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Abstract

We compare the Sinophone term shengtai lüyou and the Anglophone term ecotourism
through reciprocal translations of relevant literature and grounded iterative
comparisons of conceptual components and practices. The Chinese concept of
shengtai lüyou is similar to the Western concept of ecotourism but with key
differences: a role in promoting human health; a predilection for human art and
artefacts to enhance nature; and no limitations on scale. These differences are
reflected both in academic literature and in practical implementation by government
agencies and the tourism industry. Shengtai lüyou is thus a cultural analogue of
ecotourism, not simply a translation. There are three steps in its evolution. Traditional
Chinese culture, different from the West, provided the context. Recent concerns over
environmental impacts, management, education and community equity in tourism,
parallel to the West, provided favourable circumstances. The Western term
ecotourism, introduced into Sinophone literature by Chinese researchers in the mid
1990s, provided a catalyst. Just as China has learnt from ecotourism, the West can
learn from shengtai lüyou.
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INTRODUCTION

Tourism which relies on the appreciation of nature as a primary attraction currently
comprises a very significant subsector of the tourism industry worldwide. It has
considerable consequences for many regional and national economies, local
communities, and the natural environment. Some of these effects are positive and
others negative, and a wide variety of government policy and regulatory instruments,
educational approaches, and local-scale corporate and environmental management
tools are used in attempts to adjust the relationship between these factors. Both the
practices and principles involved in this field have been described, promoted and
analysed extensively in the Anglophone literature, under the broad heading of
ecotourism (Fennell 1999; Weaver 2001; Weaver and Lawton 2007).

Precisely the same practical considerations and theoretical concerns regarding the
various interactions between tourism and environment also apply with equal force in
continents and cultures with different languages (Buckley 2003; Mader, 2003; Cater
2006; Braden and Prudnikova 2008). A global perspective on ecotourism, therefore,
requires a review of literature in multiple languages. This applies whether the issue of
concern is, for example: global trade in tourism services; the use of tourism for local
poverty alleviation; the social consequences of cultural interactions; the management
of tourism and recreation in protected areas; or any other aspect of the sector. Here we
focus on China.

China is the world’s most populous country, with a particularly long and continuous
written history, and a cultural tradition of nature appreciation dating back several
millennia. During recent decades, academic institutions and government agencies
throughout China have had access to English-language literature across a broad range
of fields and disciplines, through an active and widespread translation program. Their
counterparts in the West, in contrast, have no access to Chinese-language literature
unless they themselves are individually fluent in written Chinese. A number of
English-language ecotourism books (eg Buckley 2003) have been translated in full
and republished in China; but Chinese-language ecotourism texts (Yang, Zhong and
Ming 2000; Zhong, Zhao and Xiang 2003; Lu and Wang 2004; Zhong, Yuan and Luo
2006) have not been translated into English. English-language ideas and information
on ecotourism and related topics, therefore, are available within China at least to
specialists who search for them. In addition, there is a much larger self-referencing

Chinese-language academic and government literature covering the same topics from
a purely Chinese perspective.

Methods

Our focus in this contribution is on the conceptual distinctions between corresponding
terms in China and the West, the ways in which those distinctions reflect different
cultural histories, and their international implications in both theory and practice. Our
core approach was an iterative comparison of Sinophone and Anglophone literature
and practice, carried out during a one-year visit to Australia by ZLS. Since ZLS
speaks English but RB and CC do not speak Chinese, these discussions, and the
results as presented here, were carried out in English. We acknowledge that this may
in itself influence our perceptions of the issues under study. Our initial aim was to
review the Chinese-language ecotourism literature so as to make it accessible to
English-language researchers. During this process, however, it became apparent that
shengtai lüyou, the Chinese term used to translate the English term ecotourism, might
represent a rather different concept. Accordingly, our primary aim here is to compare
the conceptual bases and practical expressions of these two terms. If evidence
indicates that there are no significant differences between the terms, then Chineselanguage information on shengtai lüyou in China can be aggregated, or compared
directly, with English-language information on ecotourism in the West. If the two
terms do in fact refer to significantly different concepts and practices, then
comparisons between continents become more difficult, but arguably more
interesting.

Our analytical approach was as follows. We reviewed the Anglophone academic
literature on ecotourism, and the Sinophone academic literature on shengtai lüyou,
independently, so as to identify: the components considered in various definitions of
each, the importance attached to each component, and the degree to which each may
be agreed or contested. There is an extensive literature to be consulted in each
language, albeit with a number of recent review articles. These initial reviews were
carried out in the original languages of the articles concerned, by RB and ZLS
respectively, with no reciprocal translation. From these, we compiled a joint list of
attributes and criteria, in English, for the two terms simultaneously. We paid

particular attention to components which may differ between the two concepts; and to
elucidate these further, ZLS translated key sections of relevant Chinese-language
publications into English. For each of these criteria, we then compiled Chineselanguage data on both the principles and practices of shengtai lüyou, in order to test
for any significant differences from ecotourism. Again, relevant extracts from
Chinese-language publications were translated by ZLS, so that final comparisons and
analyses could be carried out jointly in English.

To provide grounding for these comparisons, information on relevant practices in
Chinese outdoor tourism and protected area management was also available from a
series of field visits to various parts of China by each of the authors, separately, over
several decades. In particular, over the quarter-century period from 1983 to 2007
inclusive, RB visited most of the country’s major ecosystems except those of
Heilongjiang in the far north-east. Finally, to provide triangulation, CC made a threemonth visit to ZLS, TC and other ecotourism researchers in China during late 2007, to
discuss and refine the draft results. The results presented below are thus derived from
an iterative process of discussion, data collection and debate over a two-year period.

There is one additional methodological issue which requires clarification, namely the
definition or delineation of the two cultures compared here. The terms Western and
Chinese may have multiple meanings, depending on who is using them and in what
context. Here, we have adopted a broad ethnopolitical perspective: China as seen from
the West, and the West as seen from China. We use the term Chinese to refer
principally to the geographic area of the modern People’s Republic of China; the
dominant traditions of Chinese cultural philosophy as currently reflected amongst the
Han people; and the documentary record in the Chinese written language. We
recognise that there are many different ethnic groups, minority peoples and spoken
languages within China, and that different groups share these traditions to different
degrees. We also recognise that there are many people of Chinese ethnic origin,
including many university researchers, living in Western nations, so that interactions
between Western and Chinese thought and practice occur amongst these communities
as well as within China itself. These, however, are second-order issues for our current
analysis. By the term Western, we refer essentially to the peoples of western Europe
and their colonial or imperial offshoots: that is, the modern-day nations of western

Europe itself, North and Latin America, and Australia, New Zealand and South
Africa. Again, we recognise that these modern states also include Indigenous and First
Nations peoples, and also that people of European descent form neither a majority nor
the political leadership of southern African nations. Regarding the study of
ecotourism specifically, however, these nations are linked by a largely common
academic heritage, expressed principally in English but also in other European
languages. The key issue, from a Chinese perspective, is that the West is not limited
to Anglophone nations or academic literature.

In order to carry out a higher-level conceptual and cultural comparison between
shengtai luyou and ecotourism, we must first condense a considerable volume of
published information. We analyse and present this here following a structure which
reflects its sources and stakeholders, since, as in the West, different Chinese
stakeholders may have somewhat different interests and ascribe somewhat different
meanings to the same terms. Since this is an Anglophone publication whose Western
academic readers are familiar with, and have ready access to, relevant Anglophone
academic literature and Western practices, we give more emphasis here to the
Sinophone literature and Chinese practices. Chinese-language literature is cited here
in translation, and the precise titles of these citations are not definitive; in many cases,
similar phrases or terms could be used to convey the same Chinese concepts.

The term shengtai lüyou first appeared in the Chinese-language academic literature in
the early 1990s (Wang 1993). Shēng tài is translated as ecology, lü yóu as tourism, so
the direct translation is ecological tourism. Our analysis here seems to be the first
occasion in which this phrase has been used in the English-language academic
literature. Previous English-language publications on this topic, notably in regard to
tourism in protected areas in China, have simply used the term ecotourism without
drawing the critical distinctions which we examine here.

Just as shengtai lüyou and ecotourism may have somewhat different meanings, the
same applies to many of the words used to analyse the concepts involved in each.
Many of the Chinese words, phrases and concepts translated to English by ZLS for
the purposes of this analysis could be represented by a number of different alternative
English words, depending on the precise context. This is a common issue in any form

of translation. Rarely, especially for languages with very different historical roots, is
there a one-to-one correspondence between words. There are many concepts for
which there are multiple English synonyms, and there are many families of English
words expressing closely related concepts. Equally, however, there are many single
words in English which correspond to an entire family of related words in other
languages: the many different Arabic words for different degrees of thirst, for
example, or Inuit words for different types of snow.

Since none of the authors of this contribution are linguists or translators by profession,
we have necessarily relied on dictionaries and discussions to elucidate the precise
intentions of different terms. We acknowledge that this introduces a further element
of uncertainty into our analysis. In particular, there were many initial translations by
the Chinese authors which were difficult for the Anglophone authors to comprehend.
In these cases, we searched for alternative translations in Chinese-English
dictionaries, and then discussed which was most accurate, in an iterative manner. For
example, does the word “consanguinity” mean the same as the more common word
“relationship”, or do we need the more precise though archaic term? Should a
particular Chinese phrase be interpreted as “learning about nature” or “understanding
nature”? Is an “ecological perspective” the same as “ecology theory”? Does
“guidance” refer to natural history interpretation by a human guide, or internal
guidance by an individual tourist’s understanding of ecology? Such questions arose
for almost every sentence of almost every Sinophone publication considered for this
comparison.

CRITICAL COMPARISONS OF SHENGTAI LÜYOU AND ECOTOURISM

Universities

University contributions may be considered in two categories, namely research and
teaching. Within the Anglophone research literature, the first mention of ecotourism
in China seems to be that by Liu and Dowling (1991). The first discussion on possible
cultural differences between Western and Chinese applications of the ecotourism
concept seems to be that of Sofield and Li (1998). Li (2006) later pointed out that
Western practices of community development in ecotourism do not necessarily apply

in China. A review by Wen and Tisdell (2001) gave a broad overview in a
development economics context. The majority of publications, however, have
focussed on particular study areas (eg Stone and Wall 2003) or on tourism in
protected areas (Zhao 1999; Li and Han 2000; Han and Zhuge 2001; Li 2002;
Lindberg, Tisdell and Xue 2003; Sofield and Li 2003). More recently Zhong and
Buckley (2007) identified a number of reasons, essentially cultural, why western
tourism ecocertification schemes have achieved such low acceptance within China;
and Huang, Deng and Zhong (2008) examined the role of forest parks, as distinct
from national parks. Overall, the English-language literature on ecotourism and
related topics in China is sparse.

There is an extensive Sinophone academic literature employing the term shengtai
lüyou, comparable in scale to the entire English-language literature on ecotourism.
Searches (by ZLS) on the Chinese-language version of Google Scholar® at the end of
2007 located over 1600 publications using the key phrase “shengtai lüyou”, though
many of these are derivative and highly localised. Recent Chinese review articles,
cited in Table 1, have identified over 100 publications which included definitions of
shengtai lüyou. As in the English-language literature on ecotourism, different authors
commonly use slightly different phraseologies. Direct transliterations to English retain
similar minor differences, reflecting the difficulties raised earlier. Comparisons at the
conceptual rather than linguistic level are thus more robust, and this is the approach
adopted here. Key references include, e.g.: Wang (1995), Guo (1997), Chen and Liu
(1998), Wang (1998), Niu (1999), Zhang and Hai (2000), Chen, Wang, and Liu
(2001), Cheng and Zhang (2001), Jin, Wang and Cai (2001), and Wu and Wu (2001)
on early development; Han and Zhuge (2001), Li and Han (2000) and Li et al (2008)
on protected areas; Liu and Bao (1996) on environmental impacts; Liu, Chen and
Tang (2006) and Zhang (2007) on standardisation; and Wang et al (2001), Xiao and
Xiao (2005), Li, Gao, Wei and Yu (2005), and Xu (2006) on recent frameworks.

The three final columns in Table 1 summarise Western conceptions of ecotourism at a
similar level of detail, derived from recent reviews and analyses such as Weaver and
Lawton (2007) and Buckley (2008). The first column includes only those components
which are common to all definitions and agreed by all stakeholders. The second
column also includes criteria which have been proposed by some analysts and

accepted by some stakeholders, but not necessarily by all. The final column identifies
criteria or concepts which are included by at least some Chinese authors in definitions
of shengtai lüyou, but not by their Western counterparts in definitions of ecotourism.

One key issue, in examining this table, is that most of the Chinese authors did not set
out to analyse the Chinese concept of shengtai lüyou. Rather, they were simply
aiming to introduce the Western concept of ecotourism to a Chinese readership, and
used the phrase shengtai lüyou solely as a translation. It is therefore not surprising that
only a few of these authors specifically identify the key distinguishing factors
between ecotourism and shengtai lüyou. Authors such as Liu (1998), Niu (1999),
Yang, Ouyang and He (2005), Ye and Xue (2005), Deng and Wu (2006), Li and Chen
(2006), Xu (2006), Kong and Wang (2006) and Yuan, Wu, Chang and Wu (2007), for
example, view shengtai lüyou through a Chinese cultural lens. These publications thus
represent a blending of Western and Chinese thought, expressed in Chinese; they do
not attempt to discriminate between Western and Chinese perspectives. It is not until
Western and Chinese perspectives are applied simultaneously, as here, that cultural
differences become noticeable. Thus the critical question, from the perspective of this
analysis, is not how Chinese researchers translate the English term ecotourism into the
Chinese term shengtai lüyou, but how the concept of shengtai lüyou has been
understood and implemented in practice within China.

University contributions to shengtai luyou and ecotourism include teaching as well as
research. Western academic institutions have offered courses in subjects such as
leisure studies and recreation, with components on protected area management, for
many decades. The first full three-year undergraduate degree in ecotourism began
taking students in 1993, and a number of Western universities now offer majors or,
less commonly, degrees in ecotourism. Different universities focus on different
aspects, depending principally on the academic discipline within which the degree is
based.

In China, university training in shengtai lüyou started within the academic discipline
of forestry, and indeed within a specialised forestry university, the Central-South
Forestry University (CSFU) in Hunan Province. In 1987, CSFU recruited its first
group of postgraduate students in forest shengtai lüyou. In 1993 the same university

began offering a major in this field, and four further forestry universities later
followed suit (Yang et al 2000). In 2001, one of these opened an entire university
department in shengtai lüyou.

Since the turn of the millennium, Chinese universities have had access to Chineselanguage teaching texts in shengtai lüyou (Yang et al 2000; Zhong et al 2003; Lu and
Wang 2004; Zhong et al 2006); and elective courses in this subject are now offered by
a number of well-known universities which are not specialised in forestry. This
parallels the growth in Chinese university teaching in tourism more generally (Xiao
2000). Across the Chinese university sector as a whole, however, there is still a strong
emphasis on the specialist forestry universities and the forestry context. In Western
universities, in contrast, ecotourism teaching is housed largely within disciplines and
departments of tourism and business, or occasionally geography and environment.
Those where tourism teaching is housed within a forestry faculty, such as University
of Montana, are the exception. The forestry context thus differentiates Chinese
university courses in shengtai lüyou quite significantly from Western university
courses in ecotourism.

Government and NGOs

A number of Chinese national and provincial government agencies, and national and
international non-government organisations, have taken steps to promote the
principles and practices of shengtai lüyou. A chronology of significant events is
outlined in Table 2. Initially, the government promoted the definition of ecotourism
put forward by The International Ecotourism Society (1990). More recently, a draft
national standard (Zhong 2006) incorporated its own definition of shengtai lüyou. As
for ecotourism in the West, there is little or no Chinese legislation designed
specifically to regulate shengtai lüyou, but there are numerous laws and regulations
which affect its various components. As in the West, various different government
agencies and Ministries are responsible for different areas of legislation: for example,
those relating to building and construction, water resources, pollution control, forest
management, protected areas, and the operations of private commercial businesses.
The agency responsible for tourism sees its role principally as promotion rather than
regulation; this also corresponds to practices in the West.

As with ecotourism in the West (Weaver 2001; Buckley, 2004), the development of
shengtai lüyou is greatly influenced by land tenure. Many of the icon sites for
shengtai lüyou are inside protected areas (Zhang, Xu and Huang 2005), but there has
also been significant interest from government agencies responsible for forest
management and for urban public lands. The earliest written records of protected
areas in China are from the Ming dynasty (1368–1644 AD) when Emperor Zhu Li
ordered the protection of forests around temples and monasteries. The modern system
of protected areas dates from the 1950s (Liu, Kong and Chen 1997). China currently
has an extensive system of protected areas at all levels, from internationallyrecognised World Heritage Sites and Biosphere Reserves, to national and provincial
parks of various types, and public reserves run by local municipalities. There is a
similar hierarchy of protected areas in most Western nations. Currently, China has
over 5000 protected areas of various types, with management responsibilities shared
between a number of different agencies. Shengtai lüyou is legally permitted, and
indeed promoted, within all of these categories, though it may be restricted by zoning
provisions in particular areas. Under the Chinese protected area system, reserves
nominally consist of a core area allocated solely to conservation, surrounded by a
buffer zone where recreation, tourism and other activities are permitted.

As in a number of Western nations, notably the USA, the national forestry agency in
China has for many decades promoted the use of its lands for recreation as well as
logging (Shen 1995; Tan, Gu and Chen 2007). By 2005 there were over 500 National
Forest Parks and a further 1200 provincial forest parks (Huang et al 2008). Entry fees
are charged, and in 2005 these totalled RMB 8.4 billion, a little over US$1 billion,
from 174 million visitors (CSFA 2006). This figure compares with a mean per capita
GDP of US$1000 in 2003, so it represents a substantial sum. The approach taken, and
in particular the terminology used, shifted significantly between the 1980s and the
1990s. In the eighties, the principal Chinese term used corresponded most closely to
the English word recreation. By the nineties, however, the key term used was shengtai
lüyou. Forest parks in China were established primarily for recreation, rather than
conservation, and are managed with aesthetic rather than ecological precepts in mind
(Huang et al 2008).

Chinese domestic visitation to protected areas and forest parks increased sharply in
the early 1980s, as legal and political restrictions on domestic travel and economic
activity began to ease. At that time there was rather little general public awareness of
environmental protection issues within China, or indeed arguably within many
Western nations, and visitors made little attempt to limit their impacts. In addition,
forest parks were established principally as places for recreation (Huang et al 2008),
where people may quite legitimately go simply to eat, drink, play games and sing
songs. It is possible that the cultural perception of parks as playgrounds may have
been extended to include national parks established for conservation. There are also
cultural differences in the preferred recreational uses of national parks within the
West. Within the US national park system, visitors of Hispanic ethnic origin
reportedly prefer different activities to those of northern European descent, even
though in Latin American national parks, gringos and Latinos may like similar
activities. In South African national parks, people of Indian ethnic origin apparently
prefer different activities to those of European origin, even though there may be no
such distinction for visitors to national parks in India itself. The difference between
China and the West, in regard to visitor perceptions and uses of protected areas, is
hence one of degree: majority preferences differ, even though minority preferences
may overlap.

The combination of increasing visitor numbers, activities and behavior in Chinese
protected areas in the 1980s created significant environmental impacts. In addition to
high visitor impacts, there was also extensive construction and development. In
Wulingyuan World Heritage area this reached such a scale that it raised international
concern over deterioration of World Heritage values (Kuang 2004). Surveys by Han
and Zhuge (2001) found that litter, noise and water pollution from intensive visitor
use were reported from 44%, 11% and 12% of nature reserves respectively. Yang,
Wen and Wang (2002) found significant microbiological impacts on water quality in a
nature reserve in Yunnan Province, as a result of heavy tourist use. It was at least
partly in response to issues and impacts such as these that Chinese researchers began
to examine and promote the Western concept of ecotourism. Similar impacts and
concerns have occurred in the West.

Even though China has adopted the same international classification system for
protected areas as used by Western nations (IUCN 1994), there are still significant
cultural differences between the practicalities of parks in China and the West. In
particular, it is commonplace for high-ranked protected areas in China to include a
wide variety of built structures which are themselves considered as part of the
attraction and experience, not merely as infrastructure to allow visitors to enjoy the
natural environment. Examples include temples, pagodas, scenic bridges and arches,
sculptures, inscribed and painted calligraphy, and so on. To the degree that
management and presentation of protected areas for conservation and recreation
reflects or forms part of shengtai lüyou, therefore, these differences do support the
view that there is indeed a cultural distinction between shengtai lüyou and ecotourism.

Industry

As in the West, China has a commercial tourism industry which provides paying
clients with guided nature-based experiences, either contemplative or adventurous,
and this has grown rapidly in recent years. As in the West, the proportion of that
commercial industry which follows the various principles propounded for shengtai
lüyou is difficult to quantify (Zhang 2002). As for ecotourism in the West, shengtai
lüyou is not solely a commercial product sector. Descriptions and classifications of
shengtai lüyou products in China (Chen 1996; Chen and Zhang 2001; Zhong et al
2003; Zhang and Li 2004; Zhong, Liu and Tong 2007) include a wide variety of
activities which would generally be classed, in the English-language literature, as
adventure or cultural rather than nature or ecotourism. Advertised tours include:
terrestrial adventure activities such as trekking, horseriding, climbing and skiing;
water-based adventure activities such as rafting, fishing, diving, sailing and surfing;
nature-based activities such as birdwatching, photography and snow viewing; and
cultural activities such as traditional wrestling, archery and fishing, collecting
mushrooms and other wild foods, and visiting archaeological sites. Thus it seems that
aggregate product concepts put forward in the West (Fennell 1999; Buckley 2000) are
equally valid in China.

During the last few years, domestic outlets for the clothing and equipment used in
outdoor recreation and adventure tourism have proliferated throughout China. The

authors’ personal experiences of nature and adventure travel in China over the past
quarter century, including the associated commercial industry, provide historical
verification that the expansion in this sector is a recent phenomenon. Additional
confirmation is provided through Chinese-language articles written by Chinese
adventure travellers themselves, in industry publications such as the Chinese edition
of Outside magazine.

In China as in the West, a number of different legal structures are available for private
business enterprises. Whilst there are some very large enterprises owned by single
individuals, a more commonplace structure for larger-scale businesses is the jointstock corporation, where shares are individually tradeable through stockmarket
transactions. The Chinese stock market first commenced operations in the early
1990s, and at the turn of the millennium there were about 30 joint-stock tourism
corporations in China. Many of these had commercial interests associated with icon
ecotourism destinations such as Mt Tai, Mt Emei, Mt Huong and Zhaongjiajie (Dai
and Shu 2000).

Tourists

Limited information is available on the numbers, demographics, socioeconomic
characteristics and preferences of Chinese domestic tourists, Chinese outbound
tourists and international tourists inbound to China. By far the majority of tourism
within China is domestic, with around 1.4 billion domestic tourist trips in 2006 as
compared to around 22 million international arrivals (China National Tourism
Administration 2007). There is apparently as yet no national study of shengtai lüyou
amongst Chinese tourists, but there have been a number of small-scale surveys (Yang
et al 2000; Zhong and Yang 2005; Zhong et al 2007).

A survey of visitors to Dinghushan Nature Reserve in Guangdong Province carried
out by Lindberg and colleagues in the early 1990s (Xu and Kruse 2003), found that
close to half (46%) of visitors listed appreciating nature as the most important
motivation. Visitors also gave high scores to understanding nature (38%) and
preserving tranquillity (45%). Similar results have been reported more recently for
visitors to the Wuyishan World Heritage Area in Fujian Province, where Wu and Hu

(2004) found that the primary motivation for two thirds of visitors was to experience,
enjoy and understand nature. At Taibai Mountain National Forest Park in Shanxi
Province, Zhang and Zhao (2005) recognised a subgroup of visitors who had a
significantly stronger interest in visiting natural areas than the remainder. Members of
this group were typically well-educated professionals or white-collar workers with
annual incomes over US$2250 (Zhang and Zhao 2005). Other areas studied include
Zhangjiajie (Quan 2004; Zhong, Deng and Xiang 2008), Wuyi Mountain (Wu and Hu
2004); the limestone mountains of southwestern China (Cai 2006); the Three Gorges
area (Yuan 2006); Lougouantoi National Forest Park (Yu and Sun 2006), and
Gudoughan Nature Reserve in Guangdong Province (Xu, Qiu and Xie 2007).

Whilst the stated motivations of domestic visitors to Chinese protected areas are thus
quite similar to those nominated by Western domestic visitors to Western protected
areas (Eagles and McCool 2003; Weaver 2005; Weaver and Lawton 2007), there are
some significant differences in travel patterns and on-site activities. A survey
conducted by Huang et al (2003) in Jiangsu Province, for example, found that Chinese
domestic tourists engaged in shengtai lüyou differ from their North American
ecotourism counterparts (Wight 1996a, b) in three critical regards. Their average
length of stay is less than half as long, <3 days cf. >7 days; they are more likely to
travel in organised package tours; and they learn about their destinations principally
from newspapers and television, rather than their own investigations.

Information useful in characterising shengtai lüyou is available for outbound Chinese
tourists to three Western nations, namely Canada, Australia and South Africa. Until
the mid 1990s, international outbound tourism from China was quite heavily restricted
and officially ignored (Arlt 2006). By 2005, however, there were over 31 million
Chinese outbound tourists, though this includes shorthaul visits to Hong Kong, Macao
and Taiwan.

A survey of over 1000 long-haul Chinese tourists carried out by two Australian
tourism promotion organisations (DAMA & TQ 2005) found that over one quarter
had included nature-based tours in their last trip, and that the majority of these tourists
listed “seeing wildlife in natural surroundings” (79%), “visiting ecological sites”
(68%) and “walking in untouched natural environments” (60%) as key goals. These

longhaul international tourists were relatively wealthy, with annual incomes 8-24
times mean per capita GDP (DAMA & TQ 2005), so they are socioeconomically
distinct from domestic tourists visiting forest parks. Chinese visitors to Australia
surveyed by Yu and Weiler (2001) said they were interested in beaches, parks,
historic sites and Aboriginal culture. Surveys of visitors to Australia’s Great Barrier
Reef by Pearce (2004) found that Chinese visitors were more active and more
interested in learning than visitors from other Asian nations. Chinese tourists surveyed
by the Canadian Tourism Commission (2001) perceived Canada as a clean, safe
country with outstanding natural scenery, and were keen to experience a different
culture, visit historical sites, and watch wildlife. None of these surveys, therefore,
provide sufficient detail to test whether Chinese outbound tourists bring Chinese
concepts of shengtai lüyou with them when they travel overseas.

The majority of international inbound visitors to China are overseas Chinese
residents, followed by Japanese and other Asian tourists (Zhu and Ye 2005). There
are far fewer visitors from the West. A 2003 survey found that three quarters of
Japanese visitors considered natural landscapes as an important factor in choosing
China as a holiday destination (Hou 2005). A survey of 687 domestic and
international visitors to Yunnan Province by Ye and Xue (2005) found that Western
international ecotourists visiting China had higher environmental awareness and
greater respect for traditional culture than their Chinese domestic counterparts, and
greater preferences for independent individual travel and activities. These surveys,
however, did not make any direct comparison between Western and Chinese
domestic, or Western and Chinese international travelers, so any cultural differences
are confounded with socioeconomic patterns.

DISCUSSION

Similarities and distinctions

The Chinese concept of shengtai lüyou, both in principle and in practice, contains a
great deal in common with the Western concept of ecotourism; and indeed, the term
shengtai lüyou first appeared in the Chinese-language academic literature as a direct
translation of the term ecotourism in the English-language academic literature. In

addition, there are many similarities in the practical contexts in which the two terms
have been used: for example, as regards recreational use of public protected areas and
forest lands. As in the West, there is also a contrast between environmentally and
commercially oriented views of shengtai lüyou. The former focuses on minimizing
tourist impact through management and education, and contributing to conservation
of local communities. The latter focuses on revenue generation and regional
economics, and includes a broad range of adventure-based activities as well as those
based on nature appreciation and local cultures.

There are, however, some significant distinctions between shengtai lüyou and
ecotourism, both as discussed in the Chinese-language academic and government
literature, and as implemented in practice. These are differences of degree rather than
absolute distinctions, but they are significant nonetheless. The key distinctions relate
to: size and scale; the importance of human health outcomes; and the interdigitation of
nature and culture, both architectural and literary. There is also a historical difference
of context in university teaching, outlined earlier.

The majority of Western discourse on ecotourism has considered it, either explicitly
or implicitly, as a relatively small-scale activity (Weaver 2001; Buckley 2003;
Weaver and Lawton 2007). The environmental management of tourism at larger
scales has been addressed under the rubric of sustainable or responsible tourism rather
than ecotourism (Buckley 2008). Similarly, the larger-scale product sector of which
ecotourism forms a part has been addressed under the headings of nature-based
tourism (Newsome, Moore and Dowling 2002; Buckley, Pickering and Weaver 2003),
or adventure tourism (Swarbrooke, Beard, Leckie and Pomfret 2003; Buckley 2006).
The mechanisms by which ecotourism principles could be mainstreamed into mass
tourism have also been considered to some degree (Buckley 2007). Ecotourism itself,
however, has been treated as a small-scale, small-group activity, and this feature is
frequently advertised in the marketing materials of commercial ecotourism
companies. This restriction, either in scale or in group size, does not seem to have
been transferred into the Chinese concept of shengtai lüyou. One Chinese
commentary on Western ecotourism (Chen and Peng 2001) did indeed refer to this
issue, but it does not seem to have been taken up generally. Many of China’s
protected areas, for example, receive many million visitors every year, a scale reached

by only a few of their Western counterparts. The few published data available also
indicate that Chinese domestic tourists engaged in shengtai lüyou prefer to travel in
significantly larger groups than their Western counterparts (Huang et al 2003).

The value of nature-based tourism and recreation to individual physical and mental
wellbeing seems to have received significantly more attention for shengtai lüyou than
ecotourism. In the West, a few parks agencies have promoted the potential health
benefits from visiting parks, and a very small number of medical insurance
corporations have begun to consider the benefits of organised outdoor recreation
programmes. These initiatives, however, have not been carried out under the name of
ecotourism; and neither academic, government nor industry literature on ecotourism
considers health components. In China, in contrast, several analyses of shengtai lüyou
definitions specifically include health considerations (Guo 1997; Wu and Wu 2001;
Shi and Yu 2002; Wu 2003). In addition, research on the health benefits essentially of
fresh air (Zhong, Wu and Xiao 1998; Shi, Shu and Zhong 2004) has been carried out
with specific reference to shengtai lüyou. It appears, therefore, that this criterion does
indeed differentiate between ecotourism and shengtai lüyou. This difference may well
reflect a broader cultural divergence between China and the West. Even in China’s
greatest cities, it is commonplace for residents of all ages to practice tai chi or other
exercises in urban parks or the roofs of buildings, whereas their Western counterparts
are more likely to patronise indoor gymnasia.

The third key distinction reflects the different perceptions of the relationship between
humans and nature. In China, the traditional cultural perception, essentially an
aesthetic one, is that nature can be improved by human artistic and architectural
artefacts. As a result, it is commonplace that the icon scenic sites which form the
attractions for shengtai lüyou will not only have historical connotations in art and
literature, but also modern structures and sculptures which are intended to enhance the
view. Interestingly, to Western eyes many of these structures have the opposite effect.

In Western history, there have indeed been periods when particular social groups in
particular countries also held the view that human intervention would improve the
aesthetics of natural landscapes. Many large estates owned by wealthy individuals in
Europe, for example, were historically laid out with this idea in mind; and this attitude

was also part of the pioneer culture in the American West and in early European
settlement of Australia. During the period when ecotourism concepts have evolved,
however, there has been a strong and dominant cultural perception in the West that for
recreation as well as conservation, nature in protected areas is at its best when
unsullied by human impact. Even though many protected areas are heavily managed,
the goal of management regimes is generally to maintain the protected ecosystems in
a pristine and primeval state, contrasting strongly with the heavily modified human
rural landscapes used for primary production.

This distinction between China and the West is principally one of cultural perception
rather than one of management practice. As in the West, modern China has protected
areas distinguished from production landscapes, and extensive environmental
pollution caused by industrialised primary production (Wang, Webster, Finlayson and
Barnett 2008). As in China, the West has extensive infrastructure within many
protected areas; and indeed, continuing pressure from the commercial tourism
industry to build yet more. In addition, some of the world’s most highly regarded
Western ecotourism enterprises are ecolodges in private wildlife reserves where
luxury low-impact accommodation is closely integrated with both visitor activities
and conservation goals (Buckley 2003).

The distinction is thus at a more idealised level. Irrespective of the degree of effort,
comfort or luxury which an individual Western ecotourist expects, the spectacle they
are paying to see is one of wild nature, behaving as if humans were not present. The
issue of feeding wildlife to attract them for tourists, for example, is contentious for
precisely this reason, that it modifies the functioning of the ecosystem and species
concerned. In shengtai lüyou, in contrast, the icon sites and idealised spectacles have
cultural connotations, whether poetic or religious, and human modifications to the
natural environment to reflect or display these are considered as a critical component
of the site’s aesthetic attraction. Once again, this difference reflects a key cultural
divergence between China and the West, and this is explored further below.

Cultural Context and Antecedents

Just as the concept of ecotourism in the West arose from a long history of outdoor
recreation and nature conservation, the concept of shengtai lüyou evolved within a
context of Chinese cultural history. There are four particular aspects which appear to
have had a key influence.

The first is literature. Whilst China has indeed had many different ruling dynasties
and has included different ethnic groups at different times, it has maintained a
coherent written literature, derived from a large geographic area, for much longer than
the West. The West does indeed have written Greek and Latin literature from over
2000 years ago, including poetry as well as history, and later traditions such as the
nature poetry of Wordsworth in the UK. Relatively few people in the modern West,
however, especially the Anglophone nations, are familiar with their own historical
cultural heritage of art and literature. Of course, this may also be true for modern
China. Traditional painting and poetry, however, are still taught routinely in Chinese
schools, whereas in Western schools these are considered specialist subjects.

The second aspect is the relationship between humans and nature in religion and
philosophy. Two particular ancient Chinese philosophies, namely Taoism and
Confucianism, still form pervasive underpinnings to many modern Chinese attitudes
(Dallmayr 1993; Li 2006). In particular, these philosophies view humans as part of
nature, an idea expressed by “a sentiment of consanguinity between persons and
nature” (Shaner 1989; Liang and Zhang 2003). In the West, this is a minority
perspective, associated either with the scientific disciplines of biology, ecology and
related fields, or with the moral philosophies of conservation organisations. The more
powerful majority perspective, which drives most governments and private
corporations, is apparently based on a utilitarian interpretation of the Christian Bible,
namely that humans have “dominion” over nature. The alternative Biblical
interpretation that, as “stewards” of nature, humans have a responsibility to protect it,
receives little practical expression. Equally, however, the Confucian ideal of harmony
between nature and humanity may not be well reflected in modern Chinese society.
Pursuit of individual material wealth through competition with other people, with
limited concern for impacts upon the natural environment, seems to be as
commonplace in China as in the West (Fishman 2006). However modern Chinese

society may function more generally, however, the practice of interlinking cultural
and natural attractions has a very strongly-established philosophical background.

The third key aspect, closely related to that examined above, is the question whether
humans can and should improve upon nature, with particular reference to protected
areas. There is indeed a difference of opinion between China and the West, but it is a
fine, subtle and psychological distinction related to attitude, easily masked by the
broad similarities in terms of practice. Both China and the West modify natural
environments very heavily and extensively to serve human economic and material
wellbeing, with rather small areas set aside for conservation. In both China and the
West, these conservation areas are also used for recreation, and parks management
agencies build visitor infrastructure intended to enhance the opportunities for visitors
to enjoy nature. The key distinction is that in the West, the aim or ideal for a protected
area is pristine nature unsullied by human impact, and the goal of visitor infrastructure
is generally to provide views of nature without any visible human artefacts. In China,
in contrast, the aesthetic ideal may include human artefacts, art or calligraphy which
has been deliberately built, carved or painted as part of the icon view for visitors.

The distinction is an ideal one, because there are considerable complexities in
practice. Many views in Western protected areas do indeed contain human artefacts,
though they are more likely to be roads and powerlines than sculptures or paintings.
Artwork on rocks or caves may still be appreciated as cultural heritage in the West,
but only if it is ancient. Words written in modern paint would be considered merely
graffiti, detracting from the value of the view and environment. This distinction was
well illustrated in Australia some years ago when individuals claiming to be modern
representatives of the traditional Aboriginal owners of a particular rock art site,
painted over the traditional ochre drawings using modern acrylic paints. This caused
widespread outrage. Those responsible argued that it was a traditional duty of rock art
custodians to refresh the images by repainting them, and the fact that they had used
modern acrylic paints rather than traditional ochre was irrelevant. For many, however,
the materials as well as the image were critical to the heritage value of the artwork.

There are also some significant differences in the way that human interventions in
Chinese protected areas are viewed by Chinese and Western visitors respectively. To

Western eyes, Chinese visitor infrastructure is often very intrusive into natural
landscapes, and has an industrial resonance due to intensive use of concrete and
indeed modern paints. To Western sensibilities, these clash strongly with the natural
landscapes. To Chinese visitors, in contrast, the close interweaving of nature and
human artefacts yields a feeling of consonance rather than dissonance (Lin 2000).

The fourth and final key component of the Chinese cultural context for shengtai lüyou
is a long concern for nature in both poetry and religious practice. The earliest
historical document in China, known as the Shangshu, records that Xun, the emperor
of China about 4100 years ago, had a religious obligation to climb particular
mountains, such as those of Tai and Heng, once every five years (Zhong et al 2003).
Around Longhu Mountain in Jiangxi province, an extensive series of Taoist temples
and monasteries were constructed long ago on peaks and cliff tops, and have been
immortalised in Chinese art and literature for many centuries. Tai Mountain in
Shandong province has remained a symbolic and iconic site for millennia. A famous
verse written by the poet Du Fu, who lived from 712–770 AD, said of Mt Tai “one
day I shall climb clear to the summit, see how small the surrounding mountaintops
appear as they lie below me” (Franklin 2003; Hsieh 1994). During the Ming dynasty
from 1368–1644 AD, the emperor Zhu Li prohibited deforestation around temples,
which has lead to successful protection of old growth forest at religious sites until the
present (Zheng 2000). Rivers and lakes have also attracted attention: Sofield and Li
(1998: 367), for example suggest that “when Western tourists look at the Yangtze,
they see a river; the Chinese see a poem replete with philosophical ideals”.

CONCLUSIONS

We may draw two principal conclusions: first, that whilst shengtai lüyou and
ecotourism are similar in many ways both in principle and practice, there are some
key differences as regards health, aesthetics and scale; and second, that these
differences have arisen because of the different cultural context and historical
antecedents within China and the West.

For the vast majority of Chinese stakeholders involved in the discussion and
development of shengtai lüyou, both the day-to-day setting and the information

available have been entirely Chinese: it is only a small number of researchers who
have been exposed simultaneously to English-language materials. These researchers
provide a relatively thin or narrow link, on this particular topic, between two
enormous and dynamic bodies of thought and action in China and the West
respectively. In the West, the growth of outdoor tourism, protected area visitation, and
concern over the environmental impacts of the tourism industry led to the concept of
ecotourism. In China, there have been parallel trends in outdoor tourism, protected
area visitation and concern over the environmental impacts of tourism, but within a
somewhat different country and civilisation. The Western concept of ecotourism,
therefore, has not been adopted wholesale within China: rather, it acted as a seed
crystal, a timely concept which allowed the parallel concept of shengtai lüyou to arise
from parallel issues and practices with regards to tourism and environment in China.
Debates over the precise definition and criteria for shengtai lüyou, and over the
appropriate ways to put it into practice, have occurred within the Chinese language
and between Chinese stakeholders in the same way that parallel debates occurred in
the West. As a result, there is now a self-sustaining concept of shengtai lüyou within
China, which is used and understood by Chinese stakeholders whether or not they
have had any direct exposure to the Western concept of ecotourism.

If the link from the western literature of ecotourism into Chinese thought has been
thin, the reciprocal link from shengtai lüyou into Western thought has been even
thinner. A small number of English-language authors, as outlined earlier, have
commented on various aspects of tourism and environment in China, with particular
relevance to protected area management and to tourist motivations, but generally
restricted to single sites. Even fewer, notably Sofield and Li (1998), have commented
specifically on the differences in cultural context, but without drawing any distinction
between ecotourism and shengtai lüyou. Just as the West has drawn at times upon the
millennia of Chinese art, literature and history, however, perhaps the Western
discourse on ecotourism can now also gain from an understanding of shengtai lüyou,
and arguably also from its analogues in other countries, languages and cultures.
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Table 1. Characteristics and comparisons of shengtai lüyou and ecotourism
Characteristics Shengtai lüyou

Ecotourism

Wang Guo Chen Niu Chen
1999 &
1995 1997 &
Liu
Peng
1998
2001

Wu Li et Zhang most some distinctions
&
al
2007
only
Wu 2005
2001

Attractionsa
nature,
including
wildlife

*

*

*

b

*

cultural
heritage

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

aesthetics,
poetic
connotations

*

Restrictionsb
*

small-scale
guidance

*

*

*
*
*

ethics
ecological
perspective

*

*

*

minimal-impact *

*
*

*

*

*

understand
nature
c

?

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

Outcomesc
appreciate
nature
understand
ecology

*
*

conserve nature *
cherish culture

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

c

*

community
wellbeing
individual

*

*

*
*

a

*

*
*

*
*

*

*
*

*
*
*

Characteristics Shengtai lüyou

Wang Guo Chen Niu Chen
1995 1997 &
1999 &
Liu
Peng
1998
2001

Ecotourism

Wu Li et Zhang most some distinctions
&
al
2007
only
Wu 2005
2001

health
a, b, c, author recognised 3 separate themes.
a

i.e., ecotourism products are based on enjoyment of …; i.e., it’s only ecotourism if it

includes or involves …c i.e., the aims of ecotourism are to …

Table 2. Modern chronology of shengtai lüyou
Year Event
1993 Session on shengtai lüyou in parks, 1st East Asia National Parks Conference,
Beijing
1993 Forest tourism branch established within Chinese Forestry Society to discuss
forest parks and shengtai lüyou in forests
1994 Shengtai lüyou branch established in China Tourism Association
1994 First Shengtai Lüyou Development Forum in China in Yunnan, in December
1996 International ecotourism seminar in Wuhan in June, funded by UNDP
1996 China Agenda 21 adopted in October, with 2 shengtai lüyou demonstration
projects
1997 Sustainable tourism forum in Beijing in July, promoting shengtai lüyou as
highly significant in sustainable development
1999 Chinese tourism industry adopted a shengtai lüyou theme for the year,
promoting tour routes and the slogan ‘Enjoying, Understanding and Conserving
Nature’
2001 Shengtai Lüyou Committee established within Ecological Society of China
2002 First Shengtai Lüyou Development Forum, Western China
2002 China Shengtai Lüyou Summit Forum, part of UN International Year of
Ecotourism
2003 Expert meeting on shengtai lüyou certification at China National Institute for
Standardisation in December
2004 International Conference on Khampa Shengtai Lüyou, Sichuan, in November,
sponsored by international NGOs
2004 Second Shengtai Lüyou Development Forum, Hubei Province
2005 In June, China National Tourism Administration and State Environmental
Protection Agency published a Notice on “Further Reinforcement of Tourism
Environmental Protection”, requiring accelerated development of standards for
shengtai lüyou
2005 China International Forum on Shengtai Lüyou, Zhejang Province, November
2006 Seminar on Shengtai Lüyou Standard of China, Guangdong Province,
September
2006 Third Shengtai Lüyou Development Forum, Jiangxi Province
2007 Fourth Shengtai Lüyou Development Forum and First Kunming International
Forum on Ecotourism, Yunnan Province

