

public opinion, it is also useful to examine the literature on China’s participation in 

international environmental agreements. Some of the themes from the general literature 

on Chinese foreign policy are mirrored in the literature on international environmental 
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agreements, including economic factors and China’s rising position in the international 

community. Additional factors, including domestic issues are also introduced in this area 

of the literature.  

 Economic motivations remain a key element in the study of China’s participation 

in international environmental agreements. Several authors argue that China’s 

participation in agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol, Copenhagen Accord and Asia-

Pacific Partnership have been largely motivated by economic interests (G. Chen 2008, G. 

Heggelund 2007, Oberheitmann and Sternfeld 2009, Kellow 2006, Heggelund and Baun 

2009). These studies point out that in each instance, China signed an agreement when it 

reaped economic benefits. Oberheitmann and Sternfeld (2009) point to the clean 

development mechanisms in the Kyoto Protocol as a key economic benefit for China that 

contributed to its participation. Others emphasize the technology transfer of the Asia-

Pacific Partnership as an important economic benefit that motivated China’s participation 

(Heggelund and Baun 2009, Kellow 2006). Others still point to China’s resistance to 

emissions reductions under the Copenhagen agreement as evidence of the importance of 

economics in China’s decision-making (Christoff 2010).  

 Prestige is also cited as an important issue in the international environmental 

policy literature. It is argued that China’s positioning of itself as the representative of the 

less developed countries helps enhance its standing internationally (J. I. Lewis 2007-08, 

Oberheitmann and Sternfeld 2009, G. Chen 2008). Many developing countries, including 

China, argue that more developed countries achieved their present stage of development 

with high levels of fossil fuel consumption and therefore bear the primary responsibility 

for the increased concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. They believe that 
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developing countries should not be forced to make emissions reductions that could slow 

their progress or hurt their economies. Despite it substantially higher levels of emissions 

that most developing countries, China has attempted to maintain solidarity with the “G-

77” countries and preserve a position of leadership among them. (J. I. Lewis 2007-08). 

China has championed the cause of common but differentiated responsibilities that has 

put most of the burden for protecting the environment on more developed countries (G. 

Chen 2008). 

 The third factor commonly considered in research on China’s participation in 

international environmental agreements is the domestic costs of environmental problems. 

Some argue that the negative impacts of pollution and environmental degradation on the 

Chinese people are increasingly being considered when making decisions on international 

agreements (Christoff 2010, G. Heggelund 2007). Some even predict that the impact of 

environmental problems within China may eventually lead to major changes in its 

participation in international agreements (G. Heggelund 2007). Specifically, the costs of 

climate change may soon outweigh the benefits of improved living standards that have 

accompanied China’s rapid economic growth, which is dependent on increasing fossil 

fuel consumption (G. Heggelund 2007). 

 As with the general research on Chinese foreign policy, the literature on China’s 

participation in international environmental agreements focuses on general issues and 

does not examine specific factors related to decision-making or participation in 

negotiations. Harris (2008) argues that this approach is inadequate. He contends that a 

focus on environmental foreign policy that includes the analysis of domestic factors, 

institutions and actors will provide a clearer picture of how states participate in 
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international environmental agreements (P. G. Harris 2008). Specifically, understanding 

foreign policy actors and decision-making can play an important role in understanding 

international environmental agreements (P. G. Harris 2008). He cites China as an 

example of where foreign policy analysis incorporating domestic actors and interests 

could be particularly beneficial (P. G. Harris 2008). As mentioned previously, the general 

research on Chinese foreign policy often includes factors that have a domestic 

component. Many of the same domestic factors are also mentioned in the literature on 

China’s participation in international environmental agreements. Prestige, economic 

considerations and domestic implementation costs are all cited. Foreign policy analysis 

allows for these factors to be incorporated under a theoretical framework and move 

beyond the more descriptive nature of most of the existing literature.  It is this foreign 

policy analysis approach that will be the focus of this paper and the remainder of the 

literature review.  

 

Leadership 

 Many argue that who leads matters and that elite beliefs and characteristics are 

important for foreign policy decision-making and implementation. Numerous studies 

have confirmed that leaders matter for both the final policy and the decision-making 

process (Etheredge 1978, M. G. Hermann 1980, M. G. Hermann 1993, Hermann, et al. 

2001, Holsti and Rosenau 1990, Kaarbo 1997). Focusing on and understanding the 

importance of individual leaders allows one to explore how human agency influences 

foreign policy decisions. This section will review the general foreign policy and China 

specific literature on the role of leadership in foreign policy decision-making. 
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General Foreign Policy Literature. Extensive research has confirmed the importance of 

individual leaders for foreign policy decision-making. While most of this research has 

focused on the United States, it does provide important insight for this study. First, the 

personality of leaders matters for how they make decisions; second, changes in leadership 

can lead to shifts in policy; third, individual leaders can be particularly important in 

dictatorships or authoritarian regimes where power is more concentrated in one or a few 

people.  

 The first major argument of relevance for this study is that individual leaders are 

important for making final decisions. Hermann (1993) suggests that a single powerful 

leader that has the authority to make decisions that cannot be overturned by others is key 

to understanding foreign policy decisions. Individual characteristics such as how a leader 

processes information and makes decisions impact policy outcomes (M. G. Hermann 

1993, O. R. Holsti 1992, Mitchell 2005). Various personality traits such as interest in 

foreign policy issues, all affect how active leaders are in the decision-making process, 

how they come to decisions and what kind of decisions, they are likely to make (M. G. 

Hermann 1980).  

 Second, the conventional wisdom that leaders in authoritarian countries are likely 

to be more powerful and important is supported by the literature. In authoritarian 

countries it is more likely that a single individual will be responsible for making most if 

not all foreign policy decisions (M. G. Hermann 1993, Hermann, et al. 2001). This differs 

from more democratic systems where numerous individuals may play more predominant 

roles in various situations and there is the possibility that the decision could be 

overturned by another branch of the government (Hermann, et al. 2001). This is certainly 
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an important factor to consider with China, where the President has final say in foreign 

policy matters (Barnett 1985, H. H. Lai 2005, Sutter 2008). 

 Third, leadership change also matters. As one would expect, leaders with different 

personalities and leadership styles often make different policy decisions on the same or 

similar issues (Hermann, et al. 2001, O. R. Holsti 2002, Mitchell 2005). Therefore, 

examining similar cases or policies under different leaders can provide insight into how 

leaders matter and what kind of decisions a given leader is likely to make.  

Leadership and Chinese Foreign Policy. The literature on leadership in Chinese foreign 

policy reflects the broader foreign policy literature and supports the idea that leadership, 

particularly that of the president, matters. The three leaders under consideration in this 

study are Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. While most of the research on 

leadership in Chinese foreign policy does not have the depth of that on other countries it 

does indicate that who leads and leadership change both matter for policy change. To a 

certain extent, the literature on Chinese leadership also reflects the more general literature 

on Chinese foreign policy. This section will examine the broad themes in the study of 

leadership and Chinese foreign policy and the literature on specific leaders.  

 Research on the influence of leadership on Chinese foreign policy emphasizes 

three factors: the importance of the top leader, continuity, and change. First, the general 

consensus is that the top leader is key to decision-making (Wen and Wen 2007, Harmin 

1994, Barnett 1985, H. Lai 2010, Sutter 2008). The top leader is important first because 

external threats and policy challenges are perceived through them (Wen and Wen 2007). 

The leader provides a foreign policy vision and sets priorities for the country (H. Lai 

2010). For example, leadership change and the combined emphasis on economic growth 
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and increased engagement in international relations was important for China’s move to 

join the World Trade Organization (H. Lai 2010). The top leader also shapes the role of 

other actors before making the final decision on an issue (Harmin 1994). For instance the 

paramount leader has been has been very active in setting up guidelines for others to 

follow in reunification policy, even when certain tasks were delegated to others (Harmin 

1994). While other factors may play a role in foreign policy decision-making the top 

leader remains the final decision-maker in all policy areas (Sutter 2008). 

 There is general agreement in the literature that leadership change has resulted in 

policy change (Dittmer 2003, H. Lai 2010, Liu 2003, Sutter 2008, Zhang 2010). Each 

generation of leadership has been increasingly active in international affairs (Dittmer 

2003, Liu 2003). Along with this increase in activity, there has also been in increase in 

pragmatism and willingness to promote Chinese interests internationally with a less 

ideological focus (Liu 2003, Sutter 2008, Zhang 2010). Liu (2003) points out that Hu 

Jintao has been particularly pragmatic and realizes that adapting to new challenges 

necessitates new approaches to both domestic and international politics. Hu Jintao has not 

only taken a more active role in issues such as the North Korean and Iranian nuclear 

negotiations, but has also increased his engagement with foreign leaders and engagement 

in multilateral meetings (Zhang 2010). Different leaders have brought different policy 

priorities and approaches to policy and decision-making (H. Lai 2010).  

 While much of the research is focused on policy change between leaders, there is 

also continuity. Centralization of decision-making and the preeminent importance of the 

top leader have remained constant even with changes in top leadership (Cabestan 2009, 

Harmin 1994). All three leaders have also maintained an emphasis on sovereignty, 
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autonomy and regime survival (Kane 2001, Kirby 1994, H. Lai 2010). This is consistent 

with the broader research on Chinese foreign policy discussed previously.  

 Deng Xiaoping is noted for moving Chinese foreign policy away from the 

revolutionary ideals of Mao Zedong and making China more open to international affairs 

(H. Lai 2010, Sutter 2008). Deng was also more active in the foreign policy process and 

decision-making than his predecessors and remained the primary decision-maker on 

foreign policy issues (Barnett 1985). While Deng was more active in foreign policy he 

took a “lay low” approach and tended to be more focused on domestic affairs (Lam 2006, 

Zhang 2010). Deng was more concerned about domestic social and security issues than 

pursuing an aggressive foreign policy (Wen and Wen 2007). 

 Jiang Zemin, like Deng Xiaoping, remained the dominant voice in Chinese 

foreign policy (Lam 2006, Sutter 2008). Further, many argue that Jiang also created great 

change in that he was more active in foreign policy, which increased China’s 

participation in international organizations and put more emphasis on foreign policy 

(Cabestan 2009, Lam 2006, Sutter 2008). In the 1990s Jiang worked to build stronger 

bilateral relationships with Japan, Russia and Europe in hopes of building a more multi-

polar world to offset the dominance of the United States (Wen and Wen 2007). At the 

same time, Jiang also sought to build ties with the United States as a means to build and 

sustain China’s emerging great power status (Lam 2006). Jiang also put an increased 

emphasis on modernization and development through the ascension of China in 

international relations and attaining “great power status” (Dittmer 2003, Zhang 2010). 

 China’s participation in international affairs has only increased under the current 

president Hu Jintao. Liu (2003) contends that Hu has been the most active of all Chinese 
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leaders, both in his role in the decision-making process and in increasing China’s role in 

the international community. Hu has put an increased emphasis on international law, 

norms and institutions (Liu 2003, Kent 2008). While he has many similarities to Jiang 

Zemin, Hu is more adaptive and pragmatic than his predecessors, choosing to utilize 

international institutions to serve China’s interests, rather than resisting them or shunning 

participation in them (Lam 2006, Liu 2003, Sutter 2008). Further, many argue that while 

there has been increased participation in decision-making from other elements within the 

Chinese government, Hu remains the final decision maker and has a great deal of control 

over the foreign policy process (H. Lai 2010).  

 The literature on the importance of leadership and individual leaders in Chinese 

foreign policy supports the general argument in the foreign policy literature that who 

leads matters for foreign policy. Chinese leaders have become increasingly active in 

international affairs and foreign policy decision-making. This appears to represent a 

change in the beliefs of leaders and what they believe to be the role and importance of 

China in international relations. There appears to be more continuity in leadership style 

between the three top leaders. Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao were all in the 

position of making the final decision on foreign policy issues and exercised a great deal 

of control over the decision making process. While continuities exist between leaders, 

each has taken a unique approach that has increased China’s involvement in international 

affairs. However, the literature does not address the role leadership plays in decision-

making on environmental issues that are of ever increasing importance. This study will 

help begin to fill this gap.  
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Public Opinion 

 Public opinion polls are very common, especially in western politics, and many 

people believe public opinion matters for policy. Public opinion has been the subject of a 

great deal of study in the foreign policy literature, however, uncertainty remains as to 

how important public opinion is for foreign policy decision-making, if it matters at all. In 

China, the people do not elect their leaders. Does this make leaders less sensitive to 

public opinion because they are not concerned about elections or more sensitive because 

they are concerned about maintaining legitimacy? This section will review some of the 

general foreign policy literature on public opinion and the emerging literature on public 

opinion in Chinese foreign policy.  

General Foreign Policy Literature. Many studies on foreign policy have found a high 

correlation between public opinion on a foreign policy issue and the policy outcome 

(Foyle 1997, O. R. Holsti 1992, Shapiro and Jacobs 2000). However, debate remains as 

to how important public opinion is and how it matters for foreign policy (Foyle 1997). 

Some argue that public opinion is important because it constrains policy options that 

leaders have to choose between (Foyle 2003, O. R. Holsti 2002). Others contend that 

whether or not public opinion matters depends on the structure of the government and 

that it will be more important in some countries than others (Risse-Kappen 1991). While 

it might seem logical that public opinion would matter less in authoritarian countries, like 

China, some have found it to be more important as a source of legitimacy in non-

democratic countries (Telhami 1993).  

 The literature on public opinion remains mixed and inconclusive about the actual 

effect of public opinion. Much of the foreign policy research on public opinion is focused 
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on the United States. One solution that has been proposed is to increase the amount of 

cross-national research on the effect of public opinion on foreign policy (O. R. Holsti 

1992). Research, such as that done by Isernia, Juhasz and Rattinger (2002) has found that 

even on the same topic, public opinion can vary and fluctuate more or less across 

countries. Expanding the research to cover more countries could be useful in 

understanding how, when and why public opinion matters, if it matters at all. China is a 

particularly useful case because most people assume that public opinion would not be a 

factor in China or other authoritarian states. 

Public Opinion and Chinese Foreign Policy. Public opinion is an emerging area of 

research in the study of Chinese foreign policy. Like the broader foreign policy literature, 

debate remains as to whether or not it matters. Some contend that foreign policy decision-

making in China is increasingly open to influences outside of the central leadership, 

including public opinion (Glaser and Medeiros 2007, H. Lai 2010, Hao 2005). Zhao 

(1992) points to the increased use of open demonstrations and passive resistance as 

evidence of the growing role of public opinion. More specifically Hao (Influence of 

Societal Factors: A Case of China's American Policy Making 2005) notes that public 

outcry over the 1999 bombing of a Chinese embassy influenced the response of Chinese 

leaders. Others argue that public opinion is irrelevant to foreign policy decision-making 

(Hao and Ho 2009). Those that contend that public opinion matters argue that meeting 

the public’s demands for growth and prosperity are key for maintaining the legitimacy of 

the Communist Government and therefore play an important role in shaping foreign 

policy (Guo 2006, Roy 2009). This further supports Telhami’s (1993) contention that 

public opinion may matter even more is authoritarian countries. However, most of the 
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research on the influence of public opinion in Chinese foreign policy is speculative and 

does not present specific cases comparing public opinion to policy decisions and 

implementation.  

 The public opinion literature on China is relatively sparse and does not consider 

environmental policy. This study will expand the number of case studies on the issue and 

open up a new policy area that has not been previously considered in research on Chinese 

foreign policy or foreign policy in general.  

 While Chinese foreign policy has drawn the attention of scholars, very little 

foreign policy research examines international environmental issues. The research that 

does relate to environmental issues generally takes a broader international relations 

perspective and does not consider how leadership or public opinion affects Chinese 

foreign policy in this area. There appears to be fairly wide consensus that leadership and 

who leads matters for China’s foreign policy. The research on public opinion is less clear. 

This study will help begin to fill the gaps in the literature by incorporating three 

environmental policy case studies and two specific influences studied in the broader 

foreign policy literature.  

Methods 

This study utilizes the congruence method, and to a more limited extent, process 

tracing, as described by George and Bennett (2005), to analyze three cases: the 1987 

Montreal Protocol, the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, and the 2009 Copenhagen Accord. The 

congruence method examines whether and how expectations align with the outcome of a 

particular case. That is, given public opinion and leadership, what outcome would one 

expect and is that prediction in line with events (George and Bennett 2005). The 
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congruence method is useful in this case because it requires relatively little data. Chinese 

foreign policy decision-making is historically, and remains a fairly closed process. 

Therefore it is difficult to gather detailed information about the process upon which to 

test a theory.  

For this study, I examined what kind of policy and level of participation would be 

expected given public opinion and what leader is in power. Public opinion data is 

available for the time periods around each case and is discussed in more detail below. I 

chose to focus on three individuals as the independent variable for leadership. As 

discussed previously, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao were the most 

prominent and important decision makers during each of the three periods under 

consideration. In each instance, they exercised final authority in making foreign policy 

decisions and had a strong influence on the decision-making process. These three leaders 

have also been the subjects of large amounts of previous research, which provides a 

strong basis for developing expectations for analysis.  

To supplement the congruence method, I also utilized, to a more limited extent, 

process tracing. Process tracing can serve to clarify any casual relationship between the 

leaders, public opinion and policy, and provide more insight into the actual decision-

making process (George and Bennett 2005). First, I examined the proceedings of the 

three conferences focusing on statements given during and at the end of the conference. I 

looked for statements regarding China’s position on or in support of an agreement at 

various stages and how those statements relate to China’s pre-conference papers. These 

documents provide insight into the position that China took in each of the three 

negotiations. This allows me to not only better understand China’s position, but also how 
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active they were in the conference and how assertive China was in promoting its position. 

I am looking to see if China is outspoken about particular issues or policies and what is 

emphasized in its policy statements. Second, I also examined Western and Chinese news 

articles from a month prior to a month after each conference for statements by top 

Chinese leaders. This provides a more nuanced picture of China’s position on and 

reaction to each agreement.  

While this method of analysis does not directly measure the actions of individual 

leaders or the decision-making process, the actions of China leading up to, during and 

after negotiations can been seen as reflecting the differences in policy under individual 

leaders. Existing literature has shown that Deng, Jiang and Hu all held the position of 

final decision maker and exercised a great deal of influence over the processes of 

decision-making and implementation in Chinese foreign policy, therefore, policy 

outcomes should reflect the differences between leaders. Because China’s foreign policy 

decision-making remains a fairly closed process, it is difficult to study decision-making 

directly. Rather, in this study I am seeking to determine whether the evidence for the 

three cases in question supports the existing theories on leadership and public opinion.  

Case Selection 

 The 1987 Montreal Protocol, the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, and the 2009 Copenhagen 

Accord were selected as cases for this study for several reasons. First, each of the three 

treaties was signed and ratified under a different leader. This was, of course, necessary 

for making comparisons between them. Second, the treaties are focused exclusively on 

addressing environmental issues. Many treaties, such as the United Nations Convention 

on the Law of the Seas include environmental components, but are not focused only on 
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environmental issues. Selecting these three cases isolates the topic of the environment. 

Third, all three treaties address atmospheric pollution. This allowed me to examine how 

the same or at least similar decisions were made under three different leaders. Finally, all 

three treaties address issues of major environmental concern, ozone depletion and climate 

change.  

Public Opinion Data 

 Public opinion data for the study came from two sources the 1990, 1995 and 2001 

World Values Survey, and the 2007, 2008 and 2009 Global Attitudes Project. Together 

these two sets of data cover the general time period of the three treaties. Both of the 

surveys asked respondents if action should be taken to protect the environment, even if it 

came at an economic cost. These questions measure not only whether the Chinese people 

support the government taking action on environmental issues such as ozone depletion or 

climate change, but also if they are willing to pay an economic cost to do so. This is 

significant because, as noted above, much of the research indicates that maintaining 

economic growth is a high priority in Chinese foreign policy decision-making. The two 

studies used slightly different phrasing but incorporated very similar questions. The full 

questions and responses for each year are included in Appendix I and are summarized in 

the analysis section. Other questions from these surveys will be incorporated into the 

analysis but to a more limited extent.  

 The World Values Survey and Pew Global Attitudes Project (GAP) data are some 

of the most extensive surveys of Chinese public opinion and incorporate more questions 

on environmental issues than other available data. However, they are not without 

shortcomings. Both surveys utilized phone interviews and in the case of the Pew GAP in 
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person interviews. Both used a probability sample ranging in size from 2,000 to 3,500 

respondents. By this measure, both surveys should provide accurate results. However, 

there are a couple of problems. First, both the World Values Survey and Pew GAP either 

oversampled or exclusively sampled urban populations. The results may, therefore, not be 

representative of the entire population. Second, both the World Values Survey and Pew 

GAP under sampled the less educated portions of the population. This is connected to the 

sampling of more urban populations. These two issues present a problem insofar as they 

data may not be representative of the entire Chinese population. However, urban and the 

more highly educated segments of the population may be more likely to be politically 

active and their opinions more important. China’s population is also predominantly urban 

and the rural population is shrinking. While there are shortcomings for both data sets they 

do represent the best available data for Chinese public opinion on environmental issues 

and are a good starting point for this study. 

News Analysis 

As a supplement to the official conference proceedings, several news sources 

were also consulted. Using LexisNexis Academic, news articles from the duration of the 

conference were reviewed for statements by Chinese participants and officials. 

Specifically, Xinhua, China’s official state news agency, China Daily, a prominent 

English Language Chinese newspaper, The New York Times, and reports published by 

BBC News. These are useful sources because they provide a perspective from both 

within and outside China. Xinhua is the official Chinese state news agency and therefore 

provides useful insights into the government’s positions. China Daily is the most widely 

circulated English language newspaper in China. The New York Times and BBC provide 
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an international perspective. The BBC is the largest news organization in the world and 

The New York Times is widely circulated domestically and internationally. 

Analysis 

Expectations 

 The congruence method of case studies is based on comparing individual cases to 

expectations based on previous studies and evidence. Therefore, I will first establish what 

one would expect in each of the three cases based on existing theory on the role of 

leadership and public opinion in Chinese foreign policy. 

Leadership. The literature on leadership in Chinese foreign policy predicts continuity and 

change. When considering leadership, the focus lies more on China’s participation in the 

negotiations than on the decision whether or not to sign and ratify an agreement. Signing 

and ratifying an agreement is only one small part. Just as important if not more important, 

is how China participates in negotiating and shaping the three agreements. If leadership 

matters, different policies and approaches should be apparent under different leaders, 

while maintaining some similar characteristics. First, I would expect there to be some 

continuity, with all three leaders to emphasizing sovereignty and regime preservations. 

Second, previous research indicates that each leader became progressively more active in 

international affairs. Based on this research, I expect that China would be more active in 

the negotiation process and assertive in promoting its interests under Jiang Zemin and Hu 

Jintao than under Deng Xiaoping. Existing research predicts that China would be 

especially active and assertive in the Copenhagen Accord, compared to previous 

administrations and agreements.  
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Public Opinion. Since the research on the influence of public opinion on Chinese foreign 

policy is relatively new and limited in scope there is less to base predictions on. 

However, it is still possible to make predictions based on the existing theory. First, I 

expect that if public opinion matters for foreign policy decision-making, it will be more 

important in the case of the Copenhagen Accord than the Montreal or Kyoto Protocols. 

Public opinion is cited in the literature as an emerging influence and one would therefore 

expect it to matter more in recent cases. If public opinion is an important factor, I would 

expect Chinese foreign policy to reflect public opinion, especially if there is a major 

change in the level of support for environmental protection. Second, if public opinion 

matters, I would expect not just approval or rejection of an agreement, but active 

participation by China in the negotiation process that reflects public opinion. 

Leadership 

 The evidence from the analysis of the treaty and negotiation documents and the 

news analysis supports existing theory on leadership in Chinese foreign policy decision-

making. While leadership style seems more constant over time, with each leader serving 

as the final decision-maker and having a great deal of control over the process, beliefs 

about China’s role in international affairs appear to change. In each successive case, 

under different leaders, China became more active in shaping the treaties and assertive in 

promoting its position during the negotiations. Each of the three case studies will be 

addressed separately with summary analysis at the end. 

Montreal Protocol. China’s participation in the Montreal Protocol negotiations was 

minimal. China was present only as an observer during the negotiations process and did 

not play a major role in shaping the treaty (UNEP Ozone Secretariat 1989). Also, China 
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was not an initial signatory, but rather, it ratified the agreement two years later (UNEP 

Ozone Secretariat 2010). News analysis provides more support for this interpretation of 

limited participation on the part of China. China received no mention for its participation 

in any of the news reports. The only mention of China’s participation in any of the news 

sources used for this study was a brief announcement when China ratified the agreement 

(China Ratifies Vienna Convention on Environment 1989).  

 This level and type of participation is in line with existing research that 

characterizes Deng Xiaoping’s foreign policy as a “lay low” approach. While Deng may 

have been more active in international affairs than previous Chinese leaders, he was not 

particularly focused on foreign policy or international issues. The Montreal Protocol and 

Deng Xiaoping serve as a good baseline against which the remaining two cases and 

leaders can be measured. It shows a minimal level of participation that, based on theory, I 

would expect to see increase for the Kyoto Protocol and Copenhagen Accord.  

Kyoto Protocol. The Kyoto Protocol saw a major increase in the level of Chinese 

participation and assertiveness. During the negotiations, China was an active participant 

and strongly asserted its interests. During the high level segment for ministers and leaders 

of delegations, China served as a leader among the Group of 77. China’s position 

emphasized that major reductions should come from the Annex I (more developed 

countries) and that there should also be provisions for technology transfer and financial 

support to China and other developing countries to support emissions reductions and 

adaptation to climate change (UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 1997). 

This activity represents a clear increase over China’s passive observer status during the 

Montreal Protocol negotiations where it was largely inactive.  
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Further evidence of China’s increased involvement in international environmental 

policy negotiations comes from a Chinese government white paper published prior to the 

Kyoto Conference. In the document, China emphasized both its increased role in 

international environmental policy and its position on key issues (Information Office of 

the State Council Of the People's Republic of China 1996). Specifically, the white paper 

emphasized the need for international action on environmental issues, but also that taking 

action was primarily the responsibility of developed countries and that countries such as 

China should not have to compromise economic development or national sovereignty for 

environmental protection (Information Office of the State Council Of the People's 

Republic of China 1996). This document not only reflects China’s increased 

participation, but also its increased assertiveness in promoting Chinese perspectives and 

interests.  

News analysis provides further support for an increase in Chinese participation in 

international environmental policy between the Montreal and Kyoto Protocols. Initial 

reports on the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol noted China’s strong opposition to 

mandatory emissions reductions by developing countries (BBC News 1997). In 2002 

when China officially ratified the Kyoto Protocol, Premier Zhu Rongji touted China’s 

participation in the negotiations and active role in international environmental policy 

(China takes active part in multilateral environment cooperation: premier 2002). Others, 

including Amara Essy, the Secretary General of the African Union, noted China’s role as 

spokesman for developing countries during and after the negotiations (M. Chen 2002). 

These articles indicate that China and the rest of the world considered China’s 

participation in the negotiations to be important and influence. This is a significant 
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increase over the Montreal Protocol when China received no mention other than the fact 

that it had ratified the treaty.  

Copenhagen Accord. If China was an observer at the Montreal Protocol negotiations and 

a participant in the Kyoto Protocol negotiations then it was a major player in the 

Copenhagen Accord. As was the case during the Kyoto Protocol negotiations, China was 

assertive about its position. Prior to the negotiations, China once again emphasized its 

desire for international action on climate change and the steps it had taken in the past 

(Information Office of the State Council of the People's Republic of China 2008). 

However, the main focus of this document was on topics such as technology transfer and 

financial support for developing countries to voluntarily reduce emissions (Information 

Office of the State Council of the People's Republic of China 2008). The road map China 

presented to the UNFCCC emphasized emissions reductions by developed countries and 

assistance to developing countries. (China's Views on Enabling the Full, Effective and 

Sustained Implementation of the Convention Throgh Long-Term Cooperative Action 

Now, Up To and Beyond 2010 2008). China was particularly assertive in promoting its 

pre-conference positions during the negotiations for the Copenhagen Accord.  

 The news analysis for the Copenhagen Accord is particularly telling. It shows that 

both China and other countries viewed China as a key player in the negotiations process. 

First, China is noted as being one of the key players in the “behind closed doors” sessions 

that resulted in the final agreement (Harrabin 2009). Specifically Harrabin (2009) labeled 

China as being one of the “two key players” along with the United States in the 

negotiations. President Obama and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao met together several 

times in an attempt to break the deadlock at the conference and were called the two most 
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important players in the negotiations (Copenhagen climate summit enters crucial stage 

2009). Second, several international leaders, including then British Prime Minister 

Gordon Brown, accused China of obstructing the negotiations process (Climate summit 

'held to ransom' 2009). This serves and an important indicator of China’s key role by 

demonstrating its ability to influence the outcome of the negotiations. Third, developing 

countries showed support for China’s leadership position, and emphasis on economic 

development and differentiated responsibilities for emissions reductions (China's 

commitment to climate change strong, fair: delegates from developing world 2009). 

During the negotiations China continued to emphasize its position as a leader among 

developing nations and representative of their common interests during the negotiations.  

 One of the unique elements that appears in the conference and news analysis for 

the Copenhagen Accord is that not only did China emphasize its own importance in the 

negotiations, other countries and leaders did so as well. China’s importance and strong 

influence over the negotiation process was widely recognized and reported on. In the 

past, Chinese news media was the strongest in its reporting of China’s role in the 

negotiations. During the Copenhagen Conference, China received much wider attention 

in the media for its participation and pivotal role in the negotiations.  

Summary Analysis. The evidence on the role of leadership in Chinese foreign policy 

decision-making and implementation largely supports existing research and corresponds 

to expectations. During each of the three cases, under a new leader, China was more 

active in the negotiations and more assertive in promoting its position. China went from 

being an observer during the Montreal Protocol negotiations to a key player in the 

Copenhagen Accord negotiations. Evidence from analysis of both the conference 
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documents and news reports indicate a more active role. Because each of the three 

leaders in question exercised final decision-making power and exerted a great deal of 

influence over the decision-making and implementation process, the differences in the 

policies and how they were implemented in the three cases provides evidence that 

different leadership and leadership change was important for Chinese foreign policy on 

the three agreements. 

Public Opinion 

 The analysis of public opinion data does not support the hypothesis that public 

opinion is important for foreign policy decision-making and implementation on 

international environmental policy. While public opinion surveys have shown 

consistently high levels of support for action by the Chinese government to protect the 

environment, this is not reflected in China’s participation in international environmental 

agreements. 

 Public opinion surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center and World Values 

Survey indicate that the Chinese people support protecting the environment, even if it 

comes at and economic cost to them (Figure 2). While the number fluctuate over time 

both surveys found that more than 60 percent of the Chinese surveyed supported action to 

protect the environment. The numbers were even higher, above 80 percent, between 2007 

and 2009. When specific questions regarding global climate change were asked, 88 

percent of people agreed that people should be willing to pay higher prices to address 

global climate change (Pew Global Attitudes Project 2009).  
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Figure 2: Chinese Support for Environmental Protection  
Percentage of respondents that agreed or completely agreed that action should be taken to protect the 
environment even if it came at a cost to individuals. Source: 2009 Global Attitudes Project; 1991,1995 and 
2001 World Values Survey. 

The conference and news analysis from the leadership section indicates that while 

China’s decision to sign each of the three agreements may be in line with public opinion, 

its participation in the negotiations was not. Specifically, during the negotiations for the 

Kyoto Protocol and Copenhagen Accord, China avoided making any commitments to 

reduce carbon emissions, often citing the potential economic costs. In contrast, public 

opinion data indicates that the Chinese public supports such action and is even willing to 

bear some economic costs for doing so (see Tables 1 and 2). 

 Completely 
Agree 

Mostly 
Agree 

Mostly 
Disagree 

Completely 
Disagree 

DK/Refuse 

2009 33 50 14 2 2 
2008 31 49 14 3 3 
2007 36 46 13 2 2 

Table 1: Support for Environmental Protection (2007-2009 Global Attitudes 
Project Responses) 
Table 1 displays responses  in percentages to the question: “Protecting the environment should be 
given priority, even if it causes slower economic growth and some loss of jobs.” In all three years 
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more than 80 percent of respondents mostly or completely agreed with the statement. Source: Pew 
Global Attitudes Project 2009. 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

DK/Refuse 

1990 22.4 57.7 15.4 1.7 2.8 
1995 18.9 57.1 13.1 2.5 2.3 
2001 8.9 56 21.4 1.0 12.6 

Table 2: Support for Environmental Protection (1991, 1995 and 2001 World 
Values Survey Responses) 
Table 2 displays the responses in percentages to the question: “I would agree to an increase in 
taxes if the extra money were used to prevent environmental pollution.” In all three years more 
than 60 percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. 

 Theory predicts that public opinion has become increasingly important for foreign 

policy decision-making in China. While the data shows consistently high levels of 

support to address environmental issues China’s policy has been increasingly assertive in 

avoiding emissions reductions. The evidence points in the opposite direction of what 

theory would predict in terms of public opinion influencing Chinese foreign policy on 

environmental issues. While public opinion may matter in other policy areas, it does not 

appear to be an important consideration for international environmental policy.  

Alternative Explanations 

 While there is strong evidence that leadership matters for determining China’s 

foreign policy decision-making and implementation on international environmental issues 

it is not the only possible explanation. The primary alternative explanation is that China’s 

increased power in international affairs could be responsible for China’s more active 

participation. However, this explanation cannot fully account for China’s increased 

participation. While an increase in power may be a contributing factor, it is not sufficient 

to explain China’s increased participation. It is, however, possible that these international 

level factors are filtered through the individual Chinese leaders.  
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 First, increased power has not always resulted in increased participation. Despite 

increased international power and recognition under the Deng Xiaoping administration, 

Deng maintained a policy of “never taking the lead” (Lam 2006). Even if power is a 

factor, the leader must decide how and when it is used. If power was the key determinant 

of China’s increased participation there should not be a discrepancy across leaders in 

whether or not the power is utilized.  

 Second, even when leaders do utilize China’s increased power, there is variation 

in how they approach and engage in international relations. Jiang Zemin focused on 

maintaining China’s power and role in the international community through attempting to 

increase multilateral and bilateral relationships (Lam 2006). In contrast, Hut Jintao has 

been more focused on using China’s increase power to pursue goals internationally. 

China’s power has certainly increased over the period examined in this study, but the way 

in which each leader utilizes or does not utilize this power is important for how and what 

policies China pursues.  

 The variation in how and when Chinese leaders utilize China’s increased power in 

international relations may be evidence that international level factors are fed through 

leaders. That is, how much international level factors matter depends on how they are 

perceived and responded to by different individuals. This is particularly evident in the 

differences between Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao who were presented with similar 

international conditions, but responded differently.  

Conclusion 

 This study serves as an initial exploration into the utility and feasibility of using 

foreign policy analysis to study Chinese participation in international environmental 
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agreements. While the results are not definitive, the idea that leadership and not public 

opinion is important for Chinese foreign policy decision-making and implementation 

found increased support. This study also opens the door to extensive areas of future 

research, which are discussed below.  

While previous studies have examined Chinese foreign policy, the research done 

on Chinese foreign policy as it relates to environmental issues has tended to be more 

descriptive in nature and does not provide a theoretical explanation. This left the question 

of why China has become more active in the negotiations process. Despite a continued 

emphasis by Chinese leaders on the importance of international environmental issues, 

Chinese participation and the nature of this participation has varied. Under each 

successive leader, China appears to have become progressively more active in the 

negotiations of environmental treaties and more assertive in promoting its position. Over 

the period of time spanning the three cases, China went from being an observer with very 

little influence, to a major player essential for the outcome of the negotiations. In 

particular, during the 2009 Copenhagen Conference, China was recognized as one of the 

two primary players, along with the United States, in the negotiations. This supports the 

existing literature that suggests China has become more active in international affairs 

under Hu Jintao than during previous administrations.  

 This evidence suggests that China will continue to play a major role in 

international environmental agreements and international affairs in general. If trends 

continue, China’s next leader should continue to emphasize foreign policy, possibly even 

more so than his predecessor. While China’s role may change, one would also expect 

continuity with a continued emphasis on economic development and sovereignty at the 



 

40 

costs of environmental protection. This study not only supported previous literature in 

demonstrating change in how China participates in international affairs, but it also 

showed that these factors remained important across all three leaders.  

On the other hand, public opinion did not appear to be an important factor. 

Despite high levels of public support in China for action to protect the environment, 

China consistently avoided any kind of binding obligations to take action, especially 

under the Kyoto Protocol and Copenhagen Accord. Existing literature and public opinion 

data suggest that the opposite should have been the case and that due to an increased 

influence of public opinion and rising support China should have supported and agreed to 

more specific action on its part. While public opinion may become a more important 

factor in the future, based on the evidence in this study it does not appear to be important 

for foreign policy on environmental issues.  

This initial study leaves open the possibility of more extensive future research. It 

serves primarily as an initial examination of how foreign policy analysis can be used to 

understand and explain Chinese foreign policy on international environmental issues. 

Future research on leadership could incorporate trait analysis, operational code and 

examine how receptive Chinese leaders are to constraints, both domestic and 

international. It would also be possible, if not advantageous to incorporate additional 

leaders, such as the Chinese premier into future research. Expanded and more detailed 

analysis would provide better insight into Chinese foreign policy decision-makers. There 

are also several other domestic influences that could also be studied. Chinese businesses, 

scientific and academic communities, and provincial level groups could all have a role or 

state in China’s international environmental policy and each warrants future 
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consideration. Other international level factors, such as international norms, could also be 

considered. Each of these areas has potential but also requires more time and information 

for analysis. More extensive government documents on the decision-making process, 

analysis of the committees involved in the decisions, expanded news analysis, speeches 

by top leaders, and more representative public opinion surveys would all aid future 

research.  

International environmental issues and Chinese participation in the agreements 

proposed to address them are likely to remain relevant for the foreseeable future. 

Expanding on this study with future research can provide increased insight into how 

Chinese foreign policy is made and by whom. This study indicates that domestic 

influences and leadership in particular both warrant further consideration for their role in 

Chinese participation in international environmental agreements and foreign policy in 

general. 
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Appendix I 

Appendix I lists the full questions and responses from the 2007-2009 Pew Global 
Attitudes Project and the 1991, 1995 and 2001 World Values Survey. 
 
2007-2009 Pew Global Attitudes Project 
 
Q12 Please tell me whether you completely agree, mostly agree, mostly disagree or 

completely disagree with the following statements.   
ROTATE IN TELEPHONE SURVEYS 
c Protecting the environment should be given priority, even if it causes slower 

economic growth and some loss of jobs          
1 Completely agree 
2 Mostly agree 
3 Mostly disagree 
4 Completely disagree 
8 Don’t know (DO NOT READ) 
9 Refused (DO NOT READ) 

 
 Completely 

agree 
Mostly 
agree 

Mostly 
disagree 

Completely 
disagree 

DK/Refuse Total 

2009 36 46 13 2 2 100 
2008 31 49 14 3 3 100 
2007 33 50 14 2 2 100 
 

1991, 1995 and 2001 World Values Survey 
 
2. I would agree to an increase in taxes if the extra money were used to prevent 
environmental pollution 
 Frequency Percent 
Strongly agree 224 22.4 
Agree 577 57.7 
Disagree 154 15.4 
Strongly disagree 17 1.7 
Don’t know 28 2.8 
Total 1000 100 
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