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Abstract ‘‘The 2 �C target—a European norm enters the international stage’’ is an

empirical, qualitative study, using the case of China to illustrate the role played by the EU

as a leader and forerunner pushing for a 2 �C target using diffusion mechanisms of per-

suasion and socialization. In order to better understand and evaluate how international and

European climate norms enter the global and domestic discourse, the article details the

nascent theoretical debate and critically assesses the role of the scientific community as

translating medium. In the field of climate change China has been an increasingly

important member of the UNFCCC process and a key target of European engagement

policies. Process tracing shows that British scientific and political personalities took central

roles introducing the discourse about the 2 �C target in China. The article aims to set an

example of possible trajectories a norm can follow and will require further testing in the

future.

Keywords Climate change � Climate change negotiations � EU climate

diplomacy � 2 �C target � EU-China relations
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1 Introduction

To limit average global warming to 2 �C when compared to pre-industrial levels has

become the guiding principle of the post-Copenhagen climate change discourse at the

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). In 2009, the

Copenhagen Accord—which was not formally adopted—contained an explicit reference to

the 2 �C target; at the 2010, Cancun Summit the temperature limit was officially accepted.

Staunch opponents of any kind of target have changed their positions and have come to be

supportive of the goal. Even if the success or failure of the Copenhagen Summit—and who

to blame—has been at the fore of discussions, the event set the tone for a global agreement

on the 2 �C target, including Chinese support. At the same time, the ‘‘Copenhagen

experience has arguably cast doubt over the influence of the EU [European Union] in the

global politics of climate change’’ (Torney 2012). This article seeks to address the question

of why countries agreed to set a 2 �C target at the Copenhagen Conference in 2009 and

what particular role the European Union, an early advocate of the target, played in

achieving this. Against this background, how should we understand the role and influence

of the EU in the global politics of climate change?

A typical conception in recent European research has been to see the EU as a leader in

climate change politics (Oberthür 2011). Vogler specified that the EU has established itself

‘‘as the leader of attempts to construct a global climate change regime’’ (Vogler 2009). The

image of a climate change leader has become integral to the EU’s international identity,

‘‘one that is assiduously fostered by Commission, the Council and leading Member States’’

(Bretherton and Vogler 2006, Ch.2, in Vogler 2009: 470) dominated by its normative

orientation rather than by interests (Van Schaik and Schunz 2012). For instance, the

European External Action Service (EEAS) formulated its approach to Climate Diplomacy

in a 2011 Joint Reflection Paper, as supportive of promoting climate action and imple-

mentation and connecting climate change with security, so-called ‘‘climate security’’

(EEAS and EU Commission 2011). After 2009, however, Oberthür identified a backlash

against European efforts within the international climate change regime. Instead of looking

for internal explanations of an impeded EU performance he identifies external ‘‘situational

and structural changes in the international configuration of climate politics’’ as deter-

mining. Further he claims that the EU failed to adapt its own strategy, that is, either to link

climate change to other issue areas (Leal-Arcas 2012) or to build climate alliances

(Oberthür 2011). Subsequently, policy analysts have asked what can be done to rebuild the

climate change regime from the ‘‘Copenhagen ashes’’ (Van Schaik 2013) and identified a
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general shift away from the multilateral negotiations as main theater of interactions

(Biedenkopf and Dupont 2013). Biedenkopf and Dupont suggest a toolbox approach,

where the EU has to make use of a combination of tools to achieve its goals of a global

climate regime, taking the EU’s Emissions Trading System and extension to international

airlines as an example (Biedenkopf and Dupont 2013). While these studies have focused on

macro-level strategies pursued by the European Union, this article completes the picture by

adding a microscale narrative of European efforts to achieve international climate goals

using bilateral or unilateral tools. To shed light on the topic, it examines the attempted

diffusion of climate change norms, more specifically the 2 �C temperature limit, and the

process of acceptance by one of the UNFCCC’s key players, China. The article argues that

contrary to the commonly held focus on the ‘‘failure’’ of Copenhagen the acceptance of the

2 �C target can be credited to the interplay of Chinese domestic decision-making struc-

tures, particularly the country’s scientific elites, and diffusion mechanisms between the

European Union and China. The article thereby seeks to apply and test theoretical

frameworks proposed by Torney (2012) and Wübbeke (2010).

The article argues that the EU has indeed played the role of an agenda setter. The 2 �C
had been proposed by the EU for many years and was successfully communicated to

political and scientific communities. The case of China, discussed in the later part of the

paper, displays the strong connection between politics and scientific community, which in

turn is also characteristic of the climate change policy field globally, where science and

politics tend to feed off each other (Wübbeke 2013; Miller 2004). This ‘‘co-production’’ of

knowledge can clearly be observed in the case of the 2 �C target: scientists and politicians

alike will always refer to the other for the origin of the target (Jaeger and Jaeger 2010).

2 Diffusion of ideas and the science-policy nexus

Recent literature on the diffusion of ideas, policies, and institutions as well as the framework

proposed by Wübbeke on the science-policy nexus are used to structure the article’s

empirical analysis (Torney 2012; Wübbeke 2010; Börzel and Risse 2011). According to the

Börzel and Risse diffusion framework diffusion can be distinguished into indirect and direct

mechanisms; direct meaning the initiation stems from the ‘‘sender’’ of policies and norms,

while indirect mechanisms are initiated by the ‘‘recipient’’ of such norms. The various

mechanisms are listed in Table 1. Vis-à-vis China, the EU does not have coercive powers at

this point, while its ability to manipulate utility calculations is debated and has been declining

over time. The EU Arms Embargo against China arguably has not given the EU leveraging

power (Zhong 2010), and development aid for the country has slowly been phased out by EU

member states. The other two mechanisms of socialization and persuasion, however, remain

possible options to explore further. Persuasion (also referred to as ‘‘arguing’’) targets the

change of normative ideas by providing scientific knowledge and by convincing the coun-

terpart of a specific cause-effect relationship (Risse 2000). We expect to observe a conscious

challenging of established practices and norms in an open and balanced dialog. Inherently

related to persuasion, the mechanism of socialization, on the other hand, is based on the idea

that actors interacting with each other develop shared ideas and internalize common norms,

which might in a second step lead to a redefinition of an actor’s identity and of legitimacy for

policy decisions (Heinze 2011). Their only difference lies in their logic of social action:

While socialization is based on the ‘‘logic of appropriateness’’ (March and Olsen 1989),

persuasion is based on the ‘‘logic of arguing’’ (Risse 2000). We therefore expect to see

European efforts to interact with Chinese government representatives or to initiate common
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capacity-building projects. When providing studies and arguments about the benefits of the

2 �C target to Chinese decision makers and scientists, these are persuasion efforts. When

attempting to include China in the group of supporters, discuss other climate-related issues

under the assumption of agreement to the 2 �C target or by more broadly creating contact to

communicate the ‘‘European way’’ of thinking about how to limit climate change, we can

identify socialization efforts. Much of the diffusion literature on these mechanisms has

focused on the role of international organizations in socializing countries and international

norm transfers (Finnemore and Sikkink 1999; Graham et al. 2013).

Going deeper into the analytical approach of this article, Torney and Börzel/Risse allude

to the importance of the support by non-state actors, in particular scientists, either as

facilitators and channels for influence or as proxies for the congruency of domestic norms

with international or diffused norms (Checkel 2005; Legro 1997; Cortell and Davis 2000;

Risse-Kappen 1994; Acharya 2004). Although most of this article deals with political

dynamics surrounding the temperature target, it is also a scientific issue. The initial debate

about the target is embedded in the larger climate change discourse, which has been of a

scientific nature at first. In order to analyze the domestic actor role in diffusion processes

this article supports its argument using the literature on the science-policy nexus and the

importance of scientific communities for policy transfer. Regime theorists have developed a

model to measure the impact of science on policy. ‘‘They define impact—or an effective

science–policy dialog, as they term it—as the degree to which policy makers accept sci-

entific recommendations as valid and act upon them. Impact is reflected in consensual

problem diagnosis and solution between experts and politicians’’ (Skodvin 2000; Wübbeke

2010). Another regime theorist, Arild Underdal, developed three criteria for measuring

scientific impact on policy making: policy makers recognize the relevance and usefulness of

science, they accept substantive conclusions of the scientific community, and thirdly make

the scientific findings guiding policy (Underdal 2000). These criteria will be applied to the

science-policy relations in the Chinese case in the analysis section (Sect. 4.2.3). In sum-

mary, there are various direct and indirect mechanisms of diffusion, most of which draw on

the importance of domestic actors for ‘‘translation.’’ For the purpose of this article, special

emphasis will be paid to the role of the scientific community in the recipient country.

Returning to this article’s research question, the literature on international agreements

and climate change allows us to identify five alternative explanations: the agreement to a

2 �C target could broadly be explained by (a) the insignificance of the target itself,

(b) domestic interests and blame games, (c) international bargaining dynamics, (d) other

Table 1 Diffusion mechanisms and relevance to EU–China relations

Mechanisms of
diffusion

Details Relevant to EU–China
relations?

Direct mechanisms Initiated by the sender of norms, policies and values

Physical or legal
coercion

Use of legally coercive mechanisms No

Manipulation of utility
calculations

Conditionality policies, capacity building Possibly

Socialization Active redefinition of the recipients’ identities and
interests

Yes

Persuasion Persuasion about the validity claims inherent in causal
and normative statements

Yes

Based on Börzel and Risse 2011; Torney 2012
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global actors, and (e) more specifically the European Union, the longest supporter of the

target. The article will address and refute the first four alternative explanations (Sect. 4.1)

and subsequently focus on the EU’s role as an agenda setter in the negotiations and in

particular vis-à-vis China (Sect. 4.2).

Agenda setting is the first phase of the policy process, where a policy is identified and

defined, and, most importantly, wins the competition against other issues to enter the policy

makers’ agenda as an issue (Kraft and Furlong 2013). Following an inductive approach—

drawing conclusions from the experience in China to other countries—the main hypoth-

esis, therefore, reads:

The European Union has acted as an agenda setter to achieve agreement on the 2 �C
temperature target.

Narrowed to the case study of China, the hypothesis specifies: Due to European lobbying,

using mechanisms of socialization and persuasion with the Chinese scientific community,

the European Union has helped to put the debate of 2 �C temperature target on the

Chinese domestic policy agenda.

i. The stronger the link between the scientific community and the policy-making elite, the

more European stakeholders can persuade through information.

ii. Personal interactions between European and Chinese stakeholders increase the room

for interaction and create platforms for persuasion.

iii. A lack of informed scientific analysis on the issue of a temperature limit, establishing

the EU and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as forerunners,

increases the EU’s potential as an agenda setter.

iv. Copenhagen as global water shed arousing unprecedented public and policy attention

increased the EU’s potential to use socialization pressures for agenda setting.

v. A pre-existing openness and frame change for combating climate change renders

Chinese behavior on the multilateral level more accommodating, and thus more open

to European requests and information.

The analysis of the events preceding the adoption of the 2 �C target globally, in the

European Union and in China, suggests the following explanation: In the context of the

bargaining dynamics in the international climate change negotiations the EU acted as an

agenda setter to achieve agreement on the temperature target of 2 �C. Diffusion between

the EU and China was supported by local actors and more specifically by the scientific

community, who were open to mechanisms of socialization and persuasion.

A qualitative analysis of documents and interviews, tracing the development of the

policy and the interaction between European and Chinese stakeholders offers a way to

address this claim and to identify the mechanism of diffusion at hand, and the role of

specific actors in the process. The ‘‘European Union’’ includes actors both at the EU level

and at the member states level, in particular, the United Kingdom, and the article identifies

them as such (Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007).1 Aside from official documents and aca-

demic analyses, the article draws on a set of 10 interviews carried out by the author in

Beijing, Brussels, and London in 2012. The semi-structured interviews, among others,

asked core questions on (1) how Chinese climate policy was made and which bureaucratic

or social actors exerted influence during the decision-making process, (2) how the EU and

1 EU climate policy making is one of the community’s priorities treaty where member states as well as their
head of states do continue to play a strong role. The article will include actors at the EU level and the
member states level, in particular, the United Kingdom, alike and identify them as such.
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its stakeholders influenced Chinese climate policy and what they considered to be ‘‘typ-

ically European’’ policy approaches, and (3) how and why the 2 �C target was agreed

upon by China. The interviews formed part of a larger research on EU influence on

Chinese climate policy, for which the author interviewed 42 climate policy makers and

experts in China. The diversity of sources of information used to support the analysis—

interviews, secondary and primary data—allows for triangulation to increase the reliability

of findings.

3 The political road to the endorsement of the 2 �C target

On a global stage, the debate about a temperature target gained momentum in the middle

of the 2000s both at the meetings of the UNFCCC and at the Major Economies Meetings.

With its roots in 1970s approaches (Randalls 2010), the target started being seriously

debated prior to the Group of Eight (G8) Summit in the Scottish town of Gleneagles in

2005. At this occasion the Gleneagles Dialogue was founded, which brought together the

environment and energy ministers of the G8 and from Brazil, China, India, Indonesia

South Africa, among others (Beckett and Johnson 2005). During the preparations of the

summit, the British government had organized a meeting on ‘‘Avoiding Dangerous Cli-

mate Change,’’ stating that the 2 �C target ‘‘appears to be the point at which various

systems may see a step change in their response to rising temperatures’’ (Hone 2012).

Four years later, the 2009 Major Economies Forum in L’Aquila was a breakthrough for

the target. In the Joint Declaration on Energy and Climate, the participating countries

stated: ‘‘We recognize the scientific view that the increase in global average temperature

above pre-industrial levels ought not to exceed 2 degrees’’ (Major Economies Forum

2009). Interestingly, therefore, until the Copenhagen Summit of the UNFCCC from 7 to

18 December 2009, much of the development took place within the Major Economies

Process.

This situation changed in 2009 during the landmark Conference of the Parties (COP) on

climate change in Copenhagen (COP15). While the conference was deemed a failure by

many, 2 �C was listed as the desirable temperature target in the Copenhagen Accord. The

summit took place at two levels: first at the negotiators’ level and in the second week at the

level of heads of state and government. Negotiations dealt with two tracks, firstly in the Ad

Hoc Working Group on long-term cooperative action under the convention (LCA) and

secondly in the Ad Hoc Working Group on further commitments for Annex I parties under

the Kyoto Protocol (KP). The two-tiered structure, while often hard to distinguish, has in

the past been non-negotiable from the perspective of developing countries, who demand a

differentiated treatment of industrialized countries (Annex I) that have benefited from

environmental exploitation in their more rapid economic development in the past century.

The 2 �C target encompassed both dialog by setting a global threshold. Eventually,

however, the only tangible agreement was the non-binding Copenhagen Accord, a three-

page document with an empty appendix for countries to fill in their emission targets and

National Appropriate Mitigation Action (NAMAs) plans (Meilstrup 2010). The COP ‘‘took

note’’ of the Copenhagen Accord, which, according to former UNFCCC executive sec-

retary Yvo de Boer means they ‘‘recognizing that something is there, but not going as far as

to associate yourself with it’’ (Danylkiw 2010). The first paragraph of the Copenhagen

Accord, however, established the 2 �C target:
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‘‘Recognizing the scientific view that the increase in global temperature should be

below 2 degrees Celsius, on the basis of equity and in the context of sustainable

development, [we will] enhance our long-term cooperative action to combat climate

change.’’

(Conference of the Parties (COP 15) 2009)

In line with the global media’s focus on an overall ‘‘failure’’ of the summit, little was

reported on the ‘‘substantial greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reductions commitments

designed to reach this goal [2 �C],’’ for example by the European Union and Japan

(Ottinger 2010). A year later the Cancun Summit (COP 16) from 29 November to 10

December 2010 saw a less tense negotiation environment and was able to further many of

the issues that had been on the Copenhagen agenda. In the Cancun Agreements, the

Conference of the Parties adopted a decision, recognizing

‘‘that deep cuts in global greenhouse gas emissions are required according to science,

[…] with a view to reducing global greenhouse gas emissions so as to hold the

increase in global average temperature below 2 �C above preindustrial levels.’’

(Conference of the Parties (COP 16) 2010)

Thus, the target was confirmed as a global target, while continuing a process of further

scientific enquiry on whether 1.5 �C might be a better threshold to adopt. Since the Cancun

summit in 2010, the 2 �C target has been endorsed as a binding norm (Groen and Niemann

2011). In 2012, however, the issue was brought up again, when Todd Stern, the US Special

Envoy for Climate Change questioned the target to ‘‘allow for more flexibility and avoid

deadlock’’ (RTCC 2012). The ensuing debate did not question the scientific basis of the

target, but rather focused on the lack of adequate measures taken by the global climate

change community to achieve it.

3.1 History of the 2 �C target and support by the EU

The history of the 2 �C target goes back to Yale University’s William Nordhaus who

identified the target already as a critical threshold in 1975 (Jaeger and Jaeger 2010). After

re-discovery in the 1990s, EU governments officially endorsed the target prior to the Kyoto

Negotiations in 1996, based on the findings of the Second Assessment Report by the IPCC

(IPCC SAR 1996; EU Climate Change Expert Group (EG Science) 2008). While the 1996

reports still left questions about the scientific underpinning of the target open, the sub-

sequent third and fourth assessment reports by the IPCC and the ‘‘Stern Review’’ provided

supportive evidence (IPCC TAR 2001; IPCC AR4 2007; Stern 2007). The 2 �C limit was

reaffirmed since then by the EU Environment Council in 2003 and the European Councils

in 2005, 2007, and in EU communications on ‘‘Limiting Global Climate Change to 2

degree Celsius’’ (Commission of the European Communities 2007). In January 2009, the

European Union published its ‘‘Communication toward a comprehensive climate change

agreement in Copenhagen,’’ in which it clearly identified its measures to achieve the ‘‘aim

of limiting the global average temperature rise to less than 2 �C above the pre-industrial

level’’ (Commission of the European Communities 2009; EEAS and EU Commission

2011). For a more detailed history of the development and scientific evolution of the target,

see Randalls (Randalls 2010).
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4 Analysis

4.1 Explaining global agreement on the 2 �C temperature target

Looking at the possible explanations for the attitude change outlined above (Sect. 2) one

after the other, firstly, the view that a 2 �C temperature target does not have any real

consequences can be rejected. Proponents of this line of argumentation usually refer to the

vagueness of a temperature target and the lack of scientific consensus on how to achieve

such a goal (Geden 2012). The figure also has ‘‘a range of critics from scientific experts to

economists arguing that the target is […] an inappropriate way of framing climate policy’’

(Randalls 2010). On the contrary, however, the years of procedure to finally codifying the

target in 2010 raises the question of why it would have taken so long, if it did not entail any

consequences. In one of the interviews carried out in preparation for this article, a member

of the British delegation to the summit referred to the ‘‘inexorable logic’’ that came with

the temperature target, which was very clear to both European countries pushing for its

introduction and the umbrella countries,2 hesitant to agree to its introduction: This logic is

that the setting of any target would mean the implementation of measures to achieve a cap

of around 450 ppm of CO2 in the atmosphere (Ottinger 2010). Since such a target cannot

be attained by its typical proponents alone (EU and Alliance of Small Island States were

responsible for less than 12.4 % of global greenhouse gas emissions in 2007 (BBC News

2009), it would mean that non-Annex I countries to the Kyoto Protocol, including China,

India, and the USA most likely would have to commit to own reduction measures to close

the ‘‘emissions gap’’ (UNEP 2010). In addition, recent developments in international cli-

mate policy tend to go toward approaches which set limits, such as the emission reductions

scheme, and to use market mechanisms. In view of the changing patterns of emissions in

the world, key emitters, such as China, would be expected to assume a bigger role in

reducing emissions. Although there is no agreement on how to calculate the measures

needed to achieve the target, nor the exact costs, countries would have to incur several

scenario-based studies have been published in academic circles (Rogelj et al. 2013; Van

Vliet et al. 2012) and by some government advisory bodies, for instance in the UK

(Committee on Climate Change 2012). Continuing this logic support of the target could

also be part of strategic rationale, where countries like China would want to secure their

place in the mitigation markets of the future. Therefore, it would be too simplistic to

conclude that countries were willing to agree to the goal, simply because they did not fear

any consequences.

A second set of explanations refers to the role of domestic climate policies. The lit-

erature on two-level politics (Putnam 1988) tells us about the way national policy makers

use international institutions to introduce policies that would, if implemented domestically,

cause them the loss of support at home, so-called ‘‘national-level blame avoidance poli-

tics’’ (Hood 2010; Kesselman et al. 2008). Zhang Haibin, in one of the few analyses of the

Chinese position at international climate negotiations, rejects this explanation, as ‘‘deci-

sion-making patterns in countries with different political institutions are markedly dis-

similar and, therefore, applying a generic model is likely to lead to misleading

conclusions’’ (Zhang 2013). From the opposite perspective a GLOBE (Global Leadership

and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) study of 33 countries revealed a weak link

2 ‘‘The Umbrella Group is a loose coalition of non-EU developed countries which formed following the
adoption of the Kyoto Protocol. Although there is no formal list, the Group is usually made up of Australia,
Canada, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, the Russian Federation, Ukraine and the US’’ (UNFCCC 2012).
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between global action and domestic change in the case of national climate change legis-

lation (Economist 2013; GLOBE International 2013). It can therefore be concluded that

two-level politics, where domestically unfavored policy decisions are pushed through on

the international level, while they might be important in individual countries, were not

defining factors for achieving a global agreement including 193 signatories. Instead,

existing domestic policy approaches will determine the position and the mandate of the

country’s delegation at the UNFCCC (Harrison and Mcintosh Sundstrom 2010; Pettenger

2008). Supporting this and the previous argument, there is agreement by 40 interviewees

consulted for the larger research on EU influence on Chinese climate policy that Chinese

negotiators will, 1) not act outside the mandate that is agreed upon in preparation for the

COP summits; and 2) that the Chinese delegation does not agree to anything it is not

capable of implementing or a policy that has not already been implemented at a domestic

level. The 2 �C target—and the efforts needed internationally and domestically to achieve

it—was taken seriously and analyzed carefully in the preparation for the Copenhagen

Summit and subsequent summits.

Thirdly, using negotiation theory and classic concessions/convergence models (Zart-

mann 2008), one could identify the 2 �C target as the lowest common denominator that

exasperated negotiators agreed upon after all bigger goals had failed at the Copenhagen

Summit. Looking at the process of the summit outlined above one can observe dynamics

of ‘‘claiming value’’ (Sebenius 2006), in what appears to be a zero-sum game from the

perspective of two sets of actors—the European Union and others wanting to negotiate a

new agreement, while the developing countries were striving for an extension of the

Kyoto Protocol. The Copenhagen Accord, the main document, which came out of the

negotiations, achieved neither of the two and instead re-stated a general acceptance of the

overall aim until 2015. The 2 �C target, which is mentioned in the Copenhagen Accord,

had been under serious discussion for several years, and therefore a general agreement by

most developed countries, including the US, was already a given before entering the

negotiation (for instance at the Major Economies Meetings). Similarly, the positions taken

by other global actors could determine a country’s agreement to support a temperature

target. Considering that the G8 countries and others supported the findings of the IPCC

report, one could also attribute the final convergence on the 2 �C target to socialization.

Although it is not known whether the BASIC countries (Brazil, South Africa, India and

China, or IBSA as they were called since 2003, not including China) had come to an

understanding about the issue before Copenhagen, in their joint statement of the 5th

BASIC Ministerial Meeting on Climate Change held in Tianjin in October 2010, they

‘‘reaffirmed their support for the aspirational objective of keeping global temperature

increase well below 2 degrees C, bearing in mind that social and economic development

and poverty eradication are the first and overriding priorities of developing countries’’

(Third World Network 2010). The question of how the target entered the discourse then

leads us to the European Union, as it has been the only major actor that had for years

actively been pushing for the introduction of the target. The EU had steady support by

several international Environmental NGOs such as Greenpeace since the end of the 1990s

(Randalls 2010). The EU pushed for the 2 �C target, either by influencing others, in what

is considered to be appropriate, or by convincing the other actors of the merits of a 2 �C
target. Indicators to trace effects of the efforts could be similar wordings of texts as well

as a specific mentioning of the EU when tracing the process of preparation for Copen-

hagen and Cancun. Globally, the European Union has included its desired temperature

target in all its preparations for climate change meetings. Similar dynamics at the national

levels are hard to ascertain on a macro-level (in total 193 countries signed the Cancun
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Agreements). In the second part of the article, therefore, we will take the example of

China to identify how exactly the EU has been putting the debate of a temperature target

on the agenda and what degree of influence can actually be attributed to European efforts.

The Chinese case in this context is particularly interesting, since the country can be

considered a particularly important and/or hard case. As the biggest emitter of greenhouse

gas emissions and in 2009/2010 not a participant at the Major Economies Meetings while

keeping its role as the spokesperson for the Group of Seventy Seven (G77), the country’s

behavior provides seminal insights into the dynamics at work. In a nutshell, if even

China—which has been identified as the second leadership candidate (Karlsson et al.

2011)—agreed to such a target, tracing the path it took in China would be good evidence

for the successful diffusion of the norm of the two-degree target.

4.2 Case study: China and the UNFCCC

China has been a member to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UN-

FCCC) since its establishment at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and it signed the Kyoto

Protocol in 1997, which imposed binding emission targets on most developed countries.

The case-study section will introduce some of the key actors and potential avenues for EU

influence. Providing a narrative of Sino-EU interactions surrounding the 2 �C target, we

can then draw conclusions for the diffusion of this climate change norm.

After China’s opening in 1978, climate change was first treated as a scientific issue,

which meant that the State Meteorological Administration had the responsibility for

advising the government policy in international negotiations in the UNFCCC. In the late

1990s, this role shifted to the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC),

one of the main policy-formulating authorities in the PRC (Lewis 2007). For input and

agenda purposes, the other ministries and the coordinating mechanisms, as well as gov-

ernment think tanks such as the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Chinese Academy

of Social Sciences (CASS), fulfill a supporting role (Zhuang 2008). In stark contrast to

other countries, however, interviews showed that today academics and consulting carried

out by academics play a more influential role in the Chinese context of public decision

making. Possible explanations for the relatively stronger role of academics range from the

greater capacity of some of the big Beijing-based universities, when compared to NGOs or

Think Tanks, to the personal backgrounds of many of the members at the highest lead-

ership level, who often stem from disciplines such as engineering and the natural sciences.

The landscape is dominated by semi-government research institutes, which according to

Wübbeke give input to climate policy at all stages of policy making; Qinghua, Beijing, and

Renmin University being the prominent exception as academic institutions. While policy-

oriented institutes have an advantage over those with a scientific focus, the Chinese

Academy of Sciences and the National Advisory Committee on Climate Change (NACCC)

do have considerable impact during the agenda-setting phase (Wübbeke 2010). The

NACCC even plays a role in the subsequent stages of the policy process, preparing policy

proposals and formulating national strategies. The NACCC was actively involved in

devising a strategy for the Copenhagen Summit in 2009 (Wübbeke 2010). While none of

the interviewees had definite insights into the detailed decision making within the NDRC,

likening it to a ‘‘black box,’’ the policy network surrounds and affects the decision making

indirectly and sometimes directly, when the NDRC asks for constructive consultation, as it

has done in 2011 on its domestic climate policy.

58 O. Gippner

123



4.2.1 European influence

So far only few researchers have focused on the influence by the EU on Chinese climate

change policy. While some are positive on the EU’s impact on Chinese domestic policy

(Fox and Godement 2009; Carrapatoso 2011) or the EU as a norm leader (De Cock 2011),

Holslag claims China did not accept EU leadership on climate change issues (2010). Most

recently Torney emphasized the stronger willingness on the side of the Chinese govern-

ment to accommodate EU efforts in climate change when compared to India (Torney

2012). China and the European Union tend to officially interact on two levels: the bilateral

one and the multilateral one. From its initial bilateral partnership on economic issues, the

EU and China signed an agreement on a bilateral partnership on climate change in Sep-

tember 2005 (Romano 2010). Based on the partnership’s first ‘‘Climate Change Rolling

Plan’’ published in October 2006, the partners agreed on a series of common meetings at

different levels as well as a number of activities focusing on the areas of energy efficiency,

clean development mechanism (CDM) and climate policy making (PRC 2006).

4.2.2 The Chinese road to the 2 �C temperature limit

In China the acceptance of a temperature limit was politically out of the question for a very

long time. As climate negotiations were framed as symbolic of an ‘‘international power

struggle,’’ any such global limit was politically unacceptable under the principle of

‘‘common but differentiated responsibility’’ (Stalley 2013). In fact, prior to 2009, the

Chinese government did not issue official statements regarding a global temperature limit,

which means, we have to rely on secondary and interview data as well as documents from

international negotiations to identify the Chinese position on the issue. An edited volume

on China’s climate change policy cites CASS-General Director Pan Jiahua on the target:

‘‘[it] dragged developing countries to the same level as the developed world […] In fact, it

is a strategy of developed countries to refuse to make commitments in the second period of

the Kyoto Protocol’’ (Wang and Zheng 2012). Chinese discussions about the global limit

began with the Bali COP13 Summit, when countries started planning for the post-2012/

Kyoto framework. Around 10 years after the EU, the Chinese NDRC and the political

leadership were faced with the question of how to assess the growing global consensus on

an international temperature limit. Concurrently, the EU started introducing the issue

during bilateral consultation meetings on climate change between the EU and China. In

2007, no domestic scientific analysis of the validity of the temperature limit had been

established. This meant that there was also no support for any such limit, and in fact from a

political perspective decision makers were skeptical. European insistence on the topic

continued and according to participants of bilateral meetings,3 European counterparts at

that time were willing to explore common options. As a member of the advisory council on

climate change to the State Council explains whenever the Chinese side explained at

multilateral meetings that it would not accept such a limit, the Europeans would inquire

which kind of limit would instead be acceptable, thus underlining the demand for an

informed Chinese position.

In 2007, the NDRC commissioned the National Climate Center (NCC), a part of the

China Meteorological Administration (CMA), to conduct a study and to identify the rel-

evant scientific basis to justify a Chinese position in international negotiations. The result

of this study was circulated internally a year later and, according to a member of the NCC,

3 Interview with National Climate Center, August 2012.
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identified a limit of 3 �C,4 which would, of course, signify less rigorous mitigation mea-

sures. In January 2008, a UK delegation visited China and signed the UK–China Joint

Declaration on Climate Change. During the visit Nicholas Stern, the author of the Stern

Review and former economic advisor to the British government, as well as Special Rep-

resentative for Climate Change to the UK Foreign Secretary and China expert John Ashton,

were members of the delegation. Stern and Ashton visited the NCC and sought to exchange

their views with the scientists there. Especially John Ashton, a former diplomat in China

and Hong Kong, had been a keen supporter of changing the global ‘‘lens of negotiation’’

toward the achievement of a maximum temperature rise, both in the British and in Chinese

context. According to members of the NCC, these exchanges were crucial in the process.

At that time the British and Chinese scholars decided that their respective results were very

close and came to an understanding about the 2 �C target. Stern had prepared very well for

these meetings in 2008 and 2009, also in view of the upcoming Copenhagen negotiation. In

the meetings in Beijing, he confronted the Chinese scientists and decision makers on ‘‘How

will you react when we [the EU] insist on the 2 �C target?’’ According to an interviewee,

Stern’s proactive behavior was one of the reasons why China endorsed the target in

Copenhagen a year later.5 It is important to note at this point that the Chinese government

never issued any official statements explaining the Chinese position and rationale vis-à-vis

the target prior to 2009.

In this first step, the frequent exchange with UK scientists and economists helped

convince scientists on the Chinese side. A special role was played by the UK–China

bilateral relationship and personalities such as Lord Nicholas Stern and Special Repre-

sentative John Ashton, who sought direct contact with the relevant scientific institution. A

crucial role was played by the NACCC, and eventually the issue reached the highest level

of decision making, the State Council. Thanks to a uniquely strong standing and personal

network by some of the committee’s members the final conclusion of scientific validity

was communicated. According to the representatives interviewed for this research the State

Council then gave the general mandate to the negotiators at COP15 on the 2 �C target. In

the 2009 Copenhagen Accords the Chinese delegation agreed to the goal of limiting global

temperature rise to 2 �C, acting within the global dynamics presented in the first section of

the article.

4.2.3 Process tracing: explanations for the Chinese agreement to 2 �C

How can we understand this case? Using the proposed theoretical framework of diffusion,

first, we have to identify which were the norms transferred, in which direction and through

which medium. In the case presented above, the 2 �C temperature target was the norm

transferred. Its origin can relatively clearly be attributed to the European Union.6 The

‘‘norm promoter’’ according to the case study presented above was the British and EU

delegations during the run-up to the Copenhagen Conference. The ‘‘norm localizers’’ were

the National Climate Center as well as the Climate Change Expert Group providing sci-

entific advice to national climate policy makers.

The narrative proposed above points to a direct mechanism of diffusion, which has not

been demand-driven. Instead, the EU and the UK more specifically have been active

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 The USA had accepted the limit in line with the Copenhagen Accords in 2009, but raised questions about
its validity in August 2012 (Black 2012).
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proponents of the norm for many years. What we might be able to observe then is an

influence on the Chinese position through a mixture of manipulation of utility calculations

(through capacity building), socialization (growing consensus at the global level), and

persuasion mechanisms (through the Scientific Council and China–UK interactions).

The five key conditions for diffusion introduced in Sect. 2 can be observed in this case:

(i) a strong link between the scientific community and the policy-making elite; (ii) a very

personalized strategy pursued by the UK and the EU, providing ample room for interaction

and creation of platforms for discussion (‘‘what target would you prefer?’’); (iii) a lack of

informed scientific analysis on the issue of a temperature limit, establishing the EU and

IPCC as forerunner, making China a follower; this becomes particularly important in light

of the fact that Chinese analyses allegedly identified a 3 �C threshold; (iv) Copenhagen as a

global water shed arousing unprecedented attention from Chinese climate elites; finally,

(v) European requests at a time when great power ambitions have rendered Chinese

behavior on the multilateral level more accommodating; the Chinese government almost

simultaneously decided to pursue a low-carbon development path.

In particular condition (i) appears to have played a key role. We can apply Underdal’s

three criteria for scientific impact on policy making to this case: policy makers at the

highest level, of both the NDRC and the State Council recognized the relevance and

usefulness of science, accepted substantive conclusions of the scientific community, and

made the scientific findings surrounding the 2 �C temperature target guiding policy (Un-

derdal 2000). As Wübbeke points out, administrative links, knowledge advantage, and

personal ties are the key explanatory factors for the strong impact of scientific advice on

Chinese climate change politics (Wübbeke 2010). In the case discussed above, the National

Climate Center at the China Meteorological Administration used to be the very institution

in charge of climate change policy before it was transferred to the NDRC. Many of the

researchers have outlasted the change of competence and the CMA holds much credibility

for the history of expertise in the field of climate change. Finally, the National Group on

Climate Change, with Premier Wen Jiabao and the State Council holding the leadership, in

2005 established the NACCC, and thus included NCC and CMA as permanent elements of

the deliberation process.

The Chinese case study suggests the influence of EU and UK envoys on an adoption of a

global 2� C target. The strong scientific basis for the EU’s norm promotion has been

identified as scope condition for influence. Directing the question back to the global

agreement on the target, we can conclude that the EU can exert influence on other countries

even without conditionality or traditional sticks or carrots: Given it has a strong scientific

basis and is able to use domestic structures of influence, for example, by channeling

domestic scientific input to policy. One of the interviewees stated that he did not consider

China a ‘‘special case. It is similar to what happened in India and Brazil. The pressure was

equally applied to all these countries. The only exception was South Africa that accepted

the target at an earlier stage.’’7

There are clear criticisms to this kind of reading of the case. Most obviously, it was not

just China that agreed to accept the 2 �C target, but all parties. Furthermore, what was the

role of China’s changing self-image as a ‘‘Great Power’’; in this analysis, the self-image is

considered one of the case conditions. And finally, following the logic of this article, can

we attribute this diffusion to the European Union or rather to just one member state, the

UK, or even one or two personalities, such as Lord Nicholas Stern, who was maybe

promoting his seminal Stern Review? Environmentalists quickly were unwilling to debate

7 Interview with member of the UK delegation, November 2012.
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the target for fears that it might destabilize political processes8—did their unified attitude

influence global agreement? These are all relevant considerations, and it would be a

worthwhile future endeavor to analyze the role played by these, whether as scope condi-

tions, as secondary factors or even as alternative explanations. Nevertheless, the process

tracing based on interviews carried out in the Chinese capital supports this article’s reading

of the case through the lens of diffusion.

5 Conclusion

A global agreement on the 2 �C target can thus be explained on two levels: on the one

hand, certainly the deadlock at the Copenhagen summit and the need to save face led to a

circling in on the Copenhagen Accord with its 2 �C temperature target. Secondly, the

European Union has been endorsing it within the Union from a very early point on and

promoted it in its multilateral as well as bilateral relations. From a theoretical perspective,

therefore, the framework of diffusion offers a suitable model for analysis. The Chinese

case study identified the microscale mechanisms that have personal relationships with EU

and members states’ representatives at their core. Providing insights into the workings of

one of the ‘‘tools’’ of EU climate diplomacy, one can conclude that being able to use

channels of other countries’ domestic decision making is a crucial ingredient for success.

The case of the 2 �C target provides another important insight specific to the climate

change discourse globally and domestically: ‘‘There is a need to understand the co-evo-

lution of scientific knowledge and political norms more holistically, and to identify how

simple classifications of right and wrong reduce discussion about climate risks and poli-

cies’’ (Forsyth 2012). Often separating the realms of scientific and political analyses of

climate change means shifting responsibility and blames toward the respective other.

Recognizing their co-production might also produce more effective solutions to the

pressing challenges of climate change.

While many would agree with Torney that the ‘‘Copenhagen experience has arguably

cast doubt over the influence of the EU in the global politics of climate change,’’ the

analysis in this article has aimed to add yet another facet to what constitutes ‘‘EU influ-

ence’’ (Torney 2012). There are a number of cases, in particular removed from the actual

negotiation table, in which the EU has played a role as a leader and forerunner using

mechanisms of persuasion and socialization. The case of the 2 �C temperature target

illustrated diffusion by following the norm from European adoption in 1996 to the Stern

Review and the interplay of administrative links and personal ties toward the Chinese

endorsement of the target in 2009. It sets an example of possible trajectories norms can

follow and will benefit from further testing in the future.
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