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WORLD MOST IN ECOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTION-SANBEI SHELTER-TOREST SYSTEM IN THE NORTHEAST.THE NORTH AND THE NORTHWEST OF CHINA
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ORLD MOST IN ECOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTION-SANBEI SHELTER~TOREST SYSTEM IN THE NORTHEAST, THE NORTH AND THE NORTHWEST OF CHINA

In 1978, the Chinese Central Government decided to implement a tremendous project of ecological construction in the North-
east, the North and the Northwest—the Sanbei Shelter-forest System (In Chinese, Sanbei means the 3 Norths). The Project was
planned to complete within 2 centuries and to cover huge areas with varieties of institutions and professions involved. It has been
ranked as one of the key projects for the development of national economy and social progress. It has opened a new chapter in the
construction of Chinese forestry and ecology. In aspects of the scale of works, the involvement of participants and areas, the sophis-
tication of natural conditions and the duration of construction, the Sanbei Shelter-forest System is bigger than “the Roosevelt Project
in USA”,“the Stalin Program of Natural Improvement in the Soviet Union”and “the Project of Green Embankment in North Africa”.
Therefore, the Sanbei Shelter-forest System has been recognized as the “World Most in Ecological Construction”.

The Sanbei Shelter-forest System extends from Binxian County of Heilongjiang Province in the east to the Uzbel Shankou of
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region in the west, and from the national boundary line in the north to Tianjin, Fenhe River, Weihe River,
lower reaches of Taohe River, Mt. Burhan Budai and Mt.Karakorum in the south. It is 4 480 km from east to west and 560—1,460 km
from south to north at a longitude from 73°26” Eto 127° 50" E and a latitude from 33° 30’ Nto52° 12’ N.There are 551 counties in
13 provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions involved in the construction, such as Shaanxi, Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai, Xinjiang,
Shanxi, Hebei, Beijing, Tianjin, the Inner Mongolia, Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang. The Project spreads out over 4,069,000 sq.km—
42.4% of the total land territory of China. There are 147 million people (14% of the Chinese total) in the Project area. The population is
composed of 22 nationalities such as Han, Man, Korean, Mongolian, Hui Muslim, Uygur Muslim.

The Sanbei District is one of the birthplaces of the Chinese civilization. Throughout history, it has been a place of political,
economic and cultural importance. There are many sites of historic and cultural interest in the vast Sanbei District, such as the Great
Wall, the Silk Road, Dunhuang Grotto, the Mausoleum of the Yellow Emperor and the Mausoleum of Qinggis Han.

Unfortunately, the historical magnificence has been surrounded with deserts and is threatened by water erosion and soil loss.

In accordance with historical records, most part of the Sanbei District was once covered with rich pastures, thick forests and
fertile farmland in spite of the deserts and Gobi from the geologically originated. Later on, population growth, predatory reclamation,
overgrazing, destructive forest-cutting,frequent wars as well as climatic changes have resulted in the worsening ecology, degrading
economy and widespread poverty.

The average annual precipitation in the Sanbei District is less than one sixth of the national total. As a place of water shortage,
about 40.7% of the District is arid. The areas with an annual rainfall of over 400 mm only occupy 26.6% of the District. In addition
to the remarkably uneven distribution, the per capita resources of surface water are only up to half of the national average. Although
most part of the District has an annual rainfall of around 300-400 mm, over 60% of the rainfall is concentrated from June to
September mostly to create torrents. Therefore, the climate is characterized by “9 droughts in 10 years, either a drought or a flood”.

There are 8 vast deserts and 4 large sandlands concentrated in the Sanbei District. A dusty wind line of deserts and Gobi extends
several thousand kilometers from Xinjiang in the Northwest to Heilongjiang in the Northeast. Dusty wind or even sandstorms happen
in 30 to 100 days each year. The moving sand is burying houses and roads, swallowing farmland and pastures, threatening the
irrigation and railway facilities. Over 60% of the poverty-stricken counties in China are distributed in this District of fragile ecology.

Around 554,000 sq.km in the Sanbei District is suffering from water erosion and soil loss. Ninety percent of the eroded areas are
distributed on the Loess Plateau. The Plateau has become one of places suffering from the most serious soil erosion in the world. The
annual soil loss averages 1,000 to 10,000 tons per sq.km —— equivalent to a layer of 1 cm surface soil washed away. The silt is raising
the Yellow River bed by 5-10 cm annually. At some sections of the lower reaches, the river bed is already more than 10 m over the
ground.

Drought, dusty wind and soil erosion are destroying the ecological environment, restricting economic development and social
progress, creating poverty in the Sanbei District. It is difficult even for people to survive, let alone prosperity. What to do?

In 1977, the forested land, the living stock volume and the forest coverage in the Sanbei District only amounted to 23.14 million
ha. (10.7% of the national total), 720 million cubic meters (7.2% of the national total) and 5.05% (less than 50% of the national
average) respectively. In addition, the distributions of the forests are remarkably uneven. Most of the primary forests have given
place to natural secondary forests.

The sharp decrease of forest coverage was followed by desert aggression, worsening soil erosion, ecological unequilibrium,



frequent natural calamities, poverty...The ecological environment in the Sanbei District had worsened to such an extent! Pads of
documents and letters were submitted to the Central Government appealing for immediate actions. “The ecological environment in
the Sanbei District has severely worsened.The deserts will swallow thousands hectares of farmland within 10 years. Soil erosion is
damaging the national economy by millions of dollars annually. There will be an unprecedented immigration in the Northwest”.
“Desertification is threatening the survival of 100 million people. Deserts are threatening Beijing”. All the Chinese were shocked! They
did not realize that the environment their survival depends on had worsened to such an extent. They woke to the danger confronting
them.

Some famous experts and administrators, who had worked in the brain trust when Mr. Zhou Enlai was the Premier, co-submitted
to the Central Government “Proposal on the Construction of the Sanbei Shelter-Forest System”. Among many others, they were
invited to the Central Government to discuss and check the implementation programs of this unprecedented ecological project.

Several thousand professors and experts from universities, research institutions and related departments were organized for a
detailed investigation of the Sanbei District. More than 1,000 experts and technicians of forestry, agriculture and geology conducted
lots of field surveys along the vast dusty wind line and over the eroded areas. As a result, more than 1 million data were collected and
many sets of programs were worked out and proposed.

On Nov. 3, 1978, the construction of the Sanbei Shelter-forest System was officially approved by the State Planning Commis-
sion Document(1978)808. On Nov.25 the same year, Program of the Sanbei Shelter-forest System was issued with State Council
Document(1978)244, which was distributed to all the Project provinces, emphasizing, “Desertification and soil erosion are very
serious in the Northwest, North and Northeast. There is also a remarkable shortage of timber, fuelwood, manure and forage. The
agricultural production is low and unstable. Afforestation, grass planting and, in particular, the construction of a comprehensive
shelter-forest system are the measures of strategic importance for the improvement of the production conditions for the agricultural
and animal husbandry in the Sanbei District. The Project provinces should integrate the Sanbei Shelter-forest System into the overall
program of agricultural construction. Energetic effort should be made for timely fulfillment of all the tasks as stipulated in the
Program of the Sanbei Shelter-forest System”.

The people throughout the Sanbei District were greatly encouraged. They were prepared for a ready action and to devote
themselves to this great cause. This also mobilized much attention worldwide. The Thames praised this Program as a magnificent feat
to conquer nature ever in history.

In accordance with the Overall Program, the construction of the Sanbei Shelter-forest System started in 1978 and is to be
completed in 2050. The implementation is composed of 8 phases in 3 stages. On the basis of the protection of the existing vegetation
coverage, measures of artificial afforestation, air-seeding, mountain closure and desert closure are integrated to construct and reha-
bilitate a much better forest coverage as soon as possible. By means of unified planning, the easier works and nearer places are given
an earlier priority. The implementation is done step by step under the emphasis on the key areas. With the help of State subsidy, the
local finance is playing a leading role, while the beneficiaries are encouraged to contribute labors. All the communities, whether in
forms of State organizations, collectives or private households, are welcome in afforestation. The theory of systematic engineering is
applied. The rehabilitation and extension of the forest coverage at mountains and watersheds are taken as the basic framework. The
control of the soil erosion and desertification at the key areas is set as the main target. Ecological benefit, economic benefit and social
benefit are comprehensively integrated. As a result, an ecological and economic shelter-forest system will be gradually established.
The system will be characterized by harmonized combinations among agriculture/forestry/animal husbandry, soils/waters/forests,
multiple types of conservation forests, biological diversity, nets of block plantations and tree belts, trees/shrubs/grasses, afforesta-
tion/mountain closure/management, multiple benefits.

After the completion of the Project in 2050, the forested land, forest coverage, total stock volume and the annual output value
of forestry in the Sanbei District will increase from 23.14 million ha., 5.05%, 720 million cubic meters and 900 million Yuan in 1977
to 60.84 million ha., 15%, 4.27 billion cubic meters and 21 billion Yuan, respectively. The farmland at the plains and oases will be
protected with the shelter networks. Soil erosion and desertification will be basically controlled. The multiple functions and compre-
hensive benefits of the shelter-forest system will be developed. The ecological environment in the Sanbei District will be basically
improved. The production conditions and the living standard of the local people will be significantly upgraded.
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