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China’s energy demand: Political, economic, and 
environmental implications, and its relationship to 
Canada’s oil sands

Background: China’s energy  nationalism
In October of  1949, following a bloody 

and arduous civil war, the People’s Republic 
of  China came into existence under 
the leadership of  Mao Zedong. China’s 
bureaucratic structures and economic 
systems were modeled after the Soviet Union’s 
centrally controlled government.5 Within this 
central government, “a web of  constantly 
changing bureaucratic agencies controlled 
planning, production, and distribution in the 
energy sector.”6 The Ministry of  Petroleum 
Industry was one of  these large agencies 
that dealt with extracting, distributing, 
and using petroleum.   The agencies’ plans 
focused primarily on short-term economic 
goals at the expense of  long-term economic 
responsibility and prosperity, as, “ideology, 
rather than economic development, 
dictated the institutional structure...
favour[ing] institutional simplifi cation and 
consolidation.”7 In summary, the fi ve year 
plans defi ned China’s nation-building and 
energy policy for the next three decades. 

Spurred by rapid population and 
economic growth as well as a shortage of  
domestic energy supplies, China began 
to open its door to outside markets and 
reformed its economic system during the 
1980’s.8 This market liberalization of  sorts 

would provide its energy sector room for 
autonomy. The once amalgamated Ministry 
of  Petroleum Industry was split into 
three organizations. The China National 
Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC), 
held the rights to the exploration for and, 
development, production, and sale of  
petroleum in predetermined offshore zones, 
and directed international cooperation in 
offshore petroleum development.9 The 
China National Petrochemical Corporation 
(Sinopec) was established to utilize 
petroleum and natural gas for production 
of  oil products, synthetic materials, and 
organic raw materials.10 Lastly, the China 
National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 
focused on domestic petroleum exploration 
and the production and management of  
onshore petroleum development.11 The 
central government’s move to diversify and 
loosen regulations represented “the fi rst time 
that the central government tried to remove 
[direct] government control of  production 
in any of  the energy sub sectors.”12 This 
foreshadows China’s economic and, 
more specifi cally, energy strategies and 
consequently, its eventual emergence as a 
legitimate world power. 

By 1993, China lacked suffi cient 
indigenous energy supplies to sustain 

economic growth and began to import oil.13

Though China still operated under one-party 
rule, a newly open approach to free markets 
and the erstwhile preponderant role of  state-
owned enterprises in domestic and now 
foreign economic affairs14 exemplifi ed an 
indiscriminate economic transformation that 
at present, remains intact. The importation 
of  energy resources was part of  China’s shift 
toward free-market economics representing 
a momentous transition in China’s economic 
policy and as it turned out, the harmonious 
relationship that thus developed between 
socialist policy and capitalist apparatus 
appears unique to China, and has proven 
to be immensely successful with regard to 
economic growth. Today, in fact, China is the 
world’s second largest importer of  oil, has 
the fastest growing automobile market, and 
is unequivocally the largest importer of  raw 
materials such as aluminum, coal, copper, 
iron ore, nickel, and steel.15 This translates 
to a heightened need for energy sources 
moving forward.  CNPC alone “is currently 
operating eighty upstream projects with 
over 80 million tons of  oil operated in 29 
countries, spearheading the country’s drive 
of  energy expansion as a fl agship globally.”16

As several experts and scholars have noted, 
this transition has occurred in an almost 
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organic sense, devoid of  a concrete master 
plan.17 Moving forward, however, China will 
need to address several materializations that 
could threaten the rate of  its economic surge. 
Among these is the realization that declining 
birthrates (due to China’s one child policy) 
18 and a rising middle-class calling for higher 
wages and affordable housing19 “could 
rapidly translate into higher production 
costs and lessened competitiveness of  
products abroad.”20 Such corollaries could 
prove burdensome given that the current 
state of  China’s economic development is 
one that is resource and energy intensive.21 
That is, “since China is still in the stage of  
on-going urbanization and industrialization, 
no major changes are likely for the overall 
trend of  energy demand growth and energy 
structure.”22 

Sigfrido Caceres Burgos, a specialist 
in international development, political 
economy, and foreign affairs, suggests 
that China should eventually re-organize 
its economy and look to the West for 
guidance, as “the post-industrial economies 
of  the West, along with Japan and South 
Korea, have been able, through innovation, 
technological improvements and steep 
learning curves”23 to better diversify their 
economies by utilizing a variety of  energy 
sources.24  

The Chinese government sees the 
aforementioned Western path as incongruent 
with their current national agenda. While 
Western states have previously undergone 
a process of  industrialization, China is 
currently in the heart of  this task. In part, 
China’s push for “energy nationalism,”25 
a term that depicts China’s aim to pursue, 
secure, and protect both domestic and 
foreign energy resources, reflects a historic 
theme of  national shame and humiliation,26 
stemming from a period of  intervention 
and imperialism by the Western powers and 
Japan spanning from circa 1839 to the mid-
twentieth century. There exists a “salient 
notion of  the rightful position of  China in 
world affairs [that] continues to penetrate 
and inform Chinese foreign policy.”27 This 
includes its pursuit of  energy wherein 
a transformation of  humiliation into 
vindication, even salvation, remains a top 
priority in Chinese nationalism as a whole.28 
This includes, “ensuring that the economy 
has sufficient energy to sustain growth...
and [taking] measures directed at raising 
energy supply rather than constraining 
energy demand.”29 In particular, Beijing 
puts a premium on energy security as a 
protective measure to ensure its industrial 
and economic growth.

An example of  China’s pursuit of  energy 
nationalism can be seen in its recent oil 
stockpiling. China sees this as an integral step 

in guaranteeing security (both economic and 
socio-political) in the event of  a financial or 
political crisis such as the 2008 stock market 
crash or potential disruption in supply from 
foreign markets, respectively.30 The goal is to 
secure over 700 million barrels of  oil, roughly 
the equivalent to the U.S. Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve.31 Moreover, China has looked to 
the Arctic as a means of  securing its energy 
interests, resource extraction, and maritime 
shipping opportunities.32 China is currently 
building the most advanced ice-breaking 
machinery and ice-strengthened bulk carriers 
and tankers capable of  Arctic navigation.33 
As a Northern Hemisphere country affected 
by Arctic warming, and a permanent member 
of  the UN Security Council, China opines 
that its involvement in this realm (for future 
shipping opportunities, potential resource 
extraction, etc.) is indispensable.34  

China’s securing of  resources, however, 
has split the international community. 
Although necessary in maintaining and 
growing its economy, Western states have 
characterized China’s foreign energy policies 
as predatory. While there may be some 
truth to this assertion, one could argue that 
China’s actions have been no less predatory 
than its Western counterparts of  the past 
century. Moreover, there is some evidence 
that suggests China should have a sense 
of  responsibility and pragmatism where 
securing of  resources abroad is concerned. 
Some Western states have implied that 
liberal approaches to securing resources 
through international agreements and trade 
are superior in promoting international 
peace and economic growth.35 China 
has been denounced in some circles for 
dealing in secrecy, having a lack of  regard 
for good governance in partner countries, 
insufficient enmeshing with and leveraging 
of  international institutions to tackle global 
threats, and staying silent in relation to 
regional tensions and armed conflicts.36 

However, there is a large body of  
evidence that suggests otherwise. For 
instance, the China-Central Asia natural gas 
pipeline system built in 2009 demonstrated 
that, despite the numerous social and 
security issues in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
and Turkmenistan, China was able to 
leverage multilateral trade and investment 
protection frameworks, such as the Energy 
Charter Treaty, to pursue favorable bilateral 
arrangements and development projects 
with these neighbors.37 Furthermore, by 
dealing with traditionally demarcated ‘rouge 
states,’ China has created and developed 
new markets, increased the amount of  total 
global oil production, and lowered costs 
across the board.38 Additionally, China has 
begun to build a reputation of  promoting aid 
and development abroad through its energy 

policy worldwide. For instance, drafting and 
implementation of  the Beijing Consensus 
has been advantageous to and has made 
tremendous strides in Africa and Latin 
America. The Beijing Consensus was:

 
…an economic strategy that outlines 
China’s push for down-to-earth 
pragmatic concern with serving 
the people, constant trial and error 
experimentation, gradual reform 
rather than neo-liberal economic 
shock therapy, a strong and pro-
development state, selective cultural 
borrowing of  foreign ideas, and a 
pattern of  implementing easy reforms 
first, difficult ones later39 

Accordingly, in several African nations, 
China has made a commitment that is long-
term, planned, and strategic, “delivered 
through aid, direct investments in multiple 
sectors, technological transfers, bilateral 
trade agreements, and special economic 
zones.”40 This, of  course, is not to suggest 
that current Sino-energy policies are 
completely benevolent, but rather that the 
aforementioned accusations of  predatory 
practices are perhaps a bit bold. Burgos is 
more optimistic: 

The rise of  China, and the leaps of  
other emerging market economies, 
can be a political opportunity to 
advocate for redistribution policies 
that favour developing countries, 
especially of  well governed, resource 
rich countries wishing to, tactfully and 
orderly, penetrate export markets in a 
sustainable fashion...[because] after 
all, Beijing’s experiments have lifted 
millions of  Chinese out of  poverty 
and they believe that the application 
of  these same tools can help African 
countries to develop.41

Ultimately, a characterization of  Chinese 
energy policy as being anything less than 
scrupulous contains a lingering Cold War 
bitterness42 that feels, in this author’s opinion, 
antiquated.

Chinese Energy’s Impact on the 
Environment   

Most imperative to the discussion of  
Chinese energy pursuits is, of  course, the 
environment.  Historically, there have been 
instances (in the Western context) where a 
concern for the health and maintenance 
of  our natural surroundings has been little 
more than an afterthought. As the world’s 
largest energy consumer, China’s current 
and future economic growth has profound 
implications regarding the preservation of  
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the environment. That said, perhaps China 
does not have the same luxury as the West; it 
cannot grow now and deal with the aftermath 
later, but rather must address such pertinent 
environmental issues in real time.  Steven 
Tsang, professor of  contemporary Chinese 
studies and director of  the China Policy 
Institute at the University of  Nottingham, 
explains that, in the Chinese context, 
“while adverse climate change impacts 
are increasingly recognized as a threat, the 
negative impact on economic development 
[protective environmental measures would 
entail] is still the over-riding priority.”43 The 
worsening air and water pollution and rapidly 
rising carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions that 
have plagued the Chinese landscape have 
been seen by many analysts as a regrettable 
but inevitable cost of  the country’s economic 
rise.44 To change this, there would presumably 
need to be a complete regulatory overhaul of  
many of  China’s economic sectors. This of  
course, would be incongruent with growth 
and the current agenda.

In particular, the domestic use of  coal 
has largely contributed to the problem. 
Coal is cheap (14 to 27 times cheaper than 
oil) and abundant (114.5 billion tonnes of  
recoverable domestic coal) in China.45 Coal 
must be burned and processed in order 
to harness its energy potential. Doing so 
releases CO2 into the atmosphere, which 
is toxic to the respiratory, nervous, and 
cardiovascular systems, and leads to the 
acceleration of  global warming.46  The 
ubiquitous and ominous smog that covers 
many of  China’s major urban centres caused 
by CO2 emissions, was found in one study to 
potentially cut life expectancy by five years.47 
This is, of  course, distressing and deplorable 
socially as well as environmentally. 

Coal, like oil and natural gas, is categorized 
as a fossil fuel.  At present, transitioning from 
these types of  energy sources to renewable 
energy ones has found little success and in 
the past, has not received much support 
from government and industry due to a 
lack of  financial incentives.48 Lucia Green-
Weiskel, with the Innovation Center for 
Energy and Transportation, a Beijing based 
non-profit think tank concerned with clean 
transportation, sustainable development, 
and carbon management, outlines three 
considerable recent developments that 
indicate that China may continue to be heavily 
reliant on these fossil fuels. First, the current 
administration led by Xi Jinping has moved 
away from the conservation-orientated 
approach favored by his predecessor, Hu 
Jintao “toward a model marked by increased 
privatization, including tax cuts for private 
enterprises, relaxed political controls, 
programs to boost domestic consumption 
and intensified resource exploitation.”49 

Second, The International Energy Agency 
has reported that discoveries of  shale gas 
combined with new drilling technologies will 
make the United States the world’s largest oil 
producer by 2020, which will open up new 
and vast Middle Eastern and Central Asian 
reserves to China.50 Third, a recent increase 
in sales of  larger gas-powered vehicles in 
China has stymied the development of  
electric-powered vehicles, which at one time 
had a most promising future.51 Additionally, 
as we have seen, China represents the world’s 
largest manufacturing-for-export market 
and, as such, each ‘Made in China’ product 
contains oil either directly or indirectly.52 
As such, the need for oil is imperative to 
the sustenance and development of  the 
Chinese economy, obviated by the fact that 
‘Made in China’ export products accounted 
for over 80 million tonnes of  oil, with the 
majority stemming from the manufacturing 
of  communication equipment, computers, 
and other electronics in 2011.53  

However, one thing is certain: China, 
in its delicate balance of  economy and 
environment, “cannot afford to do what 
the West did: grow fast now and clean up 
its mess later”54 for it operates at present, in 
a socio-political-economic climate where a 
process of  rapid industrialization must take 
into account the health of  the planet. Of  
course, this is easier said than done. China’s 
reliance on fossil fuels alone indicates 
immense challenges.

The situation may not be not all 
bleak, however. Indeed, there is cause to 
be optimistic that China has made and 
will continue to make commitments to 
environmental preservation.  Robert Marks, 
a Chinese historian, explains there is a 
long-standing history in China concerning 
“the idea that political authority has a 
fundamental responsibility for maintaining 
a harmonious relationship between society 
and environment.”55 This sentiment has 
been actuated, in recent decades, at least to a 
degree. In 1973, China held its first National 
Conference on Environmental Protection.  In 
1978, Chinese leaders incorporated a concern 
for the environment in its constitution, and 
in 2000, the Chinese government included 
environmental protection and sustainable 
development as objectives in its official 
economic strategy.56 In fact, the ratification 
of  the Energy Conservation Law (2008) 
has led to the implementation of  over 
164 conservation activities to “promote 
energy saving efforts in [Chinese] society...
increase energy efficiency and protect the 
environment.”57 Among the measures taken 
thus far include: a commitment to reduce 
energy consumption per gross domestic 
product unit by 13%, or 800 million tonnes 
of  CO2 by 2020,58 a concerted effort to 

develop wind and solar technology,59 the 
construction of  energy efficient ‘green 
buildings’ translating to a reduction of  up to 
700 metric tonnes of  CO2 emissions and up 
to 300 million tonnes of  oil by 2030,60 a move 
toward a carbon emission trading scheme,61 a 
rise in electricity prices for energy-intensive 
industries,62 and an imposed tariff  system 
ranging from 5 to 10  percent on 142 export 
goods classified as energy intensive.63 Such 
efforts (in theory) demonstrate China’s 
political apparatus as being in tune with 
modern realities. Given the evidence cited 
thus far, this move towards a concern for the 
environment may be in reality a perception, 
a political gesture. Compared to many 
industrialized nations, it seems to be in a 
stage of  infancy. This is a topic of  research 
that must be followed closely over the 
coming decades. At present, there is no easy 
solution. A complete desertion of  fossil fuels 
in the energy sector is unrealistic. As long as 
coal, oil, and natural gas remain abundant 
and economically feasible, China (and the 
rest of  the world) will use them.  

A New Source of  Energy: Canada’s Oil 
Sands

China’s insatiable appetite for 
energy has and continues to dictate its 
economic, political, and, to a lesser extent, 
environmental policies. We have noted that 
the Chinese government has indiscriminately 
sought out and secured its interests globally. 
Doing so has shown in many ways a 
prioritization of  China’s economy over a 
concern for the environment. Canada is one 
example of  this particular and keen interest. 
China recognizes that potential Canadian 
energy exports could satisfy a large portion 
of  its oil and natural gas needs. This is 
because, at present, “Canada is experiencing 
a dramatic revolution in its hydrocarbon 
sector.”64 In fact, the Canadian Association 
of  Petroleum Producers forecasts a doubling 
of  oil production by 2030, reaching almost 
seven million barrels per day.65 In large part, 
this is due to the discovery of  the Alberta 
oil sands (having the potential to produce 5.3 
million barrels of  oil per day) and vast shale 
formations (holding an estimated 16 trillion 
cubic metres of  recoverable shale gas) that 
have been developed and functioning since 
the late 1960’s. As such, China has made 
substantial investments in Canada’s oil 
sector.66 PetroChina, China’s largest oil and 
gas producer and distributor holds shares in 
both shale gas blocks and oil sands projects, 
CNOOC acquired Canadian energy firm 
Nexen in 2013, and Sinopec has spent 
roughly seven billion dollars in Canada’s 
energy industry.67 Moreover, Canada has 
a particular need to export abroad as it is 
currently being squeezed out of  the U.S. 
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market due to the aforementioned ramp in 
U.S. domestic energy production.68 

The next plausible move for Canada is 
the construction of  pipelines. The proposed 
Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline, in 
particular, would travel 1,117 kilometres 
from the Alberta oil sands to the head of  an 
80 kilometre-long inlet known as the Douglas 
Channel in Kitimat, British Columbia.69 
Once constructed, “approximately 225 
tankers per year would be hauling 2-million-
barrel payloads to supply Asia’s awakening 
energy markets”70 at a rate of  over half  a 
million barrels of  bitumen (crude oil) per day 
to be refined primarily in China.71 Enbridge’s 
project (along with selling oil to China) has 
been touted by Canadian Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper as a “National Priority.”72 
There is no question, economically speaking, 
that selling Canadian oil to China could pay 
huge dividends. The Northern Gateway 
project alone, Enbridge claims, “would 
contribute $270 billion to Canada’s GDP 
over 30 years and pay taxes and royalties of  
$8 billion.”73 On a smaller scale, and over the 
past five years, oil-tankers have been leaving 
Kinder Morgan’s Vancouver terminal en 
route to Chinese processing refineries.74

While the Chinese government posits 
that Canada’s sale of  oil and natural gas 
is beneficial to both parties and is even 
imperative to China’s  growing demand for 
energy, there remains a strong opposition 
among Canadians, at least where the 
Northern Gateway is concerned. A coalition 
of  municipal governments, landowners, First 
Nations communities (notably the Carrier 
Sekani Tribal Council, a representative body 
comprised of  eight First Nations tribes from 
British Columbia), and environmentalists 
have aligned themselves against the project.75 
Troubled by BP’s Gulf  of  Mexico blowout 
and Enbridge’s own pipeline mishaps in 
the US, this coalition, writes Gary Park, a 
Canadian Correspondent with the Petroleum 
Economist, is vehemently opposed to the 
proposed overland pipelines and oil-tanker 
traffic that must navigate the treacherous 
waters off  the British Columbian coast.76 
So, not only has China endangered the 
environment domestically (burning of  
fossil fuels within its border), it likewise, 
through potential economic opportunities 
and trade with Canada, has opened up a 
whole new set of  environmental risks that 
could be devastating a world away across 
the Pacific Ocean. To be fair, the issue 
extends further than pipe malfunctions 
and tanker spills. Kirsten Zickfeld, assistant 
professor of  geography at Simon Fraser 
University, explains that the project will 
facilitate substantial greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions that will not only impede Canada 
from reaching targets established by the 

Copenhagen Accord, but will have adverse 
effects on global warming and thus also 
climate patterns77 while signaling a reliance 
on (and complacency over the use of) fossil 
fuels for the next century.78

Furthermore, Robyn Allan, a prominent 
Canadian economist, claims the project 
will actually hurt Canada’s economy. She 
explains that construction of  the Northern 
Gateway Pipeline will impose a two to 
three dollar price increase per barrel of  oil, 
leading to a reduction in total GDP, a loss 
of  competitive advantage found in having 
access to cheap energy feedstock, an increase 
in unemployment, a decline in government 
revenues, an increase in inflation, and an 
increase in interest rates, and it will put 
adverse pressure on Canadian citizens’ 
incomes.79 

There are also complex issues surrounding 
indigenous land use within the framework 
of  Canadian law that have yet to be fully 
resolved, and which have resulted in several 
organized protests, culminating with a march 
on Enbridge’s annual shareholder meeting in 
downtown Toronto in 2012.80 The Carrier 
Sekani maintain that their territorial and 
traditional rights are belied by the Enbridge 
application in the name of  potential economic 
opportunity.81 Representative members 
contend a solution may only be found 
through “reterritorializing the geographies 
of  resource development and environmental 
governance by stretching the geographic 
responsibilities of  Carrier law, and engaging 
companies and governments as subject to 
this traditional body of  law.”82 These are but 
a few examples of  the vigorous and steadfast 
opposition to the Northern Gateway 
Project. Nonetheless, they illustrate the 
fragmentation of  the project’s stakeholders 
and the various positions involved.

Conclusion
China needs energy now. It has 

experienced immense growth in a multitude 
of  ways. Its leviathan manufacturing sector 
and tremendous population will only 
continue to expand. With such growth, first 
and foremost, comes the need to achieve 
an intricate balancing act of  economic 
prosperity, securing of  interests abroad, 
political legitimacy, and environmental 
consciousness. The lynchpin is energy. 
The Chinese government should take 
the necessary steps to ensure that future 
generations’ and the environment’s well-
being are among its greatest priorities. 
Fortunately, China’s geo-political and 
newfound economic position puts it in an 
advantageous position to do so. China can 
look outward to the accomplishments of  
Western nations, yet it should likewise look 
inward and revel in the great leaps it has made 

in such a short time span. Conversely, Western 
countries should promote cooperation with 
the Chinese. They should open dialogues 
about sustainable energy development and 
socio-political harmony. Some Western 
nations may characterize China as closed or 
predatory yet these same nations adopted 
similar measures, if  not worse during their 
industrializing phases. The world’s energy 
resources are finite. This is exceedingly clear 
given the marriage of  supply and demand 
with world oil prices and economic growth. 
We should be just as cognizant of  the fact 
that our habitable environment is likewise 
finite. Given that the Chinese economy will in 
a few short years surpass the United States’, 
and that China is a permanent member of  
the UN Security Council, it finds itself  in a 
position to the lead in both the development 
of  and acclimation to new energy sources or 
strategies and environmental preservation.

China has been highly motivated in 
seeking out and securing energy sources as 
part of  a national policy so that it may meet 
the demand imposed by an unprecedented 
economic surge. The current administration, 
however, which operates in a political 
climate that holds nations responsible for 
their actions to a greater degree than in the 
past, can and must do more to ensure that 
the preservation of  the environment receives 
sufficient attention in their economic and 
political agenda. In the interim, China has 
a vested interest in Canada’s energy sector, 
most notably the Alberta Oil Sands. As we 
have discussed, Canada will become more 
heavily dependent on Asian export markets 
as its traditional energy partner, the United 
States, is forecasted to become near energy 
sufficient in the coming decades. So, the 
proposed Northern Gateway Pipeline 
represents a monumental centerpiece of  
an ongoing, mutually prosperous Chinese-
Canadian economic relationship. There is, 
of  course, a concerted opposition to the 
project; from environmental activism to 
economic protectionism, yet all signs point 
to the project being inevitable. With this, 
China has legitimated its goal of  securing 
energy sources abroad in a 21st century 
globalized economy as well as strengthened 
its ties with the West.
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