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Tourists hit trail of
blossoming forests

By WANG XIAODONG
and ZHOU LIHUA
in Shennongjia, Hubei

Resettlement in the Shennon-
gjia forestry district has played a
major role in preserving its pris-
tine ecological system, while new
settlers embrace a life relying on
booming tourism in the region, offi-
cials said.

Forest coverage has increased to 88
percent since the district government
banned logging in the region and
encouraged people to move from
reserves to nearby towns, said Luo
Yongbin, director of the informa-
tion office of the Shennongjia district
government.

Shennongjia, in Central China’s
Hubei province, covers 3,200 square
kilometers and has a population of
80,000. Its core region is the Shen-
nongjia National Nature Reserve,
which is recognized by the United
Nations as a World Biosphere
Reserve and is famous as home to
the “wild man’;, allegedly a mysteri-
ous ape-man creature.

However, logging has dominated
thelocal industry in the past decades,
reducing forest coverage to 70 per-
cent in the late 1990s.

To protect the forest and its unique
biodiversity, the Shennongjia gov-
ernment decided to ban logging of
all natural forests in the region in
2000, said Luo.

By the end oflast year some 10,000
residents had been relocated from
their harsh environment, enabling
them to have access to modern social
services, said Luo.

“In recent years I've found that cas-
es of logging or hunting wild animals
are becoming rare,” said Tang Yun-
jun, a ranger at the Yinyuhe station
of the Shennongjia National Nature
Reserve, who has worked in the sta-
tion for six years.

“Now no one is living in the

reserve anymore, and we can see the
lands previously inhabited by villag-
ers covered by forest again, and the
forests are growing bigger year by
year; he said.

Yang Minghua, in Muyu town, was
among the first to move from the
mountains 10 years ago.

“I grew crops, like corn and pota-
toes, and collected herbs to make
a living then,” he said. “The land in
the mountains was not fertile, and
yielded little. The total income could
barely make ends meet for my fam-
ily”

Encouraged by the local govern-
ment, Yang moved to Muyu town
in 2001 and built a new house
there with a government subsidy of
5,000 yuan ($780) and compensa-
tion from the government for his
lost land, which was later planted
with trees.

“The well-preserved pristine
environment and beautiful scenery
attracted many tourists here, but
there were not enough hotels in the
small town,” said Yang.

So Yang rented out several rooms
of his house and later built more
rooms to become a hostel manager.

“Now my 31 rooms can handle 60
tourists,” he said. “Living in the town
is much better than in the mountains.
Life is much more comfortable”

Before the policy was carried out
nearly the whole town was cutting
down trees, producing wood prod-
ucts and selling them outside, said
Luo.

“Many also survived by hunting
and collecting herbs. However, such
a traditional life style damaged the
environment, and most people in
Shennongjia lived in harsh condi-
tions and were very poor.

“So we decided to develop low-
pollution industries, such as tourism
and hydropower, to help people out
of poverty and protect the environ-

In the past few years, infrastruc-
ture such as roads and electricity has
been improved, and several parks
and new hotels have been built, said
Luo.

Last year, the total tourism revenue
of the area reached 1 billion yuan,
five times the figure of five years ago,
and the number of tourists exceeded
1 million, according to government
statistics.

“The place is so cool I don’t have to
turn on the air conditioner in July;
said Li Jie, a retired teacher from
Wuhan, Hubei province. She said she
stayed in a hostel in Muyu town for a
whole month last year and is going to
spend another summer here.

Su Aoli, the owner of a hostel in
town, said only several rooms of his
four-story hostel were vacant in mid-
July.

“I think I will renovate my hostel
during the winter, when there are
fewer tourists, as I found most tour-
ists prefer expensive and more com-
fortable rooms. Money seems not to
be a problem,” she said.

However, while booming tourism
relying on the well-preserved ecolo-
gy brings benefits to some residents,
some wish the government would
work more on infrastructure.

Zheng Deming now lives in a
three-room apartment in a resettle-
ment area in Muyu town. Besides
raising bees for honey, he some-
times does odd jobs and drives a taxi
during summer, when the town is
crowded with tourists.

“I planned to open a hostel to cater
to the tourists like some other resi-
dents have done, but the road near
my residence is poor;” he said. “The
government promised to repair the
road but has not taken action yet”

In last year’s work report, the gov-
ernment pledged to develop infra-
structure and promote urbanization
in the next few years. The first airport
in the region is being built, and a
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Two golden monkeys enjoy the tranquility in the Shennongjia Nature Reserve in Hubei province.

new expressway is expected to be
constructed soon.

However, some visitors also wor-
ried about the rapidly developing

tourism.

“With so many new hotels being
built, and so many scenic spots open
to the public, I worry whether we
will be able to enjoy such a beauti-
ful natural scenery in 10 years,” said

Li Jie, the retired teacher.
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