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the reservoir at
naked Retreats
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A new breed of business owner is helping change
China's hospitality sector by pioneering a
sustainable approach to domestic tourism that's
reshaping attitudes, boosting environmental
awareness and empowering local communities
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Translation by Jess Lit

JIM SPEAR, THE AMERICAN FOUNDER OF THE
SCHOOLHOUSE AT MUTIANYU GREAT WALL, a sustainable
tourism project that benefits villages along a section of this global
landmark, enjoys telling the story of how he came to be a valued
member of the local community. “l was visiting the Great Wall
17 years ago and a peasant tried to sell me a T-shirt,” he says. “I
told him I'd rather buy a house. The man said he would help me
find one, and he did.”

Spear used the house for weekend getaways for 10 years
before quitting the corporate world and moving to the village,
which is about 70km north-east of Beijing. The idea for his
business was born when the local mayor asked him to get involved
in the community, explaining that while many tourists came to the
Great Wall at Mutianyu, they did not spend money in a way that
helped the aging village population.

Five years ago, together with his wife and two partners, Spear
leased the community’s abandoned schoolhouse and opened an
art house and restaurant. Today the award-winning Schoolhouse
business includes three restaurants, the Brickyard eco-retreat and
11 holiday homes. The houses were all rented from local people and
remodelled by Spear.

Leasing disused properties from area residents ensures that
the money generated goes directly into villagers' pockets. »
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This business model is shared by the highly
successful naked Retreats company, which
set up the naked Retreats Home Village
in 2007 in Moganshan, a town in Zhejiang
Province about 60km north of Hangzhou.

The partners behind naked Retreat -
Grant Horsfield, his wife Delphine Yip, Evan
Lai and managing director Gabriela Lo
- launched naked Home Village with just
three properties. It's now home to eight
houses and boasts nearly 100% occupancy
year-round.

Fellow entrepreneur Chris Barclay,
the American owner and founder of the
28-room Yangshuo Mountain Retreat
and the Village Inn near Guilin in Guangxi
Province, designed and built his own
property. He had fallen in love with the
beautiful Yangshuo area, which is about
475km north of Nanning, while on a sports
holiday but found accommodation options
to be limited. Drawing on his years as a
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Clockwise from top: Brickyard Eco
Retreat at Mutianyu Great Wall; noodle
shop near Brickyard; main courtyard
at Brickyard
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training and development professional for
multinational companies, he put together
a proposal for the local government: the
retreat would be somewhere he could host
corporate clients and tourists, and, when
not in use, it would be made available to
the local government and businesses for
their meetings.

“The proposal was received with
excitement and encouragement,” he says.
“The government helped me secure the
land and get the necessary approvals.”

The Schoolhouse's Spear says that
while his business model is based on
sustainability, the project has its origins in
a commitment to the local community.

“The most important contribution we
have made to the local community is to
provide jobs. For example, by using local
suppliers,” he says.

Responsibility to people as well as
to nature is a founding principle of »
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Clockwise from right: clubhouse
at naked Retreats; treetop villa

overlooking the forest; view of

the forest at naked Retreats;
clubhouse swimming pool
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TOURISTS CAN
LEARN ABOUT THE
CHALLENGES FACING
RURAL COMMUNITIES
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both naked Retreats and the Yangshuo
Mountain Retreat. Almost the entire staff
of each was drawn from surrounding
villages. Barclay employs a permanent
onsite trainer at Yangshuo as a customer-
service and English-language coach. He
takes his staff on trips when the business
hits its targets, which allows them to
experience the culture and hospitality in
other locations. The aim is to have them
apply their learning in their own roles.

"Our high staff retention is directly
related to our training and development,
competitive pay rates and benefits such as
our profit-sharing scheme,” says Barclay,
whose staff collectively owns 10% of the
business. He also offers no-interest loans
to local start-ups and scholarships to
children from the area.

Educating staff and local residents
about sustainable practices, such as using

locally sourced, seasonal products, is just
one side of the coin. Tourists can also gain
first-hand insight into the challenges faced
by rural communities in a time of mass
urbanisation.

There is, however, no escaping the fact
that eco-tourism in China remains in its
infancy. Members of today's mushrooming
middle class generally prefer to holiday
outside the country. Those who choose to
vacation in China, and who have the means
pay high prices for accommodation, expect
five-star levels of luxury. Unfortunately,
environmental friendliness tends not to
be a high priority for such businesses.
Moreover, many Chinese seem to have
little interest in the kind of rustic lifestyle
experience that's available at the Yangshuo
Mountain Retreat, where natural wonders
are the primary drawcard.

“More  professional, educated »

IMAGES © ROBERT MCLEOD, COPYRIGHT 2011 MUTIANYU SCHOOLHOUSE RESTAURANT COMPANY, LTD.
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Chinese tend to enjoy the retreat more,
as well as international expat families
who want to enjoy the peace and scenery
around Yangshuo,” Barclay says.

The Schoolhouse-run Brickyard's target
customers are relatively well-off, globe-
trotting travellers. Yet some are new to
the sustainable tourism concept and Spear
says he explains that “disposable amenities
like individually wrapped toiletries are
not ecologically sound, and therefore not
provided".

A sizeable chunk of the earnings at
each of these eco-retreats comes from
corporate clients involved in team-building
weekends and board meetings. At naked
Retreats, multinationals like lkea and
Coca-Cola account for about 30-40%
of the guests. However, the number of
Chinese visitors to naked Retreats and the
Schoolhouse has increased dramatically in
recent years.

“The thing with China is that people
pick up on trends really quickly,” says Lo,
the naked Retreats MD. This is echoed
by Spear, who says that China is "“full of
extraordinary people who are willing to
change and grow".

%

Though all three businesses are based
on the same sustainability model, they're
pitched at different levels of luxury. The
Brickyard positions itself as a purveyor of
“the luxury of simplicity”, the Yangshuo
Mountain Retreat delivers a rustic, no-frills
escape while naked Retreats urges guests
to “Retreat. Regain. Restore".

All the entrepreneurs have big plans for
the future. Naked Retreats has just opened
the naked Stables Private Reserve, a luxury
resort of purpose-built eco-villas. Spear
and his team are examining potential new
projects and moving towards switching
to solar power. Barclay plans to set up
a special-needs school and is lobbying
for a more sustainable environmental-
management strategy.

The success of these sustainable
tourism pioneers proves the viability
of business models that run counter to
the  conventional profit-maximisation
approach.

By drawing on their professional skills
and pursuing social goals, the
entrepreneurs behind these initiatives are
helping ensure a bright future for eco-
tourism in China. W
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