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19th Party Congress, 2017: the “Driver’s Seat”?

• In 3+ hours, Xi’s speech had 89 mentions of ‘environment,’ just 70 of the ‘economy’
• China now “is in the driver’s seat” on climate cooperation
• Poverty alleviation focus: “Down-to-earth, adaption to local conditions, classified guidance and targeted poverty alleviation”
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China’s 13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020)
• The “new normal”: from investment-led to consumer-led 

growth, innovation and services
• “Ecological civilization”: focus on green policies and technologies
• Energy efficiency, promotion of renewables and reduction of coal 

in the energy mix: 18% reduction in carbon intensity from 2015 
levels by 2020

• 15% reduction in energy intensity
• 15% of primary energy from non fossil sources 
• Reduce energy consumption below 5 billion tonnes of standard 

coal equivalent by 2020
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Top Five Countries Annual Investment/Capacity 
Additions /Production in 2016

Source: REN21 2017
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China’s solar industry boom
• Crisis in 2010 led to 

government intervention;
• Domestic market boom 

between 2010 and 2015;
• 15GW installed in 2015 

alone;
• Hit the ceiling when 

power grid has no capacity 
for accommodation and 
transmission;

• Curtailment reaches 50% 
in some areas in early 
2016;

• Distributed system favored 
by government but not by 
private investors



Why renewables for development? 

• Renewable energy technologies: 
• help to mitigate climate change 
• provide cheap and reliable energy to areas where grid-based provision is 

unreliable or otherwise prohibited by geography or high costs
• improve energy availability, energy security and economic resilience. 

• In the Mekong region, can help to meet the needs of the poor for 
expanded energy access (in Myanmar, access at 57%), as well as 
providing cheap and reliable green energy. 

• UN Sustainable Development Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 
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China’s “Solar Energy for Poverty Alleviation”
• SEPAP launched in 2014 as pilot, elevated to national 

programme end of 2015. Aims to: 
• Alleviate rural poverty by developing distributed solar energy 

systems in remote and poor rural areas (fits with 2020 goal to 
eradicate poverty in China);

• Eligible activities include rooftop systems and solar power 
stations on non-arable land

• Install 10GW capacity, 2 million households, and 35,000 villages, 
by 2020;

• Generate additional annual income of over 3,000 RMB yuan 
(432.55 USD) for each poor household. 



SEPAP: the regulatory framework
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• NEA: National Energy Administration
• CPAD: State Council Office of Poverty 

Alleviation and Development office
• CREEI: China Renewable Energy 

Engineering Institute
• CDB: China Development Bank
• CADB: China Agriculture 

Development Bank
• PAO: local poverty alleviation offices



Guinan County, Qinghai

• Pilot county for solar poverty alleviation policy
• Qinghai province is a net electricity exporter
• Dominated by hydropower
• Poorer than average
• In Hainan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture
• Nomadic pastoral area: semi-arid; winter, 

spring/autumn and summer pasture; desert; 
and small urban area in county seat



History
• The Tibetan Plateau as test-bed 

for the use of solar energy in 
China. 

• Some of the world’s best solar 
energy resources

• At first, solar PV in China 
developed for lighting and 
other off-grid products for 
nomadic populations

• By the end of 2015, Qinghai 
Province had an installed 
capacity of 5.6 GW of ground-
mounted and 2.8 MW 
distributed PV



On-grid PV

• Shift towards expanding 
utility-scale grid-
connected solar PV. 

• Recent emphasis on the 
development of large-
scale, ground-mounted 
solar farms in the west, 
connected to demand 
centres in the urbanised 
eastern seaboard via ultra-
high-voltage transmission 
lines built by State Grid 



Off-grid PV
• Herders still mobile: use 

off-grid solar home 
systems for: 

• mobile-phone charging, 
• watching television, 
• butter churning, 
• lighting.



SEPAP implementation

• A newly built 10-MW 
solar farm, approved 
under the solar for 
poverty alleviation 
policy

• Unlikely to have been 
approved otherwise, 
due to concerns about 
curtailment



Local views
• Opposition to a local 

hydroelectric dam, with an 
adjoining solar PV plant

• “there are more pylons than 
livestock now” 

• Heavy equipment building 
new transmission lines had 
thrown up dust and led to 
lung diseases in sheep

• Opinions about the large, 
utility-scale solar PV plant 
were also mixed. 
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The case study also indicates that for most nomadic households that the programme is supposed to benefit, the plan to enhance their living standards by selling additional energy via grid connected solar systems is not being realised. SEPAP could instead consider local variety and context rather than prescribing unified project options from the top. Local communities should be better informed of the central govern- ment’s intentions, and county and village governments should be per- mitted greater autonomy to select feasible project types that suit their own realities. Prior experience in small hydropower can be a role model in this regard, to integrate local knowledge into the SEPAP initiative.Policy alliances among central regulators without sincere participation from key local, financial, and market stakeholders will face challenges at the implementation stages of these top-down initiatives, as these non-state actors’ financial and technological resources are indispensable at project level. The lack of sufficient upfront capital is a good example of the need to create proper incentives to get policy banks, local budgetary departments, and solar corporations into policy networks. In addition, independent surveil- lance programmes that can monitor the accountability of the pro- gramme and provide feedback to the central policy makers are also necessary. In China’s political context, it would be difficult to establish and legitimise these validating schemes, but they are crucial to prevent the top-down political ambition being mere rhetoric that does not produce benefits in reality for the targeted populations, as has been seen in various Chinese political campaigns in the past. ]



• China and ASEAN should “work together to build the green ‘Belt 
and Road’, and ... to promote open-ended ‘South-South 
environmental cooperation’”

-- MEP Vice Minister Zhao Yingmin, ASEAN–China 
Environmental Cooperation Forum in September 2016. 

South-South Cooperation 
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Transforming Overseas Investment?
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Source: World Resources Institute 2018
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Potential in NDCs

Source: Miquel Muñoz Cabre ́ et al. / 27–49, Vol. 26, No. 6, 
2018 
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Than Bayar Khon village, Myanmar. Solar PV installed by Global 
Environmental Institute, Beijing.
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