
Modern Restoration of the Life, Pride and Soul of a Very Ancient 

Town: The Shaoxing Story 

Summary   
Shaoxing, built in 490 BC, is a city full of canals, celebrities, yellow wine and ancient 
stone bridges. Since its establishment, it has never moved its location. The Ancient 
Town of Shaoxing City, covering 8.32 square kilometers, is scattered with rivers and 
historical relics. Its people still keep their traditional ways of living along the rivers. 
 
Since the 1980s of the 20th century, Shaoxing has been rapidly developing. Between 
1980 and 2000, the population of the Ancient Town was increased from 147,300 to 
290,600 and the number of factories grew from 20 to more than 160.  However, the 
Ancient Town, carrying the characteristics and soul of the city, faced with many 
challenges: 
 

• Poor living conditions. The quality of more than 95% of housing was very 
low. Infrastructure such as street lights, drainage and health were not adequate. 
The population density was very high. For instance, a family of three people 
normally occupied a living area of less than 30 square meters. 

• The disharmony of architectural style. New roads and buildings of differing 
heights, shapes and colours continuously emerged in the Ancient Town, 
clashing against the original styles. 

• The destruction of cultural heritage sites. 20 out of 31 listed relics in the 
Ancient Town were damaged or inappropriately used for other purposes to 
various degrees. Many historical buildings with over one-hundred years of 
history were demolished in the course of the rapid urban development. 

• The damage of some watercourses. Water areas were decreased by filling 
rivers and building roads. As a result, the 18 remaining watercourses often silt 
up quickly, causing river banks to collapse. About 85 percent of factories were 
engaged in heavily polluting industries. Furthermore, the sewage network was 
not complete.  Domestic and industrial wastewater was discharged into 
watercourses, making water bodies black and smelly, and the quality of the 
water only at the Level V of the national standard. 

• Economic activities were limited. The backward living conditions and 
infrastructure broadly restricted business investment, and the Ancient Town 
lacked economic vitality. 

 
The municipal government and inhabitants, facing the difficulties of how to develop 
the Ancient Town with modernized service facilities——improving the living 
environment of inhabitants while developing the economy and preserving the cultural 
characteristics, initiated and implemented a new project named “The Ancient Town 
Protection Project” in 2001.  A total of 15.18 billion USD has been invested, and 



remarkable achievements have been accomplished: 
 

• Seven historic communities representing Shaoxing's characteristics have been 
preserved and restored.  Up until now, approximately 1.1 million square 
meters of historic areas have been renovated, and more than 80% of the 
historic buildings have been restored. 

• Infrastructure, such as water and sanitation, electricity, and 
telecommunications have been improved for more than 10,000 households, 

• The population density has been reduced. About 20% of the inhabitants moved 
out, leaving more areas for residential houses, cultural and community centers, 
parks and other public spaces 

• Buildings along the rivers of the Ancient Town, traditionally constructed with 
white walls and black roofs, and the predominant local colors of black, white 
and grey have been gradually restored.   

• 31 listed buildings and 96 historic relics have been protected. 
• The quality of the water has been upgraded to the Level III of the national 

standard for the 18 watercourses after comprehensive redevelopment. This 
resulted in more ecological space including water areas covering 0.66 million 
square meters, river bank greenery of 0.6 million square meters, and 8 scenic 
spots opening to the public free of charge.  

• Historic sites have been rationally conserved and used. Between 2001 and 
2007, around 100 mission tourists visited Shaoxing, and the number of visitors 
has increased annually by an average of 25.3%. The improvement of the city's 
overall image also stimulated the economic development. Between 2001 and 
2007, the GDP per capita per year was increased by an average of 13.1%. 

 
 “The Ancient Town Protection Project” in Shaoxing has preserved cultural 
characteristics, improved the urban environment and enhanced the quality of living in 
the process of rapid urbanization. It provides lots of experiences to be shared: 
 

• An integrated and holistic approach consisting of the protection of points 
(cultural and historic places), lines (waterways and riverbank scenery) and the 
community areas (historic communities and then the entire city). In May 2006 
the overall approach to protection and restoration of this Ancient Town was 
titled the “Shaoxing Model” at the second international conference on culture 
and heritage protection & sustainable development, co-sponsored by 
UNESCO, the World Bank, the National Construction Ministry and the State 
Administration for Preservation of Cultural Heritage. This model is now being 
followed by more than 10 cities in China in respect of protection of ancient 
cities. 

• Formulation of local regulations for the conservation and sustainable 
development of ancient towns in a legal and systematic manner. 

• Multiple-channel financing, led by the municipal government, with funds from 
government revenues, social funds, loans from international financial 



institutions, and donations from citizens and civil societies. 
• Establishment of an administration structure for ancient town protection with 

the leadership of government institutions and the participation of social 
organizations, community groups and individual local residents. 
 

 






















