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Considerations of a Swiss Monument Preservationist During a Visit to Traditional Villages in
China: The Shaxi Rehabilitation Project as an Opportunity
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Abstract: The article elaborates the thoughts and recommendations
from a Swiss monument preservationist's view-points towards
the issues and developments of rural cultural landscapes
in China, with case studies on the joint Swiss-Chinese
Rehabilitation Project of Shaxi, and the traditional villages in the
provinces of Guizhou and Guangxi.
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Synopsis
1 My first contact with monument preservation in China
In the year 2002 I had the opportunity to visit China and
took part in discussions with monument preservation experts
from the city of Kunming about a concept for retaining the
old city. I visited the city four years later and surprisingly
most areas of the old city had already been destroyed except
for the Muslim quarter. Obviously, here development and
preservation concept were diametrically opposed, the reality
of the city development in Kunming was a real culture shock

for me as an experienced preservationist.

2 A new experience with monument preservation in
China - the Shaxi Rehabilitation Project (2000-2010)
Happily, as a guest of the Swiss Federal Institute of
Technology (ETH), I was allowed to take part in a joint
Swiss-Chinese project in the province of Yunnan, in which
completely different perspectives of old city retention were
put into practice. After completion of planning, the results of
this project have become visible since 2010 after 3 phases of
implementation (2001-2010). Today we can assess the results

of 11 years of implementation.

3 A synopsis of the Shaxi Rehabilitation Project

The Shaxi Project is the role model for China among
similar rural cultural landscapes with intact villages and
traditional structures which would be valuable to retain as
complete units and to develop further.

It is particularly the still intact areas of national
minorities which demonstrate a high rate of destruction in
their traditional communities. This destruction is not only
visible because of large buildings but also in all of the small
additions to the buildings or dwellings, perpetrated without
any consideration in the communities.

As a large country in which agriculture still has an
important place in the economy, it is worthwhile to develop
spatial planning with appropriate means. Different from the

booming cities of China, in which the development threatens



to burst all seams in the shortest possible time, basic planning
could be set up which could be sustainable well into the
next generations and could include a regulated and logical
preservation of the overall situation.

Shaxi lies to the west in the province of Yunnan, near the
Yangtze River in Jianchuan County between Lijiang and Dali
Old Town. However, Shaxi Valley lies off the beaten track
from visitor sites of mass tourism. An ideal situation for the
development is a soft tourism, such as the Shaxi Rehabilitation
Project, which is attempting to make a long-term development
of the Shaxi Valley one of its most strategic pillars.

The Shaxi valley forms a broad funnel surrounded
by hills, with an area of ca. 270 km?, in which a political
community unit with 8 villages and ca. 20,000 inhabitants
live. The capital is Sideng in the downstream area of the
Shaxi river valley. Shaxi lies on the old economic route from
Yunnan to Tibet (Tea and Horse Caravan Trail).

Sideng itself is an old market and reshipment center, and
a place where local salt trading also played an important part.
The area belongs to the culture of the Bai Minority mixed
with elements of the Yi Minority.

After experts from the Institute of Spatial Planning and
Landscape Development (IRL) of the Swiss Institute of
Technology (ETH) were invited by the Jianchuan County
Government in 2000 to identify development possibilities
for these administrative districts, the ETH institute initiated
the 'Shaxi Rehabilitation Project' (SRP) for the socio-
economic development of the Shaxi Valley in Jianchuan
County.

On the Swiss side there was the Institute for Spatial and
Landscape Planning (IRL) of the Swiss Federal Institute of
Technology (ETH) in Zurich which, as initiator and project
author, had overall control.

On the Chinese side, there were the authorities and
planning positions of the province of Yunnan and Jianchuan
County, as well as the local town government of Shaxi,
supported by the Ministry of Construction of China. The
operative job was by the county.

The project exhibited the following goals in 3 phases:

Phase 1 (2001-2004):

Project development and the first on-site building
construction in Sideng, where the local building contractors
could be tested and the local craftsmen could be trained in
traditional techniques.

Phase 2 (2005-2006):

Foundation of the Shaxi Preservation and Development
Bureau under one of the local authorities (a management
committee), who would take over the management and

supervision of the monument preservation project on site

and be in charge of the long term implementation of socio-
economic spatial planning in the Shaxi Valley.

Phase 3 (2007-2010):

Restoration work, extending over many years, of the
main hall of the Xingjiao Temple as the most important
part of the preservation project, which also served as
an exercise course for the training and development of
Chinese restoration experts. Revision of the original
master plan and determination of the zoning plan by the
local authorities.

The conceptual study for the Shaxi Rehabilitation Project
was based from the beginning on a vision and cultural
revaluation of the historic trade route from Yunnan to Tibet
(Tea and Horse Caravan Trail). The Shaxi Project is only a
small mosaic stone in the larger concept of a 'Regional Culture
Path' in the province of Yunnan.

In the year 2001, the Shaxi Valley was placed on the list
of the 100 most endangered cultural artifacts of the world by
the World Monument Endowment Fund and was promised
financial support for the project, and also a financial division

between Chinese and western partners.

4 The conceptual part of the Shaxi Project

The above overviews of the problems which were to be
addressed in the project resulted in the following subsections:

* Marketplace restoration (Preservation of the building
substance of the historical marketplace and surrounding in the
centrally located Sideng).

* Village preservation.

* Sustainable valley development (The further economic
development of the Shaxi Valley with agriculture and mild
tourism. Preservation of the beauty of the landscape and
surrounding spaces in the Shaxi Valley and a soft further
development).

* Ecological sanitation (Improving sanitation with
ecologically compatible).

e Poverty alleviation (Taking into consideration the
requirements of the population).

* Events and dissemination (Promulgation and activation
of the experience, planning, and technical know-how which
was gained in this project).

4.1 Goal and potential of the Shaxi Project

The Shaxi Valley should retain local agriculture as an
economic resource.

The Shaxi Valley should open up a soft tourism based on
culture and landscape.

The living standards of the populace should be reached
through technical improvements in living conditions and

improvements in the service sector.
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4.2 The results of the restoration of the Sidengjie Market
Place in Shaxi

Centrally located Sideng lies picturesquely on the main
river of the valley, reached by a beautiful, arched bridge.

The maintenance and revitalization measures comprise
the following work:

¢ Restoration of the Xingjiao Temple from the 13th
century.

* Restoration of the Theater Stage and Kuixing Tower
with equipment from a local museum.

* Restoration of the paving of the square and restoration
of the rain water channels.

¢ Reconstruction of a dilapidated house as a test building
for local building workmen.

* Restoration of two courtyard gates with two test groups
of building workmen.

 Urban restoration of the remaining South Gate.

e New construction of the missing West Gate from
existing evidence.

The restoration and reconstruction measures were part
of the first phases which was inaugurated in 2004 and ended
formally when the project was handed over to the local
authorities in 2006.

4.3 Results of the realization of monument preservation
project components of SRP (2012)

During these 8 years, there was remarkable progress in
the realization of SRP projects. By the inauguration ceremony
after completion of the first phase, the cultural center, the
historic market square with the two flanking main buildings,
the Theater Stage and the entrance in front of the Xingjiao
Temple were ideally restored. Today the Kuixing Pavilion
from the Qing Dynasty, which is integrated into the Theater
Stage and towers over the surrounding houses of the village,
and the two 'City Gates', the surviving South Gate and the
reconstructed West Gate, form the three historic landmarks
of the old marketplace of Sidengjie. In contrast to this, the
2007-2020 restored main hall of the Xingjiao Temple remains
discretely hidden behind two courtyards and a high, enclosing
wall.

During my short time as guest on the project (2003), I was
able to follow team discussions concerning the applicability
of monument preservation principles and could see how the
Chinese colleagues and administration representatives reacted
to our western proposals. I had the best experiences in the
Shaxi Project with the consequent use of historic building
techniques and materials. Here I could observe just how
carefully the existing building substance was handled and
how much attention was paid to maintain existing assets.

The lead architect Huang Yinwu, who was very familiar with
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both traditional Chinese architecture and western monument

protection practices, was an exceptional choice.

5 Personal observations concerning the cultural landscape
of southwest China

In the eyes of western visitors, the lifestyle of the rural
Chinese population appears to be very modest. Urban
modernization hasn't reached this area and one could consider
this to be a progressive chance if one doesn't immediately
compare the living standards of a rural inhabitant with those
of a 'modern’' city dweller and thereby judge country life
to be hopelessly outdated. If one assumes that it would be
impossible to bring city and rural living either socially or
functionally under a common denominator and that any
tendency for equalization would be doomed to failure, then a
social-economic concept must be found and put into practice
for the country dwellers that is specific to the region and
suitable to the living style and can stop the obsolescent aging
and population drain in the villages and create an acceptable
economic basis for the rural population. In its analysis of the
local situation in the Shaxi Valley and based upon this, the
ensuing revitalization concepts for the various restructure
levels, the Shaxi Rehabilitation Project has performed a
fundamental contribution and during the first decade of its
implementation has produced visible results. In the long run,
the sustainability of the project lies entirely in the hands of a
successful development management and the responsibility
of the local authorities. A certain skepticism prevails like
so many tourist destinations in China, sooner or later will
succumb to the pressures of mass tourism and the associated
'money drive' of speculative investors. At the moment, the
term 'measured development' would still be appropriate to a
large extent.

It is apparent to foreigners visiting rural areas of China
that the intact villages often are located in beautiful, natural
areas, largely as they were laid out many centuries ago. This
is a cultural resource that the local inhabitants can use. 'Soft
Tourism' could be the catchword here if there is no underlying
clear function or development strategy. The efforts of all
parties, inhabitants as well as authorities, must be employed
here. Before this, analyses, concepts, calculation models,
as well as functioning implementation mechanisms must
be set in place, which can only be initiated and realized
by the authorities with the participation of experts such as
sociologists, economists, and spatial planners. Along with
this, schooling and educational programs are required through
which clarification work can be carried out and the acceptance
of the local authorities and the relevant inhabitants can be

reached and investors motivated. However, it should be noted



that these traditional settlements can only remain authentic as
long as the existing traditional infrastructure remain intact.
The basic prerequisite for the conservation of the traditional

building culture is functioning spatial planning, within which

legal parameters for monument protection can be implemented.

Counseling of the population with questions on monument

preservation should be performed by trained architects

and construction experts. A prerequisite thereto would be  {EHWI/: TTHEBIEZ - BWK, LI BHES LR (Oetwil am

specialist training in monument preservation and the history See 8618) . SRAHINIIBARTTR K o

RS YL 2013-03-02

Biography: Christian Renfer, Swiss federal expert on monument preservation
(Oetwil am See 8618), former Director of the Office of
Monument Preservation of the Canton of Zurich.

master's program in monument preservation in 2012. Received date: 2 March, 2013

of architecture. The training could be offered by specialized
courses in the best universities of China. At Tongji University

in Shanghai the essential step was done with the realization of a
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