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The dull thud of wooden mallets striking 
cloth punctured the gentle calm of the vil-
lage. Men sat on wooden benches grinning 
at passing strangers, while old women, 
dressed in traditional Dong costumes of 
deepest blue and with combs tucked into 
their buns, cooed gently at the babies sleep-
ing on their backs, secured by colorful rib-
bons and blankets tied at the waist and 
shoulder.    

The scene is a typical of many Dong vil-
lages, and the place in question is called 
Zhaoxing Dong village. Located in Lip-
ing county in the Qiandongnan Miao and 
Dong autonomous prefecture in Southwest 
China’s Guizhou province, the village has an 
area of 22.92 square kilometers. Roughly 
1,300 families live there, making it the larg-
est Dong village in China. 

It is also where 39-year-old Chinese-
American photographer Frank Chen chose 
to settle after running a Chinese restaurant 
in the US for more than 10 years.  

“When I first saw the farmland and 
wooden houses here, I felt I had found the 
place where I could slow down and take a 
rest,” he said.

In 2014, he opened an inn to provide 
accommodation and travel planning ser-
vices for visitors from across China. 

“I am not motivated by money,” said 
Chen. “I am looking for a kind of slow and 
tranquil life, far from the complexity of 

metropolises.” He has taken innumerable 
photographs of the Dong people. “I want to 
use my camera lens to record the changing 
lifestyles of the Dong people under the fl ow 
of modernization,” he said. 

The past two years saw Zhaoxing Dong 
village undergo many changes as a result of 
the increasing number of tourists.

Visitors took advantage of the improved 
transportation links following the opening 
of the  Guiyang to Guangzhou High Speed 
Railway in November 2014. The new link 
has cut travel times from Guiyang to Zhaox-
ing Village’s nearest station from 11 hours 
to around 2.  

“The number of tourists has increased 
since the opening of the high-speed rail-
way,” said 32-year-old  Luo Jiamei, a woman 
from the Dong ethnic group. 

“I see the changes in the village every 
time I come back here, and I also saw that 
I could take advantage of those changes to 
develop my own career,” she said. 

Luo returned to the village to run a hotel 
after spending two years in Singapore.

She said she came home at the same time 
as several of her friends, as all of them had 
the aim of starting their own businesses. 

Three years later,  Luo is the only one 
that remains. “I am not just interested in 
the fi nancial rewards,” she said. 

“As a Dong woman, I take a very personal 
interest in our culture, and I would like to 
promote it in my own way.”

On the walls and ceilings of her hotel are 
examples of traditional Dong  embroi-
dery. The rooms also house sculpted pen-
dant lamps made  of white melons, which  
Luo said she made herself.

She added that as a result of the many 
changes in the village, residents’ lives are 
now vastly improved. 

“When I was young, villagers used 
fi rewood instead of electricity, because 
electricity seemed like far too much of a 
luxury. Now, however, most people use 
electricity since  average incomes have 
risen,” said Luo.

Chen Meiling contributed to this story.
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The balance between the 
conservation and develop-
ment of traditional villages 
is key to boosting sustainable 
tourism in China, experts said 
at a summit held last week.

 “Though developing tour-
ism is a good way to bring 
benefi ts to traditional villages, 
we should preserve cultural 
elements at the same time,” 
said Lawrence Clive Bloom, 
director of the Davos World 
Economic Forum and the 
previous chairman of United 
Nations Environment Pro-
gram. He made the comments 
at the second annual Qian-
dongnan Traditional Village 
Summit held from Oct 12 to 
14 in Qiandongnan Miao and 
Dong autonomous prefecture 
in Southwest China’s Guizhou 
province.

He said local governments 
should respect the opinions of 
locals and optimize resources. 

Han Feng, professor at the 
College of Architecture and 
Urban Planning of Tongji Uni-
versity, said the rural econ-
omy should not be replaced 
by tourism-related businesses. 

“Rural tourism comes from 
the rural landscape, and the 
rural landscape is based on 
the rural economy,” Han said. 

“If we develop tourism at 
the price of losing the rural 
economy, the profi t can only 
be short term.”

Giulio Verdini, senior lec-
turer in Planning at the Uni-
versity of Westminster, who 
mainly focuses on urban gov-
ernance and sustainable local 
development in China, said 
the protection of traditional 
villages needs a diversified 
and innovative road to devel-
opment based on its tradition-
al strengths.

“If the locals, for example, 
are good at weaving brocade, 
why not try designing some 
di� erent patterns and selling 
them through the internet?” 
he said. 

“You must rely on what you 
have in this place, and make 
the most out of that.”

As well as the proper use of 
local resources, experts and 
o�  cials agree villagers play an 
important role in protecting 
traditional villages.

“The existence of villages 
derived from the existence of 
communities,” said he. “I saw 
great possibilities in this place 
because communities are still 
here.”

As for the maintenance of 
communities, he suggests set-
ting up some activities that 
may give young villagers that 
left their hometown a sense of 
awareness of their own culture. 

“We should admit it ’s 
unavoidable for the decreasing 

population of rural areas, but 
parts of them will still remem-
ber their cultural roots. 

“So if we can set up some 
activities in which they can 
feel a sense of belonging to the 
place where they lived, they 
may be willing to come back,” 
he said.

Party secretary of Qiandong-
nan Li Feiyue said that villag-
ers’ interests were the govern-
ment’s priority. 

“We insist on people-orient-
ed development to guarantee 
that villagers can gain maxi-
mum benefits from the con-
servation and development of 
their villages,” said Li.

As the most densely popu-
lated prefecture for Miao and 
Dong ethnic groups in China, 
Qiandongnan Miao and Dong 
autonomous prefecture is 
known for its number of tradi-
tional villages, of which there 

are more than 3,000. Of these, 
276 were enrolled in the List of 
China’s Famous Traditional Vil-
lages, including Xijiang Miao 
Village and Zhaoxing Dong 
Village. 

The Guizhou government 
hosted the summit and the 
Qiandongnan government 
organized it, with a total of 600 
representatives from UNESCO, 
experts, officials, artists and 
tourism professionals attend-
ing the event.

“We hope to provide a plat-
form for domestic and over-
seas experts to exchange ideas 
about the conservation and 
development of traditional vil-
lages,” said Li.

He said Qiandongnan would 
make e� orts to boost the indus-
trial development of the villag-
es and help the poor acquire 
wealth by the proper use of eco-
logical and cultural resources, 
through the joint e� orts of the 
government, enterprises, and 
local people. 

After the summit, Qiandong-
nan will promote China’s fi rst 
traveling route that connects 
10 representative villages of 
Miao and Dong ethnic groups 
and the fi rst World Old Villages 
Summit will be held in Qian-
dongnan prefecture in 2017.

Chen Meiling contributed to 
this story.

A local resident in Zhaoxing Dong 
village performs on a Lusheng, a musical 
instrument of the Dong ethnic group. 
YANG JUN / CHINA DAILY

O�  cials seek ways to maintain the culture and landscape of rural communities while also bringing them into the modern age

The art of making traditional costumes in Zhaoxing Dong village is 
a cultural heritage in Guizhou. YANG JUN / CHINA DAILY

Development of the local 
economy should be based on 
the strength of the villages. 
You can innovate ways to 
make what used to be low-
skilled activities, agriculture, 
for example, become more 
advanced. You must rely on 
what you have in this place, 
and make the most out of that.  
Giulio Verdini, senior lecturer 
in planning at the University of 
Westminster 

It’s very timely to think about 
the future of traditional vil-
lages, not only in China, but in 
general. International conven-
tions have been focused on cit-
ies lately, but villages are also 
very important. We need to 
keep the villages alive. To bet-
ter protect the small villages, 
the most important thing to 
do is to protect the natural 
elements.
Cristina Iamandi, cultural her-
itage consultant at UNESCO

Almost all the experts and 
government are heading 
in the same direction to 
improve the development 
and the conservation of 
these places. The environ-
ment, ecology and the land-
scape are important things 
to be focused on.
Anna-Paola Pola, research fel-
low at World Heritage Institute 
of Training and Research for 
the Asia and the Pacifi c Region 
under the auspices of UNESCO

Cultures are very powerful. 
History shows they last for a 
long time no matter what hap-
pens to the country. In some 
places, the children leave the 
province to go to big cities, but 
it’s important they keep cul-
ture going in the local place.
Sir Paul Judge, alderman 
of the City of London, key 
benefactor of the University 
of Cambridge Judge Business 
School

I still have the feeling that most 
of the work that has been done 
is about the architecture, while 
the preservation of the land-
scape has not been su�  cient. 
The fi elds and surrounding 
bodies are key parts of the life 
and living things of the village.
Simone Ricca, consultant of 
UNESCO and co-founder of RC 
Heritage Consultants

We begin to understand the 
role of tourism to drive not 
only environmental initiatives 
but also to have profound 
social e� ects. The wealth 
created by the micro-fi nance 
process will continue to ripple 
outwards, a� ecting the sur-
rounding communities.
Lawrence Clive Bloom, 
director of the Davos World 
Economic Forum and the 
previous chairman of United 
Nations Environment Pro-
gram

What they say

•  Zhanli village 
  About 16 kilometers away 

from Congjiang county, Zhanli 
village serves as a gathering 
point for the Dong ethnic group, 
accommodating 836 villagers 
in 186 households. Ancestors of 
Zhanli made a rule during the 
early Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) 
to achieve balance between the 
population and the amount of 
cultivated land.

• Shiqiao village
The  Shiqiao is known as the 

“Hometown of ancient Chinese 
papermaking”.Beginning in the 
mid-Tang Dynasty (618-907), 
Shiqiao ancient papermaking 
technology has a history of 
more than 1,500 years, which is 
considered a “living fossil” of its 
kind in China.  

• Jiyou village 
Jiyou village is a typical village 

of the Miao ethnic group, with 
980 villagers in 197 households 
and 32 hectares of cultivated 
land area. More than 140 local 
wooden dwellings are built close 
to the mountains.

• Nanmeng village
Nanmeng village, located 13 

km from Leishan county, enjoys 
a reputation as the “hometown 
of Lusheng Dance”. The 
Lusheng, an ancient reed-pipe 
musical instrument, is played 
by a large group of people in 
Nanmeng, ranging from 11-year-
old children to people in their 
70s.   

•  Huanggang village
As one of the gatherings 

of the Dong ethnic people, 
Huanggang village celebrates 

many local festivals. The most 
important two are held on Jan 
7 and June 15 of the Chinese 
lunar calendar. Located in 
remote mountains, Huanggang 
continues production and living 
customs that have lasted for 
thousands of years. 

• Sizhai village
Sizhai village is famous for its 

Dong ethnic traditional wrestling 
festival, a grand event that is 
held annually on March 15 of 
the Chinese lunar calendar. The 
festival has a history of more than 
600 years. The Dong wrestling 
was also listed as a provincial 
intangible cultural heritage item 
by the Guizhou government in 
2006.

• Dali Village
Dali is a typical village of the 

Dong ethnic group. Of 1,139 
villagers, 98 percent are of 
the Dong ethnicity. Titled “a 
museum of Dong architecture”, 
the village has 29 dwellings that 
are centuries old, as well as four 
flower bridges, one drum tower, 
six ancient wells and 12 granaries. 
It also has 128 trees that have 
grown for more than 100 years. 
All those buildings, which 
harmoniously integrate with 
the natural environment, have 
important historical, scientific 
and artistic value.

• Changtan village
Changtan village is an 

important agriculture and 
sightseeing demonstration area 
in Taijiang county. It has seven 
main industries including potato 
planting, raising fish in paddy 
fields and Miao embroidery. 
Changtan is famous for its 
profound dragon canoe culture. 
It  hosts a dragon canoe festival 
annually from May 25 to 27 
of the Chinese lunar calendar. 
The event has been listed as 
a national intangible cultural 
heritage item.

Ethnic villages in Guizhou

Changes bring prosperity to Dong people

Residents in Zhanli village, a gathering point for the Dong ethnic group in Guizhou province, are good at spinning silk and making clothes by hand. ZHANG QI / FOR CHINA DAILY

Protecting villages a tourism trend

The existence of 
villages derived 
from the existence 
of communities.”
Giulio Verdini, senior lecturer 
in planning at the University of 
Westminster


