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Abstract: Most cases of multifunctional peri-urban agriculture offer diverse economic and ecological
benefits, while a few involve cultural dimensions. In China, a “cultural turn” in the construction
plan of beautiful villages has occurred. Through the analysis of policy and focus-group interviews,
this research analyzes a case study of rural planning in the Pu’an village, a peri-urban village near
Changzhou city in the Yangtze River Delta, China. Particular attention is given to investigating the
process of identifying the local cultural symbol of a multifunctional plant, the bulrush. Combining
natural landscape and cultural resources, rural planning explores the multifunctional agricultural
services based on the bulrush-central creative industry in Pu’an village. The research introduces the
framework of “bulrush + creative industry,” which includes one core industry and two extended
industries. The core industry is a creative processing industry, and the two extended ones are
the creative planting industry and the creative tourist industry. Highlighting the participation of
local villagers and outsiders or urban tourist, as well as the creative class and entrepreneurs, the
research emphasizes the revival of local rural culture, especially in peri-urban villages. Finally, this
paper contributes to exploring a new area of cultural dynamics for the sustainable development of
peri-urban agriculture, combined with creative rural experience and ruralism.

Keywords: cultural dynamics; multifunctional agriculture; peri-urban sustainability; plan

1. Introduction

Peri-urban villages are faced with the pressures of urbanization and the need to pre-
serve agriculture [1]. Though urbanization changes the peri-urban landscape significantly,
agriculture is still important to protect “green” spaces for rural and urban life [2,3]. With
the diversified demands of economic, social, and ecological development, a high degree of
agricultural diversification is commonly acknowledged in peri-urban rural planning [4–8].
Scholars have found that plans for peri-urban agriculture (PUA) in sub-Saharan Africa,
the Middle East and North Africa pay more attention to market-oriented agricultural
production, food security, and ecosystem protection [9,10], while in North America and
Europe, the focus is more on nonagricultural diversification, including energy production,
agritourist activities, on-farm processing, and direct sales activities [11,12]. However, aside
from the economic and ecological benefits of multifunctional PUA, there are also some
cultural dimensions [13,14].

In China, a “cultural turn” in rural planning has occurred, which has encouraged
cultural construction in villages in coordination with ecological protection. In 2013, the
central government put forward the idea of “promoting the construction of rural ecological
civilization, and striving to build beautiful villages” [15]. Guided by this idea, the con-
struction project of “Beautiful Villages” (in Chinese: “Zhongguo meili xiangcun”), one of
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the most important components of the “Beautiful China” concept, aims to develop and
enhance production, improve standards of living and rural civilization, create a clean and
tidy environment, and promote democratic management [16,17]. In the new era, rural
cultural inheritance and rejuvenation have become increasingly important in creating a
civilized society in villages. In addition, agriculture could be considered as an integral
part of the cultural landscape in densely urbanized areas, in terms of evoking nostalgia or
homesickness [18,19]. Therefore, faced with rapid urbanization and advanced moderniza-
tion, it is essential and urgent for rural planners to construct a guideline for nurturing rural
culture and customs in peri-urban villages.

The creative industry, as a special cultural industry, developed in postindustrial cities,
and has gradually transferred to rural villages [20,21]. Some practices in foreign villages
have provided references for developing a creative countryside [22,23]. Although when
compared to the urban context the policies in rural areas remain limited [24,25], they still
cover the three categories of developing specific creative sectors [24–26], nurturing the
rural creative class [27–30], and improving creative capacity or cultural vitality [31–33]. In
the current research, we have found that identifying local cultural resources and “listening
to locals” should be the basic principles in policymaking. With the diversified demands
of locals, the policy needs to consider the potential integration of cultural production and
other sectors into rural planning for sustainable development [34]. Peri-urban villages
in particular, which are complex and exhibit diverse urban–rural linkages, need a more
rigorous and nuanced guideline. Against the emerging mixed framework of the creative
industry, our research has tried to provide a flexible and practical plan for fostering
integration between the creative industry and the sustainability of agriculture in peri-
urban villages.

The rural plan of the Pu’an village is a typical case, labeled a “culturally led” plan to
develop the multifunctional integration of agriculture and the creative industry. Pu’an vil-
lage is located in the suburban area of Changzhou city, displaying a large amount of green
space and wetlands. Although the village originally had a pleasant ecological environment
with an advantageous location in terms of transportation, agriculture developed slowly.
The output value of crops was quite low, and has failed to produce special local agricultural
products in the past two decades. Against this background, the research illustrated the
process and framework of the new culture-led rural plan in terms of agricultural develop-
ment, which has helped establish the agenda for the sustainable transitions demanded in
building a beautiful village in Pu’an. The main research questions are as follows:

1. How do we define a cultural symbol, as connected to agricultural development in a
rural creative industry?

2. How do we plan the mixed framework required for culture-oriented multi-industries
to use local resources in a sustainable way?

The structure of the research is as follows. By illustrating the features of Pu’an village
and our methodology, we explored the process of defining the bulrush as a rural cultural
symbol in rural planning. Additionally, we revealed the designed framework of “bulrush +
creative industry.” This research contributes to the investigation of the cultural dimensions
of PUA, and explores the process and framework of culture-led rural planning in a peri-
urban village.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Pu’an village is located in the north of Lijia town, and belongs to Wujin district,
Changzhou city. The peri-urban village has an advantageous location in terms of trans-
portation, and it takes 10–15 min of driving to reach the central area in the Wujin district
(Figure 1). Residents in the Wujin district have strong consumption tendencies. Pu’an
village also has comparatively advantageous natural environmental and resource condi-
tions. It occupies 4.14 km2 land, of which 72.29% is nonconstruction area. Among the
nonconstruction area, 53.62% is assigned to agriculture and forestry, while 18.67% is a
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water area (Table 1). With 984 households and nearly 4000 people, the per capita living area
is 133.54 m2/person. According to the land-use plan, the main land-use criterion in Pu’an
village is ecological protection, and some is set aside for industrial construction. However,
in 2016, the output value of agriculture was less than CNY 10 million, which placed it third
from the bottom out of the 14 villages in the town.

Land 2021, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 10 
 

(Figure 1). Residents in the Wujin district have strong consumption tendencies. Pu’an vil-
lage also has comparatively advantageous natural environmental and resource condi-
tions. It occupies 4.14 km2 land, of which 72.29% is nonconstruction area. Among the non-
construction area, 53.62% is assigned to agriculture and forestry, while 18.67% is a water 
area (Table 1). With 984 households and nearly 4000 people, the per capita living area is 
133.54 m2/person. According to the land-use plan, the main land-use criterion in Pu’an 
village is ecological protection, and some is set aside for industrial construction. However, 
in 2016, the output value of agriculture was less than CNY 10 million, which placed it 
third from the bottom out of the 14 villages in the town. 

Previously, villagers and collective group did not pay attention to agricultural devel-
opment, as manufacturing brought greater economic profits. Faced with an increasingly 
polluted environment, villagers began to realize the importance of agriculture and eco-
logical protection. Pu’an village is currently experiencing an industrial transition toward 
a balanced economic structure, from being manufacturing-dominant to enabling compre-
hensive development. Based on the current master plan of Changzhou city, the municipal 
government has decided to build a beautiful village in Pu’an, as a characteristic village 
exhibiting unique local culture and beautiful natural scenery. Therefore, figuring out how 
to revive agriculture while balancing the demands of environmental protection and rural 
development remains a key goal of rural planning. 

 
Figure 1. Location of Pu’an village in Wujin district, Changzhou city. 

Table 1. Land use in Pu’an village in 2016. 

Land-Use Type Land Area(hm2) Proportion of Urban 
and Rural Land (%) 

Construction land 114.74 27.71 
Non-construction land 299.26 72.29 

 Watershed  77.28 18.67 
Agriculture and forestry 221.98 53.62 
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Table 1. Land use in Pu’an village in 2016.

Land-Use Type Land Area(hm2)
Proportion of Urban
and Rural Land (%)

Construction land 114.74 27.71
Non-construction land 299.26 72.29

Watershed 77.28 18.67
Agriculture and

forestry 221.98 53.62

Other
non-construction land 0

Total 414

Previously, villagers and collective group did not pay attention to agricultural devel-
opment, as manufacturing brought greater economic profits. Faced with an increasingly
polluted environment, villagers began to realize the importance of agriculture and ecolog-
ical protection. Pu’an village is currently experiencing an industrial transition toward a
balanced economic structure, from being manufacturing-dominant to enabling compre-
hensive development. Based on the current master plan of Changzhou city, the municipal
government has decided to build a beautiful village in Pu’an, as a characteristic village
exhibiting unique local culture and beautiful natural scenery. Therefore, figuring out how
to revive agriculture while balancing the demands of environmental protection and rural
development remains a key goal of rural planning.
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2.2. Methodology and Data

First, we used geographical information systems (GIS) to analyze the structure of
land use in the village. Then, we made four assessments of fieldwork in January, April,
August, and December 2016, to investigate seasonal features and identify the local natural
resources. Thirdly, we applied a qualitative approach, involving semistructured focus-
group interviews (FDGs) with local villagers, leaders of collective groups, and immigrants.
The interviews were carried out in August 2016 and lasted approximately 120 min. The
interviews focused on the rural culture, history, community identity, and “sense of place”
of Pu’an village. The interviewees were asked four categories of questions, concerning the
following: (1) the impression of the village in terms of culture, industry, and people; (2) the
historical development of the village; (3) factors influencing the cultivation of rural culture;
and (4) suggestions for development. The interviews were recorded and transcribed for
analysis, with a manual identification of key words. From the interview analysis, we aimed
to derive the “voice” of the local stakeholders, and integrate the master plan with the real
requirements for implementation at the village level, so as to better analyze the rural plan
from a cultural perspective [35].

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Two Factors Contributing to Identifying Bulrush as the Cultural Symbol

A careful analysis of culture-led rural planning showed that it was different from
industry-oriented planning, as it further utilizes the natural landscape and cultural re-
sources related to the local identity of the village. From our findings, we can identify two
factors contributing to identifying the bulrush as the cultural symbol of Pu’an.

The first factor is the natural landscape, which is a rich biological source of bulrush.
We reclassified the four categories of rural land use into rural settlements, factories, open
field, and rivers, using the GIS software. As Figure 2 shows, there were three types of mixed
land use. The first was rural settlements along with a river and open field. The second
one was factories close to rural settlements. The third one was a blend of open field and
river. Obviously, the locations of rural settlements were scattered, and factories occupied
the flat land. However, it was clear that the main landscape in the village was a large-scale
cluster of green fields consisting of farmland, forestry, and wild grass. In addition, we
carefully analyzed the biological resources in the open field in different seasons. According
to our fieldwork, the water system in the village was accessible, with a large number of
fishponds and reed ponds. In the open fields, the major aquatic plant is the bulrush, and the
other featured plants are metasequoia, mao bamboo, reed, and Cinnamomum camphora.
Bulrush was planted intentionally to be sold, as it has three economically valuable uses: as
vegetables, medicines, and fillings. As regards its vegetable use, people can eat the bases of
the young leaves and the apex of the rhizome. In terms of medical use, the pollen of the
male flower is commonly known as pollen Typhae, which is used for stopping bleeding
and removing blood stasis in Chinese traditional medicine. As regards its use as fillings,
the female inflorescence can be used as a filling material for pillows and cushions; it has the
characteristics of air permeability, moisture absorption, moisture resistance, deformation
control, air purification, and durability. Aside from its economic benefits, this plant is
beneficial for water purification [36]. It is common to see ducks in the ponds, sometimes
even wild black water ducks, which are one of the nation’s protected animals, in wild
ponds. One of the older villagers reflected that when he was a child, he often saw egrets
wading and feeding in the water. The incorporation of bulrush with the river can create a
unique landscape that is quite different from the urban landscape.

The second factor is the important and intangible heritage of the bulrush craft. We
investigated the tangible and intangible heritage in Pu’an, and found that local villagers
carried the tradition of bulrush craft. Bulrush craft originated with cultivation culture. In
the historical records of Pu’an village, it is stated that the name of the village was originally
derived from the word for “bulrush,” because in ancient times, the village was a low-lying
marsh covered with bulrush. Pu’an in Chinese means “a shore side along bulrush ponds.”
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Therefore, there is a long history of local villagers using bulrush in making shoes, fans,
cushions, baskets, and other practical handicrafts. When we performed interviews with a
group of elder villagers and the leaders of the collective group, they all recalled a memory
of the bulrush swaying in the wind. One elderly man, Mr. He, said, “The original landscape
where the industrial zone located on the west side of Liban road was a patch of bulrush.
The river twisted and turned along with the lush bulrush, which was the most beautiful
hometown scenery in my impression”. Another older man, Mr. Xu, said, “Our younger
generation lost the memory of bulrush and did not know why our village named as Pu’an,
as the bulrush was cut down and no one was willing to plant. I felt a pity to these changes.”
Although the young villagers are not familiar with the cultural dimension of the bulrush,
the elder villagers carry strong nostalgia and a sense of identity related to the landscape of
the bulrush. Mr. Lee, one of the leaders of the collective group, explained that, “The market
of traditional bulrush product is limited and the profits of planting bulrush are quite low.
Planting bulrush does not bring sufficient income to villagers, therefore villagers are not
willing to plant bulrush. The craft of bulrush gradually lost. We need help to change the
situation and to revive this local unique craft of bulrush weaving.”

In addition to the intangible cultural resources, there are five categories of tangible
resources, consisting of the Daliu temple; the characteristic water landscape; the ancient
bridges, wells, and trees; the traditional rural architecture; and the ancestral hall, as shown
in Figure 3. The Daliu temple was built in the Tang dynasty. The villagers stated that
the ancient Daliu temple occupied almost the entire village. The remaining gate of the
temple is in the southern part of village, and the remaining rear gate is in the northern part,
thus stretching nearly three miles from north to south. The remaining structure occupies
168 m2, and is protected as a historic site at the city level as something that could be used
to develop rural tourism.

Guided by the concept of the “beautiful village,” the rural plan has identified the
bulrush as the local cultural symbol, and attempts to combine the natural landscape and the
cultural resources to cultivate a rural culture and improve the villagers’ sense of identity.

3.2. Framework of Bulrush-Centered Creative Industry in the Plan: Three Cameos

The culture-led rural plan has designed an industrial framework that integrates agricul-
ture and the creative industry via a bulrush-centered creative industry, as shown in Figure 4.
In the framework, there are three cameos, consisting of one core industry and two extended
industries. The core industry is the creative processing industry. The two extended indus-
tries are the creative planting industry and the creative tourism industry. Most importantly,
the large-scale planting of bulrush is the foundation of agricultural development.

3.2.1. Cameo 1: Core Industry with the Creative Processing of Bulrush

Pu’an’s traditional processing industry was based on the bulrush, and involved
purchasing, collecting, and weaving the plant. In our rural plan, the creative processing
industry represents an updating of the traditional one, by which the latter is transformed
to produce creative products. The plan outlines several potential paths the processing
industry might take based on the multiple functions of the plant, such as the creation of
household products via new weaving techniques, designing and creating cattail paintings
and handicrafts that manifest a strong artistic sense of modeling and color, and making
functional medicinal powders and teas.

It will be necessary to unite the villagers in order to plant the bulrush at a large
scale, and build an industrial system based on bulrush processing. A creative processing
industry demands innovative techniques in order to increase the value of the final products.
In the long term, through the efforts of artists and other creative classes, the products
should contribute to building a village brand in order to broaden the selling channels and
improve competitiveness.
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3.2.2. Cameo 2: Extended Industry with the Creative Planting of Bulrush

Traditionally, bulrush is planted in ponds and wetlands without a specific technique.
The creative planting of bulrush, however, involves a kind of ecological planting, based
on the premises of protecting and improving the agricultural and ecological environment,
following the laws of ecology and ecological economics, applying the methods of system
engineering and modern science and technology, and the intensive managing of agricultural
planting. Sometimes, bulrush will be planted in pots with special compost; this is referred
to as potted cultivation.

In different seasons, the bulrush interacts differently with different animals. Creative
planting aspires to reflect the natural beauty of the cohesion between human and nature,
which will make people recall and pursue a better life. The designed landscape of the
bulrush reflects the idea of comprehensive development, integrating ecological protection
and economic development, as well as inheriting a culture of ruralism [37,38].

3.2.3. Cameo 3: Extended Industry with Creative Tourism Around the Bulrush

With the development of the creative processing and planting of bulrush, Pu’an village
has the potential to develop a creative tourism industry, combining production experience
and the bulrush landscape. The rural plan aspires to a tourism industry built around
leisure and relaxation. For example, the plan has designed several tourist routes along the
rivers and ponds with bulrushes, for the purpose of natural sightseeing. Combined with
the existing water systems and networks in Pu’an, some theme parks are planned for the
promotion of the culture of the bulrush. Against the background of agricultural civilization,
some existing farmland will be converted into experiential theme parks to allow tourists to
experience bulrush planting or diversified agricultural activities.

Additionally, as the bulrush takes root in muddy water and yet remains straight and
clean, poets eulogize that the bulrush bears the burden of a harsh environment, and it is
depicted as having vigorous vitality in many Chinese poems. Combined with the cultural
significance of the bulrush as a straight and pure spirit, bulrush farmland can offer beautiful
scenery for wedding photography. The plan has tried to install photography as a basis to
attract the youth, using the spectacle of the bulrush landscape.
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3.3. Discussion

Based on the analysis of interview data, we found local villagers were eager to shift
their development mode toward sustainability. They recognized the importance of agricul-
ture, and helped in trying to find solutions to improve the value of agricultural products.
Within the culture-led plan, they found creative approaches to developing multifunctional
agriculture with high economic, social, and spiritual values. The mixed framework of
“bulrush + creative industry” emphasizes the importance of innovation and creativity in
the development of agriculture. The unique features of the bulrush culture in Pu’an village
are valuable sources for this creativity. Therefore, it is important and necessary to identify
local cultural resources in culture-led plans, in order to secure agricultural and further
industrial development.

In addition, we saw that the functionality of the bulrush has been greatly expanded,
in terms of its usage in artistic, ecological, economic, and social projects, enabled by
the advanced processing techniques of softening and dyeing. Therefore, the designed
industrial framework must investigate the functions of the bulrush from new perspectives.
For example, the leaves of the bulrush are used for weaving, which is widely practiced
in Pu’an. With advanced techniques to improve this artistic and economic value, some
bulrush plants can be potted for ornamental and artistic purposes, with higher profits.

Finally, we recommended the participation of local villagers and outsiders, including
urban tourists, creative classes, and entrepreneurs, in the policy. In the process of the imple-
mentation of the plan, the local government needs to consider the mechanisms by which
internal and external forces will be united, so as to realize the industrial framework [39,40].

4. Conclusions

There is more than one way to develop multifunctional agriculture in a peri-urban
village. Our research provides a case study of combining agriculture and the creative
industry, in order to develop the cultural dimension of multifunctional agriculture, which
previous case-studies have insufficiently addressed. Pu’an village is a typical case, and
is experiencing an industrial transition and a “culture turn” through its construction as a
“beautiful village.”

Through an analysis of the landscape and focus-group interviews, we have identified
a cultural symbol in the agricultural plant of the bulrush due to both the natural landscape
and locally cultural resources. First, changing the traditional perspective of manufacturing-
led plans, our culture-led plan redefines the main landscape of the village as a green field
with rich biological resources of bulrush, which must be protected and improved. Secondly,
reflecting local culture and history, the village’s sense of place and identity are closely
related to the bulrush, as the majority of local villagers have a strong emotional, nostalgic
connection with the bulrush landscape, and a long tradition of bulrush craft. Therefore,
the bulrush is identified as the cultural symbol of the village, essential to the agricultural
development carried out by the rural plan that will result in a natural landscape with
cultural resources.

Moreover, regarding bulrush as a precious resource for the creative industry, we have
revealed the framework for a bulrush-centered creative industry, with one core leading
industry and two extended industries. The core industry is the bulrush-processing industry,
and the two extended industries are creative planting and creative tourism. This framework
illustrates a possible approach to developing multi-industries, and incorporates culture-
led agriculture to utilize the multiple functions of the bulrush for its artistic, ecological,
economic, and social value.

Although the rural plan of Pu’an reports on the possibility of developing a culture-led
agriculture, more studies are required in order to introduce more practices to classify the
mechanism and strategy of branding, so as to attract urban inflows in agricultural development.
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