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Abstract

Ecotourism has a huge potential market in China, and if properly managed it can be

one important component in local and regional sustainable development. This paper

investigates the environmental, economical, social and cultural impacts of tourism in

the Heavenly Lake National Park, Xinjiang Province. Special attention is paid to the

following areas:

a. Environment: Evaluation of air, water, noise...etc.

b. Economic changes: Local employment, living standard of local people.

c. Local culture influences: local minorities’ ideology towards nature, the changes
since tourism development

d. Educational function of the national park: tourists, authorities

e. Barriers and other problems for introducing Eco-tourism in the area: laws, authority
settings, and economic interests.

Worldwide issues regarding ecotourism will also be discussed, and some

internationally common issues and problems will be highlighted and compared with

the situation in China and the detailed study area.

The tourism in the studied Heavenly Lake National Park still has a long way to go to

be real “eco”. A holistic and multidisciplinary management is still not operated in the

Heavenly Lake National Park, but is clearly needed for the improved development

there. This is an observation that probably also is valid for the ecotourism promotion

in all the national parks of China.
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1. Introduction

After the launching of the Chinese government’s Western Region Development
Strategy, a majority of the west provinces and autonomous regions started to make
tourism one of their main industries. Xinjiang Province is one of the regions that have
clearly showed interest in this development focus. Based upon the unique and scenic
alpine ecosystem, containing glaciers, lakes, rivers, grassland and forest, and hence an
important biodiversity together with the vast demand from the nature tourism market,
the local authority has identified tourism as the main road towards a fast development
in Xinjiang Province.

Nowadays environmental issues have gained much focus in China generally. The
Chinese government has stated that the development in the western area should never
be allowed to be conducted at the cost of environmental damage. Despite the
intentions however, there are many cases at local level where the economic benefit is
still a priority, while the biodiversity, aboriginal, ethical, cultural values often are
underestimated and given less priority.

Ecotourism, in its best forms and correctly implemented, is an ideal form of tourism
that may contribute sustainable development at local level. Recent years have shown a
tremendous increase of developing national parks and tourism in nature reserves in
Xinjiang Province, China. In spite of the frequent use of the term “ecotourism” in
China’s tourism market, it is worth to investigate in whether the tourism developed or

under development is “eco” in reality.

2. Aims and methods

2.1 Aims of this study
(1) Investigating the environmental, economical, social and cultural impacts brought
about by the tourism development in the Heavenly Lake National Park, Xinjiang

Province,



(2) Identifying whether ecotourism is the tourism type conducted there,
(3) Analyzing the current limitations and barriers for a real “eco” ecotourism,
(4) Giving recommendations for better managed tourism in the national park so that

regional sustainability can be realized.

2.2 Methods used

(1) Literature review: to learn the theories, practices and current academic research on
ecotourism and national park management.

(2) Local data collection, and background knowledge studies of the area and the
subject, at the Xinjiang Institute of Ecology and Geography, Chinese Academy of
Sciences.

(3) Interviews with some researchers at the institute, officers from the Tourism Bureau
of Xinjiang Province, and local tourism operators.

(4) Field studies at the Heavenly Lake National Park, Xinjiang Province.

3.Theory and background

The tourism industry is gaining great attention in many countries, and the economic
importance of the tourism industry is increasing rapidly. It is worth to note that Asia is
one of the regions in the world that experience an especially strong tourism growth
and development. As is forecasted by the World Tourism Organization in Tourism
2020 Vision, Europe will remain its highest share of world arrivals with a growth rate
of 3 percent per year, however its share will see a decline trend. Meanwhile the area
of East Asia and the Pacific, South Asia, along with Middle East and Africa are to get
the growth rates of over 5 percent annually, with the world average growth rate is of

4.1 percent. (World Tourism Organization, 2004)

From an academic point of view, tourism is not an activity easily defined as it is

interweaved with so many elements of economical, social, cultural, environmental



aspects, etc. This type of tourism, which ignored the social and environmental
elements, has a smaller and smaller market today. For many years, the conventional
form of tourism generally has been based on an anthropocentric view, delivering
tourism products in a profit centered way. (Fennel, 1999) Along with people’s
increasing dissatisfaction on this kind of view, which ignored the social and
environmental elements in tourism, from early 1970s the improper use of natural
resources became the most burning issue for many researchers. (Fennel, 1999)
Meanwhile people also have to view the role of protected areas in a new way, since
the biocentrism preservation is hard to be put into practice, because of the economic
interest factors faced by most of the countries in the world. (Walpole, M.J. et al, 2001)
As a more sensible, less harmful and sustainable form of tourism, the idea of

ecotourism has emerged and has been evolving during the last two decades.

The origin and definition of eco-tourism has been expressed in numerous different
ways in literatures and up until now there is still not a standard definition of
ecotourism. The definition given by the International Ecotourism Society is one of the
earliest, and also an internationally recognized one “Ecotourism is responsible travel
to natural areas that conserves the environment and sustains the well being of local

people.” (Wood, UNEP, 2002)

The major considerations of eco-tourism, according to most experts, include: First,
ecotourism should be based in nature. The tourists’ motivation is to observe and
appreciate nature, and also the aboriginal culture in the area. Second, ecotourism
should have the function of education, promoting the awareness of tourists on natural
conservation. Third, it should be sustainably managed. (Weaver, 2001a) This implies
that ecotourism a minimum of negative impacts on the natural, as well as on the
cultural environment, meanwhile it should generate economic benefits for the local
people by providing with them employment opportunities and hence increasing their

income. Fourth, but usually not so often included in most definitions, ecotourism



should be small-scale, personalized experiences. (Weaver, 2001a)

Nature based Education Sustainably managed Small scale

Figure 1. Elements of ecotourism concept (Weaver, 2001a)

The four dimensions summarized by Weaver, are in line with the characteristics of
ecotourism recognized by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), as it
defines the components of ecotourism as: Contributes to conservation of biodiversity.
Sustains the well being of local people. Includes an interpretation/learning experience.
Involves responsible action on the part of tourists and the tourism industry. Is
delivered primarily to small groups by small-scale businesses. Requires lowest
possible consumption of non-renewable resources. Stresses local participation,
ownership and business opportunities, particularly for rural people. (Wood, UNEP,

2002)

No matter what the definition of eco-tourism is, the core spirit of it is to provide a tool
for improving regional or local sustainable development. The local nature and culture

should be protected in the tourism area, and the local people should be supported.

It should be noted that although ecotourism is based on nature, the term “ecotourism”
has a distinction from “nature tourism” in that the former is more of a subcomponent
of nature tourism. (Wood, UNEP, 2002) In this way the adventure tourism, such as
mountaineering or rafting, which is primarily based on natural physical features is
ruled out.

Based on its principles, ecotourism is an ideal form of tourism that many believe can

contribute to the natural resource conservation in the world. Recent years have seen a



tremendous increase of ecotourism. More and more people develop the desire for
experiencing ecotourism. This is explained by the widespread and increasing positive
environmental attitude, better education, and an ever-increasing interest from the

medias. (Lindberg et al, 1998)

Although the definitions of ecotourism seem quite straightforward, it leaves much
room for the interpretation in practice. The fact is that, in practice, a more effective
use of the principles is needed for observation, measurement and evaluation on
whether it is ecotourism or not. (Fennel, 1999) One problem presented is that in the
market place many tourism businesses and governments use the tag “ecotourism”
frequently and without an implementation of even basic principles of ecotourism as
stated above. Worldwide the legitimacy of the term ecotourism is undermined by this

problem of “greenwashing”. (Wood, UNEP, 2002)

This is also a typical problem in China. Research has shown that among all the
protected areas national wide in China, in which tourism activities have been
developed, 24% of them have shown that the original protection targets are threatened,
and 11% have experienced natural resource degradation, and 3% have severe air
pollution. (Chen et al, 2003) The situation of Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve will be

more specifically discussed in the following parts of this article.

Ecotourism should indeed be far more disciplined than merely a fantasy idea,
however the difficulty lies in that ecotourism include a quite broad variety of
stakeholders, from the government to the local communities, also including NGOs,
businesses, academics, etc. And each region has its own characteristics when carrying
out tourism in practice. The process of making international guidelines and
certification approaches to be widely accepted and applied keeps going on since early

1990s; it still has a long way to go until settled and agreed upon. (Wood, UNEP, 2002)



4. Empirical analysis

4.1 Geographic background of Xinjiang Province

Xinjiang Province is officially named the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region. It lies
in the most northwestern part of China, neighboured by the countries of Mongolia,
Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. Urumqi
is the province capital. Xinjiang Province covers an area of 1.66 million square
kilometers, which constitutes one sixth of the total area of China. (Northwest Region

Network, 2004)

There are three major mountain ranges in Xinjiang, lying from north to south are the
Altai Mountain, the Tianshan Mountain and the Kunlun Mountain. (As shown in
Figure 2) In the middle of the province, lies the magnificent Tianshan Mountain from
the east to the west, which cuts Xinjiang into half. In the north part is the Junggar
Basin, and in the south is the Tarim Basin. The Tarim Basin is the largest basin in
China, which contains the Taklimakan Desert in the central part, surrounded by the
Mountains of Tianshan, Kunlun, Karakorum, Altun. (Northwest Region Network,

2004)



Altai Mountain

Figure 2.
Major geographic

Tianshan
Mountain

features of Xinjiang
Province

Approx. scale:
1:17800000

(Picture provided by
the Xinjiang Institute of
Ecology and
Geography, Chinese
Academy of Sciences)

Xinjiang Province in general is very attractive to tourists. The main reason for this is
its landscape scenery, biodiversity, long history, a variety of ethnic groups and
folklores. A great amount of interesting, precious and unique plant and animal species
live in Xinjiang. There are 20 species of plants and 48 species of animals are
endangered ones and protected at national level. Among those, twelve species of
animals are in the category of the first-level protection, including the wild yak, the
Tibetan wild donkey, the wild camel, and others. Fifteen animals are categorized
within the second-level protection, including the snow leopard, the Tibetan antelope, a
rare swan species, etc. Many of these animals in national protection are also
endangered species worldwide, like the Mongolian wild horse, Tibentan wild donkey,
brown bear, Siberian crane, etc. (Xinjiang Conservation Fund, 2004) In Xinjiang live
16 million people, mainly from 13 ethnic groups, which are Han, Uygurs, Kazaks,
Huis, Kirgizs, Xibes, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Manchus, Daurs, Tatars, and Russians.
Throughout history the Xinjiang Province has been at an important geographic
position, as it was a link point of international trade between central Asia, south Asia,
west Asia and Europe. The famous ancient Silk Road, which passed through Xinjiang,

has left the area with countless great historical places, such as the ancient cities of
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Jiaohe, Gaochang, the ruins of Loulan, the Thousand-Buddha cave, as well as many

ancient tombs and other archeological sites.

Figure 3. The housing style of Uygurs (picture provided by Xinjiang Institute of Ecology and

Geography, Chinese Academy of Sciences)

4.2 Nature reserves in Xinjiang

In order to ensure that the habitats of the endangered species are properly maintained,
27 nature reserves have been set up in Xinjiang Province since the 1980s. They cover
an area of 210,000 square kilometers, which is 13.15 percent of the whole area of the
Xinjiang Province. The name and a short introduction of the nature reserves in
Xinjiang are shown in Table 1. (Data from The Environmental Protection Bureau of

Xinjiang Province, 2004a)

As Xinjiang government plans, the numbers and the area of nature reserves in
Xinjiang will continue to increase steadily, and will be reaching a number of 51 and
an area of 466,000 square kilometers by year 2010, more than doubled than the
current area. (The Environmental Protection Bureau of Xinjiang Province, 2004b)
Table 1. Nature reserves in Xinjiang (Adapted from The Environmental Protection Bureau of

Xinjiang Province, 2004a)"

! The translation of some names of the species is according to CSIS (China Species Information Service)
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Name of the Nature Reserve | Main protection item Area (in km?) Year of
establishment

Mt.Alkin Wild life 4500000 1983
Lop Nor wild camel Wild life 7800000 1986
Mid-Asia Ranodon sibiricus Wild life 694.5 1997
Xinyuan meadow Grassland 65300 1986
Fuhai Jintasi grassland Grassland 56700 1986
Qitai wildarea Grassland 38600 1986
Yili black bees Xinjiang black bees unknown 1980
Kanas Forest ecosystem 220162 1980
Bayanbulak Swan Swans, wetland 148689 1980
Heavenly Lake Forest ecosystem 38069 1980
Bulgan River beaver Beavers, wetland 5000 1980
Peak Tuomuer Forest ecosystem 237637.5 1980
Western Tianshan Forest ecosystem 31217 1983
Kalamaili Wild life 18000000 1986
Tashikuergan Wild life 15000000 1986
Ganjiahu Soso Forest 54667 1983
Tacheng wild Badan apricot Wild Badan apricots 1500 1980
woods

Tarim Huyanglin Huyanglin 395420 1983
Gongliu Wild walnut Wild walnuts 1180 1983
Yili Fraxinus sogdiana Bunge Fraxinus sogdiana Bunge 404.67 1983
Huocheng Central Asian tortoise Central Asian tortoise 27000 1983
Aibi wetland Wetland 267085 2000
Shaerhili Forest ecosystem 22000 2000
Altai two rivers origin Forest ecosystem 1130000 2001
Aletai Keksu wetland Wetland 30666.67 2001
Middle Kunlun Wildlife 3200000 2001
Avati wildlife Huyanglin, and Yarkand Hare | 345000 unknown
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The nature reserves have diversified functions which include maintaining the
populations of important species of plants or animals, protecting soils and wetlands,
providing scientific studies, protecting local historical and cultural values, etc. (UNEP,
1994) Besides, some of them play important roles in being the base for promoting
tourism. The number of nature reserve visitors in China has increased rapidly during
recent years. A survey conducted at some nature reserves showed an increase of
tourists’ number of 87.8% from year 1995 to 1998, while during the same period the
increase in tourists nationwide was less than 40% for both domestic and foreign

tourists. (Li, W.J. et al, 1999)

As for the authorization of tourism activities in nature reserves, in the 18" Article of
Regulations for Nature Reserves of China, a nature reserve should be divided into
three zones: core area, buffer zone, and experimental zone. According to the
stipulation, scientific monitoring is the only permitted activity in core area and buffer
zone; other research, training, education, tourism and recreation activities are only

allowed in the experimental zone. (Law Library, 2004a)

Due to the fact that there is a huge potential tourist market, the nature reserves in
Xinjiang will have considerable potential for the general development of tourism
especially ecotourism. Among the countless scenic wonders in Xinjiang, the Heavenly
Lake area is one of the most famous places for tourist sight seeing, and the area
around the lake is the target for this paper and where the fieldwork is performed.
Mutual benefits can be achieved for tourism on protected areas, such as generating
revenues, offering nature inspiration for visitors, and strengthening indigenous culture,
etc. (Ceballos-Lascurdin, 1996) This is valid and true only on the condition that this

tourism must be planned adequately and handled properly.
4.3 Tourism development plans in Xinjiang

4.3.1 Core areas for tourism

13



After the launching of the central government's Western Region Development
Strategy, a majority of the west provinces and autonomous regions started to make
tourism one of their pillar industries. Xinjiang Province has made a goal in the Tenth
Five Year Plan, that tourism revenue is going to occupy 8% of the total provincial
GDP in year 2005, 10% in 2010, 12%-13% in 2020. (CIIC, 2004) From north to south
of Xinjiang province, the tourism authority of Xinjiang has focused on the
development of five core areas with different themes, as shown in Figure 4. Two of
them are based in the nature reserves, the Altai and the Heavenly Lake areas. The
former lies in Altai Mountain and the latter lies in Tianshan Mountain. The other have
a focus more on cultural and historic point of view, namely the Turpan desert area, the

Kashi folklore area, and the Yili scenic area.

Core Areas of tourism - ———Altai Area
in Xinji

d
dey P q

Province

Center Area:
Heavenly Lake

Yili Area

Desert view

Kashi Area “\

Figure 4 Core tourism development areas in Xinjiang (Approx. scale: 1:15900000) (picture

provided by Xinjiang Institute of Ecology and Geography, Chinese Academy of Sciences)

4.3.2 From Logging to National Park
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One characteristic of tourism development in Xinjiang is to utilize the resources of the
forest. About 60% of the whole forested area in Xinjiang Province is distributed on
the Tianshan and Altai Mountain Ranges. For many years before year 1998, there
existed in Xinjiang Province intensive logging activities, which had been carried out

in a production cycle ran from August of one year to July of the next. (Pan et al, 2001)

In 1998, government began to adopt the Natural Forest Protection Program (NFPP) in
seventeen key state-owned forest districts in China, including Xinjiang Province. The
areas covered by the program should adopt immediate logging bans in natural forest.
This shut down many of operating logging companies, and meant a change towards a
more sustainable forest management. (WWF China, 2004) In Xinjiang Province all of
the state-owned forestry centers administered by the Xinjiang Forestry Bureau were
under the NFPP, with a total area of 19,780 km?. Since the NFPP was adopted, 19,160
km? (or 96.7%) of the total forest area has been classified for ecological protection,
and the rest 620 km” (or 3.1%) of the total is classified for commercial forest use.
Within the ecological protection area, 74.1% will be under a complete logging ban,

22.8% will be subject to a reduction in logging. (Pan et a/, 2001)

After the implementation of the NFPP, tourism in the forest has been largely
developed and become a pillar industry in the former logging area. Statistics in year
2000 showed the logging volume in Xinjiang Province decreased by 70% compared
with the year before, and it continued to decrease in the years that followed. At the
same time, 50 national parks have been established in the forests that used to be
logging places. Among these 10 parks lie on the northern slope of the Tianshan
Mountain. (Xinjiang News, 2004) Relating to the tourism development plan of
Xinjiang Province as discussed in the last chapter, the northern slope of Tianshan
Mountain is also within one of the core areas (Center: Heavenly Lake) where the

government is determined to develop tourism.
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It is positive to experience the achievement and results of China’s forest protection
activities, following the new developed policies and regulations towards
environmental improvement in the country. However how tourism should be
developed in these national parks of forest is worth a deep thinking and good planning.
Even though the tag of “ecotourism” is frequently used for the type of tourism
developed in these new national parks, however it is questionable if they are really in
the right track. According to the remark of an officer from the Xinjiang national park
administrative authority, great efforts in offering tourists “very convenient”
infrastructures are planned. The plans are focused in making sure that tourists always
have roads to walk around, comfortable hotels to live in, restaurants to dine in, and

that they can easily reach and enjoy recreational activities. (Xinjiang News, 2004)

The officer’s words reflected the pervading anthropocentric opinions of local
authorities in China on tourism. Most decision makers attempt to seek maximizing the
economic gain from tourism/ecotourism. This is in conflict with meaning of the term
ecotourism, which means so much more than mere economic benefit. For a national
park or preserved nature area, the development of ecotourism should be distinguished
from the resort tourism in that it requires less infrastructure development, and has a
lower impact on the environment. (UNEP, 1994) However if the main focus of local
authorities were to operate in this direction, they would be trapped in this kind of
popular but inappropriate tourism development, which include building of large hotels,
popular city mode recreational facilities, etc. in the national park. Then the so-called
“ecotourism” in the forest would be just a cosmetic coating for the actual mass

tourism, since conservation is not included in the main goal any more.

4.4 The Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve

4.4.1 Main features of the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve

16



The case study of this paper is focused upon the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve. It
should be noted that in this paper, the terms “Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve” and
“Heavenly Lake National Park” are used interchangeably. This is explained by the
fact that both of the names appear in official document when the area is referred to,
while the latter one “Heavenly Lake National Park™ is used more frequently when
referring to the core tourism area. Similarly when other places are involved in the
discussion on ecotourism, the term “national park” and “nature reserve” in this paper
does not have a strict distinction, both refer to a nature area that have some type of
protection at national or international level, but also allow resource utilization,

visitation and tourism to some extent.

The Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve is physically situated at the northern slope of the
Bogeda Peak, in the eastern Tianshan Mountain range. It is located in Fukang City of
Changji Hui Autonomous Prefecture, 110 kilometers east to Urumgqi. (Figure 5) The
Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve is situated at 43°45 ~ -43°59 " N, 88°-88°20' E,
with an area of 380.69km’. Around the Heavenly Lake as the center, the core area
developed for tourism lies in 43°49 “ -44°5 " N, 88°05' -88°12' E, with an area of
160km?. The surface area of the Heavenly Lake (also called Tianchi Lake) is 4.9 km?,
and average water depth is 90m. It is a natural lake fed mainly by precipitation, as

well as snow runoffs from the glaciers to the west of the Bogeda Peak.
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Figure 5.

The Heavenly Lake, Bogeda
Peak and Urumgqji.

Approx. scale: 1:1800000

A: Urumgqi
B: The Heavenly Lake
C: Peak Bogeda

(Picture provided by
Xinjiang Institute of
Ecology and Geography,
Chinese Academy of
Sciences)

Due to its geographic situation on the mountain slope, the Heavenly Lake Nature
Reserve has a great height difference (1200-3500m) and faces the humid air brought
by west wind, which provides, regionally compared, high amounts of precipitation.
The area has a complete sequence of ecosystems following an altitudinal zonation
from glacial to desert environments. Along with the drop in altitude, the nature
reserve has a vertical distribution of vegetation from glaciers and snow, tundra (herbs,
lichens, mosses), coniferous forest, meadows down to dry scrublands. The Heavenly
Lake Nature Reserve is the habitat for 300 species of plants, 24 species of mammals,
and 57 species of birds. Several species of endangered animals live in the area, which
are national protected ones, such as snow leopard, brown bear, beech marten, Siberian

ibex, elk, etc.

Tourists not only like to enjoy the magnificent scenery and view of the snow-capped
Bogeda Peak, forest, grassland, lakes in the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve, but also
are attracted by the local ethnic group people’s life style and cultural traditions. At the
downstream area of the Sangong River, which is the main water supply to the
Heavenly Lake, live about 3,000 people of different ethnic groups, including Hazak,

Han, Hui, Uygur. The main ethnic group is Hazak, which occupies 70% of the whole

18



population. (Yang, Y.L. ef al, 1997) Hazakan people are famous for their hospitality,
their traditional poems and songs. Each autumn there is a traditional Hazakan singing
festival held on the shores of the Heavenly Lake, during the time tourists can also
watch Hazakan horse races and some other local sport activities. (Yang, Y.L. et al,

1997)

4.4.2 Management of the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve

In the management of the nature reserves, two parallel ways are usually followed and
continue to be the main mode both internationally and in China. First is that regional
and/or local administrations have become greatly involved in the management of the
area; second is that international ideas, agreements, regulations and even direct
management have been introduced. (Bishop, K. et al, 1995) When the Heavenly Lake
Nature Reserve was established in 1980s, it was under the management of the
Xinjiang Forest Bureau. In 1990, the Heavenly Lake reserve area became a main part
of the Bogeda Biosphere Reserve?, a part of UNESCO’s MAB (Man And Biosphere)
Programme. (UNESCO, 2004b) Within the network of MAB, biosphere reserves in
different countries are facilitated to have idea exchanges in scientific research and
monitoring, experience in resolving specific issues such as environmental education
and specialist training. However the reserves under the MAB programme are not
covered by any international conventions. (UNESCO, 2004a) The tourism plan and
management at the Heavenly Lake National Park later has become involved with
responsibilities from several authority entities, which are the Heavenly Lake Nature
Reserve Administration, Heavenly Lake National Park Administration, and authority
of the Fukang City Bureau for Heavenly Lake Scenery Administration. (Yang,Y.L. et
al, 1997)

? Biosphere Reserves are areas of terrestrial and coastal ecosystems promoting solutions to
reconcile the conservation of biodiversity with its sustainable use. They are internationally
recognized, nominated by national governments and remain under sovereign jurisdiction of the
states where they are located. (UNESCO, 2004a)
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Not only in Xinjiang Province, but also all over China it is quite common practice that
the protected nature areas are managed by multiple administrations. This may include
local environmental protection administration, construction administration, forestry
administration, fishery administration and ocean administration. The number and sort
of the administrations involved in the management of a certain nature reserve are
dependent on the characteristics of the area. Each administration has made their own
laws and regulations regarding environmental protection issues in nature reserve,

which usually makes it difficult to clarify the responsibilities.

4.4.3 Laws regarding the management of nature reserves in China

In the Environmental Protection Law of People’s Republic of China, Article 18
prescribes, “Within the scenic spots or historic sites, nature reserves and other zones
that need special protection...no industrial production installations that cause
environmental pollution shall be built...If the installations that have been built
discharge more pollutants than are specified by the prescribed discharge standards,
such pollution shall be eliminated or controlled within a prescribed period of time.”
Further Article 19 stipulates “Measures must be taken to protect the ecological
environment while natural resources are being developed or utilized.” (Law library,
2004b) However when tourism activities have started in a national park, and hence
utilizing the natural resources, the nation’s top law regarding environmental issues
does not exactly point out who should be responsible for monitoring, supervision and
law enforcement. Even the common day-to-day management may be solved in a

variety of ways depending on the local situation and environment.

In the Wildlife Protection Law of the People’s Republic of China, it prescribes in the
Article 7 that Ministry of Forestry and Fishery should be in charge of the management
on land animals and water animals respectively. The law sets up a two level

management system for key protected wild animals. State administrative departments
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shall manage the “first-level” protected animals, while the animals listed at the
“second-level” are protected by provincial, municipal and autonomous region
governments. (CSIS, 2004) It is obviously not reasonable to do so. Good news is that
a revised wildlife protection law is under way, which will most probably substitute the
two-level management system and instead introduce a system where the protection is

executed through a single and overall management plan. (Chinadaily, 2004)

The overlapping bureaucratic settings, unclear lines of command, incompetence
among staff and ambiguity in the laws will all be the factors that may lead to unclear
responsibilities of the different management authorities. This may be the explanation
behind the inefficiency and lagging of solving problems experienced in Chinese

nature reserves.

4.5 Environmental issues in the Heavenly Lake National Park area

4.5.1 Evaluation of air, water, noise, soil, etc.

One guiding principle when developing tourism in national parks is to find a balance
between the tourists and the natural resources and the environment. Preferably this
should be done parallel with an optimum visitor’s enjoyment and a minimized
negative impact upon nature. (UNEP, 1994) Worldwide there are more than 1,100
national parks over 10km’ established and located in more than 120 countries.
However in developing countries only 1% of the parks are under proper protection,
and the rest are threatened by human activities such as logging, mining, livestock
grazing, illegal hunting, etc. (Miller, 2004) The potential adverse effects that tourism

may have on the environment are included in Table 2.
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Table 2. Potential adverse effects of tourism on national parks (Adapted from UNEP, 1994)

Factor

Impact on nature

Overcrowding

Environmental stress, animals show changes in behavior

Over-development

Excessive manmade structures, unsightly urban-like

development

Powerboats

Noise and water pollution, disturbance of wildlife

Foot safaris

Disturbance of wildlife

Noise

Disturbance of wildlife

Litter

Impairment of natural scene, aesthetic and health hazard

Vandalism destruction

Mutilation and facility damage, removal of natural

features
Feeding of wildlife Behavioral changes of animals
Vehicles Dust, ecological changes
Off-road driving Soil and vegetation damage, disturbance to wildlife

Souvenir collection

Removal of natural attractions, disruptions of natural

processes (shells, coral, horns, trophies, rare plants

Roads and excavations

Habitat loss, drainage, aesthetic impacts

Power lines

Destruction of vegetation, aesthetic impacts

Introduction of exotic plants and animals

Competition with wild species, public confusion

Below in this paper some of the factors and impacts that have been put up in the list

above will be investigated and discussed, in the case of the Heavenly Lake National

Park.

There is regular system for monitoring water and air quality in the Heavenly Lake

National Park. According to a monitor report, the air pollutants in the Heavenly Lake

National Park mainly come from coal burning of the restaurants, lodges of local

Hazakan people, exhausts from motorboats, and cars. The overall level of NOx, SO,,

and CO is satisfactory, however the daily average level of total suspended particulate
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Summer

Precipitation (mm)

matter (TSP) is beyond permitted level at the monitoring places. (Guo et al, 2000)
During day time the TSP level is higher than at night, and reaches the maximum
around 14pm, when the number of tourists and cars is also at highest level. The
diesel-fueled motorboats are a major source of pollutants on water. Dark smoke can
be observed when the motorboats are in use, with large emissions of NOx, SO, THC,
and lead. (Guo et al, 2000) The pollution problems by cars have been alleviated to
some extent, since clean-fueled and electric cars have been adopted for tourists’

transportation up to the mountain.

One problem that has been observed and focused upon by some experts is that the
water level of the Heavenly Lake has decreased continuously in recent years. It has

Fig.6 Summer precipitation in Tianshan dropped from 100 meters 10 years

mountains in recent 40 years (Yuan et al, 2003)
240} ago to current 80 meters.
Meanwhile the area of the lake also
210' has decreased so much that the
203.6 . ,
waterline on the lake’s southern
bank has retreated 18 meters since
180}
L L L year 1992. Precipitation data from
1960 1970 1980 1990 2 Year

the Tianshan mountains covering
the period from 1960 (as in Fig.6) reveal that the precipitation of the area dropped
with a steady trend from 1960 to1985. Since then there is a clear increasing trend.
Other reasons for the water level changes given by experts include: mountain’s natural
movements, vegetation changes, and human activities. (Liu, D.P., 2002) There is still
no consensus to the reason of this phenomenon, however the director of the Heavenly
Lake Nature Reserve Administration explained, “farming, tourism and lumber trade
have made the area’s coverage of forests and grasslands reduce rapidly, resulting in
frequent floods and landslides, which has made the water area of the lake shrink.”
(SEPA, 2004a) Several projects are undertaken trying to change this kind of situation.

A dam and several water diversion channels will be constructed to prevent landslides
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and silts from the upper flow to the lake. Additionally 1,000 hectares of artificial
grasslands will be created, as well as maple trees and elm trees will be planted around
the lake. Another measure being considered by authorities is to put a grazing ban on
the area’s forests, and persuade the herdsmen living in the upper reaches to move their
homes downstream. (SEPA, 2004a) These measures may be easiest and the direct way
to solve the problem, and quickly assist in the ecological recovery of the area.
However the social problems that may arise from enforcing the moving of local

people should be of great concern to the local government.

The water pollution of the Heavenly Lake also exists but of a limited scale. It is
mainly from oil leakage of motorboats, and littering by tourists. Along the shores of
the lake, plastic bottles thrown away by tourists are often seen floating on the water.
According to the local people, many of the birds that used to live in the Heavenly
Lake area are seldom seen nowadays. The reason for this may not be directly

connected with the water quality but this may be one of the factors involved.

Noise pollution also exists around some area of Heavenly Lake, which however does
not form a big concern. The northern area of the lake is the major place where most
tourists’ activities take place, and where accommodation, restaurants and transport are
concentrated. According to investigations done in this area, the average noise level is
56.0dB at a measuring point in the northern lake area, which is over the recommended
national level by 1.0dB. The other measured points at the western and southern areas

of the lake are well below the standard levels. (Liu, D.P., 2002)

Soil erosion, surface disturbances and slope failure has been worsened due to
construction work, infrastructure development, off road cars, tourists and horses’
trample. There are more than 250 Hazakan style tourist lodges in the Heavenly Lake
National Park, each occupying about 25m’® in area. (Yang, Y.L. et al, 1997) The

constructional base of this kind of lodge is made of cement and sand, which make the
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grasses hard to recover after the tents are moved away. (L1,Y.D., et al, 2003) Due to
the harm of these lodge fundaments, as well as the restaurants, hotel, roads and other
building for tourists, it is estimated that each year more than 7000m’ grassland is

destroyed.

Waste produced in the Heavenly Lake tourism area is basically put under the ground
at site, which has bad effect on the grassland and other vegetation around. The solid
wastes from constructions also get into the soil, making the water durability of the soil

decrease, which makes the soil unsuitable for plantation. (Liu, D.P., 2002)

The livestock of the local nomads’ is often concentrated which results in over grazing,
and that also contribute to soil erosion. There are more than 30,000 sheep, which is
the main local livestock type, grazing on the grass within the national park. Up till
now there is still not any official regulations that control, prohibit or reduce livestock
grazing in the Heavenly Lake National Park. However the park authorities have been
trying to limit grazing activities, and a project aimed at moving the nomads is under
authority’s consideration. (Interview with Researcher Yan Shun) Hopefully this is
done with the consensus of the nomads and the local people, as they are one of the

main assets of the park.

The introduction of exotic species is another problem faced by the Heavenly Lake
Nature Reserve. During the “greening” projects people have kept introducing new
grasses and other plant species. This is always a risky method and even if results may
be positive in the beginning there are always long term uncertainties. Besides, it may
make the landscape dull aesthetically, and it may also increase the probability of pests.
Fish species have also been affected, and in many streams the original species were
almost completely substituted by new ones that have been introduced by human

beings. (Liu, D.P., 2002)
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The tourism development has in some instances also negatively affected the wildlife
in the area. Since 1980s when tourism has been developed in the area, the amount of
some threatened or endangered plants and animals has decreased. The Tianshan snow
lotus (Saussurea involucrate. Kar.et Kir. Maxim), which is deemed to have great value
as a Chinese traditional medicine herbs, has decreased considerably. (Liu, D.P., 2002)
Large sized animals have been disappearing from the areas where tourists can reach,

and have been moving to the more distant forests and higher reaches of the mountain.

According to local people, the national park is overcrowded during weekends, and
major Chinese national holidays in May and October respectively. The high season of
tourists visiting the Heavenly Lake National Park is from May to October each year.
The investigation and monitoring of tourists pressure should be a part of regular
management practices for national parks, in order to make better planning for tourism
activities. As of now it appears, however, that there is too little research conducted in

the Heavenly Lake National Park.

4.5.2 Economic issues

Tourism development in national parks has considerable economic benefits, as it
generates local employment, foreign exchange, stimulates profitable industries such
as restaurants, hotels, handicrafts, so on so forth. (UNEP, 1994) A study on Kenya's
Amboseli National Park showed that the total net returns from tourism in the park
amounted to $40 per hectare a year, This should be compared with and income of 80
cents per hectare under the most optimistic agricultural returns. (UNEP, 1994)
Although the case of the national park in Kenya does not fully representative of parks
in other places, it may illustrate the general economic importance of national parks.

For more than twenty years, the development of tourism at the Heavenly Lake Nature
Reserve keeps contributing a great proportion of the local Changji Prefecture, as well
as the Xinjiang Province. As the number of foreign tourists is increasing, tourism of

Heavenly Lake National Park is also becoming very important for earning foreign
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exchange. The number of tourists to the Heavenly Lake National Park, and tourism

income is shown in Table 3 and Table 4.

Table 3 Tourist population and tourism income in Heavenly Lake and Changji Prefecture

(Adapted from Yan et al, 2002)

Year Number of tourists (thousands) Tourism Income (USD)3
Heavenly  Changji Heavenly Heavenly  Changji Heavenly
Lake Prefecture Lake/ Lake Prefecture  Lake/
Changji Changji
Prefecture Prefecture
1994 246 372 66% 295,399 665,859 44%
1995 270 400 67% 552,058 1,210,653  45%
1996 290 515 56% 577,481 2,997,578  19%
1997 350 420 83% 1,030,266 1,670,702  61%
1998 370 564 65% 1,162,227 6,352,300 18%
1999 420 610 68% 1,573,849 9,079,903  17%
2000 717 1766 40% 9,685,230 18,118,644 53%

Table 4. International tourists numbers of Heavenly Lake National Park, Changji Prefecture,

and Xinjiang Province (Adapted from Yan et a/, 2002)

Year Heavenly Changji Xinjiang Percentage Percentage
Lake NP Prefecture Province HeavenlyLake HeavenlyLake
(Thousands) (Thousands) (Thousands) /Prefecture /Province

1998 59 60 206 98.3% 28.6%

1999 69 70 223 98.6% 30.8%

2000 79 80 256 98.8% 31.0%

Tourism has given the local people of Hazak ethnity, who live close to Heavenly Lake
National Park, the opportunity of converting their main occupation from being
traditional nomads to taking part in some tourism services. In Heavenly Lake National
Park, their main activities include operating Hazakan style lodges, leading horses to

tourists for horseback ridings, renting traditional Hazakan clothes and taking photos

3Currency rate: 1USD=8.26RMB (CHINA FINANCE INFORMATION NETWORK, Nov 9, 2004)
http://currency.cfi.net.cn/(gwinfzqy101bc155jowh4x3q)/newspage.aspx?id=20041102000758
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for tourists, selling homemade handicrafts and clothes. The change has brought with
them higher income than before. The average income of a common herdsman
Hazakan family is around 7,000RMB (853 USD) per year, and the families that take
up jobs in tourism can earn a doubled income from 20,000 RMB (2439 USD) to
30,000 RMB (3658 USD) annually. This contrast could be seen on Figure 7.

On renting horses for tourists riding, a
Annual Income of a Hazakan

Family with/without occupation nomad can have 10,000 RMB (1219 USD)

in tourism

of income per year. As for the business of

2000 operating the Hazakan style lodges, the

1
(=)
(=X}

renting fee of a lodge per day can be as high

annual income (USD)
o
o
o

as 700 RMB (85 USD), which is almost

Tourism

equal to 10% of a traditional nomad’s

Traditional
herdman

occupation family’s whole year income. (Information

Figure 7. The average annual income of provided by Researcher Yan Shun; and Mr.
Hazakan family with occupation in

herding, and tourism respectively Zhang Chunming)
One important advantage of ecotourism is that under adequate conduction, it could
form a self-financing mechanism for the protected areas. (UNEP, 1994) For instance,
a well regulated protected area like the Galapagos Islands of Ecuador, can directly
benefit from its entry fees, so that it is able to manage the world’s great nature
destination, while limiting visitor numbers and providing high quality guiding
services. (Wood, UNEP. 2002) Entrance fee to the Heavenly Lake National Park is
60-Yuan RMB (7.3 USD), each year the number of visitors is around 500,000, thus an
annual income of 30,000,000-Yuan RMB (3,658,536 USD) is generated through entry
fees. Around 18% of the money is allocated to funds for the environment protection in
Heavenly Lake National Park. As for the other 82% of the money, one part is given as
taxation, and the rest is kept by the park administration under the nominal of
management. However the detailed share of taxation and the administration fee is not

disclosed. (Information provided by Researcher Yan Shun)
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The economic feature of ectourism is favorable in theory, however in practice it is
very important to make sure that the fees gathered are used toward the conservation of
the area. (Wood, UNEP. 2002) In the Heavenly Lake National Park, the contribution
of entrance fee to the park’s environment protection is quite limited (only 18%), and
how the cash flows from the entry fees generated is not transparent enough to the
public. And some researchers have suggested that not to place too much emphasis on
the achievement of self-financing by the national park, because the park
administrators may compromise the conservation function of the area for the
economic gain. Further no conclusion should be drawn that the area should not be
protected even if the self-financing system is weak at present. Times may change and

benefits may turn up later. (Tisdell, 1996)

4.5.3 Ethnoecological perspective

Many studies have illustrated how the trend in people’s perceptions has changed
regarding the environment where they spend their vacation. Views of landscape
appreciation and conservation has been moving from an aesthetic point of view to a
deeper appreciation of the ecological, as well as the historical and cultural values of
the area, and the connections of these elements with each other. (Bishop, K. et al,
1995) Thus the policies and the way of management of the nature reserves should be
multidisciplinary in order to meet these new trends.

The development of tourism realizes the economic value of natural resources, and the
benefit from tourism has in the good cases a good return back to the local people. The
indigenous people play an important role in nature conservation. Some researchers
have studied in a forest area in South China, where several ethnic groups have been
living for hundreds of years in history. Their life depends on natural resources,
however besides utilizing what nature can give, they have such great respect and awe

for nature that in their eyes the mountains, forests and streams all have life and spirit.
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(Xu, 2003)

Local people usually possess profound knowledge from their ancestor and practice of
the region. In the case of Heavenly Lake National Park, if a certain amount of training
can be offered to the local Hazaks, they can become good source of nature field
guides. The guides not only should interpret the environmental and cultural settings of
the area that the visitors are going to discover, but also have the focus of offering
tourists the knowledge and ideas on how to contribute to nature conservation, and
other issues regarding sustainability. (Wood, UNEP. 2002) Not only tourists may
benefit from this, but also the local habitants themselves will hopefully clearly
recognize that their welfare depends firmly on the preservation of the natural qualities
of the area. If so they may contribute to the management of the park and directly or

indirectly become guardians of the national park.

Any destination that is attractive to ecotourists must facilitate integration with the
local community, besides protecting the natural environment. However it is still rare
to see any integrated regional tourism planning, even more seldom do we see a
systematic plan focusing on joint environmental and social considerations. (Wood,
UNEP. 2002) During the planning of tourism in a national park, it is important to
incorporate public comment, especially the viewpoints from local communities.
(Wood, UNEP. 2002) The administrative authorities of the national parks in China, up
till now generally seem to neglect this very important element in making a successful
tourism experience. There is no established routines or channel for any regular

discussions or reflections from local people.

The facilitation or improvements regarding the involvement of local people may be
achieved through international pressure or development projects. “Outsiders” project
in an area, such as the Sida financed project in Pu Mat National Park, Nghe An

Province, Vietnam. This project is aiming at developing a system where a sustainable
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use of land and forests in a buffer zone around the national park should reduce the
pressure on the park. In doing so this development should improve the living standard
of local ethnic minorities. (ORGUT, 2004) In China, more academic focus and
projects supported by business should help to expedite the process of local voices

being heard.

The local Hazakan culture is one of the major tourism attractions of the Heavenly
Lake National Park. It is good to see that there are local festivals and events going on
several times during the year, which are great opportunities to demonstrate local
ethnic community’s cultural heritage, meanwhile promote the pride of local people on
their unique culture and traditions. However, traditionally the popular tourism style in
China in many cases neglect the true aboriginal culture, instead showing it on stage in
a business way. (Gao, 2003) More serious adverse effect is that aboriginal culture is
being largely substituted by the outside culture. According to an officer of jthe
Xinjiang tourism authority, some cultural features, traditions and ideas of minority
groups have seen a fast change in tourism areas. For example some traditional music
performance by minority groups using special instrument is being substituted with the
commonly seen Karaoke in cities of China. The traditional Hazakan clothes are today
merely used for exhibit or letting tourists to take pictures, however seldom worn
traditionally by local people any more. The hospitality of Hazakan people is observed
fading away. There are examples that some of them even cheat tourists in business,
such as forcing tourists to come into their lodges and asking for high visiting fees.
(Interview with Mr. Zhang Chunming, officer in Tourism Bureau of Xinjiang
Province) This kind of situation happens more often in less developed countries, due
to the lack of knowledge, economical and technical resources for organizing effective

tourism activities. (UNEP, 1994)

4.5.4 Educational function of the national park

A key notion of ecotourism is that learning is emphasized as an outcome of the
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interaction between tourists and the nature surroundings they visit. It is also one of the
main points to differentiate ecotourism with the leisure-based activities such as the
traditional vacation with sea, sand and sun, or the more physically challenged
adventures like trekking and climbing mountains. (Weaver, 2001b) It has been said
that in a national park without an educational interpretation programme is just like
“inviting a visitor to your house, opening the door and then disappearing!” (UNEP,
1994) Educations is deemed as an indispensable part of ecotourism, should aim at
helping tourists understand the area better, and promote their awareness for nature

conservation.

Before the discussion about the implementation of educational programs, it is
necessary first to identify the different ecotourism activities and tourist’s goals.
Although classification of ecotourism activities can be done in different ways from
different point of view, Weaver (Weaver, 2001b) as well as several other researchers’
have proposed differentiating these activities on a spectrum ranging from hard to soft,
which seems most relevant for the discussion in this article. The spectrum is shown as

follows:

Hard (Active) 4 The ecotourism spectrum p Soft (Passive)

Figure 8. The ecotourism spectrum (Weaver, 2001b)

On the spectrum, the hard end refers to an active type of tourists, who have high
environmental awareness, expecting little if any services during their trip. In contrast,
the soft end refers to the tourists, who requires comparatively comfortable journey
and rely on interpretation services when they are in the natural area. Some more
specific characteristic differences of the two types of tourism activities are compared
in Table 5. Similar ideas are shown in the other studies, which divide tourists types
into hardcore ecotourists and soft-experience ecotourists. (Lindberg et al, 1998) The

hard-core ecotourists are especially interested in nature study, and have got much

* For instance: Lindberg, Kreg, Politics for maximizing nature tourism’s ecological and economic benefits
(Washington DC. World Resources Institute 1991)
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knowledge and expectations about the local environmental features at their first visit,
while the soft-experience ecotourists are not so informed, and thus need better trained

guides and more personal service.

Table 5. Characteristics of hard and soft ecotourism types (Weaver, 2001b)

Hard Soft

Strong environmental commitment Moderate environmental commitment
Enhancement sustainability Steady-state sustainability
Specialized trips Multi-purpose trips

Long trips Short trips

Small groups Large groups

Physically active Physically passive

Few services expected Services expected

Emphasis on personal experience Emphasis on interpretation

At the beginning of ecotourism industry, most ecotourists were those naturalist
explorers who were “only concerned with seeing the next bird on their life list or the
most remote village in Tibet” (Lindberg et al, 1998) However nowadays the market of
ecotourism has seen a change from mainly serving those hard-core ecotourists to a
trend towards aiming at those inexperienced travelers who are attracted to the area
through some TV program, and want to have more ideas and knowledge about nature.

(Lindberg et al, 1998)

In the Heavenly Lake National Park, little educational or interpretational program is
conducted for the tourists. For tourists visiting in groups, the tour guides provide very
limited geographic backgrounds of the park. Generally they lack appropriate
educational background themselves. There are not any brochures given to the tourists,
nor does any education or information center exist in the Heavenly Lake National

Park.

A clear and evident fact is that most tourists (national or foreign) are not experts on

33




the nature. So although there is an affluent variety of plants and animals living in the
Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve, they are not properly demonstrated or observed. Very
often, unfortunately, what tourists can see is only a small proportion of them. This
may lead to disappointment and give rise to bad reputation. There should be assistant
facilities located in the area, like a museum, or small cinema that can show the special
features of the nature reserve, which have attracted tourists to come for a visit, so that

tourists would not feel disappointed.

The educational function of the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve, not only can be based
locally, but also can be realized through channels such as newspapers, magazines,
films, radio, TV programs, etc. For instance, the scientific publications usually
provide the well-educated ecotourists with an intellectual base. The film industry on
the other hand can lively show nature in delicacy. (Lindberg et al, 1998) The film
industry in China has started to see some trend in this way. A newly finished movie
Kekexili, which reflects the natural scene of the Kekexili nature reserve, as well as the
heroic protection activities for Tibetan antelopes living there, has recently got much
focus in China and provoked Chinese people’s interest for the nature reserves. (NRE,
2004) These can also be viewed marketing approaches for ecotourism, as the success
of ecotourism depends a lot on tourists as consumers making their responsible travel
choices. (UNEP, 1994) Media as education channel may lead a trend among tourists
in pursuing the real ecotourism experiences, let travelers recognize the false claims of
ecotourism, which don't take much account of the environmental and social
responsibility, and help diminishing the negative effects that tourism may have in the

arca.

4.6 Worldwide Issues regarding ecotourism

As mentioned in the introduction part of this paper, one prevailing problem worldwide

about ecotourism is that there lacks a set of standards and certifications of legitimate
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ecotourism business. The International Ecotourism Society published in 1993 the
Guidelines for Nature Tour Operators, which promotes actions in the areas of
minimizing visitor impacts and tour company impacts, preparing specific guidance for
travelers, providing training to the staff, contribute to conservation programs,
employing locals, offering site-sensitive accommodations. (Wood, UNEP. 2002)
The development of guidelines was an important step to direct the tourism operators
to make ecotourism “eco”, and it was a good initiative for promoting ecotourism
certification worldwide, however without specific standards and monitoring, it is
reasonable to doubt how big influences these guidelines may have upon tourism

practice.

Many popular tourist destinations in large demand have realized the importance of
legitimate accreditation ecotourism program. Some developed countries have started
their own national certification program on ecotourism. For instance, Australia firstly
launched its National Ecotourism Accreditation Program (NEAP) in 1996, requiring
the products of program participants achieve specific goals set under several specific

categories’. (Wood, UNEP. 2002)

Many other countries also have started certifying ecotourism, but the process is still in
the infancy stage with many questions that need to be answered through further
research and work. For instance as research showed poor consumer recognition was
found on both the NEAP program and its labels, which has remained to be a big
limitation to the program. (Buckley, 2001) Another obstacle lies in the cost of
launching such a program. Usually small-scale business ecotourism sector will not be
able to support the accreditation programs. The reason for this is that the fee for
offering green seals or on-site monitoring would be extremely expensive for them.

(Lindberg et al, 1998)

5 The categories include: natural area focus, interpretation, ecological sustainability, contributions to conservation,
work with local communities, cultural component, client satisfaction and responsible marketing.
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Little study regarding ecotourism has been done in China, and up to now still not any
certifying program or ecolabelling program on ecotourism have been conducted.
Although the work of establishing ecolabelling program started since 1994, when the
China Certification Committee for Environmental Labelling Products (CCEL) was
founded to administer and supervise environmental labeling program in China.
However tourism product has not been listed among the certifying product categories’.
(SEPA, 2004b) The labels seem more been developed and awarded to the products
that have comparatively great importance on export, such as refrigerators, toys, etc.
Chinese public still has considerably little knowledge, opinions and impression of
ecolabels in general. The information about ecolabelled products and ecolabelling
program should be more disseminated among the public in order to promote the

awarencss.

If the accreditation program cannot have the expected effects in the ecotourism
market, the “greenwashing” phenomenon seems quite hard to be eliminated. Now still
take a case in Australia as an example. Many environmental groups in Australia have
found the idea of ecotourism somehow distorted, and the tourism developments in
national parks has started to form a major threat to nature conservation. The debate
started when the Australian Ecotourism Guide cited two case studies as good
ecotourism models. One case is Kuranda Skyrail near Cairns, a major engineering
work of a 7.5km cableway necessitating some 70 towers through a World Heritage
rainforest and the Barron Gorge National Park. The other one is building a big resort
on a previously pristine site. Although the Environment Minister for commercial
developments in national parks issued guidelines, which seemed could have avoided
the above cases from happening, however the guidelines were observed as “preceding

a major wave of proposals”, which in practice lacked effectiveness (Wearing et al,

% In the webiste of SEPA, 55 categories are listed in the scope of certifying program, including refrigerator,
gasoline, detergents, footwears, and toys for children, etc.
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1999)

Among the major stakeholders, government, tourism industry and community, which
are involved in ecotourism, government is thought to be the one who should be
responsible for policy makings during tourism development in protected areas, also
making effective regulations, and monitoring that all the environmental laws are
followed in the area. However government shouldn’t be perceived as the only answer
to the question “who should be responsible”. (Forsyth, 1996) Since the industry of
ecotourism itself is so new, clearly a great deal of practical work and research is still
needed or ongoing. From the discussion above it is reasonable to conclude, as well as
many other case studies have shown, that in order to implement ecotourism in a real
sustainable way, all the stakeholders must take part in, and that no entity should be

deemed more responsible than another.

Although it is commonly seen that the tourism industry takes the resource in protected
areas for its use as a privilege, and meeting the profits economic terms seems to be its
only and ultimate goal, self-regulating business practices are also observed, which
may have great meaning in better environmental management for national parks or
other protected areas. This could be seen from a tourism industry project report in UK,
(Forsyth, 1996) in which 69 companies took part. Different sectors including tour
operators, hotels, carriers, tourism associations, government tourism offices,
consultancies were included. The project results indicate that self regulation was
ineffective without government regulations, however many tourism operators have
incorporated environmental factors in their marketing, and adopted some good

practices (Shown in Table 6)

Table 6. Possible sustainable tourism practices and responsibilities identified by industry

members (Adapted from Forsyth, 1996)

Sector Cost cutting Value adding Long term Legislation

37



investment

Tour operators Recycle brochures Making booklets. Staff training. Lobby governments
Rely less on luxury Clean beaches. High | Research. to ensure satisfactory
resorts demand on suppliers. | Lobby governments laws

to provide
infrastructure

Travel agents Recycle brochures Provide specialist Staff training

advice

Hotels Recycle waste Information package; | Staff training
Reduce fuel use Sympathy booklets;

High demand on
suppliers.

Carriers Reduce fuel use In-flight videos Research
Sympathy booklets Staff training

Tourism Urge recycling and Information packs. Research. Lobby governments

associations reduced consumption | Sympathy booklets. Lobby governments to ensure satisfactory

to provide laws.
infrastructure.
Staff training
Government Waste management Education of tourists | Provide adequate Controls on tourists;

tourism offices

infrastructure;
Research;

Staff training.

Land use zoning;

Tourist tax.

These practices suggested above have brought good insights, because they not only

show the specific practices that business can follow towards making tourism

sustainable, but through some of these cost cutting and value-adding process it is also

economically beneficial to the industry. The practices suggested can be, and shall be

promoted among the sectors of the tourism industry in China.

5. Results

The Heavenly Lake National Park has an internationally interesting environmental

character, unique scenic views as well as cultural elements, which greatly attract

tourists. As for the impacts of tourism activities in the Heavenly Lake Nature Reserve,
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both negative and positive sides are shown in this review. The negative impacts are
found to hit the natural environment, including air pollution, water pollution, soil
degradation, and biodiversity decrease. Local culture loss is another bad impact. Good
influence is shown in economic area, notably that the local family income has

increased.

After the evaluation of the management system of the Heavenly Lake National Park,
and the impacts that the current tourism has brought to the Heavenly Lake National
Park, it may be concluded that: Put into the frame of the definition of ecotourism
introduced at the beginning of this paper, it is observed that the current tourism mode
in the Heavenly Lake National Park still lacks major elements that make it ecotourism.
Table 7 shows the main results observed from the case of the Heavenly Lake National

Park, analyzed in the frame of ecotourism definition.

Table 7. Elements of ecotourism in the case of the Heavenly Lake National Park

Nature based Good nature basis in the area.

The appreciation to local culture is not developed satisfactorily.

Sustainably managed | Promote local employment, and the economic situation has seen big

improvement for the local who attend tourism.

Environmental protection needs to be reinforced. Effective legislations from
the government and more academic studies are needed to decrease negative
impacts of tourism on the environment. The consultation with the local has

not been stressed enough when making tourism decisions.

Education Totally missing in the current case. Need to be developed.

Small scale Tourists are usually organized in middle or large scale; however, this does

not necessarily mean a barrier to sustainable tourism.
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The limitations for development of a successful ecotourism in the Heavenly Lake
National Park and in China lie within government, academics, tourism operators, and
tourists. The laws and regulations regarding tourism in nature reserves should be more
clear and feasible. Local authorities mostly have an anthropocentric view on tourism,
and need more knowledge on ecotourism. Since ecotourism is a new thing in China,
and has seen an enormous market, there should be more academic research and study
in areas such as ecotourism market investigation, ideas and behaviors of Chinese
tourists, national park planning, etc. Tourists’ acceptation of an alternative type of
tourism needs more time, however the process could be expedited with education
through both onsite programs and mass media. Tourism operators have the ability, and

responsibility in contributing to the process.

6. Discussion

Since one notion included in the definition of ecotourism is small scale, while given
the fact that currently the amount of tourists visiting Heavenly Lake National Park is
large and mostly organized by travel agencies of medium or large scale, one may
wonder if ecotourism is at all possible in the Heavenly Lake National Park. However
it is probably not wise to maintain the perception that mass-tourism is inherently
unsustainable. It does not have to be put in the position as a contradiction to
ecotourism. The contradiction to a great extent has been based in the evolution of
tourism as a common form, and ecotourism as a particular new form (Weaver, 2001b)
And as there is still not any common agreement on what exactly ecotourism is, what
is claimed to be ecotourism can vary from large scale project funded by big
companies, to small scale ones based on local community. (Holden et al/, 2002) The
assessment of a particular tourist product as good or bad does not depend on scale, but
rather on the effectiveness of the management practices that are applied to the

circumstances of each individual destination.
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7. Conclusion

Key points:

1. Ecotourism is still a new concept that has not gained enough focus in China

2. No holistic national tourism development guidelines, effective legislations are
available.

3. Available results from research are not sufficient from many areas such as
tourism impacts, ideas of tourists, management of national parks, etc.

4. Educational function of the national parks in China is in urgent need to be
developed.

5. It is important that all relative business operators take up their responsibility,
start good practices from basic to decrease the negative environmental impacts
of tourism.

6. Anthropocentric views on tourism are still commonly applied among

authorities in China.
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