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An Intense Push for Energy Efficiency
National Energy
Efficiency Targets and
Policies in China
Key Points
• Although a dominant
image of China’s economic
boom has been billowing
smokestacks from burning
coal, its efforts to increase
energy efficiency are
noteworthy.
• China is on track to meet
a goal of reducing national
energy intensity by 20%
by 2010. This target, set
in 2005, is the cornerstone
of a set of policies to cut
energy and emissions
growth.

Over the past few years, China has
been pursuing one of the world’s most
ambitious programs to improve energy
efficiency.
The effort, launched in 2005, was
prompted by warnings that changes
in China’s economy were rapidly
undoing the effects of policies that
had previously led to improvement in

national energy efficiency.i Between
1980 and 2000, China’s economy
quadrupled in size while energy
consumption had only doubled, a
sign of continually improving energy
efficiency.ii
Yet, in the early 2000s, an array of
factors — including fast growth in
exports and heavy industries — began
to reverse the trend of efficiency gains.
Overall energy use, air pollution, and
greenhouse gas emissions soared.

• As a direct result of
policies, greenhouse gas
emissions are measurably
lower today than under
the “business as usual”
scenario. These gains
suggest that real progress
is possible in the future.
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In 2005, China’s leaders formally
recognized that the reversal posed a
serious problem, and issued a highlevel directive: a mandatory goal to
reduce by 20% the energy intensity
(energy consumption per unit GDP) of
China’s economy by 2010.iii
Only by lowering the amount of
energy required for economic output,
they decided, could investment
from capital-intensive energy supply
products be devoted to a more
balanced, environmentally favorable,
and sustainable economic growth.

Reducing Energy
Intensity Growth: 20% by
2010
The initiative launched an array of
energy saving efforts, some echoing
the measures that produced the
economy-wide efficiency gains of the
1980s and 1990s. This time, however,
changes in China’s economy and
political culture restrained the central
government’s ability to simply order
curbs in energy demand. Instead,
officials turned to policies that included
both “sticks” and “carrots,” ranging
from new regulations and taxes to
incentive programs for companies
that reduced energy use (see the
ChinaFAQs fact sheet “Efficiency, A
Thousand Companies at a Time”).

China appears to be on track to
meet its 20% reduction target for
2010, which would reduce warming
emissions by some 1.5 billion metric
tons of CO2.vi This reduction is
approximately equal to the total annual
CO2 emissions of Texas, California,
Florida, and Ohio combined.vii China’s
CO2 reductions under its energy
intensity target may be the largest
national mitigation effort currently
underway.viii
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The new efficiency push seems to
have paid off. In 2006, China’s energy
intensity decreased by 1.8%—the
first improvement since 2001.iv That
gain in energy intensity was followed
in 2007 by a 4% improvement and,
in 2008, by a further reduction of
4.6%. Preliminary statistics suggests
efficiency gains could be even greater
in 2009.v
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