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1 Introduction 

The UNWTO Silk Road Program project is “designed to enhance sustainable tourism development along 

the historic Silk Road route” with the aim of “maximizing the benefits of tourism development for local Silk 

Road communities, while stimulating investment and promoting the conservation of the route's natural and 

cultural heritage” (UNWTO, 2012). 

There are five regions in China that are historically linked to the Silk Road: Shaanxi, Gansu, Xinjiang, 

Qinghai, and Ningxia. The long-term vision of the action plan consists of promoting a sustainable association 

between local travel agencies of all the regions linked with the Silk Road and the Chinese government. The 

association will facilitate the communication for travel agencies between each other and their customers. In 

addition, it will improve the collaboration and communication between the regions, provide travel agencies 

with expertise along with brand power from the UNWTO, and better-funded resources (2.1 Strategy). 

Given the large scope of the long-term vision, it is more suitable to initially focus on one particular region 

before considering implementing the action plan for integrating other provinces into the project. The province 

of Ningxia was selected due to its distinct historical and cultural liaison to the Silk Road; in turn, this region 

offers unique selling points for marketing purposes, opportunities to improve the current economic situation 

and target new market segments (Appendix 1.2 Ningxia). 

2 Product 

2.1 Strategy 

Following various benchmarks (Croq'Nature, ATES, UNAT, TOI) we want to create a sustainable 

association between local travel agencies, or TA’s, supported by the government. Although local travel 

agencies in Ningxia have a relatively smaller market share compared with those from more economically 

developed regions, working directly with and supporting local TA’s in Ningxia offers the best opportunity for 

them to not only benefit from this program but to also be self reliant in the future. For instance, this method of 

direct collaboration would potentially allow the TA’s to avoid money “leakages” through collaboration with 

intermediaries (Blal, 2012). 

The medium for organizing and gathering all participating TA’s will be a website which will act as an 

intermediary with the customers. The participating TA’s will be presented in an organized way on the 

website which will facilitate not only the TA’s access to their customers, but also the customers' selection for 

a sustainable travel agency. Given our expertise (regarding overseas tourists, marketing, etc.), brand power of 

the UNWTO, and better-funded resources; there are many incentives and benefits for the TA’s to 

collaborate. For instance, by being a part of the association will provide support in marketing & promotion 

strategies for Silk Road destinations (2.3 Benefits). In return, each partner will be expected to offer 
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sustainable tours that they do not offer to other agencies with a 5% surcharge on the customer. The amount of 

money collected will be used by the association to invest in sustainable projects in Ningxia (2.5 Funding & 

investment actions). 

Ideally, there will be one member from each TA, one representative from the government, one from the local 

authorities and one from the UNWTO present on the committee association in order to make decisions 

together regarding investment opportunities in Ningxia. 

2.2 Goals of association funding 

The purpose of the strategy is to create sustainable tourism transforming the five regions in an attractive 

destination, which will create new opportunities for the local communities and drive their development to 

improve their quality of life (Weinz, 2011).  

Short-term goals are to increase employment through the creation of new job opportunities, decrease 

leakages in terms of GDP loss through the involvement of local communities such as suppliers, and support 

local production as well as inter-sectorial linkages. In addition, the association fund earnings and national aid 

helps to improve infrastructure, power and water utilities, and assist the hotel and restaurant services. 

Furthermore, the communication in the form of social dialogue between the government and the local 

stakeholders is essential to drive development, ensure quality, and the respect of human rights, working 

conditions, and salaries. Moreover, this would also lead to less labor turnover; decreasing child labor and 

giving the people involved the freedom of speech (Ibid.).  

These short term goals will lead in the long-run to a reduction of poverty, enable people to develop their 

skills, create new SME’s (ownership), social cohesion and cultural identity, and transform the regions into 

valuable touristic destinations (Ibid.). 

In order to prove and calculate the long-term impacts of this strategy, we recommend using a balanced 

scorecard. To select the most relevant and adapted indicators, we benchmarked the Indicators of Sustainable 

Tourism for Yangshuo China (WTO, 2005) and added some WTO indicators (WTO, N.D.) related to our 

strategy (Appendix 1.2 Balance scorecard). 

2.3 Benefits 

There will be numerous benefits for the local TA’s to collaborate with this project. They will receive support 

in marketing and promotions including associating themselves with the UNWTO name, which is a strong 

source of brand awareness. In addition, there should be several incentives in place in order to encourage the 

TA’s to conduct and invest in socially responsible, ethical, and sustainable activities. These incentives include 

offering financial benefits such as bonuses (Service-Public.fr, 2012) or tax exemptions (Political Risk 

Services Inc., 2011) if they invest in: ethical, societal or environmental associations; integrating ethnical 
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minorities; creating a new popular destination related to the culture (craft, music, food); improving the actual 

hot spots; building ecological accommodation (Croqu'Nature, 2012; ATES, 2011). 

The TA’s will retain the management responsibilities of their business, relationships and partnerships. The 

association will simply provide support in these areas (e.g. providing training for administrative activities) and 

assist in generating more demand (ATES, 2011). Although the TA’s will be paying a commission, the fee 

will be charged on the client as a hidden cost. 

2.4 Conditions 

In order for a TA to be eligible to participate in this project, there are certain ecological, societal, economic 

admission conditions that must be met. Ecological conditions include putting a limit on the group size in 

order to reduce the negative effects on the environment due to mass tourism, providing tours that are 

ecologically educational, preserving the local cultural heritage (ATES, 2011). Societal conditions include 

meeting the requirements for international working conditions (OIT, 2012), equal gender job opportunities, 

prohibition of child labor and collaboration with the local people. Economic conditions include being 

committed to improving the local economy through tourism (ATES, 2011). We would like UNWTO to 

organize some controls during the year in order to check if the criteria are respected. In addition, a 5% fee for 

each trip sold around the Silk Road will be given to the association to be used for the marketing and invested 

in socially responsible, ethical and sustainable activities. 

2.5 Funding & Investment actions 

The commission fee could be invested in, for example: 
 

Quality and quantity of education facilities Building schools, creating short management formations 

Ethical, societal, environmental associations Ningxia's irrigation associations for water conservation 
Enfants du Ningxia // Femmes du Ningxia 

Ethnical minorities integration Cultural awareness of Hui, Mongols, Tibetans, Manchus 

New cultural destinations Religious festivals, Silk, Goji berries 

Hotspots improvement  Old Mosques, Shapotou Desert, Tombs of the Kings Early 
Western Xia Empire 

Ecological accommodation and awareness Waste sorting, recycling center, energy saving, new energies 

3 Segmentation 

We want to attract people with an interest in a new form of tourism. Indeed, there is a new trend including 

agrotourism, ecotourism, cultural and natural travels, and trekking. They prefer traveling in small groups, 

meeting the local communities and are more responsible in a social and ecological way. It is also impacting 

the mass tourists that increase doing small group trips. It makes them spending money in local products, 

transports and craft (TOUREG, 2009). 
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4 Marketing and promotion 

Most local service providers in the Silk Road provinces (including Ningxia) currently need improved 

marketing services (Miller, 2010). Therefore, participating travel agencies will benefit from marketing 

expertise and recommendations based on identified marketing opportunities. For instance, the representation 

of the offer and the offer itself will reflect the marketing opportunities identified (Appendix 1.1 Ningxia). 

The idea is to create a universal website, which promotes the sustainable Silk Road Tour and redirecting 

guests to local TA and to their websites where they will be able to book the tour. The website will be built up 

similar to ATES (ATES, 2011), which will be used as a benchmark and will include information about who 

we are, who our partners are, what our strategy is, what goals we would like to achieve, where we are located 

and which project we are supporting. Furthermore, as the intention is to mainly attract overseas, the website 

needs to be available in many languages such as Cantonese, Japanese, Russian, Korean, Taiwanese, English, 

Spanish, French and German (Euromonitor, 2012) (Appendix 1.3 Financial explanations).  

We would like to cooperate with groups that have the same goals than us, in order to ensure homogeneity 

and have more power. The potential partners could be associations such “Femmes du Ningxia,” labels such 

as “Ecolable Europpéen” and sustainable tourism players such as “Routard” (Routard.com, 2011; Femmes 

du Ningxia, 2012; European commission environment, 2012). 

Moreover, it is recommended to invest in a local and international promotion campaign. We will concentrate 

on distribution channels that are related to environment, culture, travel and history like TV channel Arte or 

the magazine National Geographic. Additionally, we want to have a strong presence in social Medias 

(Facebook, Twitter, Youtube) thanks to customer’s involvement, sharing their own experiences. Due to the 

censorship in China, it is necessary to create a separate media campaign for the domestic consumers (Political 

Risk Services Inc., 2011). For example it would be relevant to be present on Chinese social media platforms 

like Kaixin, Renren, Douban and QQ. By using different media channels it will further possiblities to attract 

different customer segments (Verot, 2011).  

Finally, to strengthen the promotion, partnerships with NGO (ex. CCFD) and other governments (especially 

the ones that are part of the Silk Road Project) are advised to improve credibility and get supported.  

5 Financial decisions 

5.1 Demand and revenue 

In order to estimate the revenue generated by the project, a financial statement was created based on several 

factors. An analysis of the potential demand for the next 5 years is based on historical data from 2005-2010, 

with the average overseas demand is increasing by 17% per year (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 

2011). The result is an increase of 200% by the end of 2017. Regarding the domestic demand forecast, it had 
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an increase of 12% from 2010 to 2012 and we assumed that it would continue to grow through the next 5 

years (HKTDC, 2010) (Appendix 1.3 Financial explanations). 

To demonstrate the financial impact, we took an example of an already existing cultural sightseeing tour 

through a Travel Agency in Yinchuan, Ningxia (Chinatravel, 2008). The tour includes entrance fees, meals, 

private transfers, guide, hotels, services and taxes, and impacts each sector within the tourism industry.  

Of the total market of travelers to Ningxia, 25% of visitors travel for the purpose of sightseeing and cultural or 

historical trips (Euromonitor International, 2010). Of the target demographic, 56% are interested in and 

willing to pay more for a sustainable tour, resulting in a total potential market of 1.9 million people 

(Developpement durable, 2011). The percentage of tourists participating with our association is estimated to 

be 0.11% of the total potential market (Appendix 1.3 Financial explanations). 

Our forecast of the project’s growth predicts an estimated growth of 2 additional agencies per year in 

Ningxia, resulting in exponential impact during the next 5 years. The revenue and expenses are calculated 

based on a financial analysis of an international travel agency (Bplans, 2010). The profit and loss analysis 

shows a net profit of 4,4% in 2013 and an increase over the next 5 years. The 5% of sales are taken as a 

commission for sustainable development, being estimated to be $40,000 in 2013 and increasing up to 

$140,000 in 2017 (Appendix 1.3 Financial explanations).  

This example shows the financial potential of the project in a region. Our market could be seen as an 

additional demand but it would only slightly impact the overall demand. Thus, by increasing our number of 

agencies in potential cities of each of the 5 provinces, the development will affect more and more regions, 

resulting in a wider impact on the overall demand. 

5.2 Investments 

The initial investment is $31,700 (1.3 Financial explanations). It includes the website creation and fees and 

the salary of one employee working fulltime from Madrid (Lejustesalaire, 2010). 

During 2013-2017, the budget will remain between $36,000 and $40,000, and it will be a priority to use most 

of the 5% commission money from the sales to pay the marketing and human resources departments. 

Furthermore, the reinvestment into sustainable tourism will gradually decrease throughout each year with an 

overall adjustment of 91% of our commission in 2013 to 29% of our commission in 2017 (Appendix 1.3 

Financial explanations). By 2017, the association will reinvest a total of $250,000 in the Sustainable 

Tourism of the region (Appendix 1.3 Financial explanations).  

Following the benchmark of Croq’Nature, this amount of money could create 6 water wells, 3 schools 

working with solar energy, some donations in sustainable associations like Femmes du Ningxia or Ningxia's 

irrigation associations for water conservation, one dispensary and an investment in ecological 

accommodations (Croq'Nature, 2011). 
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6 Implementation (Please refer to Appendix "1.4 Timeline") 
 Step Actors Description Expectations Potential problems 

1 Collaborate with the 
government UNWTO 

Present the project, what they can benefit and the 
financial support as well as explain the role in the 

project 

Project, tax exemptions, governmental bonus, local 
marketing campaign approval 

No collaboration 
Budget restrictions 

Marketing restrictions 
Modifications requested 

2 Setup tax exemptions, 
governmental bonus Government Determinate the amount of the bonus, tax 

exemptions and create a contract 
Tax exemptions during the setup of a sustainable project 

1000 $ bonus Budget restrictions 

3 Inform local authorities and 
ask for collaboration 

Government 
UNWTO 

Present the project, explain our goals, their benefits, 
their roles 

Agreement 
Personal investment 

Communication to the population 

No Collaboration 
Bad communication 

4 Inform the communities 
and ask for collaboration Local authorities Explain the project, the goals, the benefits, their 

roles, their opportunities 

Agreement 
Understanding 
Ideas of project 

No collaboration 
No project 

 

5 Get in touch with the TA Local authorities 
UNWTO 

Present the project, explain their role, their benefits, 
the conditions, the impacts 

Collaboration of the 8 TA 
Deep understanding of the impacts 

Motivation to invest in sustainable projects 

No collaboration 
No investment 

Budget restrictions 

6 Implement sustainable 
regulations in the TA UNWTO Describe and implement the regulations and 

procedures in the TA 
TA approval and understanding 

LT implementation 

No collaboration 
ST implementation 

Minimum 

7 Create the board committee 

Government 
TA 

UNWTO 
Community 
members 

Create a committee including TA, Government & 
UNWTO that will take decisions and invest 

Presence of all actors 
Involvement of each actor 

Good relationship between all actors 

No involvement 
Bad communication 

Important disagreement 

8 Create a supervising team UNWTO Choose someone that will check if the sustainable 
criteria are followed Stay a sustainable project Bad collaboration 

9 Find strategic partners Government 
UNWTO 

Find companies, associations or NGO to 
collaborate for the promotion 

Support from both parties 
Be on their website, brochures, etc. 

No collaboration 
Not enough support 

10 Create the website UNWTO Create the website that links UNWTO to TA and 
partners Interactive, professional, user-friendly website Bad work 

IT problems 

11 Create and manage social 
networks 

Government 
UNWTO 

Be present on Facebook, Youtube, Twitter and 
Chinese Networks 

Collaboration of the government 
Have an important presence and followers 

No collaboration 
No interest 

12 Start the promotion and 
marketing campaigns 

Government 
UNWTO 

Do a national and international campaign via TV, 
newspaper, radio 

Increase demand 
Being known 

Being ready to start the tours 

No interest 
No impact 

Delays 
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7 Conclusion 

The World Tourism Organization has been supporting the development of sustainable tourism along the Silk 

Road for many years. Ningxia, one of the five regions in China historically linked to the Silk Road trade 

route, offers numerous tourism opportunities in terms of their ethnical and cultural links to the trade route, and 

marketing and promotion. Ningxia will thus be the initial region where a prospective sustainable association 

between the Chinese government and local travel agencies within all 5 regions in China (historically linked to 

the Silk Road) will be implemented.   

The association features a universal website, which will act as an intermediary with the customers for 

organizing and gathering all participating travel agencies. The participating travel agencies will benefit from 

facilitated communication with their customers, marketing expertise and promotion, and better-funded 

resources. In return, sustainable criteria will have to be respected and a 5% commission is extracted from the 

travel agencies. These funds will be used to invest in activities that will drive local development in 

underdeveloped areas, improve the living conditions, improve the environmental protection, create new 

opportunities for employment, integrate and bring different minorities from different regions and countries 

together.  

Should the project in Ningxia be successful, further and similar investments in the remaining four regions 

will be made in an attempt to integrate all relevant regions into the pre-existing system. However, it is 

important to note that the cooperation of all significant participants will be required for the concept to be 

successful. 
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1 Appendices 

1.1 Ningxia 

Historical & cultural reasons 

Ningxia is arguably the one region in China that has the most cultural significance in terms of the Silk Road’s 

legacy. The Silk Road route in China began in the city of Xi’an (formerly the Chinese capital known as 

Chang’an) located in Shaanxi province (Miller, 2010). With Ningxia’s geographical location situated 

between Xi’an and the shores of the Mediterranean, cultural exchanges that took place during the period of 

the Silk Road trade were often interlaced with the region. Ningxia became a prominent Silk Road hub for the 

exchange of many different cultures, beliefs, and ideas (Hearne, 2009).   

The influence of the extensive cultural exchanges that took place as a result of the Silk Road is very 

significant. The ethnicity and culture of Ningxia can be directly attributed to the region’s history and position 

along the Silk Road trading route (The Silk Road in Ningxia, 2012). Ningxia is the only provincial level Hui 

autonomous region in China, with approximately 35% of the region’s population consisting of the Hui 

people (a minority ethnic group in China that is predominantly Muslim). The Hui people comprises of 

various different ancestry, in which many are the direct descendants of the Silk Road travelers (Yao, Kong, 

Wang, Zhu, & Zhang, 2004).   

This unique characteristic of Ningxia represents the true essence of “the greatest route in the history of 

mankind”, a channel that inspired the exchange of dialogue, art, ideas, and technology between people of 

different cultures (UNWTO, 2012). In addition, Ningxia represents an ideal opportunity for the UNWTO to 

implement one of its objectives of using Silk Road tourism as a vehicle for stimulating peace and cultural 

understanding (UNWTO, 2011).   
 

Economic reasons 

Out of the five provinces historically linked to the Silk Road, Ningxia’s cultural heritage combined with its 

current economic situation makes it the region that has the most opportunity for economic growth for Silk 

Road tourism in China. 

Although Ningxia’s neighboring provinces Shaanxi and Inner Mongolia are two of the fastest growing 

provinces during the last 5 years, Ningxia is the province with the third smallest GDP in China. This can be 

attributed to several reasons, one of which being that Ningxia’s population is not large enough to be a 

“consumption hub” (The China Perspective, 2011).   

In short, Ningxia’s historical importance, strong cultural links to the Silk Road, and economic potential from 

tourism makes it a suitable region to implement the Silk Road tourism action plan in China. The historical 

and cultural significances are not only relevant with the theme of the UNWTO Silk Road project, but it can 

also be leveraged as a unique selling point for marketing promotion. 
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Marketing reasons 

In terms of identified marketing opportunities, there is currently an enormous gap between the amount of 

domestic arrivals and international arrivals in Ningxia (Hong Kong Trade Development Council, 2012). In 

terms of international tourism revenue and reception of overseas tourists, Ningxia ranks the lowest in both 

categories among all the provinces in China. Domestic travel is thus the dominant market for the Ningxia 

tourism industry, current major international tourist origins include Hong Kong, Macau, Japan, USA, 

Germany, France and Singapore. However, with one-third of Ningxia’s population being Muslims, the 

region enjoys wider and natural advantages in getting connected to the Arab world (Li, 2011). In addition, 

Ningxia has geographical advantages not only because it is within a distance of 1500km from all of China’s 

provincial capitals, but it is also within a distance of only 3000km from all major Southeast Asia and Arab 

countries. It is highly recommended for the Ningxia tourism sector to increase marketing efforts in Arab 

countries (China Hourly, 2011) and current major sources of overseas arrival. 

Yinchuan (the capital of Ningxia) accounts for 34% of all arrivals to Ningxia due to significant tourist 

attractions for domestic tourists (Global Institute for Tomorrow, 2008); however the overseas leisure market 

is currently relatively small despite the presence of destinations such as Helan Mountain, rock paintings, and 

pyramid tombs (Liu, 2010). Among the overseas arrivals, Ningxia in general is more renown as a business 

destination than a leisure destination due to the region’s agriculture, natural resources, and sustainable energy 

resource. Given that approximately 58% of domestic tourists visit Ningxia for leisure purposes (Global 

Institute for Tomorrow, 2008), and the apparent lack of overseas leisure tourism, there is potential and 

opportunity for improving the currently underdeveloped international leisure tourism in the region through 

appropriate marketing. 

 

1.2 Balance scorecard 

Category Objectives Examples of measures 

Ec
ol

og
ica

l 

Reduce pollution 

Decrease of water intoxication 
Decrease of CO2 emissions 
Increase % of waste sorted 
Increase % using/creating  green energies 

Keep cultural and natural 
heritage 

Increase expenses in restoration costs 
Maintain # of natural species 
Increase % sales of the craft industry 
Decrease % urbanization 

So
cia

l Improve communication and 
social integration 

Decrease # of social conflicts 
Increase % of Hui working in management positions 
Increase # of people from minorities in tourism industry 
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So
cia

l 
Improve education 

Illiteracy rate decrease 
Increase # of schools built 
Increase # of people graduating 
Increase % people speaking English 

Ec
on

om
ic 

Reduce poverty 

Decrease of the unemployment rate 
GDP growth 
Increase of PPP 
Decrease % child mortality 

Increase tourism 

Increase # of arrivals 
Increase # of hotels built 
Increase # long haul flights 
Increase % expenses / tourist 

 

1.3 Financial explanations 

1.3.1 Demand forecast 

The potential demand for the next 5 years is based on historical data from 2005-2010. The average overseas 

demand is increasing by 17% per year (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2011). The domestic demand 

had an increase of 12% from 2010 to 2012 and we assumed that it would continue to grow through the next 

5 years (HKTDC, 2010). 

 

 

1.3.2 Pilot project explanation 

In order to show that our strategy could have a positive financial impact, we decided to show how an 

implementation of our project would work on one city in Ningxia, Yinchuan.  

To offer a sustainable tour for the association, we will work with the travel agencies of Yinchuan.  

 8 travel agencies are currently present in the city 

o We assume that 4 of them will collaborate with us due to the benefits we offer. 

o Assuming that they would offer a specific 3-days sustainable tour only for us, we 

calculate that they will start by offering 2 tours per week for up to 10 people per 
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tour. Taking an average of 5 people twice a week, each agency will be able to take 

care of 520 people. 

o Our goal for the first year is to attract 2080 tourists within the 4 agencies.  

o To show that it is possible to attract the amount of tourists, we calculate our 

potential market that is 25% of the entire demand for Ningxia, 3.5 million. 

(Euromonitor international, 2012) 

o Out of our calculated 25% of the entire market of the demand for Ningxia, 56% of 

it is interested in and willing to pay more for a sustainable tour (Developpement 

durable, 2011). 

o The excepted number represents 0.11% of our potential market.  

o There is an expected increase per year, with an estimated 2 additional agencies will 

accept to collaborate with our association.  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Based on the benchmark of a French sustainable travel agency, our amount of tourists attracted is low 

compare to our potential market in Ningxia (Croq'Nature, 2011). It means that an expansion is possible 

throughout the next years. 

1.3.3 Profit and Loss 

In order to demonstrate the financial impact, we took an example of an already existing cultural sightseeing 

tour through a Travel Agency in Yinchuan, Ningxia (Chinatravel, 2008). For a three-day tour the average 

price is $373. This price includes entrance fees, meals, private transfers, guide, hotels, services and taxes. The 

tour impacts each sector within the tourism industry. The revenue and expenses are calculated based on a 

financial analysis of an international travel agency (Bplans, 2010). For an international travel agency, the 

direct costs of sales are 75% of the sales. An additional 5% is taken for the association. 
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1.3.4 Revenue 

We are taking 5% commission on the sustainable tours sales. This money will be reinvested in sustainable 

activities Out of this amount, a percentage will be use for the website, marketing and HR.  
 

 

 
 

1.3.5 Investment 

The investment is calculated based on the price of a basic website in the current market. The marketing 

investment per year is established with a benchmark of several sources (Mplans, 2010; Portent, 2011). The 

Human Resources salary is based on the average salary wage of one employee working fulltime in Madrid. 

(Lejustesalaire, 2010) 
 

 
 

1.4 Timeline 
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