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The Spatial Distribution of Agritourism in China:
National Agritourism Demonstrations in China

Hong Yang, Bai Yang, Wei Chen

Abstract: Although agritourism has been an important element in the growth of
China’s tourism and has developed dramatically in recent years, its spatial distribution
pattern has not been known in detail. After tracking the historical development of
agritourism in China, this paper presents the spatial distribution pattern of NADs
(National Agritourism Demonstrations) in China and their spatial relationship to
tourist origin based on the statistical analysis of 359 NADs in China designated by
CNTA (China National Tourism Administration). It confirms that agritourism in
China is mainly concentrated in eastern coastal provinces. The geographic association
coefficient is applied to identify four agritourism clusters which exhibit tourist market
orientation.

Key words: agritourism; spatial distribution; NADs; China

1. Introduction

Tourism has long been considered as a complementary tool and an effective
catalyst of rural socio-economic development and regeneration (Opperman, 1996;
Fleischer & Felsenstein, 2000; 'Sharpley, 2002; Briedenhann & Wickens, 2004 )
. In maﬁy countries, such as America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, tourism
is employed as an engine of economic growth and diversification in rural areas (Hall
& Jenkins, 1998 ). Agritourism is regarded as a valuable and growing sector of the
overall tourism market (Hummelbrunner & Miglbauer, 1994 ). In China, agritourism

is usually defined as tourism products which are connected with the agrarian
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environment, agrarian products or agrarian stays ( Yang & Zhao, 2001; Cheng &
Mei, 2004 ). The development of agritourism offers potential solutions to many of the
problems facing rural areas (Gannon, 1994 ). Therefore, according to Fleischer &
Pizam (1997 ), agritourism in many countries has enjoyed substantial encouragement,
support and, in some cases, even direct financial assistance from both the public and
private sectors.

China is a large country abundant in agritourism resources. Numerous scenic
spots and attractions, long agricultural traditions, rich agrodiversity and colorful
folk customs provide great potential for developing agritourism (He, 2004; Xie,
2007 ). However, unlike countries in Europe and North America with agritourism
development history of approximately 100 years, China did not start agritourism until
the early 1980s. Since 1998 when the Chinese central government identified tourism
as a “pillar industry” (State Council of PR China, 1998 ), supportive government
steps were taken one after another. Agritourism, as a means to spur the country’s rural
economy and social development, has been given great priority by tourism authorities
at both national and provincial levels (Shao, 2007a). The promotion of agritourism,
as a derivative of political will, is considered an urgent need to enhance the New
Socialist Rural Construction which serves as a campaign to effectively deal with
“Three Nong” issues: the issues of agriculture, farmer and rural areas (their initials
all pronounce “Nong” in Chinese), develop modern agriculture, achieve a level of
integration between urban and rural areas, change the urban-rural dual structure,
and reduce disparities between urban and rural areas. In addition, agritourism is also
put into the broad government agenda of income and employment generation and the
diversification of tourism products. Adherence to the policy of reform and opening
up has brought China a steadier, sustainable and healthier political and economic
environment for development (Zhang, 1997 ). Combined with a favorable policy of
stimulating domestic tourism, the fast growing national economy and the marked
improvement in living standards give rise to a level of growth of agritourism at an
unprecedented speed.

The fast development of agritourism in China has caught the interest of many

Chinese scholars. Their studies have investigated the characteristics and current state
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of China’s agritourism (Wang, 2007 ), definitions of agritourism (Han, 2000;
Yang et al., 2001; Cheng & Mei, 2004 ), agritourism classifications (Ding &Sun,
2000; Lu, 2002), the origin of agritourism (Guo et al., 2000 ), and agritourism
development issues (Mei, 2005; Zhang, 2011, Zhang, 2012). However, the
spatial distribution of China’s agritourism still remains a void in terms of any detailed
analysis of China’s spatial distribution pattern. This paper, therefore, aims to analyze
the regional and provincial distribution state of agritourism in China.

Tourism in China is a “government-led” industry. The former Chinese president
of CNTA (China National Tourism Administration), He indicated that Chinese
governments at various levels do their best to promote the growth of tourism,
including providing guide lines, allocating funds, training personnel, initiating
projects, overseeing service quality, stipulating regulations and marketing. One
concrete evidence is made clear with the designation of NADs (National Agritourism
Demonstration ) conducted by CNTA who aims to promote the sustainable development
of agritourism in China. Through spatial analysis of the 359 NADs, this paper
intends to present the spatial distribution state of Chinese agritourism. First, Table |
illustrates the standards for NADs to identify the agritourism definition, significance
and functions of NADs in China. Second, statistical analysis provides a picture of
the current spatial distribution features of China’s agritourism from the provincial
perspective. Then, spatial density and the Geographic Association Coefficient are
also calculated to examine the relationship between the tourist market and agritourism

destinations, NADs.

2. China’ s Agritourism Development—an overview

Although China is a country with a long tradition of agricultural culture, her
agritourism origin dates back less than three decades (He, 2004; Xie, 2007 ).
Betweeﬁ 1979 and 1984, systemic and effective reforms were instituted in China’s
agricultural system. In the rural areas, these reforms decollectivized agriculture by
a contract responsibility system based on individual households, which successfully
increased productivity, the amount of available arable land, and peasant per

capita income. Simultaneously, peasants in China were given more freedom for
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their agricultural production and other economic activities. This success stimulated
substantial support in the countryside for the emergence of agritourism. The original
activities, probably without any government intention, were derived by rural
residents’ spontaneous business behaviours to improve their living conditions (Gao
et al., 2009 ). The business types and services provided include family-run hostels,
restaurants, shortdistance transportation, retailing, photographing, horse renting
and rickshaw services (Gao, 1997 ). This period of time is called the embryonic stage
of China’s agritourism. During this stage, neither local nor central authorities were
involved in these spontaneous business activities in rural areas (Shu, 1997). In 1988,
the Lychee Tourist Festival was first launched in Shenzhen, a prefecture-level city.
Since then, China’s agritourism market has seen a boom in popularity.

In the 1990s, more and more citizens spent their holidays in inexpensive
accommodation in villages close to their cities, particularly from neighboring large
cities such as Guangzhou, Shanghai, and Beijing (Shu, 1997).1In 1996, the CNTA
and The State Council Leading Group of Poverty Alleviation and Development jointly
held the national conference on poverty alleviation through tourism in Zhangjiajie of
Hunan Province, which was a hallmark event in the agritourism development in China
(Gao, 2008 ). The concrete evidence of the growing interest in agritourism manifested
when, according to estimated statistics, more than 7 projects were conducted that
reached 100m RMB for investment in sightseeing agritourism from 1996 to 1997 (Lv
& Liu, 2006 ). In 1998, the CNTA related the theme of Huaxia Urban-rural Tourism
to the year and put forward the slogan “taste rural dishes, accommodate in rural
houses, participate in formworks, view rural scenery, and enjoy rural lifestyles”
in an effort to give China’s agritourism a great boost (Tian, 2007 ). In 1999, the
first forum on Chinese ecotourism was held in Xishuang Banna in Yunnan Province.
The event induced the establishment of the Chinese Ecotourism Association and the
Declaration on Chinese Ecotourism. At the same time, 1999 was declared officially as
the Year of Chinese Ecotourism. Given that agritourism was seen as an effective means
of achieving not only the regeneration of rural areas but also a variety of ecotourism-
policy objectives, it has become and remains an established priority of the ecotourism

and sustainable development agendas in China.



