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Abstract: The Grand Canal was an important transportation facility in ancient China, and the ancient
towns along the canal were once very prosperous commercial centers. With the development of
industrialization and urbanization, the ancient towns along the canal gradually declined. This paper
took the canal and ancient towns in northern Zhejiang as the research object to reveal the concurrent
relationship between canal changes and the rise and fall of ancient towns. This study summarized the
development revelations of ancient canal towns and put forward the current development strategy of
cultural tourism in ancient towns. Effective government policies protect the cultural heritage of the
ancient town. Reasonable industry layout promotes the development of the cultural tourism industry
in the ancient town. Public participation is needed to build a harmonious living community.

Keywords: northern Zhejiang Canal; ancient town; government policies; cultural tourism development;
public participation

1. Introduction

Canals are a great invention of mankind and an important infrastructure for economic
development, and there is a long history of canal development all over the world. Ancient
Egyptians dug canals more than 4000 years ago [1]. The canal diverted water from the
Nile [2] and irrigated large areas of land on both sides of the river [3]. During the same
period, many canals were dug and dams were built in the Two Rivers Valley [4]. The
Sumerians were good at dredging and managing rivers [5]. These facilities promoted
local agriculture [6]. Canals have been important agricultural facilities and important
transportation routes for thousands of years [7]. In addition, canals play an important role
in economic development. For example, with the opening of the Suez Canal, European
ships to West Asia no longer had to detour around the Cape of Good Hope in Africa,
allowing cities in the Mediterranean to flourish once again. The opening of the Panama
Canal changed global shipping traffic and the fortunes of many cities.

China’s Grand Canal, a World Heritage Site, was constructed 2500 years ago [8]. The
Grand Canal is also the longest man-made canal in the world, running 1790 km from
Beijing to Hangzhou [9]. The Grand Canal connects five major water systems in China
(Figure 1) and has a significant impact on the ecology and economic development of both the
northern and southern regions of China. The southernmost part of the Beijing–Hangzhou
Grand Canal is known as the Jiangnan Canal, which flows through the Hangjiahu Plain
and connects the major cities of Shanghai, Hangzhou, and Suzhou. Since ancient times,
Jiangnan has been famous for its prosperity and affluence, known as “the land of fish and
rice” and “the capital of silk”. The Jiangnan Canal is 323.8 km long, generally navigable for
ships of 40 to 100 tons, with an annual cargo volume of more than 16 million tons. It is the
busiest waterway for the transportation of the Beijing–Hangzhou Canal. Ancient towns on
both sides of the canal, such as Wuzhen and Xitang, have become an important part of the
canal culture with their unique architectural style, rich historical relics, and deep cultural
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heritage. The development of the Jiangnan Canal witnessed the economic prosperity and
cultural exchanges of the whole Jiangnan region.
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2. Literature Review

Currently, the research fields of the Grand Canal include heritage conservation and
spatial morphology. Yan Huang et al. studied the distribution of cultural heritage in
the Suzhou section of the Grand Canal [10]. Jiayu Wang et al. examined the challenges
facing the conservation of the water heritage of the Beijing section of the canal [11]. Mo
Chen et al. focused on the distribution and tourism characteristics of inCanalible cultural
heritage on both sides of the canal [12]. A large number of studies have focused on canal
tourism, from visitor perceptions [13] to the tourism loyalty of the Beijing Canal Forest
Park [14]. A study shows that travelers’ choices are linked to the environment and risk.
The green development of Hangzhou Canal Park also attracted attention [15]. The research
on the evaluation of the Grand Canal Scenic Area [16] and tourists’ perceptions [17] were
current research hotspots. There are also studies focused on the development of ancient
canal towns. Yan Zhao et al. studied the spatial and temporal evolution of residential
houses on both sides of the canal [18]. Weilu Lv et al. investigated the analysis of the
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topology of ancient canal towns [19]. Other scholars have proposed macro-historical
changes in the Grand Canal and important cities [20]. Some scholars pay attention to the
tourism industry of the ancient canal town [21]. Canal tourism can boost local economies.
Zhang F. believes that canals are a good resource for recreational tourism [22], and B.
Prideaux’s study of canal tourism in Europe confirms this [23]. Except for famous scenic
spots such as Wuzhen and Xitang [24], the cultural and tourism development of other
ancient canal towns was not smooth. A large amount of online review data showed that
tourists were very averse to the phenomenon of homogenization in ancient towns [25–27].
How could this problem be solved? Scholars proposed the study of the local characteristics
of ancient towns [25], hoping to achieve tourism development in ancient towns through
differentiation [26]. Scholars also explored the needs of tourists using tourist review data.
The methods of data mining included semantic analysis, machine learning [27], and deep
learning techniques [28]. These modern technological techniques were very effective [29],
but they overlooked the excavation of historical and cultural backgrounds. Different ancient
towns took different development paths, such as the Han costume festival in Xitang [30]
and the drama festival in Wuzhen [31], which were successful cases based on their own
resources. However, there has been almost no research on the mechanisms behind the
changes in the Jiangnan Canal’s waterways and the rise and fall of ancient towns. From a
macro-historical perspective, this paper examines the significant historical milestones in the
transformation of the Jiangnan Canal and investigates its role in economic development.

3. Methodology

Based on a review of the historical literature, this study mapped the changes of
the canal and summarized the rise and fall of ancient towns along it. The researchers
investigated the current industries in these ancient towns and revealed the characteristics
and modes of their development. This study provided valuable experiences and lessons
for the development, utilization, and protection of the canal’s river resources and offered
references and insights for the sustainable development of today’s cities and regions.

3.1. Changes in the Jiangnan Canal

There are numerous river systems in the south of the Yangtze River [32], making long-
distance travel by boat more convenient than on foot. The original function of the canal
was to transport armies and strategic materials, which was of great strategic significance
during times of war. In times of peace, the canal served as the economic lifeline of the
empire, acting as an ancient national highway with significant transportation value.

3.1.1. The Hundred-Foot Canal and the Yue Shui Canal: The Early Formation of the
Jiangnan Canal

The construction of the Jiangnan Canal can be traced back to the Spring and Autumn
Periods (BC770–BC476) [33]. This historical event profoundly influenced the economic and
military development of the Wu and Yue states, as well as the cultural landscape of the entire
Jiangnan region. Utilizing the densely networked water system of the Hangjiahu Plain,
the Wu and Yue states excavated artificial waterways from Lake Taihu to the QianCanal
River. According to “Yue Jue Shu”, the main function of the canal was to transport food
for war [34]. The canal connected the states of Wu and Yue, improving the local farming
and irrigation conditions and promoting the prosperous development of agricultural
production. In 482 BC, to consolidate his rule and develop his economy, King Goujian of
Yue further excavated the Yue Shui Canal (Figure 2). The Yue Shui Canal is 7.5 km long,
linking Chongfu and Chang An towns. The canal was initially driven by military necessity
under the administrative will of the state, but it also gave rise to the early prototype of the
ancient canal towns.
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Figure 2. Yue Shui Canal.

3.1.2. Lingshui Canal: A New Canal Chapter in the Southeast

After the unification of the six states by the Qin Dynasty (BC221–BC207), to strengthen
centralized rule, many canals were dug in the southeastern region, including the Lingshui
Road, which runs from the town of Chang’an to Hangzhou. According to “Yue Jie Shu”,
Qin Shihuang built the Lingshui Road, which connected the water system of Zhejiang and
formed a more complete water transportation network. Historians have found that the
present-day river overlaps with the Qin Dynasty Lingshui Canal in some areas, which
provides an important physical basis for identifying the specific site of the Lingshui Canal
(Figure 3). The excavation of the Lingshui Road not only had military strategic significance
but also promoted economic and cultural exchanges between Hangzhou and Jiaxing.

3.1.3. Suzhou Canal and Hangzhou Canal (Northern Section): The Rise of the
Jiangnan Canal

During the Western Han Dynasty, Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty (BC156–BC87)
ordered the excavation of the Suzhou Canal, which runs for hundreds of miles between
Suzhou and Jiaxing, to strengthen his imperial rule (Figure 4). The opening of the Suzhou
Canal not only promoted the economic and cultural exchanges between Suzhou and
Jiaxing but also made the town of Wangjiangjing an important gateway from Suzhou to
Jiaxing, which was known as the “Gateway to Northern Zhejiang”. During the Sui Dynasty
(AD581–AD618), Emperor Yang further promoted the excavation and widening of canals
to strengthen north-south transportation. He ordered the dredging and widening of the
existing ancient canals, creating the wider Jiangnan Canal. The section of the canal from
downtown Jiaxing through Shimen to Chongfu was called Hangzhou Canal (Figure 5),
which became an important part of the Jiangnan Canal. The opening and widening of the
Hangzhou Canal enhanced the navigability of the Jiangnan Canal.
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3.1.4. Jiaxing Ring River and Hangzhou Canal (Southern Section): Development of the
Canal System and the Rise of Ancient Towns

During the Canal and Song dynasties (AD960–AD1279), the rapid commercial devel-
opment of Jiangnan Canal transportation capacity gradually became a key factor restricting
the development of the region. To the end of the Yuan Dynasty (AD1271–AD1368), due
to the narrow channel of the Shang Canal River hindering the transportation of military
supplies, Zhang Shicheng, who ruled Jiangsu and Zhejiang, forced the military to excavate
the Hangzhou Canal (southern section) from Chongfu to Hangzhou. The implementa-
tion of this project not only widened the channel of the canal to improve the efficiency
of transportation but also, with the opening of the Hangzhou Canal in the Sui Dynasty
(northern section), connected to the formation of a complete Hangzhou Canal from Jiaxing
to Hangzhou (Figure 6). The five main bodies of the Jiangnan Canal-Suzhou Canal, Jiax-
ing Ring River, Hangzhou Canal, Chongchang Canal, and Shang Canal River (Figure 7)
constitute a large and complex canal system.
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3.2. Economic Activity in the Ancient Town

There is a strong correlation between the development of the ancient town and the
change of the canal’s course, and its development stage can be divided into four phases,
with the development of the ancient town positioned differently in each phase.

3.2.1. Spring and Autumn—Qin and Han: Strategic Needs

During the Spring and Autumn Period (BC770–BC476), the Hangjiahu area was an
ancient battlefield between the Wu and Yue states [35]. Early canals were built only for
strategic reasons and did not form important trade routes, nor were the routes large. During
the Qin (BC221–BC207) and Han Dynasties (BC202–AD220), commercial trade was low, and
ancient towns were strongholds for strategic needs. For example, the towns of Chang’an
and Chongfu were military strongholds in the early days, and Yanguan was an important
salt tanning site for the empire. According to historical speculation, the ancient canal towns
of a certain size before the Sui Dynasty included Pingwang, Wu Xing, Chongfu, Chang’an,
and Yanguan.

3.2.2. Sui, Tang, and Song: Transportation Demand

During the Tang (AD618–AD907) and Song dynasties (AD960–AD1279), the central
plains experienced three wars: the Yongjia Rebellion [36], the Anshi Rebellion, and the
Jingkang Rebellion [37]. The population moved southward in large numbers, and many big
families from the north settled along the banks of the canal, gradually forming ancient towns
such as Wangjiangjing, Puyuan, and Chongfu. Rapid population growth and a significant
increase in agricultural development in the southern part of the country. The Book of Song
records that the land in Jiangnan is fertile and rich in food production [38]. In addition to the
developed agricultural production, the well-connected water transportation gave rise to the
development of commerce and trade and the frequent exchanges of economy and culture
between the north and the south. Ancient towns in the transportation node of the canal
have both strategic and economic value, of which Chang’an Town is a typical representative.
Due to the water level difference between Chongchang Harbor and Shangtang River, water
conservancy projects have been established in Chang’an Town since the Canal Dynasty to
regulate the water level. In the Song Dynasty, the three gates and two Aos were formed,
which have been famous for generations [39]. The establishment of the three gates of
Chang’an made the town the most prosperous ancient town within Jiaxing at that time,
and the descriptions of many Song Dynasty poets reflected the prosperity of the time.

3.2.3. Yuan, Ming, and Qing Dynasties: Demand for Trade and Commerce

As times changed, so did the canal’s shipping routes. In the Yuan Dynasty, Zhang
Shicheng ordered the new opening of Hangzhou Tang (southern section), and the merchant
ships from Jiaxing to Hangzhou directly took the route from Chongfu Town to Canalqi
Town to enter Hangzhou, which directly contributed to the prosperity of Canalqi Ancient
Town. During the Ming (AD1368–AD1644) and Qing Dynasties (AD1644–AD1911), the
economy of Jiangnan presented a more prosperous scene [40]. As an important trade node
of the Beijing–Hangzhou Grand Canal, the ancient town of Canal not only became a hub
for the transportation of materials from north to south in transit but also a bazaar for the
neighboring villages to trade agricultural products, making the economy of the ancient
town even more prosperous. Meanwhile, the ancient town has also become an important
place for cultural exchange. Literati and writers have gathered here for literary and artistic
creations and exchanges, making the ancient town of Canal also present a prosperous
cultural scene. During the Ming and Qing dynasties, new waterways also appeared from
Pingwang Town in Jiangsu Province to Canalqi, via Wuzhen, Lianshi, and Xinshi, which
were also part of the Jiangnan Canal [9]. Although different from the Beijing–Hangzhou
Grand Canal, which was used by the Qing emperors on their “southern tours”, this canal
was a shortcut to Hangzhou and greatly improved transportation efficiency. The use of this
shortcut allowed the famous town of Wuzhen to become rapidly wealthy.
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3.2.4. Contemporary Renaissance: Development of the Cultural and Tourism Industry

The commercial prosperity along the Jiangnan Canal continued until the late Qing
Dynasty [41]. As shipping matured and the maintenance costs of inland waterways
rose, shipping gradually replaced canal transport. In modern times, the rise of railroads,
highways, and other new transportation methods caused canal shipping to lose its former
advantages, leading to a decline in commercial activities in ancient towns. The siltation
and disrepair of the canals further aggravated this decline, stunting economic development
and prompting some residents to relocate in search of better opportunities. In recent
years, tourism and a renewed emphasis on history and culture have drawn government
attention to the protection and revitalization of ancient canal towns. Joint efforts by the
government and private sector have brought new life to well-known towns like Wuzhen
and Xitang [42], attracting many tourists. Organizing cultural activities, festivals, and
celebrations has enhanced the cultural appeal of these towns, promoting local traditions.
These initiatives have revitalized the economies of the ancient towns, revived original
commercial districts, and improved local residents’ living standards. Research on ten
typical ancient canal towns, as listed in Table 1, shows that these towns are actively seeking
their own development paths and striving for revitalization. Having gone through cycles
of origin, prosperity, decline, and revival, the ancient canal towns are now experiencing
renewed vitality and vigor.

Table 1. Overview of the research on ten typical ancient canal towns.

Location Name of the Ancient
Town Historical Changes and Current Developments

Hangzhou

Canalxi

Canalxi, a town with a long history, was founded in the Northern Song Dynasty as the
gateway to Hangzhou on the water. In the Yuan Dynasty, merchants gathered and it

became a big town, and in the Ming and Qing Dynasties, it was rich and famous, and it
was the first one of the ten famous towns in Jiangnan.

Xixing

During the Ming and Qing dynasties, Xixing was one of the logistic centers of Jiangnan
and even the whole country. It was the starting point of the entire Zhedong Canal.

Xixing Crossing Pier became one of the six heritage sites of the Hangzhou section of the
Grand Canal and was selected as one of the second batch of thousand-year-old ancient

towns in Zhejiang Province.

Huzhou

Nanxun

Nanxun, a Jiangnan town within Huzhou, the most prosperous economy in the Ming
and Qing dynasties, operated a silk business. Currently, it is the most well-known

ancient town attraction within Huzhou, with many tourists and tourism development
efforts.

Xinshi

Xinshi, the ancient name “Xiantan”, a thousand-year-old canal town, trade and
commerce, architecture, and water layout were influenced by Taoist culture. At present,
it has become a well-known ancient town scenic spot in Huzhou, with many tourists on

weekends and few tourists on weekdays.

Jiaxing

Wuzhen

Wuzhen, with a 1300-year history, is a typical ancient water town in the south of China.
Wuzhen tourism development early, well-preserved and restored, successfully
organized Wuzhen Theatre Festival, is the permanent site of the World Internet

Conference.

Chongfu

Selected as one of the first batch of a thousand-year-old city revitalization plan in
Zhejiang Province, Chongfu is the only thousand-year-old county town in Tongxiang
and a famous historical and cultural town in Zhejiang Province since ancient times,

which is known as “Chongwen Houde”. At present, it is restoring the ancient
neighborhood of “Hengjie” and its Qing Dynasty residences and developing tourism.
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Table 1. Cont.

Location Name of the Ancient
Town Historical Changes and Current Developments

Jiaxing

Chang’an

The thousand-year-old Chang’an, formed and developed by the construction of the
Chang’an Lock and Dam, an important water conservancy project of the canal,

flourished in the Canal and Song dynasties. At present, the ancient town has fewer
tourists, and the retro commercial street is basically new, with only a few remaining

Qing Dynasty residences, which are still undeveloped.

Yanguan

Selected as one of the first batch of a thousand-year-old town revival plan in Zhejiang
Province, the name of Yanguan began in the Western Han Dynasty, flourished in the

Canal and Song dynasties, and flourished for a while during the Ming and Qing
Dynasties, becoming an important distribution center by virtue of the advantages of
transportation. At present, after major repairs, has completed the construction of the

ancient town scenic area, tourism development efforts.

Wang Jiangjing

It is one of the four ancient towns of Jiaxing, located at the junction of Jiangsu and
Zhejiang provinces, enjoying the reputation of being the “Pearl of North Zhejiang” and
being the gateway to the North Zhejiang Canal. The main ancient neighborhoods were

destroyed in the war of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement in the late Qing
Dynasty, and only Changhong Bridge remains as a valuable ancient building.

Xitang

Xitang was once the meeting place of Wu and Yue and was called “the root of Wu and
the corner of Yue”. In the early Yuan Dynasty, Xitang began to form a market. Well

preserved and restored, Xitang is now a well-known ancient canal town scenic spot in
Jiaxing and has successfully organized the “Hanbok Culture Week”, which is sought

after by lovers of ancient style.

4. Results

Based on the historical textual research of canal channel changes and the investigation
of ancient town commerce, this paper reveals the mechanism of the rise and fall of ancient
towns. The rise and fall of ancient canal towns have provided us with rich historical
experience and profound insights. The evolution of these ancient towns is not only closely
related to the natural environment and economic development but also influenced by
various factors such as top-level government design, public participation, and industrial
integration.

4.1. National Top-Level Design

The rise of ancient canals directly benefited from the ruler’s macro-planning and
strategic layout, and this top-level design laid a solid foundation for the prosperity of an-
cient towns. Similarly, the current development of ancient canal towns also needs effective
planning and policy guidance at the national level, including scientific and reasonable
planning and design, targeted policy incentives, perfect infrastructure construction, etc.
Through top-level design, it can make clear the development direction and goals of the
ancient towns, optimize the allocation of resources, and enhance the comprehensive com-
petitiveness of the ancient towns. At the same time, the top-level design can also ensure
that the ancient town can realize sustainable development and long-term prosperity on the
basis of protecting traditional culture.

4.2. Active Public Participation

Public participation has also played an important role in the development of ancient
towns. Whether it is the construction of water conservancy, ancient town construction, or
trade activities, the support and participation of local residents and stakeholders needs to
be obtained. Public participation not only provides a constant impetus for the development
of the ancient town but also ensures that decisions and actions can be close to public
opinion and in line with the needs of the people. Therefore, the current development
of ancient canal towns also needs to focus on public participation, promote democratic
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decision-making, and promote community self-government to ensure that the protection
and inheritance of ancient towns are closer to the public, reflecting public opinion.

4.3. Industrial Integration and Development

The rise and fall of ancient canal towns are also closely related to industrial integration.
Ancient trade, handicrafts, cultural heritage, and other industries in the development of
ancient towns integrated with each other to form a unique economic ecosystem, laying
a solid foundation for the prosperity of the ancient town. This deep integration between
industries not only promotes the optimal allocation of resources but also promotes the
diversified development of the ancient town economy. The current development also needs
to focus on industrial integration; by promoting interpenetration and collaboration between
different industries, it can further bring into play the characteristic resource endowment
of the ancient town and enhance its core competitiveness. Canal towns should advocate
differentiated competition, relying on their unique culture, history, natural resources, and
other advantages, as well as the development of local industry characteristics.

4.4. Linear Heritage Space

Canal has a typical linear cultural heritage, and this linear feature makes the develop-
ment of ancient canal towns not confined to the individual itself but should be considered
from the perspective of the whole canal circle. As a linear golden waterway, the canal has
a rich history of commerce, culture, and exchange activities. It connects ancient towns in
different regions and promotes economic, cultural, and social exchanges and integration in
various places. This cross-regional connection has brought rich resources and opportunities
to the ancient towns of the canal and provided a broad space for its development. This re-
veals that we should fully recognize the importance of linear heritage space. The prosperity
and development of the ancient canal towns can be further promoted by strengthening the
exchanges and connections between regions and promoting the exchange and integration
of multiple cultures. At the same time, we should also pay attention to protecting the
integrity and continuity of the canal as a linear cultural heritage to ensure the inheritance
and continuation of its historical and cultural values.

4.5. Internet Celebrity Thinking

The historical changes in the ancient town of Canal fully demonstrate the impor-
tant role of flow in promoting regional economic development. The ancient canal town
flourished because of its proximity to the water, which not only brought rich natural re-
sources but also promoted the convergence of people, goods, and capital flows, making the
ancient town an important center of commerce and trade prosperity. This traffic-driven
development model has brought economic prosperity and cultural prosperity to the an-
cient town. In today’s information and networked era, traffic thinking also has important
application value. For the ancient canal town, how to attract people, goods, and capi-
tal flow is the key to promoting its economic development. The use of traffic thinking
can not only bring short-term economic benefits for the canal town but also promote its
long-term development.

5. Discussion

This paper discussed the development strategy of culture and tourism in ancient canal
towns from three dimensions: government policy, industrial integration, and public partici-
pation.

5.1. Government Policy Support

The Grand Canal, as a mega-project driven by national top-level design and adminis-
trative will, is undoubtedly the external driving force for the rise of ancient canal towns. In
the process of protection, inheritance, and utilization of ancient canal towns, the govern-
ment plays the role of initiator, leading core, and final decision-maker. Therefore, it is the
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key to the revitalization of ancient canal towns to actively play the top-level design ability
of the government.

At the macro-development strategy level, the government should be far-sighted, from
the overall spatial layout, to create a regional canal culture and tourism circle (Figure 8) to
share the region’s high-quality tourism resources. In the mesoscopic layout of the industry,
the government, through policy guidance, plans the layout of the canal culture industry in
Jiaxing and the establishment of special funds for culture, the establishment of a key project
library, improving the talent system, stimulating the vitality of the market, and boosting the
development of the canal culture industry in Jiaxing. In microcultural space creation, the
government should encourage public innovation, especially canal IP innovation, and give
full play to folk wisdom in net space creation to realize the diversification and specialization
of cultural space.
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In the 2023 World Canal Ancient Towns Cooperation Mechanism Meeting, Jiaxing put
forward the brand positioning of “China’s ancient towns to see Jiaxing” (Table 2). This
development positioning not only highlights the unique charm of Jiaxing’s ancient canal
towns but also reflects the government’s important top-level design for the living heritage
of ancient towns. As shown in Table 2, the government actively devotes itself to excavating
the qualities of the ancient town and strengthens the research and planning of the living
heritage of the ancient town to determine its development positioning [43]. Aiming at
different market demands and combining with the resource endowment of ancient towns, it
plans various themed tour routes. Guiding the private capital and public power to protect,
inherit, and utilize the valuable heritage, realizing the sustainable development of the
ancient canal town.
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Table 2. Canal town tour route themes.

Tourism Themes Ancient Town

Canal Humanities Wangjiangjing, Shimen, Chongfu, Chang’an, Kanpu
InCanalible Cultural Heritage Shuangmiao, Liansi, Xin Dai

Classical Chinese Current Puyuan, Yanguan, Xincheng, Shendang
Arts and Humanities Wuzhen, Yanguan, Wangdian, Xincang

Night tour Xitang, Wuzhen, Chongfu

5.2. Integration of Cultural and Tourism Industries

With the increasing improvement of material civilization, people’s needs began to
shift to spiritual civilization. In recent years, people have paid more attention to the
improvement of the quality of life, and the tourism economy has become an important force
to promote social progress. Cultural tourism projects around the world continue to burst
out of the circle, becoming a hot topic of discussion on the network. Museums Popular has
become the focus of network discussion. Canal towns are a witness to history and cultural
carriers; their historical changes provide us with valuable insights: the development of
commercial trade is the endogenous driving force of the prosperity of the canal towns, while
the integration of culture and the tourism industry is the main path for the revitalization
of the current towns. Traditional villages and towns are important carriers of history and
culture, as well as living spaces inhabited by a large number of people and popular scenic
spots for cultural tourism. According to statistics, traditional villages and towns in Zhejiang
Province have a large number of tourists; only Wuzhen, Nanxun, and Xitang towns have
more than 35 million tourists per year [38]. The ancient town cultural tourism popularity
study based on the number of online reviews on evaluation websites is shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Six ancient canal towns of concern.

However, through the research, it was found that the current demand for cultural
tourism presents a diversified trend, and there is a significant difference in the tourism
demand of tourists of different age groups and different cultural backgrounds. For example,
young people pursue net red punch card tours in pursuit of fresh and exciting travel
experiences; middle-aged people tend to prefer parent-child cultural and expo tours,
focusing on cultural inculcation and family interaction; while the elderly favor health and
leisure tours, pursuing tranquility and comfort. Research shows that mainstream tourists
are not interested in cultural tourism programs with vague characteristics and poor spatial
content [44]. So, the traditional ancient town tour program has actually been unable to meet
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the new demand. Therefore, the innovation of the cultural tourism industry has become
an urgent task. Under the new consumption pattern, meta-universe cultural tourism,
immersive experiences, sports tourism, medical and health care, and other emerging forms
of business are emerging, providing a broad space for the development of the ancient canal
town. Among them, immersive experiences are especially attention-grabbing. Foreign
studies have found that immersive experiences can enhance people’s expression of emotion
and intention and make tourists more actively participate in tourism projects [45]. The
latest market research has found that combining history with cutting-edge technology
through the use of new technologies such as AR, VR, and AI not only has the potential
to preserve and manage heritage but also has the potential to enrich the experience of
tourists and deepen their connection to history. The application of new technologies such
as AR, VR, and AI has spawned new businesses, new scenarios, and new models, bringing
strategic opportunities for social, economic, and sustainable development and will have
a tremendous impact on the tourism industry [46]. The rise of the cultural boom and the
outbreak of new cultural and tourism business forms have put forward new requirements
for the spatial camping of traditional canal town scenic spots. Research on ancient town
tourism based on the favorable rate of online reviews is shown in Figure 10.
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Therefore, the industrial integration of ancient towns should avoid the situation of
“one size fits all”, and each ancient town should carry out in-depth research work to create
clusters of ancient towns with different themes and characteristics based on excavating and
refining their unique historical functions, cultural veins, and regional characteristics, and
to realize the goal of a linear heritage theme tour of the canal with the help of the Canal
Ring Road. For example, the four major ancient towns of Wuzhen, Chongfu, Xinshi, and
Canalqi (Figure 11) are located at a distance of 20–30 km from each other.

According to the current design speed of water buses, it takes about 30–45 min to tra-
verse to another ancient town, which can spatially realize resource sharing and synergistic
development through the canal loop. Each of the four ancient towns has its own character-
istics, and although they belong to Hangzhou, Jiaxing, and Huzhou, they are fully capable
of forming a self-contained loop tourism area, sharing visitor traffic and tourism resources,
and creating greater tourism value. Additionally, the scenic industry of ancient canal towns
should be integrated with local commercial centers to foster positive interactions between
tourism and commerce. This integration can enrich tourists’ experiences while also serving
as leisure and entertainment hubs for local residents. While tourist numbers fluctuate
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seasonally, the consumption patterns of local residents remain relatively stable, providing
strong support for the town’s sustainable development.
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Furthermore, the cultural and creative products of ancient towns are crucial in re-
flecting regional characteristics and cultural heritage. It is important to avoid the generic
presentation of “Yiwu small commodities” stores. Instead, cultural heritage should be
respected, and local traditional culture and handicraft history should be fully explored
to create cultural and creative products with regional IP characteristics (Table 3). This
approach will not only enhance the cultural appeal of the ancient town but also provide a
more profound travel experience for tourists.

Table 3. New forms of business in old canal towns.

New Form of Business Ancient Town

Culture+ Song rhythm culture, national tide culture, cultural archaeology, etc.
Digital+ metaverse, immersive, AR, VR, MR, etc.

Night tour+ Night tour economy, light show, theater mirage city-nocturnal city
Education+ Research education, business education, nostalgic experience

IP+ Canal IP, internet celebrity economy, (traveling, scripted) theme tourism
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5.3. Active Public Participation

The people are the main force behind the construction and maintenance of the Grand
Canal, and public participation is a force to be relied upon for the revitalization of the
ancient canal towns. Traditional conservation models are often dominated by governments,
developers, and experts, with residents often in a passive position. More and more studies
show the importance of the public participation model, for example, the Xiamen Co-
Creation Workshop model [47]. Through activities such as public opinion consultation
meetings and public consultation meetings on the proposal, multiple parties, such as the
government, planners, experts, and residents, can participate in the planning and decision-
making and promote interactive exchanges among multiple subjects so as to realize the
revival of the old town again. The implementation of this model not only helps to explore
the essence of the cultural neighborhood but also presents its unique charm and gives the
ancient town new vitality and vigor. In the field research of Jiaxing Canal Ancient Town,
we found that we deeply felt that the local residents had a deep affection for the town.

Ancient towns serve as spiritual homes, carrying the life experiences and emotional
memories of the indigenous people. When these towns and neighborhoods are developed
without the participation of their original inhabitants, they lose vitality and vibrancy.
Therefore, it is crucial to fully consider residents’ opinions and suggestions at the outset of
planning and design. Research on Chongfu, a thousand-year-old town, revealed that a lack
of commercial development led to deserted restored antique streets and the displacement
of indigenous residents, resulting in a scarcity of tourists and a lack of vitality. In contrast,
an old street just a hundred meters away, serving as the local commercial center, remains
full of commercial activity. Indigenous people are also important consumers in ancient
towns.

Public participation is essential to better exploring the essence of cultural neighbor-
hoods and presenting their unique charm. Additionally, involving the community enhances
residents’ sense of identity and belonging, encouraging them to actively participate in the
protection and development of their neighborhoods. Commercial activities play a sig-
nificant role in the development of ancient towns, with people at their core. An ancient
town brimming with activity and popularity is vibrant and appealing. Thus, in develop-
ing cultural tourism, it is important to emphasize local humanities and cultural heritage,
preserving the original commercial spaces and living atmosphere. By retaining the local
populace and integrating both residents and tourists into the space, we can create an ancient
town full of vitality and charm.

6. Conclusions and Discussion

The ancient town was gradually formed with the development of canal commerce. As
the best carrier of the history and cultural inheritance of Jiangnan, the ancient town inherits
a rich cultural heritage. The thousand-year-old canal town carries history and is more
oriented toward the future. How to protect, inherit, and utilize this important cultural her-
itage is currently facing a major challenge. In this paper, we first retrospectively sort out the
thousands of years of historical changes of Jiaxing Canal and then explore the mechanism
of the rise and fall of the millennium canal town. Through the in-depth deconstruction of
the historical lineage of ancient canal towns, we have gained five important insights: the
leading role of top-level design, the indispensability of public participation, the inevitable
trend of industrial integration, the unique value of linear heritage, and the modern use of
flow thinking.

Based on this, we propose targeted living heritage strategies aimed at revitalizing
the thousand-year-old canal towns and promoting the construction of the Grand Canal
Cultural Belt and the Grand Canal National Cultural Park [48]. These strategies not only
focus on the historical protection and cultural inheritance of the ancient towns but also
on the future development and vitality injection of the ancient towns. On the other hand,
summarizing the revelations of the rise and fall of ancient towns along the coast and
revealing the characteristics and laws of town development can also help us learn from the
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lessons learned from the development, utilization, and protection of water resources in the
ancient canals and provide references and revelations for today’s sustainable development
of cities and regions.

This paper focuses on summarizing the principles of prosperity and decline of ancient
towns in the historical changes of canals through social science research methods. This
article is the beginning of a study on the development of cultural tourism in the ancient
town of Canal. The article lacks certain data support, and the necessary quantitative
analysis will be added in the follow-up research. Subsequent studies will utilize deep
learning principles to study the construction of historical landscapes in ancient canal towns,
analyze tourists’ views on ancient town tourism using online big data, and utilize building
physics principles to analyze the thermal environmental comfort of ancient towns.
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