U.S-China collaboration doesn’t solve AND tensions are good for climate – Turns case.  
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When Nancy Pelosi, who was then speaker of the United States House of Representatives, visited Taiwan in August 2022 despite Chinese sensitivities around an island it considers its own, Beijing struck back. The Chinese foreign ministry announced that it was suspending high-level cooperation with the US in eight different areas, including climate change. This breakdown in cooperation between the world’s two largest emitters of carbon dioxide might have seemed like a terrible setback for humanity’s efforts to tackle climate change. In truth, however, climate cooperation between these two geopolitical competitors is less important than many have long thought.
A Collective Action Problem or a Conflict over Distribution?
Political analysts have often framed international climate change mitigation as a collective action problem. Nobel Prize winner and economist William Nordhaus argued in a seminal 2015 paper on “climate clubs” that the fundamental reason that countries had not joined an international agreement requiring significant emissions reductions was “free-riding.” This refers to a country’s interest in receiving the benefits of a public good without paying to create it. For example, since the United States benefits from a world with fewer carbon dioxide emissions and thus fewer dangerous heatwaves or droughts but it makes no difference to the atmosphere whether it is the US or China that cuts emissions, the US might decide to avoid taking expensive steps to replace fossil fuels with renewables. Other widely-cited analyses of the politics of climate change mitigation, like Swiss political scientist Thomas Bernauer’s 2013 paper, also frame climate change as first and foremost a collective action problem. 
While this remains a useful lens for understanding climate mitigation, new political science research shows that free-riding is not as decisive an obstacle as many claim. US-based political scientists Michaël Aklin and Matto Mildenberger contend that the collective action theory is “empirically unsubstantiated in many important climate politics cases” and that “governments implement climate policies regardless of what other countries do, and they do so whether a climate treaty dealing with free-riding has been in place or not.” In other words, we have seen climate policymakers as “prisoners of the wrong dilemma”: policy preferences are shaped at least as much by domestic interest groups as by the actions of other major emitters. Political scientists Jeff Colgan, Jessica Green, and Thomas Hale make a similar case, showing that climate politics can be understood as a contest between owners of “climate-forcing” assets like oil rigs and owners of “climate-vulnerable” assets such as coastal property. No nation is a monolith that wholly opposes or supports climate action.
The key point is that the state of cooperation between the US and China does less to determine climate policy than do the desires of key political constituencies within each country, such as the Guangdong industrialists who want to export electric cars, or the Texas executives who see that they can get rich by building wind turbines. Texas generates more renewable electricity than California, and it’s not because local policymakers consider the Paris Agreement sacrosanct.
Chinese Decisions for Chinese Reasons
In order to understand this point, it is helpful to look at some of the areas of climate policy where the US and China have promised to cooperate in previous political statements, such as the Joint Glasgow Declaration from 2021. Whether the issue is cutting methane emissions or keeping promises to deliver climate finance, it is the balance of domestic power that decides whether these high-level pledges are implemented.
As a determinant of Chinese agricultural policy and thus methane emissions, an agreement reached in Glasgow between Chinese special climate envoy Xie Zhenhua and his US counterpart John Kerry is much less important than the interests of China’s pork and rice producers and their billions of customers. (The U-turn over the zero-COVID policy demonstrated once again that, even though China is no democracy, its leadership is nevertheless susceptible to domestic political pressure.) And as determinants of US climate finance policy, US-Chinese statements cannot compete with the political self-interest of US members of Congress. In 2022 the US Congress approved just $1 billion, far short of the $11.4 billion that President Joe Biden had promised. Pennsylvania takes priority over Glasgow.
To be sure, a minimum degree of cooperation, i.e., that many countries around the world desire to use low-carbon technologies, is required to empower domestic groups that push for climate action. Only if the rest of the world is interested in buying electric vehicles can US automakers successfully argue that the US state should help them capture a global market and increase US power. Only if the rest of the world is interested in discriminating against highly polluting products can Chinese exporters argue that doubling down on coal will hurt China’s narrow, immediate interests.
Catalytic Competition
It is also illuminating to examine what hasn’t happened when cooperation breaks down. When former US President Donald Trump announced in 2017 that he would withdraw his country from the Paris Agreement, China didn’t scale back its plans to expand clean energy. On the contrary, China kept working on a Five Year Plan that will see it add more wind and solar from 2020-2025 than existed in China in 2020, and vastly more than exists in the US or the EU.  And in 2020, the year that Trump formally withdrew the US from the world’s most important climate accord, Chinese President Xi Jinping took up the mantle of global climate leadership, proclaiming to the UN General Assembly that China would achieve net zero carbon emissions by 2060.
Xi’s announcement was an example of how competition can catalyze climate action. Rival superpowers can compete to be seen as leading humanity’s charge against a deadly threat, with a view to increasing political influence. Or they can compete over the resources and markets related to the energy transition, aiming to increase their economic power and energy security and make their citizens and allies more resilient in the face of shock—less exposed to coercion by outside powers.
The largest climate investment in US history, the Inflation Reduction Act, would not have passed Congress were it not for concern that China was outpacing the US. The key vote in the Senate, Joe Manchin, explained his support for this climate change bill by referring to “American energy independence” and his fear of “relying on Chinese President Xi for the critical minerals our economy needs.” As a result of this legislation, the US will massively scale up its production of low carbon power and hydrogen and electric vehicles. Similarly, one motivation for China’s transition to electric vehicles is the need to reduce its reliance on oil imported through the Strait of Malacca, which could be interrupted by the US in the case of a conflict over Taiwan.
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