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Introduction to China
China has grown up alone and aloof, cut off from the rest of Eurasia by the Himalayas to the southwest and the Siberian steppe to the north. For the last three millennia, while empires, languages and peoples in the rest of the world rose, blossomed and disappeared without trace, China has been busy largely recycling itself. The ferocious dragons and lions of Chinese statuary have been produced for 25 centuries or more, and the script still used today reached perfection at the time of the Han dynasty, two thousand years ago. Until the late nineteenth century, the only foreigners China saw – apart from occasional ruling elites of Mongol and Manchu origin, who quickly became assimilated – were visiting merchants from far-flung shores or uncivilized nomads from the wild steppe: peripheral, unimportant and unreal.
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View of Pudong from The Bund, Shanghai
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Today, the negative stories surrounding China – the runaway pollution, the oppression of dissidents, and imperialist behaviour towards Tibet and other minority regions – are only part of the picture. As the Communist Party moves ever further from hard-line political doctrine and towards economic pragmatism, China is undergoing a huge commercial and creative upheaval. Hong Kong-style city skylines are rearing up across the country, and tens of millions of people are finding jobs that earn them a spending power their parents could never have known. Whatever the reasons you are attracted to China, the sheer pace of change, visible in every part of Chinese life, will ensure that your trip is a unique one.
Introduction to China | 
Fact file
• With an area of 9.6 million square kilometres, China is the fourth largest country in the world – practically the same size as the United States – and the most populous nation on earth, with around 1.3 billion people. Of these, 92% are of the Han ethnic group, with the remainder comprising about sixty minorities such as Mongols, Uyghurs and Tibetans. The main religions are Buddhism, Taoism and Christianity (Confucianism has died out as a religious system, but its tenets remain embedded in the Chinese psyche), though the country is officially atheist. A third of China comprises fertile river plains, and another third arid deserts, plateaux or mountains. China's longest river is the Yangzi (6275km) and the highest peak is Qomolongma – Mount Everest (8850m) – on the Nepalese border.
• China is a one-party state run by the Chinese Communist Party, the sole political organization, which is divided into Executive, Legislative and Judicial branches. The chief of state (President) and the head of government (Premier) are elected for five-year terms at the National People's Congress. After decades of state planning, the economy is now mixed, with state-owned enterprises on the decline and free-market principles ubiquitous. China's main exports are clothing, textiles, tea and fossil fuels, and its main trading partners are the US, Japan, South Korea and Europe.

The first thing that strikes visitors to the country is the extraordinary density of its population. In central and eastern China, villages, towns and cities seem to sprawl endlessly into one another along the grey arteries of busy expressways. These are the Han Chinese heartlands, a world of chopsticks, tea, slippers, grey skies, shadow-boxing, teeming crowds, chaotic train stations, smoky temples, red flags and the smells of soot and frying tofu. Move west or north away from the major cities, however, and the population thins out as it begins to vary: indeed, large areas of the People's Republic are inhabited not by the "Chinese", but by scores of distinct ethnic minorities, ranging from animist hill tribes to urban Muslims. Here, the landscape begins to dominate: green paddy fields and misty hilltops in the southwest, the scorched, epic vistas of the old Silk Road in the northwest, and the magisterial mountains of Tibet.
[image: Going to market, Dali, Yunnan]
Going to market, Dali, Yunnan
While travel around the country itself is exhausting rather than difficult, it would be wrong to pretend that it is an entirely easy matter to penetrate modern China. The main tourist highlights – the Great Wall, the Forbidden City, the Terracotta Army, and Yangzi gorges – are relatively few considering the vast size of the country, and much of China's historic architecture has been deliberately destroyed in the rush to modernize. Added to this are the frustrations of travelling in a land where few people speak English, the writing system is alien and foreigners are regularly viewed as exotic objects of intense curiosity – though overall you'll find that the Chinese, despite a reputation for curtness, are generally hospitable and friendly.
[image: ]
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The Beijing Olympics
The 2008 Olympic Games are scheduled for August 8 to August 24. Most events are being held in Beijing, although football, sailing and the new 10km marathon swimming will take place in Qingdao and Shanghai, with the equestrian events set for Hong Kong. There are seven million tickets, including nearly three million for the opening and closing ceremonies; the most expensive cost ¥5000, but there are plenty of cheap seats, too. In the run up to the games, the official logo, a dancing character called "Jing", can be seen all over China, as can the cuddly mascots – the five "friendlies", each representing one colour of the Olympic rings (the red one is the most popular). 
Face-conscious China is treating the games as its coming-out party, an excuse to show its new prominence on the international stage. Accordingly, the preparations have been lavish. The torch relay, the longest ever, goes from Greece to Beijing via Mount Everest – where a highway has been constructed for the purpose. In the capital, as well as showcase facilities such as Herzog and de Meuron's National Olympic Stadium (the "Birds' Nest") and the National Swimming Centre (the "Water Cube"), new parks and subway lines have been constructed. In an effort to deal with the cities appalling pollution, factories have been moved to the suburbs; before the Games, cars will be banned from Beijing's gridlocked streets. In the run up to the events, the local press has been even more tightly managed than usual, though protests over issues such as Tibetan Independence and human rights remain a possibility.
For more on Beijing's Olympic Games, including how to get hold of tickets, see "The Beijing Olympics".
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The National Olympic Stadium

Where to go
As China has opened up in recent years, so the emphasis on tourism has changed. Many well-known cities and sights have become so developed that their charm has vanished; while in remoter regions – particularly Tibet, Yunnan and the northwest – previously restricted or "undiscovered" places have become newly accessible. The following outline is a selection of both "classic" China sights and less-known attractions, which should come in handy when planning a schedule.
[image: Nightclub in Beijing]
Nightclub in Beijing
Inevitably, Beijing is on everyone's itinerary, and the Great Wall and the splendour of the Forbidden City are certainly not to be missed; the capital also offers some of the country's best food and nightlife. Chengde, too, just north of Beijing, has some stunning imperial buildings, constructed by emperors when this was their favoured retreat for the summer. 
South of the capital, the Yellow River valley is the cradle of Chinese civilization, where remnants of the dynastic age lie scattered in a unique landscape of loess terraces. The cave temples at Datong and Luoyang are magnificent, with huge Buddhist sculptures staring out impassively across their now industrialized settings. Of the historic capitals, Xi'an is the most obvious destination, where the celebrated Terracotta Army still stands guard over the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang. Other ancient towns include sleepy Kaifeng in Henan and Qufu, the birthplace of Confucius, in Shandong, both offering architectural treasures and an intimate, human scale that's missing in the large cities. The area is also well supplied with holy mountains, providing both beautiful scenery and a rare continuity with the past: Tai Shan is perhaps the grandest and most imperial of the country's pilgrimage sites; Song Shan in Henan sees followers of the contemporary kung-fu craze making the trek to the Shaolin Si, where the art originated; and Wutai Shan in Shanxi features some of the best-preserved religious sites in the country.
[image: Temple, Hong Kong]
Temple, Hong Kong
Dominating China's east coast near the mouth of the Yangzi, Shanghai is the mainland's most Westernized city, a booming port where the Art Deco monuments of the old European-built Bund – the riverside business centre – rub shoulders with a hyper-modern metropolis, crowned with two of the world's tallest skyscrapers. It's interesting to contrast Shanghai's cityscape with that of rival business hub Hong Kong, off China's south coast. With its colonial heritage and refreshingly cosmopolitan outlook, there's almost nothing Hong Kong cannot offer in the way of tourist facilities, from fine beaches to great eating, drinking and nightlife. Nearby Macau is also worth a visit, if not for its casinos, then for its Baroque churches and Portuguese cuisine.
[image: Rush hour in Shanghai]
Rush hour in Shanghai
In the southwest of the country, Sichuan's Chengdu and Yunnan's Kunming remain two of China's most interesting and easy-going provincial capitals, and the entire region is, by any standards, exceptionally diverse, with landscapes encompassing everything from snowbound summits and alpine lakes to steamy tropical jungles. The karst (limestone peak) scenery is particularly renowned, especially along the Li River between Yangshuo and Guilin in Guangxi. In Sichuan, pilgrims flock to see the colossal Great Buddha at Leshan, and to ascend the holy mountain of Emei Shan; to the east, the city of Chongqing marks the start of river trips down the Yangzi, Asia's longest river, through the Three Gorges. As Yunnan and Guangxi share borders with Vietnam, Laos and Burma, while Sichuan rubs up against Tibet, it's not surprising to find that the region is home to near-extinct wildlife and dozens of ethnic autonomous regions; the attractions of the latter range from the traditional Bai town of Dali, the Naxi town of Lijiang and the Dai villages of Xishuangbanna in Yunnan, to the Khampa heartlands of western Sichuan, to the exuberant festivals and textiles of Guizhou's Miao and the wooden architecture of Dong settlements in Guangxi's north. 
Where to go | 
Wildlife
Although China's varied geography and climate have created a wealth of wildlife habitats, the country's vast human population has put pressure on the environment, bringing some high-profile creatures to the edge of extinction. Most famous of these is the giant panda, which survives in pockets of high-altitude bamboo forest across the southwest. A few Siberian tigers haunt the northeastern highlands, while the critically endangered South China tiger numbers just thirty wild individuals. Less well-known rarities include the snub-nosed golden monkey, white-headed langur and Chinese alligator, all of which are possible – with a lot of luck – to see in the wild. Birdlife can be prolific, with freshwater lakes along the Yangzi and in western Guizhou, along with the vast saline Qinghai Lake, providing winter refuge for hosts of migratory wildfowl – including rare Siberian and black-necked cranes.

The huge area of China referred to as the Northwest is where the people thin out and real wilderness begins. Inner Mongolia, just hours from Beijing, is already at the frontiers of Central Asia; here you can follow in the footsteps of Genghis Khan by going horse-riding on the endless grasslands of the steppe. To the south and west, the old Silk Road heads out of Xi'an right to and through China's western borders, via Jiayuguan, terminus of the Great Wall of China, and the lavish Buddhist cave art in the sandy deserts of Dunhuang.
[image: Lijiang, Yunnan]
Lijiang, Yunnan
West of here lie the mountains and deserts of vast Xinjiang, where China blends into old Turkestan and where simple journeys between towns become modern travel epics. The oasis cities of Turpan and Kashgar, with their bazaars and Muslim heritage, are the main attractions, though the blue waters of Tian Chi, offering alpine scenery in the midst of searing desert, are deservedly popular. Beyond Kashgar, travellers face some of the most adventurous routes of all, over the Khunjerab and Torugut passes to Pakistan and Kyrgyzstan respectively.
[image: Cyclists in Xi'an]
Cyclists in Xi'an
Tibet remains an exotic destination, especially if you come across the border from Nepal or brave the long road in from Golmud in Qinghai province. Despite fifty years of Chinese rule, coupled with a mass migration of Han Chinese into the region, the manifestations of Tibetan culture remain intact – the Potala Palace in Lhasa, red-robed monks, lines of pilgrims turning prayer wheels, butter sculptures and gory frescoes decorating monastery halls. And Tibet's mountain scenery, which includes Mount Everest, is worth the trip in itself, even if opportunities for independent travel are more restricted than elsewhere in China.
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Chinese script
Chinese characters are simplified images of what they represent, and their origins as pictograms can often still be seen, even though they have become highly abstract today. The earliest-known examples of Chinese writing are predictions that were cut into "oracle bones" over three thousand years ago during the Shang dynasty, though the characters must have been in use long before as these inscriptions already amount to a highly complex writing system. As the characters represent concepts, not sounds, written Chinese cuts through the problem of communication in a country with many different dialects. However, learning characters is a never-ending job – though you only need to recognize a couple of thousand for everyday use. Foreigners learning Mandarin use the modern pinyin transliteration system of accented Roman letters – used throughout this book – to help memorize the sounds. For more on language, see "Chinese".
[image: ]

When to go
China's climate is extremely diverse. The south is subtropical, with wet, humid summers (April– Sept), when temperatures can approach 40°C, and a typhoon season on the southeast coast between July and September. Though it is often still hot enough to swim in the sea in December, the short winters (Jan– March), can be surprisingly chilly.
[image: Li River, Guangxi]
Li River, Guangxi
Central China, around Shanghai and the Yangzi River, has brief, cold winters, with temperatures dipping below zero, and long, hot, humid summers. It's no surprise that three Yangzi cities – Chongqing, Wuhan and Nanjing – are proverbially referred to as China's three "furnaces". Rainfall here is high all year round. Farther north, the Yellow River basin marks a rough boundary beyond which central heating is fitted as standard in buildings, helping to make the region's harsh winters a little more tolerable. Winter temperatures in Beijing rarely rise above freezing from December to March, and biting winds off the Mongolian plains add a vicious wind-chill factor. In summer, however, temperatures here can be well over 30°C. In Inner Mongolia and Manchuria, winters are at least clear and dry, but temperatures remain way below zero, while summers can be uncomfortably warm. Xinjiang gets fiercely hot in summer, though without the humidity of the rest of the country, and winters are as bitter as anywhere else in northern China. Tibet is ideal in midsummer, when its mountain plateaux are pleasantly warm and dry; in winter, however, temperatures in the capital, Lhasa, frequently fall below freezing. 
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Urban pollution
A reliance on coal for power and heating, factories spewing untreated waste into the atmosphere, growing numbers of vehicles, and the sheer density of the urban population all conspire to make Chinese cities some of the most polluted on earth. Black sludge fills canals and streams; buildings are mired by soot; blue sky is only a memory; the population seem permanently stricken with bronchitis; and acid rain withers plants. In summer, the worst spots are the Yangzi valley "furnaces" of Nanjing, Chongqing and Wuhan; winter in Xi'an, on the other hand, features black snow.
The Chinese government is finally beginning to take pollution seriously, especially with the Beijing Olympics in 2008: in the capital at least, factories are being relocated and elderly, fume-belching minibuses have been scrapped or foisted on other cities.
[image: ]

Overall, the best time to visit China is spring or autumn, when the weather is at its most temperate. In the spring, it's best to start in the south and work north or west as summer approaches; in the autumn, start in the north and work south.
[image: ]
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34 things not to miss
It's not possible to see everything that China has to offer in one trip – and we don't suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order, is a selective taste of the country's highlights: stunning scenery, distinctive cuisine, exuberant festivals and monumental architecture. 
01 Mount Everest  • The sight of the mountain towering above ensures you won't regret the long journey up to Base Camp.[image: Mount Everest]

02 798 Art District  • Rub shoulders with China's bohemians at this chic warren of art galleries housed in that most postmodern of venues – an old state-run factory.[image: 798 Art District]

03 Meili Xue Shan  • A wilderness area that offers great hiking, superlative views and a glimpse of the Tibetan world.[image: Meili Xue Shan]

04 The Forbidden City  • Once centre of the Chinese imperial universe and off limits to the hoi polloi, the emperor's impressive palace complex in Beijing is now open to all.[image: The Forbidden City]

05 Hotpot  • Sear your tastebuds on this classic, chilli-rich Sichuanese dish, now popular all over the country.[image: Hotpotx]

06 The Silk Road  • Abandoned cities here, such as Jiaohe, hint at the former importance of this ancient trading route.[image: The Silk Road]

07 Tiger Leaping Gorge  • One of China's great hikes, along a ridge above a dramatic gorge, with attractive homestays along the way.[image: Tiger Leaping Gorge]

08 Dim sum  • The classic Cantonese breakfast; there's no better place to try it than Guangzhou.[image: Dim sum]

09 The Jokhang, Lhasa  • Stuffed with gorgeous statuary and perpetually wreathed in juniper smoke and incense, this temple is one of the holiest in Tibet.[image: The Jokhang, Lhasa]

10 Bird-watching, Cao Hai  • Being punted around this shallow lake after rare birdlife is a wonderfully restful experience.[image: Bird-watching, Cao Hai]

11 Mogao Caves  • These thousand-year-old man-made caves on the old Silk Road contain China's most impressive Buddhist heritage.[image: Mogao Caves]

12 Kashgar's Sunday Market  • Crowds from all over Central Asia descend to trade livestock, carpets, knives and clothes at this weekly event.[image: Kashgar's Sunday Market]

13 Hong Kong's skyline  • The drive of generations of the former colony's inhabitants is writ large in this electrifying cityscape.[image: Hong Kong's skyline]

14 The Bund, Shanghai  • An elegant parade of colonial architecture, nestling incongruously at the heart of Shanghai's gaudy modernity. [image: The Bund, Shanghai]

15 Sichuanese teahouses  • Relaxed places to gossip, read or socialize for the price of a cup of tea.[image: Sichuanese teahouses]

16 Sisters' Meal festival  • Join tens of thousands of locals in Taijiang, Guizhou, as they participate in this annual three-day showcase of ethnic Miao culture.[image: Sisters' Meal festival]

17 Tai Shan  • The taxing ascent of this holy peak in Shandong is rewarded with some immaculate temples and pavilions.[image: Tai Shan]

18 Minority villages, Yunnan  • The Xishuangbanna region, bordering Laos and Burma, is home to a range of ethnic groups with very different cultures and lifestyles.[image: Minority villages, Yunnan]

19 Jiayuguan fort  • A famously lonely outpost overlooking the desert at the western tail of the Great Wall.[image: Jiayuguan fort]

20 The Great Wall  • Once the division between civilizations, this monumental barrier is still awe-inspiring.[image: The Great Wall]

21 Confucius Temple  • This lavish complex in Confucius's home town of Qufu shows the esteem in which China's great sage was held.[image: Confucius Temple]

22 The Yungang Caves, Datong  • Giant but detailed Buddhist sculptures were carved into caves and grottoes around 500AD in an amazing demonstration of faith. [image: The Yungang Caves, Datong]

23 Changbai Shan Nature Reserve  • Well worth a visit – though you'd have to be exceptionally lucky to spot its rare Siberian tigers.[image: Changbai Shan Nature Reserve]

24 The Great Buddha (Dafo), Leshan  • You'll feel a mere speck as you gaze up at the world's largest carved Buddha.[image: The Great Buddha (Dafo), Leshan]

25 Yonghe Gong, Beijing  • This charismatic Tibetan temple is an explosion of ornament and colour.[image: Yonghe Gong, Beijing]

26 Acrobats  • "Ooh" and "aah" at the thrills and spills of China's talented acrobats – Beijing or Shanghai are the best places to check out a performance.[image: Acrobats]

27 The Terracotta Army  • Near the old capital of Xi'an, these 2200-year-old, life-size soldiers guard the tomb of China's first emperor.[image: The Terracotta Army]

28 Chengde  • The emperors' former retreat from the heat of summer holds a string of pretty temples.[image: Chengde]

29 Li River scenery  • Take a boat trip here to admire the weird, contorted peaks of the sort you'll see on Chinese scroll paintings.[image: Li River scenery]

30 Labrang Monastery, Xiahe  • One of the most important Tibetan Buddhist monasteries, a riot of lavishly decorated halls, butter sculptures and ragged pilgrims.[image: Labrang Monastery, Xiahe]

31 A cruise down the Yangzi River  • Enjoy awesome scenery and a wealth of historic sights, despite rising water levels caused by the controversial Three Gorges Dam.[image: A cruise down the Yangzi River]

32 Beijing duck  • A northern Chinese culinary speciality and absolutely delicious – crisp skin and juicy meat eaten in a pancake.[image: Beijing duck]

33 Harbin Ice Festival  • "Lurid" and "outrageous" don't begin to describe the bizarre sculptures here – everything from life-size ice castles to fantastical snowy tableaux.[image: Harbin Ice Festival]

34 Dali  • The capital of the Bai ethnic group is now a charming backpackers' oasis and host to the colourful Spring Fair festival.[image: Dali]
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Getting there
China's most important long-haul international gateways are Beijing, Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Shanghai, though many other Chinese cities are served by international flights, operated mainly by airlines based in East Asia. There are also well-established overland routes into China – including road and rail links from its Southeast Asian neighbours, as well as the alluring Trans-Siberian Express from Moscow.
Fares to Hong Kong are at their highest during the fortnight before Christmas, the fortnight before Chinese New Year and from mid-June to early October. The cheapest time to fly there is the months of February (after Chinese New Year), May and November. For Beijing and Shanghai, peak season is generally summertime. Note also that flying on weekends is slightly more expensive; price ranges quoted below assume midweek travel.
If China is only one stop on a much longer journey, you might want to consider buying a Round-the-World (RTW) ticket (around £1000/US$2000). Some travel agents can sell you an "off-the-shelf" RTW ticket that will have you touching down in about half a dozen cities (Hong Kong is on many itineraries); others will have to assemble one for you, which can be tailored to your needs but is apt to be more expensive.
Getting there | 
Flights from the UK and Ireland
You can fly direct to China from London Heathrow with Air China, Virgin, British Airways and Cathay Pacific to either Beijing (10hr), Hong Kong (12hr) or Shanghai (11hr), and the budget carrier Oasis flies from Gatwick to Hong Kong. Other airlines flying via a change of planes in a hub city include Aeroflot, Air France, KLM, Singapore, Swiss and Thai. Flying to China from other UK airports or from the Republic of Ireland involves either catching a connecting flight to London or flying via the airline's hub city.
From the UK, the lowest available fares to Beijing or Shanghai from London start from around £400 in low season, rising to £800 in high season; to Hong Kong, the corresponding range is about £350–700, with Oasis usually the cheapest. Less popular airlines such as Air China and Aeroflot offer competitive fares, while British Airways often run special offers or promotions.
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Flights from the US and Canada
From North America, there are more flights to Hong Kong than to other Chinese destinations, though there's no shortage of flights to Beijing and Shanghai and there are some direct services to Guangzhou. Airlines flying direct include Air Canada, Air China, Cathay Pacific, United, Northwest Airlines and China Eastern. You can also choose to fly to a Chinese provincial city – Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Hong Kong airlines offer services to cities throughout China via their respective hubs. It takes around thirteen hours' flying time to reach Beijing from the West Coast; add seven hours or more to this if you start from the East Coast (including a stopover on the West Coast en route). New routes over the North Pole shave off a couple of hours flying time; so far, that's only Air Canada's Toronto and Continental's Newark flights to Beijing.
Round-trip fares to Hong Kong, Beijing and Shanghai are broadly comparable: in low season, expect to pay US$850–1200/CDN$1300–1500 from the West Coast (Los Angeles, San Francisco, Vancouver), or US$1000–1200/CDN$1400–2000 from the East Coast (New York, Montréal, Toronto). To get a good fare during high season it's important to buy your ticket as early as possible, in which case you probably won't pay more than US$200/CDN$320 above what you would have paid in low season.
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Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
The closest entry point into China from Australia and New Zealand is Hong Kong, though from Australia it's also possible to fly direct to Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing. It's not a problem to fly elsewhere in China from either country if you catch a connecting flight along the way, though this can involve a long layover in the airline's hub city.
From eastern Australia, some of the cheapest fares to Hong Kong are with Cathay Pacific (A$750–1000), China Airlines, EVA Airlines or Singapore Airlines; to Shanghai (A$950–1100) with Royal Brunei, Singapore or Japanese Airlines (JAL); to Guangzhou (A$1000–1150) with Singapore, Malaysian Airlines, JAL and Air China; and to Beijing (A$950–1100) with Singapore, JAL, Malaysian or China Eastern. Cathay, Qantas, Air China and China Eastern fly direct; other trips require a stopover in the airline's hub city. From Perth, fares to the above destinations are A$100 or so more expensive.
Flights from New Zealand are limited and therefore expensive: about the best deal is on Air New Zealand or Singapore Airlines from Auckland to Hong Kong (NZ$1800). Air New Zealand, Malaysian Airlines and other carriers also fly via other Southeast Asian hub cities to Hong Kong and elsewhere in China.
FromSouth Africa, South African Airlines have direct flights to Hong Kong (14hr), which will cost around US$2500/ZAR17,000 in high season.
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Fly less – stay longer! Travel and climate change
Climate change is the single biggest issue facing our planet. It is caused by a build-up in the atmosphere of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, which are emitted by many sources – including planes. Already, flights account for around 3–4 percent of human-induced global warming: that figure may sound small, but it is rising year on year and threatens to counteract the progress made by reducing greenhouse emissions in other areas.
Rough Guides regard travel, overall, as a global benefit, and feel strongly that the advantages to developing economies are important, as are the opportunities for greater contact and awareness among peoples. But we all have a responsibility to limit our personal "carbon footprint". That means giving thought to how often we fly and what we can do to redress the harm that our trips create.
Flying and climate change
Pretty much every form of motorized travel generates CO2, but planes are particularly bad offenders, releasing large volumes of greenhouse gases at altitudes where their impact is far more harmful. Flying also allows us to travel much further than we would contemplate doing by road or rail, so the emissions attributable to each passenger are greater. For example, one person taking a return flight between Europe and California produces the equivalent impact of 2.5 tonnes of CO2 – similar to the yearly output of the average UK car.
Less harmful planes may evolve but it will be decades before they replace the current fleet – which could be too late for avoiding climate chaos. In the meantime, there are limited options for concerned travellers: to reduce the amount we travel by air (take fewer trips, stay longer!), to avoid night flights (when plane contrails trap heat from Earth but can't reflect sunlight back to space), and to make the trips we do take "climate neutral" via a carbon offset scheme.
Carbon offset schemes
Offset schemes run by climatecare.org, carbonneutral.com and others allow you to "neutralize" the greenhouse gases that you are responsible for releasing. Their websites have simple calculators that let you work out the impact of any flight. Once that's done, you can pay to fund projects that will reduce future carbon emissions by an equivalent amount (such as the distribution of low-energy light-bulbs and cooking stoves in developing countries). Please take the time to visit our website and make your trip climate neutral.
www.roughguides.com/climatechange

Getting there | 
Airlines, agents and operators
Many airlines and discount travel websites offer you the opportunity to book your tickets, hotels and holiday packages online, cutting out the costs of agents and middlemen; these are worth going for, as long as you don't mind the inflexibility of non-refundable, non-changeable deals. There are some bargains to be had on auction sites, too, if you're prepared to bid keenly. Almost all airlines have their own websites, offering flight tickets that can sometimes be just as cheap, and are often more flexible.
Getting there | Airlines, agents and operators | 
Online booking
www.expedia.co.uk (in UK), www.expedia.com (in US) www.expedia.ca (in Canada)
www.flychina.com (in US)
www.lastminute.com (in US)
www.opodo.co.uk (in UK)
www.orbitz.com (in US)
www.travelocity.co.uk (in UK), www.travelocity.com (in US), www.travelocity.ca (in Canada)
www.zuji.com.au (in Australia), www.zuji.co.nz (in New Zealand)
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Airlines
Aeroflot  UK 020/7355 2233,  US 1-888/340-6400,  Canada 1-416/642-1653,  Australia 02/9262 2233, www.aeroflot.co.uk; www.aeroflot.com. 
Air Canada  UK 0871/220 1111,  Republic of Ireland 01/679 3958,  US & Canada 1-888/247-2262,  Australia 1300/655 767,  New Zealand 0508/747 767; www.aircanada.com. 
Air China  UK 020/7744 0800,  US 1-800-9828/802,  Canada 416-581/8833,  Australia 02/9232 7277; www.airchina.com.cn. 
Air France  UK 0870/142 4343,  US 1-800/237-2747,  Canada 1-800/667-2747,  Australia 1300/390 190,  South Africa 086/1340 340; www.airfrance.com. 
Air New Zealand  UK 0800/028 4149,  US 1800-262/1234,  Canada 1800-663/5494,  Australia 13 24 76,  New Zealand 0800/737 000; www.airnz.co.nz. 
Alitalia  UK 0870/544 8259,  Republic of Ireland 01/677 5171,  US 1-800/223-5730,  Canada 1-800/361-8336,  New Zealand 09/308 3357,  South Africa 011/721 4500; www.alitalia.com. 
All Nippon Airways (ANA)  UK 0870/837 8866,  Republic of Ireland 1850/200 058,  US and Canada, 1-800/235-9262; www.anaskyweb.com. 
American Airlines  UK 0845/7789 789,  Republic of Ireland 01/602 0550,  US 1-800/433-7300,  Australia 1800/673 486,  New Zealand 0800/445 442; www.aa.com. 
Asiana Airlines  UK 0207/514 0201/8,  US 1-800/227-4262,  Australia 02/9767 4343: www.flyasiana.com. 
Atlantic Airways  UK 020/7823 4242, www.atlantic.fo. 
Austrian Airlines  UK 0870/124 2625,  Republic of Ireland 1800/509 142,  US1-800/843-0002,  Canada 1888-8174/444,  Australia 1800/642 438 or 02/9251 6155; www.aua.com. 
British Airways  UK 0870/850 9850,  Republic of Ireland 1890/626 747,  US and Canada 1-800/AIRWAYS,  Australia 1300/767 177,  New Zealand 09/966 9777,  South Africa 011/441 8600; www.ba.com. 
Cathay Pacific  UK 020/8834 8888,  US 1-800/233-2742,  Canada 1-800/2686-868,  Australia 13 17 47,  New Zealand 09/379 0861,  South Africa 011/700 8900; www.cathaypacific.com. 
China Airlines  US 1-917/368-2003,  UK 020/7436 9001,  Australia 02/9231 5588,  New Zealand 09/308 3364; www.china-airlines.com. 
China Southern Airlines  US 1-888/338-8988,  Australia 02/9231 1988; www.cs-air.com. 
China Eastern Airlines  UK 0870/760 6232,  US 1626-1583/1500,  Canada 1604-6898/998,  Australia 02/9290 1148; www.chinaeastern.co.uk. 
Continental Airlines  UK 0845/607 6760,  Republic of Ireland 1890/925 252,  US and Canada 1-800/523-3273,  Australia 02/9244 2242,  New Zealand 09/308 3350,  International 1800/231 0856; www.continental.com. 
Emirates  UK 0870/243 2222,  US and Canada 1-800/777-3999,  Australia 03/9940 7807,  New Zealand 05/0836 4728,  South Africa 086/136 3728; www.emirates.com. 
EVA Air  UK 020/7380 8300,  US and Canada 1-800/695-1188,  Australia 02/8338 0419,  New Zealand 09/358 8300; www.evaair.com. 
Finnair  UK 0870/241 4411,  Republic of Ireland 01/844 6565,  US 1-800/950-5000,  Australia 02/9244 2299,  South Africa 011/339 4865/9; www.finnair.com. 
Gulf Air  UK 0870/777 1717,  Republic of Ireland 0818/272 828,  Australia 1300/366 337,  South Africa 011/268 8909; www.gulfairco.com. 
JAL (Japan Air Lines)  UK 0845/774 7700,  Republic of Ireland 01/408 3757,  US and Canada 1-800/525-3663,  Australia 02/9272 1111,  New Zealand 09/379 9906,  South Africa 011/214 2560; www.jal.com or www.japanair.com. 
KLM (Royal Dutch Airlines) See Northwest/KLM.  UK 0870/507 4074,  Republic of Ireland 1850/747 400,  US and Canada 1-800/225-2525,  Australia 1300/392 192,  New Zealand 09/921 6040,  South Africa 011/961 6727; www.klm.com. 
Korean Air  UK 0800/413 000,  Republic of Ireland 01/799 7990,  US and Canada 1-800/438-5000,  Australia 02/9262 6000,  New Zealand 09/914 2000; www.koreanair.com. 
LufthanSouth Africa  UK 0870/837 7747,  Republic of Ireland 01/844 5544,  US 1-800/3995-838,  Canada 1-800/563-5954,  Australia 1300/655 727,  New Zealand 0800-945 220,  South Africa 086/1842 538; www.lufthansa.com. 
Malaysia Airlines  UK 0870/607 9090,  Republic of Ireland 01/6761 561,  US 1-800/5529-264,  Australia 13 26 27,  New Zealand 0800/777 747,  South Africa 011/880 9614; www.malaysia-airlines.com. 
Malev Hungarian Airlines  UK 0870/909 0577,  Republic of Ireland 01/844 4303,  US 1-212/566-9944,  Canada 1-416/944-0093; www.malev.hu. 
Northwest/KLM  UK 0870/507 4074,  US 1-800/225-2525,  Australia 1300/767 310; www.nwa.com. 
PIA (Pakistan International Airlines)  UK 0800/587 1023,  US and Canada 1-800/578-6786; www.piac.com.pk. 
Qantas Airways  UK 0845/774 7767,  Republic of Ireland 01/407 3278,  US and Canada 1-800/227-4500,  Australia 13 13 13,  New Zealand 0800/808 767 or 09/357 8900,  South Africa 011/441 8550; www.qantas.com. 
Qatar Airways  UK 0870/770 4215,  US 1-877/777-2827,  Canada 1-888/366-5666,  Australia 386/054 855,  South Africa 011/523 2928; www.qatarairways.com. 
Royal Brunei  UK 020/7584 6660,  Australia 1300/721 271,  New Zealand 09/977 2209; www.bruneiair.com. 
Royal Jordanian  UK 020/7878 6300,  US 1-800/223-0470,  Canada 1-800/363-0711,  Australia 02/9244 2701,  New Zealand 03/365 3910; www.rja.com.jo. 
Royal Nepal Airlines  US 1-800/266-3725, www.royalnepal.com. 
SAS (Scandinavian Airlines)  UK 0870/6072 7727,  Republic of Ireland 01/844 5440,  US and Canada 1-800/221-2350,  Australia 1300/727 707; www.scandinavian.net. 
Singapore Airlines  UK 0844/800 2380,  Republic of Ireland 01/671 0722,  US 1-800/742-3333,  Canada 1-800/663-3046,  Australia 13 10 11,  New Zealand 0800/808 909,  South Africa 011/880 8560 or 011/880 8566; www.singaporeair.com. 
Swiss  UK 0845/601 0956,  Republic of Ireland 1890/200 515,  US 1-877/3797-947,  Canada 1-877/559-7947,  Australia 1300/724 666,  New Zealand 09/977 2238,  South Africa 086/004 0506; www.swiss.com. 
Thai Airways  UK 0870/606 0911,  US 1-212/949-8424,  Australia 1300/651 960,  New Zealand 09/377 3886,  South Africa 011/455 1018; www.thaiair.com. 
United Airlines  UK 0845/844 4777,  US 1-800/UNITED-1,  Australia 13 17 77; www.united.com. 
US Airways  UK 0845/600 3300,  Republic of Ireland 1890/925 065,  US and Canada 1-800/428-4322; www.usair.com. 
Vietnam Airlines  UK 0870/224 0211,  US 1-415/677-0888,  Canada 1-416/599-2888,  Australia 02/9283 9658; www.vietnamairlines.com. 
Virgin Atlantic  UK 0870/380 2007,  US 1-800/821-5438,  Australia 1300/727 340,  South Africa 011/340 3400; www.virgin-atlantic.com. 
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Specialist tour operators
Absolute Asia  US 1-800/736-8187, www.absoluteasia.com.  Numerous tours of China lasting from between 6 and 23 days, in first-class accommodation, such as the 14-day "Art and History of China" tour.
Adventure Center  US 1-800/228-8747 or 510/654-1879, www.adventure-center.com.  Dozens of tours in China and Tibet, from a week-long whizz around the highlights to a month of walking, hiking and biking expeditions.
Adventures Abroad  US 1-800/665-3998 or 360/775-9926, www.adventures-abroad.com.  Small-group specialists with tours through China and Mongolia.
Asian Pacific Adventures  US 1-800/825-1680 or 818/886-5190, www.asianpacificadventures.com.  Numerous tours of China, focusing on southwestern ethnic groups and often-overlooked rural corners.
Backroads  US 1-800/GO-ACTIVE or 510/527-1555, www.backroads.com.  Cycling and hiking between Beijing and south China's Guangdong province.
Birdfinders  UK 01258/839066, www.birdfinders.co.uk.  Several trips per year to find rare and endemic species in mainland China and Tibet.
Birding Worldwide  Australia 03/9899 9303, www.birdingworldwide.com.au.  Organizes group trips to China – including Tibet – for those wanting to glimpse typical, unique and rare bird species.
China Holidays  UK 020/74872999, www.chinaholidays.co.uk.  Aside from mainstream packages to the Three Gorges, Shanghai and Guilin, they also run a "Taste of China" gastronomic tour sampling food between Beijing and Hong Kong.
CTS Horizons  UK 020/7836 9911, www.ctshorizons.com.  The China Travel Service's UK branch, offering an extensive range of tours including very cheap off-season hotel-and-flight packages to Beijing, and tailor-made private tours.
Exodus  UK 020/8675 5550, www.exodus.co.uk.  Offers some interesting and unusual overland itineraries in the wilds of Tibet, Inner Mongolia and the Northwest; the three-week tours are particularly good value.
Explore Worldwide  UK 01252/760 000, www.explore.co.uk.  Big range of small-group tours and treks, including Tibet tours and trips along the Yangzi. Some supplements for single travellers.
Geographic Expeditions  US 1-800/777-8183 or 415/922-0448, www.geoex.com.  Adventurous travel amongst the ethnic groups of Guizhou, Tibet, western Sichuan, Xinjiang and Xishuangbanna, as well as more straightforward trips around Shanghai and Beijing.
Intrepid Travel  UK 020/8960 6333, Australia 1300/360 667 or 03/9473 2626, www.intrepidtravel.com.  Small-group tours with the emphasis on cross-cultural contact and low-impact tourism; visits some out-of-the-way corners of China.
Imaginative Traveller  UK 020/8742 8612, www.imaginative-traveller.com.  An emphasis on the unusual, with cycling tours, a panda trek in Sichuan and a Kathmandu– Lhasa– Kathmandu overland trip.
Magic of the Orient  UK 01293/537700, www.magic-of-the-orient.com.  Tailor-made holidays, sometimes off the beaten track, in Yunnan and along the Yangzi.
Mir Corp  US 206-624-7289, www.mircorp.com. Specialists in Trans-Siberian rail travel, for small groups as well as individual travellers.
Mountain Travel Sobek  US1-888/MTSOBEK or 510/687-6235, www.mtsobek.com. Adventure tours to Yunnan, the Yangzi and along the Silk Road.
Pacific Delight Tours  US 1-800/221-7179 or 212/818-1781, www.pacificdelighttours.com. City breaks, cruises along the Li River and Yangzi, plus a range of tours to Tibet, the Silk Road and western Yunnan.
Regent Holidays  UK 0117/921 1711, www.regent-holidays.co.uk.  Offers interesting Trans-Siberian packages for individual travellers in either direction and with different possible stopover permutations.
REI Adventures  US 1-800/622-2236, www.rei.com/travel. Cycling and hiking tours throughout China.
The Russia Experience  UK 020/8566 8846, www.trans-siberian.co.uk.  Besides detailing their Trans-Siberian packages, their website is a veritable mine of information about the railway.
Sundowners  Australia 03/9672 5300, www.sundownerstravel.com.  Tours of the Silk Road, plus Trans-Siberian rail bookings.
Travel Indochina  Australia 1300/138 755, www.travelindochina.com.au.  Covers the obvious China sights but goes a bit beyond them, too; also arranges cross-border visas for Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia.
World Expeditions  UK 020/8870 2600, www.worldexpeditions.co.uk,  Australia 1300/720 000, www.worldexpeditions.com.au,  New Zealand 0800/350 354; www.worldexpeditions.co.nz.  Offers cycling and hiking tours in rural areas.
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Overland routes
China has a number of land borders open to foreign travellers. When planning your trip, remember that Chinese visas must be used within three months of their date of issue, and so you may have to apply for one en route. Visas are obtainable in the capitals of virtually all European and Asian countries, and are likely to take several days to be issued (See "Chinese embassies and consulates" for embassy addresses). Note that most nationalities can fly to Hong Kong without a visa, and easily pick one up there.
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Via Russia and Mongolia
One of the classic overland routes to China is through Russia on the so-called Trans-Siberian Express. As a one-off trip, the rail journey is a memorable way to begin or end a stay in China; views of stately birch forests, misty lakes and arid plateaus help time pass much faster than you'd think, and there are frequent stops during which you can wander the station platform, purchasing food and knick-knacks – packages (see "Tickets and packages") include more lengthy stopovers. The trains are comfortable and clean: second-class compartments contain four berths, while first-class have two and even boast a private shower.
There are actually two rail lines from Moscow to Beijing: the Trans-Manchurian, which runs almost as far as the Sea of Japan before turning south through Dongbei (Manchuria) to Beijing; and the Trans-Mongolian, which cuts through Mongolia from Siberia. The Manchurian train takes about six days, the Mongolian train about five. The latter is more popular with foreigners, Trans-Mongolian Chinese Train #4 being the preferred service – a scenic route that rumbles past Lake Baikal and Siberia, the grasslands of Mongolia, and the desert of northwest China, skirting the Great Wall along the way. At the Mongolia/China border, you can watch as the undercarriage is switched to a different gauge. The one drawback of this route is that you will need an additional visa for Mongolia.
Meals are included while the train is in China. In Mongolia, the dining car accepts payment in both Chinese and Mongolian currency; while in Russia, US dollars or Russian roubles can be used. It's worth having small denominations of US dollars as you can change these on the train throughout the journey, or use them to buy food from station vendors along the way – though experiencing the cuisine and people in the dining cars is part of the fun. Bring instant noodles and snacks as a backup, plenty of film, and that great long novel you've always wanted to read.
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Tickets and packages
Booking tickets needs some advance planning, especially during the popular summer months. Sorting out travel arrangements from abroad is also a complex business – you'll need transit visas for Russia, as well as for Mongolia if you intend to pass through there, and if you plan on reaching or leaving Moscow by rail via Warsaw, you'll have to get a transit visa for Belarus, too. It's therefore advisable to use an experienced travel agent who can organize all tickets, visas and stopovers if required, in advance. Visa processing is an especially helpful time saver, given the queues and paperwork required for visas along the route. One firm offering these services as well as rail packages that you can book from abroad is Monkey Business (www.monkeyshrine.com), who have offices in Hong Kong and Beijing; for details of companies at home that can sort out Trans-Siberian travel, see the lists of specialist travel agents earlier in this section. If you want to book a ticket yourself, reckon on paying the equivalent of at least US$200 for second-class travel from Moscow to Beijing. For information on taking the train from Beijing, see "By train".
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Via the Central Asian republics
From Russia, you can also theoretically reach China through several Central Asian countries, though the obstacles can occasionally be insurmountable; contact the in-country agents listed below, or Trans-Siberian operators listed earlier in this section, for up-to-date practicalities.
The main cities of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan – Almaty and Bishkek – are both still linked by daily trains to Moscow (3 days), though getting Russian transit visas and booking berths on these trains is not easy. Kyrgyzstan-based Asia Silk Travel (www.centralasiatravel.com) or Kyrgyz Concept (eng.concept.kg) are good sources of background information, including visa requirements, and can make bookings. It is also possible to get into Central Asia via Turkmenistan, and thence to the rest of Central Asia, via northeastern Iran or from Azerbaijan across the Caspian Sea, thus bypassing Russia completely. Ayan Travel, based in the Turkmenistan capital, Ashgabat (www.ayan-travel.com), are the people to contact for this stage of the journey.
Once in the region, crossing into China from Kazakhstan is straightforward – there are comfortable twice-weekly trains from Almaty to Ürümqi, which take 35 hours and cost about US$80 for a berth in a four-berth compartment. There are also cheaper, faster, less comfortable buses (US$60; about 24hr). From Bishkek in Kyrgyzstan, Kashgar in the northwestern Chinese province of Xinjiang is only eleven hours' drive away (about US$55), and the two cities are linked by buses in summer months. Foreigners, however, have had difficulties in trying to use these and have usually had to resort to expensive private transport, run by local tour operators to help them across (see "Moving on from Kashgar" in the Guide). You may well be expected to bribe the border guards US$20 or so.
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From Pakistan and Nepal
The routes across the Himalayas to China are among the toughest in Asia. The first is from Pakistan into Xinjiang province over the Karakoram Highway, along one of the branches of the ancient Silk Road. This requires no pre-planning, except for the fact that it is open only from May to October, and closes periodically due to landslides. Check your government's travel advice as the area is home to some fundamentalist militants and attacks on Westerners have been known. The Karakoram Highway actually starts at Rawalpindi (the old city outside the capital Islamabad), and in theory you can get from here to Kashgar in four days on public buses. From Rawalpindi, first take one of the daily minibuses that run the arduous fifteen-hour trip up the Indus gorge to the village of Gilgit, where you'll have to spend a night. From Gilgit, the next destination is the border town of Sust, a five-hour journey. There are a couple of daily buses on this route. Once in Sust, immediately book your ticket to Kashgar for the next morning – it costs 1450 rupees (about US$35). A few travellers have managed to talk their way into being issued a visa at the border, but you're strongly advised to have one already. The route is popular with cyclists, but there's no guarantee that you will be allowed to bike across the border; you'll probably have to load your bike on a bus for this part of the trip. For more on crossing the Chinese border here, see "The Karakoram Highway".
Another popular route is travelling from Nepal into Tibet, but Nepal's political situation can be volatile, and you should check your government's travel advice on the latest situation – practical details are covered under "By land". It's advisable to arrive in Nepal with a Chinese visa already in your passport, as the Chinese Embassy in Nepal will only issue group visas. From India itself there are, for political reasons, no border crossings to China. For years, the authorities have discussed opening a bus route from Sikkim to Tibet, north from Darjeeling, but despite both sides working on the road, the border has yet to be opened.
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From Vietnam
Vietnam has three border crossings with China – Dong Dang, 60km northeast of Hanoi; Lao Cai, 150km northwest; and the little-used Mong Cai, 200km south of Nanning. All three are open daily between 8.30am and 5pm. Note that officious Chinese customs officials at this border occasionally confiscate guidebooks, including this one (see "Entry requirements"); bury it at the bottom of your bag.
A direct train service from Hanoi is advertised as running all the way to Beijing (60hr), passing through Kunming, Nanning and Guilin. In practice, though, you'll have to leave the train at Dong Dang, walk across the border, and catch a minibus to the Chinese railhead, 15km away at Pingxiang, to catch the connecting train. Alternatively, there are good rail and road connections from Hanoi to Lang Son, from where a minibus can take you the last 5km to Dong Dang. Similarly, there are daily trains from Hanoi to Lao Cai, eleven hours' away in Vietnam's mountainous and undeveloped northwest (near the pleasant resort of Sa Pa), from where you can cross into Yunnan province at Hekou, and catch the daily train to Kunming. From Mong Cai, there are regular buses to Nanning.
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From Laos and Burma (Myanmar)
Crossing into China from Laos also lands you in Yunnan, this time at Bian Mao Zhan in the Xishuangbanna region. Formalities are very relaxed and unlikely to cause any problems, though take some hard cash as you can't change traveller's cheques on the Chinese side. It's 220km on local buses north from here to the regional capital, Jinghong, with a likely overnight stop in the town of Mengla along the way.
Entering China from Burma (Myanmar) is a possibility, too, with the old Burma Road cutting northeast from Rangoon (Yangon) to Lashio and the crossing at Wanding in Yunnan, just south of Ruili. At present, this border is open only to groups travelling with a tour agency, which will sort out all the necessary paperwork in Yangon. Be aware that border regulations here are subject to change.
Getting around
Public transport is comprehensive and good value in China: you can fly to all regional capitals and many cities; the rail network extends to every region; and you can reach China's remotest corners on local buses. Tibet is the one area where there are widespread restrictions on independent travel (see "Getting around"for more details), though a few other localities around the country are officially off- limits to foreigners.
However, getting around a crowded country with over a billion people often requires planning, patience and stamina. This is especially true for long-distance journeys, where you'll find travelling in as much comfort as you can afford saves a lot of undue stress. Tours are one way of taking the pressure off, and may be the only practical way of getting out to certain sights.
Public holidays – especially either side of the three "Golden Weeks" (see "Festivals") – are rotten times to travel, as half China is on the move between family and workplace: ticket prices rise (legally, by no more than fifteen percent, though often by up to fifty), bus- and train-station crowds swell insanely, and even flights become scarce.
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By rail
China's rail network is vast and efficient, and the safest, most reliable way to get around. The country's leaders invest billions of yuan annually on the network, considering a healthy transport infrastructure as essential to economic growth – and political cohesion. Recent years have seen some impressive developments: a rail line over (and through) the mountains between eastern China and Tibet completed in 2005, with pressurized carriages to cope with the altitude; and the country's first ultra-fast "bullet" trains, which began operation in eastern China in 2007.
Food, though expensive and ordinary, is always available on trains, either as polystyrene boxes of rice and stir-fries wheeled around along with snacks, or in the restaurant car between the soft-sleeper section and the rest of the train. You can also buy snacks from vendors at train stations during the longer station stops.
Getting around | By rail | 
Timetables and tickets
Booths outside train stations sell national train timetables in book form and single sheets covering local services, which are often also printed on the back of city maps. These are all in Chinese only, and can be very complex (even Chinese people have trouble with the books); you need to be able to recognize the characters for both where you are and your destination, then memorize the train number and how many services there are, in case your first choice isn't available. Two good online train schedules in English are www.chinahighlights.com/china-trains/index.htm and www.ravelchinaguide.com/china-trains.
Tickets – always one way – show the date of travel and destination, along with the train number, carriage, and seat or berth number. They become available up to five days in advance, though demand frequently outstrips supply. Station ticket offices are almost all computerized, and while queues can tie you up for an hour or more of jostling, you'll generally get what you're after if you have some flexibility. At the counter, state your destination, the day you'd like to travel, and the class you want, and have some alternatives handy. If you can't speak Chinese, get someone to write things down for you before setting out, as staff rarely speak English, though you may strike it lucky in big cities. In cities, you'll also find downtown advance purchase offices, where you pay a small commission (around ¥5 per ticket); it makes sense to try these places first as train stations are often located far from city centres. The easiest option – especially if you don't speak Chinese – is to book tickets through an agent, such as a hotel travel service, though you'll pay a commission of ¥30 or more per ticket. At present, the best way to book tickets online, and have them delivered to your hotel door in major Chinese cities, is through www.chinatripadvisor.com – you'll pay a surcharge of about 25 percent.
If you've bought a ticket but decide not to travel, you can get most of the fare refunded by returning the ticket to a ticket office at least two hours before departure. The process is called tuipiao and there's sometimes a window especially for this at stations.
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Ticket classes
There are four ticket classes: soft sleeper, hard sleeper, soft seat and hard seat, not all necessarily available on each train. Soft sleeper (ruanwo) costs around the same as flying, and gets you a berth in a four-person compartment with a soft mattress, fan, optional radio and a choice of Western- or Chinese-style toilets. Hard sleeper (yingwo), about two-thirds the price of ruanwo, is the best value. Carriages are divided into twenty sets of three-tiered bunks; the lowest bunk is the most expensive, but gets used as communal seating during the day and you may appreciate being able to withdraw to a higher level. The end tier of bunks is closest to night-lights and the connecting space between carriages, where smokers congregate. Each set of six bunks has its own vacuum flask of boiled water (topped up from the urn at the end of each carriage) – bring your own mugs and tea. Every carriage also has a toilet and washbasin, which can become unsavoury. There are fairly spacious luggage racks, though make sure you chain your bags securely while you sleep.
In either sleeper class, on boarding the carriage you will have your ticket exchanged for a metal tag by the attendant. The tag is swapped back for your ticket (so you'll be able to get through the barrier at the station) about half an hour before you arrive at your destination; you'll be woken up whatever hour of the day or night this happens to be.
Soft seat (ruanzuo) is increasingly available on services whose complete route takes less than a day. Seats are around the cost of an express-bus fare, have plenty of legroom and are well padded. More common is hard seat (yingzuo), which costs around half the soft-seat fare but is only recommended for relatively short journeys, as things can get crowded and excruciatingly uncomfortable. The basic hard-seat setup is a padded three-person bench offering just enough room to sit, with every available inch of floor space crammed with travellers who were unable to book a seat. You'll often be the focus of intense and unabashed speculation from peasants and labourers who can't afford to travel in better style – the best way to cope is to join in as best you can, whether you can speak Chinese or not.
Finally, if there's nothing else available, you can buy an unreserved ticket (wuzuo, literally "no seat"), which doesn't give you an assigned seat but lets you board the hard-seat section of the train – though you might have to stand for the entire journey if you can't upgrade on board.
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Types of train
The different types of train each have their own code of timetables. High-speed services include the new D-class, or "bullet trains", which travel up to 250kph; followed by the Z-, T- and K-class trains, which can still reach 150–200kph. These all have modern fittings with text tickers at the carriages' end scrolling through the temperature, arrival time at next station and speed. No-smoking rules are often vigorously enforced.
Ordinary trains (putong che) have a number only and range from those with clean carriages and able to top 100kph, to ancient plodders with cigarette-burned linoleum floors and grimy windows that are destined for the scrapheap. A few busy, short-haul express services, such as the Shenzhen– Guangzhou train, have double-decker carriages.
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Sample train fares
The fares below are for one-way travel on express trains. As always in China, the faster services are more expensive.
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Boarding the train
Turn up at the station with time to spare before your train leaves. All luggage has to be passed through x-ray machines at the station entrance to check for dangerous goods such as firecrackers – though there's rarely anyone paying any attention to the monitors. Carry film through separately to avoid the possibility of it getting damaged. You then need to work out which platform your train leaves from – most stations have electronic departure boards in Chinese, or you can show your ticket to station staff who will point you in the right direction. Passengers are not allowed onto the platform until the train is in and ready to leave, which can result in some mighty stampedes out of the crowded waiting rooms when the gates open. Carriages are numbered on the outside, and your ticket is checked by a guard as you board. Once on the train, you can upgrade any ticket at the controller's booth, in the hard-seat carriage next to the restaurant car (usually #8), where you can sign up for beds or seats as they become available.
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By bus and minibus
While cities and major towns usually have a train station, getting from these out to other places – whether rural Yunnan or simply an interesting village near Shanghai – usually requires a bus. Finding the right bus station isn't always easy though; even small towns often have both a central main bus station and several outlying depots handling specific destinations (located on the side of town in which traffic is heading).
Bus station timetables – except the new electronic ones – can be ignored; ask station staff about schedules and frequencies, though they generally can't speak English. Tickets are easy to buy: ticket offices at main stations are often computerized, queues are seldom bad, and – with the exception of back-road routes, which might only run every other day – you don't need to book in advance. In country towns, you sometimes buy tickets on board the bus. Destinations are always displayed in Chinese characters on the front of the vehicle.
There are various types of buses, though there's not always a choice available for particular routes and if there is, station staff will assume that as a foreigner you'll want the fastest, most comfortable service – which will also be the most expensive. Ordinary buses (putong che) are cheap and basic, with lightly padded seats; they're never heated or air-conditioned, so dress accordingly. Seats can be cramped and luggage racks tiny; you'll have to put anything bulkier than a satchel on the roof or your lap, or beside the driver. They tend to stop off frequently, so don't count on an average speed of more than 50kph. Express buses (kuai che) are the most expensive and have good legroom, comfy seats that may well recline, air-conditioning and video – usually playing the latest kung fu, pop or karaoke releases. Bulky luggage gets locked away in the belly of the bus, a fairly safe option as these buses operate on a speedy point-to-point basis, with no stops en route. Formerly common, sleeper buses (wopu che) have cramped, basic bunks instead of seats, minimal luggage space and a poor safety record, and are not recommended if there is any alternative. The final option is minibuses (xiao che or bao che) seating up to twenty people, common on routes of less than 100km or so. Prices vary around the country, but they typically cost a little more than the same journey by ordinary bus. They can be extremely cramped, however, and often circuit the departure point for ages until they have filled up.
Downsides to bus travel include the possibility of rough roads; drivers who spend the journey chatting on their mobile phone or coast downhill in neutral, with the engine off; and the fact that vehicles are obliged to use the horn before overtaking anything – earplugs are recommended. Take some food along, too, because although buses usually pull up at inexpensive roadhouses at mealtimes, they have been known to plough on for a full 24 hours without stopping. Only the most upmarket coaches have toilets; drivers stop every few hours or if asked to do so by passengers (roadhouse toilets are some of the worst in the country, however).
Getting around | 
By plane
China's airlines link all major cities. The main operators are Air China (www.airchina.com.cn/en/index.jsp), China Southern (www.cs-air.com/en) and China Eastern (www.ce-air.com), which – along with smaller regional companies – are overseen by the Civil Aviation Administration of China, or CAAC. Flying is a luxury worth considering for long distances as prices compare with soft-sleeper train travel but journey times are obviously far less, planes are generally modern and well maintained and service is good.
Buying tickets from the local CAAC office, hotel desk or tour agent is easy, and there seem to be enough flights along popular routes to cope with demand. Agents often give substantial discounts on advertised fares, especially if you book a day or two in advance. Competitive fares are available if you buy your ticket online at www.elong.com; there's a button on the website for English. In major Chinese cities, they can also deliver the ticket (for free) a few hours after you book it, and you pay the ticket price to the delivery boy. You'll need to provide a phone number to confirm the booking.
Timetables are displayed at airline offices and agent desks, and often on the back of city maps. Fares are based on one-way travel (so a return ticket is the price of two one-way tickets) and include all taxes. As an illustration, from Beijing, expect to pay at least ¥620 to Xi'an; ¥690 to Shanghai; ¥935 to Chengdu; ¥1055 to Guangzhou; ¥1190 to Kunming, ¥1440 to Ürümqi and ¥1800 to Hong Kong.
Airlines frequently provide an airport bus running to and from the airport. As these can be 30km or more from city centres, it's worth finding out if a bus is available, if not already mentioned in this guide. Check-in time for all flights is two hours before departure.
Getting around | 
By car
Driving a car across China is an appealing idea, but an experience currently forbidden to foreign tourists (though foreign residents can take a driving test). It is possible, however, to rent vehicles for local use in Beijing, Shanghai and Hong Kong, from rental companies at the airports. You need an international driving licence and a credit card to cover the deposit. Special licence plates make these rental vehicles easily identifiable to Chinese police, so don't try taking them beyond the designated boundaries. Rates are about ¥300 a day plus petrol.
The mainland Chinese drive on the right, although in practice drivers seem to drive wherever they like – through red lights, up one-way streets, even on the left. They use their horns instead of the brake, and lorries and buses plough ahead regardless while smaller vehicles get out of the way. The exception is in Hong Kong, where they drive on the left, and actually take traffic regulations seriously.
Elsewhere, the only option is to rent a taxi, minibus or Chinese Jeep, complete with driver. Prices are set by negotiating and average ¥400 a day, and you'll be expected to provide lunch for the driver. It's cheapest to approach drivers directly, though if you can't speak Chinese your accommodation should be able to help, and some tour operators run vehicles, too – and might include the services of an interpreter. In Tibet, renting a Jeep with a driver is pretty much the only way to get to many destinations (see "Getting around").
Getting around | 
Ferries
River and sea journeys are on the decline in China, with passenger ferries being made redundant by new and faster roads and rail lines. One of the world's great river journeys remains, however, namely the Yangzi, which is navigable for thousands of kilometres between the Sichuanese port of Chongqing and Yichang in Hubei, a journey that takes you through the mighty Three Gorges – though the spectacle has been lessened by the construction of the giant Three Gorges Dam. Another favourite is the day-cruise down the Li River between Guilin and Yangshuo in southwestern Guangxi province, past a forest of pointy mountains looking just like a Chinese scroll painting. By sea, there are passenger ferries between Hong Kong and Macau; between Guangxi and Hainan Island; and from ports in Shandong and Shanghai to neighbouring South Korea and Japan.
Conditions on board are greatly variable, but on overnight trips there's always a choice of classes – sometimes as many as six – which can range from a bamboo mat on the floor, right through to private cabins. Don't expect anything too impressive, however; many mainland services are cramped and overcrowded, and cabins, even in first class, are grimly functional.
Getting around | 
Cycling
China has the highest number of bicycles of any country in the world, with about a quarter of the population owning one (despite a rising trend towards mopeds, motorbikes and cars). Few cities have any hills and some have bike lanes, though many of the bigger cities are in the process of banning bicycles from main roads in order to free them up for cars.
Rental shops or booths are common around train stations, where you can rent a set of wheels for ¥5–10 a day. You will need to leave a deposit (¥200–400) and/or some form of ID, and you're fully responsible for anything that happens to the bike while it's in your care, so check brakes, tyre pressure and gears before renting. Most rentals are bog-standard black rattletraps – the really de luxe models feature working bells and brakes. There are repair shops all over the place should you need a tyre patched or a chain fixed up (around ¥2). If the bike sustains any serious damage, it's up to the parties involved to sort out responsibility and payment on the spot. To avoid theft, always use a bicycle chain or lock – they're available everywhere – and in cities, leave your vehicle in one of the ubiquitous designated parking areas, where it will be guarded by an attendant for a few yuan.
An alternative to renting is to buy a bike, a sensible option if you're going to be based anywhere for a while. All department stores sell them: a heavy, unsophisticated machine will only set you back about ¥200; whereas a mountain bike will be upwards of ¥500. A folding bike (around ¥350) is a great idea, as you can cycle around all day and when you're tired, put it in the boot of a taxi; and, of course, you can take it from one destination to another on the bus. You can also bring your own bike into China; international airlines usually insist that the front wheel is removed, deflated and strapped to the back, and that everything is thoroughly packaged. Inside China, airlines, trains and ferries all charge to carry bikes, and the ticketing and accompanying paperwork can be baffling. Where possible, it's easier to stick to long-distance buses and stow it for free on the roof, no questions asked. Another option is to see China on a specialized bike tour such as those offered by Bike China (www.bikechina.com) or Cycle China (www.cyclechina.com); though by no means cheap, these can be an excellent start to a longer stay in China. For adventurous mountain biking, the best place to head is Yunnan, in the southwest; challenging tours are offered by Haiwei Trails (www.haiweitrails.com).
Getting around | 
Tours
Tour operators – whether just a desk at a hotel or a proper organization – always offer excursions, from local city sights to river cruises and multi-day cross-country trips. While you always pay for the privilege, sometimes these tours are good value: travel, accommodation and food – usually plentiful and excellent – are generally included, as might be the services of an interpreter and guide. And in some cases, tours are the most practical (if not the only) way to see something really worthwhile, saving endless bother organizing local transport and accommodation.
On the downside, there are disreputable operators who'll blatantly overcharge for mediocre services, foist guides on you who can't speak local dialects or are unhelpful and spend three days on what could better be done in an afternoon. It always pays to make exhaustive enquiries about the exact nature of the tour, such as exactly what the price includes and the departure/return times, before handing any money over.
As regards adventure tours, it's worth checking out WildChina (www.wildchina.com), which is based in-country and runs excursions around the nation's fringes for individuals and groups, with trekking and hiking a focus of many trips, though some tours have an architectural or cultural emphasis.
Getting around | 
City transport
All Chinese cities have some form of public transit system. An increasing number have (or are building) light-rail systems and underground metros; elsewhere, the city bus is the transport focus. These are cheap and run from around 6am to 9pm or later, but – Hong Kong's apart – are usually slow and crowded. Pricier private minibuses often run the same routes in similar comfort but at greater speed; they're either numbered or have their destination written up at the front.
Taxis are always available in larger towns and cities; main roads, transit points and tourist hotels are good places to find them. They either cost a fixed rate within certain limits – ¥5 seems normal – or about ¥8 to hire and then ¥1–3 per kilometre. You'll also find (motorized- or cycle-) rickshaws and motorbike taxis outside just about every mainland bus and train station, whose highly erratic rates are set by bargaining beforehand.
Accommodation
Although Chinese hotels are often lacking in character – old family-run institutions of the kind that can be found all over Asia and Europe are rare – there is an increasing range of choice, especially in the large cities, where you can find foreigner-friendly hostels, budget motels and hotels ranging from drab urban models to upmarket international chains.
Price is not a good indicator of quality, however, with a good deal of overlap between the various places – a motel double room, for example, is often cheaper than a hotel and better value than a hostel. The Chinese hospitality industry is on a steep learning curve, so new places are often vastly better than old ones.
Security in accommodation is reasonably good, although you would be foolish to leave money or valuables lying about in your room. If you lock things inside your bag before going out, you are unlikely to have problems.
Accommodation | 
Finding a room
Increasingly, booking ahead is a routine procedure for all hostels and motels – which tend to get booked out in advance – and more modern hotels, where you'll often get an automatic discount for doing so. You can book by phone, through the accommodation's own website if there is one, or by using a dedicated accommodation-booking website such as elong (www.elong.com) or China Trip (www.ctrip.com), both of which have English-language content and offer massive discounts on selected mid-range to upmarket hotel rates. Budget travellers should check out hostel booking services such as hostel bookers (www.hostelbookers.com). Staff on airport buses usually hand out elong or China Trip discount cards and booklets listing special offers. Sometimes, the local CITS can also wrangle excellent discounts for you.
For other hotels, however, the concept of booking ahead may be alien, and you won't make much headway without spoken Chinese – though it's a good idea to call (or to ask someone to call for you) to see if vacancies exist before lugging your bag across town. Be aware that even at these places room rates displayed at reception often turn out to be merely the starting point in negotiations. Staff are almost always amenable to bargaining and it's not unusual to get thirty percent off the advertised price, even more perhaps in low season or where there's plenty of competition. Always ask to see the room first.
If you haven't booked ahead, time things so that you reach your destination in broad daylight, then deposit your bag at a left-luggage office at the train or bus station and check out possible accommodation options. New arrivals at city bus and train stations are often besieged by touts wanting to lead them to a hotel where they'll receive a commission for bringing guests in; these people are generally OK, but you do need to be very clear about how much you're willing to pay before being dragged all over town.
If you find yourself being turned away by cheaper hotels, they probably haven't obtained police permission to take foreigners, and would face substantial fines for doing so. The situation is dependent on the local authorities, and can vary not just from province to province, but also from town to town. Nothing is ever certain in China, however: being able to speak Chinese greatly improves your chances, as does being able to write your name in Chinese on the register (or having it printed out so the receptionist can do this for you) – in which case the authorities need never know that a foreigner stayed.
[image: ]
Accommodation | 
Checking in and out
The checking-in process involves filling in a detailed form giving details of your name, age, date of birth, sex and address, places where you are coming from and going to, how many days you intend staying and your visa and passport numbers. Upmarket hotels have English versions of these forms, and might fill them in for you, but hotels unaccustomed to foreigners usually have them in Chinese only, and might never have seen a foreign passport before – which explains the panic experienced by many hotel receptionists when they see a foreigner walk in the door. There's an example of this form in English and Chinese opposite to help smooth difficulties.
You are always asked to pay in advance, including a deposit, which may amount to twice the price of the room. Assuming you haven't broken anything – make sure everything works properly when you check in – deposits are generally refunded; just don't lose the receipt.
In cheaper places, you won't get a key from reception; instead, you'll get a piece of paper that you take to the appropriate floor attendant who will give you a room card and open the door for you whenever you come in. You can usually ask to keep the key, though again you'll have to pay a refundable deposit of ¥10–20. If your room has a telephone, disconnect it to avoid being woken by prostitutes calling up through the night.
Check-out time is noon, though you can ask to keep the room until later for a proportion of the daily rate. Make sure you come to an arrangement for this before check-out time, however, as there have been reports of staff telling guests to sort this out after check-out time, then refusing to refund their room deposit claiming that they have overstayed. Conversely, if you have to leave very early in the morning (to catch transport, for instance), you may be unable to find staff to refund your deposit, and might also encounter locked front doors or compound gates. This is most of a problem in rural areas, though often the receptionist sleeps behind the desk and can be woken up if you make enough noise.
Accommodation | 
Hotels
The different Chinese words for hotel are vague indicators of the status of the place – see "Useful words and phrases" for the pinyin and Chinese characters. Sure signs of upmarket pretensions are the modern-sounding dajiulou or dajiudian, which translate as something like "big wine bar". The term binguan is similarly used for smart new establishments, though it is also the name given to the older government-run hotels, many of which have now been renovated; foreigners can nearly always stay in these. Fandian (literally "restaurant") is used indiscriminately for top-class hotels as well as humble and obscure ones. Reliably downmarket – and rarely accepting foreigners – is zhaodaisuo ("guesthouse"), while the humblest of all is lüguan ("inn"), where you might occasionally get to stay in some rural areas. These cheaper places are often simply signed zhusu ("accommodation").
Whatever type of hotel you are staying in, there are two things you can rely on: one is a pair of plastic or paper slippers under the bed, which you use for walking to the bathroom, and the other is a vacuum flask of drinkable hot water that can be refilled any time by the floor attendant – though upmarket places tend to provide electric kettles instead. Breakfast is sometimes included in the price; nearly all hotels, even fairly grotty ones, will have a restaurant where at least a Chinese breakfast of buns, pickles and congee is served between 7 and 9am.
Accommodation | Hotels | 
Upmarket
In the larger cities, you'll find upmarket four- or five-star hotels. Conditions in such hotels are comparable to those anywhere in the world, with all the usual international facilities on offer – such as swimming pools, gyms and business centres – though the finer nuances of service will sometimes be lacking. Prices for standard doubles in these places are upwards of ¥800 (¥800 and above in our price-code scheme) and go as high as ¥1500, with a fifteen-percent service charge on top; the use of credit cards is routine. In Hong Kong and Macau, the top end of the market is similar in character to the mainland, though prices are higher and service more efficient – price codes for these areas are found under "Accommodation price codes".
Even if you cannot afford to stay in the upmarket hotels, they can still be pleasant places to escape from the hubbub, and nobody in China blinks at the sight of a stray foreigner roaming around the foyer of a smart hotel. As well as air-conditioning and clean toilets, you'll find cafés and bars (sometimes showing satellite TV), telephone and fax facilities and seven-days-a-week money changing (though this is seldom available to non-guests).
Accommodation | Hotels | 
Mid-range
Many urban Chinese hotels built nowadays are mid-range, and practically every town in China has at least one hotel of this sort. Most rooms in these places are twin bed (shuangrenfang) or single (danrenfang); if you want a double bed, ask for a single with a "large bed" (dachuan). The quality of mid-range places is the hardest to predict from the price: an old hotel with cigarette-burned carpets, leaking bathrooms and grey bedsheets might charge the same as a sparkling new establishment next door (newer places are generally better, as a rule).
In remote places, you should get a twin or double in a mid-range place for ¥100–250, but expect to pay at least ¥300 in any sizeable city. Some mid-range hotels built during the dawn of tourism in 1980s, however, might retain older, cheaper wings. These are often well maintained, if threadbare, and cost ¥100–200 for a double with bathroom, and might even have dorm beds for as low as ¥25 (see "Budget hotels").
Accommodation | Hotels | 
Budget hotels
Cheap hotels, with doubles costing less than ¥100, vary in quality from the dilapidated to the perfectly comfortable. In many cities, they're commonly located near the train or bus stations, though they may need persuading to take foreigners. Where they do, you'll notice that the Chinese routinely rent beds rather than rooms – doubling up with one or more strangers – as a means of saving money. Foreigners are seldom allowed to share rooms with Chinese people, but if there are three or four foreigners together it's often possible for them to share one big room; otherwise you might have to negotiate a price for the whole room.
Accommodation | 
Motels
The last few years has seen an explosion in urban motels, which for the first time offer clean, modern, good-value places to stay right in city centres. Having originated in Shanghai, there are three nation-wide chains at present: Motel168 (www.motel168.com); Jinjiang Inn (www.jj-inn.com); and Home Inn (www.homeinns.com), all of whom offer small but not cramped double rooms with showers, phones, TV and Internet portal from about ¥160. Generally, they're a very good deal and need to be booked in advance both because of their popularity and because you'll only get the cheapest rooms this way – prices are otherwise fixed. The English-language pages on their websites are not always up to date, but staff at reception usually speak a little English if you call ahead.
Accommodation | 
Hostels and guesthouses
There's a rapidly expanding network of youth hostels across China, most of whom are affiliated with the IYHA. Contact details for individual hostels are given through the guide, and booking ahead is always advisable. The Chinese youth hostel website isn't up to speed with the situation, and there's better info and easier booking available through the international IYHA site or www.hostelbookers.com. IYHA members get a small discount, usually ¥10, and you can join at any mainland hostel for ¥60.
Hong Kong, Macau and a few regions of China (mostly in southwestern provinces) also have a number of privately run guesthouses in everything from family mansions to Mongolian tents, whose variety comes as a relief after the dullness of mainland accommodation. Prices for double rooms in these guesthouses are generally cheaper than in hotels in most of eastern China, and very cheap dormitories are also plentiful.
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | 
Youth hostel associations
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | Youth hostel associations | 
China
YHA China  020/87345080, 87345428, www.yhachina.com/english. 
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | Youth hostel associations | 
International
International Youth Hostel Association (IYHA)  www.hihostels.com. 
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | Youth hostel associations | 
UK and Ireland
Youth Hostel Association (YHA)  0870/770 8868, www.yha.org.uk. 
Scottish Youth Hostel Association  01786/891 400, www.syha.org.uk. 
Irish Youth Hostel Association  01/830 4555, www.irelandyha.org. 
Hostelling International Northern Ireland  028/9031 5435, www.hini.org.uk. 
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | Youth hostel associations | 
US and Canada
Hostelling International-American Youth Hostels  301/495-1240, www.hiayh.org. 
Hostelling International Canada  1-800/663-5777, www.hihostels.ca. 
Accommodation | Hostels and guesthouses | Youth hostel associations | 
Australia and New Zealand
Australia Youth Hostels Association  02/9565 1699, www.yha.com.au. 
Youth Hostelling Association New Zealand  0800/278 299 or 03/379 9970, www.yha.co.nz. 
Accommodation | 
University accommodation
In some cities with limited alternatives, university accommodation might be an option, though as youth hostels continue to proliferate and campuses are huge and often remote from arrival points or sights, they're not always such a good choice. Once at the campus, you need to locate the "Foreigners' Guesthouse" (Waibing Zhaodaisuo) or the "Foreign Experts' Building" (Waiguo Zhuanjia Lou), designed primarily to accommodate foreign students or teachers. These buildings act like simple hotels and you have to fill in all the usual forms. Expect to pay around ¥50 a night, though some places are now charging tourists substantially more. Sometimes, you'll find yourself sharing with a resident foreign student who may be less than gracious about having you – but this happens only if the student concerned has paid for only one of the two beds in their room, so you needn't feel guilty about it.
Accommodation | 
Camping and pilgrims' inns
Camping is only really feasible in the wildernesses of western China – in parts of Tibet, Sichuan, Yunnan, Qinghai, Xinjiang, Gansu and Inner Mongolia – where you are not going to wake up under the prying eyes of thousands of local villagers. Don't bother actually trying to get permission for it – this is the kind of activity that the Chinese authorities do not really have any clear idea about, so if asked they will certainly answer "no". The only kind of regular, authorized camping in China is by the nomadic Mongolian and Kazakh peoples of the steppe who have their own felt tents (mengu bao), which tourists can stay in under certain circumstances (see "Staying in a yurt").
An alternative to camping is staying at pilgrims' inns at important monasteries and lamaseries, an experience well worth trying once. Facilities range from cheap and basic cells designed for roaming clergy where you'll pay around ¥30, to tourist-standard rooms with toilets and heating costing over ¥100 at popular locations such as Emei Shan in Sichuan. Such places always offer vegetarian meals for an additional fee.
Food and drink
The Chinese love to eat, and from market-stall buns and soup, right through to the intricate variations of regional cookery, China boasts one of the world's greatest cuisines. Unfortunately, the inability to order effectively sees many travellers missing out, and they leave convinced that the bland stir-fries and dumplings served up in the cheapest canteens are all that's available. With a bit of effort, however, you can eat well whatever your budget and ability with the language.
Meals are considered social events, and the process is accordingly geared to a group of diners sharing a variety of different dishes with their companions. Fresh ingredients are available from any market stall, though unless you're living long term in the country there are few opportunities to cook for yourself.
Food and drink | 
Ingredients and cooking methods
In the south, rice as grain, noodles, or dumpling wrappers is the staple, replaced in the cooler north by wheat, formed into buns or noodles. Keep an eye out for lamian – literally "pulled noodles" – a Muslim treat made as you wait by pulling out ribbons of dough between outstretched arms, and serving them in a spicy soup (see "Uyghur food").
Meat is held to be invigorating and, ideally, forms the backbone of any meal. Pork is the most common meat used, except in areas with a strong Muslim tradition where it's replaced with mutton or beef. Fowl is considered especially good during old age or convalescence, and was quite a luxury in the past, though today most rural people in central and southern China seem to own a couple of chickens, and the countryside is littered with duck and geese farms. Fish and seafood are highly regarded and can be expensive – partly because local pollution means that they often have to be imported – as are rarer game meats.
Eggs – duck, chicken or quail – are a popular nationwide snack, often flavoured by hard-boiling in a mixture of tea, soy sauce and star anise. There's also the so-called "thousand-year-old" variety, preserved for a few months in ash and straw – they look gruesome, with translucent brown albumen and green yolks, but actually have a delicate, brackish flavour. Dairy products serve limited purposes in China. Goat's cheese and yoghurt are eaten in parts of Yunnan and the Northwest, but milk is considered fit only for children and the elderly and is not used in cooking.
Vegetables accompany nearly every Chinese meal, used in most cases to balance tastes and textures of meat, but also appearing as dishes in their own right. Though the selection can be very thin in some parts of the country, there's usually a wide range on offer, from leafy greens to water chestnuts, mushrooms, bamboo shoots, seaweed and radish – even thin, transparent "glass" noodles, made out of pea starch, which the Chinese regard as vegetables, too.
Soya beans are ubiquitous in Chinese cooking, being a good source of protein in a country where meat has often been a luxury. The beans themselves are small and green when fresh, and are sometimes eaten this way in the south. More frequently, however, they are salted and used to thicken sauces, fermented to produce soy sauce, or boiled and pressed to make white cakes of tofu (bean curd). Fresh tofu is flavourless and as soft as custard, though it can be pressed further to create a firmer texture, deep-fried until crisp, or cooked in stock and used as a meat substitute in vegetarian cooking. Regional variations abound: in the west, tofu is served heavily spiced; in Hunan, they grow mould on it (rather like cheese); in the south, it's stuffed with meat; northerners make it spongy by freezing it; and everywhere it gets used in soup. The skin that forms on top of the liquid while tofu is being made is itself skimmed off, dried, and used as a wrapping for spring rolls and the like.
Seasonal availability is smoothed over by a huge variety of dried, salted and pickled vegetables, meats and seafood, which often characterize local cooking styles. There's also an enormous assortment of regional fruit, great to clean the palate or fill a space between meals.
Food and drink | Ingredients and cooking methods | 

For a comprehensive menu reader and useful phrases for ordering food and drink, see "Useful words and phrases". For more on Chinese food, see under "Chinese cuisine".

Food and drink | 
Breakfast, snacks and street food
Breakfast is not usually a big event by Chinese standards, more something to line the stomach for a few hours. Much of the country is content with a bowl of zhou rice porridge (also known as congee) flavoured with pickles and eaten with plain buns, or doujiang (sweetened soya milk) accompanied by a fried dough stick. Another favourite is a plain soup with noodles or wuntun dumplings and perhaps a little meat. Guangdong and Hong Kong are the exceptions, where the traditional breakfast of dim sum (also known as yum cha) involves a selection of tiny buns, dumplings and dishes served with tea.
Other snacks and street food are served through the day from small, early-opening stalls located around markets, train and bus stations. These serve grilled chicken wings; kebabs; spiced noodles; baked yams and potatoes; boiled eggs; various steamed or stewed dishes dished up in earthenware sandpots; grilled corn and – in places such as Beijing and Sichuan – countless local treats. Also common are steamed buns, which are either stuffed with meat or vegetables (baozi) or plain (mantou, literally "bald heads"). The buns originated in the north and are especially warming on a winter's day; a sweeter Cantonese variety is stuffed with barbecued pork. Another northern snack now found everywhere is the ravioli-like jiaozi, again with a meat or vegetable filling and either fried or steamed; shuijiao are boiled jiaozi served in soup. Some small restaurants specialize in jiaozi, containing a bewildering range of fillings and always sold by weight.
Food and drink | 
Restaurants and eating out
The cheapest hole-in-the-wall canteens are necessarily basic, with simple food costing a few yuan a serve and often much better than you'd expect from the furnishings. Proper restaurants are usually bright, busy places whose preferred atmosphere is renao, or "hot and noisy", rather than the often quiet norm in the West. Prices at these places obviously vary a lot, but even expensive-looking establishments charge only ¥15–50 for a main dish, and servings tend to be generous. Restaurants are often divided up by floor, with the cheapest, most public area on the ground floor and more expensive, private booths with waitress service upstairs.
While the cheaper places might have long hours, restaurant opening times are early and short: breakfast lasts from around 6–9am; lunch 11am–2pm; and dinner from around 5–9pm, after which the staff will be yawning and sweeping the debris off the tables around your ankles.
Food and drink | Restaurants and eating out | 
Ordering and dining
Pointing is all that's required at street stalls and small restaurants, where the ingredients are displayed out the front in buckets, bundles and cages; canteens usually have the fare laid out or will have the selection scrawled illegibly on strips of paper or a board hung on the wall. You either tell the cook directly what you want or buy chits from a cashier, which you exchange at the kitchen hatch for your food and sit down at large communal tables or benches.
When you enter a proper restaurant you'll be escorted to a chair and promptly given a pot of tea, along with pickles and nuts in upmarket places. The only tableware provided is a spoon, a bowl and a pair of chopsticks, and at this point the Chinese will ask for boiling water and a bowl to wash it all in – not usually necessary, but something of a ritual. Unless you're in a big tourist destination, menus will be Chinese-only and the restaurant staff will probably be unable to speak English, though fortunately there's a growing trend in photo menus – in fact, some regional Chinese dishes have such obscure names that even non-local Chinese have to ask what they are. Alternatively, have a look at what other diners are eating – the Chinese are often delighted that a foreigner wants to eat Chinese food, and will indicate the best food on their table.
If this fails, you might be escorted through to the kitchen to make your choice by pointing at the raw ingredients. You need to get the idea across here if you want different items cooked together (say yikuair), otherwise you might end up with separate plates of nuts, meat and vegetables when you thought you'd ordered a single dish of chicken with cashews and green peppers. Note also that unless you're specific about how you want your food prepared, it inevitably arrives stir-fried.
When ordering, unless eating a one-dish meal like Beijing duck or a hotpot, try to select items with a range of tastes and textures; it's also usual to include a soup. In cheap places, servings of noodles or rice are huge, but as they are considered basic stomach fillers, quantities decline the more upmarket you go. Note that dishes such as jiaozi and some seafood, as well as fresh produce, are sold by weight: a liang is 50g, a banjin 250g, a jin 500g, and a gongjin 1kg.
Dishes are all served at once, placed in the middle of the table for diners to share. With some poultry dishes you can crunch up the smaller bones, but anything else is spat out on to the tablecloth or floor, more or less discreetly depending on the establishment – watch what others are doing. Soups tend to be bland and are consumed last (except in the south where they may be served first or as part of the main meal) to wash the meal down, the liquid slurped from a spoon or the bowl once the noodles, vegetables or meat in it have been picked out and eaten. Desserts aren't a regular feature in China, though in the south, sweet soups and buns are eaten (the latter not confined to main meals), particularly at festive occasions.
Resting your chopsticks together across the top of your bowl means that you've finished eating. After a meal, the Chinese don't hang around to talk over drinks as in the West, but get up straight away and leave. In canteens, you'll pay up front, while at restaurants you ask for the bill and pay either the waiter or at the front till. Tipping is not expected in mainland China, though in Hong Kong you generally leave around ten percent.
Food and drink | 
Western and international food
There's a fair amount of Western and international food available in China, though supply and quality vary. Hong Kong, Shanghai and Beijing have the best range, with some excellent restaurants covering everything from Russian to Brazilian cuisine, and there are international food restaurants in every Chinese city of any size, with Korean and Japanese the best represented. Elsewhere, upmarket hotels may have Western restaurants, serving expensive but huge buffet breakfasts of scrambled egg, bacon, toast, cereal and coffee; and there's a growing number of cafés in many cities, especially ones with large foreign expat populations. Burger, fried-chicken and pizza places are ubiquitous, including domestic chains such as Dicos alongside McDonald's, KFC and Pizza Hut.
Food and drink | 
Drink
Water is easily available in China, but never drink what comes out of the tap. Boiled water is always on hand in hotels and trains, either provided in large vacuum flasks or an urn, and you can buy bottled spring water at station stalls and supermarkets – read the labels and you'll see some unusual substances (such as radon) listed, which you'd probably want to avoid.
Food and drink | Drink | 
Tea
Tea has been known in China since antiquity and was originally drunk for medicinal reasons. Although its health properties are still important, and some food halls sell nourishing or stimulating varieties by the bowlful, over the centuries a whole social culture has sprung up around this beverage, spawning teahouses that once held the same place in Chinese society that the local pub or bar does in the West. Plantations of neat rows of low tea bushes adorn hillsides across southern China, while the brew is enthusiastically consumed, from the highlands of Tibet – where it's mixed with barley meal and butter – to every restaurant and household between Hong Kong and Beijing.
Often the first thing you'll be asked in a restaurant is he shenme cha – "what sort of tea would you like?" Chinese tea comes in red, green and flower-scented varieties, depending on how it's processed; only Hainan produces Indian-style black tea. Some regional kinds, such as pu'er from Yunnan, Fujian's tie guanyin, Zhejiang's longjing or Sichuan's zhuye qing, are highly sought after; indeed, after locals in Yunnan decided that banks weren't paying enough interest, they started investing in pu'er tea stocks, causing prices to soar.
Though tea is never drunk with milk and only very rarely with sugar, the manner in which it's served also varies from place to place: sometimes it comes in huge mugs with a lid, elsewhere in dainty cups served from a miniature pot; there are also formalized tea rituals in parts of Fujian and Guangdong. When drinking in company, it's polite to top up others' cups before your own, whenever they become empty; if someone does this for you, lightly tap your first two fingers on the table to show your thanks. If you've had enough, leave your cup full, and in a restaurant take the lid off or turn it over if you want the pot refilled during the meal.
It's also worth trying some Muslimbabao cha or Eight Treasures Tea, which involves dried fruit, nuts, seeds, crystallized sugar and tea heaped into a cup with the remaining space filled with hot water, poured with panache from an immensely long-spouted copper kettle. It's becoming widely available in upmarket restaurants everywhere, and is sometimes sold in packets from street stalls.
Food and drink | Drink | 
Alcohol
The popularity of beer – pijiu – in China rivals that of tea, and, for men, is the preferred mealtime beverage (drinking alcohol in public is considered improper for Chinese women, though not for foreigners). The first brewery was set up in the northeastern port of Qingdao by the Germans in the nineteenth century, and now, though the Tsingtao label is widely available, just about every province produces at least one brand of four-percent Pilsner. Sold in litre bottles, it's always drinkable, often pretty good, and is actually cheaper than bottled water. Draught beer is becoming available across the country.
Watch out for the term "wine" on English menus, which usually denotes spirits, made from rice (mijiu), sorghum or millet (baijiu). Serving spirits to guests is a sign of hospitality, and they're always used for toasting at banquets. Again, local home-made varieties can be quite good, while mainstream brands – especially the expensive, nationally famous Moutai and Wuliangye – are pretty vile to the Western palate. Imported beers and spirits are sold in large department stores and in city bars, but are always expensive. China does actually have a couple of commercial vineyards producing the mediocre Great Wall and Dynasty labels, more of a status symbol than an attempt to rival Western growers. Far better are the local pressings in Xinjiang province, where the population of Central Asian descent takes its grapes seriously.
Western-style bars are found not only in Hong Kong and Macau, but also in the major mainland cities. These establishments serve both local and imported beers and spirits, and are popular with China's middle class as well as foreigners. Mostly, though, the Chinese drink alcohol only with their meals – all restaurants serve at least local beer and baijiu.
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Soft drinks
Canned drinks, usually sold unchilled, include various lemonades and colas. Fruit juices can be unusual and refreshing, however, flavoured with chunks of lychee, lotus and water chestnuts. Coffee is grown and drunk in Yunnan and Hainan, and imported brews are available in cafés; you can buy instant powder in any supermarket. Milk is sold in powder form as baby food, and increasingly in bottles for adult consumption as its benefits for invalids and the elderly become accepted wisdom. Sweetened yoghurt drinks, available all over the country in little packs of six, are a popular treat for children, though their high sugar content won't do your teeth much good on a regular basis.
The media
The Chinese news agency, Xinhua, is a state-run organization that supplies both the national print and TV media. Most content is Party-controlled and censored, though there is a growing openness about social issues as long as no fingers are pointed towards the central government. Some stories about corrupt local officials, armed confrontations between developers, peasants being forced off their land, or the appalling conditions of coal-mine workers do occasionally get through the net, though both journalists and editors take a risk reporting such things: several doing so have been jailed by the government or even beaten to death by the thugs they were trying to expose.
The media | 
Newspapers and magazines
The national Chinese-language newspaper is the People's Daily (with an online English edition at english.peopledaily.com.cn), though all provincial capitals and many major cities produce their own dailies with a local slant. Lifestyle magazines have really taken off in the last few years, and newsagent stalls sag under the weight of publications covering fashion, teen, interior furnishings and countless other subjects.
The only English-language newspaper on the mainland is the China Daily (www.chinadaily.com.cn), which is scarce outside Beijing. As well as the predictably mind-numbing stories of economic success the paper also has a Beijing listings section and articles on uncontroversial aspects of Chinese culture. Other official English-language publications such as Beijing Review and Business Beijing are glossy titles, again very difficult to get hold of outside the capital, with articles on investment opportunities and the latest state successes, as well as interesting places to visit.
A good range of English-language newspapers and magazines is published in Hong Kong, including the South China Morning Post, the Hong Kong Standard, the Eastern Express and the Far Eastern Economic Review. Asian editions of a number of international magazines and newspapers are also produced here – Time, Newsweek, the Asian Wall Street Journal and USA Today, for example. These have so far remained openly critical of Beijing on occasion, despite the former colony's changeover to Chinese control.
Several cities also have free English-language magazines aimed at expats containing listings of local venues and events, plus classifieds and feature articles; they're monitored by the authorities, though this doesn't stop them sailing quite close to the wind at times. In large cities, you'll also find copies of (generally uncensored) imported publications such as Time, Newsweek and the Far Eastern Economic Review.
The media | 
Television and radio
Chinese television comprises a dozen or so channels run by the state television company, CCTV, plus a host of regional stations; not all channels are available across the country. Most of the content comprises news, flirty game shows, travel and wildlife documentaries, soaps and historical dramas, and bizarre song-and-dance extravaganzas featuring performers in fetishistic, tight-fitting military outfits entertaining party officials with rigor-mortis faces. Tune in to CCTV 1 for news; CCTV 5 is dedicated to sport; CCTV 6 shows films (with at least one war feature a day, in which the Japanese are shown getting mightily beaten); CCTV 9 broadcasts an English-language mix of news, documentaries and travel shows; while CCTV 11 concentrates on Chinese opera. The regional stations are sometimes more adventurous, with a current trend for hard-hitting investigative reporting and reality TV shows, and there's a growing availability of cable and satellite stations – the latter often foreign – which seem to enjoy comparatively little censorship.
On the radio you're likely to hear the latest soft ballads, or versions of Western pop songs sung in Chinese. For news from home, you'll need to bring a shortwave radio with you; see the websites of the BBC World Service (www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice), Radio Canada (www.rcinet.ca), the Voice of America (www.voa.gov) and Radio Australia (www.abc.net.au/ra) for schedules and frequencies.
Festivals
China celebrates many secular and religious festivals, three of which – the Spring Festival (Chinese New Year), Labour Day and National Day – are known as "Golden Weeks" and involve nationwide holidays where the entire population are encouraged to spend money by travelling and shopping, thus supporting the economy. Avoid travel yourself during these times, however, as the country's transport network becomes severely overloaded.
Most festivals take place according to dates in the Chinese lunar calendar, in which the first day of the month is the time when the moon is at its thinnest, with the full moon marking the middle of the month. By the Gregorian calendar used in the West, such festivals fall on a different day every year – check online for the latest dates. Most festivals celebrate the turning of the seasons or auspicious dates, such as the eighth day of the eighth month (eight is a lucky number in China), and are times for gift giving, family reunion and feasting. In the countryside, lanterns are lit and firecrackers (banned in the cities) are set off. It's always worth visiting temples on festival days, when the air is thick with incense, and people queue up to kowtow to altars and play games that bring good fortune, such as trying to hit the temple bell by throwing coins.
Aside from the following national festivals, China's ethnic groups punctuate the year with their own ritual observances, which are described in the relevant chapters of the Guide. In Hong Kong, all the national Chinese festivals are celebrated.
Festivals | 
A holidays and festivals calendar
January/February Two-week-long Spring Festival (see below).
February Tiancang Festival On the twentieth day of the first lunar month, Chinese peasants celebrate Tiancang, or Granary Filling Day, in the hope of ensuring a good harvest later in the year.
March Guanyin's Birthday Guanyin, the Bodhisattva of Mercy, and probably China's most popular deity, is celebrated on the nineteenth day of the second lunar month.
April 5 Qingming Festival This festival, also referred to as Tomb Sweeping Day, is the time to visit the graves of ancestors and burn ghost money in honour of the departed.
April 13–15 Dai Water Splashing Festival Anyone on the streets of Xishuangbanna, in Yunnan province, is fair game for a soaking.
May 1 Labour Day Now just the main day of a week-long national holiday when everyone goes on the move.
May 4 Youth Day Commemorating the student demonstrators in Tian'anmen Square in 1919, which gave rise to the Nationalist "May Fourth Movement". It's marked in most cities with flower displays.
June 1 Children's Day Most schools go on field trips, so if you're visiting a popular tourist site, be prepared for mobs of kids in yellow baseball caps.
June/July Dragon-boat Festival On the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, dragon-boat races are held in memory of the poet Qu Yuan, who drowned himself in 280 BC. Some of the most famous venues for this festival in the country are Yueyang in Hunan province, and Hong Kong. The traditional food to accompany the celebrations is zongzi (lotus-wrapped rice packets).
August/September Ghost Festival The Chinese equivalent of Halloween, this is a time when ghosts from hell are supposed to walk the earth. It's not celebrated so much as observed; it's regarded as an inauspicious time to travel, move house or get married.
September/October Moon Festival On the fifteenth day of the eighth month of the lunar calendar, the Chinese celebrate the Moon Festival, also known as the Mid-Autumn Festival, a time of family reunion that is celebrated with fireworks and lanterns. Moon cakes, containing a rich filling of sugar, lotus-seed paste and walnut, are eaten, and plenty of spirits consumed. In Hong Kong, the cakes sometimes contain salted duck-egg yolks.
September/October Double Ninth Festival Nine is a number associated with yang, or male energy, and on the ninth day of the ninth lunar month such qualities as assertiveness and strength are celebrated. It's believed to be a good time for the distillation (and consumption) of spirits.
September 28 Confucius Festival The birthday of Confucius is marked by celebrations at all Confucian temples. It's a good time to visit Qufu, in Shandong province, when elaborate ceremonies are held at the temple there.
October 1 National Day Another anchor for a week-long holiday when everyone has time off to celebrate the founding of the People's Republic. TV is even more dire than usual as it's full of programmes celebrating Party achievements.
December 25 Christmas This is marked as a religious event only by the faithful, but for everyone else it's an excuse for a feast and a party.
Festivals | A holidays and festivals calendar | 
Spring Festival (Chinese New Year)
The Spring Festival is two weeks of festivities marking the beginning of the lunar New Year, usually in late January or early February. In Chinese astrology, each year is associated with one of twelve animals, and the passing into a new phase is a momentous occasion. The festival sees China at its most colourful, with shops and houses decorated with good-luck messages, and stalls and shops selling paper money, drums and costumes. The first day of the festival is marked by a family feast at which jiaozi (dumplings) are eaten, sometimes with coins hidden inside. To bring luck, people dress in red clothes (red being a lucky colour) and eat fish, since the Chinese script for fish resembles the script for "surplus", something everyone wishes to enjoy during the year. Firecrackers are let off almost constantly to scare ghosts away and, on the fifth day, to honour Cai Shen, god of wealth (in the cities, where fireworks are banned, people play recordings of explosions as a substitute). Another ghost-scaring tradition is the pasting up of images of door gods at the threshold. Outside the home, New Year is celebrated at temple fairs, which feature acrobats, drummers and clouds of smoke as the Chinese light incense sticks to placate the gods. The celebrations end with the lantern festival, when the streets are filled with multicoloured paper lanterns, a tradition dating from the Han dynasty. Many places also have flower festivals and street processions with paper dragons and other animals parading through the town. It's customary at this time to eat tang yuan, glutinous rice balls stuffed with sweet sesame paste.

Sport and outdoor activities
In 2008, of course, China hosts the Olympics, and athletic passion has become almost a patriotic duty. But the most visible forms of exercise are fairly timeless; head to any public space in the morning and you'll see citizens going through all sorts of martial-arts routines, playing ping pong and street badminton, even ballroom dancing. Sadly though, facilities for organized sport are fairly limited.
The Chinese are good at "small ball" games such as squash and badminton, and, of course, table tennis, at which they are world champions, but admit room for improvement in the "big ball" games, such as football. Nevertheless, Chinese men follow foreign football avidly, particularly foreign teams with Chinese players, such as (at the time of writing) Manchester City. English, Spanish and German league games are shown on CCTV5. There's also a national obsession amongst students for basketball, which predates the recent rise to international fame of NBA star Yao Ming, who plies his trade for the Houston Rockets.
If China has an indigenous "sport", however, it's the martial arts – not surprising, perhaps, in a country whose history is littered with long periods of civil conflict. Today, there are hundreds of Chinese martial-arts styles, usually taught for exercise rather than for fighting – see "The martial arts of China" for more.
As for outdoor activities, hiking for its own sake has yet to catch on, though tourists have plenty of opportunities for step-aerobic-type exercise up long, steep staircases ascending China's many holy mountains. Snow sports have become popular in Dongbei, which has several ski resorts, while the wilds of Yunnan and Sichuan, along with Qinghai and Tibet, are drawing increasing numbers of adventurous young city-born Chinese – always dressed in the latest outdoor gear – to mountaineering and four-wheel-drive expeditions.
Culture and etiquette
The Chinese are, on the whole, pragmatic, materialistic and garrulous. Many of the irritations experienced by foreigners – the sniggers and the unhelpful service – can almost invariably be put down to nervousness and the language barrier, rather than hostility. Visitors who speak Chinese will encounter an endless series of delighted and amazed interlocutors wherever they go, invariably asking about their country of origin, their job and the reason they are in China.
If you're invited to someone's home, take along a gift – a bottle of spirits, some tea or an ornamental trinket are good choices (anything too utilitarian could be considered patronizing) – though your hosts won't impolitely open this in front of you. Restaurant bills are not shared out between the guests but instead people will go to great lengths to pay the whole amount themselves. Normally this honour will fall to the person perceived as the most senior, and as a foreigner dining with Chinese you should make some effort to stake your claim, though it is probable that someone else will grab the bill before you do. Attempting to pay a "share" of the bill will embarrass your hosts.
Culture and etiquette | 
Privacy
The Chinese have almost no concept of privacy – even public toilets are built with partitions so low that you can chat with your neighbour while squatting. All leisure activities including visits to natural beauty spots or holy relics are done in large noisy groups, and the desire of some Western tourists to be "left alone" is variously interpreted by locals as eccentric, arrogant or even sinister.
Exotic foreigners inevitably become targets for blatant curiosity. People stare and point, voices on the street shout out "helloooo" twenty times a day, or – in rural areas – people even run up and jostle for a better look, exclaiming loudly to each other, laowai, laowai ("foreigner"). This is not usually intended to be aggressive or insulting, though the cumulative effects of such treatment can be annoying and alienating. One way to render yourself human again is to address the onlookers in Chinese, if you can.
Culture and etiquette | 
Spitting and smoking
Various other forms of behaviour perceived as antisocial in the West are considered perfectly normal in China. Take the widespread habit of spitting, for example, which can be observed in buses, trains, restaurants and even inside people's homes. Outside the company of urban sophisticates, it would not occur to people that there was anything disrespectful in delivering a powerful spit while in conversation with a stranger. Smoking, likewise, is almost universal among men, and any attempt to stop others from lighting up is met with incomprehension. As in many countries, handing out cigarettes is a basic way of establishing goodwill, and non-smokers should be apologetic about turning down offered cigarettes.
Culture and etiquette | 
Clothing
Chinese clothing styles lean towards the casual, though surprisingly for such an apparently conservative-minded country, summertime skimpy clothing is common in all urban areas, particularly among women (less so in the countryside). Even in potentially sensitive Muslim areas, many Han Chinese girls insist on wearing miniskirts and see-through blouses. Although Chinese men commonly wear short trousers and expose their midriffs in hot weather, Western men who do the same should note that the bizarre sight of hairy flesh in public – chest or legs – will instantly become the focus of giggly gossip. The generally relaxed approach to clothing applies equally when visiting temples, though in mosques men and women alike should cover their bodies above the wrists and ankles. As for beachwear, bikinis and briefs are in, but nudity has yet to make its debut.
Casual clothing is one thing, but scruffy clothing is quite another. If you want to earn the respect of the Chinese – useful for things like getting served in a restaurant or checking into a hotel – you need to make some effort with your appearance. While the average Chinese peasant might reasonably be expected to have wild hair and wear dirty clothes, a rich foreigner doing so will arouse a degree of contempt.
Culture and etiquette | 
Meeting people
When meeting people it's useful to have a name or business card to flash around – Chinese with business aspirations hand them out at every opportunity, and are a little crestfallen if you can't produce one in return. It's polite to take the proffered card with both hands and to have a good look at it before putting it away. If you don't speak Chinese but have your name in Chinese printed on them, they also become useful when checking in to hotels that are reluctant to take foreigners, as the staff can then copy your name into the register.
Shaking hands is not a Chinese tradition, though it is fairly common between men. Bodily contact in the form of embraces or back-slapping can be observed between same-sex friends, and these days, in cities, a boy and a girl can walk round arm in arm and even kiss without raising an eyebrow. Voice level in China seems to be pitched several decibels louder than in most other countries, though this should not necessarily be interpreted as a sign of belligerence.
Culture and etiquette | 
Sex and gender issues
Women travellers in China usually find incidence of sexual harassment less of a problem than in other Asian countries. Chinese men are, on the whole, deferential and respectful. A more likely complaint is being ignored, as the Chinese will generally assume that any man accompanying a woman will be doing all the talking. Women on their own visiting remote temples or sights need to be on their guard – don't assume that all monks and caretakers have impeccable morals. As ever, it pays to be aware of how local women dress and behave accordingly: miniskirts and heels may be fine in the cosmopolitan cities, but fashions are much more conservative in the countryside.
Prostitution, though illegal, has made a big comeback – witness all the "hairdressers", saunas and massage parlours, every one of them a brothel. Single foreign men are likely to be approached inside hotels; it's common practice for prostitutes to phone around hotel rooms at all hours of the night. Bear in mind that the consequence of a Westerner being caught with a prostitute may be unpleasant, and that AIDS is on the increase.
Homosexuality is increasingly tolerated by the authorities and people in general, though public displays may get you in trouble outside the more cosmopolitan cities. There are gay bars in most major cities, especially Beijing and Shanghai.
Dating a local won't raise many eyebrows in these relaxed times, though displays of mixed-race public affection certainly will.
Shopping
China is a good place for shopping, especially for tourist souvenirs, clothes, fake goods and computer software. Even small villages usually have markets, often specializing in just one thing – groceries, clothes or antiques, for example – while larger cities will also have big department stores, shopping malls and even international supermarket chains.
Prices in stores will be fixed, but discounts are common: they're marked by a number between one and nine and the character for zhe (discount), indicating the percentage of the original price you have to pay – "8 zhe", for example, means that the item is on sale at eighty percent of its original price. At markets, however, you're expected to bargain for goods unless prices are displayed, though even here there's some latitude. If you can speak Chinese, hang around for a while to get an idea what others are paying, or just ask at a few stalls selling the same things; Chinese shoppers usually state the price they're willing to pay, rather than beginning low and working up to it after haggling. Don't become obsessed about saving every last yuan; being charged more than locals and getting ripped off from time to time is almost inevitable.
Souvenirs popular with foreign tourists include "chops" (stone seals with your name engraved in characters on the base); all manner of reproduction antiques, from porcelain to furniture; mementoes of Mao and the Cultural Revolution – Little Red Books and cigarette lighters that chime "The East is Red"; T-shirts and "old-style" Chinese clothes; scroll paintings; and ethnic jewellery and embroideries. Chinese tourists also look for things like local teas, "purple sand" teapots and bright tack. Pretty much the same selection is sold at all tourist sites, irrespective of relevancy. For real antiques, you need specialist stores or markets – some are listed in the guide – where anything genuine is meant to be marked with a wax seal and requires an export licence to take out of the country. The Chinese are clued-up, avid collectors, so don't expect to find any astounding bargains.
Clothes are a very good deal in China, with brand stores such as Giordano, Baleno, Meters/Bonwe and Yishion selling smart-casual wear, and specialist stores stocking outdoors and hiking gear – all for a fraction of what you'd pay at home. Fashion-concious cities such as Shanghai and Hong Kong also have factory outlet stores, selling last year's designs at low prices. Sizes bear no relationship to what it says on the label, so always try things on before buying them. Silk and other fabrics are also good value, if you're into making your own clothes. Shoes are inexpensive, too, though sizes are relatively limited.
Just about every market and bookstore in China has a range of music CDs of everything from Beijing punk to Beethoven, plus VCDs and DVDs of martial-arts movies (often subtitled – check on the back), vintage and recent foreign films, instructional martial-arts or language courses, and computer software. While extremely cheap at ¥2–25, most of this is pirated (the discs may be confiscated at customs when you get home). Note also that Chinese DVD films may be region-coded for Asia, so check the label and whether your player at home will handle them. There are no such problems with CDs or VCDs.
Travel essentials
Travel essentials | 
Children
Children in China are, thanks to the one-child policy, usually indulged and pampered, and foreigners travelling with children can expect to receive lots of attention from curious locals – and the occasional admonition that the little one should be wrapped up warmer.
While formula and nappies might be available in modern, big city supermarkets such as Carrefour, elsewhere you'll need to bring a supply (and any medication if required) with you – local kids don't use nappies, just pants with a slit at the back, and when baby wants to go, mummy points him at the gutter. Similarly, changing facilities and baby-minding services are virtually unknown on the mainland outside high-end international hotels. Don't breast-feed in public.
Hong Kong is the only part of China where children are specifically catered to by attractions such as Ocean World and Disneyland; elsewhere, the way that most Chinese tourist sites are decked up like fairground rides makes them attractive for youngsters in any case. Things to watch for include China's poor levels of hygiene (keeping infants' and toddlers' hands clean can be a full-time occupation), spicy or just unusual food, plus the stress levels caused by the ambient crowds, pollution and noise found in much of the country – though it often seems to affect parents worse than children.
Travel essentials | 
Costs
China is an expensive place to travel compared with the rest of Asia. Though food and transport are good value, accommodation is usually expensive for what you get. Actual prices vary considerably between regions: Hong Kong and Macau are as costly as Europe or the US; the developed eastern provinces are expensive by Chinese standards; while the further west you go, the more prices fall.
By doing everything cheaply and sticking mostly to the less expensive interior provinces, you can survive on £20/US$40/¥300 a day; travel a bit more widely and in better comfort and you're looking at £40/US$80/¥600 a day; while travelling in style and visiting only key places along the east coast, you could run up daily expenses of £80/US$160/¥1200 and above.
It used to be government policy to surcharge foreigners for public transport and admission fees for sights. Though the practice is officially banned, you might still be sold the most expensive option for these things, without being informed of less costly alternatives; take comfort in the fact that Chinese tourists suffer the same treatment. Discount rates for pensioners and students are available for many entry fees, however; students generally need a Chinese student card, though ISIC cards sometimes work; pensioners can often just use their passports to prove they are over 60 (women) or 65 (men). Note that high-end restaurants and hotels add a ten- or fifteen-percent service charge to the bill.
Travel essentials | 
Crime and personal safety
While the worst that happens to most visitors to China is that they have their pocket picked on a bus or get scammed (see below), you do need to take care. Passports and money should be kept in a concealed money belt, and it's a good idea to keep some foreign notes – perhaps around US$200 - separately from the rest of your cash, together with your traveller's-cheque receipts, insurance policy details and photocopies of your passport and visa. Be wary on buses, the favoured haunt of pickpockets, and trains, particularly in hard-seat class and on overnight journeys. Take a chain and padlock to secure your luggage in the rack.
Hotel rooms are on the whole secure, dormitories much less so, though often it's your fellow travellers who are the problem here. Most hotels should have a safe, but it's not unusual for things to go missing from these.
On the street, try not to be too ostentatious with flashy jewellery or watches, and be discreet when taking out your cash. Wandering around cities late at night is as bad an idea in China as anywhere else; similarly, walking alone across the countryside is ill-advised, particularly in remote regions. If anyone does try to rob you, try to stay calm but don't resist.
You may see stress-induced street confrontations, though these rarely result in violence, just a lot of shouting. Another irritation, particularly in the southern cities, are gangs of child beggars, organized by a nearby adult. They target foreigners and can be very hard to shake off; handing over money usually results in increased harassment.
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Scams
There's been a recent rise in professional con artists targeting tourists – especially in places such as Shanghai, Beijing and Guilin – with variations on the following scam. A sweet-looking young couple, a pair of girls, or perhaps a kindly old man, will ask to practise their English or offer to show you round. Having befriended you – which may take hours – they will suggest some refreshment, and lead you to a teahouse, art gallery or restaurant. After eating or drinking, you will be presented with a bill for thousands of yuan, your new "friends" will vanish or pretend to be shocked, and some large gentlemen will appear. It‘s hard to believe just how convincing these people can be – only eat or drink with a stranger if you know how much you're expected to pay.
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Emergency numbers
Police 110
Fire 119
Ambulance 120
Though you are generally better off taking a taxi to the nearest hospital than calling for an ambulance.

Travel essentials | Crime and personal safety | 
The police
The police, known as the Public Security Bureau or PSB (gong'an ju in Chinese), are recognizable by their dark blue uniforms and caps, though there are a lot more around than you might at first think, as plenty are undercover. They have much wider powers than most Western police forces, including establishing the guilt of criminals – trials are used only for deciding the sentence of the accused (though this is changing and China now has the beginnings of an independent judiciary). If the culprit is deemed to show proper remorse, this will result in a more lenient sentence.
The PSB also have the job of looking after foreigners, and you'll most likely have to seek them out for visa extensions, reporting theft or losses, and obtaining permits for otherwise closed areas of the country (mostly in Tibet). On occasion, they might seek you out; it's common for the police to call round to your hotel room if you're staying in an out-of-the-way place – they usually just look at your passport and then move on.
While individual police can go out of their way to help foreigners, the PSB itself has all the problems of any police force in a country where corruption is widespread, and it's best to minimize contact with them.
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Offences to avoid
With adjacent opium-growing areas in Burma and Laos, and a major Southeast Asian distribution point in Hong Kong, China has a massive drug problem. Heroin use has become fairly widespread in the south, particularly in depressed rural areas, and ecstasy is used in clubs and discos. In the past, the police have turned a blind eye to foreigners with drugs, as long as no Chinese are involved, but you don't want to test this out. On the annual UN anti-drugs day in June, China regularly holds mass executions of convicted drug offenders.
Visitors are not likely to be accused of political crimes, but foreign residents, including teachers or students, may find themselves expelled from the country for talking about politics or religion. The Chinese they talk to will be treated less leniently. In Tibet, and at sensitive border areas, censorship is taken much more seriously; photographing military installations (which can include major road bridges), instances of police brutality or gulags is not a good idea.
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Electricity
The electricity supply runs on 220 volts, with the most common type of plug a dual flat prong, except in Hong Kong, where they favour the UK-style square triple prong. Adaptors are widely available from neighbourhood hardware stores.
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Entry requirements
All foreign nationals require a visa to enter mainland China, available worldwide from Chinese embassies and consulates and through specialist tour operators and visa agents, and online. However, they're easiest to obtain in Hong Kong – often without the documentation insisted on by overseas agents – if you're planning to come that way (see "Moving on: routes into mainland China").
Visas must be used within three months of issue, and cost US$30–100 depending on the visa type, the length of stay, the number of entries allowed, and your nationality. Your passport must be valid for at least another six months from your planned date of entry into China, and have at least one blank page for visas. You'll be asked your occupation – it's not wise to admit to being a journalist, photographer or writer, as you might be called in for an interview. At times of political sensitivity, you may be asked for a copy of any air tickets and hotel bookings in your name.
Single-entry tourist visas (L) are generally valid for a month from date of entry, but the authorities will usually grant a request for a two- or three-month visa if asked, though they might only issue visas of short duration at times of heavy tourist traffic. A business visa (F) is valid for between three months and two years and can be either multiple or single entry; to apply, you'll need an official invitation from a government-recognized Chinese organization (except in Hong Kong, where you can just buy one). Twelve-month work visas (Z) again require an invitation, plus a health certificate.
Students intending to study in China for less than six months need an invitation or letter of acceptance from a college there and they'll be given an F visa. If you're intending study for longer than six months, there is an additional form, available from Chinese embassies and online, and you will also need a health certificate; then you'll be issued with an X visa, which allows you to stay and study for up to a year.
You're allowed to import into China up to 400 cigarettes, 2l of alcohol, 20fl (590 ml) of perfume and up to 50g of gold or silver. You can't take in more than ¥6000, and foreign currency in excess of US$5000 or the equivalent must be declared. It's illegal to import printed or filmed matter critical of the country, but this is currently only a problem with Chinese border guards at crossings from Vietnam, who have recently begun confiscating guidebooks to China that contain maps showing Taiwan as a separate country (such as this one); keep them buried in the bottom of your bags.
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Chinese embassies and consulates
Australia  15 Coronation Drive, Yarralumla, Canberra, ACT 2600 02/6273 4780, www.au.china-embassy.org.  Also consulates at 77 Irving Rd, Toorak, Victoria (visa & passport enquiries 03/9804 3683);  539 Elizabeth St, Surry Hills (02/9698 7929);  39 Dunblane St, Camperdown, New South Wales (02/8595 8000); and 45 Brown St, East Perth (02/9222 0321). 
Canada  515 St Patrick St, Ottawa, Ontario K1N 5H3 1-613/234-2682, www.chinaembassycanada.org.  Visas can also be obtained from the consulates in Calgary, Toronto and Vancouver. 
Ireland  40 Ailesbury Rd, Dublin 4 01/269 1707. 
New Zealand  2–6 Glenmore St, Wellington 04/474 9631, plus a consulate in Auckland 09/525 1589; www.chinaconsulate.org.nz. 
South Africa  965 Church Street, Arcadia, Pretoria 012/342 4194, www.chinese-embassy.org.za. 
UK  31 Portland Place, London W1B 1QD 020/7631 1430, plus a consulate at Denison House, 71 Denison Rd, Rusholme, Manchester M14 5RX 0161/224 7443; www.chinese-embassy.org.uk. 
USA  2300 Connecticut Ave NW, Washington DC 20008 1-202/328-2517, www.chinese-embassy.org.  Also consulates in Chicago, Houston, Los Angeles, New York and San Francisco.
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Visa extensions
Visa extensions are handled by the Public Security Bureau (PSB), so you can apply for one in any reasonably sized town – the department will be called something like "Aliens' Entry Exit Section". The cost, and the amount of hassle you'll have, varies greatly depending on where you are and your nationality.
A first extension, valid for a month, is easy to obtain and will cost around ¥160. However, the particular PSB office may decide to levy extra charges on top, or even waive the fee completely. In some small towns, the process takes ten minutes; in cities, it can take up to a week. The worst place to apply is Tibet (you'll be given a week's extension at most); next worst are Beijing and then Shanghai.
A second or third extension is harder to get – in major cities, you will probably be turned away. PSB offices in small towns are a much better bet, and you'd be unlucky to come away without some kind of extension, though it may only be for ten or twenty days. You will be asked your reasons for wanting an extension – simply saying you want to spend more time in this wonderful country usually goes down well, or you could cite illness or transport delays. Don't admit to being low on funds. Fourth or even fifth extensions are possible, but you'll need to foster connections with a PSB office. Ask advice from a local independent travel agent – they often have the right sort of contacts. In Shanghai and Beijing, it is possible to get extra extensions from a visa agent – they advertise in the back of expat magazines.
Don't overstay your visa even for a few hours – the fine is ¥500 a day, and if you're caught at the airport with an out-of-date visa, the hassle that follows may mean you miss your flight.
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Health
No vaccinations are required to visit China, except for yellow fever if you're coming from an area where the disease is endemic. It's worth taking a first-aid kit with you, particularly if you will be travelling extensively outside the cities, where getting hold of the appropriate medicines might be difficult. Include bandages, plasters, painkillers, oral rehydration solution, medication to counter diarrhoea, vitamin pills and antiseptic cream. A sterile set of hypodermics may be advisable, as re-use of hypodermics does occur in China. Note there is widespread ignorance of sexual health issues, and AIDS and STDs are widespread – always practise safe sex.
The most common health hazard in China is the cold and flu infections that strike down a large proportion of the population in the winter months. Diarrhoea is also common, usually in a mild form while your stomach gets used to unfamiliar food, but also sometimes with a sudden onset accompanied by stomach cramps and vomiting, which indicates food poisoning. In both instances, get plenty of rest, drink lots of water, and in serious cases replace lost salts with oral rehydration solution (ORS); this is especially important with young children. Take a few sachets with you, or make your own by adding half a teaspoon of salt and three of sugar to a litre of cool, previously boiled water. While down with diarrhoea, avoid milk, greasy or spicy foods, coffee and most fruit, in favour of bland foodstuffs such as rice, plain noodles and soup. If symptoms persist, or if you notice blood or mucus in your stools, consult a doctor as you may have dysentery.
To avoid stomach complaints, eat at places that look busy and clean and stick to fresh, thoroughly cooked food. Shellfish is a potential hepatitis A risk, and best avoided. Fresh fruit you've peeled yourself is safe; other uncooked foods may have been washed in unclean water. Don't drink untreated tap water – boiled or bottled water is widely available.
Hepatitis A is a viral infection spread by contaminated food and water, which causes an inflammation of the liver. The less common hepatitis B virus can be passed on through unprotected sexual contact, transfusions of unscreened blood, and dirty needles. Hepatitis symptoms include yellowing of the eyes and skin, preceded by lethargy, fever, and pains in the upper right abdomen.
Typhoid and cholera are spread by contaminated food or water, generally in localized epidemics. Symptoms of typhoid include headaches, high fever and constipation, followed by diarrhoea in the later stages. The disease is infectious and requires immediate medical treatment. Cholera begins with sudden but painless onset of watery diarrhoea, later combined with vomiting, nausea and muscle cramps. Rapid dehydration rather than the infection itself is the main danger, and should be treated with constant oral rehydration solutions if you can't get immediate medical help.
Summer outbreaks of malaria and dengue fever occur across southern China, usually in localized areas. Symptoms are similar – severe headaches, joint pains, fever and shaking – though a rash might also appear with dengue. There's no cure for dengue fever, whereas malaria can be prevented and controlled with medication; both require immediate medical attention to ensure that there are no complications. You can minimize your chances of being bitten by mosquitoes in the first place by wearing light-coloured, full-length clothing and insect repellent in the evenings when mosquitoes are active.
In tropical China, the temperature and humidity can take a couple of weeks to adjust to. High humidity can cause heat rashes, prickly heat and fungal infections. Prevention and cure are the same: wear loose clothes made of natural fibres, wash frequently and dry-off thoroughly afterwards. Talcum or anti-fungal powder and the use of mild antiseptic soap help, too.
Don't underestimate the strength of the sun in the tropics, desert regions such as Xinjiang or high up on the Tibetan Plateau. Sunscreen is not easily available in China. Signs of dehydration and heatstroke include a high temperature, lack of sweating, a fast pulse and red skin. Reducing your body temperature with a lukewarm shower will provide initial relief.
Plenty of places in China – Tibet and the north in particular – also get very cold indeed. Watch out here for hypothermia, where the core body temperature drops to a point that can be fatal. Symptoms are a weak pulse, disorientation, numbness, slurred speech and exhaustion. To prevent the condition, wear lots of layers and a hat (most body heat is lost through the head), eat plenty of carbohydrates, and stay dry and out of the wind. To treat hypothermia, get the victim into shelter, away from wind and rain, give them hot drinks – but not alcohol – and easily digestible food, and keep them warm. Serious cases require immediate hospitalization.
High altitude, in regions such as Tibet and parts of Xinjiang, Sichuan and Yunnan, prevents the blood from absorbing oxygen efficiently, and can lead to altitude sickness, also known as AMS (acute mountain sickness). Most people feel some symptoms above 3500m, which include becoming easily exhausted, headaches, shortness of breath, sleeping disorders and nausea; they're intensified if you ascend to altitude rapidly, for instance by flying direct from coastal cities to Lhasa. Relaxing for the first few days, drinking plenty of water, and taking painkillers will ease symptoms. Having acclimatized at one altitude you should still ascend slowly, or you can expect the symptoms to return.
If for any reason the body fails to acclimatize to altitude, serious conditions can develop including pulmonary oedema (characterized by severe breathing trouble, a cough and frothy white or pink sputum), and cerebral oedema (causing severe headaches, loss of balance, other neurological symptoms and eventually coma). The only treatment for these is rapid descent: in Tibet, this means flying out to Kathmandu or Chengdu without delay. If symptoms have been serious, or persist afterwards, seek immediate medical treatment.
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Hospitals, clinics and pharmacies
Medical facilities in China are best in major cities with large expat populations, where there are often high-standard clinics, and the hotels may even have resident doctors. Elsewhere, larger cities and towns have hospitals, and for minor complaints there are plenty of pharmacies that can suggest remedies, though don't expect English to be spoken.
Chinese hospitals use a mix of Western and Traditional Chinese Medicine approaches, and sometimes charge high prices for simple drugs and use procedures that aren't necessary – they'll put you on a drip just to administer antibiotics – so always ask for a second opinion from a Western-trained doctor if you're worried (your embassy should be able to recommend one if none is suggested in the Guide). In an emergency, you're better off taking a cab than waiting for an ambulance – it's quicker and will work out much cheaper. There's virtually no health care in China even for its citizens; expect to pay around ¥500 as a consultation fee.
Pharmacies are marked by a green cross. Be wary of backstreet pharmacies, as counterfeit drugs are common (check for spelling mistakes in the packaging or instructions).
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Medical resources for travellers
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In the UK and Ireland
MASTA (Medical Advisory Service for Travellers Abroad)  UK 0870/606 2782, www.masta-travel-health.com.  Forty clinics across the UK.
Tropical Medical Bureau  Republic of Ireland 1850/487674, www.tmb.ie. 
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In the US and Canada
Canadian Society for International Health  www.csih.org.  Extensive list of travel health centres in Canada.
CDC  1-877/394-8747, www.cdc.gov.  Official US government travel-health site.
International Society for Travel Medicine  www.istm.org.  A full list of clinics worldwide specializing in travel health.
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In Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
Netcare Travel Clinics  www.travelclinic.co.za.  Travel clinics in South Africa.
Travellers' Medical & Vaccination Centre  www.tmvc.com.au.  Website lists travellers' medical and vaccination centres throughout Australia and New Zealand.
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Insurance
With medical cover expensive in China you'd be wise to have travel insurance. There's little opportunity for dangerous sports in the country (unless crossing the road counts) so a standard policy should be sufficient.
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Internet
Internet bars with high-speed connections are everywhere in China, from big cities – where some seat hundreds of people – to rural villages. They're invariably full of network-gaming teenagers, and are usually slightly hidden away off main roads, rarely on ground floors. Signs are only ever in Chinese – see "Useful words and phrases", for the "net bar" characters. They're generally open 24hrs and cost ¥2–5/hour, though you may have to pay a ¥10 deposit and each bar has its own setup: sometimes you're given a card with a password to use on any available machine, sometimes the staff log you in at a particular terminal. Technically, you are supposed to show your passport before being allowed near a computer, though this rule will only be enforced in big cities.
All large hotels have business centres where you can get online, but this is expensive, especially in the classier places (around ¥30/hr). Better value are the backpacker hostels, where getting online costs around ¥5/hr or is free. But the best deal is to tote a laptop – cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Xi'an and Chengdu have cafés with free Wi-Fi, and motel chains (and even some youth hostels) have ADSL sockets in their rooms.
In an attempt to keep control of news and current affairs availability, China's Internet censors have set up the dryly named "Great Firewall", which blocks access to any websites that are deemed undesirable by the state – you'll likely find the BBC, flickr and wikipedia blocked, for example. To get around it, you need to use a web proxy such as "Anonymouse" (http://anonymouse.org/anonwww.html), which doesn't require you to install any software (just access the website and then use it like a normal browser); or TOR (http://tor.eff.org), which requires about 4.5MB and works well with Firefox. Proxies are not always effective and also slow down computer operation.
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Laundry
Big city hotels, and youth hostels all over, offer a laundry service for anything between ¥10 and ¥100; alternatively, some hostels have self-service facilities or you can use your room sink (every corner store in China sells washing powder). Otherwise, ask at accommodation either for the staff to wash your clothes or for the nearest laundry, where they usually charge by dry weight. Laundromats are virtually unknown in China.
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Living in China
It is becoming increasingly easy for foreigners to live in China full time, whether as a student, a teacher or for work. Anyone planning to stay more than six months is required to pass a medical (from approved clinics) proving that they don't have any venereal disease – if you do have a VD, expect to be deported and your passport endorsed with your ailment.
Many mainland cities – including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Kunming and Chengdu – have no restrictions on where foreigners can reside, though either you or your landlord must register with the local PSB. Property rental is inexpensive if you avoid purpose-built foreign enclaves – two-bedroom flats cost upwards of ¥600 a month, though ¥5000 and above is more likely in a city like Shanghai. The easiest way to find accommodation is to go through an agent, who will generally charge one month's rent as a fee. There are plenty who advertise in expat magzines and online.
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Teaching
There are schemes in operation to place foreign teachers in Chinese educational institutions – contact your nearest Chinese embassy for details. Some employers ask for a TEFL qualification, though a degree, or simply the ability to speak the language as a native, is usually enough.
The standard teaching salary for a foreigner is ¥3500 per month for a bachelor's degree, ¥4000 for a master's degree and ¥5000 for a doctorate. This isn't enough to put much away, but you should also get subsidized on-campus accommodation, plus a fare to your home country, one way for a single semester and a return for a year's work. The workload is usually fourteen hours a week and, if you work a year you get paid through the winter holiday. Most teachers find their students keen, hard-working, curious and obedient, and report that it was the contact with them that made the experience worthwhile. That said, avoid talking about religion or politics in the classroom as this can get them into trouble. You'll earn more – up to ¥150/hr – in a private school, though be aware of the risk of being ripped off by a commercial agency (you might be given more classes to teach than you'd signed up for, for example). Check out the institution thoroughly before committing yourself.
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Studying
Many universities in China now host substantial populations of Western students, especially in Beijing, Shanghai and Xi'an. Indeed, the numbers of foreigners at these places are so large that in some ways you're shielded from much of a "China experience", and you may find smaller centres like Chengdu and Kunming offer both a mellower pace of life and more contact with Chinese outside the campus.
Most foreign students come to China to study Mandarin, though there are many additional options available – from martial arts to traditional opera or classical literature – once you break the language barrier. Courses cost from the equivalent of US$2400 a year, or US$800 a semester. Hotel-style campus accommodation costs around US$10 a day; most people move out as soon as they speak enough Chinese to rent a flat.
Your first resource is the nearest Chinese embassy, which can provide a list of contact details for Chinese universities offering the courses you are interested in; most universities also have English-language websites. Be aware, however, that promotional material may have little bearing on what is actually provided; though teaching standards are good, university administration departments are often confused or misleading places. Ideally, visit the campus first and be wary of paying course fees up front until you've spoken to a few students.
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Working
There is plenty of work available for foreigners in mainland Chinese cities, where a whole section of expat society get by as actors, cocktail barmen, Chinglish correctors, models, freelance writers and so on. To really make any money here, however, you need to either be employed by a foreign company or start your own business.
China's vast markets and WTO membership present a wealth of commercial opportunities for foreigners. However, anyone wanting to do business here should do thorough research beforehand. The difficulties are formidable – red tape and shady business practices abound. Remember that the Chinese do business on the basis of mutual trust and pay much less attention to contractual terms or legislation. Copyright and trademark laws are often ignored, and any successful business model will be immediately copied. You'll need to develop your guanxi – connections – assidiously, and cultivate the virtues of patience, propriety and bloody-mindedness.
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Mail
The Chinese mail service is fast and efficient, with letters taking a day to reach destinations in the same city, two or more days to other destinations in China, and up to several weeks to destinations abroad. Overseas postage rates are fairly expensive and vary depending on weight, destination and also – not so surprising given China's size – where you are in the country. An Express Mail Service (EMS) operates to most countries and to most destinations within China; besides cutting delivery times, the service ensures the letter or parcel is sent by registered delivery.
Main post offices are open daily between about 8am and 8pm; smaller offices may keep shorter hours or close at weekends. As well as at post offices, you can post letters in green postboxes, though these are rare outside big cities.
To send parcels, turn up with the goods you want to send and the staff will sell you a box and pack them in for ¥15 or so. Once packed, but before the parcel is sealed, it must be checked at the customs window and you'll have to complete masses of paperwork, so don't be in a hurry. If you are sending valuable goods bought in China, put the receipt or a photocopy of it in with the parcel, as it may be opened for customs inspection farther down the line.
Poste restante services are available in any city. Mail is kept for several months, and you'll need to present ID when picking it up. Have letters addressed to you c/o Poste Restante, GPO, street, town or city, province. Check under both your surname and given names, as mail can easily be misfiled.
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Maps
Street maps are available in China from street kiosks, hotel shops and bookshops for almost every town and city. Most are in Chinese only, showing bus routes, hotels, restaurants and tourist attractions; local bus, train and flight timetables are often printed on the back as well. The same vendors also sell pocket-sized provincial road atlases, again in Chinese only.
Some of the major cities and tourist destinations also produce English-language maps, available at upmarket hotels, principal tourist sights, or tour operators' offices. In Hong Kong and Macau, the local tourist offices provide free maps, which are adequate for most visitors' needs.
Countrywide maps, which you should buy before you leave home, include the excellent 1:4,000,000 map from GeoCenter, which shows relief and useful sections of all neighbouring countries, and the Collins 1:5,000,000 map. One of the best maps of Tibet is Stanfords Map of South-Central Tibet; Kathmandu– Lhasa Route Map.
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Money
The mainland Chinese currency is formally called yuan (¥), more colloquially known as renminbi (RMB, literally "the people's money") or kuai. One yuan breaks down into ten jiao, also known as mao. Paper money was invented in China and is still the main form of exchange, available in ¥100, ¥50, ¥20, ¥10, ¥5 and ¥1 notes, with a similar selection of mao. One mao, five mao, and ¥1 coins are increasingly common, though people in rural areas may never have seen them before. China suffers regular outbreaks of counterfeiting – everyone checks their change for watermarks, metal threads, and the feel of the paper.
The yuan floats within a narrow range set by a basket of currencies, keeping Chinese exports cheap (much to the annoyance of the US). At the time of writing, the exchange rate was approximately ¥7.5 to US$1, ¥15 to £1, ¥10 to €1, ¥7 to CAN$1, ¥6 to A$1, ¥5.5 to NZ$1 and ¥1.1 to ZAR1.
Hong Kong's currency is the Hong Kong dollar (HK$), divided into one hundred cents, while in Macau they use pataca (usually written MOP$), in turn broken down into 100 avos. Both currencies are worth slightly less than the yuan, but while Hong Kong dollars are accepted in Macau and southern China's Special Economic Zones and can be exchanged internationally, neither yuan nor pataca is any use outside the mainland or Macau respectively. Tourist hotels in Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou also sometimes accept payment in Hong Kong or US dollars.
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Banks and ATMs
Banks in major Chinese cities are sometimes open seven days a week, though foreign exchange is usually only available Monday to Friday, approximately between 9am and noon and again from 2 to 5pm. All banks are closed for the first three days of the Chinese New Year, with reduced hours for the following eleven days, and at other holiday times. In Hong Kong, banks are generally open Monday to Friday from 9am to 4.30pm, until 12.30pm on Saturday, while in Macau they close thirty minutes earlier.
Cirrus, Visa and Plus cards can be used to make cash withdrawals from ATMs operated by the Bank of China, the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, China Construction Bank and Agricultural Bank of China, as long as they display the relevant logo. In major east-coast cities, almost every one of these banks' ATMs will work with foreign cards, but elsewhere it's likely that only the main branch of the Bank of China will have a suitable machine. Note that most ATMs are inside banks or shopping centres, so close when they do, though some are accessible 24 hours a day. The maximum for each withdrawal is ¥2500; your bank back home will charge a fee on each withdrawal, either a fixed rate or a percentage of the transaction. Keep your exchange receipts and when you leave you can change your yuan into dollars or sterling at any branch of the Bank of China.
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Traveller's cheque and foreign currency
Traveller's cheque are a convenient way to carry your funds around, as they can be replaced if lost or stolen – for which contingency it's worth keeping a list of the serial numbers separate from the cheques. They also attract a slightly better rate of exchange than cash, though you'll have to pay a fee when you buy them. Available through banks and travel agents, they can be cashed only at branches of the Bank of China and at tourist hotels.
It's also worth taking along a small quantity of foreign currency – such as US, Canadian or Australian dollars, or British pounds or euros – as cash is more widely exchangeable than traveller's cheque. Don't try to change money on the black market as you'll almost certainly get ripped off.
Travel essentials | Money | 
Credit cards and wiring money
China is basically a cash economy, and credit cards, such as Visa, American Express and MasterCard, are only accepted at big tourist hotels and the fanciest restaurants, and by some tourist-oriented shops; there is usually a four-percent handling charge. It's straightforward to obtain cash advances on a Visa card at many Chinese banks (however, the commission is a steep three percent). Visa card holders can also get cash advances using ATM machines bearing the "Plus" logo.
It's possible to wire money to China through Western Union (www.westernunion.com); funds can be collected from one of their agencies, in post offices and the Agricultural Bank of China – check their website www.abchina.com for further information.
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Opening hours
China officially has a five-day week, though this only really applies to government offices, which open Monday to Friday approximately 8am to noon and again from 1 to 5pm. Generalization is difficult, though: post offices open daily, as do many shops, often keeping long, late hours, especially in big cities. Although banks usually close on Sundays – or for the whole weekend – even this is not always the case.
Tourist sights open every day, usually between 8am and 5pm and without a lunch break. Most public parks open from about 6am. Museums tend to have more restricted hours, often closing one day a week. If you arrive at an out-of-the-way place that seems to be closed, however, don't despair – knocking or poking around will often turn up a drowsy doorkeeper. Conversely, you may find other places locked and deserted when they are supposed to be open.
For dates of public holidays, see "A holidays and festivals calendar".
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Phones
Everywhere in China has an area code, which must be used when phoning from outside that locality; these are given for all telephone numbers throughout the Guide. Local calls are free from land lines, and long-distance China-wide calls are ¥0.3 a minute. International calls cost from ¥3.5 a minute (much cheaper if you use an IP internet phone card – see below).
Card phones, widely available in major cities, are the cheapest way to make domestic long-distance calls (¥0.2 for 3min), and can also be used for international calls (under ¥10 for 3min). They take IC Cards, which come in units of ¥20, ¥50 and ¥100. There's a fifty-percent discount after 6pm and on weekends. You will be cut off when your card value drops below the amount needed for the next minute. A cheaper option is the IP card, which can be used with any phone, and comes in ¥100 units. You dial a local number, then a PIN, then the number you're calling. Rates are as low as ¥2.4 per minute to the US and Canada, ¥3.2 to Europe.
Both IC and IP cards are sold from corner stores, mobile-phone emporiums, and from street hawkers (usually outside the mobile-phone emporiums) all over the country. Note, however, that these cards can only be used in the places you buy them – move to another city and you'll have to buy a new card.
Mobile coverage in China is excellent and comprehensive; they use the GSM system. Assuming your phone is unlocked and compatible, you can use local SIM cards, available from any China Mobile shop or street kiosk, in your home handset (you will have a new number). SIM cards cost upwards of ¥80 depending on how "lucky" the number is – favoured sixes and eights bump up the cost, unlucky fours make it cheaper. They come with ¥50 of time, which you extend with ¥100 prepaid cards. Making and receiving domestic calls this way costs ¥0.6 per minute; an international call will cost around ¥8 a minute, though often you can only send texts overseas. You can also rent mobile phones – look for the ads in expat magazines or ask at your hotel. The cheapest phones to buy will cost around ¥400; make sure the staff change the operating language into English for you.
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Dialling codes
To call mainland China from abroad, dial your international access code (00 in the UK and the Republic of Ireland, 011 in the US and Canada, 0011 in Australia, 00 in New Zealand and 27 in South Africa), then 86 (China's country code), then area code (minus initial zero) followed by the number.
To call Hong Kong, dial your international access code followed by 852, then the number; and for Macau, dial your international access code, then 853 and then the number.
Phoning abroad from China
To call abroad from mainland China, Hong Kong or Macau, dial 00, then the country code (see below), then the area code minus initial zero (if any), followed by the number.
UK 44 Ireland 353 Australia 61 New Zealand 64 US & Canada 1 South Africa 27
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Photography
Photography is a popular pastime among the Chinese, and all big towns and cities have photo stores selling the latest cameras (especially Hong Kong – see "Electronic goods"), where you can also download your digital images onto disc for around ¥30, though prints are expensive at ¥1 each. Camera batteries, film and memory cards are fairly easy to obtain in city department stores. Film processing is becoming harder to arrange; it's probably best to take it home with you.
Many temples prohibit photography inside buildings (antiques thieves have been known to use photographs to plan robberies), and you should avoid taking pictures of anything to do with the military, or that could be construed as having strategic value – including ordinary structures such as bridges in sensitive areas along borders, in Tibet, etc.
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Time
China occupies a single time zone, eight hours ahead of GMT, thirteen hours ahead of US Eastern Standard Time, sixteen hours ahead of US Pacific Time and two hours behind Australian Eastern Standard Time. There is no daylight saving.
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Tourist information
The Internet is your best source of information before you travel, as Chinese tourist offices overseas mostly sell packages and have little to offer individual travellers. Once you reach the mainland, you'll find the CITS (China International Travel Service) and alternatives such as the CTS (China Travel Service) everywhere from large cities to obscure hamlets. While they all book flight and train tickets, local tours and accommodation, their value to independent travellers varies from office to office – some are extremely clued-up and helpful, others totally indifferent and uninformed. Don't take it for granted that anyone will speak English at these places. Other sources of information on the ground include accommodation staff or tour desks – especially at youth hostels – and backpacker cafés in destinations such as Dali and Yangshuo that see heavy numbers of foreign tourists.
Cities with large expat populations (including Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu and Guangzhou) have English-language magazines with bar, restaurant and other listings. These are usually distributed free in bars and upmarket hotels, and often have accompanying websites.
Hong Kong and Macau both have efficient and helpful tourist information offices, and several free listings magazines; see "Information, maps and the media" and "Information" for more on these.
Travel essentials | Tourist information | 
Chinese tourist offices abroad
Australia  11th Floor, 234 George St, Sydney, New South Wales 2000 02/9252 9838, www.cnto.org.au. 
Canada  480 University Ave, Suite 806, Toronto, Ontario M5G 1V2 0416/599-6636, www.tourismchina-ca.com. 
UK  71 Warwick Rd, London SW5 9HB 020/7373 0888. 
USA  350 Fifth Ave, Suite 6413, Empire State Building, New York, NY 10118 toll-free 1-888/760-8218, ny@cnto.org;  550 North Brand Blvd, Suite 910, Glendale, CA 91203 toll free 1-800/670-2228, la@cnto.org. 
Travel essentials | Tourist information | 
Travel advice
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs  www.dfat.gov.au, www.smartraveller.gov.au. 
British Foreign & Commonwealth Office  www.fco.gov.uk. 
Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs  www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca. 
Irish Department of Foreign Affairs  www.foreignaffairs.gov.ie. 
New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs  www.mft.govt.nz. 
South African Department of Foreign Affairs  www.dfa.gov.za/consular/travel_advice.htm. 
US State Department  www.travel.state.gov. 
Travel essentials | Tourist information | 
China online
China  www.china.org.cn.  Magazine with state-approved news, but also regular features on archeology, living in China, film and travel.
China expat  www.chinaexpat.com.  Though aimed at foreign residents, this is a useful English-language resource for anyone in the country, with a wide range of China-related articles and plenty of links.
Danwei  www.danwei.org.  English-language commentary on the daily goings-on in the Chinese media, with excellent thumbnails of what China-wide papers and magazines are about.
International Campaign for Tibet  www.savetibet.org.  An authoritative source of current news from Tibet.
Managing the Dragon  www.managingthedragon.com.  Blog commentary on economic subjects from investor-who-lost-millions Jack Perkowski (who has since bounced back).
Olympics  en.beijing2008.cn.  Official English-language website for the 2008 Olympics.
Peking Duck  www.pekingduck.org.  Acerbic, sometimes insightful commentary from one of China's most productive expat bloggers.
Sinomania  www.sinomania.com.  A California-based site with links to current Chinese news stories and a good popular-music section, with MP3s available.
Travel China  www.travelchinaguide.com.  Unusual in covering obscure places and small-group tours, as well as the normal run of popular sites and booking links.
Youku  www.youku.com.  One of the many "Youtube"-style clones in China, with a similar range of content (all in Chinese).
Zhongwen  www.zhongwen.com.  A handy online Chinese/English dictionary.
Travel essentials | 
Travellers with disabilities
Mainland China makes few provisions for disabled travellers, though operators offering China tours for the disabled include the Kunming-based www.travel-to-china.net, and Beijing-based www.tour-beijing.com and www.beijing.etours.cn. In Hong Kong, contact the Hong Kong Tourist Association (www.hkta.org) for their free booklet, Hong Kong Access Guide for Disabled Visitors.
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