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Finally, it's been located: The mythical, long-sought valley of Shangri-La is ... exactly where the Chinese government has decided a profitable vacation and ecotourism resort destination can best be built. 

For years, sundry municipalities in a rugged, underdeveloped region of southwestern China have vied to claim the legendary Himalayan wonderland of Shangri-La as their own. Now they've decided to stop squabbling and work together - to bring in tourism dollars. 

Tibet and two provinces, Sichuan and Yunnan, have endorsed a plan to mark off a 50-county swath of terrain at the foot of the towering Meili Snow Mountain that straddles the regions. It will be rechristened Shangri-La - or, more specifically, "The China Shangri-La Ecological Tourist Zone." The area's regional governments - Yunnan's Diqing Tibetan Prefecture, Sichuan's Qamdo Prefecture and Tibet's Nyingchi County and Ganzi Prefecture - decided Wednesday to jointly invest $9.6 billion over eight years to develop the place, the official Xinhua News Agency reported. 

They're hoping the allure of a fanciful, fictional past could mean a better economic future. 

"It's a great idea, and a great prospect for tourism. Not only will it attract loads of tourists, but it will inject real economic development into our region," said Yao Runwen of the Diqing Tibetan Prefecture Tourism Bureau. 

Some money would come from the central government and regional governments, officials said; Sichuan plans to invest $616 million, though exact development plans were unclear. The project was unveiled Wednesday at a conference to encourage development in China's western regions. 

Shangri-La, supposedly a long-forgotten Tibetan word for paradise, became legendary after British writer James Hilton's "Lost Horizon" (1933) portrayed it as a Himalayan kingdom where youth is preserved and dreams are fulfilled. 

A popular 1937 Frank Capra movie sealed its spot in American culture, and today the Internet's Google search engine produces 169,000 citations for "Shangri-La" from Asia to West Africa and even the Caribbean - including the best-known modern incarnation, an Asian luxury hotel chain of the same name. 

"The name Shangri-La really means something beautiful, connected and related to nature and high mountains and snowcapped peaks. It means a very attractive culture," said Rok Klancnik, communications director for the Madrid-based World Tourism Organization. 

"Legends can be an extremely attractive marketing advantage for a region," Klancnik said. 

The myth, as deployed in recent years, is already helping. Some 1.2 million Chinese and foreign tourists visited the region last year and added $106 million to the economy, the tourism organization said. 

One who never visited, though, was Hilton, and no evidence exists that there ever was a genuine Shangri-La. Still, that has neither stopped places from trying nor prevented the government from pushing the myth for foreign - and, of late, domestic - tourist consumption. 

In 1995, the Diqing Tibetan Prefecture in Yunnan province claimed the title, bringing tourists to the empty plateau. Last year, Diqing's Zhongdian County even changed its name to Shangri-La County, eliciting this outburst from the official China Daily: "The paradise has been brought to Earth." 

But Diqing's next-door neighbors - Daocheng, Xiangcheng and Derong counties in Sichuan Province - also claimed to be the "original" Shangri-La. And ultimately the competition proved too unwieldy for the kind of development the central government wants. 

"It's in their mutual interests for the three regions to join efforts and cooperate instead of working against each other," the Sichuan Tourism Planning Institute said in a statement released by official media. 

China is in the midst of a push to develop its western regions - partially because they are underdeveloped and often poor, and partially, critics say, to populate restive regions like Tibet and Xinjiang with ethnic Chinese from the east. 

Such a massive tourism project, in a region whose economy already relies heavily on tourism, would undoubtedly succeed on both counts. It also fits the government's desire to leverage newfound World Trade Organization membership into foreign dollars streaming into China. 

The possibilities, tourism advocates hope, are as high as the mountains. 

"Many places want to identify themselves with the ideal of Shangri-La," Klancnik said. "It's such a positive image. And it's a fantastic opportunity for a region that could use it." 

 


