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DESPITE ENORMOUS CHALLENGES, THE TWO
POWERS HAVE DEMONSTRATED THAT
COUNTRIES CAN MAKE HUGE PROGRESS ON
CLIMATE CHANGE IN A MATTER OF MONTHS.
NOW, THEY WILL HAVE TO PROVE THAT THEY
CAN MAINTAIN THIS RAPID PACE 

HIS PAST JANUARY the United States saw the end of the
Trump administration’s four year assault on the Obama admin-
istration’s domestic and international climate achievements,
especially the complete withdrawal from the landmark Paris
Agreement on climate change. Japan, for its part, was resisting
pressure to raise its national climate targets into alignment with
the goals of the Paris Agreement and to stop building or financ-
ing new coal power plants at home or abroad. Since then, a sea
change has taken place, and no country in the world has raised
its national climate change ambition more than the United
States and Japan have.
The catalyst for this shift was the election of President Biden,
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who campaigned and won on the most ambitious set of climate
priorities of any candidate in US history. Japan changed lead-
ership during this period as well—from Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe to Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga— but that transition
occurred within the same political party and maintained the
same governing coalition, making it more difficult to assess ex-
actly how much Japan’s approach to climate would have been
different in the context of a new US administration had Prime
Minister Abe remained in power.

A FUNDAMENTAL CHANGE OF VISION
Regardless, the period between January 20, the day of President
Biden’s inauguration, and April 22, the day that President
Biden held a virtual meeting of the leaders of all of the world’s
major economies and other key actors for a global Climate
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Summit, saw a complete transformation in the role of climate
in both countries —domestically, bilaterally and multilaterally. 
In the United States, this included rejoining the Paris Agree-
ment and establishing a bold new target of reducing greenhouse
gas emissions by 50-52 percent from 2005 levels by 2030—a
substantial increase from the country’s prior commitment of
cutting emissions by 26-28 percent. President Biden also signed
an executive order that included steps to end international fi-
nancing of carbon-intensive fossil fuel-based energy and
launched a whole-of-government approach to climate change,
with every office and agency—from State to Treasury, from En-
ergy to Trade—charged with elevating and advancing the issue. 
Japan, likewise, was moving quickly to elevate its climate am-
bition. At the Climate Leaders Summit, Prime Minister Suga
grabbed headlines with his announcement that Japan would
increase its own 2030 emission reduction target from 26 per-
cent below 2013 levels to 46 percent and “with strong efforts”
reach 50 percent. Moreover, Japan was the last of  the G7 coun-
tries to be actively building coal plants domestically and
abroad. But just a week after President Biden’s Leaders Summit
on Climate, Japan canceled its last domestic coal power project
and the following month, together with G7 partners, vowed to
stop coal financing abroad by the end of this year. 
Climate was also interwoven with the Biden administration’s
top foreign policy efforts to rebuild and strengthen its relation-
ships with allies and partners, including Japan. This was evident
early on when the leader-level statement issued on March 12
by the “Quad”—comprised of Japan, India, Australian and the
US—identified climate change as a central feature of their
broader Indo-Pacific strategy. 

THE PROSPECTS FOR THE US-JAPAN CLIMATE 
PARTNERSHIP
With their climate ambitions now clearly defined and anchored
at the highest political level, the next phase has begun. 
TURNING PROMISES INTO REALITY. One critical test of the part-
nership is its focus on achieving  these new targets and
goals. For the United States, the Biden administration’s
American Jobs Plan identifies the critical tools and invest-
ments that are needed to ramp up clean energy deployment,
increase vehicle electrification, decarbonize the building
sector, invest in clean manufacturing and critical land and
water resources. Winning Congressional support for this
package—or as much as is possible—is the near-term high-
est priority. 
Japan, for its part, needs to revise its Basic Energy Plan this
year so that it is consistent with the country’s enhanced 2030
climate target. This will require making difficult decisions
about the role of nuclear energy, ramping up renewable
power in the near-term, assessing the role of hydrogen and
more. In addition, the government will need to close the re-
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Climate Fund, as well as the mobilization of new public and
private resources. 

ACCELERATING THE CLEAN ENERGY TRANSITION IN SOUTHEAST
ASIA AND ACROSS THE INDO-PACIFIC. While B3W must be
able to compete globally, the US and Japan can have an es-
pecially positive impact on Southeast Asia, where electric-
ity demand is growing at one of the fastest rates in the
world. It is also one of the few regions where coal capacity
has been expanding, with nearly 20 GW of new coal-fired
generating capacity under construction. With a growing
need for new infrastructure development, there is an oppor-
tunity to shift the energy future of the region by phasing out
investments in fossil fuels. Japan is particularly well-posi-
tioned in this respect, as it has been working to increase in-
frastructure project development in Southeast Asia, despite
China’s massive investments in the region.
The US and Japan can also work together to shape the fu-
ture of global infrastructure development on an even wider
regional scale. The “U.S.-Japan Climate Partnership on
Ambition, Decarbonization, and Clean Energy,” launched
in June, will have a particular focus on driving net-zero
emissions in the Indo-Pacific. The partnership will promote
the development of climate friendly infrastructure and the
flow of public-private capital toward climate-aligned activ-
ities. With several highly vulnerable countries in the region
—including small island developing states like Fiji, East
Timor, and the Maldives—Japan and the US will need to
ensure that resilience is at the heart of these new projects.
Ultimately, while enormous challenges remain, the US and
Japan have demonstrated that countries can make signifi-
cant progress on climate change in a matter of months when
the will and determination is there—now they need to show
that their pace of progress can be maintained until the cli-
mate crisis is, at last, under control.
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maining loopholes in its official external coal financing pol-
icy to ensure that it lives up to its global commitment. 

BUILDING GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAINS IN CLEAN ENERGY AND AD-
VANCING TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION. Boosting reliable
and sustainable clean energy supply chains will be essential
to meet the word’s climate goals. In a recent report on crit-
ical minerals, the International Energy Agency warned that
the desire to improve the global climate might be limited
by the lack of critical materials. As an example, global de-
mand for lithium, a critical material for electric vehicle bat-
teries, is expected to double by 2024. But with limited
international coordination and key supply chains concen-
trated in just a few nations, clean energy supply chains re-
main vulnerable. Indeed, in recent months, COVID-19
caused severe global semi-
conductor shortages, and
with most manufacturing
capacity located in main-
land China and Taiwan,
the global semiconductor
supply chain  is susceptible
to further disruption and
geopolitical tension.
Recognizing these threats,
Japan and the US launched
a new Competitiveness and
Resilience  Partnership with
a particular focus on sensi-
tive supply chains, including
semiconductors, which play
a key role in clean energy
technologies. The two
countries will work together
to lead sustainable, green
global economic growth and increase cooperation in clean
energy innovation, development, and deployment. As gov-
ernments around the world are beginning to put their
climate pledges into action, enhanced global cooperation
on stable supply chains and innovation will be essential.

CREATING A CLEAN ALTERNATIVE TO CHINA’S BELT AND ROAD
INITIATIVE (BRI). China is by far the largest financer of coal
and high-carbon infrastructure. According to researchers at
the Global Development Policy Center, “Chinese policy
banks provided close to half a trillion dollars in develop-
ment finance to foreign governments from 2008-2019,
nearly matching the World Bank’s lending in the same pe-
riod.” Moreover, from 2000-2019, its two global policy
banks issued almost USD 52 billion for coal projects around
the world. 

There simply is no justification for this high carbon invest-
ment in the light of the deep decarbonization that needs to
occur over the next decade and through 2050 to keep
global temperatures from shooting far beyond the goal of
the Paris Agreement and the 1.5 degree Celsius of global
warming that the International Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) has warned is a critical threshold. Yet, despite grow-
ing international opposition to polluting infrastructure pro-
jects, China has failed to announce any timeline for
phasing out its support for coal plants abroad or other in-
frastructure investments that undermine clean and sustain-
able economic growth.
Now with Japan, along with the US and Korea, having re-
cently pledged to end the financing of overseas coal finance,
China is isolated in this practice. The US and Japan can

and must work together and
with partners to ramp up pres-
sure on China to steer a differ-
ent course by using their
influence and voting power in
international institutions and
fora, such as at the World
Bank and in the G20. They
also could elevate the issue in
the run up to the UN Climate
Change Conference (COP26)
in Glasgow this November.
At the same time, however,
the US and Japan also need to
develop a cleaner develop-
ment pathway and make avail-
able alternative financing to
the countries that are cur-
rently turning to China for
this investment. The good

news is that some of the groundwork has been laid. In 2019,
the US, together with Japan and Australia, launched the
Blue Dot Network, which aims to certify infrastructure in-
vestments to ensure that they are environmentally and so-
cially sustainable. 
Though the initiative has been largely dormant, it has gath-
ered momentum under the Biden administration. In June,
the US, Japan, and G7 partners went even further and
launched the Build Back Better World (B3W), a new part-
nership “to help narrow the $40+ trillion infrastructure
need in the developing world.” Now they have to develop
and implement a strategy for the B3W so that it can truly
compete with the BRI (China’s Belt and Road Initiative),
a feat that will require unprecedented levels of strategic co-
operation with international financial institutions such as
the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and Green
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