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Outdoor tourism in China:
A foreigner’s 30—year retrospective

Ralf BUCKLEY
(International Chair in Ecotourism Research, Griffith University, Australia 4222)

Abstract: In this contribution I provide a foreigner’ s perspective on the growth and development of outdoor
tourism in China over the past three decades or more. This is the perspective of someone who does not speak
Chinese, but who has been privileged to visit some of China’s outstanding outdoor tourism destinations over an
extended period, and observe social, economic and environmental changes as they took place. A foreigner’ s
perspective is always more limited than that of Chinese scholars, but it may still provide a useful counterpart. I
describe three main historical phases. The first took place in the 1980s, before the development of large scale
domestic or inbound international tourism. I provide some historical anecdotes which may be of interest to
Chinese university students. The second phase was the gradual opening of China to international inbound
tourism, and its inclusion as a favoured destination by global tourists. The third phase has two components: the
enormous growth of Chinese domestic tourism, largely in cultural and economic isolation from the international
tourism industry; and the simultaneous growth of Chinese outbound tourism, closely linked to the international
industry. China now has a very large domestic outdoor tourism sector, and a much smaller but nonetheless
significant international inbound sector. The former includes: visits to scenic parks, nature reserves, forest
reserves, and traditional cultural sites; specialist Chinese adventure activities such as piaoliuziyou; and
internationally widespread outdoor mountain activities such as trekking and mountaineering, and outdoor coastal
activities such as surfing and kiteboarding. The latter includes, e.g., climbing Mt. Everest from the northern side;
rafting in Tibet, Yunnan and Szechuan; off- road and bicycle tours, and riverboat cruises. From a research
perspective, the key issue for foreigners is that whilst many Chinese scholars can read English, and many
International publications are translated to Chinese, the reverse does not apply: few foreigners are familiar with
the Chinese language, and hence with the Chinese academic literature. From a foreign researcher’ s perspective,
therefore, cooperative projects with Chinese colleagues are of enormous value. As regards research topics in
outdoor tourism, there are three broad approaches which can perhaps prove valuable in future. The first is to
ensure that innovations in the international literature are also applied in China, as immediately as possible. That
is, China should benefit from global research, and China should be included in international comparative studies.
That can only occur if relevant research in China is published in internationally accessible journals. The second
is that since China now forms a very large component in global tourism, as well as in the world economy and
population more broadly, it is critical for foreign researchers that they can gain access to Chinese research
findings. Foreign researchers understand that outdoor tourism in China is influenced by scale, history and
culture, but they are not yet in a position to follow how those factors influence the many rapid changes occurring
within the Chinese domestic tourism sector. We would like to know more, and understand better. As just one
example, China now has a surf tourism subsector. Where does that fit into the international surfing industry? The
third is that as more and more Chinese outdoor tourists travel overseas, their culturally driven expectations may
not always match what international tourism enterprises provide. Chinese clients are influencing the outdoor
tourism industry in other countries; and when they return home, they may also influence the outdoor tourism
industry within China. The role of tourism in these cultural exchanges and interactions provides fascinating
opportunities for social science research at present.
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1 Introduction and Methods

Modern China has a very large and dynamic do-
mestic tourism industry (Zhong L N et al, 2015), and
this includes many types of outdoor nature, eco and
adventure tourism. In addition to visiting nature re-
serves and other public conservation areas (Zhong L
S et al, 2015), a wide range of adventure activities are
available, including hiking and trekking, cycling,
climbing, skiing, rafting, kayaking, surfing and kite-
boarding (Jing, 2012; Xu et al, 2012; Zhang et al,
2014). There are domestic Chinese brands and manu-
facturers for all the equipment needed, and Chinese
commercial companies, instructors and guides to pro-
vide training and safety.

This, however, is all very recent. Only thirty
years ago, such opportunities were almost inconceiv-
able. I first visited China in the early 1980s, and have
visited many times since. | have thus watched some
of these changes as they happened. Here I provide a
historical account that allows us to pinpoint some crit-
ical changes. This is an outsider view, a perspective
from a foreigner who does not speak Chinese, is not
part of Chinese society and culture, and does not live
in China.

Although it is an outsider view, methodological-
ly this is an analytical autoethnographic study (Ander-
son, 2006; Buckley, 2012a, 2015), where the data are
derived from the author’s own records and experienc-
es. Records include photographs, letters and journals
taken or written at the time, and these are supplement-
ed by the author’ s own memories. They are triangu-
lated against the records of others who were present
on the same or contemporaneous journeys, and also
wrote or filmed their experiences.

Some of these records are now available on his-
torical websites such as those of Shangri-La River Ex-
peditions. Others survive as analogue photographs,
prints or 35 mm transparencies. Others again survive
only as videocassettes, playable only in antiquated
equipment no longer widely available. Some of these
are analogue copies of analogue copies, with corre-
sponding loss of detail. Other records are available
from articles in popular magazines, both Chinese and

international, videos on youku.co.cn, and in TV pro-

grams produced by CCTV and local stations. For ex-
ample, a recent CCTVS5 documentary celebrating the
30th anniversary of the Chinese first descent of the
Yangtze (Tongtian He) in 1985, interviewed two Chi-
nese rafters, Yang Yong and Feng Chen, from the
1986 source to sea first descent; and one, Frank Ma,
from the 1987 source to sea first descent of the Yel-
low River (Peter Winn, pers. comm.).

This analysis is an account of specific incidents,
which together can be used to reveal a historical pat-
tern. These incidents took place within the changing
context of China’s social and political geography, but
I refer to those only as needed to present the individu-
al incidents. Some of these incidents, or specific as-
pects of them, have been reported previously (Buck-
ley, 2006, 2010a, 2010b, 2012a; Buckley, McDonald
et al, 2014), but not in a historical context.

My early experiences relate principally to the
great deserts of the Ordos and Taklamakan, and later
to the great rivers flowing from the eastern Tibetan
plateau through Yunnan and Sichuan. I have included
one or two additional incidents from more iconic tour-
ism destinations such as the karst landforms of Guilin
and Kunming, and heavily visited modern protected
areas such as Zhangjiajie and Jiuzhaigou.

There are many other iconic adventure destina-
tions within China. Best known internationally are
the northern approaches to Mt Everest, Chomolung-
ma. Climbing Mt Everest is the subject of a distinct
and separate literature (Mu et al, 2016), and is not
considered here. Early attempts to raft or kayak the
Yangtze, Yellow (Huang He) and Mekong (Lancang
Jiang) rivers source to sea, or the great gorges of the
Yarlung Tsangpo, were equally difficult and coura-
geous. These expeditions exerted a substantial influ-
ence on the development of the Chinese river tourism
sector more broadly.

I first present a historical summary in three phas-
es: early scientific exchanges fostered largely by the
Chinese Academy of Sciences; the transition to a
commercial outdoor tourism sector; and the growth
of modern Chinese domestic mass nature and adven-
ture tourism. For each phase I extract major themes
based on my own experiences and my limited outsid-
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er understanding of the Chinese social contexts at the
time.

As a foreigner with no Chinese language capabil-
ity, I could only make local observations, which may
not be an accurate reflection of broader scale pat-
terns. However, there are few records of these early
periods in outdoor tourism, so even such a limited
perspective may be valuable for historical reasons. [
then outline current patterns and trends, as they ap-
pear to me. Finally, I identify priorities for future re-
search, based on my interpretation of these trends in a
global context.

2 Early Exchanges via Chinese Academy of
Sciences

As China began to re- open to the rest of the
world after the Cultural Revolution, the first exchang-
es were academic. Chinese scientists began to travel
to other countries such as Australia in the late 1970s
and early 1980s, and this was followed by reciprocal
visits. My own first visits to China, from 1983 on-
wards, were hosted by the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences Institute of Desert Research at Lanzhou, since |
had published research on desert soils and vegetation
(Buckley, 1981, 1982).

With my host and colleague Professor Zhu Zhen-
da, we travelled first to the Tengger Desert, part of
the Ordos area of Inner Mongolia, and later to the gi-
ant star dunes of the hyper-arid Taklamakan Desert of
Xinjiang, and the climbing dunes near Lake Qinghai.
This was a very fruitful collaboration that led first to
experimental research (Buckley, 1987) and later to re-
ciprocal visits to the Australian deserts by Professor
Zhu and his colleagues, where 1 was able to take
them to visit the linear dunes of the southern Simp-
son Desert.

Whilst these visits were for research rather than
tourism, they provided some unforgettable opportuni-
ties to see parts of western China in the early transi-
tional period post Cultural Revolution. From a tour-
ism perspective, four aspects stand out. The first was
the astonishing pace of change. In my first visit, I
was escorted everywhere by silent and unnamed indi-

viduals. The only advertisements were political post-
ers, in the exaggerated revolutionary style. There
were two currencies, and two prices for everything.
Foreigners could not buy anything directly, except in
the Friendship Store in Beijing. Nearly everyone, in-
cluding children, was dressed in green or blue denim.
Nobody spoke English except one interpreter. It was
illegal to import bicycles. My hosts asked me to bring
solar powered calculators because there were no bat-
teries.

Only a year or two later, in contrast, I was left to
travel across the country on my own, even to Xinji-
ang. Multi-storey hypermarkets had sprung up, with
colourful billboards advertising Western products
such as imported brands of whisky. People were wear-
ing a much wider variety of clothing. The roads were
full of cars as well as bicycles. Scientific research lab-
oratories were well equipped. Now, of course, almost
every product available anywhere worldwide is also
sold in China; there are numerous Chinese multi-bil-
lionnaires; 100 million individuals move from lower
to middle income brackets every year; and foreign re-
searchers rely heavily on Chinese funds!

The second aspect memorable from those early
visits was the scale of human labour. At that time,
tasks that in other countries would be unimaginable
without machinery were being carried out, very effi-
ciently, by enormous numbers of individual people.
Sand dunes were stabilised using straw grids, made
by pushing straw into the sand with a spade to create
low fences in a grid pattern. The grid squares were
about 25 c¢m across, and the straw grids covered hun-
dreds of square kilometres. On one visit we saw an ir-
rigation canal, tens of metres across and tens or hun-
dreds of kilometres long, being built by hand. Mil-
lions of fist-sized stones were brought to the construc-
tion site by thousands of donkeys, in panniers, and
laid into place one by one. On a later visit I also saw
a mountain road built during this period, using cob-
blestones hammered into the earth on edge, one at a
time. Like the Roman roads, it will probably last long
after bitumen highways have crumbled away.

The third aspect was the resilience and adaptabil-
ity of the local people, which I was able to see at first
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hand. There were very few foreigners in western Chi-
na at that time. As a guest of the Chinese Academy of
Sciences, a central government organisation, I was in
a very privileged position. However, nobody seemed
to resent this. I bought a Chinese army greatcoat,
green cotton padded with the outer part of the silk-
worm cocoon, and a black cap made of skin and wool
of a karakul sheep. Wearing these, as long as I said
nothing, I attracted little attention in the smoke and
firelight of the evening market places. When I slept
on the ground by a communal campfire in the Takla-
makan, the donkey drivers and firewood collectors
who had made the fire paid little attention.

Traders had arrived before tourists or even scien-
tists. Carpet factories were already producing designs
on commission for international buyers. Older scien-
tists spoke Russian, but the advantages of English
were already recognised. Even 30 years ago, one
small desert village was sending one of its girls,
younger than ten years old, to learn English in Yutian.
In the early 1990s, on an inaccessible tributary of the
Mekong, we met another ten- year- old girl who
walked 30 km to school each week, and back at the
weekend, for the same reason.

The fourth aspect was that everyone was very
welcoming, and I never felt in any way unsafe. When
I first visited Kunming in the mid 1980s, for exam-
ple, I crossed the city by jumping on and off buses
that seemed to be going the right general direction,
and I never felt under threat. I hiked across country
from the principal Stone Forest to another stone for-
est further away. I walked alone through giant cities
and country villages at night, unable to say a word to
anyone. I even went to China’ s first rock and roll
dance, in a hotel basement in Beijing.

Only once was I taken advantage of. Some mid-
dle-aged ladies were selling pomegranates and hiring
out rowboats at Kunming Lake. I took one of the
boats. By sign language, the oarswoman, and two oth-
er ladies accompanying her, refused to take the boat
back to land until I had exchanged RMB20 each in
foreign exchange certificates, at par, for their local
renminbi yuan. I could not use renminbi except to

buy more pomegranates, and they wanted FEC to buy

manufactured consumer goods, otherwise unavailable
to locals. Even that, however, was at worst a minor
annoyance.

Most of those early visits were made possible
through the auspices of the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences. The Academy also made possible the first wa-
ter- based explorations of the great rivers of western
China, with international teams led by U.S.-based ge-
ologist Peter Winn. I was fortunate to take part in sev-
eral of these, as a safety kayaker in support of rafts.
These rivers flow through steep gorges with no road
access, and they are broken by some major rapids,
and long stretches of whitewater. At that time there
were no aerial photographs and no aerial access for
foreigners. The only maps available to foreigners
were either of World War II vintage, or Russian maps
made during the Cultural Revolution.

The only access was by river, and this was logis-
tically and politically complex, and potentially risky.
In addition, these first trips took place just as the era
of large-scale dam construction on these rivers was
commencing, and this added an additional complexi-
ty. Peter Winn was the ideal person to plan these
trips, since he was expert in both geology and white-
water river navigation, and could predict the charac-
ter of the rapids from the Russian maps, without any
local information.

It was the Chinese Academy of Sciences that ob-
tained permission for these early trips, and provided
interpreters to travel with us on the rivers. Winn
formed a U.S.-based company called Earth Science
Expeditions specifically for this purpose. As outlined
below, it was later renamed Shangri-La River Expedi-
tions, and reports of some of these trips are still avail-
able on that website. Some were also later reported in
academic books and articles on ecotourism (Buckley,
2003), adventure tourism (Buckley, 2006, 2010a,
2010b), and conservation tourism (Buckley, 2010c¢).

3 Transition to Commercial Tourism

As China became more accessible to foreigners,
everyone wanted to visit, and sights in Beijing, Gui-
lin, Kunming and Xian became incorporated into a
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regular tourist circuit. Soon this began to affect even
the river explorations in the far west. Peter Winn
found that the Chinese Academy of Sciences was no
longer able to provide permits, and instead he was di-
rected to provincial tourism authorities.

Whilst CAS had seen opportunities for recipro-
cal scientific exchange, the tourism agencies saw op-
portunities to extract substantial payments, essential-
ly as a monopoly rent. They were very friendly and
open about this, and when we raised concerns about
such high charges “killing the goose which lays the
golden eggs”, they responded that they knew that per-
fectly well, but since politics were unpredictable
from year to year, they had to “make hay whilst the
sun shined”.

In any event, diplomacy won through, and Peter
and others continued a program of exploration adven-
ture tourism in Yunnan, Sichuan and Tibet. It was at
this period that the company name was changed to re-
flect tourism rather than science. Later, Peter’ s son
Travis saw that to improve Chinese involvement, a
Chinese company was needed. This also avoided the
difficulties in obtaining permits for foreign-run trips.
Travis learned Mandarin, moved to live in China, and
with his Chinese colleagues, formed Last Descents
River Expeditions (2015). He also began to train Chi-
nese raft guides and Olympic kayakers.

I took part in only a few of these river trips, but
they were all extremely memorable, and took us to
parts of China otherwise inaccessible. There was al-
ways, and still is, an enormous contrast between
small-scale traditional subsistence agriculture by eth-
nic minority peoples in the remote gorges, and giant
modern dam-building programs of breathtaking scale.
For the former, a group of rafters and kayakers in
multi- coloured boats and gear is a cultural surprise.
Confronted by the dam construction sites, however,
those same rafters and kayakers felt extremely tiny
and overwhelmed.

Many of the stretches of rivers we boated are
now inundated by reservoirs behind these very large
dams. To me, it is sad to think that there are parts of
China’s wonderful natural heritage that were seen on-
ly by a few foreign and Chinese rafters, and have

now disappeared. Perhaps the greatest loss is the
Great Bend of the Yangtze in Yunnan, China’s Grand
Canyon. Of course, exactly the same has happened in
other countries too, notably through the Glen Canyon
Dam on the Colorado River in the USA. The Colora-
do Grand Canyon itself has been threatened at times
with industrial developments of various types, and
still is, but to date has survived as a national park vis-
ited every year by millions.

There are too many events from these early trips
to describe them all, so I will just list a few especially
memorable. On one trip, for example, we encoun-
tered red- painted signposts (of course, only in Chi-
nese) advising that a route crossing the river was
closed because of bubonic plague. We also found lo-
cals fishing with explosives, which is highly discon-
certing to kayakers. On another trip, we found a fully
clothed human skeleton washed up on a small sandy
river beach by our campsite. Locals walking by, how-
ever, ignored it. We met villagers splitting boulders
by hand for building, and small but remarkably hardy
grandmothers singlehandedly carrying entire tree
trunks up steep hills. In Tibet, we met monks who (I
think) misinterpreted my shaved head and enthusiasm
for tea as signs that I too was a monk. I declined their
invitations, and only worked out their reasons later
on.

We also found world- class whitewater, with
some wonderful rapids and waves, set amidst beauti-
ful gorges, tiny villages, and historic walled towns.
We paddled at almost 5000 metres altitude, where a
lungful of oxygen- starved air barely lasts long
enough to roll a kayak right-side-up if you tip over.
In Tibet we found ancient cliffside pathways cut out
or built up along perpendicular rock slopes, with the
remains of giant wooden gates once used to block ac-
cess.

We found villages subsisting on barley, grown in
tiny terraced plots with irrigation water brought along
half-pipes made of hollowed logs, themselves cut on
high mountain slopes far above. The villagers ground
the barley using hand- made stone millstones, pow-
ered by wooden water wheels. This, plus a few goats,
was their only food supply. But they did have a DVD
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player. We found hot springs and grassy river terrac-
es, and on one trip the participants (not me, unfortu-
nately) saw a snow leopard. Only one trip was abort-
ed, for safety reasons, and with help from local villag-
ers and their donkeys, and later a Chinese Army garri-
son and its truck, we hauled all our gear out over a
high mountain pass, taking several days.

Throughout this period, the emphasis of these
river trips gradually changed, from exploration by for-
eigners, to involvement of Chinese in the exploration
and conservation of their own rivers. As in other
countries, river tourism can sometimes provide a po-
litical and economic counterbalance to the large-scale
exploitation for hydroelectric and irrigation dams.
The same socioeconomic and political pressures
which led to large scale dam construction in the
American southwest many decades ago, are now lead-
ing to large scale dam construction in western China.
And the same social and environmental impacts are
created, and the same risks from earthquake damage.

By training Chinese raft guides, introducing in-
fluential Chinese to their own great rivers, and help-
ing Chinese TV and video producers to publicise the
places and the issues, the small Chinese tourism com-
pany Last Descents has contributed substantially to
conservation of some of these landscapes and water-
courses (Buckley, 2010c). The company has also
brought Chinese rafters to the USA to learn about the
history and current practices of river recreation and
conservation in that country. Feng Chen, the Yangtze
veteran mentioned above, became the first Chinese
citizen to captain a paddle raft through the Colorado
Grand Canyon, and Tang Jian Zhong, one of Last De-
scents’ guides, became the first to row an oar raft.

4 Chinese Domestic Mass Adventure Tour-
ism

In recent years, outdoor tourism in China has en-
tered a third phase, the growth of entirely home-
grown domestic adventure tours at very large scale,
using distinctive Chinese models for land tenure,
product design, business structure, marketing, and
day- to- day management (Buckley, McDonald et al,

2014).

The first inkling of this occurred during one of
Peter Winn’s trips that included Chinese participants.
Before the trip itself started, we were taken (unexpect-
edly) to speak at a public event in an urban climbing
gym and outdoor equipment store in Chengdu, the
first we had seen in China. We found many brands
with names we had never heard, and it turned out that
even though the names were printed in English, they
were actually Chinese brands made solely for domes-
tic markets. Apart from the brand names and colour
schemes, they were copies of brands manufactured in
China for international retailers. That is, there was an
entire parallel domestic outdoor equipment industry,
invisible to foreigners.

The scale of this sector was borne upon us fol-
lowing a river trip in Tibet, that included a number of
Chinese participants with previous rafting experi-
ence. One of these was Feng Chen, who had taken
part in the legendary mid-80’s attempts to run the gi-
ant rapids of the Yangtze (Bangs et al, 1987). Another
was a journalist and camerawoman, making a pro-
gram for a national TV station. And a third had his
own rafting business in one of China’ s eastern prov-
inces. It was clear from his descriptions, however,
that those operations were very different indeed from
those we were used to. We therefore started a re-
search project to examine the operations of Chinese
domestic rafting tourism.

We found that piaoliuziyou, as it is known, is in
fact a quite different activity from western style river
rafting, and the two are confused essentially because
of nomenclature (Buckley, McDonald et al, 2014).
Again, until that study, the two sectors had proceeded
in parallel, neither aware of the other’s existence. We
estimated that around 80 million Chinese residents
aged 18-35 have taken part in a piaoliu trip. On a
global scale, that is a substantial subsector of the en-
tire worldwide adventure tourism industry. And
again, it was largely invisible outside China.

My own experience in the growth of Chinese do-
mestic mass adventure tourism was largely with the
white- water rafting subsector. However, it appears
that comparable developments have also occurred in
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other adventure subsectors. Horse trekking has be-
come popular in western Sichuan and Tibet (Griffon
Expeditions, 2016). There are now commercial tour
operators offering off-road trips through the Taklam-
akan Desert (Buckley, 2006, 2010b). There are ski re-
sorts at Huaibei and Nanshan near Beijing and Yabuli
in Heilongjiang. The beach destinations of Hainan
now offer opportunities for surfing and kiteboarding,
in much the same way as subtropical beach destina-
tions in Europe, North and South America, Australia
and the Pacific islands.

There has also been substantial growth in the in-
formal non- commercial outdoor recreation sector.
There are now thousands of outdoor adventure clubs
in China (Xu et al, 2012; Zhong Linsheng, pers.
comm. 2015). Sporting and university clubs started
cycle tourism, hiking and mountaineering, and Chris
Jones (pers. comm.) notes that currently, up to 300
Chinese cyclists per day can be seen cycling on the
Sichuan- Tibet Highway 318. Trekking and hiking
groups have proliferated (Luo et al, 2015). Self-drive
four-wheel drive touring is now also popular in some
regions, including Tibet and Qinghai, with Chinese
tourists taking part in a range of soft adventure activi-
ties whilst based out of their own vehicles.

At the same time, the nature-based outdoor tour-
ism subsector, relying largely on publicly owned
parks, forests and nature reserves, has also grown to
very large scale. Places such as Guilin and the Kun-
ming Stone Forest, famous from ancient poetry and
literature, were already popular domestic destinations
even in the 1980s. In the mid 1980s, for example,
over a thousand people a day took a boat-based day
trip down a sector of river at Guilin, returning by bus.
Almost all of these were Chinese or Japanese, with
only 0.1% westerners (myself) on the day 1 was
there. I bought a supposedly jade bowl at a very eco-
nomical price, though I worked out years later that it
was probably a ceramic artefact.

In more recent years, iconic parks such as
Zhangjiajie and Jiuzhaigou have become destinations
for mass nature tourism, with visitation variously esti-
mated as 5, 10 or even 20 million people per year, de-
pending on the exact boundaries of the areas consid-

ered. A recent review of environmental and visitor
management within 1110 protected areas in China, of
all types and at all scales (Zhong et al, 2015) found
that the more heavily visited parks have very sophisti-
cated visitor infrastructure, tollgate fee collection,
mass transit, catering, and visitor flow management
systems. These allow very intensive daily visitation
and high visitor satisfaction with good control of en-
vironmental impacts. A large- scale follow-up study
on visitor motivations, expectations, experiences, sat-
isfaction and intentions is currently near completion.

Similar approaches have been reported for spe-
cific park and forest destinations (Wang et al, 2010;
Du et al, 2016). Infrastructure in some reserves in-
cludes large- scale high-volume elevators and cable-
ways. In some cases, infrastructure is co- funded by
private investment. Access infrastructure has also ex-
panded greatly. Large-scale government-funded infra-
structure projects in western China, such as the Qing-
hai- Tibet railway and new airport infrastructure in
Lhasa, catalysed large increases in domestic tourism
arrivals to the Tibet Autonomous Region, with out-
door and cultural tourism particularly popular. As in
many areas worldwide where inbound tourism in-
creases rapidly, local tourism capacity is not always
sufficient for this influx of arrivals.

5 Most Recent Patterns and Trends

Even though the proportion of domestic Chinese
tourists engaging in outdoor activities is as yet rela-
tively small in international comparative terms (Jing,
2012), the overall scale of the Chinese domestic tour-
ism market is so large that domestic outdoor tourism
in China is still a very substantial industry sector
(Jing 2012, Buckley, McDonald et al, 2014).

Currently, it would appear that visiting iconic na-
tional nature reserves such as Zhangjiajie, Jiu-
zhaigou, Tianmushan and others is probably the sin-
gle highest- volume component of the modern Chi-
nese domestic outdoor tourism sector, though I am
not sure if national statistics are available. There are
also heavily visited World Heritage areas and geopa-
rks such as Wudalianchi in Heilongjiang; and sites fa-
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mous for specific wildlife, such as panda at Wolong
(Cong, Newsome et al, 2014; Cong, Wu et al, 2014),
and cranes at Zhalong. Mass adventure tourism activi-
ties such as piaoliu are also a large sector, but even
the highest-volume piaoliu sites receive <10000 visi-
tors daily (Buckley, McDonald et al, 2014), whereas
the iconic nature reserves receive over 100000 visi-
tors per day in peak season (Zhong, Buckley et al,
2015).

This rapid recent growth in outdoor tourism has
created some concerns related to planning and im-
pacts on natural heritage (Jing, 2012; Song, 2014)
and also risk and safety (Liu, 2009; Chen, 2013;
Huang, 2014). Currently, outdoor tourism is most
popular amongst young, well-educated Chinese with
above-average incomes (Xu et al, 2012).

As in other countries, there are many other out-
door sites in China that are visited for various mix-
tures of scenery, nature, culture and adventure. There
are waterfalls, climbs, rope walks, glass walkways,
caves, forests and many more. There are widespread
practices such as forest bathing, where city dwellers
visit native forests to breathe clean air and regain a
peaceful state of mind and an appreciation of nature
(Huang et al, 2014). Numbers and characteristics of
tourists taking part in these activities remain largely
unstudied.

The domestic beach and marine tourism sector
remains largely unstudied, with no English-language
data available on destinations, activities or tourist
numbers. The area around Sanyo on the island of
Hainan is the principal beach tourism destination.
This is a key topic for future research. The islands of
the South China Sea, or at least those that are close to
the Chinese mainland and are not contested by other
nations, could also provide opportunities for marine
tourism, in the same way as many of the South Pacif-
ic and Indian Ocean islands.

Over recent years it seems that there has also
been substantial growth in motorised outdoor tourism
in China, although this has not been analysed in the
English language literature. As with non- motorised
adventure tourism such as piaoliuziyou, motorised

subsectors have also adopted distinctively Chinese

business models. One Chinese company, for exam-
ple, offers opportunities for upwardly mobile Chinese
to take part in offshore motor yachting, used a staged
entry system that combines features of a sporting
club and property timeshare.

By joining the club, less wealthy members can
rent imported powerboats of various sizes, by the
hour or day. Later, they can buy their own boats, and
the company will then store or moor the boats in its
marinas, for a fee; and hire the boats out to other
members, for a further fee. The marinas are resort-res-
idential developments, a commonplace structure
worldwide, and members can rent residential accom-
modation at the same time as renting yachts. Similar-
ly, they can purchase residential units and allow the
company to rent out their units to other members.
The company thus gains a multi- source inflow of
cash and capital, coupled with customer loyalty; and
members gain networking and investment opportuni-
ties.

I learned of this business model by chance, from
a meeting at a conference on coastal ecotourism held
in Ninghai a couple of years ago. The main business
of that conference, although this was not made explic-
it to foreign invitees, was for a local government
agency to sell land and resort development rights to
private investors. They were very successful in doing
so, in part because they controlled development
rights as well as land.

In many countries, the property development in-
dustry lobbies for so- called “development- ready”
sites, where governments provide land complete with
planning and environmental approvals. This is much
more easily feasible in China than in most western na-
tions. The more common system worldwide is that de-
velopment entrepreneurs identify opportunities, and
then apply for permits. The principal reason for this
is that in most countries, development land is owned
mostly by private individuals, whereas development
permits are granted by government agencies. Most
publicly owned land is allocated for specific purpos-
es, such as conservation or forestry, and is not avail-
able for private property development. Only where a
land management agency has both the right and the
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interest to allow and invite private investment, can de-
velopment-ready sites be offered.

In the last few years, outbound tourism from
China has also grown substantially. Whilst some of
these tourists are travelling on business, for shopping,
or to visit friends and relatives, others are outdoor
tourists who take nature and adventure tours at their
destinations. Where the structure, expectations and
safety management of such tours are very different in
overseas countries than for the Chinese domestic mar-
ket at home, this can create risks and management dif-
ficulties for tourists and tour providers alike (Buck-
ley, McDonald et al, 2014). Understanding Chinese
domestic outdoor tourism is therefore important not

only within China, but also worldwide.
6 Research Priorities

From a foreigner’ s perspective, there are three
key priorities for future research on outdoor tourism
in China. The first is to gain access to existing re-
search published in Chinese. The second is to repeat
within China, the same types of research that have
been conducted in other countries, so that China can
be included in international comparisons and global
studies. And the third is to identify and analyse the
many ways in which practices and approaches within
China differ from those in other countries, and in
some cases, provide world leadership. Some of these
differences are major, others subtle.

Each of these priorities can best be addressed
through collaborative research programs involving
overseas and Chinese researchers jointly (Weaver,
2015; Weaver et al, 2015). As shown by several such
collaborations previously (Zhong et al, 2007; Buck-
ley, Cater et al, 2008; Buckley, Ollenburg et al,
2008), every researcher is unconsciously influenced
by their own academic and linguistic background,
and is likely to assume that the way things work in
their own country is also the way things work else-
where. It is not until they have the opportunity to see
and discuss the detail in person, that they appreciate
the differences, which are essentially cultural.

In outdoor tourism specifically, there are numer-

ous examples where these subtle cultural differences
have now been identified, but have not yet been stud-
ied in detail. These include, e.g., business models and
individual behavioural expectations in commercial ad-
venture tours; systems for financing park infrastruc-
ture and managing park visitors; the designs and co-
lour schemes for marketing and interpretative materi-
als (Xu X Y, pers. comm.); and the motivations and
behaviours of individual tourists in protected areas
(Xu F F et al, 2014; Xu H G et al, 2014; Packer et al,
2014; Du et al, 2016). No doubt there are many more.

To date, English language research publications
on outdoor tourism in China lag well behind changes
in the outdoor subsector itself. One of the first priori-
ties from the perspective of the non- Chinese- speak-
ing world, therefore, is translation of Chinese lan-
guage publications into English. Currently this occurs
sparsely and sporadically, generally when a Chinese
and overseas researcher combine to write an English
language review of Chinese-language literature on a
specific topic. Such reviews are indeed valuable, es-
pecially when they can show the sometimes subtle
differences between Chinese and Western approach-
es, perspectives and terminologies (Zhong et al,
2007; Buckley, Cater et al, 2008; Buckley, Ollenburg
et al, 2008).

It would be even more useful for English speak-
ing researchers to be able to read the original Chinese
publications; and journals such as Tourism Tribune
have contributed greatly by providing English ab-
stracts for Chinese language articles. However, this is
a problem for the Anglophone world to solve, by
learning Chinese. Chinese academics, university stu-
dents, and indeed schoolchildren, have already
learned English!

Currently, English language international jour-
nals are perceived as more prestigious than Chinese
journals, and Chinese academics are keen to publish
in these international journals, since they have high
readership and impact factor. One option for the Chi-
nese Academy of Sciences, which already publishes a
large series of its own Chinese- language academic
journals, might be to start a bilingual top-tier Proceed-
ings of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, with every
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article published jointly in Chinese and English. This
could soon rival other top- tier international science
journals.

Most of the sub- fields associated with outdoor
nature and adventure tourism, and with parks and rec-
reation ecology and management, are studied in Chi-
na as in other countries. Where this research is avail-
able in English, it includes individual studies that are
very much internationally relevant, such as the study
of tourist emotional, behavioural and physiological re-
sponses to monkeys in Zhangjiajie (Li et al, 2012).
The volume of research available in the international
literature, however, is very small relative to the size
and number of China’ s parks and universities. There
is a lot more published only in Chinese, but for inter-
national readers this is largely inaccessible, so we
cannot judge the relative quality of the research. The
same also applies for other large nations that publish
principally in non-English journals, notably Brazil.

Internationally, we can identify several key
themes in outdoor tourism research, and all of these
are also applicable within China. Indeed, given the
very large scale and the rapid changes within China’s
outdoor tourism, research within China is of global
importance. These themes were reviewed recently for
adventure tourism (Buckley, 2014), and for sustain-
able tourism more broadly (Buckley, 2011, 2012b).
For China, I suggest five priority areas, as follows.
Each of these five are equally important.

Worldwide, outdoor tourism is being used in-
creasingly as a low- impact political and economic
counterweight to other forms of economic develop-
ment, essentially as a mechanism to support conserva-
tion of biological diversity, ecosystem services, and
natural and cultural heritage. This applies across all
land tenures, including public parks, other public
lands, and privately and communally owned lands.
Most of the commercial outdoor tourism industry it-
self, of course, sees its own priorities as commercial
profit rather than public conservation policy. To
achieve conservation outcomes, the engine of tourism
must be harnessed to social and environmental goals.

Mechanisms for this may differ greatly between
countries and cultures (Buckley et al, 2012, Buckley,

de Vasconcellos Pegas, 2014). They also require an
understanding of the internal structure and dynamics
of the international tourism industry (Buckley et al,
2016), as well as the goals of conservation stakehold-
ers (Romero Brito et al, in review). Exactly how ad-
venture tourism and conservation can most success-
fully be linked within China is thus one key priority
for research.

In order to understand outdoor tourism and its
broader social connections and context, we need to
understand what motivates individual tourists, as well
as what drives tourism providers and other stakehold-
ers. The psychology of adventure tourism has re-
ceived substantial research attention internationally
(Buckley, 2012a) but less to date within China. The
psychology of nature and wildlife tourism, however,
such as forest bathing and animal interactions, has in-
deed received attention within China (Li et al, 2012;
Huang et al, 2014; Packer et al, 2014), and this is cer-
tainly a priority for further research.

One topic of particular interest is how psycho-
logical attitudes in individual nations may change as
the tourism industry itself changes. As Chinese tour-
ists travel to wildlife destinations overseas, for exam-
ple, and see how tourists from other nations behave
in the presence of wildlife, will this change how they
behave themselves, in China as well as international-
ly? This issue has been raised for the growing domes-
tic wildlife tourism industry in India, and applies
equally to China. Similarly, in some sites at least, it
appears that foreign visitors to China are more likely
to take part in strenuous outdoor activities, than Chi-
nese visitors to the same destinations (Du et al,
2016). Is that difference widespread, and is it chang-
ing?

In particular, the links between experiences in
natural environments, and human health, have long
been recognised within China (and also Japan),
whereas it is only very recently that these have been
recognised within English language research. In addi-
tion, English language research has focussed princi-
pally on physical health and the role of exercise. The
role of nature in mental health did not attract main-
stream interest in medical research until very recent-
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ly. In China, however, the importance of human
health as a component of ecotourism has always been
recognised (Buckley Ollenburg, et al, 2008; Huang et
al, 2014), and the social role of outdoor tourism in
mental and emotional renewal as well as physical rec-
reation has received greater recognition. This is clear-
ly one area where Chinese research could inform
broader global approaches.

The same applies for the management of visitors
in very heavily visited public parks. The monitoring
and management of visitor flows, catering, toilet facil-
ities, etc., in parks such as Jiuzhaigou, Zhangjiajie
and Wudalianchi, provide globally relevant examples
and standards, particularly with regard to public mass
transit rather than the use of private vehicles. There
are indeed parks in other countries that have adopted
public transit systems, with Denali in Alaska as an
early example. Mutual exchanges of approaches and
lessons learned, however, will surely remain fruitful.

In the field of recreation ecology, key to measur-
ing and managing visitor impacts in parks, consider-
able effort has been devoted in recent years to com-
paring the impacts of similar activities in similar bi-
omes but different continents, where the soil types
and species assemblages may differ (Buckley, 2013;
Monz, et al, 2013). Research from South American
ecosystems, for example, has been added to that from
North America, Europe and Australia. To date, Chi-
nese ecosystems have rarely been included in these
comparisons. It would be very valuable if this were
possible.

Finally, tourism involves travel, and travel con-
tributes to climate change. This has been studied prin-
cipally for international travel (Gossling et al, 2015),
with relatively few analyses for individual countries
(Simmons et al, 2004). Domestic tourism within Chi-
na, however, involves more trips annually than the en-
tire international tourism industry, and the distance
from one side of China to another is the same as cross-
ing many nations within Europe. The consequences
and contributions of Chinese domestic tourism, in-
cluding outdoor tourism, to global climate change
thus represents a further priority for research (Tang et
al, 2014; Tao et al, 2014; Buckley et al, 2015).

7 Conclusions

Outdoor tourism now forms a substantial compo-
nent of the domestic, inbound and outbound tourism
sectors in China. Since Chinese domestic tourism is
so large in global terms, Chinese domestic outdoor
tourism has become a substantial component of the
global outdoor tourism industry. This growth has
been rapid. Three phases were identified. The first
phase involved international scientific exchanges,
promoted principally by the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences. The second phase saw a switch to commercial
inbound outdoor tourism, with government control
moved from a central scientific organization to pro-
vincial tourism agencies. The third phase saw very
rapid growth in Chinese domestic outdoor tourism,
which still continues currently.

The economic scale of the global outdoor tour-
ism sector was estimated some years ago at over
USD 1 trillion annually (Buckley, 2009). Most recent
estimates for the US alone are now around USD 650
billion annually. No corresponding figure has yet
been published in an English language journal for the
scale of the Chinese domestic outdoor tourism indus-
try, but from number of participants alone, it seems
likely to be large.

The shape and structure of the outdoor tourism
sector, the expectations and behavior of individual
outdoor tourists, and the design and operations of
commercial outdoor tourism products and enterpris-
es, are all different in China from other countries and
continents. They have evolved to reflect Chinese
physical and human geography, social and political
systems, and cultural drivers and constraints. They
have been influenced historically by nature and ad-
venture tourism in other countries, including inbound
tourism into China over the past three decades.

Currently and in the future, this influence has
shifted direction. Some visitor management practices
for protected areas in China, for example, and also
some approaches to relevant research, are being con-
sidered and copied internationally. With the growth
of outbound tourism from China, the effects of Chi-

nese domestic tourism on the expectations and behav-
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iours of Chinese tourists travelling internationally are
now exerting a powerful influence on products and
practices in destination nations.

All of these changes and differences provide am-
ple opportunities and justification for continuing and
novel research in the Chinese outdoor tourism sector;
and opportunities for international collaborations so
as to share cultural perspectives, expertise, and lan-
guage skills for bilingual research publication.
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