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As a sustainable development approach, community tourism can be implemented in a
modernized civil society when individuals confront the opportunities and responsibil-
ities of citizenship. China seems to present a series of problems to community tourism.
It is in the midst of ‘modernising’ its norms and values, but has no civil society to coun-
terbalance the power of the state. It enjoys the benefits of a growing economy, but is far
from being regulated by the invisible hand of the market. There is intense social oppo-
sition, but there are no social movements that might lead towards building a
democratic system crucial to implementing community tourism. This paper presents a
case study of Nanshan Cultural Tourism Zone in Sanya, Hainan Province, China, in
order to explore the applicability of community tourism. The findings indicate that
tremendous barriers exist to such a democratic approach in the development of the
Zone despite glimmers of hope. The paper concludes that various preconditions must
be established for implementing community tourism in the specific situation of the
Zone. The paper also contributes to the much needed discussion of community tourism
in developing countries.
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Introduction
The concept of community tourism has been developed and refined in the

context of developed countries in search of sustainable approaches to tourism
development. However, the applicability of such a concept to developing coun-
tries seems not to have been considered in detail (Tosun, 2000). Although
scholars have explored community tourism issues in China (Hatton, 1999) and
other developing countries (Mitchell, 2001; Timothy, 1999), they have mainly
focused on community involvement in the economic benefits of tourism and not
yet covered the complexity of applying the concept. There remains, therefore, a
much needed and important discussion on the implementation of community
tourism in developing countries. This paper contributes to this discussion by
examining the prospects for, and the barriers to, community tourism in China,
with a specific case analysis of Nanshan Cultural Tourism Zone (NCTZ) in
Sanya, Hainan Province. The purpose of the paper is threefold: (1) to contribute
to the discussion on the practicability of community tourism in developing coun-
tries; (2) to identify preconditions for operationalising this approach in the
specific situation of NCTZ and; (3) to recommend future directions for research
on community tourism in China.
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Starting with the background information about the development of NCTZ,
the paper first provides a conceptual framework against which the case study is
evaluated, and a clarification of the study method. It then examines the prospects
for, and the barriers to, implementing community tourism in NCTZ. In conclu-
sion, attention is drawn to the identification of some specific preconditions
necessary for operationalising community tourism in NCTZ and to recommen-
dations for future research on community tourism in China.

Background
Hainan Island, China’s only tropical province, located by the South China Sea

(Figure 1). It has a land area of 34,000 km2 and a population about 7 million
(China National Tourism Administration, 2001a). In 1988, the Chinese Central
Government designated Hainan as China’s largest Special Economic Zone
(SEZ), which accelerated its economic growth, especially tourism. Within a
decade its south coast city Sanya was transformed from a remote small town into
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a modern tropical resort (Table 1). Nanshan (South Mountain), 40 km to the west
of Sanya, has been deemed to be a ‘blessed land’ in the Buddhist tradition that the
benevolent Guanyin (Goddess of Mercy) vowed 12 oaths to save all living things
(Sanya Nanshan Industry and Development, 2003). To dwell permanently at the
South China Sea near Nanshan was her third oath. Master Jianzhen, the
renowned monk in the Tang Dynasty (AD 618–907), tried in vain five times to sail
eastwards to Japan to spread Buddhism. On the fifth sailing he drifted to
Nanshan. He stayed to preach Buddhism for a year, and eventually succeeded in
reaching Japan. These historic tales provide the background for NCTZ’s major
themes of ‘Blessed Land of Longevity’ and ‘Buddhist Culture’.

Currently under construction, NCTZ started operating the two completed
sites – Nanshan Temple and Buddhist Cultural Park – in 1998, but has encoun-
tered a series of problems ever since. Firstly, unrealistic market anticipation
(Table 2) led to overexpanding the project from 34.7 to 50 and eventually 60 km2

with a capital investment of RMB 70 billion (1 RMB = 0.12 US Dollars). Items
which had neither market appeal nor cultural relevance were accumulated, such
as an orphanage, a senior nursery house, a kindergarten, and commercial real
estate, laying financial pressure on the developer. Secondly, the developer did
not realise that temples and other religious sites should be owned and managed
by religious groups according to China’s religious law (China National State
Council, 1981). The developer assumed the Buddhist community would be
grateful for the investment in building Nanshan Temple and Buddhist Cultural
Park; he took it for granted that the Buddhist community would let the developer
run the sites. Once NCTZ started to operate the Buddhist community claimed the
ownership of Nanshan Temple and Buddhist Cultural Park – the only two sites
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Table 1 Hainan tourism development statistics

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Tourist arrival (10,000) 361 485.8 791 856 929.3 1007.6 1124.8

Tourist income (billion RMB*) 52.4 57.23 61.67 66.96 72.46 78.56 87.89

Annual tourist arrival growth (%) 24.7 34.6 62.8 8.2 8.5 8.5 11.6

Annual tourist income growth (%) 9.9 9.2 7.8 8.6 8.2 8.4 11.8

Tourist income of GDP (%) 16.28 14.63 15.04 15.26 15.19 15.20 N/A

* 1 RMB = 0.12 US dollars
Source: Based on Hainan Tourism Bureau (1995–2001) statistics

Table 2 NCTZ’s anticipated and actual tourist arrivals (in = 10,000s)

Year 1998 1999 2000 2001

Anticipated arrivals 175.68 188.31 201.53 214.85

Actual arrivals 11.6 77.87 129 163.79

Difference (%) 1414.5 141.8 56.2 31.2

Source: Based on Sanya Tourism Bureau (1998–2001) statistics and the Zone’s feasibility report



open to the public so far. Tensions thus emerged between the developer and the
Buddhist community. Thirdly, the developer’s faulty analysis of the environ-
ment led to imports of foreign trees and lawns to Nanshan where sources of
irrigation are scarce. Consequently, NCTZ had to hire more than 100 workers
daily to look after the man-made ecological environment, adding to the financial
pressure. Fourthly, the representations of Buddhist culture that concentrated on
tourism were rather superficial, through architectural arrangements such as
Nanshan Temple and the giant statue of Guanyin. Irrelevant Western-style
villas, resort hotels and even a golf course were built close to those sacred
Buddhist sites.

These problems, if unsolved, will hinder NCTZ’s further development given
that three other planned sites are to be completed. The researcher believes that
the problems are consequences of a lack of community participation in the
tourism development process, common in China where the public administra-
tion of tourism is centralised and an elite domination of business is taken for
granted (Swain, 1995; Xia, 1999). However, after China’s entry to the World
Trade Organisation the country is more willing to accept new development
concepts (Yu et al., 2003). This study, therefore, explores the applicability of
community tourism in NCTZ for its sustainable development.

Conceptual Framework and Study Method
Much of the study of community tourism originated from research into

tourism’s social and economic impacts with the goal of minimising the negative
impacts by developing sustainable tourism. Brunt and Courtney (1999) suggested
that the attitudes of community residents towards tourism impacts should be
important planning and policy considerations for sustainable operation of
tourism projects. Researchers showed that as tourism increased in an area, resi-
dents’ attitudes towards tourism moved through four stages from euphoria,
through apathy and annoyance to antagonism (Doxey, 1975); the people who
had enjoyed or suffered the main impacts of tourism were those who were living
in tourist destination communities (Butler, 1980; Keller, 1987; Smith, 1989). It was
argued that the communities should participate in planning decisions regarding
tourism development in order to better handle the impacts. In this context,
Murphy (1985) held that a destination community should be an important
component of the tourism product and that the industry should use the commu-
nity as a resource, market it as part of the product, and in the process affect the
lives of everyone. Therefore, community participation in the tourism develop-
ment process was necessary to maximise socioeconomic benefits of tourism for
the community (Inskeep, 1991), and community involvement in establishing
desirable conditions was perhaps the single most important element of growth
management in tourist destinations (Williams & Gill, 1994). A community-based
approach to tourism development should be a prerequisite to sustainable devel-
opment (Ryan & Montgomery, 1994; Simmons, 1994; Woodley, 1993). Planners
should attempt to facilitate sustainable tourism through the reconstruction of
social and political institutions (Atkinson, 1991; Stonich, 1998). They should help
create sustainable communities resilient enough to survive in a highly volatile
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international environment, rather than ‘sustaining’ tourism or specific aspects of
tourism development (Potts & Harrill, 1998).

In summary, community tourism is defined as a sustainable approach to
developing tourism in such a way ‘that intended beneficiaries are encour-
aged . . . to participate in their own development through mobilising their own
resources, defining their own needs, and making their own decisions about
how to meet them’ (Stone, 1989: 207). The ways of participation may vary, but
generally include joining in the process of self-governance, responding to
authoritative decisions that impact on one’s life, and working cooperatively
with others on issues of mutual concern (Til, 1984). Although community partici-
pation is strongly supported by many, there are in fact four prerequisites for such
participation; namely, legal rights and opportunities to participate; access to
information; provision of enough resources for people or groups to get involved;
and genuinely public, that is, broad instead of selective, involvement from the
concerned communities (Pearce et al., 1996). The ultimate goal of community
tourism is to empower the destination community at four levels (Scheyvens,
1999). Economic empowerment should ensure lasting economic gains for a
destination community. Psychological empowerment should enhance the self-
esteem of community members by recognition of the uniqueness and value of the
culture, natural resources and traditional knowledge of the community. Social
empowerment aims to maintain the community’s equilibrium; that is to say,
community cohesion is improved as individuals and families work together to
build a successful tourism venture. Political empowerment should regard the
community’s voices and concerns as guides for tourism projects from the feasi-
bility stage through to implementation.

The above literature review provides a conceptual framework that community
tourism is a form of voluntary action by which individuals confront opportuni-
ties and responsibilities of citizenship (Askew, 1989). It has an ultimate goal to
empower the destination community at the economic, psychological, social and
political levels so as to achieve sustainable development. Against this conceptual
framework, two testable hypotheses were formed for the study. The first was
‘individuals work cooperatively with relevant stakeholder groups to deal with
issues of mutual concerns’, which were tested in terms of the mechanisms in the
Chinese society and the willingness of the powerful stakeholders – the local
government and the entrepreneurs – to encourage the cooperation. The second
was ‘individuals confront opportunities and responsibilities of citizenship by
responding to authoritative decisions that impact on community life’, which
were tested in terms of the community’s awareness of the opportunities and
responsibilities as well as the capacity for participation in the development of
NCTZ. The study contributing to this paper was mainly, but not exclusively,
qualitative. The researcher has immersed himself in empirical work since
October 2000. A number of in-depth interviews were conducted with representa-
tives of the provincial and the city tourism bureaux, the developer and tourism
companies, as well as with community residents (Table 3). Other data included
participant observation and non-participant observation, reviews of official
documents, statistics, printed tourism promotional and marketing materials.
The researcher’s exposure to the Buddhist community was limited. Despite the
historic tales about Guanyin and Master Jianzhen, Nanshan is not a traditional
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Table 3 List of interviewees involved in the in-depth interviews

No Positions held Representing

1 Director of Planning Department, Provincial Tourism Bureau Government

2 Vice Director, Sanya City Tourism Bureau

3 Official, Information Centre, Sanya City Tourism Bureau

4 Official, Information Centre, Sanya City Tourism Bureau

5 Official, Sanya City Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Matters

6 Vice Executive Manager, NCTZ*

7 Director of Human Resources Office, NCTZ*

8 Professor, Tourism College, Hainan University Academics

9 Lecturer, Tourism College, Hainan University

10 Professor, Social Science Research Centre, Hainan University

11 Director, Sayan Nanshan Industry & Development Ltd (SNIDL) Industry

12 Executive General Manager, SNIDL

13 Head, Human Resource Office, SNIDL

14 Chief Executive Officer, SNIDL

15 Planner, Planning Department, SNIDL

16 General Manager Assistant, SNIDL

17 Vice General Manager, Nanshan Buddhist Cultural Park

18 System Manager, Nanshan Buddhist Cultural Park

19 Vice General Manager, Sanya Pearl Garden Hotel

20 Resident Manager, Gloria Resort Sanya

21 Village Chief, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan Community

22 Village Police Officer, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan

23 Villager, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan

24 Villager, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan

25 Villager, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan

26 Villager, Duck Pond Village, Nanshan

27 Buddhist, Chief Executive Officer, Nanshan Temple Foundation

28 Monk, Nanshan Temple

29 Monk, Nanshan Temple

30 Monk, Nanshan Temple

31 Monk, Nanshan Temple

32 Buddhist, Waitress, Nanshan Temple Vegetarian Restaurant

33 Buddhist, Shop Assistant, Nanshan Temple Souvenir Store

* The Chinese central state designated the Nanshan area as a zone for developing cultural tourism, so
NCTZ is a government institution.



Buddhist site, as revealed by the residents interviewed in Nanshan. Nanshan
Temple was actually created after the Buddhist Cultural Park had been built in
1998 and the monks were only invited to come afterwards. Therefore, the
researcher considered that as the monks had not been long-time residents of
Nanshan, NCTZ was not an authentic Buddhist site.

Research Findings
The researcher believes NCTZ should move towards the community tourism

development mode in order to achieve sustainability. The developer must first
ease the tensions with the Buddhist community. The developer should also
incorporate the knowledge of the local communities in planning the World of
South China Sea and the World of Happiness and Longevity, the two theme sites
to be developed based on the local culture and tradition (Sanya Nanshan
Industry and Development, 2003). In addition, social development and ecolog-
ical sustainability should be the developer’s top concerns if NCTZ is to be a
project socially responsible, economically sound, and environmentally friendly
(Urban International-New York, 1997). By testing the two hypotheses stated
earlier, however, the researcher only found glimmers of hope for applying
community tourism, while tremendous barriers exist, particularly regarding the
empowerment of the local community at the economic, psychological, social and
political levels.

Prospects
The prospects for applying community tourism in NCTZ can be viewed in

both theoretical and practical terms. China’s tourism industry effectively started
in 1978 and the Chinese understanding of tourism–community relationship
began to develop afterwards (Zhang, 1995). From 1978 to the early 1990s, rapid
tourism growth brought the country problems such as erosion of culture and
tradition, inflation of consumer prices, conflicts between tourists and the resi-
dents, as well as an increase in crime (Gormsen, 1995; Li, 2002; Liu, 1992). Some
Chinese tourism researchers called for strategies to tackle these problems (Li &
Wang, 1988; Lin & Tao, 1986). Zhang (1998) introduced the concept of sustainable
tourism by translating Agenda 21 for the Travel & Tourism Industry: Towards Envi-
ronmentally Sustainable Development (World Travel & Tourism Council et al., 1995)
into Chinese. The Chinese realised tourism growth could not be sustained by
overexploiting the resources and damaging the environment. The sustainable
growth of tourism could not be achieved without the support from the commu-
nity of the destination (Wu, 2000). Chinese tourism researchers began to study
the dynamic relationship between tourism and the local community. They noted
tourism should be developed from the various interests of the local community,
thereby proposing concepts such as ‘additional social costs of tourism’ (Cai et al.,
2000) and ‘community development of destinations’ (Tang, 1998). Around 2000,
the Chinese scholars’ understanding of the tourism–community relationship
was transformed. Z.P. Liu (1999) pointed out that a crucial issue in tourism plan-
ning was to guarantee local community the rights of defining their own needs
and making their own decisions in the planning process. This guarantee would
help determine that social and cultural changes associated with tourism devel-
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opment were acceptable. Community involvement appeared in China’s tourism
development agenda: developers should understand the general interests of the
community and those interests must be appropriately considered in the plan-
ning process (W.H. Liu, 2000). Through interaction with the community,
planners should help the community residents appreciate both the positive and
the negative impacts of tourism (M. Liu, 2001).

The Chinese tourism researchers mentioned above understood the tourism–
community relationship mainly from the developers’ point of view. They
attempted to prove, in theory, that tourism needed community support and,
therefore, developers should seek the cooperation of the community to accom-
plish projects. As Liu (1999: 29) held, ‘when the local residents realise they can
exercise influence, they tend to support tourism development’. This under-
standing of the tourism–community relationship is rather different from the
contemporary Western concept of community tourism, which, ultimately, is to
sustain the community in the process of tourism development (Potts & Harrill,
1998; Scheyvens, 1999). However, their studies led to a common view among the
Chinese tourism researchers that community support is important for devel-
oping tourism. This provides the theoretical prospect of applying community
tourism in NCTZ.

In practice the various stakeholder groups involved reflect the attitudes
towards community participation of the different interests they represent (Potts
& Harrill, 1998; Tosun, 2000). In NCTZ, the developer’s attitude changed from
past neglect of the local residents to recent attempts to establish a good relation-
ship with the local community. The developer, Sanya Nanshan Industry and
Development Limited (SNIDL), was formed in 1995 when the project was
started. The director of SNIDL admitted that the developer did not pay attention
to tourism–community relationship until the Master Plan was completed in
1997. As the first phase of the project did not require relocating any local villagers
because of changing land use, issues over land compensation did not emerge
immediately. Represented by Sanya Municipal Tourism Development Corpora-
tion, Sanya city government possesses a 40% holding in SNIDL. The developer,
therefore, would let the government handle affairs with the local community.
Essentially the developer did not think the project had anything to do with the
local community, assuming the local people would be in favour because tourism
growth in China brought economic benefits to poor, remote provinces such as
Hainan throughout the 1980s to early 1990s. After NCTZ was partially opened to
the public, the developer’s attitude changed due to the local residents’ attempts
to gain rights over the development. According to the assistant general manager
of SNIDL and some of the villagers interviewed, the developer had promised, at
the planning stage of NCTZ, to create jobs for the residents of nearby villages,
help build schools for the local children, and compensate with cash those whose
land was expropriated. The promises helped gain the villagers’ support but the
developer failed to keep them as soon as NCTZ started to operate and generate
revenue. Some villagers gathered to negotiate with the developer, and the excite-
ment generated led to violence and a few villagers were taken to jail. Finally, the
developer had to make the employment arrangements and pay the compensa-
tion. This incident taught the developer a lesson that a good relationship with the
local people was essential for the smooth operation of NCTZ.
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In business practice the developer further realised the importance of local
support. As the Vice Director of Sanya City Tourism Bureau revealed, the devel-
oper had to dissuade the villagers from cutting the trees in the mountains,
building houses close to the Zone, and selling souvenirs along the nearby streets
in order to keep a ‘good environmental image’. He admitted that even the major
themes about Buddhism and the Blessed Land of Longevity could not grow out
of nothing but must take roots in the land of Nanshan and the lives of the
villagers. The chief executive officer of SNIDL told the researcher that during
Nanshan Longevity Festival 2000 the developer invited the villagers to partici-
pate in the ‘Longevity Award’ competition. Twelve seniors over 90 years old
were identified by the villagers for the competition. According to the respon-
dents working in the tourism and hospitality services, this activity was effective
for establishing NCTZ’s brand theme of the Blessed Land of Longevity. Appar-
ently the developer had realised the importance of keeping a good relationship
with the villagers for operating the Zone. This indicates hopes for practical pros-
pects for applying community tourism in NCTZ. However, the developer’s
current understanding of tourism–community relationship remains only at the
level of keeping good relationship with the villagers: it does not include consid-
ering community participation in tourism planning and product development.

In China, the state owns the land and is able to designate anywhere for devel-
opment (People’s Republic of China, 1998). Consequently, communities can only
passively allow developers to use their land for any projects that are state-
supported such as the project of NCTZ. Developing NCTZ needed to expropriate
the land of Duck Pond Village, a traditional agricultural village in Nanshan. The
developer offered about 50 jobs to the villagers and compensated every house-
hold with cash. However, what the villagers had sacrificed was not only the land
but also a livelihood to which they had been attached for generations. A lecturer
of the Tourism College, Hainan University, had been observing the change of the
village from the beginning of NCTZ. He revealed to the researcher that in five
years the village lost half of its cultivated land for the development but the popu-
lation increased from 680 to 730 people, a great challenge to those who were
traditionally agriculture peasants. Consequently, some villagers abandoned
their village homes in order to survive elsewhere. The worst effects were the
social impacts. According to the interviewed villagers, the land compensation
fee paid to each household ranged from RMB 100,000 to RMB 300,000. This was a
large sum of cash for the families of the village where average annual household
income had never reached RMB 3000. Some villagers went out of their minds
with such a windfall, building expensive houses and buying motorcycles. Some
even became drug addicts. During the in-depth interviews, a number of villagers
expressed their worries about the social impacts, hoping the developer and the
Government would help them solve the problems. However, the researcher
found tremendous barriers exist to the community’s participation in the devel-
opment of NCTZ.

Barriers
The barriers can be categorised as political-structural, business-operational

and sociocultural. Together, they have created obstacles to empowering the
community at the economic, psychological, social and political levels crucial to
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the residents’ confronting opportunities and responsibilities of citizenship
(Askew, 1989; Scheyvens, 1999). The political-structural barrier manifested itself
in NCTZ mainly as the powerful control of the state. In China, the state reach is
wide-ranging and touches every economic sector (Swain, 1989, 1990, 1993, 1995;
Xia, 1999). Its manipulation of development is a great obstacle to applying
community tourism. In NCTZ, the state, represented by the local government as
Sanya City Tourism Development Corporation, possesses a 40% share of SNIDL.
As the owner of the land, the local government can designate anywhere for
development, with compensation to those whose land is to be expropriated
(People’s Republic of China, 1998). According to a planner for SNIDL and the
villagers interviewed, in NCTZ matters regarding land expropriation and the
related compensation were negotiated only between the developer (SNIDL)
and the landowner (Sanya City Government). The local villagers were
completely excluded from the process. As shareholder of the development
company, Sanya City Government should have shared part of the compensa-
tion charge. But the negotiations between Sanya City Government and the
developer were concluded in a deal that the developer would pay the Govern-
ment’s share while the Government calculated the total and then distributed it to
the villagers. Sanya City Government, therefore, could not be expected to protect
the villagers’ interests seriously, a fact pointed out by a professor from the
Tourism College at Hainan University. In the development process, it was not
rare to see the Government stand by the developer’s side in order to attract more
investment capital. Such government manipulation of tourism development
encouraged corruption among local officials. Close to the end of 2001, the former
director and president of SNIDL stepped down because of a corruption scandal.
He was, however, only a scapegoat for some more powerful officials behind the
scenes who had connections with the central state in Beijing. Some interviewees
who worked in NCTZ alleged to the researcher that the removal of the director
and president of SNIDL was necessary in order to close the corruption investiga-
tion, otherwise some higher state officials would lose face. Under such
circumstances, the development process of NCTZ could not be community
driven to allow the local residents to exercise influence. The state’s manipulation
of tourism development usually made little information available to the local
residents regarding how a development might impact on their lives. If the people
concerned have no rights to define their own needs and make their own deci-
sions regarding how tourism development should affect their lives, it will be
impossible to establish a dynamic tourism–community relationship (Potts &
Harrill, 1998) leading to political empowerment of the community (Scheyvens,
1999).

The business-operational barriers were manifested largely as the developer’s
unwillingness to let the villagers and the Buddhist community participate in the
tourism development process. China has experienced a ‘capital hunger’ for
decades due to the centrally planned economy (Xia, 1999). The current market-
oriented reform of the national economy intends, among other goals, to diversify
the sources of development capital. In order to attract investment, both the
national and the local states adopted policies favourable to developers, which
would encourage their feeling of superiority to the local people. For instance,
developing NCTZ was in line with the state’s new religious policy of preaching
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the so-called ‘people’s Buddhism’ for China’s economic reform, described by the
Planning Director of Hainan Provincial Tourism Bureau. The policy is to root the
spiritual dimension in human interests and happiness (Xia, 2001). When inter-
viewed, quite a few managerial staff of NCTZ assumed the Buddhist community
should be grateful for the company’s investment in building Nanshan Temple
and Buddhist Cultural Park. Some even despised the local villagers as ‘money-
driven primitives who knew nothing but money’, and the monks as ‘ignorant of
the business rules required for managing NCTZ’. They considered the villagers
and the monks unqualified to participate in planning the development of NCTZ
because they were either ‘uneducated and rustic’ or ‘simple-minded and dumb’.
They also assumed problems with the local community were easy to handle by
‘paying the villagers some compensation money’. In addition, the developer
needed to see quick returns from the investment, but community participation
would require considerable time, money and skills to organise and sustain
participation (Tosun, 2000). When asked about the concept of community
tourism, most of the managerial staff would either answer, ‘I don’t know about
that sort of thing,’ or ‘it is too difficult and complicated to carry out in practice’.
This lack of relevant expertise and knowledge might have caused the developers
to be reluctant to accept community tourism. However, a more complex issue for
applying community tourism is, obviously, that implementing community
tourism would mean negotiating mutual interests between the developer and
the community. This could not only raise the expectations of the villagers and the
monks for the developer to meet but also politically empower the community to
question if the Government was seriously protecting their interests. Such a chal-
lenge to the foundation of China’s large and entrenched bureaucracy (Xia, 1999;
Yu et al., 2003; Zhang et al., 1995) could be politically risky, and would require
relatively more bureaucratic formalities, demanding more money, organisa-
tional skills, time and effort; and disappointing the developer who expected a
quick return from his investment (Tosun, 2000).

The sociocultural barriers were manifested, more or less, the villagers’ limited
capacity and unawareness of tourism impacts. The researcher observed that
Nanshan had been a remote area of Sanya. Its economy was undeveloped and the
majority of the villagers were very poor. Meeting basic and deeply felt needs had
long been their daily fight for survival. Hence, participation in the development
process of NCTZ, which demanded time and energy, would be a luxury for them
to afford. Besides, the majority of the villagers were illiterate or semi-illiterate
ethnic Li people who could hardly speak or read mandarin (official Chinese).
They had been excluded from handling socioeconomic and political issues by the
majority Han Chinese for centuries, so were not able to develop cultural and
economic capacity to handle such matters as tourism development. When inter-
viewed, the villagers generally showed apathy towards participation in the
development of NCTZ. They would consider tourism a matter between the ‘lao
ban men’ (the bosses of the company) and the government officials, having little
to do with themselves. The chief of the Duck Pond Village told the researcher that
he had initiated contacts with SNIDL in order to get involved in the development
of NCTZ in the interests of the villagers. However, the villagers misinterpreted
his motive as being selfish in order to get more compensation money. He blamed
the villagers’ low level of interest in participation on this ‘peasant livelihood and
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ideology’. China’s long history of feudal society has produced a ‘natural econ-
omy’ conceptualised as peasant production for home consumption by the unity
of farming and handicraft industry in peasant households (Zhang, 1957). In
contemporary Chinese language, terms such as ‘peasant livelihood’ and ‘peasant
ideology’ have a negative connotation, implying the rural people’s lack of vision
and attachment to a singularly tenacious form of production, resistant to the
separating out of industry from farming into town workshops and hence to capi-
talist development (Huang, 1991). Therefore, the economic, psychological and
social empowerment of the community would be crucially important for the
villagers to participate in the development of NCTZ. But neither the local
government nor the developer had any plans to bring long-lasting economic
gains to the local residents, except paying them the once and for all land compen-
sation fee, as the researcher had observed from the interviews with the villagers,
the government officials, and the developer’s representatives. This type of
‘economic gain’ would definitely not help empower the local community
economically, and certainly not help them psychologically and socially.

According to Scheyvens (1999), these are the signs of tourism’s psychological
and social empowerment of a local community: (1) an enhanced self-esteem
because of outside recognition of the uniqueness and value of the community
culture, natural resources and traditional knowledge; (2) an enhanced commu-
nity equilibrium by which the individuals and families work together to build a
successful tourism venture. However, the development of NCTZ brought none
of these signs. Instead, the following was the reality the researcher had encoun-
tered throughout his investigation. The villagers would rather try to gain
economic benefits from tourism than develop a realistic understanding of its
impacts. The in-depth interviews indicated the majority of the villagers were in
favour of developing NCTZ, but this supportive attitude was mainly caused by
the fact that expropriating their land would mean a large sum of compensation.
Few of the villagers could envision how their lives might change after losing the
land, so would not consider investing the compensation money in other busi-
nesses to sustain their livelihood. In the meantime, the ‘good fortune’ of the Duck
Pond Village stimulated the jealousy of the people living in the nearby villages
whose land was not expropriated. In order to get compensation from the devel-
oper, some of them even lodged a complaint against SNIDL with the Provincial
People’s Congress and People’s Political Consultation Conference for not expro-
priating their land. This could have been a potential move towards the villagers’
participation in the development of NCTZ. But the villagers’ motive was basi-
cally aimed at gaining short-term benefits from tourism rather than determining
what they could do to achieve lasting benefits. Throughout this study, the
researcher found that sociocultural factors such as the limited capacity of the
villagers and their unawareness of tourism impacts had caused their apathy
towards participation in tourism. Along with the powerful control of the state
over the tourism business and the developer’s unwillingness to let the commu-
nity participate in the development process, they represent a series of problems
for China in applying community tourism. Although China is in the midst of
‘modernising’ its norms and values, it has no civil society to counterbalance the
power of the state (Swain, 1990, 1995; Yu et al., 2003; Zhang et al., 1995). It enjoys
the benefits of a growing economy, which is generally considered successful, but
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is far from being regulated by the invisible hand of the market (Wen & Tisdell,
2001; Xu, 1999). There is intense social opposition, but there are no social move-
ments that might lead towards building a democratic system (Kuan & Lau, 2002)
crucial to actualising community tourism. Those problems will probably remain
unsolved in China for years to come, as the Chinese central Government is still
reluctant to institute reform. The political-structural, business-operational and
sociocultural barriers therefore will continue to exist. If community tourism were
ever to be applied to help achieve the sustainable development of NCTZ, as the
researcher had wished, some specific preconditions would have to be estab-
lished to reduce the barriers.

Conclusion
Both Western and the Chinese tourism researchers consider community

tourism a valuable approach to sustainable development. However, as this brief
discussion illustrates, the barriers to applying this democratic approach in a
specific Chinese case are tremendous; and some political, economic and
sociocultural issues will need to be addressed in order to establish preconditions
for actualising community tourism in NCTZ.

The study shows that in NCTZ, the state’s reach is powerful and varied in the
tourism business. Given the powerful role of the state, appropriate strategies and
policies should be the first preconditions to be established for the implementa-
tion of community tourism. Instead of the favourable policies adopted by both
the national and the local states to developers that focus on attracting more
investment, greater efforts should be made to improve coordination mecha-
nisms among the government bodies, the domestic and overseas investors, the
tourism planners, and the local populations. NCTZ was planned and developed
by SNIDL, consisting of three shareholders: Sanya City Tourism Development
Corporation (the Government), Urban International-New York (overseas investor),
and Hainan Urban Oil and Chemical Industry Limited (domestic investor). The
overseas investor drafted the master plan and the feasibility report. China
Buddhist Cultural Institute, China Ethnic Association, China History Museum,
Central National University, China Environment Science Institute and the
Ecological Research Centre of China Environment Science Institute co-prepared
the schematisation. Such a planning process was very fragmented: the non-
government authorities were concerned with the impetus for development,
while the Government was expected to manage the impact of tourism. This
may be a missing ingredient in the tourism development process because in
this regard the tourism project did not benefit from a full coordination between
the local community and the tourism planners (Jenkins, 1982). In addition,
laws, rules and regulations governing tourism development should be initi-
ated and developed. China National Tourism Administration (2001b) has
already promulgated Regulations on Tourism Planning and Management, but issues
regarding community involvement in the tourism development process are still
missing in the regulations. An industry code of conduct can direct tourism opera-
tions to be more effective and ethical, but initiatives to reduce the traditional
government bureaucracy are also essential to create the coordination mecha-
nisms needed for community tourism. In this regard, articles to involve
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communities in the tourism development process should be added to the rele-
vant government laws and regulations to legitimise community participation in
the tourism development process in NCTZ, or in China as a whole.

The developer’s unwillingness to let the local community be involved in the
planning process, and the local residents’ apathy and unawareness about
participation, are great obstacles to implementing community tourism. Commu-
nication and education among the government bodies, the domestic and
overseas development authorities, and the local populations are other precondi-
tions to be established for actualising community tourism in NCTZ. Tosun (2000)
noted that in some developing countries democratic institutions and regulations
were only shared by some state and business elites. This is also true of the NCTZ
case in China where a half-century-long communist regime has limited democ-
racy to the state and the business elites (Xia, 1999). The study found that there
were government officials with the political strength to manipulate the tourism
business as well as the domestic and the overseas developers/investors who had
the capital resources to influence the Government. This elite domination was
prevalent in the case of NCTZ and the villagers even took it for granted that it
would only be a matter between the ‘lao ban men’ and the state officials to
develop NCTZ. While the developer’s reluctance to become involved in commu-
nity participation was due to, among other things, lack of knowledge of the basic
principles for community participation, the villagers’ apathy and unawareness
were mainly caused by their lack of cultural and economic capacity to partici-
pate. The future of community tourism in NCTZ clearly hinges on the economic,
political, psychological and social empowerment of the local community
through the communication of ideas, skills and education among those peoples.
Ironically, however, the power and domination of the Chinese central state, and
its resistance to the democratic process needed for community tourism, makes it
likely to determine the range of future communication and education. A
dilemma exists that ‘the same centralisation that enables China to make tremen-
dous social and political shifts is highly resistant to its own need for institutional
changes’ (Zhang et al., 1995: 240), which certainly will not benefit the communi-
cation and education crucial to nurturing community participation in the
development of NCTZ. Therefore, establishing the above-mentioned precondi-
tions is crucial if community tourism is ever to be applied in NCTZ, or in the
whole of China. To help establish the preconditions, the following issues will
need to be addressed by similar studies.

Future studies need to address the various impacts of tourism on Chinese local
communities. Being a call for increased public participation and a more commu-
nity-oriented approach to tourism planning in the West (Keogh, 1990), tourism
impact studies may also help increase the awareness of tourism practitioners and
the general population in China about the value of community participation for
sustainable development. Earlier studies of tourism impacts covered local soci-
eties in many parts of the world (Bodley, 1990; Boniface & Fowler, 1993; Cohen,
1996; MacCannell, 1992; Mathieson & Wall, 1997; Poirier, 1995; Wilson, 1996;
Woodley, 1993) but not in contemporary China. A few studies addressed
tourism impacts on local communities in China (Oakes, 1995, 1998; Swain, 1989,
1990, 1993, 1995; Toops, 1995; Vincanne, 1996), but only focused on the ethnic
minorities in remote regions and reflected the impacts on a small portion of the
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Chinese population. Some previously mentioned Chinese researchers noted
tourism’s impacts on the majority population, but under the Chinese Govern-
ment’s censorship they could not sufficiently address issues that were socially
and politically sensitive in China (Li, 2002), such as the causes and the effects of
the Chinese Government’s policies on culture and religion associated with
tourism impacts. It was a limitation in this study that the role of the Buddhist
community in Nanshan was not sufficiently investigated for the earlier
mentioned reasons. However, the Chinese traditional taste of viewing nature
and landscapes is closely associated with the nation’s many sacred mountains
and rivers where century-long religious sites are still popular tourist attractions
(Peterson, 1995). Studies on the role of the religious community in the tourism
development of those sites may generate significant theoretical and practical
implications for the research of community tourism in China.

The previously mentioned problems of China were manifested in NCTZ as
politically structural, business-operational and sociocultural barriers to applying
community tourism. To a certain extent they also reflected what Oakes (1998)
called paradoxes in China’s search for modernity. According to Oakes, China’s
current modernisation campaign is a paradoxical process through which the
people produce, confront, and negotiate a particular kind of socioeconomic
change. A ‘false modernity’ is constructed in the utopian, teleological modernity
of 19th- and 20th-century historicism, of the nation-state, and of the institutions
of rationalism and scientific objectivity. It is this sense of modernity that the
people in the less developed China believe they are pursuing. The industrialised
West remains their most significant model for that pursuit. However, moder-
nity itself is paradoxically laden in meaning. The ‘authentic modern’ denotes
that modernity is not constructed in some discernible modern ‘essence’ but in
a process-oriented approach to modernity, one in which human subjectivity is
ambivalently but irrevocably engaged in a struggle over the trajectory of
socioeconomic change. An essentially ‘modern’ phenomenon, tourism in
China should be illustrated through the paradoxical struggles between the
objectifications of ‘false modernity’ and the promise of the ‘authentic’ modern
subjectivity that is potentially liberating Chinese society. The researcher would
suggest that future studies follow Oakes’ (1998) paradoxical approach to moder-
nity when researching the complexity of applying community tourism in China.
This will help understand the contradictions in contemporary China that
generate the problems of applying community tourism, and will also yield policy
implications for achieving the four empowerments of the community crucial to
sustainable tourism development (Scheyvens, 1999).

While residents in many tourism regions of China are still economically poor,
having little capacity to participate in the tourism development process, Chinese
tourists are becoming mature, drawn from an ever-increasing middle-class
population along with the country’s opening to the outside world (Lew &
McKercher, 2002; Zhang & Lam, 1999). Their perceptions, expectations, attitudes
and values, all essential to their decisions in tourist consumption, will influence
the developers’ strategies and the state’s policies. Given China’s contemporary
growth and change, there will be an increasing number of Chinese tourists on the
move domestically and internationally. Future studies may focus on the Chinese
tourists’ experiences of other cultures and societies on their changing views
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regarding sociocultural, economic, political and environmental issues at home.
Their changing views may not change China’s dominant political structure
currently constraining communities from participating in the tourism develop-
ment process, but from them we can see a ray of hope. Tourism has enabled the
Chinese people to move freely on a global scale. Pampered and admired as the
middle class and the newly rich, a growing number of Chinese people, for the
first time in Chinese history, have started to consider the individual as being
more important than the collective through enjoying such freedom, condemned
as bourgeois indulgence by communist dogma (Wong, 1999). With its policy of
opening the country to the outside world, the regime itself may have unwittingly
sown the seeds of its own destruction.
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