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Exploding Tourism Eroding China’s Riches

Asia: From the Gobi Desert to the Great Wall,
visitors are viewed as rich sources of cash.

The damage they do is often ignored.

By HENRY CHU.
TIMES STAFF WRITER®

DUNHUANG, China — For the growing army of middle-class
Chinese with a little extra money to spend, touring their vast country
has become almost as natural as breathing. Both activities; it turns
out, are harming the ancient Buddhist grottoes that make this place



one of China’s cultural wonders.?®

Carved directly into a cliff face in the Gobi Desert, the Mogao
caves contain a millennium’s worth of work by travelers along the old
Silk Road who ‘turned countless small caves into stunningly painted
shrines between the 4th and 14th centuries. ®

Wind, rain, sand and Western plunderers have all damaged the
caves over the years. But the greatest scourge these days comes from
the tourists who swarm here by the busload. bringing destructive
amounts of carbon dioxide and moisture into the caves along with their
eagerness for a glimpse of ages past.’ :

“If I didn’ t get to see this before I died, it would have been the
greatest regret of my life, ” said Liu Rui, 57, a retiree who made the
journey from Shanghai, hundreds of miles away. “They should let as
many people see it as possible. ”

It’ s a nice sentiment, but totally insupportable if the art inside
the 492 grottoes is to survive. Many of the murals are already sagging
or peeling from the earthen walls, their delicate beauty faded away.
Others have deteriorated beyond the repair efforts of Chinese and for-
eign experts, including workers from the Getty Conservation Institute
in Los Angeles.

The plight of the Mogao caves is a familiar one in China, where
the breakneck rush toward freer markets and greater openness has re-
sulted in an explosion of tourism and a corresponding erosion of sogne of
the world’ s most precious cultural monuments, from the terra-cotta
warriors in Xian to the mighty Great Wall itself.

After 20 years of economic reforms, the Chinese government is
waking up to the need to preserve the nation’s heritage in a systemat-
ic, comprehensive way before the sites themselves — and the revenue
they rake in — disappear altogether.

“Asia’ s share of tourism growth is the fastest-growing in the
world, and the lion’s share is in China, ” said Richard Engelhardt, a
regional advisor for the U.N. Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization, known as UNESCO?.



“Unless we take some measures, we may be in danger of loving
our heritage to death, ” Engelhardt told a conference on cultural con-
servation‘in Beijing last month.

® recognizes the challenge, tack-

Although the Communist regime
ling it has turned out to be a relatively slow and haphazard business.

At the root of the problem is money. As a poor nation, China has
few resources left over for cultural conservation after struggling to
overhaul its command economy, dampen rising tinemployment, take
care of an aging population, put in infrastructure and modernize its
massive military.

At the same time, precisely because the nation is so poor, local
officials have increasingly turned to tourism as a cash cow, often ex-
ploiting cultural and natural sites to theéir limit and threatening sites of
inestimable value.

In the scenic southern city of Guilin; for example, so many tour
boats ply the adjacent river that their churning wake has worn away
sculptures erected along the water-way’ s banks hundreds of years ago.

But the material benefits of tourism for local residents are-hard to
overstate, especially for people long mired in poverty and desperate for
a way out. . L

‘Here in Dunhuang — in Gansu province, one of China’s poorest
areas — tourist receipts account for a whopping one-third of the rev-
enue for the entire province, officials say.

The city is home to two four-star hotels opened in the last five
years, a number of other smaller establishments® and its own new air-
port. The latter has eliminated the need to drive hours across inhos-
pitable terrain to reach the site, which helped keep tourist numbers
down. Now, souvenir stalls line Dunhuang’s sidewalks, all selling the
same things, from stuffed animals to tacky jewelry to colorful batik
prints.

About 300, 000 visitors a year, nearly all of them in the summer,
converge on this oasis town, which essentially exists to serve the Mo-

gao grottoes.



It all adds up to a headache for Fan Jinshi, director of the Dun-
huang Academy, who is under constant pressure to grant more tourist
access even as she oversees the protection of the caves on a barebones
budget funded by ticket receipts and the state.

“Preservation is No.1,” she said. “You can’t enjoy what’s not
there.”

Authorities have tried to lessen tourism’s negative effects by ro-
tating and limiting the number of caves open to the public— only about
20 to 30 at.a time — and prohibiting photography.

Visitors must be accompanied by guides inside the darkened grot-
toes, which contain astonishingly beautiful paintings of paradise, ap-
saras (angels) and the patrons who commissioned the various caves.

In one cavern sits a Buddha more than 100 feet tall, in the same
serene pose of blessing as when it was installed during the Tang Dy-
nasty( AD 618-906). Other caves are cramped spaces barely large
enough to hold a few people at a time. The earliest grotto dates from
the 4th century.

“You can’ t have a site like that that’ s open carte-blanche to
tourists. They have to be guided and supervised, ” said Neville Agnew
of the Getty Conservation Institute.

The Getty has been involved in preservation programs at Dun-
huang since 1989 and received an award just this month from the Chi-
nese government for its contributions.

Its original work centered on reducing sand and wind erosion and
monitoring the environment inside the caves, including changes in hu-
midity, temperature and carbon dioxide levels. Conservators are now
concentrating on rescuing Cave 85, another Tang Dynasty grotto, to
serve as a model for future restoration.

“Tourism and conservation should be good partners,” Agnew
said. “The problem is. .. that connection hasn’t been made in the
mind of the tourist authorities. .. The political heads have often not
seen that a tourist site is often a nonrenewable resource, like Mogao.”

Agnew said he was shocked last year when he visited Taishan,



one of China’ s major religious sites, and discovered“cable cars and
junk and crass commercialism and so on. That’s the most sacred
mountain in China.”

Similarly, at the Great Wall outside Beijing, tourists can mount
the wall on cable cars, then whoosh back down on toboggan slides.

Fierce competition for tourist dollars, which in China (including
Hong Kong) equaled $21.1 billion last year, has accelerated the
degradation of cultural monuments.

In Lijiang, a postcard-pretty mountain village in Yunnan
province, greed risks destroying some of the very beauty and ethnic
flavor that tourists come to experience.

Near the city, rushing waters thunder through the Tiger Leaping
Gorge, a favored destination of hikers and backpackers. For those who
prefer convenience and comfort, however, a road has been carved a-
long one side of the gorge to make way for cars and buses.

Not to be left out of the tourist boom, local officials on the other
side of the river are blasting their own road through the gorge, to the
dismay of those who want to keep the area as pristine as possible.

“To build a highway on the other side of the river may not seem
in tune with the natural beauty, but it brings visitors convenience and
safety, ” said Yao Ruixiong, director of Lijiang’s preservation bureau.
“If not for that highway, travelers would have to walk a long way and
climb hills to enjoy the scenery” — which for many hikers is precisely
the point.

In the town of Lijiang itself, a UNESCO World Heritage site
famed for its snowcapped peaks and classic Chinese architecture, sou-
venir shops have proliferated in the Old City, as have canned perfor-
mances for tourists that purport to showcase indigenous life.

Lijiang hosted 2. 8 million visitors in 1999, and some experts
think that’s too many.

“At any given time, visitors may well outnumber local inhabi-
tants, ” said Engelhardt, the UNESCO advisor. “When the carrying
capacity of a historic site is exceeded, it is impossible to maintain its



conservation up to expected World Heritage standards.”

But Yao wants even more tourists — up to 10 million, if they’ 1l
come.

“Yes, the increasing number of tourists has affected the Old City,
but we have to keep our door open to every tourist,” he said. “Eco-

nomic development here depends on it.”

(From Los Angeles Times, August 23, 2000)
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Questions

. What activities are harming ancient Buddhist grottoes?
. Who turned the caves into the painted shrines?
. Are murals in good shape?

. Why is it difficult for the authorities to prevent them from being de-
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stroyed?
5. Does the Chinese government value the preservation of those histor-
ical and cultural sites?

=)

. Why did Mr. Neville Agnew say “tourism and conservation are
good partners”? ’
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Beijing Dreams of 2008
A Finalist, City Is Running Hard for Olympics®

By Elisabeth Rosenthal

New York Times Service®

BEIJING — It seems recently that all of Beijing is flushed with
Olympic fever, busy making preparations.

The posters are up at Beijing International Airport. Commemora-
tive stamps have been issued. Taxi drivers are learning English to pre-
pare for the influx of foreign guests. The logo is cropping up on key
chains and bumper stickers.

Sydney? Oh no, not that Olympics. Not the one that begins
Sept. 15 in Australia.

We’re talking the Summer Olympiad 2008, the games to which
Beijing desperately, desperately wants to play host — although the In-
ternational Olympic Committee® will not choose a site for about anoth-
er year.

“Holding the Olympics in 2008 is the common wish of all Chi-
nese, ” said Beijing’s deputy mayor, Liu Jingmin, who is chief of the
bid committee. “We are confident and full of hope that they will be
held here.” ,

Last week, the bid effort got a big push when the International
Olympic Committee announced that Beijing was one of five finalists for
2008, along with Paris, Toronto, Istanbul and Osaka, Japan.

Mr. Liu, speaking at the space-age command center that has been
constructed to mastermind the bid — an entire floor of a hotel — walks



with determination past Olympic statues decked with Beijing’ s newly
designed Olympic logo and huge pictures of stadiums, real and yet to
be built.

Teams of engineers pore over designs from international architects
for a new Olympic village in northern Beijing.

But to understand why this teeming city with so many day-to-day
problems is investing so much in pursuit of a distant dream, rewind
history a bit: seven years ago, Beijing lost to Sydney by the slimmest
of margins in an effort to hold the Olympics this year. (In 2004, the
site will be Athens. )

To the Chinese it was a huge loss of face, the big fish that got
away. And watching Australia basking in Olympic glory has no doubt
left them itching with desire, determined that no price is too high to
get the Games this time, no flaw too small to expunge in order to
win®.

“Last time we only lost by two votes and there was really no los-
er, we were just unlucky,” Mr. Liu said. “But our wish of holding an
Olympics never faded. And compared to 1993, Beijing is much more
competitive now. "

As Mr. Liu points out, Beijing has enjoyed strong economic
growth and vast amounts of public construction since 1993, and China
has become far more engaged internationally, moving from a pariah
state to a growing economic powerhouse that is about to enter the
World Trade Organization(s).

And to get the Olympics, Beijing has already essentially promised
to speed up remodeling of the city, building three new subway lines
and a new highway to ease the city’s horrible traffic. It will also turn
495 hectares(1, 235 acres) of bare earth into green space and shoo fac-
tories out of the city to improve its now mostly gray environment and
clean up its foul air.

The Bid Committee’s Web site( www . beijing-olympic . org . cn)
lists reasons for choosing Beijing, among them:

® China, which has one-fifth of the world’s population, has nev-



er held the event.

® China ranked fourth in medals at the past two Summer
Olympics.

® Stable politics and a low crime rate.

® Independent surveys show that 94.6 percent of Beijing’s resi-
dents want the Olympics there.

“Of course I support the bid,” said Lin Xuezhu, 36, a cab driver
waiting for a customer outside a luxury hotel. “The roads will be im-
proved, it will make Beijing more famous and for me it means more
customers — there’s nothing bad.” ‘

Last month, the Beijing city government began an English-speak-
ing campaign whose goal is to teach half of all Beijingers 100 English
phrases to prepare for the Olympics.

With the city government’s Olympic obsession mounting, every-
thing is now evaluated in terms of how it will affect the bid.

Radio talk shows advise people on what they can do to support the
effort: Drivers must not overcharge, by even a penny. Industry man-
agers must make sure company vans do not pollute. People should not
spit on the ground, a still widespread habit.

But not everyone in this city of 15 million gets excited about an
event eight years away that will require billions in government outlays.

“Sure it’ s great for the country, but it’s bad for me,” said a
scraggly laid-off worker named Wang who was sitting nearby, hoping
to find a customer for his pedicab.

“Already they’ re telling us you can’t drive on this road and that
road — you look too bad,” Mr. Wang said. “If we get the Olympics,
they’ 1l totally shut us out.”

(From International Herald Tribune, September 7,2000)

Notes

@ Olympics — the Olympic Games, a festival of sport held at Olympia
(from 776 BC, every four years) by the ancient Greeks until abol-



