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Yao Zhe is the Strategic Climate Communication 
Officer at China Dialogue, an independent 
organisation dedicated to promoting a common 
understanding of China’s urgent environmental 
challenges.

Yao has previously worked on communication and 
policy analysis for several organizations including 
the International Energy Agency in Paris, Save the 
Children China Programme and Sohu.com, one of 
China’s largest portal websites. She was trained as a 
journalist during her undergraduate years at Tsinghua 
University, where she also discovered her passion for 
working on development and justice. She received 
the France Excellence scholarship from the French 
government in 2013 and earned her Master’s degree in 
International Development from Sciences Po Paris.  

In 2019, Yao Zhe took part in the 13Th edition of 
the Chinese Future Leaders Program (CFLP) about 
sustainable development, organized by the Spain 
China Council Foundation. The CFLP is a visiting 
program that once per year invites 5 to 6 brilliant 
experts to join in a series of activities, such as 
seminars, roundtables, and networking events, around 
a strategic topic for both China and Spain.
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https://chinadialogue.net/
http://www.spain-china-foundation.org/es/futuros-lideres/xiii-programa-edicion-2019


In order to cope with the 2008 
crisis, the Chinese government 
spent heavily on infrastructure, 
such as railways and roads, to 
boost economic growth. However, 
some experts have pointed out that 
the Chinese government’s strategy 
to overcome the current crisis 
will rely on stimulating domestic 
consumption. Do you think this 
difference in strategy is somehow 
related to China’s current efforts to 
adopt a more sustainable approach 
in its economic growth? How can 
China balance sustainability and 
consumerism?

Indeed, the central government 
has stressed the importance of 
high-quality development and 
identified domestic consumption 
as a major driver for economic 
recovery, which sends the right 
political signals. However, these 
top-line political thinking are not 
always strictly followed since most 
investment decisions are made 

at provincial and local levels. The 
stimulus measures that have been 
adopted so far presented a mixed 
picture: while policies have been 
taken to maintain and encourage 
consumption, resources that go into 
conventional infrastructure projects 
are still considerable. For instance, a 
major part of the local government 
loans issued this year - a key 
funding source for recovery - went 
to infrastructure projects. In short, 
although there is certainly more 
recognition of the importance of 
sustainability now than 12 years ago, 
the economic transition in reality 
will not be achieved overnight. Last 
but not least, a consumption-driven 
economy is not necessarily more 
sustainable than an investment-
driven economy if consumers do not 
have high environmental awareness, 
and in that regard, China still has a 
long way to go.
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“ Although there 
is certainly 

more recognition of 
the importance of 
sustainability now than 12 
years ago, the economic 
transition in reality will 
not be achieved overnight. 

“ The stimulus measures 
that have been 

adopted so far presented 
a mixed picture: while 
policies have been taken 
to maintain and encourage 
consumption, resources 
that go into conventional 
infrastructure projects are 
still considerable.



Climate change and biodiversity 
are at the heart of the EU and 
China’s common multilateral 
agenda. Do you think the COVID-19 
pandemic is going to have any 
impact on conversations between 
China and Europe on these topics?

There have been apparently 
logistical challenges as high-level 
events got cancelled or postponed. 
Political leaders have also been 
occupied by pressing economic and 
social challenges so they can afford 
less attention to climate change and 
biodiversity issues at this moment. 
That said, the conversations are 
still happening - most recently 
European and Chinese leaders 
discussed climate change during 
the virtual summit in late June. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has also been a 
cruel reminder of the importance of 
nature protection and international 
cooperation. I think the momentum 
for climate and environment action 
is still alive, and once the immediate 
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China´s economy had shrank by 6.8% in the first 
three months of 2020, the first contraction since 
the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976.



difficulties caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic are resolved, the EU-
China cooperation on climate and 
biodiversity protection will carry on.

Renewables could hit 
20% of China’s total 
energy consumption 
by 2025 – a major 
breakthrough on the 
road to a cleaner, 
less carbon-intensive 
economy, according to 
the World Economic 
Forum.

“ I think the momentum for climate and environment 
action is still alive, and once the immediate 

difficulties caused by the COVID-19 pandemic are 
resolved, the EU-China cooperation on climate and 
biodiversity protection will carry on.
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This crisis seems to have raised 
awareness all over the world to the 
importance of living in harmony 
with the natural world. How has 
this crisis changed perceptions 
in China and what measures have 
been implemented to protect 
the environment related to the 
COVID-19 crisis?

The most significant step that 
China has taken is to completely 
ban illegal wildlife trade and to 
fast-track the amendment of the 
Wildlife Protection Law. In terms 
of public perceptions, surely there 
is strengthened awareness of wild 
animal protection, but because 

surveys and investigations are 
lacking, it remains unclear if the 
general public’s view on nature and 
the relationship between human and 
nature has had significant changes. 
Nevertheless, like elsewhere, 
people have picked up some more 
environmental-friendly practices 
such as video conferencing and 
remote working, when they are 
adapting to the ‘new normal’ 
in the time of COVID-19. Some 
environmental organisations are 
working to promote the continuity 
of such practices and to nurture 
stronger perception and behaviour 
change.
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“ There is strengthened awareness of wild 
animal protection, but because surveys 

and investigations are lacking, it remains 
unclear if the general public’s view on nature 
and the relationship between human and 
nature has had significant changes.

On February 24, the Standing Committee of 
the National People’s Congress, China’s top 
legislature body, issued a decision to ban the 
illegal trade and consumption of wildlife as food. 



China’s 14th Five Year Plan (FYP 
2021–25) is said to be crucial to the 
country’s energy transition from 
fuel fossils to low-carbon power 
generation and other clean energy 
technologies. In your opinion, in 
which ways could the COVID-19 
pandemic affect the current work/
drafting process of China’s latest 
top-level policy blueprint?

The COVID-19 pandemic surely has 
made policy makers understand 
the significance of public health. 
It is expected that improving 
health facilities and services will 
be highlighted in the 14th FYP. 
Furthermore, in a way, the COVID-19 
pandemic forced the government 
to rethink what should be the top 
priorities in economic and social 

planning. Given the impacts of the 
COVID-19 crisis, the government 
didn’t set an explicit economic 
growth target for 2020. For years 
there had been criticism that 
development should not only 
be measured by GDP growth as 
there are many other dimensions 
of development such as social, 
environmental and cultural. 

As of 2016, China had registered 
well over 150,000 renewable energy 
patents, 29% of the global total, 
according to Forbes. The next closest 
country was the U.S., which over 
100,000 patents, with Japan and the 
E.U. having closer to 75,000 patents 
each.
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However, dropping the GDP growth 
target seemed to be a suggestion 
too bold and too unrealistic. Yet it is 
the reality now - this unprecedented 
decision opened a door for more 
balanced and holistic thinking on 
development in future economic and 
social planning including the 14th FYP.

China is now the world’s leader 
in sustainable investment. Since 
2017, Beijing has spent close to 
$400 billion in domestic green 
technologies, more than twice 
that of the entire European Union, 
and an additional $250 billion on 
global projects. Can China lead 
the Post-COVID world toward 
sustainability?  Is China going to 
become the world leader in green 
tech solutions?
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“ Dropping the GDP growth target seemed to be a 
suggestion too bold and too unrealistic. Yet it is the 

reality now - this unprecedented decision opened a door 
for more balanced and holistic thinking on development in 
future economic and social planning including the 14th FYP. 



Instead of trying to answer if China 
can be a green leader, I’d say China 
should aim to be the leader. Various 
studies had shown that green 
industries and policies strongly 
support economic recovery and will 
have long-lasting benefits. Thus it 
is in China’s interest to continue 
investing in green technologies and 

industrials. Moreover, it is apparent 
that the global demand for green 
products and services is growing 
rapidly, this is one key market that 
China should strive for if it wants to 
gain international competitiveness 
and further move up the value chain.

“ It is in China’s 
interest to 

continue investing in 
green technologies 
and industrials.
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