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World Heritage sites are the most popular tourist destinations globally. If  properly utilized, 
tourism can become an efficient driver for the conservation of  world heritage sites. However, 

the issue regarding the balance between heritage conservation and tourism development involves 
a number of  factors, which remains the focus of  attention of  the society. In response to the above 
concern, UNESCO has started to formulate a set of  concrete action plans since 2009, and established 
a WH+ST Steering group in 2010, with China as the states parties representative for the Asia and 
Pacific region.

On the one hand, the economic boom of  China in recent years has led to a thriving tourism market. 
Large population has made the country the world’s largest source of  outbound tourists and, thanks to 
its vast geographical area and with the second highest numbers of  world heritage in the world, China 
has also been one of  the most popular destinations for both tourists at home and abroad. The tourist 
number is still growing every year. On the other hand, as most of  the world heritage sites in China are 
inhabited by indigenous people, the extremely complex social, cultural and economic contexts at local 
and subsequent management pressure is very rare and representative globally.

As a Category II Center related to World Heritage under the auspices of  UNESCO, the World 
Heritage Institute of  Training and Research for the Asia and the Pacific Region (WHITRAP) closely 
follows the five WH+ST objectives and carries out pilot studies in China based on local conditions 
and contexts. The Chinese Pilot Studies highlights the protection of  the Outstanding Universal Value 
(OUV) of  World Heritage sites. It aims to identify major issues and solutions for sustainable tourism in 
China through capacity building activities with a combination of  a one to two-year in-depth practice 
and comparative studies. It also aims to benefit communities, reinforce their cultural pride and achieve 
an inclusive development of  society, culture, economy and environment through the incorporation 
into tourism the protection, interpretation, dissemination and experience of  OUVs, the strengthening 
of  community management and participation, and the increase of  the economic value of  tourism 
products. Through the application of  WH+ST toolkits in China, the pilot programme will also provide 
instructive opinions and recommendations for the WH+ST ”How To” guides and other indicator tools, 
and serve as an effort of  exemplary significance for the promotion and implementation of  WH+ST 
programme across the world.

With over 1.2 billion people now crossing international borders each year (a number which 
is expected to grow to 2 billion by 2030), tourism is increasingly a major source of  growth, 

employment and income for many countries including many of  the world’s developing countries.  
Data from the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) shows that tourism accounts for 1 in 11 jobs 
worldwide, represents around 30% of  global service exports, and directly and indirectly contributes 
to around 10% of  global GDP. Cultural tourism accounts for nearly 40 percent of  world tourism 
revenues, with cultural heritage sites inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List often serving as 
focal points for job creation and local development. IUCN’s 2014 study on World Heritage Benefits 
revealed that more than 90% of  natural World Heritage properties generate tourism and recreation 
income and generate jobs. 

Tourism has the potential to contribute, both directly and indirectly, to all of  the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) found within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, including 
SDG 8 on inclusive and sustainable economic growth, SDG 12 on sustainable consumption and 
production, and SDG 14 on the sustainable use of  oceans and marine resources.

The need for informed management of  tourism is coupled with the pressures related to the volumes of  
tourists growing exponentially, the services and infrastructures required to accommodate their needs, 
an escalating number of  sites inscribed on the World Heritage List. The degradation of  heritage 
values – or damage to the natural, tangible and intangible heritage and “sense of  place” constitutes an 
irremediable loss for humanity and future generations in terms of  representing resources for, as well as 
an economic loss linked to the global competition between destinations as the attractiveness of  these 
heritage values decreases.  

In 2017 WHITRAP embarked on an initiative bringing together two World Heritage sites (one 
nature and one culture) to identify the main issues and solutions related to sustainable tourism in 
China through capacity building and comparative analysis. The World Heritage properties of  Tusi 
site (Hailongtun Fortress, Guizhou Province) and Wulingyuan Scenic and Historic Interest Area 
( Zhangjiajie, Hunan Province) were selected as pilot sites for the project. Following UNESCO’s 
approach to sustainable tourism at World Heritage properties to promote a shared responsibility for the 
conservation of  our common heritage amongst all stakeholders the project has yielded some important 
results. A key object was to focus on capacity building to demonstrate that tourism can be managed 
efficiently, responsibly and sustainably based on local context and needs. The starting point has been to 
encourage World Heritage site managers to develop sustainable tourism strategies for their sites.

We applaud WHITRAP for taking a leading role in this important process. Over the past year, they 
have put in place the fundamental building blocks of  this strategy through community outreach and 
stakeholder collaboration. For UNESCO it is important to celebrate and acknowledge good practice. 
We commend WHITRAP’s efforts and look forward to our continued collaboration along this 
important journey.
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Mogao Workshop 
The international workshop “Advancing 
Sustainable Tourism at Natural and 
Cultural Heritage Sites” at the Mogao 
Caves, China 

Implementation of the 
programme 

The 34th World Heritage 
Committee

Es tab l i sh  a  po l i cy  d i rec t i ve  fo r 
del ineat ing the interre lat ionship 
between World Heritage and Tourism;

Propose the framework of  best practice 
to conserving heritage resources during 
tourism development for stakeholders;

Car r y  ou t  minor  ad ju s tment  to 
the Operational Guidelines for the 
Implementation of  the World Heritage 
Convention, in order to guarantee an 
appropriate consideration of  tourism 
issues.

2012-2014 Pilot Sites in Nordic - Baltic 
region;

From 2014: "Sustainable Tourism Capacity 
Building" Project carried out by the African 
World Heritage Fund in Africa;

From 2017:  The Power of  Culture: 
S u p p o r t i n g  C o m m u n i t y - B a s e d 
Management and Sustainable Tourism at 
World Heritage sites in South-East Asia;

2015-2020: Implementation of  the 
Pilot Studies in China.

Request the World Heritage Centre to 
convene a new and inclusive programme on 
WH+ST;

To establish a steering group comprising 
interested States Parties and other relevant 
stakeholders;

Request the World Heritage Centre to 
outline the objectives and approach to the 
implementation of  this programme.

MILESTONES
Establishment of a 
WH+ST steering group
Switzerland chaired the committee;

China  se rved  a s  a  S tate s  Par t i e s 
representative for the Asia-pacific region;

Elaboration of  the draft programme in 
Switzerland.

2009

2010

2010

2011

2012

2012-
2020

The 36th World 
Heritage Committee
The WH+ST prog ramme was 
officially adopted;

Incorporation of  the programme 
into the Strategic Action Plan for 
the Implementation of  the World 
Heritage Convention 2012-2022;

Coordinated globally through the 
World Heritage Center.



Introduction to Chinese Pilot Studies

As a Category Ⅱ Centre under the auspices of  UNESCO, World Heritage Institute 
of  Training and Research for the Asia and the Pacific Region (WHITRAP) was 
commissioned by World Heritage Centre to carry out a Pilot Studies in China, in the line 
of  the five objectives set out in the WH+ST Programme and based on local contexts.

WHITRAP has access to 
not only the most advanced 
and authoritative research 
methodology and practice 
approaches, but also easy 
exchange with partners 
from other regions within 
the WH + ST programme 
framework. The promotion 
at  the World Heri tage 
Committee and through 
o t h e r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
platforms will increase the 
visibility and reinforce the 
demonstration role of  the 
programme around the 
world.

As the only institution that 
has  combined research 
act iv i t ies  wi th  t ra in ing 
c o u r s e s  f o r  c a p a c i t y 
b u i l d i n g ,  W H I T R A P 
i s  a b l e  t o  i n t e g r a t e 
resources of  both s ides 
with flexible mechanisms 
for cooperation, and to 
fol low up actual ef fects 
of  the project in the long 
term, so as to ensure the 
programme is guided by 
scientific research strategies 
and feasible actions. Pilot 
sites may be included into 
the WHITRAP network for 
the introduction of  potential 
resources in the future work.

W i t h  i t s  e x t e n s i v e 
p ro f e s s i ona l  ne twork , 
WHITRAP can provide 
top experts and research 
group at home and abroad 
for the programme, and 
involve the participation 
o f  W o r l d  T o u r i s m 
Organization, UNESCO 
Beij ing of f ice,  relevant 
national ministries and 
c o m m i s s i o n s ,  l o c a l 
governments of  heritage 
sites and universities as 
wel l  as  o ther  research 
institutions. 

WH+ST Objectives

OBJECTIVE A:  Integrate sustainable tourism 
principles into the mechanisms of  the World  Heritage 
Convention. 

OBJECTIVE B:  Strengthen the enabling 
environment by advocating policies, strategies, 
frameworks and tools that support sustainable tourism 
as an important vehicle for protecting and managing 
cultural and natural heritage of  Outstanding Universal 
Value. 

OBJECTIVE C:  Promote broad stakeholder 
engagement in the planning, development and 
management of  sustainable tourism that follows a 
destination approach to heritage conservation and 
focuses on empowering local communities. 

OBJECTIVE D:  Provide World Heritage 
stakeholders with the capacity and the tools to manage 
tourism efficiently, responsibly and sustainably based 
on the local context and needs. 

OBJECTIVE E:   Promote quality tourism products 
and services that encourage responsible behavior 
among all stakeholders and foster understanding and 
appreciation of  the concept of  Outstanding Universal 
Value and protection of  World Heritage.

PROFESSIONAL 
PLATFORM

IN-DEPTH 
COOPERATION

ABUNDANT 
RECOURSES

W H S T
C H I N E S E  P I L O T  S T U D I E S



Planning

Implementation

Feedback

Outcome

 2015 - 2016

 2017 - 2018

 2016 - 2017

 2019 - 2020

In this stage，WHITRAP had a thorough 
s tudy of  the UNESCO WH + ST 
programme, developed action plans 
for the implementation of  the Chinese 
Pilot Programme, and had a preliminary 
research of  the current situation of  
tourism in Chinese world heritage sites.

T h e  U N E S C O  Wo r l d  H e r i t a g e 
Sus ta inable  Tour i sm Too lk i t  was 
translated into Chinese in this stage, and 
a WH+ST training course was organised 
in June 2016 in China. At the beginning 
of  2017, the application and selection 
of  the pilot sites in China were finalised, 
and two sites – Tusi Site of  Hailongtun 
in Guizhou and Wulingyuan Scenic and 
Historic Interest Area were identified.

In this stage, it is planned to publish the 
outcomes as well as review the Tools of  
WH+ST Programme by taking into account 
the current issues, challenges and feasible 
measures summarized from the Chinese 
Pilot Studies.

Based on two field trips and in-depth 
interviews and questionnaire surveys, in 
September and October 2017, research 
groups of  the programme held the 
training courses for the two pilot sites 
and completed the reports on the current 
states of  the two heritage sites by the end 
of  2017. The next step is to finalise the 
recommendations by the end of  2018.

The Flowchart of Chinese Pilot Studies 

The Imperial Brush Peak 
© Administration Of ce of Wulingyuan World Natural Heritage Property Conservation

World Heritage and 
Sustaniable Tourism Programme 

Chinese Pilot Studies



Description
Located in the mountainous areas of  south-
west China, this property encompasses 
remains of  several tribal domains whose 
chiefs  were appointed by the central 
government as ‘Tusi’, hereditary rulers from 
the 13th to the early 20thcentury. The Tusi 
system arose from the ethnic minorities’ 
dynastic systems of  government dating back 
to the 3rd century BCE. Its purpose was to 
unify national administration, while allowing 
ethnic minorities to retain their customs 
and way of  life. The sites of  Laosicheng, 
Tangya and Hailongtun Fortress that make 
up the site bear exceptional testimony to this 
form of  governance, which derived from the 
Chinese civilization of  the Yuan and Ming 
periods.

Research themes :
Outstanding Universal Values - Based Sustainable Tourism ;
Management of World Heritage Site as a Tourism Destination

Date of  Inscription: 2015
Criteria: (ii)(iii)

1. Chaotian Pass © Management Bureau 
of Hailongtun Tusi Fortress
2. Xinwanggong  Remains © Management 
Bureau of Hailongtun Tusi Fortress
3. Feihu Pass © Yang Shilong
4. 36-step stairway © Management Bureau 
of Hailongtun Tusi Fortress

2 3
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4

The World Cultural Heritage
Tusi Sites (Hailongtun)



Description
A spectacular area stretching over more than 
26,000 ha in China's Hunan Province, the 
site is dominated by more than 3,000 narrow 
sandstone pillars and peaks, many over 200 
m high. Between the peaks lie ravines and 
gorges with streams, pools and waterfalls, 
some 40 caves, and two large natural bridges. 
In addition to the striking beauty of  the 
landscape, the region is also noted for the fact 
that it is home to a number of  endangered 
plant and animal species.

Research themes : 
Outstanding Universal Values - Based Sustainable Tourism;
World Heritage Tourism and Community Engagement: 
Heritage Conservation and Community Empowerment

Date of  Inscription: 1992
Criteria: (vii)

1. The Imperial Brush Peak © Administration 
Of ce of Wulingyuan World Natural 
Heritage Property Conservation
2. West-sea stone forest © Xia Xuejun
3. Hills at Zhangjiajie © Zhu Yongwen
4. Yangjiajie © Li Dongqun

2 3
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The World Natural Heritage
Wulingyuan Scenic and 

Historic Interest Area



The World Cultural Heritage, Tusi Sites (Hailongtun)

The World Natural Heritage, Wulingyuan Scenic and Historic Interest Area
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