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Improving the standard of living remains a top priority for central, local governments 

The Slumdog Millionaire scenario only comes off on the big screen. Few of the low-income households living in 
the shabby, crowded and unhealthy shantytowns of Datong in Shanxi province, expect to become super-rich 
overnight. 

However, Ren Xinming and others like him do share one simple and sometimes longstanding dream: To have 
their own apartment; not necessarily a large place, just somewhere cozy and warm. 

It would be easy to mistake Ren's area for one that's been long deserted. The paint is peeling from the walls and 
trash is scattered all over the place. Only the barking of innumerable dogs hints that the dilapidated buildings are 
still inhabited. 

A tour of around Ren's house emphasizes the bleakness and poverty of the place. Smoke from the stove turned 
the white paint on the interior walls black long ago, and a number of broken window panes have been replaced 
with plastic covering. 

There is no heating and no toilet. Although the closest public bathroom is just a hundred meters away, it seems 
much further when the temperature drops as low as minus 10 C in winter. 

Noise is another factor. Ren's house is situated next to the Datong-Qinhuangdao Railway. "We're pretty used to 
living with the noise of the trains, but the one that passes at 2 am always wakes us up," said Ren. "I've been 
worried about the kids' safety since they could walk." 

Resource rich 

Every year, the railway, China's largest transporter of coal, carries more than 400 million metric tons of the fuel 
from the resource-rich provinces of Shanxi and Shaanxi and the Inner Mongolia autonomous region to the port 
city of Qinhuangdao, where it is then shipped on to other coastal areas of the country. 

The coal has fueled the rapid growth and subsequent prosperity of those who live at the eastern end of the 
railway, but for those on the other side of the tracks living conditions remain poor. 

Like most of his neighbors in the shantytown near the Meiyukou mine, 45-year-old Ren was born into a mining 
family. 

His father, Ren Pu, now 82, arrived in Datong from the countryside in 1959 to work as a miner. The family has 
lived in the two-room bungalow in the shantytown, built by the miners themselves from mud and stones, ever 
since. 

After working underground for 24 years, Ren senior's poor health resulted in him quitting work in 1983. He has 
serious pneumoconiosis, or black lung disease, a common affliction among miners. 

Ren Xinming followed in his father's footsteps and headed down into the mine at the age of 18. Five years ago, 
he retired at age 40. 

Ren Xinming shares one room with his wife and their 9-year-old daughter, while his father, mother, 80, and 38- 
year-old sister live in the other. 
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He receives 2,800 yuan ($448) every month from Datong Coal Mine Group, his former employer, and his wife 
earn another 1,000 yuan doing odd jobs. The financial pressure is overwhelming, especially as the couple pays 
about 20,000 yuan per annum in tuition and living expenses for their older daughter, 17, who is studying at a 
senior high school in another town. 

"The market price of a new apartment would be at least 150,000 yuan and there's no way we could afford that," 
said Ren. 

All mod cons However, soon a new apartment with all mod cons will no longer be a daydream for the Ren family. 

A housing project subsidized by the government and Datong Coal Mine Group has helped more than 60,000 
mining households, including Ren's neighbors across the railway, to move to the newly built Hengan residential 



community, 5 km east of the shantytown. The new buildings sell for 480 yuan per square meter. 

The Rens, together with around 30,000 other households, are expected to move into a new home in the 
residential community by the end of next year, according to Gao Yuwu, executive director of the Pengcheng 
property management company, part of Datong Coal Mine Group. 

"Working as a miner is probably the most laborious job in the country and most of the men have also been living 
in terrible conditions for a long time." said Gao. 

Improving the living conditions of low-income families, especially those of miners and foresters, has been a high 
priority on the agenda of China's central leadership during recent years and Vice-Premier Li Keqiang has paid 
numerous visits to shantytown families across the country, including a trip to Datong in 2009. 

The central government invested 73 billion yuan in housing projects for slum residents from 2007 to 2011 and 
more than 10 million low-income households have moved to government-subsidized apartments measuring at 
least 45 square meters, according to a recent statement from the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 
Development. 

A further 12 million households will need to be re-housed in the coming years, the statement said. 

Ease of life 

Cao Yuzhong, a 64-year-old retired miner, paid 30,000 yuan for a 60-sq-m apartment and moved in 2009. 

"To be honest, we never expected to live in such a clean and warm home. I thought the best I could do was to 
save money for a wedding room for my son," he said. 

"When we lived near the mine, we had to transfer three times on the bus to get to downtown Datong. That meant 
we seldom went out, even on the weekend. Now we can take a bus directly and the journey only takes 30 
minutes." 

Cao's wife, Hao Xiuzhen, said both cooking and washing clothes have become easier since the move from the 
mining area. "The collar of my blouse would be filthy within a day, now it lasts at least three days," said Hao. 
"Also, it took at least 90 minutes to prepare dinner when I had to light the (coal burning) stove first." 

The move was not only prompted by concerns about convenience and sanitary health, but also safety, said Bai 
Yuwen, who lived in a self-built bungalow in an area well known for mining subsidence for decades. 

"On a few occasions, I woke up to find that a piece of land not far from my home had just caved in after many 
years of mining in that zone. Many of the miners had to sleep with that fear in the old days," said the 75-year- 
old, who moved to the Hengan community in 2007. 

Those living close to the mines were not the only ones exposed to danger. Life was also precarious for residents 
living closer to the city center: "There was no heating, so every family relied on gas stoves during the winter. 
Almost every year there was a case of carbon monoxide poisoning in the neighborhood because the stoves 
weren't used correctly or hadn't been properly maintained. Some people died," said Chen Huaiyu, who lived in a 
bungalow in the old city for 58 years. 

Chen shared a bed with his two younger brothers and two younger sisters until he was 18. Their parents also 
lived in the same 23-sq-m room. When Chen married in 1978, the family built a 6-sq-m wedding room in the 
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"Every family tried to seize any free space available to build a room, which was quite understandable because of 
their living conditions. However, it made the street pretty narrow and if there had been a fire, it would have 
resulted in a horrible disaster." 

Old habits die hard While the families were thrilled to move to their new homes, some old habits can't be 
changed overnight. 

Bai Yuwen had problems adjusting to a sit-down toilet. He had never used one before he moved into his new 
apartment five years ago. 

"I never thought about it until I moved. It really took me months to get used to it," he said, with a wry smile. 

Gao from the property management company said that at first it was hard to collect payment for services, such 
as keeping the area clean and litter-free, security guards and other items. The people had never paid for security 



guards when they lived in the mining zone. And garbage was simply thrown out the windows and left on the 
street. 

"Things are much better now. Some of these people have waited almost their entire lives to live in a new home. 
We just need to give them a little time to adjust to this new life," he said. 

Contact the reporter at tangyue@chinadaily.com.cn 

Yang Wanli contributed to this report. 

Datong prepares for mass movement of shantytown dwellers 

Wandering through the old city of Datong in Shanxi province is a dramatic and diverse experience. 

One can visit the Huayan Monastery or the Shanhua Temple, both of which are more than 1,000 years old, 
listening to the peaceful Buddhist chants and inhaling the fragrance of incense and burning sandalwood. 

However, step out of the temples and walk 100 meters toward the city and the air is filled with the sound of 
cranes working and dust. 

In the past five years, more than 10,000 of the households living in the shabby bungalows that dominate the 
3.28-sq-km old city have moved into new apartments. The new dwellings, just 3 km from the former homes, are 
part of large-scale government-subsidized housing project, according to Yang She, the head of Datong's housing 
administration bureau. A further 15,000 households are expected to move within the next few years, he said. 

Han Haiyan used to live with her husband and son in an 18-sq-m bungalow in the old city, but last year, they 
moved to a new apartment measuring 67 sq m. The new home cost just 15,800 yuan ($2,530). 

"When I lived in the old city, I was always concerned about heavy rainfall, because the water would run into my 
room and we had to spend hours mopping up and clearing the water once the rain stopped," said Han, 47. 

The project isn't just about the demolition of dilapidated and unsanitary housing, but is also intended to promote 
renovation and protect a historic part of the ancient city, said Liu Mingjun, deputy chief of Datong's urban and 
rural planning bureau. 

"It would be hypocritical to allow the residents to live in such poor conditions simply in the name of preservation 
of cultural relics. But it would also be stupid to tear down everything that tells the history of the city," Liu said. 

According to the government's plan, about 50 courtyards of great historical significance will be renovated in strict 
accordance with the original style. They will be used as exhibition centers and museums. 

There will be some minor changes to the structures of roughly 300 of the courtyards, because of erosion and 
other damage that is difficult to repair. The houses will be fitted with modern facilities, such as heating and 
running water, and will be sold as commercial residential properties. 

The rest, accounting for around two-thirds of the buildings, were constructed during the past few decades and 
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have no historical value. They will be demolished to make way for new courtyards that will contain amenities 
such as shops, restaurants and tea houses. 
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