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STENT 

T he story of world-renowned 
Chinese forestry researcher 
Professor Zhu Zhao-hua is rich 
with the irony of the 
often-muddled relationship 
between politics and 
development. Prof. Zhu is one 
of the pioneering 
the modern use of 
fast-growing paulownla rree m 
China. But his road to success 
- as that of many researchers 
in developing countries -was 
often marked with obstacles. 

Prof. Zhu first became interested in 
paulownia in 19772 when he was asked 
to collect seeds of two paulownia 
species, Paulownia elongata and p. 
ghbrata, for Argentine researchers. “I 
knew very liule about paulownia 
then,” Prof. Zhu says. “I began to ask 
experts about the two species but 
nobody could tell me about them or 
where they grew.” After finding 
descriptions of the two species in an 
old journal, he rushed to the 
Shandong and Anhui provinces of 
China where large tracts of the 
paulownia were grown. Although he 
admired the long cultivation history of 
the tree in these regions, he 
discovered backward cultivation 
methods and a confusing classification 
system for the various species of 
paulownia. 

Upon completing this initial 
research, Prof. Zhu realized the 
importance of the tree for the Chinese 
people. “Fast growth is a basic 
characteristic that makes paulownia 
the first choice in people’s fight against 
natural disasters,” he says. While 
investigating paulownia species, he 
noticed that farmers planted 
paulownia to compensate for failed 
crops stricken by storms or water 
logging. On vast plains in east and 
north China, myriad shelter systems of 
paulownia trees protect crops from 
sand storms and moisten soil, ensuring 
good harvests from one of the 
country’s breadbaskets. 

“Paulownia is a treasure-house for 
farmers,” Prof. Zhu says. It provides 
faster economic returns than any other 
tree variety. After 3 or 4 years, 
paulownia wood can be used. Light 
and strong, it is a good material for 
making furniture, toys, plywood, 
musical instruments, and for 
packaging. I6 flowers produce honey 
and medicinal materials and its leaves 
are more nutritious than alfalfa when 
fed to livestock. 

Besides, Prof. Zhu notes, paulownia 
is compatible with various plants such 
as wheat, couon, maize,:bamboo, tea, 
and apple trees. 

“I decided quickly after my initial 
research that I wanted to do more 
work in this area,” he recalls with 
confidence. “Since then, paulownia 
has taken all my energy.” 

Much of this energy was used to 
overcome unexpected hurdles. For 
instance, when Prof. Zhu returned to 
Beijing after his visits to the provinces, 
he excitedly suggested launching a 
research project on paulownia. “This 
was my first opportunity to work on a 
really meaningful project since I 
graduated from Lanzou University in 
1962,” he says. 

Prof. Zhu’s idea was accepted by the 
then Minister of Forestry, Linag 
Changwu, but officials of the Chinese 
Academy of Forestry (CAF) 
inexplicably turned him down. 

“Paulownia is a 
treasure-house 

for farmers” 

China at this time was in an intense 
internal struggle, known as the 
Cultural Revolution (~~3-1976). The 
political power plays between 
Chairman Mao and various anti-Mao 
factions resonated throughout Chinese 
society, creating disorder and 
turbulence at almost every level. 

The Chinese Academy of Forestry 
was no exception. The Academy 
disbanded several of the institutes it 
supervised. Prof. Zhu, who worked for 
an institute under the Academy, was 
assigned to a rather different job. He, 
like many other talented researchers 
around him, was sent to feed pigs in 
the rural areas of China! His research 
skills were to be wasted. 

Fortunately, he did not give up but 
decided to do “underground” research. 
He looked for historical references to 
paulownia, and was fortunate enough 
to locate a number of old manuscripts 
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plot qfpaulomia-lea intercropping. 

on the subject, some dating back 2000 
years. He eve” found a monograph on 
paulownia published in 1049. “It is 
very scientitic and useful,” Prof. Zhu 
says. 

Carrying a 15.kg sampling box, he 
trekked through 19 provinces, talking 
to farmers and gathering information 
on the geographical distribution of 
paulownia, climatic and soil 
conditions suitable for its growth, and 
how it was interplanted with crops. 

He left home in spring and returned 
in winter, spending at least 7 months a 
year in forests, leaving his wife Tong 
Qingjuan, a researcher at the Chinese 
Academy of Agriculture, looking after 
their two sons. ‘“I was afraid to meet 
her complaining eyes when I came 
home after a long stay in the 
provinces,” he says. 

In 1979> Prof. Zhu’s persistence 
finally paid off and he and his fellow 
researchers got financial support from 
the Chinese government. In the 
ensuing years, their research came out 
into the open and expanded. They 
established six experimental stations 
-one for each of China’s major 
climatic zones. Each of the bases has a 
paulownia gene pool. 

They collected different species form 
all parts of China, grew them as 
seedlings, clones, and root cuttings. 

About 850 super trees were selected, 
grown, and tested for desirable 
characteristics such as exceptional 
height and diameter. Four, high-quality 
clones have been bred and made 
available for use by Chinese farmers. 

Another team under Prof. Zhu’s 
leadership is currently dedicated to 
improving the cultivation technology 
for paulownia. Today, a 1Fcentimetre 
long root cutting planted in the spring 
can reach 6 metres in 3 years, twice as 
fast as previous species. It is not 
unusual for a 5.year old tree to reach 
17 metres in height and 30 centimetres 
in diameter, he says. 

As for intercropping, Prof. Zhu and 
his colleagues experimented in 
growing tea, apple, pear, and other 
crops with paulownia trees. They have 
found that the spacing of paulownia 
trees in this intercropping system is a 
major determinant of crop yields. 
Sometimes, crop yields will be the 
same as for openfield cultivation. 
When distances between trees and 
rows are enlarged, however, crop 
yields frequently go up. 

Prof. Zhu and his colleagues also 
write extensively. They have 
published 16 treatises in Chinese, 
summer journals, and a 
comprehensive book on agroforestsy 
systems in China, published recently. 
To raise awareness about paulownia, 
they have made four TV 
documentaries and a magazine on 
paulownia. 

In 1983, Prof. Zhu’s research team 
received financial support from IDRC 
to help in the successful execution of 
their program. “IDRC’s financial aid 
enabled our research to enter a new 
phase,” he says. “With the money, we 
bought new equipment, started 
paulownia-related training and were 
able to continue our research in a 
more scientific way.” 
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As a result of his excellent research 
record, Prof. Zhu was appointed as 
executive director of a” IDRC 
farm-forestry project-an important, 
multimillion dollar project involving 
many areas of expertise at IDRC’s 
regional office in Singapore. In the 
new program, he has been promoted 
to take charge of all 17 subprojects 
including one on paulownia. 

Despite having to participate in 
more international activities now, he 
continues to devote much attention to 
paulownia research. “Next step, we 
will measure changes in nutritious 
elements in crops before and after 
they are intercropped with paulownia. 
New fmdings will help us understand 
how paulownia influences nutrition 
for farm families,” he says. 

Partly because of his efforts, the 
cultivation of paulownia has become a 
growth industry in rural China, 
bringing wealth to farmers and 
helping boost farmland yield. 

Today, a” estimated 1.2 billion 
paulownia trees are grown across the 
counuy, providing farmers with fine 
lumber for house construction and 
furniture making. 

In addition, the country has been 
exporting some 60,000 cubic metres of 
paulownia logs and planks to Japan 
annually, with a” estimated value to 
the Chinese economy exceeding 
US$30 million. 

For his outstanding contributions to 
forest conservation and public 
education in forestry, Prof. Zhu 
received a “Man of the Trees” award 
from the Richard St Barbe Baker 
Foundation based in Saskatchewan, 
Canada. 

The award is a fitting cap to an 
impressive career - a career marked 
with formidable tests to the 
persistence and research skills of Prof. 
Zhu Zhao-hua. 
Zhou Peidi in China. 
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