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B eing the leading non-gov-
ernmental environmental 
body in the United States, 
today’s Environmental 

Defense Fund bears little resem-
blance to the fl edgling organization 
founded by scientists in the 1960s.

We’ve always based our policies 
on the best available science, and we 
were the fi rst environmental group 
to hire economists to help solve 
environmental problems. Guided by 
both science and economics, we fi nd 

practical and last-
ing solutions to 
the most serious 
environmental 
problems.

With this foun-
dation, the EDF 
has recognized 
that the priorities 
we focus on — 
oceans, climate, 
ecosystems, and 
health — tran-

scend national boundaries. These are 
truly global problems.

The EDF’s path toward interna-
tionalization refl ects the changes 
around the world. With the globaliza-
tion of information, transportation, 
and the economy, all of us are now 
connected to one another. The EDF 
itself has transformed from a US 
domestic organization to an interna-
tional nonprofi t with nine o;  ces in 
the US and international o;  ces in 
Beijing, Shanghai, London and La 
Paz. We truly believe it is critical to 
think global and act locally.

Today, many of the world’s most 
severe environmental problems 
cannot be solved without coopera-
tion between China and the United 
States. US President Barack Obama 
and Chinese President Xi Jinping 
recognized this when they both 
announced national commitments to 
control carbon emissions in Novem-
ber at the Asia-Pacifi c Economic 
Cooperation meeting in Beijing.

In recent years, many Chinese 
enterprises have ramped up their 
foreign investments at an increasing 
pace. China is likely to become a net 
capital exporter soon. The formation 
of the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank is more than tangible 
evidence. The result is that China is a 
strong global economic power exert-
ing an increasingly strong infl uence 
on the environment.

Chinese companies, investment, 
and culture are all going abroad. 
We have to ask — should Chinese 
environmental organizations cross 
boundaries as well?

Since the EDF and many other for-
eign environmental groups can work 
in China, the answer is a defi nite yes.

The internationalization of Chi-
nese NGOs should be an important 
adjunct to China’s One Belt, One 
Road initiative, a trade and infra-
structure program inspired by 
ancient Silk Road trading routes. 
Many of the countries along these 
paths would benefi t from sharing 
China’s experiences of grappling 

with environmental problems. China 
knows all too well the problems and 
costs of pursuing development with-
out regard for the environment.

We recognize that, for both the US 
and China, we do not have all of the 
answers, but perhaps our eC orts and 
experience could help others to more 
quickly progress in environmental 
protection. The exploration of Chi-
nese social groups’ path toward inter-
nationalization is an urgent task. 
China has an important environmen-
tal story to tell.

The EDF has established a strong 
strategic partnership with the China 
Association for NGO Cooperation, 
and the association itself is a great 
example to share. One of the associa-
tion’s primary missions is to act as a 
bridge between foreign funders and 
Chinese NGOs focused on poverty 
alleviation in remote parts of the 
country. Acting as an umbrella orga-
nization for these smaller NGOs, the 
association helps mobilize funding, 
build capacity, and provide back-
o;  ce services to promote eC ective 
project management.

One Belt, One Road oC ers great 
prospects for economic progress 
for many people, and I believe 
it can and should also become a 
vehicle for environmental progress. 
Progress also means incorporating 
environmental lessons that China 
has learned the hard way, so that it 
becomes a green belt and road. Trade 
and investment are the vehicles for 
this progress. These powerful engines 
of change should also be the vehicles 
for environmental progress.

Another idea that others could pro-
ductively adopt is the model oC ered 
by the China Council for Interna-
tional Cooperation on Environment 
and Development.

The council was founded more 
than 20 years ago with an express 
mission to accelerate the sharing of 
best environmental practices from 
around the world with the Chinese 
government. Chinese and foreign 
members collect evidence and expe-
rience and make recommendations 
personally to the premier. This is a 
smart way to get advice.

Perhaps this could be part of the 
government’s outreach about One 
Belt, One Road; seed environment 
and development councils along the 
routes.

China’s new basic environmen-
tal law, which took eC ect on Jan 1, 
holds other important lessons. For 
example, the country has learned 
that it has to get incentives right. The 
prior law capped fi nancial penalties 
at artifi cially low levels — way below 
what it would cost to control emis-
sions. What did businesses do? They 
paid the small fi nes and continued to 
pollute.

Chongqing was a pioneer in test-
ing fi nancial penalties without caps, 
penalties that ran cumulatively from 
the day of violation to the day of 
compliance. Companies there now 
recognize it is cheaper to control pol-
lution, and they do. This story can 
potentially help others avoid a long 
period of expensive learning in the 
form of unnecessary environmental 
damage like China has endured.

This kind of systematic thinking is 
important for environmental prog-
ress.

Here again, some of China’s 
recent experience is instructive. In 
November, the APEC meeting in Bei-
jing witnessed not only the climate 
announcements, but also the birth of 
a green supply chain network in the 
Asia-Pacifi c region. The green supply 
chain uses the market power of buy-
ers to require suppliers to adopt envi-
ronmental performance targets. What 
if all of the Chinese companies going 
abroad took this onboard as corporate 
policy? The values of corporate social 
responsibility can make this an engine 
for green transformation.  

The NGOs and think tanks work-
ing on the green supply chain in 
China can use this initiative to 
ensure investments made outside the 
country help advance environmental 
protection. Here, environmental con-
ditionality on bank lending would be 
a powerful policy for the new Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank to 
avoid locking the region into sig-
nifi cant increases in greenhouse gas 
emissions.

This is all fertile ground for Chi-
nese NGOs. We need more voices 
around the world in support of 
environmental protection. We hope 
to hear more Chinese voices raised 
to support and help develop a green 
belt and road.

The author is president of the Envi-
ronmental Defense Fund. The views 
do not necessarily refl ect those of 
China Daily.
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