
Gino Andreetta, CEO of Club Med 
Greater China, said the country’s 
hosting of the global winter sports 
event will amplify tourist interest 
in China.

Global holiday resort chain Club 
Med’s Asia-Pacific snow holiday 
report revealed that China joined 
Japan, South Korea and Switzerland 
as the top snow holiday destinations 
for Asian travelers.

Released in September, the study 
was based on surveys of more than 
5,000 respondents in Asia-Pacific 
and covered travels made over the 
last three years.

Andreetta said most tourists sur-
veyed who traveled to China for 
winter holidays came from nearby 
countries such as Malaysia, Thailand 
and South Korea. And most of them 
were affl  uent millennials who spent 
their time skiing and snowboarding. 

“China is now very much on the 
radar of the regional snow holiday-
maker and (becoming) an emerging 
future powerhouse for winter holi-
days,” he said.

In 2015, China won the bid to host 
the Winter Olympics, making Beijing 
the fi rst city in the world to host both 
the Summer and Winter Games. 
This spurred the launch of a winter 
sports development plan that aims 
to build a total of 650 skating rinks 
and 800 ski resorts by 2022.

Hosting the Winter Games, how-
ever, is just the latest Chinese initia-
tive to attract winter tourism dollars. 
Several of China’s northern prov-
inces, after all, have cold and snowy 
winters that have been drawing in 
visitors for years, especially those 
from tropical countries in Southeast 
Asia and the Pacifi c.

One of these popular winter desti-
nations is Heilongjiang. The north-
eastern province is China’s coldest 
region, with temperatures dropping 
to as low as -50 C and the winter 
season lasting for eight months. 

This freezing weather appeals to 
tourists, both domestic and foreign. 
The town of Yabuli is home to Chi-
na’s largest ski resort and hosted the 
1996 Winter Asian Games and the 
2008 National Winter Games. The 
Yabuli Ski Resort has 46 ski tracks 
that run for a total of 88 kilometers 
and can accommodate both novice 
and more experienced skiers.

Heilongjiang’s main winter draw, 
however, is its capital. Harbin, also 
known as the “ice city”, has lured 
millions of tourists over the past 
three decades, enticed by the mas-
sive and colorfully lit ice sculptures 
that decorate its streets during win-
ter. These sculptures are part of the 
city’s annual ice and snow festival, 
established in 1985.

Last year alone, the festival attract-
ed 18 million visitors and pulled in 
28.7 billion yuan in tourism revenue 

for Harbin, according to The Associ-
ated Press.

Another northeastern province, 
Jilin, has emerged as a key winter 
tour destination. According to the 
local tourism authority, Jilin wel-
comed about 62 million tourists in 
the 2016-17 winter season, or nearly 
20 percent more than the previous 
year.

The province’s top two winter 
resorts — Wanda Changbaishan 
International Ski Resort and Vanke 
Songhua Lake Resort — received 
more than 300,000 tourists in the 
2016-17 winter season.

In the northwestern part of China, 
tourists have been heading for Xin-
jiang in recent years, enticed by the 
light powder snow that covers its 
vast landscape during the winter 
season. The slopes of Mount Altay 
draw skiers and other winter tour-
ists. Three million tourists visited 
the Altay prefecture during the 2017 
winter season alone, according to a 
Xinhua report. 

Li Bin, Altay’s deputy Party secre-
tary, told China Daily late last year 
that the prefecture is coated with 
“quality snow” for up to 180 days a 
year and “its skiing conditions may 
well be on par with the Swiss Alps”. 

Tourism industry players inter-
viewed by China Daily Asia Weekly 
said the number of international 

winter tourists is likely to rise in the 
years ahead as China prepares for 
the Winter Olympics. 

“China’s initial efforts in Yabuli 
and Changbaishan to turn China 
into a winter ski destination made 
an impression among Chinese and 
Asian travelers,” said Mei Zhang, 
founder of boutique travel agency 
WildChina.

Zhang said the Winter Olympics 
has put China “on the (radar) of bil-
lions of people”, enabling it to reach 
out to travelers outside of Asia.

Laurent Vanat, a Geneva-based 
ski industry researcher, said win-
ning the bid to host the quadren-
nial sporting event has given China 
“further impetus to develop its ski 
industry”. He said the number of ski 
indoor centers and ski resorts in Chi-
na is growing “in a way that you can’t 
fi nd anywhere else in the world”.

Vanat publishes the annual Inter-
national Report on Snow and Moun-
tain Tourism, an in-depth overview 
of key factors in the ski industry. The 
latest report noted that China now 
has the world’s highest number of 
indoor ski centers — at 21. 

One of these ski centers is locat-
ed at the Harbin Wanda Cultural 
Tourism City — a resort and theme 
park launched in June 2017 by the 
Beijing-based conglomerate Wanda 
Group. The theme park is home to 

the world’s largest indoor snow park, 
with six diff erent slopes, a 500-meter 
snow track, and capacity to host up 
to 3,000 skiers.

Apart from the Wanda Group, 
other companies are building new 
ski resorts and winter sports centers, 
anticipating the Winter Games to 
attract more snow holiday tourists.

According to Ding Changfeng, 
CEO of the ice and snow business 
department of real estate developer 
China Vanke Co, skiing could soon 
emerge as the raison d’etre for win-
ter vacation tours, with more diverse 
and professional services on the 
horizon.

Shenzhen-listed Vanke currently 
operates ski resorts in Jilin and Bei-
jing. It is also building the Hanhai-
liang Ski Resort in the Chongli dis-
trict of North China’s Hebei prov-
ince. Set to open in 2019, the ski 
resort will feature a record-breaking 
trail vertical drop of 810 meters.

Club Med plans to open a ski resort 
by 2022 in Thaiwoo, Hebei — one 
of the venues slated for the Winter 
Olympics. The Thaiwoo resort will 
be the company’s third ski resort in 
China. There are currently Club Med 
ski resorts in Yabuli and Beidahu in 
Jilin province.

In Shanghai, Singaporean holding 
fi rm KOP Limited and Chinese prop-
erty fi rms Shanghai Lujiazui Devel-

opment and Shanghai Harbour City 
Development are jointly developing 
a resort. One of its main attractions 
is an indoor ski and snow park span-
ning 90,000 square meters.

While such developments bode 
well for the future of winter tour-
ism in China, industry players said 
improved services and facilities are 
key to gaining a bigger share of the 
international market. 

“Local planners and resort own-
ers should carefully develop proper-
ties based on the capacity of natu-
ral resources and the environment. 
Quality of service should always 
supersede quantity,” said Cao Jian-
wei, deputy chief of Chongli district. 

WildChina’s Zhang believes Chi-
na can stand out by off ering good 
customer services at reasonable 
prices.

“The area around Beijing doesn’t 
have the natural conditions to com-
pete against the (European) Alps 
and the Rocky Mountains (in Cana-
da),” she said. But Zhang noted that 
China’s ski resorts can cater to novice 
skiers — a client base that can be 
further developed.

“Focus on serving beginner (ski-
ers) by (providing them) with Eng-
lish-speaking ski instructors, run 
world-class ski schools, and provide 
really good value for money. China 
can stand out that way,” she said.

The sport can spur the growth of winter vacation tourism in China
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Holidaymakers take cable cars at a ski fi eld in Shenyang, Northeast China’s Liaoning province. China is emerging as a future powerhouse for winter holidays. 
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