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Abstract: As the national economic situation improves, concerns about rural issues in China, a large
agricultural country, are gradually increasing. Hence, rural tourism has been thrust into the limelight.
This research is based on the National Rural Tourist Towns of China (NRTTC). It aims to analyze
the spatial structure, influencing factors and their relevance to rural tourism development. Initially,
this research examines the spatial distribution pattern in terms of kernel density. Subsequently, the
imbalance index and Lorenz curve are used to distinguish the differences in spatial distribution. The
Gini coefficient is used to explore the clustered regional distribution. The results indicate the follow-
ing: (1) the number of NRTTC in each province is relatively even; and (2) the spatial distribution is
highly uneven. The degree of aggregation is bounded by the Hu Huanyong boundary, with more
in the southeast and less in the northwest. The capital circle is the core density area. Additionally,
those NRTTC in the eastern and southeastern regions have a large distribution density and a more
comprehensive radiation range. This study additionally analyzed the factors influencing the spatial
distribution characteristics of NRTTC, and found four crucial aspects, namely, the national develop-
ment strategy, the social environment, the geographical environment, and historical development.
This research can provide a reference for the construction of rural tourist towns in different countries
and regions.

Keywords: cultural heritage; influencing factors; national rural tourist towns of China; rural economy;
rural revitalization; rural tourism; spatial distribution characteristics; spatial layout; spatial structure

1. Introduction

As China is an agricultural country, agriculture is one of the three pillars of the
country’s national economy [1]. At the beginning of the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC), China put forward the goal of shared prosperity as a socialist
country, growing rich first before attempting to make up for the imbalance between rural
and urban development [2,3]. Subsequently, rural economic development has received
the attention of the community. From the perspective of geography, rural areas account
for 92.38% of China’s territory [4]. From the perspective of administration, there are
662,238 town-level administrative units in China [5]. As of 2020, data from China’s National
Bureau of Statistics show that China has 509.92 million permanent rural town residents,
accounting for 36.1% of the country’s total population [6,7]. This means that 6.4% of the
global population lives in rural China. It is important to focus on developing China’s rural
areas for both the Chinese people and for global civilization as a whole [8].

In 2017, the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CCP) proposed
implementing a rural revitalization strategy [9], putting forward the general requirements
of prosperous industry, livable ecological villages, civilized governance, and an influential
and affluent life for residents with a commitment to consolidating and enhancing the
achievements of new rural construction [10]. In 2021, the CCP Central Committee released

Land 2022, 11, 812. https://doi.org/10.3390/land11060812 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land

https://doi.org/10.3390/land11060812
https://doi.org/10.3390/land11060812
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9247-4016
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7455-0548
https://doi.org/10.3390/land11060812
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/land11060812?type=check_update&version=1


Land 2022, 11, 812 2 of 21

the Opinions of the CCP Central Committee and the State Council on Comprehensively
Promoting Rural Revitalization and Accelerating agricultural and Rural Modernization in
order to implement vigorous construction activity in rural areas [11,12]. After implementing
the rural revitalization strategy, rural construction practices led by local governments
have emerged [13].

Tourism is an inclusive industry. It has a strong ability to integrate primary, secondary,
and tertiary industries [14,15]. Tourism and the primary industries can link together
to create rural tourism, and integration with the secondary industries creates industrial
tourism. Integration with cultural industries produces cultural tourism [16]. This is the ideal
channel that can help towns develop new economic formats according to local conditions
and protect their original industries to a large extent. Through these tourist towns’ example
and driving role, more towns can understand the same benefits and adopt a similar model,
investing more into rural construction.

In 2021, the Italian government put forward the National Rural Revitalization Plan
(Piano Nazionale Borghi), divided into two lines of intervention, in order to achieve rural
revitalization. The first is the cultural, social, and economic revitalization of villages by
implementing new functional spaces, new infrastructure, and new services in 21 pilot
villages abandoned or at risk of being abandoned. The second is to combine cultural
heritage protection with social and economic revitalization in order to develop rural tourism
to improve the employment environment and alleviate the trend of reduced population in
villages [17]. In 2020, Maroto-Martos et al. studied strategic plans based on the Liaison entre
Actions de Développement de l’Économique Rurale (LEADER) approach for rural areas
in Spain and Germany. They believed that information and communication technologies
should promote the restoration, protection, management, and promotion of natural and
cultural heritage in the most difficult rural areas, rather than solely improving the quality
of accommodation and residents’ income [18]. As China is a developing country, with the
promulgation of the rural revitalization policy, the enhancement of the national economy,
and the emergence of the phenomenon of reverse urbanization, the attention paid to rural
tourism has increased sharply year over year [19–21]. Throughout Chinese history, many
ancient ethnic groups in different natural environments and with different cultural features
have gradually converged into an increasingly integrated Chinese ethnic community thanks
to a long period of communication, differentiation, and re-integration [22,23]. China has
a vast territory with many ethnic minorities, rich regional characteristics, rural architectural
styles, and historical traditions [24]. Different towns have different individual development
potential, and there is no comprehensive guidance model for determining and constructing
specific recommendations. As a result, the local governments may develop blindly, even
creating an unnecessary waste of workforce and resources on construction [25]. Therefore,
it is essential to study rural tourist towns. After setting standards for similar villages,
local governments can avoid unnecessary waste of resources via trial and error, and the
development of towns can be better guided.

On 2 August 2021, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the PRC (MCTC) announced
the first batch of NRTTC [26]. This list plays an exemplary role in setting specific norms
for rural tourism in order that the benefits can be gradually formed, improving residents’
rural environment and living standards. This can drive the development of rural tourism
to promote the economic benefits of rural areas, allowing more residents and towns to
understand the benefits of rural construction, improving residents’ recognition of the
benefits and thus forming a positive cycle [27]. The development of rural tourism is
a crucial step in rural revitalization, and is a positive response to the overall strategy of
rural renewal in China [28].

Social organizations and institutions have published similar lists before; however, the
NRTTC is the first resource related to the national rural tourist towns that the Chinese
central government has posted, proving that rural tourism is a significant method of rural
revitalization [29–31]. For a centralized country such as China, this directory is the most
authoritative document to guide rural tourism development [32]. In terms of theoretical
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research, several studies at the rural administrative level have explored rural tourist vil-
lages. From the international perspective, scholars are now paying more attention to the
supply motivation, the supply and demand contradiction in rural tourism, innovations
in rural tourism operation modes, and the consumption model of rural tourism [33–36].
Research on rural tourism has gradually diversified under the many Chinese domestic
rural revitalization policies involving rural tourism development modes, coordination
between rural tourism and rural revitalization, tourism development, and construction of
countryside settlements [37–39]. In terms of empirical development, many tourist villages
and towns are conscious of protecting the natural ecology in order to develop their own
unique culture. Local governments have achieved breakthroughs in the development of
rural tourism, the use of rural human resources and natural resources, farming activities
within the local cultural tradition of agricultural civilization, and leisure tourism. However,
a gap remains in the research in the lack of practical examples of the spatial structure and
geographical distribution of rural tourism, as there are a variety of town styles in China.
A single template cannot be applied to the whole country. Therefore, analyzing these
villages from the perspective of macroscopic spatial structural characteristics can help us to
better understand China’s rural tourism resources and provide an important basis for sus-
tainable development of the rural environment. This study can provide a reference for rural
areas in China that are facing difficulties in tourism development and revitalization as well
as for countries with similar political, social environmental, geographical, and historical
conditions, such as China’s neighboring countries. An in-depth analysis of the reasons for
these towns being on the list and the influencing factors may provide a reference and a goal
for other villages that have rural tourism resources to work towards. Under the influence of
the COVID-19 pandemic, different epidemic prevention policies have curbed long distance
travel across provinces and territories, thereby promoting rural tourism [40,41].

2. Data Sources and Research Method
2.1. Data Sources

This research used the list provided by the NRTTC as its research object. ArcGIS 10.2
was used to analyze social and economic data from the official Chinese Government work
reports and statistical yearbooks, last updated at the end of 2021.

The NRTTC is a list issued by the MCTC. The MCTC and the National Development
and Reform Commission jointly selected the first batch of towns. In China, the government
selects towns with a high level of resource development and product construction and
which can provide a typical example and play a leading role in line with the cultural and
tourism development direction in which NRTTC ought to be established. This database
began to collect data in 2019, and the first batch was published in 2021, with the working
period lasting for three years. This list is considered to be the most authoritative and
representative list of rural tourist towns in China. The final version of this list selected
100 towns covering 22 provinces, five autonomous regions, and four municipalities.

This research used the location of each town’s official administrative institutes (in-
cluding the town government, street offices, community management committees, and
governing bodies) as the coordinate origin. We used these points to form a coordinate
database and selected their coordinates (X, Y) in the Google Maps coordinate picking
system. The raw spatial coordinates of the NRTTC were calibrated with the Google Maps
Coordinate picker, then the data were imported into ArcGIS. The coordinates were regis-
tered and projected in ArcGIS (Figure 1) and then displayed in the form of point feature
visualizations on a map of China obtained from the Map Technology Review Center of the
Ministry of Natural Resources of China.
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Figure 1. Geographic distribution of NRTTC.

2.2. Research Method
2.2.1. Kernel Density Estimation

This research used kernel density estimation to identify the spatial aggregation areas
of the NRTTC in China. Different kernel density calculation methods can be established on
the basis of other spatial distance concepts [42]. It is one of the nonparametric tests used
to estimate unknown density functions in probability theory. This method evaluated the
degree of spatial aggregation of NRTTC at the administrative region level. The formula is

fn(x) =
1

nh∑
n

i=1
k
(

x− Xi
h

)
(1)

where fn represents the kernel density estimation value of NRTTC, n represents the number
of towns, x−Xi represents the distance between the estimated points x and Xi, h represents
the search radius, and k represents the kernel function.

2.2.2. Imbalance Index

This research used the imbalance index method to calculate the distribution equi-
librium of the NRTTC. The discrepancy in the spatial distribution of NRTTC presented
differences in the densities of different regional rural tourist towns [43]. The imbalance
index, S, was used to reflect the balanced distribution of NRTTC at the administrative
region level. The formula is

S =
∑n

i=1 Yi − 50(n + 1)
100n− 50(n + 1)

(2)

where S represents the imbalance index, n represents the number of administrative regions
(n = 34), and Yi represents the cumulative percentage of the ith region within all tourist
towns. If the value of S is 0, the tourist towns are evenly distributed in each zone. When
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the S value is 1, the tourist towns are concentrated in a significant area. The closer the S
value is to 1, the more uneven the distribution of tourist towns is.

2.2.3. Gini Coefficient

This research used the Gini coefficient to describe the distribution of spatial elements
in discrete divisions in the spatial structure analysis, determining the geographical division
level of the spatial distribution of the locations of the NRTTC [44]. This is an index derived
from the Lorenz curve. The formula is

G =
−∑n

i=1 Pi ln Pi

ln N
(3)

C = 1− G (4)

where G is the Gini coefficient, N represents the number of tourist towns, Pi represents the
proportion of the number of NRTTC in the ith geographical division, and C refers to the
monotonous distribution of the Gini coefficient. The value of the Gini coefficient is between
0 and 1. The closer the result is to 0, the lower the concentration.

2.3. Research Design

The research on the spatial distribution characteristics and influencing factors of
NRTTC, as a whole, follows the path of establishing the research framework, problem
formulation, problem analysis, problem-solving, and summarizing the research [45].

• The research framework and problem-solving parts were based on a review of the
relevant data. The need for this research and its significance are proposed against the
research background through a literature review.

• The problem-solving section represents the main body of this research, and was based
on the four aspects (policy, social, geographical, historical levels) of the spatial distri-
bution characteristics of NRTTC and the influencing factors. The summary presents
the results of the research based on the conclusions, as well as any shortcomings.

3. Analysis of the Spatial Structure Characteristics of NRTTC
3.1. Overview of the Distribution of NRTTC

The list of rural tourist towns adopted in this research comes from the MCTC. The
research object is the first batch of the NRTTC on the list jointly selected by the National
Development and Reform Commission of the MCTC. Beginning in 2019, this ministry has
published lists of tourist areas at other administrative levels; however, this is the first time
they have posted a list at the town level [46]. According to China’s administrative regional
plan, the distribution of the NRTTC covers 31 administrative provinces, municipalities, and
autonomous regions (Table 1). There are six tourist towns in Xinjiang, while the number
of tourist towns in Hubei, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Guizhou is four each. The list excludes
Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan (the Republic of China), where the list is unavailable. All
other provinces have three tourist towns each.

Table 1. Statistics on the regional distribution of the NRTTC.

No. Administrative Region Number of Towns Proportion (%) Cumulative Proportion (%)

1 Xinjiang 6 6.00 6.00
2 Jiangsu 4 4.00 10.00
3 Hubei 4 4.00 14.00
4 Guizhou 4 4.00 18.00
5 Zhejiang 4 4.00 22.00
6 Sichuan 3 3.00 25.00
7 Shandong 3 3.00 28.00
8 Jiangxi 3 3.00 31.00
9 Heilongjiang 3 3.00 34.00
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Table 1. Cont.

No. Administrative Region Number of Towns Proportion (%) Cumulative Proportion (%)

10 Liaoning 3 3.00 37.00
11 Anhui 3 3.00 40.00
12 Hebei 3 3.00 43.00
13 Shanxi 3 3.00 46.00
14 Beijing 3 3.00 49.00
15 Shaanxi 3 3.00 52.00
16 Chongqing 3 3.00 55.00
17 Hunan 3 3.00 58.00
18 Yunnan 3 3.00 61.00
19 Henan 3 3.00 64.00
20 Gansu 3 3.00 67.00
21 Fujian 3 3.00 70.00
22 Tianjin 3 3.00 73.00
23 Shanghai 3 3.00 76.00
24 Tibet 3 3.00 79.00
25 Jilin 3 3.00 82.00
26 Guangdong 3 3.00 85.00
27 Qinghai 3 3.00 88.00
28 Ningxia 3 3.00 91.00
29 Guangxi 3 3.00 94.00
30 Inner Mongolia 3 3.00 97.00
31 Hainan 3 3.00 100.00
32 Hong Kong 0 0.00 100.00
33 Macao 0 0.00 100.00
34 Taiwan (R.O.C) Not available Not available 100.00

The classification of rural tourism resources into categories integrates the existing
resources more effectively [47]. This study distinguished the categories of rural tourist
towns in terms of Chinese rural tourism resources for the first time. GB represents the
national standard, which means that it has been approved and issued by the national
standardization authority [48]. This has an essential meaning for the economy of the
whole country and the development of technology with a uniform standard nationwide.
The category system of GB/T 18972-2017 “Classification, investigation, and evaluation
of tourism resources” (Document 2017) has eight categories and 25 subcategories [49].
The categories of standards include the geomantic landscape, the water landscape, the
ecological landscape, the astronomical and climatic landscape, buildings and facilities,
historical sites, destination shopping, and human activity. Among the primary tourist
resources of each town, in this research the “astronomical and climatic landscape” category
did not appear in the NRTTC, thus, the NRTTC were divided into seven major categories
and fifteen subcategories. This diagram shows that buildings and facilities (31) and the
geomantic landscape (30) are the two most dominant tourist resources in the tourist towns
as a whole, as 61% of the tourist resources are classified as one of these two types. The
“cultural landscape complex” subcategory had the most significant number of rural towns
in the category of buildings and facilities, accounting for 90.32% of this category (Figure 2).

Different administrative regions have various tourism resources (Figure 3). Buildings
and facilities and geomantic landscapes are two kinds of tourism resources common in
most regions, while other tourism resources are scattered across different regions.
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3.2. Spatial Distribution Characteristics
3.2.1. The Pattern of Spatial Distribution

The imbalanced distribution of NRTTC illustrates that it has specific spatial distri-
bution characteristics. With ArcGIS 10.2, according to the calculation model provided
in Formula (1), this research grouped the spatial patterns of NRTTC into four classes
(Table 2). The calculated density value can be divided into four levels: low density, medium
density, high density, and core density. The final generated spatial kernel density distri-
bution characteristics (Figure 4) show that the regions have no apparent aggregation in
terms of their administrative distribution, and are uneven in terms of their geographical
distribution (Table 3).

The results of this classification produced a distribution model of a core area, two sub-core
regions, and several small core areas:
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• The core refers to the core density surrounding Beijing and Tianjin, where the kernel
density was above 3.21;

• The two sub-cores are the two high-density areas, one with Jiangsu as the center,
radiating to Zhejiang, Shanghai, Anhui, Hubei, Anhui, and Jiangxi, and the other with
Hebei as the core and including Henan and Shaanxi. The kernel density estimation for
these sub-cores was between 0.17 and 1.79;

• The small core areas, which include the rest of the rural tourist towns, cover ev-
ery province of China. The kernel density estimation for this group was between
0.17 and 1.04.

Table 2. Kernel density analysis of NRTTC.

Density Classification Administrative Region Kernel Density Zone

Core density * Beijing 0.52–3.21
Tianjin 0.17–1.79

High density

* Jiangsu 0.17–1.79
Anhui 0.17–1.79

Shanghai 0.52–1.79
Zhejiang 0.17–1.04

Hubei 0.17–1.04
Jiangxi 0.17–1.04

* Henan 0.17–1.79
Shaanxi 0.17–1.79
Hebei 0.17–1.04

Medium density

* Sichuan 0.17–1.04
Chongqing 0.17–1.04

Shanxi 0.17–1.04

* Hunan 0.17–1.04
Fujian 0.17–1.04

Guangdong 0.17–1.04

* Gansu 0.17–1.04
Qinghai 0.17–0.52

* Ningxia 0.17–1.04
Inner Mongolia 0.17–1.04

* Liaoning 0.17–1.04
Jilin 0.17–1.04

Heilongjiang 0.17–1.04

* Guizhou 0.17–1.04
Yunnan 0.17–1.04
* Hainan 0.17–1.04

* Guangxi 0.17–1.04

* Xinjiang 0.17–1.04

Low density * Tibet 0.17–0.52

* Shandong 0.17–0.52
* Represents the core of the zone.

Table 3. Spatial indices of the NRTTC based on function calculations.

No. Function Index

1 Kernel density estimation 0.17–3.21
2 Imbalance index 0.15
3 Gini coefficient G = 0.97, C = 0.03
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3.2.2. Differences in Distribution between Administration Regions

China covers a vast area of 9.6 million km2, with longitudes ranging from 73◦33′ E to
135◦05′E and latitudes ranging from 3◦51′ N to 53◦33′ N [50]. Distances between provinces
are relatively large. The government has encouraged inter-provincial tourism in order to
reduce the circulation of people across provinces in an attempt to prevent and control the
COVID-19 pandemic, in which the NRTTC have a guiding effect.

According to the data in Table 1, the imbalance index (Formula (2)), or S, is 0.15. The
value of S is biased towards 0, which further indicates that the spatial distribution of these
rural tourist towns is relatively even across every administrative region in China.

According to the Lorenz curve (Figure 5), the cumulative proportion is almost parallel
to the line of perfect equality. The distance between the two lines is relatively close,
confirming the results obtained by the imbalance index.
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3.2.3. Clustered Regional Distribution

The geographical division of China follows the results obtained by experts in physical
geographical regionalization [51]. This has been a consensus for a long time in China.
China can be divided into seven regions according to their characteristics in order to better
explore the seven geographical areas from the perspectives of geography, climate, economy,
and administration [52].

China’s territory has seven primary geographical divisions, as summarized in
Table 4: north (Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Shanxi, Inner Mongolia), northeast (Liaoning, Jilin,
Heilongjiang), east (Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Jiangxi, Shandong, Fujian, Taiwan
(R.O.C.), south (Guangdong, Guangxi, Hainan, Hong Kong, Macao), southwest (Chongqing,
Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet), central (Henan, Hubei, Hunan), and northwest (Shaanxi,
Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, Xinjiang).

Table 4. Statistical distribution of rural tourist towns in the seven geographical regions of China.

Administrative Division Number of Towns Proportion (%) Cumulative Proportion (%)

East
(Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Jiangxi,

Shandong, Fujian, Taiwan (R.O.C.))
23 23.00 23.00

Northwest
(Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, Xinjiang) 18 18.00 41.00

Southwest
(Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet) 16 16.00 57.00

North
(Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Shanxi, Inner Mongolia) 15 15.00 72.00

Central
(Henan, Hubei, Hunan) 10 10.00 82.00

Northeast
(Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang) 9 9.00 91.00

South
(Guangdong, Guangxi, Hainan, Hong Kong, Macao) 9 9.00 100.00

The distribution of the NRTTC across the seven geographical divisions is quite differ-
ent. The east and southeast account for 41% of the total percentage. Those in the southwest
and north outnumber those in the northeast and south, which account for 16% and 15%,
respectively. The proportion in the south, northeast, and central is about 10% each. The
Gini coefficient (G) is 0.97, and the distribution uniformity, C, is 0.03. This result illustrates
that the distribution of NRTTC across the seven geographical divisions is quite uneven, and
the uniformity is very low. The distribution proportion in the east and northwest divisions
combined reaches 41%. The east division has the most rural tourist towns, with 23 rural
tourist towns, accounting for 23% of the total, while the south division has the fewest rural
tourist towns.

4. Influencing Factors in the Spatial Distribution of NRTTC
4.1. Policy Level

China is a socialist country; the ruling class of a socialist country is the proletariat, and
the main body of the proletariat is the peasants, who live in the rural areas [53]. Moreover,
China is a predominantly agricultural country, with thousands of years of history of human
agrarian civilization. With the progress of history and the promotion of industrialization,
the development of rural areas has been neglected for a long time. Therefore, the rural
economy has gradually fallen behind [54]. Developing rural tourism is a good way forward
when towns want to preserve their history and civilization while growing their economy.
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In the last few years, the Chinese government has been focused on developing the
economy in rural areas. It has promulgated a series of policies and regulations, and the
NRTTC list has gradually formed across this wider background.

• In 2014, China’s targeted poverty alleviation strategy was officially launched. China
fully implemented the Opinions on Innovative Mechanisms to Solidly Promote Rural
Poverty Alleviation and Development [55]. The supreme leader of the CCP, Xi Jinping,
put forward the strategic idea of poverty alleviation to ensure that all poor habitats
would be lifted out of poverty in 2019 and build a well-off society all around [56].

• On 30 December 2015, the General Office of the State Council of China issued the Guid-
ing Opinions on Promoting the Development of Rural Areas 123 [57]. This document
proposed to explore the deep integration of agriculture with the tourism, education,
culture, health, and pension industries. The integration of agriculture and tourism can
break through the traditional production mode, enhance the vitality of rural cultural
development, and clear the path to agricultural ecological development [58].

• On 20 January 2016, the Ministry of Agriculture of China and the Poverty Alleviation
Office of the State Council held a symposium to develop the key industries for precision
poverty alleviation in Fuping County, Hebei Province [59]. This symposium pointed
out that characteristic industries are the primary source of income for rural areas.
The tourism poverty alleviation project is one of the ten major projects implemented
by the Poverty Alleviation Office of the State Council of China for targeted poverty
alleviation [60]. The practice of many places has proven that rural tourism poverty
alleviation is an effective way to alleviate poverty.

• The Central Committee of the CCP and the State Council issued a strategic plan
for rural revitalization (2018–2022) and requiring all regions and departments to
implement it earnestly in light of the actual conditions [61].

Hence, the MCTC actively responded to the call to begin rural tourism and promote
rural revitalization through rural tourism. The NRTTC list in this research includes three to
six tourist towns in each province. The numbers are evenly distributed in each administra-
tive region. The spatial distribution across regions is very even. The list does not include all
of China’s famous tourist towns. Rural tourism development is not only for local tourism
development. The ultimate goal is to promote the development of the rural economy
through tourism. Not every town on the list has a high level of construction maturity.
The tourist towns in this list can radiate the benefits of tourism to the surrounding areas,
drive economic growth and rural revitalization, increase jobs, and serve as an example
nationwide to encourage the peaceful development of tourism in villages and towns.

In addition to rural revitalization, the ecological environment is a topic of particular
concern globally [62]. Adhering to green development is one of China’s national policies.
A healthy ecology means a suitable environment for travel, views, and livability. The out-
come of tourism in towns implies the creation of a sound ecology, which urges governments
at all levels to build a new pattern of agricultural development, which matches the carrying
capacity of resources and the environment, improves the environment’s quality according
to the actual town’s development situation, and lays a better foundation for rural tourism.

The Chinese government has set up the NRTTC for rural revitalization, which can
develop a characteristic economy through rural tourism as a pathway to preserving the
local natural ecosystem. The list does not include the most prosperous scenic areas. Instead,
each administrative region has the maximum range of coverage for the whole of China on
average through the NRTTC.

Mamamenba is an ethnic township located in Tibet (Figure 6) [63]. In 2014, the Chinese
government began to build Mamamenba’s ecological infrastructure as an example in the
region. The purpose of building this demonstration region is to narrow the gaps in national
development, explore the ancient ethnic culture of Monpa, and build a town with Monpa
characteristics. Through government guidance and mass participation, the local tourism
industry’s reception capacity and service quality have been significantly improved and
tourist infrastructure and supporting functions have been increasingly perfected, forming
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an excellent circular economy. The scale has been expanding year by year, and it has
now become a Grade 3A national tourist resort [64]. In this study, the tourism resource
subcategory of Mamamenba is defined as a Cultural landscape complex.
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4.2. Social Level

The number of towns and their population are positively correlated with the economic
level, which affects the spatial distribution pattern of the NRTTC. Obviously, in areas
with a high population density and developed economies many tourist towns are more
distributed and dense.

The graph in Figure 7 displays the most well-known population boundaries, which were
put forward by the Chinese scholar Hu Huanyong in 1935 [65]. The land area accounts for
36% of the territory, and the population accounts for 96% on the southeastern side of the line.
While the northwest side of this line accounts for 64% of the area, the population accounts for
only 4%. The population density difference is more than 40-fold. In terms of the distribution
density of all the tourist towns, one core area and two secondary core areas are distributed to
the southeast of this line. The remaining small areas are primarily spread to the southeast of
this line [66]. Only 17 tourist towns are located on the northwest side of the boundary, while
83 are located on the southeast side, accounting for 17% and 83%, respectively.
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The eastern region has the largest population. The northeast has the smallest, with
only 6.82% in 2020; second is the northwest, with 7.17% according to the Chinese Seventh
Population Census. This shows that population numbers and tourist towns have a particular
link. As a representative form of sub-urban tourism, the main source market of rural
tourism is from the nearby cities. Populous regions can expand rural tourism in the towns
of commuters, which would be conducive to the development of rural tourist towns. With
the largest number of people, the eastern region is the region with the largest number of
NRTTC, and thus the richest rural tourism resources (Figure 8).
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The total gross domestic product in 2020 (GDP, in billion CNY) from highest to
lowest was ranked as follows: east (38,743), central (14,022), south (13,845), north (12,140),
southwest (11,785), northwest (5592), and northeast (5112) [67]. The eastern region’s
GDP (unit: CNY) is always the highest. The density of the rural tourist towns in the
eastern area is relatively large. The radiation range is the widest for the whole country,
followed by the central and southern regions and the northern regions. From this, it can
be concluded that population and economic development are related to rural tourism.
The more developed the economy is, the more funds and resources will be available for
rural tourism development, creating positive feedback for urban tourism development [68].
This makes local rural tourism development more dynamic, innovative, and competitive.
Similarly, the more developed the economy is, the better the transportation system will
be, which will increase the radiation area. The audience base of tourists will be more
significant [69]. On the contrary, the traffic system in western China is relatively backward.
The number of tourists in scenic spots will therefore be reduced, which will harm the
development of local rural tourism.

Guli Street is a rural town located in Jiangsu (Figure 9) [70]. Jiangsu province has
a relatively high population density and a large land area [71]. Moreover, its comprehensive
economic strength has always been among the highest in China. The average educational
level of the population of this province is high, second only to Beijing, the capital of
China [72]. Guli Street has many famous scenic spots, such as the Taoyuan Caves, Mount
Niushou, and more. The town is surrounded by elevated and ground-based railways and
highway transportation resources. These affluent social and local resources have provided
a sustainable impetus to tourism development in this town [73]. In this study, the tourism
resource subcategory of Guli is defined as a Cultural landscape complex.
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Figure 9. A rural tourist town with balanced social resources: Guli Street, NRTTC.

4.3. Geographical Level

This research used ArcGIS10.2 to overlay the map of China with the DEM elevation
data (Figure 7), concluding that the distribution of rural tourist towns is related to their
altitude and topography. Most rural tourist towns are clustered at low altitudes (the plain
in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River and the North China Plain) and
low latitudes (10◦ N~30◦ N). North China is the region with the highest density of rural
tourist towns. The terrain is dominated by the North China Plain, which has a temperate
continental climate, sufficient light and heat, and fertile soil; the vegetation is primarily
deciduous broadleaf forests and temperate grasslands. The cultivated land resources are
rich, with an elevation of 100–500 m, and the terrain is flat and wide [74,75]. The middle
and lower reaches of the Yangtze River region are mainly 500 m above sea level. The
terrain is primarily hills and plains, and it has a subtropical monsoon climate, which is
warm and humid [76]. Across the area, there is abundant rainfall and many subtropical
evergreen broadleaf forests. This area includes the most popular freshwater lakes in China,
and natural resources are abundant; as a result, the region’s agriculture is booming [77].
The distribution of tourist towns in this area is the widest in China.

These two areas are more suitable for human life and the production of materials
than other areas, and the density and number of rural tourist towns in these two areas are
greater. This does not mean, however, that other regions are not rich in tourism resources.
For example, karst landforms are widespread in the southwest region of China, and there is
tourism based on caves in these rural tourist towns [78]. The vertical spectrum of vegetation
in the western mountainous plateau in this area is complete, and the range of vegetation is
rich. There are spectacular snow-capped mountains on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau. The vast
Gobi Desert and the Yadan landforms in the northwest region have temperate continental
climates and relatively arid scenery. South China has many hills, few plains, and broken
terrain. Due to its low latitude, it has a subtropical monsoon climate, and typhoons are
more frequent. Nevertheless, its natural resources are very distinctive, including the Danxia
landform and other wonders.

Nalati, in Xinjiang (Figure 10) [79], is a town located in a place surrounded by moun-
tains on three sides. The highest peak is the prominent peak of Mount Nalati, 4275 m above
mean sea level [80]. From ancient times, it has been a famous pasture area, one of the
world’s four subalpine meadow areas of grassland plants. The Nalati grassland is a natural
summer resort. This town’s rich and highly distinctive natural beauty means that is has
had plenty of exposure. In this study, the tourism resource subcategory of Nalati is defined
as a Vegetation landscape.
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4.4. Historical Level

A rich historical and cultural heritage can become a unique tourism resource to attract
tourists, further develop rural tourism in undeveloped areas, increase regional economy,
and promote rural revitalization [81]. Cultural reserves should be built while developing
rural cultural tourism. Cultural reserves can express history and modernity, life and
culture, and materiality and spirituality. Thus, cultural reserves are both living areas and
an emotional expression in space of the local people, as well as production and inheritance
sites of intangible cultural heritage. Regions with a long history have more cultural tourism
resources, and thus more towns in the NRTTC list. The cultural reserves completely retain
the local cultural heritage, maintaining the characteristics of local tourism and enabling the
rural tourism economy.

China has a history of nearly 5000 years, during which time there have been countless
dynasties [82], which today have produced numerous tourist destinations. Historically,
the location of the capital city has led to an economic boom in the surrounding rural area,
producing many cultural heritage sites. Different dynasties had different capitals and
different cultural heritage sites, producing different cultural tourist sites. Beijing is the
modern capital of China and the place with the highest density of NRTTC.

Shaoshan town in Hunan province is the hometown of Mao Zedong, the pioneer who
founded the People’s Republic of China and the Communist Party of China (Figure 11) [83].
It has prominent characteristics of the red tourism industry [84], and has naturally become
a patriotic education base and revolutionary memorial in China [85]. Based on its unique
historical background, Shaoshan has dug deep into its red cultural resources, developed
continuously by relying on tourism, and became one of China’s most famous red tourism
destinations [86]. In this study, the tourism resource subcategory of Shaoshan is defined as
Material cultural relics.
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5. Discussion

This research analyzed the spatial pattern of NRTTC (Figure 12). From the perspective
of the numerical distribution across each province, the distribution is relatively even. From
the perspective of the entire Chinese territory, the spatial distribution is highly uneven.
National policies, population density, the economic level, and the geographical environment
all influence the spatial distribution of rural tourist towns to a certain extent. The overall
spatial distribution of NRTTC is greater in the southeast than in the northwest.

Figure 12. Main research framework.
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The list is time-sensitive, will change with time, and due to the limited number on
the list, it cannot include all of the towns with relevant development potential nationwide.
Xinjiang has the greatest number of tourist towns (six), twice as many as most provinces.
Nevertheless, Xinjiang has a small population and an underdeveloped economy. This
phenomenon is mainly due to the large land area of Xinjiang. The transportation system in
this region is not developed, and it is not easy to travel between various places. Xinjiang
is located in the hinterland of Eurasia, in the region of northwestern China, bordering
eight different countries. Xinjiang’s strategic location is critical. Wen Jiabao, the former
premier of the State Council of China, visited in Nalati in Xinjiang and proposed making the
Nalati scenic area one of the five major scenic area for Xinjiang’s fundamental development.
As a socialist centralized country, the central government holds absolute power; policy
inclinations can therefore make up for deficiencies in other development conditions to
a certain extent.

From the perspective of tourism resource categories, cultural heritage has a very
significant impact on the distribution of tourist towns. Most cultural heritage sites among
the NRTTC are preserved in the circle of Beijing and Jiangsu, and the regional density
is more concentrated. Henan, Sichuan, and Shaanxi, which have their own rich history.
Although the cultural heritage sites are not as dense as in the other two core areas, they
can form an agglomeration because of their rich historical resources. By contrast, while the
southern part of China has a higher economic development now, there are few historical
traces in the southern region other than a few tourist towns with architectural facilities
and historical relics. Most scenic areas in the southern area are natural and depend upon
the local topography and landform development. As can be seen from the map of China
shown above, there are fewer administrative regions in northwest China, which has a more
extensive area and higher elevations. The administrative regions on the southeast side of
the Hu Huanyong boundary are densely distributed, and the terrain is gentle. Although the
number of tourist towns in each administration region is similar, they present an uneven
spatial distribution as a result.

Meanwhile, through our influence factors analysis, this article can provide a reference
for rural construction in other countries near China with similar national policies and social,
geographical, and historical environments. For example, such a policy provides priority
support to towns which, although suffering economically, have development potential. Poli-
cies should encourage nearby towns with large populations and more developed economies
to innovate in terms of tourism and to create better rural tourism opportunities. Guidance
and references should be provided for local towns which, while not well-developed, have
distinctive geographical landscapes. In order to develop characteristic cultural tourism,
cultural reserves should be set aside for towns with historical and cultural heritage. Devel-
oping rural tourism should, as far as possible, ensure the preservation of the local cultural
heritage, maximize the protection of local history and civilization, provide full play to the
different characteristics of the town, and only then develop the local economy.

As a predominantly agricultural country for thousands of years, China cannot be
limited to solving infrastructure problems by the construction and development of rural
tourism. Every participant in rural construction should be more flexible in linking local
history and culture as well as in thinking about the significance of rural tourism for rural
values and civilization, avoiding similarities between rural and urban construction, and
thinking about rural areas’ mode of existence and importance in the contemporary era.

6. Conclusions

This article used a spatial analysis method to research different densities in different
areas and their spatial distribution. Next, it further proved the previous spatial analysis
through data analysis, making the results more objective and accurate. From the imbalance
index, it can be seen that there are two essential centers in the country: Beijing is the
center, with the highest kernel density, while Jiangsu is the sub-center, with the most
comprehensive radiation range. At the same time, it was determined that the number
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of tourist towns on this list is relatively evenly distributed across provinces. However,
the spatial distribution is highly uneven. The distribution of NRTTC is influenced by
national policies, demographic factors, and the geographical environment. In addition,
historical factors are essential for a town to become one of the NRTTC. It can be seen that
the proportion of towns with building and facility resources in the NRTTC list is the largest,
and these buildings and facilities mainly comprise the local material cultural heritage.
Historical factors can improve the infrastructure and cultural development in certain areas,
and can be used as a cultural reserve to form the regional tourist characteristics.

With the development direction of NRTTC as an example, this research has discussed
the phases of achievement of rural tourism in the development process. Rural tourism
faces many challenges and difficulties, and many towns in the world are undeveloped. It
can be expected that thorough analysis of the directory of rural tourist towns provided
in this research can provide a more precise and more stereotypical models for the con-
struction of rural tourist towns. Every prosperous rural tourist town is not determined
by only one factor. Each town has its main advantages and general advantages, as well
as its disadvantages. For example, Nalati, as mentioned above, has significant natural
landscape advantages. However, due to its geographical location in a mountainous area
the transportation is not convenient, which limits economic development. In addition, it
has the unique local customs and practices of the Kazakh nationality, which are historical
and cultural advantages. The distribution of the NRTTC in terms of resource type can
correspond to different tourism resource towns, which can become a good reference point.

The successful development of tourist towns is a unique historical point. In certain
areas, there is a misunderstanding regarding the development of rural tourism. It is
thought that a standard development model is likely to lead to the outcomes of rural
tourism being almost the same, and that there is thus ultimately no novelty. In such cases,
a screened reference list with multiple perspectives can be of crucial value to other regions
in similar situations.
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