


Abstract

China’s involvement in Global South environmental and development issues 



mitigating climate change are essential to global security and peaceful 
international relations in the 21st century.

 �O Ecological civilization building is not only a political discourse in China, 
but a vision for global environmental change toward a socio-naturally 



Introduction

China is ushering in a new era of environmental leadership domestically and 
globally. From 2014 onward, the Chinese Academy of Sciences began working 
toward a comprehensive functional zoning program referred to as ecological 
redlining.1 In 2020, China initiated a national park system with ten national 
pilot sites. Regionally, policies were adopted for enhanced protection of wet-
lands along the Yangtze River,2 as well as migratory bird habitats in coastal 
regions.3 Scholarly work has aptly drawn attention to how domestic conser-
vation e�orts solidify state power while reorienting citizens’ relationships to 
land, livelihood, and everyday life.4 However, it is crucial to di�erentiate be-
tween what China does domestically, in regard to the environment, and what 
it does internationally.

Internationally, China has initiated a wide array of green development, 
infrastructure, and conservation initiatives, particularly in Global South 
contexts. China’s signature international investment and infrastructure pro-
gram, now referred to as the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI) has undergone 
a process of “greening,”5 which o�en bene�ts Global South partner state in-
terests.6 Tyler Harlan and Juliet Lu have provided a typology of green coop-
eration with BRI partner countries, including environmental trainings, dia-



During 2021, the city of Kunming hosted part one of the 15th UN 
Biodiversity Conference, followed in 2022 by part two in Montreal co-
hosted with Canada. �e conference was thematically titled “Ecological 
Civilization: Building a Shared Future for All Life on Earth.” Ecological 



As ecological civilization goes global, it is crucial to examine the role of 



Furthermore, I argue that the relative weakness of China’s green so� 
power is attributable, in part, to strong political economic alliances with 
Global North countries and international organizations, as well as China’s 
fragmented authoritarian governance, which limits governance e�ectiveness 
in international environmental arenas. A consequence of fragmented gover-
nance is that China’s global environmental initiatives do not elicit uniform 
responses in partner countries. Despite fragmentation, the Chinese state has 
achieved great strides in multilateral environmental leadership, as evidenced 









Sahara and Sahel in North Africa—a program that mirrors China’s “three 
north shelter belt,” a project colloquially referred to in Chinese as the “great 
green wall.”25 �ese projects have developed through decades of engineering 
desert landscapes. 

Alongside these material transformations is the repositioning of China as 
an environmental leader within developing countries. Knowledge sharing,26 



Ministerial Declaration on Environment and Development, which framed 
the key issue of the UNCED as the transfer of �nancial wealth and technol-
ogy from Global North to Global South. China, at the same time, advanced 
the notion of starting a “Green Fund” to be managed with equitable repre-
sentation from the Global North and South to assist with environmental and 
development issues in developing countries, but with the majority of �nance 
capital coming from Global North countries.30 

Another rallying point for China-South relations was the issue of natural 
resource sovereignty. China supported unfettered national sovereignty over 
Global South natural resources, such as forests, while Global North represen-
tatives, in contrast, emphasized that forests ought to be managed as a global 
commons for the bene�t of humankind.31 Competing arguments regarding 
uneven responsibilities for restoration and who should bear the costs of con-
servation are iterative. �ey remain sites of struggle to this day. China’s role in 
spearheading CBDR, however, serves to denote China’s rising capability to ex-
press moral leadership in global environmental arenas and forge alliances with 
Global South partner states. �erefore, it serves both as an example of China’s 
green so� power and a moment of incremental progress for China’s environ-
mental leadership as evidenced by its ability to popularize a new conceptu-
alization of di�erentiated responsibility in global environmental governance. 

China’s global environmental leadership has continued to transform 
over time, most recently with a �eld-rede�ning display during the COP-15 
Convention on Biological Diversity. �e COP-15 conference marked the �rst 
time in history that China acted as president over a major UN environmen-
tal conference. Huang Runqiu, of the Ministry of Ecology and Environment, 
served as the President for COP-15. No less signi�cant was the conference 
agenda, which entailed a new global biodiversity agreement to replace the 
2010–2020 Aichi targets. To frame this process, China’s homegrown concept 
of “ecological civilization building” was chosen as the theme of COP-15. 

�e concept of ecological civilization building emerged through global ex-
changes of China’s premier scientists across Marxian political economy, sys-
tems science, and ecological economics.32 Drawing on multiple ideas across 
disciplines, ecological civilization came to connote a socio-technical imagi-
nary33 wherein humanity achieves a future state of socio-natural optimiza-
tion and sustainable development.34 Xi Jinping and the upper echelons of the 

330

Jesse Rodenbiker







Despite competing re�ections from UN COP-15 delegates, China was 
successful in bringing the world to a new global biodiversity agreement. 
Some suggest China’s environmental leadership and diplomacy was integral 
to agreeing on a post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework. In the penulti-
mate day of the conference, China led a session through the night into the 
early hours of the morning, ultimately con�rming a new global biodiversity 
agreement. In the lead up to the conference, Western news media and ad-
vocacy groups portrayed a lack of leadership, as China had failed to lead the 
parties to an agreed upon framework at that point in time.37 Chinese media, 
in contrast, framed China’s leaders as integral negotiators �nding the right 
balance between competing demands and smoothing out di�erences behind 
closed doors.38 At around 3:30 a.m., prior to the �nal day, without formal 
objections to the proposed framework, COP-15 President Huang Runqiu 
consulted with the executive leadership and acted decisively to approve the 
global biodiversity framework in the face of concerted opposition from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), a country that could have derailed 
the agreement if they lodged a formal objection. A�er a politically partitioned 
applause, DRC representatives began to protest claiming they did not support 
the agreement. But since they had not lodged a formal objection, the agree-
ment was sustained. In the a�ermath of lowering the gavel, China appeared to 
some as having made a bold and powerful move. �ough others claimed they 
had neglected full consideration of competing interests.39 �e following day, 
China o�ered a symbolic apology in a handshake with DRC representatives. 
DRC representatives acquiesced to the global biodiversity agreement. In these 
diplomatic moves, Chinese representatives brokered a deal for nature by estab-
lishing a new global biodiversity framework. �ey did so with a day to spare in 
the conference, something uncommon in major UN conferences. 
COP-15 delegates re�ecting on the negotiation process had positive things to 
say about China’s leadership in this environmental arena. One delegate in par-
ticular lauded classical philosophical principles of negotiation as crucial to the 
global biodiversity agreement. �e delegate stated:

We can see the wisdom in China. China �nds a middle way—not 
exactly in the middle but a way through the middle. �ey �nd a way 
through which all sides can come together to agree. In Chinese, this is 
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called ‘the middle way’ (�Ï�ž��¡ ). �at is a saying that re�ects an-
cient Chinese wisdom. You try to listen to whatever key concerns from 
each country and community, and that community of key concerns are 



Clearly, from the perspective of China-based environmental NGOs, the 
Chinese state is emphasizing environmental protection and making e�orts to 
enhance China’s international environmental collaborations. 

�e divergent receptions of ecological civilization and China’s environ-
mental leadership, visible in the above-noted quotes, is representative of 
variation across interviewees. Analyzing the interviews, I found that ecolog-
ical civilization exhibited degrees of resonance but was ultimately limited in 
scope. Further, interviews revealed that degrees of resonance and perception 
of China’s leadership do not neatly align with geographical regions or types 
of organization. Despite these varied responses, China’s leadership during 
COP-15 exhibited substantial progress in the global environmental leader-
ship arena. 

Compared to China’s inaugural appearance in a UN environmental 
forum in 1972 and the early 1990s, when China sought Global South alli-
ances through CBDR, China at COP-15 was emboldened and acted decisively 
to bring about a global environmental agreement. �ese actions in a global 
environmental arena are a re�ection of China’s green so� power. By way of 



In Global South contexts, as discussed in the case studies below, China’s con-
servation initiatives enhance green so� power but only to limited degrees. Because 
the �eld of international environmental exchange and cooperation is highly satu-
rated, particularly with �nancial support and longstanding cooperation from 
organizations hailing from Global North countries, China’s conservation e�orts 
in �ailand and Indonesia result in relatively weak green so� power. Moreover, 
conservation-based exchanges and cooperation fail to elicit uniform responses 
from international partners or extend sovereign control over natural resources. 

As shown in the case of �ailand, there is inter-state competition for in-
ternational partners, as well cooperation, thereby indexing the pluralistic 
and fragmented nature of the Chinese state. Furthermore, the �nancial sup-
port pro�les of China-based environmental NGOs are generally constituted 
from an amalgam of domestic and foreign sources, which may or may not in-
clude public and private contributions in the form of donations and grants. 
Government-organized NGOs (GONGOs), which are a separate category of 
NGO wholly funded by the Chinese state, were not included in this study. 
Civil society exchanges between environmental NGOs exhibit mutualisti-
cally bene�cial relationships and outcomes, which do not simply serve govern-
mental interests, but rather advance the relative goals of local partners. 

�ese �ndings suggest that China’s coercive environmentalism, preva-
lent within the mainland and projected as a potential model of global green 
governance,44 is not materializing through Global South environmental ini-
tiatives. Rather, expressions of green so� power materialize, but to limited 
degrees. Given these circumstances, policymakers and NGOs should iden-
tify and capitalize on opportunities for cooperative exchanges with Chinese 
organizations. Furthermore, �nancial resources and human capital should 
be mobilized by policymakers, NGOS, and universities to identify common 
goals and interests that advance international cooperation and environmental 
stewardship across Global South contexts.

State-State Environmental Exchange: 
Marine Spatial Planning in Thailand 

�is section examines green so� power through state-state environmental ex-
change between China and �ailand. In 2013, representatives from China’s 
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Ministry of Land and Resources and State Oceanic Administration ap-
proached the �ai Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment regarding 
scienti�c exchanges on marine spatial planning. �ey agreed to begin scienti�c 
exchanges on marine spatial planning and initiated regular meetings between 
ministries. Experts and scientists from Chinese and �ai universities and state 
research institutes took part in these exchanges. In 2018, the environmental 
initiative shi�ed to China’s Ministry of Natural Resources, as the Ministry 
of Land and Resources and State Oceanic Administration were replaced by 
this new Ministry. A�er ten years of international exchanges, �ailand had 
outlined its �rst marine spatial plan, which now is under consideration at the 
national level.

Marine spatial planning entails collecting and analyzing spatiotemporal 
data on human-environmental interactions in coastal areas and at sea in e�ort 
to achieve speci�c ecological, economic, and social objectives.45 �e content 
of marine spatial plans o�en take the form of multi-sector functional zones 
for speci�c land and sea uses. Producing a marine spatial plan entails assem-
bling eco-system-based management frameworks and locally speci�c geospa-
tial databases.46 Collectively, a decade of exchanges contributed to producing 
�ailand’s �rst marine spatial plan for Koh Lan. 

�e Koh Lan marine spatial plan pilot project is located in Chonburi 
province, the second most economically productive administrative region in 
�ailand, just behind Bangkok, which is a large city-region with provincial 
administrative status. Chonburi has a rich history of tourism and industry, 
both of which have negatively a�ected local coral reefs. A key aspect of the 
marine spatial plan, entails functional zones for tourism, a marine protected 
zone around the island, and enhanced treatment of water runo� in the coastal 
mainland.47 �e proposed marine spatial plan is set to be debated at the na-
tional level. �ailand’s long-term national plans, however, already include 
marine spatial planning.48 Hence, this marine spatial planning pilot project 
is likely to be adopted and potentially serve as a case for national emulation.

Marine spatial planning in �ailand entailed substantial exchange of sci-
enti�c data from Chinese to �ai experts. A large amount of data had already 
been collected by Chinese scientists and institutes through remote sensing 
technologies. Early exchanges revolved around the sharing of data collected 
by Chinese scientists such as information about current �ows and geophysical 
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China’s bilateral exchanges between state ministries are of comparatively less 
temporal duration and, thus far, enhance China’s green so� power in limited 
ways. Furthermore, marine scientists and environmental managers expressed 
concerns over emerging partnerships with China on science and environmen-
tal protection. For example, there were multiple expressions of concern over 
environmental monitoring and the possibility of monitoring military activi-
ties in �ai seas.54 As part of remote sensing and joint data collection, Chinese 
representatives may be able to gather knowledge relevant to military interests. 
Interviewees jested, however, that both China and the United States could ob-
tain information on military activities without �ai consent and, therefore, 
they may as well obtain bene�ts from scienti�c exchanges.55 �ese expressions 
point to the presence of China’s green so� power and its limitations.

Finally, in �ai conservation agencies, the green so� power of the United 
States—not China—looms larger. Not only is there a long history of ex-
changes with the United States and other international organizations, but 
the US National Park conservation model is held up as an example of suc-
cessful environmental management. For instance, I observed multiple con-
servation stations displaying representations of the US National Park system. 
Representations of US national parks adorned the walls of local-level �ai 
environmental agencies and punctuated our conversations during planning 
meetings, thereby indexing the predominance of American conservation 
models in the banal structures of the workplace and everyday discourse. 

If maintaining a strong presence in the region is desired, US policymak-
ers should advance more substantive scienti�c and environmental cooperation 
with local national organizations, as well as Chinese organizations, while con-
tinuing to o�er international exchange programs like IVLP. Doing so would 
enhance strategic regional partnership on environmental science already in 
place, bolster data production and knowledge exchange, and further the de-
velopment of shared environmental goals across the Southeast Asian region.

Civil Society Environmental Exchange: Community-
based Mangrove Restoration in Indonesia

�is section analyzes green so� power through civil society environmental 
exchange between China-based NGOs and those in Indonesia. China-based 
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and resources. Finally, there is support for community training in develop-
ing mangrove-related products, such as batik art cra�s, co�ee, or so�shell crab 
for sale on the international market. Indonesian NGOs, furthermore, market 
these agroforestry products and facilitate market transactions, which �nan-
cially bene�ts relatively poor communities, particularly rural women who are 
otherwise pigeonholed into gendered forms of household reproduction.59

While Indonesian NGOs have already produced robust programs of 
community-based mangrove restoration, Chinese NGOs are cooperating 
with them by providing their expertise on community-based restoration 
and, importantly, access to grants and other �nancial support. China’s envi-
ronmental NGOs o�er �nancial mechanisms to enhance and produce new 
community-based conservation project in provinces like Java and Sumatra. 
Particular to some projects is training in agricultural methods or cra� pro-
duction, such as batik, which uses organic dyes produced through mangrove 
tree roots and leaves. �is entails training for local women in batik—an 
art style endemic to central Java. �e resulting projects entail new commu-
nity-based mangrove restoration areas replete with women empowerment 
and livelihood enhancement. While the project-time for these programs 
elapses a�er roughly three years, the partnerships between China-based and 
Indonesian-based NGOs continue as they endeavor to acquire more funds 
and create new environmental projects.

As this case illustrates, China’s environmental NGOs are active in 
Southeast Asian conservation by supporting local non-governmental orga-
nizations. As an Indonesian NGO representative claimed, “China is very 
aggressive now trying to support local conservation.”60 Yet the forms of sup-
port o�ered from China to Indonesia for conservation are emanating not 
merely from civil society, but also from China’s private sector and the state. 
In addition to the examples noted above, China’s Society of Entrepreneurs 
and Ecology, an organization aimed at protecting the environment, has cre-
ated the Blue Partnership Action Fund (BPAF), which promotes “nature-
based solutions” and marine conservation. �e fund has earmarked capital 
for supporting coral reef restoration in Indonesia.61 From the Chinese state, 
the Foreign Environmental Cooperation Center of the Ministry of Ecology 
and Environment has promised funds to support mangrove restoration. Both 
Chinese state and private funds have been promised to support conservation 
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in the years to come, which may extend green so� power through the prolif-
eration of shared environmental values and goals.62 But again, as Chinese or-
ganizations pursue environmental initiatives they are at times in cooperation 
and at times in competition with one another, as described above.

Within this pluralistic landscape of environmental exchange and project 
generation, and parallel to the �ai case noted above, Chinese organizations 
are entering a �eld already saturated with international green �nancial assis-
tance and partnerships. Indonesian environmental NGOs already have sub-
stantial multi-decade partnerships with international organizations and those 
hailing from Global North countries, particularly those in Europe, Japan, 
and the US. USAID has been funding Indonesian mangrove conservation63 
and marine spatial planning64 projects for decades and is among the largest 
of �nancial supporters. In this sense, China is �ghting an uphill battle for 
green so� power amidst myriad international organizations. In interviews, 
Indonesian representatives remarked that substantial funding for conser-
vation comes from organizations hailing from the United States, France, 
Belgium, Japan, India, United Kingdom, Norway, and other Global North 
countries.65 �e �eld of international conservation and green development aid 
in Indonesia is saturated. Moreover, China’s environmental NGOs also com-
pete with one another to secure relationships with promising environmental 
NGOs in Indonesia, thereby thickening the competition for local partners.

Corroborating the argument of this report, Indonesian NGOs expressed 
reservations about working with Chinese organizations on conservation. 
An Indonesian representative re�ected on their experiences partnering with 
Chinese companies that slashed the prices for mangrove-based products, 
saying: “I hope that America does not lose to China. China is not in it for 
the long-term collaboration. �ey are not consistent. Working with their 
companies, they try to get more pro�t and continually cut the costs until the 
communities in Indonesia are making a loss on the products.”66 Assertions 
like this, which were numerous, index widespread concerns over partnering 
with Chinese organizations in Indonesia. “China wants to be involved in a 
lot of projects, but in Indonesia working with China is sensitive. We lost lots 
of money in the past. We hope America will come back like they did �ve or 
six years ago, before the Trump administration. China is big and they are 
having a bigger in�uence,” stated another NGO representative.67 Yet, the 
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NGO representative tempered this claim by discussing how Chinese organi-
zations are still building their networks in Indonesia with civil society and 
government institutions. �ese comments from these NGO representatives 
re�ect a long history of political economic ties linking the United States and 
Indonesia, including substantial US investment in the country.68 Indeed, 
engaging the histories of political economic and scienti�c exchange is essen-
tial to further illuminate the processes shaping contemporary environmen-
tal initiatives across Global South contexts.

To support engagement on environmental issues in the non-governmental 
sector, American NGOs and universities may consider strengthening partner-
ships and �nancial support for environmental initiatives in greater Southeast 
Asia, as well as partnering with Chinese organizations and emerging Southeast 
Asian conservation networks. Furthermore, US government agencies should 
consider o�ering �nancial incentives to enhance international environmental 
exchanges with civil society organizations and promote policies that facilitate 
environmental initiatives globally. 

Conclusion

China is ushering in a new era of environmental leadership as evidenced by 
taking on a leading role in global environmental governance and brokering a 
post-2020 global biodiversity framework. However, China’s home-grown con-
cept of ecological civilization building, while resonant with some, has found 
limited resonance globally. Furthermore, in instances of bilateral state-state 
and civil society environmental exchange, as discussed through the cases of 
marine spatial planning in �ailand and community-based mangrove con-
servation in Indonesia, Chinese organizations provide essential support to 
collectively advance local environmental goals and shape shared environmen-
tal values. Yet, the capacity of China’s environmental exchanges to in�uence 
Global South actors to adopt shared values and positive associations toward 
China are limited. �erefore, China’s green so� power in these environmen-
tal arenas is relatively weak. �e report concludes that the relative weakness 
of China’s green so� power is attributable to strong political economic alli-
ances with Global North countries and international organizations, as well 
as China’s fragmented authoritarian governance, which limits governance 
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re�ect the fragmented nature of “China” as a national entity operating in 
global environmental arenas. China’s environmental exchanges are not 
monolithic. Nor are they fully orchestrated by Beijing. Rather, they emanate 
from the state, private enterprise, and civil society.69 Moreover, structural 
weaknesses and inconsistencies in state orchestrated e�orts exist, such as in



so will deepen engagement in Global South conservation, while bolstering 
global environmental capacity. Conserving biodiversity and mitigating cli-
mate change are essential for global security and peaceful international rela-
tions in the 21st century.70
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