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With emissions of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) continuing to escalate, scientists 
and policymakers are giving increasing 
attention to solar geoengineering or solar 
radiation management (SRM): a suite of 
hypothetical technologies with the poten-
tial to dramatically alter the dynamics of 
climate change and cool the climate. The 
recently published Summary for Policy-
makers of Working Group 1 in the IPCC’s 
Fifth Assessment Report states: “modeling 
indicates that SRM methods, if realizable, 
have the potential to substantially offset a 
global temperature rise.”1 But the report 
also indicates that “the level of under-
standing about [reducing incoming solar 
radiation] is low, and it is difficult to as-
sess feasibility and efficacy because of re-
maining uncertainties in important cli-
mate processes and the interactions 
among those processes.”  
 
The mention of geoengineering in this re-
port has been interpreted as recognition of 
theoretical “Plan B”. Some believe that it 
reflects growing governmental interest in 
the capacity of these ideas to address cli-
mate change if governments fail to ade-
quately reduce GHG emissions. Concerns 
are centered on governments who would 
unilaterally experiment with large-scale 
earth system manipulations, purportedly 
to cope with climate change. 
 
It has often been speculated that China, as 
one of world’s largest and fastest growing 
GHG emitters and a significant player in 
climate negotiations, would unilaterally 
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resort to this “Plan B”. There are some 
debates on why and how China would 
carry out geoengineering, but none of the-
se arguments have been supported by sol-
id evidence. Such purported rationales are 
extrapolated from China’s social, political 
and cultural aspects, and undue judg-
ments are made on the possibility of its 
actions on geoengineering. This article 
will examine these assumptions and try to 
explain that with current available infor-
mation, these arguments on China’s posi-
tion and strategies towards geoengineering 
can be fallible.  
 

As one of the major emerging developing 
countries, China plays an important role 
in the international climate negotiations 
and faces a very serious challenge in emis-
sion abatement. According to the Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA) Statistics, 
China emitted 7.26 billion tons of CO2 
from fossil fuel combustion in 2010, ac-
counting for about 23.8% of world total, 
while the United States accounted for 
17.7%, and the EU accounted for 12.1%.2 
Supposing that China maintains a rapid 
economic growth of 8%, it would proba-
bly emit nearly ten billion tons of CO2 in 
2020, even if the target of a 40-45% de-
crease in carbon intensity has been real-
ized. Hence, the Chinese government has 
always attached great importance to ad-
dressing climate change issues.  
 
Although China’s efforts in CO2 mitiga-
tion has been recognized as substantial, 
there are concerns that these efforts – in 
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addition to the efforts of other states - 
may not be enough to slow the warming 
of the globe. Some therefore surmise that 
China might be tempted to carry out ge-
oengineering activities. There are media 
comments that list China as one of the 
four countries – “the US, Russia, China 
and Israel – who possess the technology 
and organization to regularly alter 
weather and geologic events for various 
military and black operations.”3 For ex-
ample, Clive Hamilton, a professor of 
public ethics at Australia’s Charles Sturt 
University and a prominent critic of ge-
oengineering, suggests in his latest book 
Earthmasters: The Dawn of the Age of Cli-
mate Engineering that China might be one 
of the most likely candidates to go it 
alone with an SRM technique like sul-
phate aerosol spraying.4 The reasoning 
process goes: “China is highly vulnerable 
to water shortages in the north, with de-
clining crop yields and food price rises 
expected, and storms and flooding in the 
east and south. Climate-related disasters 
in China are already a major source of 
social unrest so there is a well-founded 
fear in Beijing that the impacts of climate 
change in the provinces could topple the 
government in the capital”; and there-
fore, “the political dilemma over geoen-
gineering will perhaps be most acute in 
China.” 5  

It is correct that China is vulnerable to 
negative climate impacts, and is under 
tremendous pressure to reduce GHG 
emissions while maintaining rapid eco-
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nomic growth. However, there is no di-
rect causal relationship between the fear 
of social disruption and the resort to ge-
oengineering. Taking into consideration 
the immense uncertainty associated with 
SRM techniques, it would be more logi-
cal to exclude geoengineering in the op-
tions to appease social unrest.  

Besides the fear of social disruption, an-
other typical emphasis on Chinese temp-
tations toward geoengineering is that 
China has been paying a lot of attention 
to the use of artificial weather technolo-
gies, particularly in drought and water 
management. Therefore, China has the 
capacity and disposition to unilaterally 
carry out geoengineering.  

It may be the case that China has done 
some weather modification programs. But 
as revealed by Fleming, technological in-
terventions into local weather have a long 
and checkered history, and are employed 
in dozens of countries in some form or 
other. 6  Practices to stimulate artificial 
rainfalls are occasionally reported in the 
Chinese media, especially in order to en-
sure good weather for large-scale public 
events such as the 2008 Olympics in Bei-
jing, and thus were extensively exposed to 
the international media. As a result, some 
critics and even meteorological scientists 
may conflate these weather modification 
techniques with a generalized notion of 
“geoengineering”, and raise various ques-
tions over unilateral implementation.  
 
Compared with some other countries that 
confine weather modification technologies 
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at the experimental stage, China uses 
weather modification technologies rela-
tively frequently. However, weather modi-
fication technologies in China are strictly 
implemented only under specific weather 
conditions, and in a small range of area. 
These activities are no more than an ac-
celerated process of precipitation. Only 
when there are mature precipitation con-
ditions and strong necessity, will there be 
a limited scale and time period of artificial 
intervention. Moreover, all these activities 
are subject to the Regulation of Weather 
Modification, issued by the Central Peo-
ple’s Government of China.7 It stipulates 
that weather modification means can only 
be used to avoid or mitigate meteorologi-
cal disasters, such as drought, under ap-
propriate conditions. China cannot carry 
out unilateral climate engineering simply 
because it attempts to control weather on 
a local and seasonal scale. There are levels 
of magnitude in between local weather 
control and global geoengineering in 
terms of scientific knowledge, and human, 
financial and material resources. 
 
It was only at the end of 2012 that China 
began to list geoengineering in its support-
ing category of the National Natural Sci-
ence Foundation of China.8 This decision 
can be interpreted as a desire to develop a 
national capacity for understanding or 
keeping up with research in the western 
countries. In fact, there are very few re-
search articles on geoengineering-related 
topics in Chinese academia. These articles 
have mostly emerged in the past five 
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years; many of them are observations 
about research and debates in the western 
countries, and have expressed a good deal 
of skepticism about geoengineering. 
 
Currently, China has focused more on 
carbon capture and storage technologies 
(CCS); though these are still in the “intro-
duction-trial” demonstration stage and far 
from being commercialized. This may 
demonstrate a potential interest in particu-
lar forms of Carbon Dioxide Removal 
(CDR), but not in SRM. Indeed, in con-
trast with many studies conducted in Eu-
rope and North America, China has not 
yet commenced modeling or field tests in-
to any suite of geoengineering technology. 
Top climate change scientists have all ex-
pressed concerns over the risks of geoen-
gineering. Ding Yihui, the Special Adviser 
on Climate Change of the China Meteoro-
logical Administration (CMA), has noted: 
“If human beings continue to emit GHGs, 
the implementation of geoengineering 
could only change shortwave radiation, 
while the Earth's long-wave radiation 
problem which is caused by carbon diox-
ide and other greenhouse gases remains 
not solved.”9 A recently article in the Pa-
cific Review on China’s “blunt tempta-
tions of geoengineering” also expressed a 
similar opinion: “While Chinese climate 
scientists are keenly aware of the potential 
benefits of geoengineering as well as risks, 
there is no significant constituency cur-
rently promoting unilateral implementa-
tion of SRM.”10 
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There is a gap in the research on the sci-
ence and regulation of geoengineering be-
tween China and most research activities 
that have actually taken place in devel-
oped countries. Lack of adequate dia-
logues with international academic com-
munity and media may attribute to the 
speculations on China’s perspectives. As 
geoengineering has global implications, 
developing countries like China need to be 
included in international discussions 
about research and governance activities. 
Good governance mechanisms are indis-

pensable in order to make sure that any 
research that proceeds is safe, transparent, 
inclusive, and responsible, and to encour-
age international cooperation. China 
should seek support for capacity-building 
in this area, and actively engage in the de-
velopment of governance guidelines or 
rules under existing international treaties, 
institutions, or regimes, which are still ru-
dimentary at the current stage, to elimi-
nate misunderstanding and promote co-
operation.  
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