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Immersion 
program sheds 
light on rural 
revitalization

From Nov 29 to Dec 2, the College of Humanities and Development 
Studies at China Agricultural University (CAU) organized a field 
immersion program for 20 international students — from Latin 
America, Southeast Asia, and Africa, including myself — to visit Yixi-
an county in Hebei province. 

The trip offered a rare opportunity to observe agrarian transfor-
mation and social policy at the grassroots level in northern China. 

One of the most memorable stops was Sanggang village, located 
about 60 kilometers from Yixian and 190 kilometers from Beijing. 
Home to 221 households and 652 residents, it reflects the classic agri-
cultural lifestyle of the region: villagers produce traditional foods 
such as sweet potato noodles, flatbreads, marinated tofu, and per-
simmon cakes — items deeply rooted in local culture. And like many 
rural communities in China, Sanggang faces a steady outflow of 
working-age residents seeking better employment in Beijing, Tian-
jin, and other cities.

Sanggang’s transformation began in 1996, when CAU scholars led 
by Professor Ye Jingzhong launched long-term cooperation with the 
local government. From 2000 to 2010, the team worked on village 
construction, infrastructure improvement, and rural capacity build-
ing. 

What makes this partnership exceptional is its emphasis on partic-
ipatory, community-driven development rather than the top-down 
interventions typical of conventional development models. Instead 
of treating villagers as passive recipients, the project involved them 
directly in decision-making, laying the foundation for a more 
empowered and cohesive rural society. 

The second major phase (2010-2020) focused on smallholder-
based poverty alleviation through the “nested market”, an innovative 
system designed to rebuild trust between producers and consumers 
by removing middlemen and fostering direct connections. At Sang-
gang’s village commodity collection center, each agricultural prod-
uct is labeled with the producer’s name. This simple but powerful 
measure ensures accountability and reinforces the identity and 
pride of smallholder farmers. If consumers encounter any problems, 
they can contact the producer directly using the information on the 
product tag.

Professor Ye once summarized the philosophy behind this 
approach: “Targeted poverty alleviation must step out of traditional 
stereotypes and pay attention to the features, potential, and agency 
of small farmers.”

Another impressive achievement is Sanggang’s terraced land 
rehabilitation project. Once-barren hillsides — formerly used only 
for gathering firewood — have been transformed into 153 mu (10.2 
hectares) of productive farmland under collective village ownership.

The project was funded by a southern Chinese city through a 
national land policy that pairs urban expansion with rural farmland 
protection. It was my first time seeing such a mechanism in practice: 
when cities grow, they are required to support rural land restoration 
accordingly. The result is a win-win model that links urban develop-
ment with rural revitalization.

Learning through service
One of the most inspiring aspects of the trip was meeting CAU 

postgraduate students stationed in Sanggang for long-term field-
work. In addition to their academic research, they help manage the 
nested market, maintain collective assets, and support village gov-
ernance. 

“We come to the village to understand society through service and 
practice, and to reflect on what we learned in the classroom,” said Ma 
Luyao, a PhD student based in the village. 

Students who live and work alongside villagers gain insights no 
classroom can provide, allowing them to design solutions grounded 
in real-world needs. This model of immersive, hands-on education 
builds a deep understanding of rural realities — something I’ve 
found profoundly lacking in many developing countries, including 
my own, Ethiopia. 

I have traveled through many rural areas in Ethiopia, yet I have 
rarely seen universities turn research into visible, lasting change. Too 
often, our studies end up as reports on shelves, disconnected from 
the lives they aim to improve. Sanggang, by contrast, shows that 
when universities, local governments, and villagers work hand in 
hand, they can build a model of rural development that is practical, 
sustainable, and truly rooted in community needs.

Walking through the village, I watched elderly farmers confidently 
managing high-value agricultural cooperatives, their sense of owner-
ship reflected in every decision they made. I stood on hillsides once 
barren and eroded, now reshaped into fertile terraces. And I spoke 
with young graduate students who had become part of the village 
fabric, serving as researchers, organizers, and caretakers of collective 
assets. Their presence symbolized a rare kind of learning — one 
grounded in daily service, shared struggles, and genuine human con-
nection.

Written by Lemi Chala Tamire, an Ethiopian PhD candidate in 
development studies at China Agricultural University. He is also a 
lecturer and researcher at Haramaya University, Ethiopia. He 
earned his master’s degree in rural development and management 
studies at CAU from 2017 to 2019.
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Lemi Chala Tamire poses for a photo in Sanggang village, 
Yixian county, Hebei province, on Nov 30. PROVIDED TO 
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A home 
without barriers

Driven by empathy and experience, Cui Yameng opens her home 
to travelers with disabilities, offering comfort, 

dignity and new possibilities.

By MENG WENJIE 
mengwenjie@i21st.cn

When you step into “Yameng’s 
Home”, a guesthouse in Qingdao, 
Shandong province, the first things that 
may catch your eye are a Barbie doll in a 
wheelchair and a three-legged cat 
named Joy happily roaming around.

The guesthouse is run by 29-year-old 
Cui Yameng, a passionate advocate for 
public welfare who is dedicated to 
breaking down barriers for people with 
disabilities.

In 2023, Cui returned to her home-
town of Qingdao after working in Bei-
jing and Chongqing and purchased a 
loft apartment. She kept the second 
floor as her own living and working 
space while transforming the first floor 
into a fully inclusive guesthouse. “I 
want to invite people of all abilities to 
come to Qingdao and enjoy the sea,” 
she said.

This decision wasn’t made on a 
whim. While in high school, Cui volun-
teered with a public welfare organiza-
tion and later applied to Nanjing 
Normal University of Special Educa-
tion. During her university years, she 
traveled with friends with disabilities 
and witnessed firsthand how everyday 
obstacles — a small step, a narrow 
doorway, or a high washbasin — could 
keep them from moving forward.

It was then that Cui set her long-
term goal: to open a fully accessible 
hotel. Opening her home to guests, she 
said, was simply “a more achievable 
starting point”.

At Yameng’s Home, every detail has 
been thoughtfully designed. At the 
entrance, a 3-centimeter-high ramp 
allows easy access for wheelchair users. 
In the kitchen, the counters are low-
ered to make cooking more convenient 
for guests with limited mobility. The 
bathroom mirror is mounted on a pivot 
so it can be adjusted for both seated 
and standing users. In the bedroom, 
the bed height can be altered by adding 
or removing mattresses to suit differ-
ent needs.

Cui also offers free accommodation to 
guests with disabilities — though not 
entirely “free”. In return, visitors are 
invited to share a story about them-
selves. “Some people might hesitate 
when they hear there’s no charge. I want 
guests to feel they can stay here with 
dignity and peace of mind,” Cui said.

In April 2024, Cui welcomed her first 
guest — a young woman who had lost 
both legs. The guest had never ridden a 
bicycle before, so Cui invited her to visit 
a local cycling enthusiast. Together, 
they rode a tandem bike along the 
Qingdao coastline, feeling the sea 
breeze as they went.

The visitor later shared her experi-
ence on Xiaohongshu (RedNote), a 
popular Chinese social media plat-
form. Her story resonated deeply and 
inspired many of her followers with 
disabilities. One of them, Cui recalled, 
had been hesitating to take his first solo 
trip in nearly two decades. After seeing 
the post, he finally decided to go. 

“These stories can encourage more 
people with disabilities to step outside 
and embrace life,” Cui said. 

She explained that people with disa-
bilities are often invisible in everyday 
life, even though they make up a signif-
icant portion of the population. 
According to the World Health Organi-
zation, around 16 percent of people 
worldwide live with disabilities. 

“What we truly lack is not 
accessible facilities, but 

awareness of disa-
bilities,” she 

said. 

Beyond running her guesthouse, Cui 
also works full-time at Weiai, a public 
welfare service center in Qingdao. “I 
first volunteered here when I was in 
high school,” she recalled. “That experi-
ence planted the seed for both my aca-
demic path and my career in public 
service. Returning to work with old 
friends feels like a natural continuation 
of that journey.”

At Weiai, Cui and her team organize 
activities designed to help children bet-
ter understand the challenges faced by 
people with disabilities. In one activity, 
for example, children wear blindfolds 
to experience daily life without sight; in 
another, they use wheelchairs to navi-
gate stairs without elevators.

“I’m not disabled myself, but 
through my life and work I’ve made 
many friends with disabilities, which 
has given me a deeper understanding 
of their experiences,” Cui said. “I hope 
to be the bridge between them and the 
wider society.”

And she has done just that. After her 
guesthouse attracted attention on 
social media, Cui began receiving 
numerous inquiries about accessible 
design. In early November, for exam-
ple, the owner of a newly opened 
dumpling shop contacted Cui for 
advice on creating an inclusive renova-
tion plan for her restaurant.

Reaching further
Cui said that when she finds herself 

in the spotlight, she would rather the 
attention not be on her, but on how 
people can make a positive impact 
within their own fields.

“If someone like me — with limited 
resources — can make a difference, just 
imagine what business owners, guest-
house hosts, and restaurant operators 
could do to build more inclusive envi-
ronments.”

Cui’s home has already welcomed 28 
guests from across China, but she has 
no intention of stopping there. She 
hopes to extend her hospitality to inter-
national visitors as well.

“China’s accessible facilities and ser-
vices have made great progress, espe-
cially over the past decade,” Cui said. 
She noted that in 2023, the Law of the 
People’s Republic of China on Building 
Accessible Environments was enacted, 
providing a strong legal foundation for 
a more inclusive society.

In Qingdao, she has noticed that 
when wheelchair users arrive at securi-
ty checkpoints, they are promptly 
offered assistance. By the time they 
reach the platform, all necessary acces-
sible facilities — including boarding 
mats that help bridge the gap between 
the platform and the train — are 
already in place.

Looking ahead, Cui has already 
received reservations from tourists 
with disabilities in Malaysia for the 
coming year. 

Despite the growing popularity of 
her guesthouse, she hopes that one day 
she will be able to close it because it is 
no longer needed. “That would mean 
people with disabilities can easily find 
and book accessible, affordable accom-
modations anywhere,” she said. “I truly 
look forward to that day.”

Above: Cui Yameng (center, back row) and friends from across China 
celebrate the Mid-Autumn Festival at Yameng’s Home in Qingdao, 
Shandong province. Below: (from left to right) A bath bench is placed 
beneath the shower in the accessible bathroom. In the bedroom, the bed 
height can be adjusted by adding or removing mattresses to accommo-
date different needs. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

If someone like me — 
with limited resources 
— can make a 
difference, just imagine 
what business owners, 
guesthouse hosts, and 
restaurant operators 
could do to build more 
inclusive 
environments.”
Cui Yameng, 29, a public welfare 
advocate


