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11.1  Introduction

When comparing the geographies of China and the United States we note both 
countries are large, middle-latitude territories roughly the same size in area with a 
major ocean on the east and southeast flank. Yet there are key differences as China 
is enclosed on the southwest, west, and northwest by great mountains and basins. 
By contrast the U.S. has an ocean on its west which links it to Asia. These geo-
graphic realities have helped shaped the historical evolution of the two great coun-
tries. China is an ancient civilization and culture and today is on a rapid trajectory 
of economic growth and social change as it modernizes and urbanizes. It contains 
the world’s largest population of 1.35 billion. The U.S. is a relatively young country 
with a population of 314 million and has an advanced economic and technical sys-
tem, although today the country faces serious financial challenges owing to a recent 
period of excessive spending and inappropriate fiscal management.

China and the United States are the two largest economies in the world. China 
has the largest market in the world, while the United States has the most advanced 
technologies, which should provide very good conditions for Sino-US cooperation 
in science, technology and economy. The United States is among the countries with 
the largest per-capita energy consumption and exerts significant impact on global 
energy, environment and climate. China, perhaps the fastest growing economy, with 
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its huge population base, makes its total resource consumption, especially energy, 
rank top in the world. People are constantly concerned that China’s rapid develop-
ment will exhaust world resources and destroy the global environment. In different 
ways, China and the United States both exert substantial influence on global energy, 
environment and climate, and both are of critical importance to global sustainable 
development. How do geographic realities affect the outcomes of economic devel-
opment and technologic change in these two countries that impact the environment, 
climate change and energy usage, and what are the contributions of geographers 
in each country to the study and resolution of on-going and future problems and 
challenges?

Since the formal establishment of China-US diplomatic relations in 1979, we 
have seen significant efforts developed to realize solid cooperation between China 
and the US for sustainability. At the government-to-government level, cooperation 
on environment, energy and climate issues are the most valuable in terms of sus-
tainability, and also a significant part of the relationship between China and the US. 
Moreover, geographers from China and the US have been working on sustainability 
of environment and resources and other topics (Fan et al. 2003). However, as we 
shall see researchers and scholars in each country have employed varying method-
ologies and approaches derived from different academic and political traditions, 
although we now begin to see some evidence of the beginning of convergence es-
pecially among Chinese geographers who have completed their graduate education 
outside of China. In this chapter, the details of the cooperation at both government 
and academic levels shall be briefly summarized to discuss future efforts required.

11.2  Government-to-Government Cooperation

11.2.1  Cooperation in the Past

Since 1979 when the Sino-US diplomatic tie was formally established, some pe-
riodic characteristics emerged in Sino-US cooperation in fields like environment, 
energy and climate, which were closely related to the international political envi-
ronment and the diplomatic background of the two countries. In general, the coop-
eration in the above fields can be divided into four main periods: the starting period 
of cooperation in the 1980s, the temporary suspension period in the 1990s, and the 
re-development period after “9 · 11” and the accelerated development in the Obama 
period.

11.2.1.1  1980s: the Starting of Cooperation

From the establishment of the Sino-US diplomatic tie to the end of the 1980s, the 
Sino-US relationship evolved successfully in various fields. After the Third Plenary 
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Session of the Eleventh Central Committee (1978), China determined to focus on 
economic construction, implement the policy of reform and opening-up and ac-
tively introduce foreign capital and advanced foreign technologies and equipment. 
In doing this, it was willing to cooperate with developed countries including the 
United States. During this period, the Sino-US relationship was normalized. On 
the other hand, the US government supported China’s reform and opening-up, as 
the US realized the huge market potential in China and its economic and political 
benefits. The US invested heavily in China, provided advanced technologies and 
developed bilateral trade and an economic relationship.

During this period, the cooperation was mainly inter-governmental, and political 
interest surpassed economic interest. Both governments were very much enthused 
and actively created policy conditions for cooperation, reflected in the US govern-
ment’s relaxation of restriction on export of technologies to China and the Chinese 
government’s active implementation of reform and opening-up to create conditions 
for Sino-US cooperation. During the warming-up period, cooperation projects were 
limited, at a smaller scale and less deep level. China was at the starting period 
of reform and opening-up; its environmental awareness and energy demands were 
limited and the extent of opening-up was not large. The US interest in China was 
more from strategic need, and cooperation in environmental protection was not a 
key issue in the Sino-US relationship.

Specific fields of cooperation between China and the US in terms of environmen-
tal protection in this period mainly included monitoring and control of air pollution, 
ozone protection and acid rain. There were several important pacts and agreements 
signed on environmental protection. In 1980, the first cooperation agreement on en-
vironmental protection technology was signed between China and the US. On Feb-
ruary 5, 1980, the leading group of the environmental protection Office of the State 
Council of China and the US Environmental Protection Agency signed the Protocol 
on Technological Cooperation between China and the US in Environmental Protec-
tion, under which four appendixes were formed afterwards, involving environment 
and health, pollutant control, environmental change and impact and global environ-
mental problem. Other agreements followed.

During this period, Sino-US energy cooperation was mainly concentrated in pet-
rochemical energy such as coal, petroleum and natural gas, as well as hydropower 
generation and water resource utilization. Besides, China and the US also explored 
cooperation in peaceful utilization of nuclear technology. On August 28, 1979, 
China and the US signed the cooperation agreement on hydropower generation 
and water resource utilization. On March 15, 1980, the appendixes of cooperation 
agreement were signed in Beijing. On September 20, 1982, the Chinese government 
and the US government signed the cooperation agreement on hydropower genera-
tion and water resource utilization from 1982 to 1984. Several famous water conser-
vancy and hydropower projects known to us now were included such as the Three 
Gorges Dam project. In 1985, the two countries signed an agreement on coopera-
tion in peaceful utilization of nuclear energy. In May 1986, after the Sixth Meeting 
of the Sino-US Joint Economic Committee, the two parties signed two agreements 
to fund the feasibility study of two projects of disposal hazardous wastes in China 
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and power station turbine reconstruction. The signing of these agreements indicated 
the support of the two governments for promoting Sino-US energy cooperation.

11.2.1.2  1990s: Cooling Period

In early 1990s, due to dramatic changes in the world political situation, western 
countries like the US started to reassess their relationship with China, and the Sino-
US relationship temporarily entered a low-ebb period. As a result, Sino-US coop-
eration in environmental protection was diminished, and many agreements signed 
earlier could not be implemented. The US projects and funds for environmental 
protection in China were gradually reduced, and for a time the US Environmental 
Protection Agency did not have a special fund for cooperation with China. Com-
pared with corporations in other western countries, corporations in the US lost 
many commercial opportunities in the competition for the Chinese environmental 
protection market. However, by the late 1990s, China had successfully withstood 
the pressure and sanctions imposed by western countries and safeguarded its fun-
damental national interests. China and the US started to restore their cooperation 
in environmental protection. After all, Sino-US cooperation met both parties’ inter-
ests; therefore, from 1994 to 1995, Sino-US cooperation was reinvigorated after a 
short period of suspension.

During this period, the cooperation areas were expanded based on the ones of 
the previous period. New cooperation highlights emerged besides the strengthening 
of cooperation in air pollution and river pollution, and new environmental policies. 
For example, legislation of emission trade in China gradually became an important 
part in Sino-US environmental cooperation. In terms of energy, besides strengthen-
ing of cooperation in petroleum, coal and natural gas, the utilization of clean energy, 
development of new energy and environmental protection became important ele-
ments in Sino-US energy cooperation.

The US transnational corporations and organizations started to play a role in 
Sino-US cooperation in environmental protection and energy. Some large US in-
vestment companies started to invest in China and export advanced equipment to 
China. China’s huge demands also became the focus of attention for US entrepre-
neurs, who saw a promising prospect in the extensive Chinese market. Economic 
globalization also had a complementary impact on Sino-US cooperation. China 
needed funds, technologies, advanced equipment and management abilities of the 
US, while the US needed China’s market.

During this period, the Sino-US agreements on cooperation for environmental 
protection followed. Specifically, in March 1997, Premier Li Peng and the visiting 
US Vice President Al Gore co-presided over the “Sino-US Environment and Devel-
opment Symposium” in Beijing. After the meeting, the Chinese National Planning 
Commission and the US Department of Energy signed the Sino-US Proposal on En-
ergy and Environmental Cooperation. The main areas of this agreement were clean 
energy, urban air pollution control and electricity application in rural areas. After-
wards, the US Environmental Protection Association and the Chinese government 
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and research department cooperated to carry out the research on Chinese policy and 
legislation in emission trade. In April 1999, State Administration of Environmental 
Protection of China (SAEP) and the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
signed the intention for cooperation on “Feasibility Study on Reducing SO2 Emis-
sion by Using the Market Mechanism in China”. In September 1999, EPA and the 
SEAP signed an agreement to carry out research and pilot work on total emission 
control and emission trade under the Sino-US cooperation framework. BenxiCity 
and Nantong City in China were appointed as the first two pilot cities. Numerous 
other agreements including some related to the peaceful use of nuclear technology 
soon followed.

11.2.1.3  Post “9.11”Period: Strengthened Dialogue and Cooperation

In early 2000s, some changes took place in the Sino-US relationship. The Sino-US 
spy plane incident and the unilateral policy promoted by George Bush Jr. in the 
beginning of his administration led to another low ebb of Sino-US relations. How-
ever, the “9.11” incident in New York City occurred soon afterwards. China showed 
its understanding and support for the US anti-terrorist actions, and the US govern-
ment finally came to realize that the largest threat to the US in the new millennium 
was terrorism instead of China. A closer Sino-US relationship was resumed. On the 
basis of bilateral cooperation, cooperation within a multi-lateral framework also 
started to be an important component in Sino-US cooperation, especially in terms of 
environmental cooperation. Meanwhile, the serious threats to international energy 
resources increased potential dangers of Sino-US competition for energy, and the 
intensified competition were not favorable for either country’s economic develop-
ment. Therefore, China and the US both called for strengthening of dialogue and 
cooperation. During this period, China’s accession to the World Trade Organization 
further increased China’s opening-up, and its energy demand growth made China 
a great attraction for US enterprises. However, in terms of climate issues, former 
President Bush thought that the requirements of the Kyoto Protocol did harm to eco-
nomic development in the US and thus the US withdrew from the Kyoto  Protocol. 
No substantial progress was made in Sino-US cooperation in climate change.

The breadth and depth of Sino-US cooperation in environmental protection and 
energy were increased in the early twenty-first century. Changes also occurred in 
forms of cooperation, and the influence of non-governmental communication was 
gradually increasing. Sino-US cooperation in environmental protection and energy 
was developing rapidly and in good shape, with less and less influence from politi-
cal factors. In April 2000, US Former Vice President Al Gore signed the  Sino-US 
Joint Communiqué on Cooperation in Environment and Development, further pro-
moting Sino-US communication and cooperation in energy, environment and devel-
opment, including protecting global climate and bio-diversity. A number of specific 
agreements and communiqués followed which elaborated cooperation on energy 
usage and efficiency, hazardous wastes, and climate issues.
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In terms of climate change, in June 2007, the Chinese government released 
China’s National Plan for Coping with Climate Change for the first time, which 
gave a comprehensive description of China’s position and policy in climate change, 
drawing extensive attention. In the “Eleventh Five-Year Plan”, the Chinese govern-
ment put forward the constraining indexes, i.e., the energy consumption per unit 
GDP would be reduced by about 20 % during the period of the “Eleventh Five-Year 
Plan”, and the total emission of main pollutants would be reduced by 10 %. Mean-
while, the US call for changing passive climate policy and adopting more powerful 
measures to reduce greenhouse gas emission was increasing, and the concern with 
the issue of climate change in US society was also substantially rising.

The rapid warming of the issue of climate change made it more urgent for China 
to carry out international cooperation in climate change. This strong intention of 
international cooperation was reflected in the detailed list of technologies needed 
for coping with climate change in China’s National Plan for Coping with Climate 
Change. The huge changes of the climate politics in the US, to some extent, also 
increased the US’s intention to strengthen Sino-US cooperation in coping with cli-
mate. In terms of the US government, in the Sino-US strategic and economic dia-
logue started in 2006, the US would list energy and environment as one of the six 
key cooperation fields. In October 2007, the US Assistant Secretary of State Negro-
ponte delivered a speech at the banquet of the US-Sino Relationship National Com-
mittee and listed climate change as one of the five global challenges with which the 
US should intensify cooperation with China.

In considering how Chinese and American geographers/climatologists and at-
mospheric scientists might cooperate successfully in research ventures, it would 
be useful to get the key national scientific organizations in each country to contact 
major departments and research centers to determine the nature and extent of cur-
rent research on climate change. Further, surveys should be conducted to deter-
mine which units and researchers would like to do cooperative and comparative 
research on specific issues related to climate change both from an historical and 
contemporary perspectives in the U.S. and China. Such collaborative research could 
be encouraged and stimulated through research funding that would be specifically 
designated for the most significant research topics by funding agencies such as 
the National Science Foundation. An example of a research agenda and topic that 
would be of critical importance would be the ongoing study of carbon emissions in 
each country and how they affect other countries through the global atmospheric 
circulation system. Analysis could be undertaken at a variety of geographic scales 
ranging from the local to the regional to the global.

11.2.1.4  The Obama Era: Cooperation towards the Future

On January 20, 2009, Obama was elected the 44th US President, ushering the US 
into the Obama Age. Since the start of his administration, Obama put forward many 
guidelines in his election campaign and adopted many corresponding measures in 
his administration. The Obama government attached great importance to climate 



35911 Research Cooperation between Chinese and American Geographers …

change, new energy and green economy and vigorously advocated “New Energy for 
America” centering on developing clean energy, reducing energy consumption and 
improving energy efficiency. Several experts in energy and climate such as Steven 
Chu were appointed as high-ranking officials of the government. In the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act signed by Obama on February 17, 2009, 10 % of 
the budget for economic reinvigoration was to be used in green energy projects. On 
June 26, 2009, the American Clean Energy and Security Act were released, aimed 
at reducing greenhouse gas emission in the US and reducing the US’s reliance on 
foreign oil.

In the Obama era, the Sino-US cooperation in environmental protection, ener-
gy and climate change was carried out in a comprehensive manner, and Sino-US 
cooperation entered a new historical period. In November 2009, during President 
Obama’s visit to China, the two parties formally signed the “Memorandum of Un-
derstanding between the Chinese and American Governments on Strengthening Co-
operation in Climate Change, Energy and Environment”. The two parties reiterated 
that they would continue to promote the 10-year cooperation and announced agree-
ment on an energy efficiency action plan under the 10-year cooperation framework. 
In Mid-May of 2010, the Sixth Meeting of the 10-Year Cooperation Joint Working 
Group was held, incorporating the relevant results of 10-Year Cooperation into the 
second round of Sino-US strategic and economic dialogue. During this period, be-
sides energy cooperation in clean coal technology and coal bed gas development, 
there is potential for cooperation in fields such as energy conservation, energy effi-
ciency improvement, renewable energy development, nuclear energy and potential 
technology as well as relevant standards, policies and economic incentive mecha-
nisms.

11.2.2  Problems and Challenges

Although China and the US achieved significant progress in government-to-gov-
ernment cooperation on environment, energy and climate change, problems and 
challenges have always been an important issue. There are still differences, ob-
stacles and challenges for cooperation.

China and the US are two independent countries. Although we share a unique 
planet earth, the countries are different. Any government-to-government coopera-
tion has to follow the national interest. If the cooperation is believed to be positive 
to national interest, it will be carried out. Otherwise, it will not, as China and the 
US are such different countries. The most critical issue is the divergence between 
socialism and capitalism, and the difference between a developing country and a 
developed country. For a worthwhile explanation, see the 1984 prefatory essay of 
Professor Huang Bingwei. The differences undermine mutual trust and consequent-
ly hamper the support from the US to China.

The disparity in ideology has always created difficulty in China-US cooperation, 
although the “Cold War” ended more than two decades ago. It is one of the fun-
damental approaches of North-to-South cooperation that the developed countries 
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provide international aid to developing countries. However, socialist countries were 
excluded from the list of benefit countries. Official aid provided to China by the US 
government is very modest in sharp contrast to the support from Japan and the EU. 
The influence of difference in ideology can also be observed by the change in the 
attitude of the US to China’s need of cooperation induced by political events. In the 
1980s, China started reforms and an opening policy and urgently needed funding 
and technology. As we have seen in an earlier section, China and the US started 
cooperating on environment and energy issues in this period. However, since 1989, 
the US enacted serious economic sanctions on China. The sanctions stopped the ex-
port from the US to China, particularly of high-tech products. The US opposed any 
proposal to provide China with loans by international financial institutions. Also, 
the peaceful utilization of nuclear energy in China was affected.

China’s environmental problems have not always been used as a reason for coop-
erating with China by the US government. Frequently these environmental concerns 
have been used to convince outsiders that China is a serious threat to the global envi-
ronment. Most developed countries finished the stage of rapid progress with severe 
environmental pollution and high resource consumption. Therefore, many people are 
concerned that the rapid development of China will produce considerable environ-
mental pollution and consume a substantial amount of global resources causing seri-
ous challenge to the world. Some propose that the development of China should be 
restricted rather than helped with funds and technology to avoid environmental and 
resource problems. The environment diplomatic report of the US in 1997 claimed 
that in 1995 the consumption of coal, grain and meat in China had surpassed the US, 
and the green gas emissions from China were the second in the world. When Presi-
dent Clinton met Chairman Jiang Zemin in the mid-1990s, he claimed that the largest 
threat of China to the US was not military, but resulted from environmental prob-
lems. China was taking the place of the US and becoming the largest environmental 
polluter in the world. Americans believed that the carbon dioxide and sulfur dioxide 
emitted from Chinese factories could travel as far as the eastern Pacific and damage 
weather, atmosphere and climate of the US. Therefore, the US did have a sense about 
China’s environmental problems, but the strategy was to blame, not to help.

In the energy field, China and the US have more conflicts. Due to the limited 
total stock of fossil fuels, China and the US as the two largest consumers in the 
world will inevitably meet in the energy market. The US is now the largest crude oil 
consumer, taking up 25 % of the worlds’ total consumption, with annual import of 
500 million t. In past years, the US has been making great efforts to explore new and 
clean energy sources such as alcohol and bio-fuels to reduce its reliance on crude oil 
and imports. In year 2010, its import rate of crude oil dropped below 50 %, which 
is the first time in 13 years. Of greater potential significance is the recent discovery 
and recovery of large reserves of shale gas in the US. This is natural gas trapped in 
shale formations that can now be released through a form of mining called hydraulic 
fracturing or “fracking.” While the current amount of shale gas mined now accounts 
for about 35 % of natural gas consumed in the US, the total production of natural gas 
is projected to rise by 44 % by the year 2040, and the US is committed to a policy of 
energy independence in part based on its large reserves of natural gas and associated 
oil deposits (US Energy Information Administration 2012).
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In contrast, China’s dependency rate on imported oil increased from 47.2 % in 
2007 to 56.5 % in 2011. Nevertheless, China’s technology on clean and renewable 
energy sources is much less developed. Kissinger has his famous saying: “control 
oil and you control nations”. In the twenty-first century, it is not the oil but the tech-
nology of clean and renewable energy that may determine the power of a country. 
Therefore, it would be extremely difficult for China to get the advanced technology 
from the US, due to the lack of trust and the fear of threat, although the action would 
benefit the planet earth.

There is also significant divergence between the perspectives to climate change 
of China and the US. As the top developed country, the US is leading its devel-
oped friends claiming that all countries should be treated equally and contribute to 
emission reduction according to the current emission level. The US quit the Kyoto 
Protocol with the excuse that large developing countries such as China and India 
should not be exempted from emission reduction. However, the developing coun-
tries believe that climate change is the result of cumulated carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere mainly attributed to carbon emission by developed countries since the 
industrial revolution. In this sense, the developed group should be more responsi-
ble. Also, they are expected to provide developing countries with funds and technol-
ogy to reduce emission in the development process. From Copenhagen in 2009 to 
Cancun in 2010, and to Durban in 2011, there has been no actual progress in climate 
consultation before the Rio + 10 conferences in 2012.

11.2.3  Future Perspectives

11.2.3.1  Cooperation: A Win-Win Game for China and the U.S.

With notable rapid economic development, China is suffering from the huge cost of 
eco-environment degradation, which also brings concern from other countries. In 
June 2005, the journal Nature published a famous paper “China’s environment in a 
globalizing world: How China and the rest of the world affect each other” (Liu and 
Diamond 2005), indicating that if the consumption level of China reaches the stan-
dard of the developed countries, global resources consumption and environmental 
impact will be two times greater than the current (year 2005). At the closing part of 
the paper, the authors said

… In the past two decades, China has created an economic miracle. We hope that, over the 
next two decades, China can also create an environmental miracle and set a good example 
for other nations to achieve both socioeconomic and environmental sustainability. The out-
come will affect not just China, but the entire world. (p. 1186)

Another famous article is from the Guardian (Watts 2005), saying that
In the nineteenth century, Britain and Europe taught the world how to produce. In the 20th, 
the US taught us how to consume. If China is to lead the world in the twenty-first century, 
it must teach us how to sustain. (Website http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2005/sep/20/
china.jonathanwatts)

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2005/sep/20/china.jonathanwatts
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2005/sep/20/china.jonathanwatts
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As a rising and developing country facing serious issues related to global environ-
mental change, China assumes great responsibility. Nevertheless, as a developing 
country with the largest population in the world, China faces the problems of lim-
ited resources and technology availability. Consequently, international cooperation 
with technical and financial support in environment and energy problems for China 
is needed, perhaps even essential. The demand for advanced technology makes Chi-
na a huge market. Most of the environmental protection products and energy tech-
nology are below the international standard, and therefore considerable amount of 
products rely on import. In this sense, international cooperation is urgent for China.

Many of the major environmental policies, institutions and laws in China are 
from the developed countries, especially the US, based on their experience for suc-
cess and lessons learned. Much of the terminology and underlying activities are also 
introduced from the US to China, e.g. Environmental Impact Assessment, Emission 
Trading, Clean Production, Eco-compensation, Environmental-taxation, etc.

China’s huge demand in environment and energy brings the US opportunities. 
As the country with the most advanced science and technology in the world, the US 
has invested substantially in developing environment and energy products. These 
products have been sold to China and brought back profits. For instance, in China 
the cost of constructing a nuclear power plant is estimated to be 2 billion USD, of 
which half will be left to foreign investors because China does not possess full tech-
nology to finish the project. It is estimated that a 1 billion USD contract will bring 
5,000–7,000 employment opportunities, most of which are in high-tech industries 
due to the complexity and intelligence-intensive nature of the project (Tremayne 
and Waal 1998).

As we see above, on the one hand, China benefited from the international coop-
eration on environment and energy. Technology and funds have brought China sig-
nificant progress in environmental protection and sustainability. On the other hand, 
the support to China is positive to the national interest of the US, because high tech 
exports win considerable revenue and employment opportunity. The cooperation on 
environment and energy is a win-win game for China and the US.

The continuing economic growth and development of China offers good oppor-
tunities to the U.S. and a fertile ground for collaborative research between American 
and Chinese geographers in examining the expanding trade relations between the 
two countries. This trade is based on the idea of comparative advantage in the fac-
tors of production and regional specialization of production. Both countries benefit 
from such trade at least theoretically. Economic geographers in both China and the 
U.S. are ideally suited to examine and analyze the various issues in this bilateral 
trade relationship to help determine the nature and mutual benefits of such trade. 
Moreover, the nature of global trade is a key factor in the continuing economic 
growth of both countries, and such analysis extends far beyond the bilateral trade 
between the two. Examples of the collaborative work of Chinese and American 
geographers on trade matters that extend to the global economy are available (Liu 
et al. 2009).
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11.2.3.2  Cooperation for Planet Earth

The benefit of China-US cooperation on environment, energy and climate issues 
is far beyond the bilateral context. The process of global environment change and 
globalization make humans increasingly aware about the globalized environment 
problems, e.g. climate change, ozone destruction, land degradation, water pollu-
tion, desertification, and reduction in biodiversity. The world now is highly inter-
connected. Countries are closely linked to each other, not only in socioeconomic 
activities but also in environment and energy issues. Acid rain and dust storms 
may easily cross country borders. International rivers can easily induce drought 
in downstream countries if the upper stream is not well managed. Deforestation, 
desertification and industrialization can accelerate carbon emission and increase the 
uncertainty in future global climate. Also we see the impact of natural disasters is 
global. Examples are the impact of Iceland’s volcano eruption and the 2011 eastern 
Japan great earthquake and tsunami.

The extent and damage such natural events cause indicate another area of po-
tential cooperation for Chinese and American geographers. Geographers, with their 
interest and abilities to study and understand both natural and human-associated 
phenomena are in an excellent position to conduct research on the issue of disaster 
risk reduction. For many years Professor Gilbert White and his students have ex-
amined natural hazards and the behavior of humans in ignoring or diminishing the 
risks or dangers of such natural hazards. None of the problems can be solved by a 
single country, and international cooperation is needed. Sharing research findings 
and methodologies for analysis on hazards can begin the important goal of cross-na-
tional cooperation in disaster risk reduction. Sustainability issues are beyond races, 
nations, and ideology. China-US cooperation brings benefit to both China and the 
US. It also makes a great contribution to global sustainability and sets up a good 
example for other countries to follow.

11.2.3.3  Future Perspectives

There are problems and challenges, but there are also a number of achievements 
obtained in the past decades in China-US collaboration. In the current international 
environment, every country looks beyond its own borders for the sake of its na-
tional interest. Conflicts may result, but opportunities for collaboration always exist 
as long as there is common interest. Also, the divergence can always be resolved 
through bilateral and multilateral communication. With the increasing concern about 
the sustainability of our planet earth, we should be optimistic about the China-US 
cooperation on environment, energy and climate in the coming decade. China’s 
development strategy, environmental protection policy and energy policy requires 
considerable input in related fields and industries. The environmental protection 
and energy technique market is booming, and it will continue to bring American 
companies lots of opportunities. The international community welcomes deepened 
China-US cooperation on environment and energy.
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It is expected that more framework agreements will be signed between China 
and the US on environment, energy and climate issues, which will further strength-
en the government-to-government cooperation. As indicated by China’s Vice Pre-
mier Wang Qishan, China and the US have many points of common interest. China 
is the largest developing country in the world. It is at the stage of rapid economic 
development and structural change. Energy-efficient and environment-friendly 
technologies have huge market potential in China. The US is the largest developed 
country in the world. It has advanced technology and plenty of experience in energy 
efficiency, clean energy, and eco-environment protection. The relationship between 
China and the US on this matter is complementary. A series of agreements will be 
signed between the two largest countries in the future to further discuss how spe-
cific problems can be handled, e.g. greenhouse gases, water pollution, and sulfur-
dioxide emission.

Cooperation is expected to have a broader context. Besides the traditional co-
operation on greenhouse gases and pollution, several new fields are going to be 
incorporated in the collaboration framework. For instance, since 2004, China and 
the US began to discuss how to use an emission trade quota system to control emis-
sions from the power industry and reach the national goal of emission-reduction.

In summary, as the two largest countries in the world, and the countries with the 
most energy consumption, China and the US are mutually dependent on environ-
mental protection, energy and climate issues. The further cooperation between the 
two countries will definitely bring benefit to the people of both countries, and the 
entire globe.

11.3  Collaboration between China and U.S. Geographers

11.3.1  Historical Perspective

11.3.1.1  1949 ~ 1979: Early Collaborations

Although there had been some contact and communication between Chinese and 
American geographers prior to 1949, it was limited owing to the Second World War 
and the civil war in China which followed. While several geography departments 
were established in some of China’s major universities during the 1920s, China’s 
Institute of Geography was first organized in 1940 under the Academia Sinica 
(Hsieh 1959). The rupture in diplomatic relations between the People’s Republic 
of China and the United States thereafter cut off scholarly and academic linkages, 
and the Cold War which followed the Korean War precluded virtually all contact 
between China and the United States for a number of years.

The reorganized Academia Sinica which included the Institute of Geography 
was moved to Beijing in 1953. This became the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
(CAS) designated as China’s premier research agency and center. One of its Divi-
sions, “Earth Sciences” included Geography. As Hsieh (1959) noted following this 
reorganization,
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China has taken the Soviet Union as its model in the transformation of an agricultural 
country into an industrialized one. It recognizes that geography can play an important role 
in national construction in surveying the physical environment and natural resources and 
in the planning of development projects concerned with irrigation, land use, soil erosion, 
transportation and hydrography.

It is clear the focus of this Soviet-inspired “socialist” geography was mainly on 
various fields of physical geography as well as applied research that would serve 
the fundamental interests of the state and its people. It is also clear that this focus on 
physical geography and natural resources development allowed geography to take 
its place within the Chinese scientific establishment because it copied the Soviet 
model of geographic science. (Wu 1958; Huang 1984).

Yet human geography managed to survive through its metamorphosis and linkage 
to the natural environment and resource analysis. Wu Chuanjun(1958), for example, 
one of China’s leading economic geographers, indicated that the Soviet approach 
to geography was based on fieldwork, sound technical knowledge of the physi-
cal environment, and the interrelation of physical and economic geography (Wu 
1958). In 1963 at the 3rd National Assembly of China’s Geographical Association, 
343 papers were presented and focused on topics such as agricultural and physical 
regionalization, land use, water conservation, soil and land resources, agroclimate 
regions, agricultural mapping and climate cycles (The Third National Assembly, 
Annual Meeting of the Geographical Society of China 1964; Pannell 1980). In this 
period, other topics for Chinese geographers included water resources, river man-
agement, flood control, conservation, reclamation, and navigation (Chang 1975). 
On the other hand, studies on economic geography emphasized most heavily trans-
portation, coal, petroleum, iron and steel, machines and cotton textiles, besides the 
farming of rice, wheat and cotton. The pattern of focus was appropriate since it was 
the period of China’s recovery and reconstruction after the war.

During this period, China was not open to western countries, and we can hardly 
find any study by Chinese geographers on foreign countries or even the global is-
sues. On the other hand, the obstacle of diplomatic relationship also impeded the 
work of American geographers who were interested in mainland China. American 
geographer Chang (1975) made a survey of the studies of western geographers, 
including 100 books (monographs, or atlases) and 50 articles in American geo-
graphical journals. He found that about one third of these books were exclusively 
on China. The rest of the books paid attention to border issues, heavy industry, com-
munes, minorities and local developments with respect to China. The journal arti-
cles were concentrated on the reappraisal of China’s resources foundation, progress 
made in transportation, redistribution of industries, urban growth, water resources 
and desert studies.

Jack Williams (1969) surveyed American geographers to assess their willingness 
to conduct research on China. According to Williams, among the approximately 
4,000 geographers listed in the 1967 directory of the Association of American Ge-
ographers, only 65 expressed interest in mainland China. Furthermore, among the 
26 geographers who gave first choice to China, only 6 of them published important 
studies on China (Table 11.1). As Williams (1969) indicated, the result



366 P. Shi et al.

… suggests a depressing lack of interest … in a country that is inevitably destined to play 
a major role in world affairs despite the turmoil and disunity presently displayed, a country 
with one-quarter of the human race within its borders, with resources sufficient to make it 
a major economic force and certainly a country with one of the most enduring cultures ever 
created by man.

The reasons for the depressing lack, as Williams summarized, were the inaccessibil-
ity of China and the difficulty in learning Chinese language. Williams (2003) later 
provided an updated picture of the work of American geographers on China with 
an emphasis on those who are members of the China Geography Specialty Group 
(CGSG) of the Association of American Geographers. As he indicated the progress 
in the work being done in the last three decades is impressive, although the research 
agenda remains limited.

The period from 1966 to 1976 witnessed the Cultural Revolution in China. In 
this period, Chinese geographers were much less productive due to the domestic 
disorder. Yet some good scientific work in geography continued. Perhaps the best 
scholarly work in geography was seen in physical geography and its subfields of 
geomorphology and hydrology. While much geographic research had previously 
been done in regional classification of soils, mineral resources, and climate, in geo-
morphology and hydrology increasing emphasis was placed on process and analyti-
cal understanding of the mechanisms of geomorphic and hydrologic forces(Kikolski 
1964; Stoddart 1978). Meanwhile work in cartography and related fields such as 
remote sensing lagged (Pannell 1980).

11.3.1.2  Post-1979 Era: Getting to Know and Work with Each Other

Knowing Each Other by Conferences Even before China and the US established 
formal diplomatic relations in 1979, mutual visits and cooperation between Chinese 
and American geographers had begun. In 1977 the first official visit of American 
geographers under the auspices of CAS took place (CAS, Institute of Geography 
1977; Ma and Noble 1979; Ma 2007). A group of 10 American geographers spent 
3 weeks in China and visited several university geography departments as well as 
research institutes doing geographic research. The following year, the Ohio Acad-
emy of Sciences sponsored a return visit of 10 of China’s most senior and promising 
young geography scholars. CAS and university scholars in China presented brief-
ings on the status of geographic research and study in China, and complementary 
field excursions and briefings on the latest geographic research in the US were 

Choice  
of China

Some knowledge 
of Chinese

Native Speakers

First 26 17 8
Second 27 11 6
Third 12 4 1
Total 65 32 15

Table 11.1  Survey statistics 
(Williams 1969)
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presented in return during the visit of the Chinese geographers to the United States 
in 1978. The highlight of the October, 1978 visit of the Chinese geographers was 
a meeting held at the Wingspread Conference Center of the Johnson Foundation 
in Racine Wisconsin. A number of leading American geographers convened for an 
exchange of ideas and information on the state of geographic research and scholar-
ship in both countries. The importance of these initial meetings and exchanges can-
not be overemphasized, as they soon led to a flow of graduate students from China 
as well as joint research activities and exchanges among a number of scholars and 
institutions (Ma and Noble 1979; Ma and Noble 1981; Ma 2007).

Soon thereafter, Chinese geographers started to participate in geography aca-
demic conferences held in the US. The most popular events are the Annual Meetings 
of American Association of Geography (AAG) and the International Geographical 
Union (IGU). The first formal report written by Chinese geographers regarding ge-
ography annual conferences was in 1981, by Zhang Piyuan (1982). It is the first 
introduction to Chinese Geographers about the AAG Annual conference, in which 
the conference structure, value of geography, and the latest trends in geographic 
scholarship were summarized. In the report, the author emphasized the trend of 
quantitative approaches and metrics in geographical research. Quantitative analysis 
in geographic scholarship emerged in the US in 1950s and accelerated in the 1960s, 
while Chinese geographers started such research in the 1980s and reached its cli-
max in the 1990s. Later, the full text of the speech of Prof. Ronald F. Abler on AAG 
Annual Conference, 1987 was translated into Chinese and published in the Chinese 
journal Human Geography (Alber and Wang 1991). AAG events on 1994, 2010 and 
2011 were also formally reported to Chinese geographers in journals (Zhou 1998; 
Zhao and Zhang 2010; Zhang and Chai 2011).

The settings of conference topics were always reported to introduce the latest 
trends in geographical research. Yet, participants were sensitive about the interest 
and scope of research presented at the AAG conference which made them feel anx-
ious. For instance, in the report of the 1994 AAG event, Prof. Yixing Zhou (Zhou 
1998) pointed out that the innovations in methodology (for example, the introduc-
tion and application of computers for geographical information systems (GIS) and 
digital cartography) were advancing geographical research in the US. Also, he found 
that topics and working groups such as cultural studies, social justice, geographical 
perspective of women, and human rights were completely strange to him as a ge-
ographer. These topics illustrate the divergence between the geographical scholarly 
emphases of China and the US which have not converged till now (e.g. social justice 
or human rights), or the frontiers of geography which were later introduced to and 
well developed in China (e.g. studies with GIS, and women’s perspective).

Cooperation Platforms There are important platforms for Chinese and American 
geographers, which have played a significant role in promoting cooperation. The 
working group of AAG, CGSG aims to promote the study of the geography of China, 
including Taiwan, and to serve as a clearinghouse of information for persons interested 
in Chinese geography. It also seeks to increase contacts with Chinese geographers 
and encourage professional activities, including the development of collaborative 
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research projects. A report on some of the recent research activities of the CGSG and 
its members may be reviewed in the essay on the geography of China compiled for 
a major compendium of recent scholarship in American geography (Fan et al. 2003).

The working group began research on China as early as 1953. In 1973, the Com-
mittee on Chinese Geography (CCG) was formally established within the AAG 
structure, and Rhoads Murphey of the University of Michigan was elected to serve 
as the committee chair. In 1979, CGSG was established in Philadelphia and the 
CCG was formally terminated and merged into the CGSG.

The major activity of CGSG includes academic study and publication on Chi-
na issues, journal publication, organizing panels for the annual AAG meetings and 
maintaining a newsletter to keep its members informed on their activities as well new 
publications and research projects. It also presents annual awards for the best student 
papers to encourage the younger generation in the geographical study on China.

Examples of Specific Projects Chinese and American geographers also car-
ried out a substantial number of joint research projects. From 1981 to 1983, Chi-
nese experts went to the United States to cooperate with US experts in doing 
research, with beneficial progress made in numerical value forecast and numeri-
cal value simulation experiments. In 1982 and 1983, experts of China and the 
US exchanged mutual visits several times and prepared cooperation plans in the 
climate area. Chinese scientists and US scientists held the Sino-US Climate Aca-
demic Symposia in Beijing, to discuss issues like climate research cooperation 
and put forward feasible measures. In 1987, the scope of cooperation of this proj-
ect started to expand to research on annual tree rings, climate change and climate 
simulation. The Sino-US monsoon cooperation research carried out from 1983 
to 1993 was highly effective. This project for atmospheric science cooperation 
was carried out with the US government with funding from the China Meteoro-
logical Administration and the National Natural Science Fund. China and the US 
carried out cooperation in terms of the formation mechanism of East Asian mon-
soon, the relationship between East Asian monsoon and Indian monsoon, mon-
soon and Chinese weather and climate, monsoon’s low frequency vibration and 
inter-annual vibration characteristics, putting forward many new views, providing 
some basis for long-term forecast and cultivating a group of excellent climate 
study experts. In 1988, the two countries carried out Sino-US mesoscale meteoro-
logical cooperation and held three mesoscale meteorological academic symposia 
in 1988, 1990 and 1992. For more information, see the websites of the branches of 
the Institute for Atmospheric Physics (IAP, http://cmsr.iap.ac.cn) of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences such as the Center for Monsoon Research.

11.3.2  Problems, Challenges and Opportunities

There are obstacles and challenges for geographer-to-geographer cooperation be-
tween China and the US beyond the diplomatic and political issues. The largest 
discrepancy is in the field, focus and scope of study. As known to us, although 
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geographical research covers a wide range of topics in both China and the US, their 
main foci are different. American geographers are more concerned about human 
issues in their study and concentrate on the human-environment relationship. They 
have both advanced physical geography and human geography, but the latter has 
always been dominant. In contrast, most Chinese geographers concentrate on physi-
cal geographical research. They prefer to discuss human-environment relationship 
from the angle of the natural environment, but less from the perspective of human 
agency. Human geography in China lagged in the early socialist years. In the US, 
geography is often regarded as a social or human science, although it has frequently 
been described as an earth science (National Research Council 1965). This var-
ies by departments, although it is true that the number of human geographers far 
outnumbers the physical geographers. In China, geography is viewed as a natural 
science (Wu et al. 1984).

The discrepancy has its historical cause. During the period of 1949–1979, geo-
graphical study in China was deeply influenced by that of the Soviet Union. At the 
beginning, Chinese geographers had limited knowledge of human geography, from 
theory to methodology. Human geography in China started its rapid development 
only after the reform and opening. The cooperation between Chinese geographers 
and foreign scholars also contributed to the process.

Second, geography in China is a discipline with specific goals. Geographical 
research is expected to provide useful knowledge and analysis for policy-making 
and to produce social value. During the past six decades, Chinese geographers 
have been making contributions to the development of China, whose projects and 
findings were directed at national needs (Lu and Cai 2001; Wu 1981). Therefore, its 
focus was on a national scope, with concentration on natural resources assessment 
and agricultural development in the 1950s and 1960s (Zhao, 1981). Since the 1980s, 
many geographers were involved in large national projects, mainly working on 
physical geographical study, e.g. the Three-Gorge Dam construction, dust storms 
and grain-to-green policy. Consequently, many publications on land resources, land 
utilization, environmental protection, regional planning as well as natural disaster 
reduction were seen in journals (mainly Chinese).

The scope of geographical study clearly indicated the bias of Chinese geogra-
phers for physical geography. China is a country with highly centralized power. 
In this sense, Chinese geographers prefer macroscopic and top-down approaches, 
in which physical processes and patterns are essentially important, while human 
dimensions are less essential. When providing consultancy to the government, the 
perspectives of Chinese geographers are typically focused more on the natural as-
pects, and the scale of analysis is generally at the national or regional level.

While these varying perspectives have limited research collaboration in the past, 
as Chinese geographers have expanded their studies in recent years to include a 
greater focus on various subfields of economic and urban geography, there appears 
to be increasing opportunity for collaborative study. Examples would be work in 
transportation, tourism, trade, urbanization and urban social and economic studies 
(Liu et al. 2009; Cai and Chan 2009). China’s dynamic economic growth has led to 
rapid migration of rural people to urban areas which in turn has created an urgent 
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need for new policies and solutions to emerging new social and economic prob-
lems and concerns (Han and Pannell 1999). Chinese and western geographers have 
frequently interacted and collaborated to study these problems and issues and to 
provide additional expertise that can be useful for policy planners in China (Chan 
and Zhang 1999; Fan and Sun 2008; Zheng et al. 2008; Li et al. 2009).

One of the most positive trends since the 1980s is the large number of Chi-
nese students and scholars who have come out of China for graduate education 
in Hong Kong, North America, Europe, and Australia. Many of these young and 
now middle-aged scholars have completed their graduate education and assumed 
important faculty or research positions in major universities or research institutes in 
China or remained in their host countries. See for example the work of George Lin 
at the University of Hong Kong (Lin 1997) and Kam Wing Chan at the University 
of Washington (Chan 2009). With their expanded perspectives on the nature of con-
temporary geography, these scholars have assumed an increasingly important role 
in defining the academic and intellectual trajectory of geography in China today. 
Those Chinese scholars that have elected to pursue academic careers outside China 
often maintain close contact with their friends and former classmates in China and 
increasingly share in collaborative research projects (Li and Wei 2010). In this way, 
it seems clear that there has been a growing focus on the importance of human agen-
cy in geographic research among some scholars in China. It is likely that this trend 
will grow stronger as the power of geographic methodologies such as GIS, digital 
cartography and various spatial statistics is recognized for analysis of economic and 
social problems in the arena of applied scholarship and knowledge (Veeck et al. 
1995; Yu and Wei 2003; Tang and  Pannell 2009). 

Recent trends in geographic scholarship indicate the persistence of some diver-
gence of scholarly work and perspectives between China and the US, although there 
is growing evidence of limited convergence as better understanding and apprecia-
tion of the value of human geography research grows in China. This is clearly seen 
in the examples cited above of extensive recent collaborative work among geogra-
phers in China and those in the U.S.

11.3.3  Future Perspective

11.3.3.1  Common Interest, Obligation, and Duty in Sustainable 
Development

As stated before, geography is a discipline that seeks to facilitate the activities and 
practices of human beings in their quest for dealing harmoniously and productive-
ly with the challenges and opportunities of natural environments. This is true for 
Chinese and American geographers (Wu et al. 2008; “Rediscovering Geography:” 
Patricia Gober’s speech on 1994 AAG Annual Conference). Since the 1970s, inter-
national geographical research has been switching from the nature-dominated envi-
ronmental change to human-dominated environmental change (Messerli et al. 2000; 
National Research Council 1997). Geographers have been increasingly concerned 
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about participating in programs regarding global issues and sustainability of natural 
environments for the proper and long-term use of future generations. Consequently 
they have rarely been so motivated to support national and government policy-
making (Lu and Cai 2001). When sustainability comes as a global challenge, Chi-
nese and American geographers share a common outlook. Right after the 1992 Rio 
conference on sustainable development, seminal articles were published in Annals 
of theAssociation of American Geographers (Wilbanks 1994) and Acta Geographic 
Sinica (Zhang et al. 1994; Huang 1996). In the twenty-first century, we believe 
Chinese and American geographers will cooperate even more closely on this topic.

11.3.3.2  Strategic Directions for Geographical Research in the Twenty-First 
Century

In 2010, the US National Research Council (NRC) released the report—Under-
standing the Changing Planet: Strategic Directions for the Geographical Sciences 
(NRC 2010), providing geographers a stepping stone for launching discussions 
about the strategic issues facing the planet and geography as a discipline (Sui 2011). 
In the report, 11 strategic directions in 4 groups were listed (Table 11.2).

The 11 directions listed above in Table 11.2 cover a wide range of research fields 
and topics. Directions in group A are mainly about human-environment relationship, 
emphasizing human impact to the natural environment and the vulnerability of hu-
man-environment system. Although the title of group B uses the word sustainability, 
it is mainly about demographic issues, population and heath. While geographers in 
China have not engaged in these matters, it is clear there are great opportunities for 
geographers in China to expand their research agendas once they seek competency 
in geographic training for doing research on demographic, social, and medical/epi-
demiological issues. A good example of where such geographic research would as-
sist in solving a serious threat is the potential use of geographic tools such as GIS 
and analysis in tracking an exploding epidemic such as occurred in China and Hong 
Kong during the SARS outbreak. See, for example, the recent collaborative studies 
of Li and Wei (2010) and Zheng et al. (2008). These are very important areas of geo-
graphic research in the United States and have significant roles for applied policy 
making as well as achieving a sustainable society and future for all citizens. Group 
C is mainly about social, economic and political issues, in geographic perspective, 
and their impacts on sustainability. Group D is about technological issues.

At the beginning of 2000s, Chinese geographers also had wide discussions on 
the future development of geographical research, particularly research in China. 
Here we list the strategic directions summarized by representative Chinese geogra-
phers (Zheng and Chen 2001), Table 11.3.

As we see from Table 11.2 and 11.3, there are some fields and interests in common 
between Chinese and American geographers. Human-environment relationship is 
still the core of geographical research and the key to sustainable development. The 
focus on global environmental change, carrying capacity of key natural resources 
and ecological systems, and technological advance in geographical information and 
its impact all serve the goal of discussing human-environment relationship.
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Nevertheless, the difference between geographical study in China and in the 
US can still be observed from the directions and ideas listed above. Chinese ge-
ographers typically approach research from the perspective of physical geography. 
Among the topics listed in Table 11.3 for China, 70 % were selected from the per-
spective of the natural environment. This has changed little since the statement of 
then president of the Geographical Society of China, Professor Huang Bingwei, in 
1984 when he averred “It is estimated that no less than 70 % of the work belongs to 
physical geography and its various branches.” In contrast, 10 out of the 11 strategic 
directions in Table 11.2 for the US were drawn from the perspective of human agen-
cy. The difference could be attributed to the historical development of geographical 
study in China in the socialist period with its derivation from the Soviet model of 
geographical scholarship with its strong focus on physical geography and natural 
resources. American geographers have mainly focused on human dimensions. As 
stated before, the difference is a challenge for collaboration and cooperation of 
Chinese and American geographers going forward.

11.4  Conclusions

11.4.1  Global Perspective

China and the US have so many similarities in geographical conditions. Due to 
historical reasons, the development of China and the US is not balanced. The US 
is the most developed country with the most advanced technology. China is the de-
veloping country with the largest population and potential human capital. They are 

Table 11.2  Strategic directions for the geographical sciences according to the NRC report 
(National Research Council 2010)
A. How to understand and respond to environmental change
1. How are we changing the physical environment of Earth’s surface?
2. How can we best preserve biological diversity and protect endangered ecosystems?
3. How are climate and other environmental changes affecting the vulnerabilities of coupled 

human–environment systems?
B. How to promote sustainability
4. Where and how will 10 billion people live?
5. How will we sustainably feed everyone in the coming decade and beyond?
6. How does where we live affect our health?
C. How to recognize and cope with the rapid spatial reorganization of economy and society
7. How is the movement of people, goods, and ideas changing the world?
8. How is economic globalization affecting inequality?
9. How are geopolitical shifts influencing peace and stability?
D. How to leverage technological change for the benefit of society and environment:
10. How might we better observe, analyze, and visualize a changing world?
11. What are the societal implications of citizen mapping and mapping citizens?
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also different in ideology, the difference between capitalism and socialism, which 
sometimes brings the two countries into conflict.

Yet the conflict may have less to do with ideology than with the rapidly grow-
ing economic and military power of China during its so-called “rise to power” and 
the resulting idea of a “power transition” with the United States (Lai 2011). Such 
a power transition raises the spectra of a serious challenge to American security 
interests both in the western Pacific region and globally. Nevertheless, both China 
and the US are facing similar environmental protection, energy shortage and cli-
mate change problems. Those problems force both countries to come and discuss 
the solutions. The pursuit of a sustainable planet goes far beyond country boundar-
ies, racial differences, and ideological divergence, making long term cooperation 
between the two countries desirable and possible.

11.4.2  Joint Responsibility for the Future of Planet Earth

There are significant historical episodes of cooperation between China and the US 
geographers, which can be traced back to early twentieth century. China and the 
US cooperation on soil-water conservation started as early as 1920s. American ge-
ographer Walter Clay Lowdermilk once helped Chinese people handle matters of 
desertification and environmental governance. Advanced soil conservation technol-
ogy was introduced to China from the US, while experiences accumulated by Chi-
nese people were brought back to the US. The cooperation among geographers from 
the two countries significantly promoted modern and contemporary development of 

Table 11.3  Disciplinary frontiers of geographical research in China (Zheng and Chen 2001)
Comprehensive study on the processes and spatial patterns of the terrestrial surface
Geophysical processes in water resource cycling
Land evolution (soil generating and land degradation)
Bio-geo-chemical processes and its health impact
Holistic research of natural regional systems
Global environmental change and regional responses
Palaeogeographical environment change of Holocene, particularly the last 2,000 years
Integrated study on polar region, alpine region and cryosphere
Land use/land cover change and its driving forces
Global environmental change and its impact on environmentally-vulnerable regions
Adaptation strategies to global environmental change
Natural resources and ecosystem reconstruction
Allocation and sustainable use of key natural resources (water and land)
Ecological and environmental service evaluation
Integrated study on eco-environmentally vulnerable regions
Sustainable regional development, Mechanism of human-environment relationship
Human settlement and urbanization
The impact of human factors on natural environment
Coupled human-environment system dynamics
Geo-informatics and strategies of digital Earth research
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geography in China. Nevertheless, due to the deep impact of the Soviet Union, there 
was limited human geography research in China before the opening and reform (Wu 
1958; Huang 1984). Consequently, physical geography has been leading China’s geo-
graphical study for decades. In contrast, geographical research in the US pays much 
more attention to the human dimension, and therefore the cooperation was muted.

In the last two decades, cooperation between Chinese and US geographers has 
increased. Global sustainable challenges such as environmental problems, energy 
problems and climate change issues bring geographers together. In addition, as Chi-
na’s economy continues to grow rapidly and as the country shifts from an agricul-
tural society to an urban-based economy and society, many new problems emerge. 
These present a number of new opportunists that are appropriate for geographi-
cal analysis as China reorganizes its spatial system and economy, modernizes and 
builds its cities, towns and urban infrastructure, and creates new transport systems 
and means of communication. It is here that geography as both a physical and hu-
man science can expand its horizons, as a new generation of geographers in China 
pursues new avenues of research in the service of creating a more just, sustainable, 
and livable environment and society for all of China’s citizens. Geographers in the 
United States will no doubt be delighted to assist our Chinese colleagues in pursu-
ing these new research agendas through collaboration and cooperation as well as in 
assisting in the continuing education of China’s geographers who seek access to and 
understanding of the most recent trends and methodologies in American geogra-
phy. As contemporary geographers on both sides, we are obligated and responsible 
to promote further cooperation in geographical research, for the well-being of the 
people of both China and the US, and the rest of the world.
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