
VOL.1   NO.8   AUGUST 20, 2025

MORE THAN A PROVINCE P.70KASHI FAIR P.48 FOOTBALL IGNITES PASSION P.64

GREEN IS GOLD
Turning ecological gains into shared growth





T wo years ago, China designated August 15 as 
National Ecology Day to support its efforts to 
raise public awareness of the importance of 
ecological conservation. The date is significant 
because on August 15, 2005, President Xi Jinping, 

then Secretary of the Communist Party of China Zhejiang 
Provincial Committee, first introduced the concept that “lucid 
waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets” during a visit 
to Anji County, Zhejiang Province. This idea is also encapsulated 
in the saying “green is gold;” the phrase underscores the idea that 
ecological health is as valuable as economic prosperity. Like other 
regions in China, Xinjiang has embraced this principle in its ef-
forts to address ecological challenges.

Xinjiang, a vast region in China’s northwest, has long grap-
pled with the twin challenges of desertification and water scar-
city. As the region intensifies its ecological restoration efforts, its 
ecosystems, spanning from the Taklimakan Desert in the south 
to alpine lakes in the north, have shown remarkable improve-
ment, delivering tangible benefits to local communities. 

Xinjiang has adopted effective measures to combat desertifi-
cation. By constructing sand-fixing belts with drought-resistant 
plants such as the saxaul and the desert poplar, the region has 
curbed the spread of encroaching sands. As of November 2024, 
a 3,046-km green barrier had encircled the Taklimakan Desert, 
the world’s longest desert-edge defense system. In addition, a  
436-km ecological corridor has been established along the Lun-
tai-Minfeng Highway, which cuts across the Taklimakan Desert 
from north to south, stabilizing dunes and improving the local 
microclimate. Once threatened by shifting sands, the highway 
is now well protected. Water-saving irrigation techniques intro-
duced in nearby agricultural areas have further reduced water 
consumption, ensuring limited resources are used efficiently.

Local farmers play an active role in these projects. Incentives 

such as payments for ecosystem services encourage community 
participation. The ecological and economic benefits are clear: 
Investments in desert control have boosted agricultural pro-
ductivity and reduced disaster losses. At the same time, desert 
highways and oasis towns, with their striking landscapes, have 
become major tourist attractions.

North of the desert, Xinjiang’s lakes, such as Sayram and 
Aibi, also stand as testaments to the “green is gold” principle in 
practice. Sayram Lake, renowned for its pristine turquoise waters, 
is protected by strict zoning that prohibits new development in 
92.5 percent of the scenic area. Herders have been compensated 
to relocate their camps, and footpaths and visitor facilities were 
carefully planned to minimize environmental impact. Regular 
monitoring has kept the lake waters at Grade II, the second high-
est on China’s five-tier water quality scale, since 2016, indicating 
that the water is drinkable after routine purification. Aibi Lake, 
Xinjiang’s largest saltwater lake, has undergone wetland restora-
tion, with rising bird populations and the return of species once 
absent, such as the white crane and the black stork.

Supporting these on-the-ground measures is a growing re-
search network. Xinjiang’s ecological initiatives are carried out in 
partnership with regional and national research institutes and 
universities, while funding from central and local governments 
ensures that pilot projects can be scaled up across the region.

Although Xinjiang’s eco-environmental campaign remains 
a work in progress, its integrated, targeted approach offers valu-
able lessons for other arid regions worldwide. By combining 
shelterbelts, water-saving technologies, pollution controls and 
community engagement, the region is transforming landscapes 
once considered beyond recovery. As these efforts mature, Xinji-
ang is not only safeguarding its own future but also contributing 
to the global pursuit of sustainable development in some of the 
planet’s most challenging environments. XT

Nature and Prosperity Grow Together
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(Photo by VCG)

Explore the  
breathtaking landscapes  
and cultural tapestry  
of Xinjiang in  
The Ultimate Frontier 

A captivating six-episode 
documentary set to be released 
in 2025, taking you on an  
unforgettable journey
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DANCING THE 
NIGHT AND DAY 

AWAY!

SNAPSHOTS

Far Away and Right Here, the opening dance act of the 
Seventh China Xinjiang International Dance Festival,  
is staged in Urumqi on July 20
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SNAPSHOTS
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Tong Liya, a Xinjiang-born 
dancer and actress, performs in 
Far Away and Right Here
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SNAPSHOTS
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1

2

3 From July 20 to August 5, Xinjiang 
Uygur Autonomous Region hosts 
24 troupes from home and abroad 

for 52 performances during the Seventh 
China Xinjiang International Dance 
Festival.  

Co-hosted by the Ministry of Culture 
and Tourism, the State Council Information 
Office and the regional government of 
Xinjiang, the festival has been held since 
2008. It attracted 138 art groups from more 
than 70 countries and regions during its pre-
vious six sessions. XT

(Text and photos by Wang Yajuan)

1. Dancers from Kazakhstan interact with 
local peers welcoming them at Tianshan 
International Airport in Urumqi on July 21
2. Members of Balletto di Milano, a ballet 
company from Italy, greet viewers after a  
performance in the International Grand  
Bazaar in Urumqi on July 22
3. Wang Hongwei, a tenor and President of 
the Tianjin Conservatory of Music, performs 
in Erquan, an opera about visually impaired 
musician Abing, in Urumqi on July 21
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FACTS & FIGURES

Green Development

More than  
100 million  
kilowatts (kw)
New energy installed capacity at the end of 2024, rising from 37.57 mil-
lion kw in 2022, making Xinjiang the first provincial-level administrative 
region in northwest China to reach the 100-million-kw benchmark. New 
energy refers to wind power and solar power

42.11 million kw 
Newly installed capacity of new energy in 2024, ranking first nationwide

31 
The number of 750-kilovolt transformer stations Xinjiang had built by 
the end of 2024. These stations have the highest voltage of their kind 
in China and are specifically designed for long-distance, large-capacity 
power transmission

12,200 km
The total length of power transmission lines in Xinjiang

126.4 billion  
kilowatt-hours
The amount of Xinjiang-produced electricity transmitted to other parts of 
China in 2024, of which nearly one third was generated from new-energy 
sources

Power transmission lines in Mulei (Mori) Kazak 
Autonomous County, Changji Hui Autonomous 
Prefecture (XINHUA) 

A view of Urumqi on July 12 (VCG)
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FACTS & FIGURES

79.7%
The average proportion of days with good air quality in Xinjiang’s cities 
and prefectures in 2024

9.7%
The year-on-year decline in average PM2.5 density in Xinjiang in 2024. 
PM2.5 refers to particles in the air that measure less than 2.5 micrometers 
in diameter. These particle pose health risks because, when inhaled, they 
can travel deeply into lung tissue

312 
The number of days with good air quality in Urumqi in 2024, exceeding 
300 for the first time

69
The number of water pollution prevention and treatment projects Xinjiang 
has implemented since 2021

1.619 billion yuan 
($22.5 million)
The amount of funding granted by the Central Government for water pol-
lution prevention and treatment projects 

98.8%
The proportion of the 171 river cross sections monitored by regional authori-
ties that scored Grade I-III on China’s five-tier water quality scale in 2024. No 
cross sections recorded water quality at or below Grade V, the worst grade
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GUARDIANS OF THE OASIS
Xinjiang’s holistic approach to water conservation and ecological protection By Lu Yan
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GUARDIANS OF THE OASIS
Xinjiang’s holistic approach to water conservation and ecological protection By Lu Yan

The Manasi National Wetland Park in Changji Hui 
Autonomous Prefecture on August 10 (XINHUA)
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Seeing new generations of wild swans each year is Zhang Jiankun’s greatest 
source of pride. As head of the administrative bureau of Manasi (Manas) National 
Wetland Park, Zhang knows the successful breeding of these nationally protected ani-
mals is a result of the park’s steadily improving ecosystem.

“This is the third consecutive year we’ve documented this phenomenon,” Zhang 
told Xinjiang Today.

Located in Manasi County, Changji Hui Autonomous Prefecture, Manasi 
National Wetland Park once suffered from severe ecological degradation. “More than 
a decade ago, there was only a small stream here. Excessive grazing and farming ac-
tivities in the surrounding area had devastated the wetland ecosystem,” Zhang said.

In 2011, the wetland, a pilot national wetland park at that time, began comprehen-
sive restoration efforts, including converting farmland back into wetlands, dredging 
waterways and replenishing water for ecological purposes.

Today, the park, officially given the title of a national wetland park in 2016, 
stands as a testament to how sustained conservation efforts can breathe new life into 
ecosystems in Xinjiang, which is home to towering mountain glaciers, sprawling des-
erts and fertile oases. 

S

Green shelterbelts help stabilize the sand beneath a highway traversing the Taklimakan Desert (XINHUA) 
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Of the 453  
bird species that 
spend at least 

part of the year 
in Xinjiang, 

Manasi 
National 

Wetland Park 
has documented 

279

Paradise for migrant birds
Manasi National Wetland Park is situated 

along the West Asian-East African Flyway, one 
of the world’s eight most important migratory 
bird flyways. It serves as a crucial “energy replen-
ishment station” for birds crossing the Tianshan 
Mountains, which are further from the ocean than 
any other mountains in the world and are the larg-
est mountain area located within an arid zone. 

Every year from October to November, tens of 
thousands of migratory birds arrive from Mongolia, 
stopping here to rest. They then continue their jour-
ney through regions including the Qinghai-Tibet 
Plateau, ultimately reaching the northern parts of the 
Indian Subcontinent and Africa.

“Ecological water replenishment is crucial for 
maintaining wetland ecosystem health,” Zhang 

said. “It plays a vital role in stabilizing water lev-
els and improving water quality.”

Ecological water replenishment is engineered 
or non-engineered measures that deliver water 
to ecosystems, such as rivers, lakes and wetlands 
experiencing water deficits due to natural or hu-
man factors. These interventions help meet these 
systems’ water requirements to curb ecological deg-
radation and restore their ability to self-regulate.

The park spans a total area of 47.02 square 
km, with nearly half being covered in water. 
Between 2023 and 2024, it received a cumulative 
33.03 million cubic meters of ecological water 
replenishment—equivalent to filling over 13,000 
Olympic-sized swimming pools—to sustain its 
fragile desert wetland ecosystem.

Zhang said the more than 10 years of system-
atic water replenishment has restored wetland 

Forest rangers inspect a river in Tiemenguan City on August 6 (XINHUA)

s
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connectivity and been effective in protecting and 
rehabilitating migratory bird habitats.

“The fact that wild swans have chosen our 
wetland to breed in for three consecutive years is 
a strong testament to the quality of our ecological 
conservation,” Zhang said. “In the first two years, 
one cygnet was successfully fledged each year; 
and this year, we’ve recorded six—a clear sign 
that the wetland’s environment is healthy, with 
excellent water quality.”

Moving forward, the park will enhance patrols 
and monitoring in swan nesting areas to ensure 
safer, more suitable conditions for the young 
swans’ growth. “We’re committed to creating an 
even better habitat for these cygnets to thrive,” 
Zhang added.

Of the 453 bird species that spend at least part of 
the year in Xinjiang, Manasi National Wetland Park 
has documented 279, including seven under nation-
al first-class protection and 40 under second-class 
protection, including the wild swans. The wetland 
has also seen increases in both plant diversity and 

the populations of other wildlife species.
With tens of thousands of migrant wild birds 

passing through, the park has become a perfect 
destination for bird-watching enthusiasts. During 
peak visitation days, the wetland welcomes up to 
10,000 daily visitors. “All remarkably maintaining 
quiet observation to avoid disturbing the wildlife,” 
Zhang said.

In the future, the park is expected to welcome 
more tourists and visitors. Despite that, protecting 
the ecological environment and wildlife remains 
its top priority. Zhang said nearby villages can ac-
commodate tourists with dining and recreational 
activities, boosting local income. However, within 
the wetland park itself, development is strictly mini-
mized to preserve its pristine ecological beauty.

From desert to green
Xinjiang’s vast deserts cover 440,600 square 

km, accounting for 64 percent of China’s total 
desert land area, according to official data released 
in 2023. The region contains 10 major deserts, 

Xinjiang’s  
sustained  

environmental 
investment has 
resulted in the 

cumulative  
afforestation of 
approximately 
4.67 million 

hectares

Wild horses roam the Kalamaili Ungulate Nature Reserve on July 28 (XINHUA)
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At 43 years old, Yibulayimu, working at the 
Desert Poplar Forest Protection Center in Shaya 
County of Aksu Prefecture, has dedicated 17 
years to forest conservation. He still remembers 
how commercial logging along the riverbanks and 
villagers chopping down trees for firewood were 
once commonplace. 

In 1998, China launched a pilot Natural Forest 
Protection Program in Xinjiang, and by 1999, 
Shaya County had completely banned the logging 
of desert poplars. Unfortunately, some areas of 
Shaya’s poplar forests still showed signs of deg-
radation due to chronic water shortages. Today, at 
the county’s famous “Ghost Forest” scenic area, 
visitors can still witness vast stands of these an-
cient trees that perished from dehydration after the 
river’s diversion.

In 2016, Xinjiang launched a comprehensive 
ecological conservation initiative for the desert 
poplar forests in the Tarim River Basin. That 
same year marked the official commencement of 
floodwater diversion projects to irrigate poplars 
along the middle and upper reaches of the Tarim 
River.

The 266-km Shaya section of the Tarim River 
serves as a critical frontline defense against the 
advancing Taklimakan Desert. In recent years, 
Shaya has considerably enhanced the ecological 
restoration of the wetlands in the upper reaches of 
the Tarim River through integrated conservation 
strategies.

Now, degraded poplar forests within the coun-
ty have been restored, with natural young forest 
areas increasing by more than 3,000 hectares. The 
lush and continuous poplar forests in Shaya also 
provide habitats for wildlife such as white-tailed 
ground jays, black storks and red deer, while 
the county’s beautiful waters and scenery have 
made it an emerging tourist destination in south 
Xinjiang. 

In 2024, the poplar forest scenic area in Shaya 
received 234,000 visitors, a year-on-year increase 
of 35.3 percent, and during this year’s May Day 
holiday (from May 1 to 5) alone, it welcomed 
over 160,000 visitors. XT

with the Taklimakan Desert in south Xinjiang and the Gurbantunggut Desert in 
north Xinjiang being China’s largest and second largest deserts.

In response to these challenging environmental conditions, Xinjiang, the 
Chinese region most severely affected by concentrated desertification, has imple-
mented comprehensive ecological conservation measures with notable success in 
recent years. The region has achieved measurable progress through the reduction 
of desertified and sandy terrain, substantial improvements in soil erosion control, 
and the creation of the world’s most extensive desert-edge shelterbelt network. 

Among these initiatives, the Three-North Shelterbelt Forest Program stands 
out as a cornerstone project in combating desert expansion. This large-scale af-
forestation effort, launched in 1978 across northwest, north and northeast China, 
is a strategic response to sandstorm mitigation and soil erosion prevention. The 
program’s eight-phase implementation across 13 provincial-level regions is 
scheduled to be completed in 2050.

Xinjiang’s sustained environmental investment has resulted in the cumulative 
afforestation of approximately 4.67 million hectares, creating a biodiverse shel-
terbelt system incorporating multiple tree species that is effectively restraining 
desertification across the region. Forest coverage had increased from 4.24 percent 
in 2012 to 5.07 percent by 2024.

The Tarim River Basin surrounding the Taklimakan Desert is home to nearly 
90 percent of China’s natural desert poplar (Populus euphratica) forests, forming 
a vital natural barrier against sandstorms and desert encroachment.

The Tianshan Grand Canyon Scenic Area in Urumqi on August 9 (XINHUA)


