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Left: In the Ul7 women's events at the World Climbing Asia Youth
Championship Guiyang 2026 at the Guizhou Caihu International
Climbing Center, Chinese athletes swept the bouldering podium and
claimed gold and silver in lead climbing. Right: World-record holder
Zhao Yicheng wins the U9 speed climbing final on Monday.
Bottom right: Zhao (center) celebrates on the podium by posing for
a selfie with his teammates. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

China’s young stars

hit new heights

Nation dominates speed events at Asia Youth Championship
and makes key breakthroughsinlead and bouldering

By LI YINGXUE
liyingrue@chinadaily.com.cn

he starting signal rang out.
Less than five seconds later,

Chinese climber Zhao
Yicheng had already tapped
home first.

His men’s U19 speed final time of
4.69 seconds was the fastest of the
championship at the Guizhou Caihu
International Climbing Center in
Guiyang.

After stepping onto the podium,
Zhao turned toward the stands and
made a “call me” gesture with his
thumb and pinky finger. It was a
lighthearted celebration of a victory
that had been ayear in the making —
and a way of closing the chapter on a
disappointment that had stayed with
him for months.

From Aug 21 to 25, the World
Climbing Asia Youth Championship
Guiyang 2026 was held at the center,
bringing together 213 athletes from
16 Asian countries and regions.

Competitors in the U17 and U19
age groups contested four disciplines
— bouldering, lead, speed and speed
relay.

Held during a crucial preparation
period for next month’s Aichi-Na-
goya Asian Games and the 2028 Los
Angeles Olympic Games, the cham-

pionship offered a glimpse at the
next generation of Asian climbing
talent.

China sent 37 athletes and topped
the medal table with 10 golds, nine
silvers and three bronze medals.

The host maintained its tradition-
al dominance in speed climbing,
sweeping all eight gold medals in the
individual and relay speed events.

It also made significant progress in
bouldering and lead climbing, disci-
plines in which China has tradition-
ally faced stronger competition from
Japan and South Korea.

In the U17 women’s events, Chi-
nese athletes swept the bouldering
podium and claimed gold and silver
in lead climbing.

The results highlighted both Chi-
na’s depth in its strongest discipline
and the rapid progress being made in
areas where it still has ground to
make up.

For Zhao, however, the U19 men’s
speed gold carried a particularly per-
sonal meaning.

A year ago, at the 2025 edition of
Asia Youth Championship in Gui-
yang, Zhao lost the final after a false
start.

Over the following year, he pro-
duced strong performances at inter-
national competitions, including the
Asian Beach Games in Sanya, Hain-
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Iactually thoughta
lot about it before this
competition. I felt that
..Ihad been too hard
on the version of
myself from last
year.”

Zhao Yicheng, on overcoming a
false start in 2025 to win gold at
this year's championship

an province, and the World Cup in
Wujiang, Jiangsu province, while
repeatedly setting and resetting
world records. Yet success brought
greater expectations, and those
expectations sometimes made it
harder for him to relax.

“I actually thought a lot about it
before this competition. I felt that,
over the past year, I had been too
hard on the version of myself from
last year;” Zhao said after the race.

“I wanted to rediscover the feeling
Tused to have”

At the start of the final, Zhao fol-
lowed his routine precisely.

His reaction was controlled yet

decisive, and he completed the
course in 4.69 seconds.

“My reaction at the start today was
very controlled. I treated every race
according to the standard proce-
dure,” he said.

He later explained his podium cel-
ebration. “I wanted to call my past
self and tell him: ‘See? You can still
win the championship without a
false start,” Zhao said.

“I got over that hurdle a long time
ago, but I also wanted to use this
competition to learn to relax again,”
he said.

“T used to think I had to be abso-
lutely focused, but many factors at
competitions are beyond my control.
I need to learn to accept them and
find a balance between focus and
relaxation.”

As a world-record holder, Zhao
knows that expectations will only
Srow.

“Throughout this process, I've also
wanted to keep my mindset
unchanged, but there are indeed
many factors that I cannot control,”
Zhao said, pausing before encourag-
ing himself: “I'm a world-record
holder, after all. Why shouldn’t T have
more confidence?

“What matters is keeping the
motivation and doing your best.”

That personal breakthrough was
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part of a dominant performance by
China in speed climbing.

In the individual speed finals on
Aug 24, Chinese athletes won four
golds, four silvers and two bronze
medals. A day later, China swept all
four gold medals in the speed relay,
completing a clean sweep of all eight
speed titles.

In the U17 women’s bouldering
final, Tan Youtian was the only com-
petitor to complete all four problems,
taking gold. Teammates Li Meini and
Lu Yijing won silver and bronze,
respectively, giving China a clean
sweep of the podium — a first for the
country in the event at an interna-
tional competition.

In the U17 women’s lead final, Lu
and Li finished first and second. All
four Chinese competitors advanced
to the final, underlining the depth of
the country’s emerging talent pool.

At just 1.54 meters tall, Guiyang
native Lu is not among the tallest
climbers in the field.

“When I was younger, I thought
many routes were difficult because of
my height and that I simply couldn’t
reach certain holds,” Lu said.

“Now I feel that there are no holds
on a women’s course that are
unreachable. It’s only a matter of
whether your ability is good enough.”

Her family and classmates came to

cheer her on, giving her an extra
boost.

“Winning the gold medal in my
hometown makes me especially hap-
Py, and it also gives me more confi-
dence;” Lu said.

Competition in the men’s boulder-
ing and lead events remained fierce.
Japanese and South Korean climbers
continued to demonstrate their
strength. South Korea won the U19
men’s bouldering and lead titles,
while Japan swept the U17 men’s lead
podium. Indonesia claimed the U17
men’s bouldering gold, underlining
the rapid development of climbing
across Asia.

China did not make the podium in
the men’s bouldering and lead
events, but its young athletes showed
clear signs of progress.

Coach Yu Jianxin said the improve-
ment of China’s Ul7 women’s boul-
dering and lead teams was the result
of sustained efforts to expand youth
competitions, promote participation
and identify new talent.

At the same time, he explained
that challenges remain, including a
shortage of high-level coaches and
course setters, as well as an unclear
career pathway for young athletes,
noting that talent development sys-
tem in China still needs further
refinement.

By SUN XIAOCHEN
sunxiaochen@chinadaily.com.cn

For a second straight summer, the
world’s best strikers, wrestlers and
grapplers are ready to lock horns in
Shanghai, as the Ultimate Fighting
Championship takes center stage in
the East China metropolis.

A two-day Fight Night event is all
set to rock the city again, following
the blockbusting success of last year’s
fixture, with a stacked card that fea-
tures a strong Chinese contingent of
established mixed martial artists and
daring young prospects squaring off
against world heavyweights in their
respective divisions on Saturday.

Headlining Saturday’s main card
at Shanghai’s Oriental Sports Center
is a high-stakes bantamweight bout
pitching home pride Song Yadong,
the No 5 contender in the competi-
tive division, against third-ranked
Umar Nurmagomedov of Russia.

As China’s highest-ranked men’s
fighter across any division in the
UFC right now, Song is expected to
cement his title-challenging creden-
tials by upsetting a tough wrestling
specialist in Nurmagomedov in
front of a partisan home crowd.

Speaking at a news conference for
the second successive Shanghai Fight
Night, the 28-year-old, who hails

from Heilongjiang province, said
that fighting at home feels very com-
fortable and helps him stay relaxed.

“When I compete overseas, I
always carry an all-or-nothing
mindset, desperate to prove myself
and secure the win at all costs.

“Back fighting in China, with my
family and friends around, I feel so
much warmth and so much sup-
port, and that helps me stay at ease
and perform at my best.

“My mindset has shifted. I no
longer get too obsessed with the
results like I did in the past, which
would tie my hands and affect my per-
formances. I now focus more on my
technique, rhythm and mentality.”

To fight for a shot at the division
belt, currently held by Russia’s Petr
Yan, and doing it in Shanghai has
made it a full-circle experience for
Song, nine years after he made his
impressive Octagon debut by sub-
mitting India’s Bharat Khandare
with a first-round guillotine choke
at UFC’s first live event in Shanghai
in 2017.

Now facing a dangerous wrestler in
Nurmagomedov, Song said his confi-
dence stems from a solid pre-fight
training camp that focused on coun-
terattacking his opponent’s style.

“My opponent possesses strong
wrestling skills. I have completed
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Shanghai gets ready to rumble for a second successive UFC Fight Night

Song Yadong of China and Umar Nurmagomedov of Russia face off
in front of the Shanghai Oriental Sports Center on Tuesday. zUrFA LLC

intensive wrestling and takedown
defense training. I have also pre-
pared some special techniques, leav-
ing no stone unturned for this crucial
matchup,” said Song, who steps into
the Octagon in Shanghai on the back
of a submission win over Brazilian
former titleholder Deiveson Figue-
iredo in Macao in May that improved
his career win-loss record to 23-9.
Serving as co-main event, China’s
strawweight veteran Yan Xiaonan is
determined to prove she remains a

force to be reckoned with at the age
of 37 when she takes on 13th-ranked
rising contender Denise Gomes of
Brazil. Yan will be hoping to bounce
back from a disappointing decision
loss to another Brazilian, Virna
Jandiroba, in April last year.

“My opponent is young and full of
momentum,’ said Yan, who also
won her first UFC bout at the 2017
Shanghai Fight Night over Kailin
Curran of the United States, via
unanimous decision.

“Rising star or seasoned veteran,
every fighter steps into the Octagon
with fierce fighting spirit. I believe I
still have what it takes to keep
punching my way toward the top of
the division,” said Yan, the first Chi-
nese woman signed by the UFC in
October 2017, one month before the
inaugural Shanghai showpiece.

Additional domestic talent set to
appear on the six-bout main card
lineup includes Liu Ce, who is mak-
ing his Octagon debut against Brazil’s
light heavyweight grappler Levi Rod-
rigues Jr, and fan favorite Sumudaer-
ji, a flyweight prospect known as
“The Tibetan Eagle”, fighting in a
rematch against American veteran
Alex Perez, following their “no-con-
test” first meeting in Macao in May.

While Saturday’s card features
established UFC athletes, Friday’s
Road to UFC semifinals offers a
chance for China’s future MMA
hopefuls to make their presence felt
on a global stage.

The single-elimination RTU tour-
nament, launched in 2022 as a tal-
ent-selection program specifically
for Asia-Pacific markets, has already
steered 23 promising MMA fighters
from the region into the promotion’s
main ranks. Winners of their
respective divisions each year earn
coveted UFC contracts.

Kevin Chang, UFC’s senior vice-
president and head of Asia, attribut-
ed the increasing quality of the Fight
Night events in China to the promo-
tion’s commitment to talent devel-
opment in this region.

“We have been working tirelessly
to build a pipeline for Chinese and
Asian talent, and no other interna-
tional sports property is doing what
we are doing in this region,” he said
in Shanghai on Wednesday.

“This weekend, from the RTU
semifinalists fighting for their UFC
dream, to the main card athletes
competing on the world’s biggest
stage, we will see the full spectrum
of MMA excellence, and the future
of our sport in Asia, shining bright
right here in Shanghai.”

Having built a Performance Insti-
tute in Shanghai and set its Asian
headquarters in the city in 2019, UFC
continues its localization in China
with the announcement on Wednes-
day that it has renewed its partner-
ship with major streaming platform
Migu for another five years, with
their cooperation expanded beyond
just broadcasting to more areas,
such as joint event operation, fan
services and MMA promotion.

He Qi and Li Junfeng in Shanghai
contributed to this story.



