
 

China's energy crisis sees the world's top
emitter investing in more coal
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Two months of scorching heatwaves and drought plunged China into an
energy security crisis.
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The southwest province of Sichuan, for example, relies on dams to
generate around 80% of its electricity, with growth in hydropower
crucial for China meeting its net-zero by 2060 emissions target.

Sichuan suffered from power shortages after low rainfall and extreme
temperatures over 40℃ dried up rivers and reservoirs. Heavy rainfall
this week, however, has just seen power in Sichuan for commercial and
industrial use fully restored, according to official Chinese media.

The energy crisis has seen Beijing shift its political discourse and
proclaim energy security as a more urgent national mission than the
green energy transition. Now, the government is investing in a new wave
of coal-fired power stations to try to meet demand.

In the first quarter of 2022 alone, China approved 8.63 gigawatts of new
coal plants and, in May, announced C¥ 10 billion (A$2.1 billion) of
investment in coal power generation. What's more, it will expand the
capacity of a number of coal mines to ensure domestic supply as the
international coal market price jumped amid Russia's invasion of
Ukraine.

China is responsible for around a third of global carbon dioxide
emissions, which makes this latest rebound to fossil fuels a climate
change emergency.

How did it come to this?

In 2021, China's CO₂ emissions rose above 11.9 billion tonnes—their
highest level in history and dwarfing those of other countries. And
according to the International Energy Agency, rapid GDP growth and
electrification of energy services caused China's electricity demand to
grow by 10% in 2021. This is faster than its economic growth at 8.4%.
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https://www.reuters.com/world/china/power-crunch-chinas-sichuan-why-it-matters-2022-08-26/
https://phys.org/tags/power/
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https://phys.org/tags/coal/
https://www.greenpeace.org/eastasia/press/7488/plans-for-new-coal-plants-in-china-rebound-with-8-63-gw-approved-in-the-first-quarter-of-2022/
https://phys.org/news/2022-07-china-coal-greenpeace.html
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/china-boost-coal-output-reserves-ensure-power-supply-ndrc-2022-03-05/
https://www.iea.org/news/global-co2-emissions-rebounded-to-their-highest-level-in-history-in-2021
https://phys.org/tags/economic+growth/


 

China had been attempting to reduce its dependency on coal for decades,
with the growth of coal consumption gradually flattening from 2014.

During its 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-2020), the government called off a
number of coal power projects. Thermal power investment halved over
this time, dropping from C¥ 117.4 billion in 2016 to 55.3 billion in 2020
(A$24.7-11.2 billion).

In September 2020, President Xi Jinping delivered China's "dual carbon"
goal at the United Nations General Assembly, saying China will hit peak
emissions before 2030 and reach net-zero by 2060.

A few months later, this goal was moved ahead of schedule. At a summit
of global leaders, Jinping promised that China's coal use would peak in
2025.

But the downward trend of coal consumption started to rebound in 2021,
with a 4.6% year-on-year increase, the highest growth rate in a decade.

Over 33 gigawatts of coal power generation, including at least 43 new
power plants and 18 new blast furnaces, started construction in China in
2021. This is the highest level since 2016 and almost three times the rest
of the world combined.

Then, in 2022, we witnessed the international coal market skyrocket as
geopolitical tension from Russia's invasion of Ukraine and economic
recovery from the pandemic boosted global demand. Beijing, in turn,
increased domestic coal production with double-digit growth in the first
half of 2022.

Tug of war between green energy and security

The current energy crisis is not only an unintended consequence of the

3/6

https://www.carbonbrief.org/official-data-confirms-chinese-coal-use-fell-in-2014/
https://wallstreetcn.com/articles/3667150
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-54256826
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-xi-says-china-will-phase-down-coal-consumption-over-2026-2030-2021-04-22/
https://voi.id/en/economy/139951/china-consumes-524-billion-tons-of-coal-in-2021-the-most-in-10-years
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/china-starts-building-33-gw-coal-power-2021-most-since-2016-research-2022-02-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-no-closer-peak-coal-despite-record-renewable-capacity-additions-2022-08-22/


 

drought, but also a result of its long-term net-zero emissions goal.
Increased coal import costs and rash control of domestic coal production
put China's energy supply in question, and renewable energy wasn't
ready to fill the gap.

Indeed, it isn't the first energy security crisis China has endured in recent
years. Last year, dozens of provinces experienced "power cuts" partly
due to long-term reductions in coal production between 2016-2020.

In response to the crisis, the People's Daily newspaper—the mouthpiece
of the Chinese Communist Party—stated "the rice bowl of energy must
be held in your own hands". And Chinese Energy News called energy
security a matter of national destiny.

Caught between green energy promises and dwindling energy supply,
Beijing turned to see green energy as a secondary goal that could be put
aside after energy security is fully guaranteed.

The principle of "establishment before abolition" (establishment of
energy security before abolition of coal, xian li hou po) was reaffirmed
in "Two Sessions", an important political event in China held in March
this year.

Chinese premier Li Keqiang positioned energy security to the same level
of importance as food security in a Two Sessions government report.

A global emergency

The push for more coal power is at odds with China's climate goals.
According to China's 13th Five Year Plan, coal-fired plants should be
capped at generating 1,100 gigawatts of electricity.

To date, China has 1,074 gigawatts of coal power in operation, but more
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https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-carbon-neutrality-pledge-new-opportunities-for-foreign-investment-in-renewable-energy/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-carbon-neutrality-pledge-new-opportunities-for-foreign-investment-in-renewable-energy/
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-58733193
https://www.chinaoffshorewind.cn/html/en/NEWS/EXPERT_VIEW/20220107/280.html
https://news.bjx.com.cn/html/20220307/1208302.shtml
https://phys.org/tags/energy+supply/
https://phys.org/tags/green+energy/
http://www.taiheglobal.org/Content/2022/03-29/1350351441.html
http://english.www.gov.cn/premier/news/202203/12/content_WS622c96d7c6d09c94e48a68ff.html
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-will-china-build-hundreds-of-new-coal-plants-in-the-2020s/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1mDLafuvyiLYezFmV6VXEnjlPcMy5QftwW4J2U3Qujk0/edit#gid=0


 

than 150 gigawatts of new plants have either been announced or
permitted, according to the Global Energy Monitor.

The China Electricity Council—the industry group for China's power
sector—recommends the country reaches 1,300 gigawatts of coal-fired
power in 2030 to meet the rising demand and strengthen energy security.
If this occurs, it would see more than 300 new plants built.

Without more restrictions against China's use of fossil fuels, the world
will hardly meet Paris Agreement climate targets.

China is expected to cease coal use entirely by 2050 in order to
successfully meet promised climate targets. But the more resources are
invested, the harder it'll be for China to get rid of fossil fuels.

The 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025) will be crucial in determining how
China meets its carbon commitments and whether the world is on track
to meet the 1.5℃ target. Under this plan, China wants carbon to peak by
2030, but the action plan remains vague.

As Professor David Tyfield of the Lancaster Environment Centre
asserted: "until China decarbonises, we're not going to beat climate
change."

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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