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Quiet Reflections:
Xixi Wetlands, an Urban Oasis

Take a course in good water and air; and in the eternal youth of Nature
you may renew your own. Go quietly, alone; no harm will befall you.

John Muir

This is my first spring in China. Back home in the American Midwest,
the arrival of spring is heralded by brilliant yellow daffodils that dazzle the
eyes, but here in Hangzhou it was the demure shades of pink and white
coupled with the heady aroma of peach blossoms that announced the
coming of spring. As heartening as a trumpet flourish the fragrant peaches
of Hangzhou proclaim spring, the season of life, has returned. I paid my
first visit to the Xixi Wetlands as spring first awoke, and the air was filled
with the perfume of sweet-smelling blossoms. Wetlands are the lungs of
a city, and visitors to Xixi can enjoy some of the freshest air in Zhejiang

Province, so breathe deeply and explore far and wide.

At over ten square kilometers, the Xixi National Wetlands Park is the
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largest wetlands park in China. Besides the natural wonders, there are a
myriad of cultural activities in the Park, such as: persimmon and plum
festivals, angling, silk production, boating and more. There are several
villas to enjoy along with the reconstructed Fa Hua Shi Temple which was
originally constructed in 480-493 AD. There are several conservation areas
including: Feijiatang Ecological Conservation Area, Xiaolongtan Ecological
Conservation Area and the Chaotianmuyang Ecological Conservation
Area. The hundreds of kilometers of pathways wind in and out throughout
the park. Don’t worry if you forget to grab a map along the way, there are

dozens of signs and well-marked trails.

Ecology First

Conservation is a state of harmony between men and land.

—Aldo Leopold

The mantra of the Xixi Wetlands restoration effort is Ecology First.
Wetlands are vital to a healthy watershed. A properly functioning wetland
cleanses flowing water and provides habitat for a myriad of living things.
China’s biodiversity is one of the highest in the world, and Zhejiang
Province is one of the most biologically diverse areas of China, and the Xixi
Wetlands is a key component of Zhejiang’s environmental protection and
education efforts. The Xixi Wetlands has an innovative environmental education
program, which introduces hundreds of students and adults to a range of
wetland related ecological concepts. Environmental education is a critical
element of all successful large-scale ecological restoration projects around the
wotld and the Xixi Wetlands is an environmental education leader in Zhejiang,

As part of the commendable ecological restoration efforts, over 270
biological species have been introduced in a valiant attempt to restore the
wetland ecosystem back to health. Among the wetland trees and plants
protected and replanted were: Camphor, Persimmon, Mulberry, Bamboo,

Willow, Chinese Scholar, Lotus and Gardenia. The Xixi National Wetlands
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Park is being developed in a multi-purpose setting in a mixed use manner
while simultaneously protecting the fragile wetland ecosystem and allowing
some areas to go untouched and grow wild. The wetland food chain is being
reestablished in order to make the different wetland systems self sustaining, The
splendidly ambitious Xixi Wetlands Park project is currently in Phase Three of
development with enormous plant conservation areas being created as well as

light commercial and residential construction.

The Wetlands Top Ten

Wetlands are found around the world;
Wetlands clean flowing water;

Wetlands are priceless wildlife habitat;
Wetlands aid in the reduction of flooding;
Wetlands can be very pleasurable;

Wetlands can assist with wastewater treatment;
Wetlands are fantastic outdoor classrooms;
Wetlands help recharge groundwater;
Wetlands help guard against erosion;

China’s wetlands continue to disappear but more and more are being

protected.

Flights of Fancy
One way to open your eyes is to ask yourself, “What if I had never seen
this before? What if I knew I would never see it again? ”

—Rachel Carson

Several pairs of white herons were feeding in the silent backwaters. The
beating of their wings as they moved about was audible in the otherwise
still air. A soothing quiet overtook my nonchalant footsteps. Profound
silence folded in around me like fog switling round a warm summit. The

bamboo groves provided a relaxing green curtain behind which to hide
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as the city’s soundscape fell away. Casual reflections returned to a primal
state and intermingled with the intoxicating breeze. The Xixi Wetlands is
a comforting oasis away from the urban cacophony. As the final echo of
the mechanized world faded behind the horizon’s dampening gray blanket,
a murmur of tranquility wavered just up ahead—urging my feet forward
into the obscuring purity of silence. Even if it lasts but a second the gift
of quiet is perhaps the greatest treasure that awaits visitors. For only in
stillness can we hear our uninhibited natural voice calling. Step further
into the calm landscape and breathe deeply the essence of life—serenity
unbounded. There just beyond the rustling leaves, conveyed along with the
exquisite scent of peach blossoms is a return to the real. It waits for you
out there in the primordial wetlands.

The Xixi Wetlands are the last remaining example of the traditional
water towns of Hangzhou that once spread across the West Lake basin. The
wetlands of the area took shape more than 4,000 years ago, and although their
gradual disappearance can be attributed to natural changes in the ecosystem,
the Xixi National Wetlands Park was established in 2005 to protect the fragile
environment northwest of Hangzhou from a modern day foe that has proven
far more destructive than mother nature: the great urban sprawl. The protective
boundaries of the park encompass an area of ten square kilometers, and
currently support a base population of 300 residing in the original Jiangcun
village. The maximum number of visitors to the park is restricted to 3,000
per day, and the villagers and their gaudy new housing complexes will soon be
relocated further a field in a bid to preserve and enhance the wetlands through
carefully controlled environmentalism.

Visitors are able to wander around the park unaccompanied or take a
guided tour of the waters by boat. The Xixi Wetlands feature a maze of
crisscrossing creeks and ancient Persimmon trees. The wetlands’ seas of
reeds were once reportedly home to over half of the 150 different types
of birds found in the greater Hangzhou area. Extensive planting has been

undertaken in recent years, and the wetlands will hopefully soon return to



