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power-transmission lines to advanced 
vehicle engines and batteries for electric 
cars. Despite these gains, however, China 
needs the West’s help in managing R&D. 
Because most of China’s R&D invest-
ments are new, it doesn’t have much expe-
rience in getting new technologies out of 
the lab and into the marketplace. As the 
government has shifted to a greater use 
of market forces, the country’s research 
institutes have become more fragmented 
and isolated from commercial pressures, 
which doesn’t bode well for fast adoption 
of new technologies. 

The most urgent area for R&D is coal. 
Power plants that capture carbon-dioxide 
pollution and inject it safely underground 
are much discussed these days, but few 
firms anywhere in the world are actually 
building them. Chinese scientists have 
finished mapping the country’s geologic 
sites for places to put the carbon, and a 
couple of large Chinese firms are in the 
early stages of testing plants that could be 
refitted to capture carbon. By partnering 
with Western firms, the Chinese could 
bury much of the pollution underground.  

We’ll know when China is ready to 
lead when it starts playing offense in 
climate talks as well as defense. As it 
proves that it can cut emissions, it can 
make extra efforts contingent on other 
countries doing the same. Such an offer 
would smoke out the United States, 
which has so far been slow to develop 
its own plan, in part because American 
lawmakers use Chinese inaction as an 
excuse for doing nothing. 

Green leadership will not come easily 
to China, but it is overdue. Basic math 
makes China indispensable. A more 
active role could reshape world politics 
and, along the way, help save the planet.
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All this adds up to a massive impact 
on greenhouse-gas pollution. By 2011, 
greater efficiency will have reduced 
emissions by an amount equivalent to 
nearly twice Germany’s annual emis-
sions, and probably more than the entire 
effect of the Kyoto treaty. The Chinese 
government is already exploring sce-
narios for an even more aggressive effort 
after 2011 modeled on Japan, the most 
energy-efficient major world economy. 
Top Chinese analysts wired into the 

country’s planning system are now look-
ing at ways to level China’s emissions 
before 2050 and then cut them deeply 
beyond. By contrast, just a few years ago 
Chinese planners foresaw exponential 
pollution growth into the future. 

Deeper cuts are possible with new 
technologies. A generation ago, China 
was a bit player in worldwide invest-
ment in energy research; today it is a 
rapidly rising star. It is investing in a 
wide array of technologies, from novel 


