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In recent years, China and the United States have maintained close communication in the field of energy and 

environment, and deepened cooperation through a series of bilateral and multilateral cooperation mechanisms. The 

dialogue mechanism of China-US clean energy cooperation has been continuously improved; the multilateral 

mechanism has achieved remarkable results; the government and enterprises have jointly participated, and the 

scope of cooperation has been more comprehensive. The factors restricting Sino-US energy and environment 

cooperation mainly focus on political system and ideology, lack of mutual trust, geopolitics, policy and other 

factors. In the new historical period, China and the United States should deepen energy cooperation, especially in 

terms of the specific ideas and effective ways, and promote new-type clean energy cooperation. 
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As major energy producers, consumers, and emitters in the world, China and the United States share 

common interests in energy and environment. Competition and cooperation coexist between China and the 

United States in promoting sharing points in energy and environment. In recent years, China and the United 

States have maintained close communication in the field of energy and environment. Through a series of 

bilateral and multilateral cooperation mechanisms, coordination and collaboration in energy cooperation and 

international negotiations on climate change have become a highlight of Sino-US relations. 

The Development of Sino-US Relations in the Field of Clean Energy 

The cooperation between China and the United States in the field of clean energy was initially developed 

under the efforts of the two governments. In January 1979, when Deng Xiaoping, then Vice Premier of the 

State Council, visited the United States, he signed the Intergovernmental Agreement on Scientific and 

Technological Cooperation between China and the United States with President Carter, which established a 

framework for cooperation and exchanges between the two sides in the field of science and technology, 

including energy. According to the agreement, government departments of the two countries signed dozens of 

cooperation protocols or memorandums of understanding in 32 areas, including energy efficiency, nuclear 

safety, environmental protection, and high-energy physics (Price, 2008; Baldinger & Turner, 2002; U.S. DOE, 

2006; Fredriksen, 2008; Zhao, 2006). Since then, China and the United States have carried out fruitful 

cooperation in improving energy efficiency and environmental protection. 
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In 1985, China and the United States signed the Protocol on Sino-US Cooperation in Research and 

Development of Fossil Energy (Price, 2008; Baldinger & Turner, 2002; U.S. DOE, 2006; Fredriksen, 2008). 

After the June 4 incident of 1989, China-U.S. relations temporarily retrogressed, and energy cooperation was 

affected. As a result, many agreements could not be implemented properly. In 1993, the two governments 

began to establish a formal dialogue on energy efficiency to promote information exchange and international 

cooperation. In February 1995, Hazel R. O’Leary, the U.S. Secretary of Energy, led a delegation from the U.S. 

government and industry & energy to visit China. The U.S. Department of Energy signed a series of bilateral 

agreements with Chinese ministries in the fields of the memorandum of bilateral energy consultation, reactor 

fuel research, renewable energy, energy efficiency improvement, coal bed methane collection and utilization, 

and regional climate research. 

Since the 21st century, the areas of cooperation between China and the United States have further 

expanded, and the two governments have signed more energy cooperation agreements. The two sides have 

started dialogue in the areas of clean energy, oil, natural gas, nuclear power, and energy efficiency 

improvement, and gradually formed a dialogue mechanism. 

On June 30, 2005, the Chinese and American governments held their first energy policy dialogue in 

Washington D.C. The U.S. Department of Energy announced the establishment of an office in Beijing to 

support cooperation between the United States and China on energy and nuclear security issues (Tang, 2005, p. 

3). By September 2009, the Sino-US energy policy dialogue had been held four times. The two sides discussed 

the latest energy policies, energy security, energy efficiency, and energy conservation, renewable energy, 

Sino-US joint research on clean energy, clean coal technology, unconventional natural gas development, 

nuclear energy and renewable energy. Policy issues were discussed in depth, and many concrete ideas for future 

cooperation were put forward. China and the United States had also signed the Memorandum of Understanding 

on Industrial Energy Efficiency Cooperation, Annex II “Cooperation in the Field of Clean Fuels” of the 

Agreement on Sino-US Cooperation in the Development and Utilization of Fossil Energy Technologies, Letter 

of Intention of China Petroleum and Natural Gas Corporation to Develop China Shale Gas in Cooperation With 

ConocoPhillips, as well as the Agreement Between the Shenhua Group and University of West Virginia on 

Technical Cooperation for the Capture and Storage of Directly Liquefied Carbon Dioxide from Coal (Ran, 

2009, p. 14).  

Issue concerning the energy cooperation between China and the U.S. within the Sino-US strategic 

economic dialogue mechanism, which was launched in Beijing in September 2006, focuses on strategic and 

economic aspects. In June 2008, the Fourth China-US Strategic Economic Dialogue was held in Annapolis, 

Maryland. In this dialogue, China and the United States signed the “Ten-Year Framework for Energy and 

Environment Cooperation between China and the United States” (Zi, Yan, & Yang, 2008). Under the 

framework of the 10-year cooperation on energy and environment between China and the United States, the 

cooperation on clean energy between the two governments has been further developed. In the fields of Green 

partnership, China-US Energy Efficiency Forum, China-US Strategic Forum for Practical Cooperation on 

Clean Energy, China-US Joint Research Center on Clean Energy, China-US Renewable Energy Partnership, 

21st Century Coal Project, China-US Advanced Bio-fuels Forum, China-US Partnership for Action on Climate 

Change, China-US Working Group on Climate Change and other areas, all-round, concrete and in-depth 

cooperation have been established successively (Xu, 2017, p. 102).  
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Before 2009, Sino-US energy and environment cooperation is still in the stage of mutual exploration and 

integration. It is mainly carried out through oil and gas forum, energy policy dialogue, Sino-US strategic 

dialogue, and Sino-US strategic economic dialogue. The scope is insufficient and the depth is limited (Tian, 

2015).  

After 2009, China-US clean energy cooperation has been further deepened and developed. The two sides 

have signed the cooperation documents between governments such as the Memorandum of Understanding on 

China-US Cooperation in Clean Energy and Climate Change, the Memorandum of Understanding on 

Promoting the Construction of China-US Energy Cooperation Projects, the Memorandum of Understanding on 

China-US Cooperation in Shale Gas Field, and the Memorandum of Cooperation on the Establishment of a 

Renewable Energy Partnership Between China and the United States (Zhou & Yang, 2013). 

A number of consultation mechanisms have also been established between China and the United States. 

As an important mechanism of energy cooperation and exchange between the two countries, China-US 

strategic dialogue and China-US strategic economic dialogue have played an important role in promoting the 

development of bilateral relations. In July 2009, the First Round of China-US Strategic and Economic Dialogue 

was held in Washington, D.C. China and the United States initially signed a memorandum of understanding on 

strengthening cooperation between China and the United States on climate change, energy, and environment 

(Wang & Bai, 2009). By June 2016, the Sino-US strategic and economic dialogue had been hold for eight 

rounds. The two sides had in-depth discussions on energy security, energy prices, global oil and gas market, oil 

and gas trade, and other issues. It had identified that the two sides would be engaged in collaboration in five 

key areas: emission reduction of trucks, smart grid, carbon capture, utilization and storage, greenhouse gas data, 

building and industrial energy efficiency. The two sides should deepen cooperation on global energy 

governance issues and jointly safeguard global energy security (China Energy Daily, 2013, p. 7).  

Characteristics and Challenges of Sino-US Clean Energy Cooperation  

Through a series of bilateral and multilateral cooperation mechanisms, China and the United States have 

maintained close communication and coordination in the international negotiations on energy and climate 

change, which has become a highlight in the construction of new Sino-US relations. The two sides signed a 

number of intergovernmental cooperation agreements, and established four bilateral mechanisms: China-US Oil 

and Gas Forum, China-US Renewable Energy Industry Forum, China-US Energy Policy Dialogue and 

China-US Strategic and Economic Dialogue. Five multilateral mechanisms, including the Five-States Energy 

Ministerial Conference, the Ministerial Meeting of the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership Programme and the 

International Advanced Biofuels Conference, the G20 Summit and APEC Conference, plus a research center 

(China-US Joint Clean Energy Research Center) and an enterprise platform (the Sino-US Energy Cooperation 

Project, ECP) were formed (Tian, 2015). China-US clean energy cooperation has the following characteristics: 

(1) The dialogue mechanism between the two sides has been continuously improved. China and the United 

States have signed a number of intergovernmental cooperation agreements, and bilateral mechanisms have been 

formed in energy and environment cooperation. China-US Oil and Gas Forum, China-US Renewable Energy 

Industry Forum, China-US Energy Policy Dialogue, and China-US Strategic and Economic Dialogue have been 

established. Through these mechanisms, the transparency between the two countries has been improved; the 

cost of information has been reduced; and a more standardized system of dialogue has been formed, and 

cooperation has developed to a deeper level. 
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(2) The multilateral mechanism has achieved remarkable results. China and the United States have formed 

multilateral mechanisms such as the Ministerial Conference of Energy Ministers of the Five Countries, the 

Ministerial Conference of the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership Programme, the International Conference on 

Advanced Bio-fuels, the G20 Summit and the APEC Conference to multilaterally promote bilateral cooperation 

and development of clean energy between China and the United States. China and the United States are the 

economic engines of the G20, and the G20 is an important channel for deepening Sino-US cooperation. The 

cooperation between China and the United States within the framework of the G20 has a decisive impact on the 

structure and trend of global energy and climate governance. 

(3) Government and enterprises’ participation. At the government level, there is cooperation between the 

U.S. Department of Energy, China Development and Reform Commission and the National Energy 

Administration. At the enterprise level, the energy enterprises of the two countries cooperate. The governments 

act as a bridge and a booster for cooperation between private sectors (Xu, 2014, p. 250).  

The scope of cooperation is more comprehensive. China-US clean energy cooperation involves not only 

clean water and clean atmosphere, but also wind energy, solar energy, nuclear energy, clean transportation, 

clean automobiles, smart grid, clean coal, construction energy saving, bio-fuels, low-carbon cities, and so on. It 

covers almost all forms of clean energy development and energy efficiency improvement (Xu, 2017, p. 102).  

Although China-US clean energy cooperation has made rapid progress, due to the influence of some 

constraints, the energy cooperation between the two countries has not reached its due level. The constraints 

mainly focus on political system and ideology, lack of mutual trust, geopolitics, policy, and other factors. It 

includes the following aspects: 

(1) Political system and ideological factors. Because American laws such as the US Foreign Aid Act 

exclude socialist China from the scope of aid, the US funds to promote Sino-US energy and environment 

cooperation come from domestic institutional budgets rather than from development assistance, which hinders 

the role of USAID in Sino-US energy cooperation. Political and institutional factors have led to the hesitation 

of the relevant American agencies on the issue of cooperation with China. The factors from the Chinese side 

affecting Sino-US energy and environment cooperation include frequent changes in energy management 

departments and lack of proficiency in using market tools (Baldinger & Turner, 2002; Tang, 2009a).  

(2) Lack of mutual trust in the field of energy and environment. This is mainly manifested in the lack of 

mutual trust between China and the United States in energy sources, access modes, and transport routes. Taking 

the strategic energy channel as an example, the United States believes that the strong navy of the United States 

protects the maritime oil transport channel, which benefits many oil importing and exporting countries, 

including China. But for China, it is difficult to entrust such important issues as oil security to the U.S.-led 

international system, global oil companies, and unstable oil exporters (Downs, 2006).  

(3) Geopolitical factors. The U.S. energy strategy has global characteristics. In addition to ensuring its 

own energy security, it also takes into account the energy security of its allies. It is hoped that by controlling 

major oil and gas producing areas and oil and gas transportation routes, the U.S. will control and influence its 

allies and other countries in the world to serve its global strategy and maintain its world hegemony (Xu & Li, 

2010, p. 3). The United States is worried that China’s influence on the energy producing areas and energy 

channels will gradually expand with China’s “One Belt One Road” initiative, thereby affecting the US’s 

influence in these areas (Zhou, 2013, p. 2). With China’s growing influence in the Middle East, Central Asia, 

Africa and Latin America, the United States regards China as a competitor in these regions. 
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(4) Technology export restrictions. China and the United States have great potential for cooperation in 

clean energy. Because of China’s lack of independent innovation in clean energy development, it hopes to 

import clean energy equipment and core technologies from the United States. The high-tech export control 

regulations of the United States restrict the technical cooperation in the field of clean energy between China 

and the United States, which has caused great obstacles to the cooperation between Chinese and American 

enterprises. The key to Sino-US cooperation in clean energy technology is the transfer of core technologies. But 

the United States is more likely to export energy products or specific application technologies directly than to 

transfer core technologies (Zhang, 2014).  

Promoting Sino-US Clean Energy Cooperation 

Under the background of economic globalization, energy and environment have become global issues. It is 

difficult for China or the United States alone to effectively promote the development of energy-saving, 

emission reduction or low-carbon economy. Only when China and the United States work together on the basis 

of complementary advantages can the current energy and climate problems be effectively solved (Zhou & Yang, 

2013). In recent years, China and the United States have more common interests in the field of energy and 

climate, with stronger bilateral complementarity and broader prospects for cooperation. In the new historical 

period, it is necessary for China and the United States to put forward specific ideas and effective ways to 

deepen Sino-US energy cooperation and promote Sino-US clean energy cooperation. 

(1) To improve and establish a new Sino-US energy and environment cooperation mechanism. Under the 

background of globalization, international mechanism is an effective way to achieve cooperation under anarchy. 

The existing bilateral energy and climate cooperation mechanism between China and the United States has 

made Sino-US energy cooperation more transparent, predictable, and legitimate. The cooperation between 

China and the United States in the field of energy and climate should be designed and arranged as a whole in 

the overall situation of Sino-US relations, making it a positive factor for the further healthy development of 

Sino-US relations (Tang, 2009b).  

(2) To foster mutual trust in the field of energy and environment. Mutual trust in energy and environment 

cooperation between China and the United States needs to be gradually fostered in the process of energy 

cooperation practice. First of all, the two countries should upgrade the new level of dialogue on mutual trust, 

institutionalize the practice of meeting the leaders of the two countries on multilateral occasions such as the 

Group of 20 and APEC, and make good use of existing intergovernmental dialogue and communication 

mechanisms. Secondly, in order to create a new situation of pragmatic cooperation, the United States should 

take positive steps to ease restrictions on exports of high-tech products to China and promote a more balanced 

development of trade and investment structure between the two countries. Thirdly, in order to establish a new 

mode of interaction between major powers, the two sides should maintain close coordination and cooperation 

on international and regional hot issues (Qilu Evening News, 2013), and strengthen cooperation in the field of 

energy and climate. The both sides should strengthen policy dialogue and coordination, deepen cooperation, 

and jointly safeguard energy security of the two countries and the world. 

(3) To strengthen communication and risk control in the geopolitical field. With the acceleration of 

China’s military modernization, the enhancement of military strength, the eastward shift of the strategic focus 

of the United States as well as its adjustment of military deployment in the Asia-Pacific region, the risk of 

military friction or conflict between China and the United States has been rising, which needs to be contained 
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(Nie & Qian, 2012). Strengthening communication, eliminating misjudgments, controlling potential risks, and 

establishing new military relations have become the top priorities for maintaining healthy and stable 

development of Sino-US relations. 

(4) To expand the scale of cooperation and deepen the level of cooperation to promote the healthy 

development of Sino-US energy and environment relations. The United States has advanced technology, 

mature system, and abundant funds in the field of energy. In terms of practical energy technology, clean energy, 

new energy, energy-saving technology, management system, construction of relevant laws and regulations, and 

market mechanism, it can provide China with collaboration in capital, technology, and management, which is 

of a huge market potential. At present, the potential of Sino-US energy and environment cooperation has not 

been fully exploited, and it is expected to become a new growth point of Sino-US economic and trade 

cooperation. China and the United States should transfer from the strategic level to the technical level, such as 

energy technology, energy efficiency, and so on, and implement the cooperation between enterprises; transfer 

from theoretical discussion to the construction of practical action; and expand the scope of cooperation to 

include joint efforts to reduce environmental pollution (Tang, 2009c).  

Conclusion 

Recently, China and the United States have maintained close communication in the field of clean energy. 

The dialogue mechanism of China-US clean energy cooperation has been continuously improved; the 

multilateral mechanism has achieved remarkable results; the government and enterprises have jointly 

participated, and the scope of cooperation has been more comprehensive. However, there are some factors 

restricting Sino-US clean energy cooperation, which include political system and ideology factors, lack of 

mutual trust, geopolitics, policy, and other factors. In the new historical period, China and the United States 

should overcome the restrictions and deepen energy cooperation, strengthen policy dialogue and coordination, 

promote new-type clean energy cooperation, and jointly safeguard world energy security. 
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