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 ■ Abstract

This paper is based on the survey of the damage and post-earthquake recovery status of the Tibetan 
traditional villages located in the Jiuzhaigou Valley Scenic and Historic Interest Area, a Natural World Heritage 
property. Firstly, the situation of the Tibetan villages after the earthquake is clarified, as well as the problems 
entailed due to the process of recovery. Secondly, recommendations are given for the conservation and 
development of these traditional villages with cultural heritage value, located inside the natural heritage 
site, following the features of Tibetan architecture. Finally, the paper identifies the problems of community 
development and the requirements for disaster prevention and mitigation.
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 ■ 1. Introduction

The Jiuzhaigou Valley Scenic and Historic Interest 
Area is located in the Aba Autonomous Prefecture, 
Sichuan Province, in the South Western area of 
China [Fig. 1]. It was listed as a UNESCO Natural 
World Heritage property in 1992 (UNESCO 
World Heritage Centre 1992). On July 7, 2017, 
a 7.0-magnitude earthquake occurred in the 
Jiuzhaigou Valley, with the epicenter located in a 
village 5 Km away from the scenic spot. It caused 
25 deaths, 525 injuries, and damage to more than 
73,000 houses(Southwest Jiaotong University World 
Heritage International Research Center 2018.) Due 
to the fact that many scenic spots were damaged 
to varying degrees, the Scenic and Historic Interest 
Area was temporarily closed. After the earthquake, 
the author did an investigation on the damage 
caused by the earthquake to the scenic spots and 
traditional Tibetan villages inside the World Heritage 
property and made recommendations for their 
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recovery.

 ■ 2. Natural and Cultural Values of Jiuzhaigou Valley

The Jiuzhaigou Valley Scenic and Historic Interest 
Area meets criteria (vii) for its inscription on to the 
World Heritage List, which is “to contain superlative 
natural phenomena or areas of exceptional 
natural beauty and aesthetic importance” 
(UNESCO 2017). The natural landscape features 
of the Jiuzhaigou Valley are considered formed by 
several large earthquakes around the year 1060 
(Sichuan newspaper observation 2019). The superb 
landscapes of Jiuzhaigou Valley are particularly 
interesting due to their narrow conic karst 
landforms, spectacular lakes, and waterfalls [Figs. 2 
& 3].

Jiuzhaigou Valley is located in the eastern 
part of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, which is a 
settlement of the Amdo Tibetan Area, one of 
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Figure 1:  Location of Jiuzhaigou Valley (Source: author)

the three major Tibetan areas. Here, the original 
Tibetan culture of Amdo has been preserved [Fig. 
4] because of the district’s remote location. Jiuzhai 
means “Nine Villages Valley,” which is named after 
the nine Tibetan villages scattered throughout the 

World Heritage site.

There are three communities in Jiuzhaigou 
now: the Shuzheng community (including 
Shuzhengzhai, Chazhai Village, and Heijiazhai), the 
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Figure 2:  Lakes in Jiuzhaigou Valley before the earthquake (Source: author)

Heye community (including Heye Village, Pan Yazhai, 
and the Yala Village), and the Zharu community 
(including Jianpanzhai, Hot Xizhai, and Guoduzhai). 
At present, there are 357 households, with 1,387 
people, in the three communities in the Jiuzhaigou 
Scenic Area. There are 49 households in Zharu, with 
a total population of 168; there are 160 households 
in the Heye community, with a total population 
of 645; and the total number of households in the 
Shuzheng community is 148, with a total population 
of 574 (Southwest Jiaotong University World 
Heritage International Research Center 2018).

These settlements can be traced back to 
2,000 years ago, according to ancient records 
(Sichuan newspaper observation 2019). The 
architecture of these villages is mostly composed 

Figure 3: Waterfalls in Jiuzhaigou Valley before the 
earthquake (Source: author)

of wooden structures, made of local fir boards, 
and are constructed with rooftops made with grey 
tiles, bark, or flaky stones, partition walls made with 
the fir boards, and load-bearing walls made with  
rammed earth, presenting a simple appearance and 
unique Tibetan characteristics [Fig 4].

 ■ 3. Management Arrangements

As a national park and a national nature reserve, 
Jiuzhaigou Valley is protected by national and 
provincial laws and regulations. In 2004, the Sichuan 
Provincial Regulation on World Heritage Protection 
and the Regulation on Implementing Sichuan 
Provincial Regulation on World Heritage Protection 
in the Aba Autonomous Prefecture became laws, 
which provided a stricter basis for the protection of 
the property.

In terms of ecological protection, the 
traditional farming and animal husbandry by the 
local residents have largely affected the natural 
environment and landscape of the site. Since 
1984, the Jiuzhaigou Administration has prohibited 
local residents from farming and grazing within 
the boundaries of the site and 7% of the income 
generated from the scenic spot tickets is distributed 
among the residents as a living allowance. At the 
same time, the Jiuzhaigou Administration has closed 
all the hotels and restaurants in the scenic area to 
relieve the environmental problems brought about 
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by the dramatic development of tourism. Tourists 
are prohibited from finding accommodations within 
the scenic area; however, a tourist terminal service 
centre was established in the Zhangza town, which 
is 4km away from the scenic spot, to promote 
the development of the town while reducing the 
pollution within the heritage site. The Nuorilang 
Tourist centre, established in 2003, is the only dining 
spot within the site.

 ■ 4. Post-earthquake recovery and challenges for 
the conservation of the Tibetan villages

4.1 State of the Tibetan villages after the earthquake

After the Jiuzhaigou earthquake, the Sichuan 
government department deployed and launched 
post-disaster recovery and reconstruction work 
(Sichuan newspaper observation 2019). The post-
disaster reconstruction work within the Jiuzhaigou 
scenic spot began in early 2018. In March, due to 
the reopening of the scenic spot, the reconstruction 
project slowed down. After the park was closed 
again in July 2018, the management of the scenic 
spot has paid close attention to all aspects of 
its reconstruction. As of September 2018, the 
Jiuzhaigou Scenic Area Reconstruction Project 
started with a total of 20 projects, of which, 3 have 
been completed and 17 are still under development.
In the investigation of the four villages of 
Shuzhengzhai, Heyezhai, Chazhaizhai, and 
Zharuizhai, it was found that a new Heye village, 
under the Heyezhai Mountain, was built after 1984, 
due to the relocation of the Jianpan, Panya, and 
Heye Laozhai during the opening of the scenic spot. 
The layout of the settlement is different from that 
of other traditional villages. Buildings are larger 
with structures combining three systems: wood 

structures, brick and wood structures, and brick-
concrete structures, of which, the most utilized is 
the brick-concrete structure. These have been built 
within the last 35 years and they were not damaged 
during the earthquake.

After the earthquake in Chazhaizhai, many 
traditional buildings were damaged and later 
collapsed. During the survey, it was observed that 
many buildings were being reconstructed on their 
original sites.

The Zharuzhai village is basically occupied 
by farmers. The houses have been reconstructed or 
newly built by its residents on the original historical 
buildings’ sites, according to their needs. The 
earthquake destroyed and damaged some of the 
historical buildings and the houses that the farmers 
independently rebuilt. The new constructions were 
not greatly affected.

Wood structures were affected by the 
earthquake. Many buildings were seriously 
damaged and a larger number of buildings were 
slightly damaged. At the time of the survey, a total 
of seven buildings were being rebuilt, two seriously 
damaged buildings were being repaired, and 
other buildings were under renovation (Southwest 
Jiaotong University World Heritage International 
Research Center 2018).

4.2 Vulnerability and disaster risks in the Tibetan 
villages

Jiuzhaigou Valley is located in the southwestern 
Sichuan fault block and the eastern part of the 
Bayan Har block, which is in the middle section of 
the seismic tectonic belt. There have been fifteen 

Figure 4:  The traditional architecture of Tibetan culture of Amdo (Source: author)
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strong earthquakes within the scope of the scenic 
spot since 1876, including five earthquakes with 
magnitude 7.0 or above.

In addition to earthquakes, the villages 
in Jiuzhaigou are prone to other hazards, such 
as collapse, mudslides, and landslides, caused by 
earthquakes. There have been 134 records of 
hazards in Jiuzhaigou, including 79 collapses, 15 
landslides, 25 mudslides, and 15 unstable slopes.

The villages in Zha Ruzhai are located along 
the mountain and along the road, on the slope 
of the mountain foot valley. There have been 4 
geological disasters: 2 landslides, 1 unstable slope, 
and 1 debris flow.

In the Heye Village, the mountain villages 
are mainly exposed to the risk of collapse and 
mudslides. There have been 5 geological disasters: 
1 unstable slope, 3 collapses, and 1 debris flow 
(Southwest Jiaotong University World Heritage 
International Research Center 2018).

According to our survey and analysis, in 
addition to the objective factors that the earthquake 
has high magnitude and shallow source, and the 
epicenter is closer to the scenic spot, there are two 
main reasons for the earthquake damage in the 
Jiuzhaigou Valley:

I. Prevention and mitigation systems, 
especially for landslides, have not been 
implemented in the Jiuzhaigou Valley, 
resulting in serious damage to the scenic 
spot.

II. The traffic system is unsafe and chaotic. 
Almost all of the roadways and pedestrian 
walkways are constructed at the mountain 
foot since the terrain in the Jiuzhaigou 
Valley is complex with very few open flats, 
causing certain areas to coincide with 
geological hazard areas. As a result, when 
geological disasters occur in certain areas, 
it will directly lead to the chain destruction 
of the traffic system.

Jiuzhaigou Valley is also threatened by 
earthquake hazards such as landslides, mudslides, 
and fires. The installation of early-warning systems, 
as well as management and coordination systems, 
are still lagging behind, while the emergency 
response system is also not performing perfectly.

4.3 Impact of Tourism Development on the Heritage 
Site

Modern building materials and technology have 
replaced the traditional wooden structure system, 
based on the natural environment and resources, 
in Jiuzhaigou Valley. The new buildings [Fig. 5] have 
a large volume and their overall layout presents a 
monotonous form, replacing the traditional dynamic 
and interesting landscape of traditional Tibetan 
architecture [Fig. 6].

Figure 5:  The new buildings (Source: author)

 ■ 5. Recommendations

5.1 Disasters Risk Reduction

In order to ensure that residents and tourists can 
rely on appropriate emergency response measures 
during disasters and to facilitate the post-disaster 
recovery in an orderly manner, an integrated 
disaster prevention management system for the 
villages needs to be established. This would include 
early warning monitoring, risk assessment, disaster 
prevention and relief, post-disaster recovery, and 
safeguarding measures. In addition, the Jiuzhaigou 
municipality can also implement post-disaster 
coordination management efficiently through this 
system, such as disaster relief, loss compensation, 
earthquake hazards prevention, and the disaster 
forecasting.

5.2 Protection of Tibetan Traditional Villages

The evolution of the villages in Jiuzhaigou Valley 
is closely related to the local culture and the 
surrounding natural environment. Due to the 
influence of tourism and foreign cultures, it is hard 
to adapt the traditional architecture to the new 
functions and space requirements. Thus, the villages 
of Jiuzhaigou Valley are undergoing a process of land 
use diversification. As a result, before undertaking 
the post-earthquake recovery of the traditional 
villages, it must be determined which historical 
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Figure 6:  The landscape of traditional Tibetan architecture (Source: author)

period the villages should be restored to. Based on 
the research (Sichuan Urban and Rural Planning 
and Design Institute 2018), the author strongly 
recommends the government maintains the 
traditional architecture of Jiuzhaigou Valley to keep 
its historical originality. Furthermore, it is necessary 
to develop regulations for the construction of 
buildings, roads, and landscapes to ensure the 
preservation and continuation of these traditional 
villages. Handicrafts and green ecological products 
should be promoted to create a distinctive industry 
chain based on the local culture, in order to find a 
balance between development and conservation.
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