New Zeitgeist in China: opportunities for sustainable rural development
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Tucked in the far end of western Yunnan
Province, bordering Tibet, Qiunatong is
amongst the most impoverished of villages in
China. Most residents earn less than
RMB2,300 per person per year — the national
poverty line. | spent Christmas in 2015 here. It
took us one and a half days to drive in from the
nearest city. A short stay in the village certainly
does not provide the full picture of
development in China, but it illuminates some
of the opportunities and challenges people in
this country face as the era of the “New
Normal” dawns.

The “New Normal” has largely been used as a
narrative to manage expectations of global
investors, foreign governments and domestic
audiences unnerved by the slow down of
China’s economic growth. Yet the slow down
may be exactly what the country needs as
communities and businesses re-assess their
way forward. Sustainable development
appears to be more feasible as the necessary
institutional support becomes available, and
the right kind of consumer demand emerges.
Qiunatong Village is a case in point.

Qiunatong is  surrounded by  mostly
unperturbed forests and soaring snow
mountains. Sitting upstream on the Salween
River (or Nujiang in Chinese), the village is
irrigated with unpolluted water that is safe for
drinking. Most villagers belong to the Nu ethnic
group and are simultaneously Catholics who
worship in chapels that have stood the test of
time. Over the years, rich ecological and
cultural assets have drawn a steady stream of
travellers to the village.
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View of Qiunatong Village

A  number of entrepreneurial villagers
recognise the value of Qiunatong’s heritage
and have begun to develop small-scale
eco-tourist services targeted at independent
domestic tourists. A couple of inns now offer
basic accommodation and catering services to
visitors who have arrived for an idyllic and
healthy retreat from urban life. The inns have in
turn generated some spill over financial
benefits by buying the vegetables, fruits and
fungi that other villagers have foraged or
grown.

Successes so far have given village leaders
further incentives to protect the natural and
cultural assets of the village. Their pursuit also
takes advantage of provincial policies that aim
to conserve villages with high heritage value.
One of the policies encourages, and in cases
requires, villagers to build new homes in
indigenous building forms.
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Main house of a village inn

This is one step forward from the “New Rural
Village Construction” policy which, issued in
2005, attempted to relocate millions of rural
households to new “villages”, often with

popular choice of masonry construction
material that is perceived to be modern but is
less earthquake-resistant and a poorer
insulator for the climate of Western and
South-western China.

Much remains to be done for Qiunatong’s
eco-tourist services to mature, especially if
villagers are serious about satisfying
increasingly  sophisticated travellers. The
branding of the village, articulation of its unique
story, training of tour guides, establishment
and maintenance of walking trails,
complementary merchandise, touch points for
ecological education and many other forms of
services have yet to take shape.
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Importantly, significant financial and human
resources are still needed to address problems
that are fundamental to the improvement of
livelihood and living standards in the village,

which must take priority in order for
eco-tourism or any other economic
opportunities to  flourish. This includes

investments in agricultural productivity and
diversity, waste management, healthcare,
education and other basic services.

The pursuit of Qiunatong’s entrepreneurs, the
new turn of government policies, and the
choice made by domestic tourists to visit the
village despite its remoteness point to an
emerging Zeitgeist in China that is less
reported by mass media. People are now
looking to recuperate from the costs of high
GDP growth and explore more balanced,
integrated approach to development.
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