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I.

Problems with Existing Approaches to Air Quality
Management and Climate Change Mitigation in Asian Cities

Air pollution and climate change represent two of the most serious threats to
sustainable economic development in Asia, and the problems are particularly serious
in urban areas. Despite rising standards of living, in many cities the health costs of
air pollution are still estimated at many millions of dollars per year. 1 In addition,
numerous publications have recently identified key Asian cities as the most
vulnerable in the world to the impacts of climate change in terms of population and
wealth.2
Although promising steps are being taken – governments are implementing
successful control strategies, 3 and organizations are succeeding in raising
awareness, promoting best practices, and providing finances4 – these actions remain
inadequate compared to the severity of the problems.
Why is this the case? Three key barriers have been identified:
•

Weak institutions for monitoring and enforcing policy;

•

The higher priority of economic growth compared to environmental protection;
and

•

A shortage of money, expertise, technology, and capacity.

However, underlying these barriers is a more fundamental problem: the lack of an
integrated approach to development, energy, climate mitigation, and air quality
management policy in Asian cities.
Weak institutions, monitoring, and enforcement are major barriers to air quality and
climate change policy in China and other countries in Asia.5 Targets are set, but
there are inadequate consequences for not achieving them. Monitoring equipment is
installed, but not switched on. Questionable numbers are not questioned by
authorities, and cronyism remains a problem among some local officials.
Although reform is necessary in some cases, in many cases the problem also lies
with the priorities and incentives of these institutions caused by which problems are
prioritized and how scarce resources are allocated.
In many cases cities in Asia have no problem successfully making and enforcing
policy – including binding targets. However, problems occur when goals are in direct
conflict – such as when a provincial official receives targets for both economic
growth and air pollution reduction. 6 Since consequences are greater for failing to
meet the development target, environmental quality suffers. This greater emphasis
on economic development also causes many air pollution and climate change
policies to – whether explicitly or in practice – take on a ‘voluntary’ rather than
‘mandatory’ status. These include incentive schemes for outdated vehicles that are
virtually ignored by struggling industries and emissions trading schemes that fail to
induce participation from conservative plant managers.7
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Underlying these problems is another, more serious one: although China’s
‘harmonious society’ 8 ( 和 諧 社 會 )approach and the idea of ‘co-benefits’ 9 are
promising, Asian governments largely continue to view economic development,
energy security, air quality management, and climate mitigation as separate and
competing policy objectives.
They claim – with validity in many cases – that using scarce political and financial
resources on environmental problems will negatively affect economic growth and
security goals, and that developed countries should provide the money and capacity
required to reduce emissions and adapt to climate change.10 Since these transfers
are proceeding and almost certain to increase, many developing countries are
altering their action to capture this technology and funding. 11 The lack of an
integrated economic development, air quality, and climate change policy approach
has also led cities to ignore more serious local air pollution problems that can be
significantly improved with existing resources, and negative-cost economic
opportunities for reducing greenhouse gas emissions – such as energy efficiency
improvements.12
Therefore, overcoming these three key barriers – weak institutions, development
priority, and a lack of resources – requires incentives and policy measures that are
structured around the more fundamental obstacle – the lack of an integrated
approach to policymaking on economic development, energy, air quality
management, and climate change mitigation in Asian cities.

II.

Outline of New Policies on Air Quality and Climate Change

1. Integrated Sustainable Development Policy Approach 13 : Align Economic
Development, Energy Security, Air Quality Management, and Climate Change
Mitigation Objectives
Although many cities and organizations, large and small, have produced ‘sustainable
development’ strategies,14 few have attempted or managed to fully integrate these
four policy objectives. Although the plan will have to be tailored to local political and
economic factors, it should include a number of key elements:
Economic Development:


Mass-transit led infrastructure development plan.15



New metrics for measuring growth beyond GDP.16



Promotion of green industries and jobs through innovative programs.17

Energy Security:


Adoption of overall energy policy.18



Promotion of renewable energy and energy efficiency through mandatory
auditing, disclosure, and target setting.19
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Air Quality Management:


Adoption of a total air quality management framework.20
o Air quality standards based on protection of public health.
o Real-time monitoring and public disclosure of key pollutants.
o Continued reassessment based on evaluation of policy and the latest
scientific research.

Climate Change Mitigation:


Completion of a full carbon footprint measurement, greenhouse gas inventory,
and adaptation assessment including mitigation costs. 21



Adoption of a ‘co-benefits’ strategy that targets policies that reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and improve air quality. 22



Focus on existing low and negative-cost reduction opportunities in buildings
and transport.23

2. Urban-scale Commitments from Developing Countries in the Post-2012
International Climate Change Agreement
Making the mandatory adoption of this framework by large urban regions the
commitment of developing countries in the post-2012 international climate change
agreement could provide the powerful incentive needed to make it happen.24 This
would also channel the enormous amounts of political and financial capital behind a
global climate change agreement in the way most beneficial for Asia,25 use United
Nations (UN) institutions to promote stronger monitoring and enforcement of
environmental regulations in Asia,26 and allow Asian developing countries to make a
significant contribution to the global greenhouse gas reduction effort.27
The mandatory adoption of some type of ‘measurable, reportable, and verifiable
commitments’ has already been agreed upon by developing countries in the Bali
Road Map. 28 Based on current negotiations voluntary national-level targets for
carbon reduction, energy efficiency, or renewable energy is the most likely outcome.
However, given the nature of environmental policymaking in Asia this is not
necessarily the best outcome. Although national governments negotiate the
agreement, governments at the urban-regional level will implement policies and
targets, making them key actors for ensuring meaningful results.29
The key elements of this proposal are as follows:
A. Require the implementation and enforcement of a ‘Sustainable Development
Policy Approach’ in a set number of a country’s largest urban regions as a
developing country’s national commitment under the post-Kyoto agreement.
This commitment would require these urban regions to adopt the ‘key elements’
outlined in Section I, including eight targets as described below. To prevent
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leakage, the geographic scope can be expanded in later agreements and these
commitments can be combined with voluntary national goals.30
o Economic Development
-

Target for carbon productivity

-

Target for mass transit infrastructure development

o Energy Security
-

Target for renewable energy

-

Target for energy efficiency

o Air Quality Management
-

Target date for real-time monitoring and public disclosure of
pollution levels

-

Target for reduction of key pollutants

o Climate Change Mitigation
-

Target for overall greenhouse gas reduction

-

Targets for key sectors (buildings, transport, petrochemicals, etc.)

B. Channel international financial flows from the public and private sectors in
support of these commitments. Reforms of the UN’s financing and market
mechanisms will be necessary to achieve this objective.
o Public Sector
-

Financing and support for the implementation of these plans should
be provided from an international fund with mandatory contributions
from Annex I countries, or from a levy on certain types of CDM
projects. This could be similar to the fund that was proposed by
Mexico in Bonn in June 2008.31

o Private Sector
-

CDM should be streamlined and deepened to promote low-cost
urban mitigation opportunities such as building energy efficiency,
transport, and co-benefits projects.32

-

Along the lines of ‘policy-based’ or ‘programmatic’ CDM, large
urban regions that adopt this ‘Sustainable Development Policy
Approach’ should be allowed to submit their associated city-wide
GHG reduction plan for CDM crediting.33
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‘Sustainable Development Policy Approach’.
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This reform would be consistent with the ‘sustainable development’ criterion of CDM. It would also
introduce large volumes of credits into the market that would help developed countries meet their commitments
at a lower cost. However, a variety of issues related to the redundancy of credits and additionality would need to
be worked out. See sources in endnote 19 for further discussion of potential CDM reforms.
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