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Abstract: This study examines Uttarakhand’s tourism system from a spatial–systems lens to identify the key economic, 

environmental, and socio-cultural costs associated with rapid tourism expansion, and to assess whether current governance 

responses are adequate. It also develops a feedback-based conceptual model linking tourism drivers, growth patterns, costs, 

governance, and development outcomes. A mixed qualitative–quantitative design was used, combining a narrative literature 

synthesis with secondary analysis of official statistics and environmental/economic indicators. Governance and policy were 

assessed using tourism policy documents and institutional review, supported by comparative benchmarking from Sikkim, 

Bhutan, Kerala, and Indonesia, culminating in a Drivers–Tourism Growth–Costs–Governance–Outcomes framework. Findings 

show strong corridor-based and seasonal concentration of tourist flows (notably along Dehradun–Rishikesh–Haridwar–Nainital), 

alongside post-pandemic surges that intensify infrastructure pressure. Environmental stress is evidenced through forest-cover 

decline, seasonal spikes in waste and water demand, and carrying-capacity exceedance in key pilgrimage sites, while socio-

economic patterns indicate informal employment vulnerabilities, revenue leakages, and rising land/service prices that deepen 

regional inequities. Governance gaps persist due to institutional fragmentation and limited monitoring of ecological thresholds 

while the community stays uninterested. Tourism growth in Uttarakhand, as currently structured, risks undermining ecological 

resilience and inclusive development unless governance capacity improves. The proposed feedback model highlights governance 

quality as the key mediator shaping whether tourism contributes to balanced outcomes aligned with SDGs 8, 11, 12, and 15. The 

study indicates that adaptive governance, spatial diversification, community-based approaches, greener infrastructure, and 

integrated monitoring systems can better manage tourism-related trade-offs in fragile mountain regions. 
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*  *  *  *  *  *  
 

INTRODUCTION              

Tourism is often portrayed as a win–win pathway for economic growth, livelihood generation, and regional 

development in mountainous states. Nowhere is this more evident than in Uttarakhand, a Himalayan state nestled in the 

Northern India. The state touches two international boundaries i.e. of Nepal on its right and China on its north. According to 

Forest Survey of India (FSI), Uttarakhand spans approximately 53,483 km² and “lies between 28°43′ N to 31°28′ N latitude 

and 77°34′ E to 81°03′ E longitude (FSIc, 2019). It comprises of 13 districts distributed across the Kumaon and Garhwal 

divisions as shown in Figure 1 (a). Uttarakhand’s physiographic includes high Himalayan peaks, mid-altitude valleys, and 

piedmont plains as shown in Figure 1 (b). The three upper northern districts of Uttarkashi, Chamoli, and Pithoragarh are 

mostly comprised of ice-clad mountains and topographically challenged remote regions. The six middle districts of Tehri 

Garhwal, Rudraprayag, Pauri Garhwal, Almora, Bageshwar and Champawat are mostly comprised of mountains with green 

belt of forests. The two valley districts of Dehradun and Nainital have mountainous as well as plain regions.  

Finally, the two lowermost districts of Haridwar and Udham Singh Nagar have mostly planar topography. The state has 

rapidly emerged as a major tourism hub in northern India. Tourism flows are spatially concentrated along the Dehradun–

Rishikesh–Haridwar–Nainital–Mussoorie corridor, or at the intersection of Almora, Nainital and Champawat districts 

(Uttarakhand Tourism-a, n.d.). Upper districts such as Rudraprayag, Chamoli and Uttarkashi have their famous CharDham 

pilgrimage sites. Pithoragarh and Bageshwar have cultural heritage and historical sites. Figure 2 depicts the various tourist 

spots’ locations in Uttarakhand. The present analysis focuses on the spatial configuration of tourism pressures and 

governance responses within these eco-zones. According to the Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board (UTDB), the 

state tourism domain mainly comprises of pilgrimage tourism anchored in the revered Char Dham circuit. Uttarakhand also 

provides adventure activities such as trekking, rafting, and skiing, as well as emerging segments like wellness, rural, and 

ecotourism (UTDB, 2024). In 2019 alone, the state recorded nearly 39.2 million tourist arrivals, a figure exceeding its 

population many times over (Singh et al., 2024). The post-pandemic period has witnessed a rebound in tourist inflows.  
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Figure 1. (a). Districts in Uttarakhand state (Source: Author generated). (b). Uttarakhand’s physiographic showing ice-clad  

Himalayan peaks, mid-altitude valleys, and piedmont plains (Source: modified by author using basic Google Maps, n.d.) 

 

The Tourism Satellite Account for Uttarakhand compiled by National Council of Applied Economic Research (2019) 

reports tourism’s contribution at 2.96% (direct) and 6.59% (direct and indirect) of GVA. It also reports tourism 

employment at 11.77% (direct) and 26.87% (direct and indirect) of total state employment. Uttarakhand Global 

Investors Summit in 2023 has predicted tourism contribution rising to USD 10 billion in Uttarakhand’s economy 

annually before year 2030. Also, tourism and its supporting industries are expected to employ one million people with 

women accounting for at least 30% of the workforce (Invest Uttarakhand, 2023).  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Locator map of Uttarakhand showing key tourism sites: (a) Wildlife; (b) Char Dham yatra; (c) Adventure; (d) Nature Eco; (e) Religious;  

(f) Cultural heritage; (g) Winter Sports; (h) Historical; (i) Camping; (j) Trekking; (k) Bird Watching (Source: Uttarakhand Tourism-a, n.d.) 

 

Yet, there are many issues associated with tourism domain in Uttarakhand. For example, Kedarnath and Badrinath attract 

millions of devotees each season due to their religious significance. The same goes with pilgrimage sites like Haridwar's Har 

ki Pauri, which overwhelms national and state highways during the tourism season. The accommodation facilities and 

sanitation infrastructure of the midway towns also comes under heavy pressure during that time (Kuniyal et al., 2025). 

Geographically, tourist overload concentrate along the Dehradun–Rishikesh–Haridwar corridor, while high-altitude districts 

like Bageshwar, Champawat, and Pithoragarh, remain peripheral. Topography also plays an important part in deciding 

Uttarakhand's districts' economy. Uttarakhand's planar districts are comparatively prosperous, while hill districts lack the 

 

(a) 
 

(b) 
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identical progress and development (UK Tourism, 2023). Recent tourism research increasingly tries to pull together different 

pieces of evidence to better understand tourism’s impact on culture and the environment (Issakov et al., 2025).  Uttarakhand's 

tourism positive contributions to employment and economy of state have also been reported (Sharma et al., 2025).  

However, relatively few evidence based studies systematically assess the multi-dimensional costs and trade-offs 

associated with tourism in fragile Himalayan state. This paper seeks to address that critical gap by analyzing how 

tourism’s expansion in Uttarakhand imposes costs that influence sustainability and human development. The study also 

explores various strategies which could align the tourism sector with Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Tourism Costs  

Tourism generates benefits, but it also imposes costs—many of which are external to market transactions and borne by 

locals, ecosystems, or future generations (Butler, 2024; Casagrandi & Rinaldi, 2002). These costs pile up with time and 

begin to strain both ecosystems and local populace. Recent destination-level studies have demonstrated that managing 

tourism-induced environmental pressures requires not only regulatory interventions but also an understanding of tourists’ 

pro-environmental attitudes and consumption intentions, which shape on-site sustainability outcomes (Muna et al., 2025). 

In the context of Uttarakhand’s Himalayan region, following observations can be made: 

 

Economic Costs 

At the economic level, Uttarakhand faces the age-old trap of leaning too heavily on a single sector. Pilgrimage and 

seasonal tourism drive much of the state’s income. This exposes Uttarakhand's tourism sector to local natural disasters and 

global shocks. For example, tourist inflow was disrupted for a long time due to the 2013 Kedarnath floods and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Further, much of the tourism sector still remains informal. Therefore, lack of formal insurance or 

pensions makes the tourism related man force highly vulnerable to any kind of disruptions (Pacific Asia Travel 

Association, 2022). In addition, hill districts in Uttarakhand are largely left out from the economic gains from tourism 

(UTDB, 2024; Directorate of Economics & Statistics, 2023; World Bank-a, 2012; Government of Uttarakhand, 2019). 

Another long-standing concern is revenue leakage. Tourism income is mostly distributed among the non-local 

stakeholders, a phenomenon often termed as “tourism leakages” (Bhatt, 2017). Such “enclave tourism” (Britton, 1982) 

create isolated pockets of affluence. In Uttarakhand, luxury hotels and resorts source their supplies and skilled labor 

from outside the region due to their professional requirements (Tourism & Hospitality Skill Council, 2024; USDA 

Foreign Agricultural Service, 2022). This drains the local multiplier effects and strengthens internal core–periphery 

hierarchies among different geographical regions inside Uttarakhand. Tourism’s expansion has also spurred inflation in 

land, food, and fuel markets. This makes locals uncomfortable as they have to pay more for the services. Further, popular 

tourist hubs like Dehradun, Rishikesh, Haridwar, Mussoorie and Nainital have seen property and rent prices soar. For 

example, circle rates in Nainital’s Mall Road jumped to $1,120 per square meter in 2023, up from $660 (Singh, 2023a).  

Expensive services, goods and rent make life difficult for vulnerable locals like youths and students coming from remote 

villages to these districts for jobs and education. The economic aspect influenced by tourism is related to expenditure of 

government's public funds. Money flow is prioritized toward projects like roads, ropeways, and parking to facilitate tourism 

infrastructure. This takes away the resources from human-centric investments like health or sanitation (Comptroller and 

Auditor General of India, 2018; World Bank-b, 2024) Tourism also affects the villages’ economy adversely. As village youth 

migrates out for tourism related job, human resource availability in villages goes down. This leads to a decline in the 

agriculture economy of villages and deepens the state’s dependence on a fragile and uneven tourism economy. 

 

Environmental Costs 

The environmental dimension of tourism costs is even more alarming. The ecological degradation in natural ecosystems 

leads to irreversible consequences (Ramazanova et al., 2020). Uttarakhand reportedly lost ~22.9 km² of forest cover 

between years 2021-2023 (FSIe, 2023). Resorts, parking lots, and hydropower tunnels often encroaches upon landslide-

prone slopes and floodplains. Tourism related land-use in Uttarakhand has resulted in fragmented habitats, reduced forest 

cover and biodiversity loss, as new hotels, ropeways, and widened highways come into existence. 

Pollution and waste accumulation constitute another major cost. Tourist concentration dramatically increases the volume of 

solid and liquid waste, overwhelming municipal systems. Tourist inflows significantly increase waste volumes in towns such 

as Nainital, where waste generation rises noticeably during peak seasons (Shandilya & Sah, 2015). Meanwhile, in Rishikesh 

and other Ganga-front towns, untreated sewage and other refuse is responsible for seriously degraded river water quality 

(Central Pollution Control Board, 2022). Vehicular emissions, open burning of waste, and noise pollution further exacerbate 

the problem, producing the textbook case of the “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968). Open-access natural resources like 

lakes, forests, and riverbanks suffer overuse because no single actor bears responsibility for their preservation. 

Carrying-capacity violations in tourism domain induce equally critical issues. According to the Tourism Area Life 

Cycle (TALC) model, stagnation or decline of tourism destination starts if visitor numbers exceed ecological and 

infrastructural thresholds (Butler, 2024). In Uttarakhand, popular tourist sites have already surpassed their carrying 

capacities. For example, tourist influx exceeds the limits of accommodation in popular holy sites like Kedarnath and 

Badrinath during tourism season (Kuniyal et al., 2025). This cumulative environmental stress culminates in climate-linked 

hazards. The catastrophic Kedarnath disaster (2013) and the Joshimath subsidence (2023) were the costs of unplanned 

construction and deforestation (Down To Earth Staff, 2023; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2023). 
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Socio-Cultural Costs 

Beyond its economic and ecological sides, Himalayan tourism carries deep social and cultural consequences. In 

pilgrimage hubs and mountain getaways like Uttarakhand and Nepal, the surge of visitors and the growing 

commercialization have turned culture into a commodity and traditions are performed more for cameras than for 

community (Bleie, 2003; Apollo, 2015). Further, tourism jobs draws out the youths from Uttarakhand villages. They 

leave behind their farming, weaving, and other ancestral livelihoods (Palayan Aayog, 2018; Kandpal & Kumar, 2024). 

As they migrate to towns, their original dialects like Garhwali and Kumaoni fade and most of them switch to Hindi or 

English for professional reasons. For example, youths forget their folk songs as they move to urban centers (Sahu, 

2023). To add to this demographic change, the Influxes of outsiders in form of workers, investors and tourists are 

reshaping the social fabric. The blending of various cultures is progressively blurring the Uttarakhand's local identity.  

Gender concerns add another layer. Tourism has provided jobs to women in various avenues like rural homestays, 

local craftwork, and small eateries in towns all over the world (Naguib et al., 2025). However, these roles are mostly 

informal and poorly paid. In busier urban belts of Uttarakhand, women also face gender related safety issues (Trivedi, 

2017). This “gendered tourism divide” shows how old patriarchies intrude the new economies.  

Finally, unchecked commercialization has brought new social strains. Petty crime, drug use, and moral friction are 

rising in Uttarakhand's towns, which were once known for serenity and innocence of its populace (Kumar, 2023). 

Nowadays, Locals often see tourism as a cultural invasion. It is resulting in loss of trust which was the social glue that once 

held communities together (Bagri & Kala, 2016). These shifts make it vital to ask how Uttarakhand’s governance and 

institutions are confronting or overlooking such intertwined challenges. The next section explores that policy landscape. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study adopts a mixed qualitative–quantitative analytical framework grounded in systems thinking to examine 

tourism development in Uttarakhand. The research is diagnostic and integrative in nature, combining narrative review, 

secondary data analysis, spatial interpretation, and comparative policy assessment. Rather than testing a single hypothesis, 

the study seeks to identify patterns, trade-offs, and feedback loops linking tourism growth, costs, governance responses, 

and development outcomes in a fragile Himalayan context. 
 

Data Sources 

The analysis draws exclusively on secondary data from credible and publicly available sources, including: 

• Government tourism statistics (UTDB, CEIC, UK Tourism) 

• Environmental indicators (Forest Survey of India, Central Pollution Control Board) 

• Economic and employment data (NCAER, World Bank, Directorate of Economics & Statistics) 

• Policy documents (Uttarakhand Tourism Policies 2023 & 2024) 

• Peer-reviewed academic literature and international reports from reputed journals and news portals 

Analytical Steps: The present study’s research framework proceeds in seven structured stages, as shown in Figure 3. 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Sequential methodological framework illustrating the literature review, governance assessment, quantitative analysis, 

comparative benchmarking, conceptual synthesis, and policy recommendations adopted in the study (Source: Author generated) 
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GOVERNANCE, POLICY, AND INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK 

From a governance perspective, Uttarakhand’s situation exemplifies the fragile equilibrium that characterizes tourism in 

mountain economies worldwide (Godde et al., 2000). Global frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs): especially SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), and SDG 

15 (Life on Land), provide a relevant reference point (United Nations, 2015). The Uttarakhand Tourism Policy of 2018 

included regulation of new avenues like adventure tourism and film tourism (UTDB, 2024). It also proposed progressive 

and visionary steps like targeted subsidies, single-window investor facilitation and sector categorization (Drishti IAS, 

2023). The 2023 tourism policy of Uttarakhand is more holistic and is trying to move beyond its earlier pilgrimage-centric 

profile. The policy also promotes sustainability by giving incentives for green initiatives (UTDB, 2024).  
 

Policy Gaps, Challenges, and Integration 

Significant gaps persist in implementation of UTDB tourism policy. Incoherence between various stakeholders and their 

adaptive capacity are the major concerns. Limited coordination between tourism authorities and local community leads to 

fragmented decision-making and inefficiencies in the tourism sector (UTDB, 2024; Drishti IAS, 2023). Weak monitoring 

and evaluation systems associated with Uttarakhand's tourism sector prevent the systematic tracking of environmental 

indicators. This data is important for analyzing visitor carrying capacity and cost–benefit trade-offs in tourism domain. In 

the absence of correct and exhaustive data, policy evaluation becomes reactive and results in policy drift (Casagrandi & 

Rinaldi, 2002). Another stumbling block in tourism policy execution is the thin involvement of local communities in actual 

decision-making. The state’s tourism administration still runs on a “command and control” mindset i.e. rules first, 

reflection later (Singh et al., 2024). That rigidity lowers accountability and slows the kind of inclusive growth 

Uttarakhand's tourism is supposed to foster.Theoretical frameworks like the Tourism Area Life Cycle are dependent on 

fundamental institutional support. When tourism sector loses policy coordination and adaptation, positives disappear.  

Destinations begin to stagnate as resources get overused, visitors grow restless, and local benefits dry up (Rodrigo et al., 

2023). What Uttarakhand needs is a connected model that links tourism drivers, emerging costs, governance responses, and 

real developmental outcomes. Such an approach, grounded in systems thinking, would let policy evolve organically; 

participatory, data-driven, and shaped by the Himalayan terrain it serves. While theory and policy offer the qualitative 

blueprint, real story is presented in numbers. The next section analyzes district-level trends in tourist inflows, spatial 

concentration, and environmental stress to support these governance insights with measurable evidence 
 

QUANTITATIVE TRENDS IN UTTARAKHAND’S TOURISM SYSTEM 

Tourism growth in Uttarakhand demonstrates its developmental potential and ecological vulnerability. In 2019 the state 

recorded approximately 39.2 million tourist visits before COVID-19 pandemic struck (Uttarakhand Tourism-b, 2024). By 

2022 it had rebounded to around 53.5 million domestic tourists in 2022 and 59.5 million in 2023 (Singh, 2023b; CEICa Data, 

n.d.; UK Tourism, 2023). Table 1 shows key quantitative indicators of tourism sector in Uttarakhand from year 2010 to 2023. 

Spatially, this growth is highly concentrated. Nearly 85 % of tourism influx occurs within the Dehradun–Rishikesh–

Haridwar–Nainital corridor. Even in this domain, Haridwar alone accounts for more than 62% of tourists. Environmental 

indicators further illustrate the mounting stress, largely due to construction and land-use change. The Forest Survey of India 

(FSI) reports that forest cover in Uttarakhand has gone down from 24,496  Km2 in year 2010 to 24,303 Km2 in 2023 (FSIa, 

2011; FSIe, 2023). Seasonal waste generation also shows alarming trends. Data from State Institute of Urban Development 

(2024) clearly reflect the extreme surge in both waste generation and water demand during peak tourist months. Municipal 

solid waste increased from 24.4 tonnes per day in the off-season to 31 tonnes during the tourist season in Nainital town 

(Kumaon region). During the same periods, the town’s drinking-water demand rose from 8 to 10 million liters per day, 

respectively. Mussoorie town in Garhwal region shows a similar pattern. Its municipal waste increased from 23.2 to 27.1 

tonnes per day and water demand nearly doubled from 8.11 to 15.78 million liters per day, during off-season to tourist season, 

respectively. The data clearly shows that temporary tourist crowds may severely overstretch local garbage systems and water 

networks in fragile Uttarakhand towns. Simultaneously, out-migration from hill districts continues to rise (Sati, 2021).  

The empirical patterns observed above not only illustrate tourism’s dual character of growth and stress but also justify 

the need for a unifying theoretical structure. The following conceptual model therefore integrates these observations into a 

feedback-based analytical framework that links tourism drivers, costs, governance responses, and developmental outcomes. 
 

Table 1. Key Quantitative Indicators of Tourism in Uttarakhand (2010–2023) 
 

Indicator 2015 2019 2021 (Pandemic) 2022 2023 Source 

Domestic Tourist 
Arrivals 

29,497,000 37,586,000 19,434,000 54,643,000 59, 488,000 
CEICa Data, n.d.; UK 

Tourism, 2023 

Indicator 2015 2019 2021 (Pandemic) 2022 2023 Source 

Foreigner Tourist 
Arrivals 

106,000 152,000 8,500 62,000 143,000 CEICb Data, n.d. 

Indicator 2015 2019 2021 (Pandemic) 2022 2023 Source 

Percentage of Tourists Arrival in (Haridwar-
Dehradun-Mussoorie-Tehri-Nainital) with respect to 

Total Tourists Arrival 
88% 86% 85% UK Tourism, 2023 

Indicator 2010 (Km2) 2015 (Km2) 2019 (Km2) 2021 (Pandemic) (Km2) 2023 (Km2) Source 

Forest Cover in 
Uttarakhand 

24,496 24,240 24,303 24,326 24,303 
FSIa, 2011; FSIb, 2015; FSIc, 
2019;FSId, 2021;FSIe, 2023 
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PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

The above mentioned quantitative patterns also empirically validate the conceptual model as shown in Figure 4: Drivers → 

Tourism Growth → Costs → Governance → Outcomes. The conceptual model addresses the dynamic interplay between 

tourism drivers, associated costs, policy responses, and developmental outcomes in Uttarakhand. The core of the model is 

based on adaptive governance which emphasizes prompt responses. Therefore, tourism business model may internalize two 

feedback mediums (i) participatory decision-making and (ii) evidence-based recalibration. Tourism sector profiling may 

also use Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping (FSId, 2021; UTDB, 2024). The model also links governance 

quality with human-development outcomes, asserting that tourism’s success ultimately be measured not by arrival numbers 

but by its contribution to health, education, equity, and ecological resilience. For example, as visitor numbers rise in 

Uttarakhand, there will be an associated increase in economic, environmental and societal costs. To counter this escalation, 

governance mechanisms could respond with effective drivers via regulations and/or incentives. A proper government 

response would thus bring the system towards equilibrium and contributes in tourism growth (Rodrigo et al., 2023). 
 

 
 

Figure 4. The Drivers → Tourism–Cost–Governance–Outcome framework illustrating feedback loops between tourism drivers,  

tourism growth, costs and governance responses leading to developmental outcomes in Uttarakhand. (Source: Author generated) 
 

Justification of the Conceptual Framework 

The proposed Drivers–Tourism Growth–Costs–Governance–Outcomes framework is grounded in systems and sustainability 

research. It emphasizes that tourism development is not a straightforward process, but operates as an interactive system with 

feedback loops. Each component of the framework includes observable factors, which identifies the pressures, policy responses, 

and development outcomes attached with tourism growth. To enhance analytical clarity, Table 2 presents the key components 

and variables associated with each dimension of the framework, along with their contextual relevance to Uttarakhand. This 

structure demonstrates how the conceptual model is empirically anchored and policy-relevant rather than abstract. The 

framework explains how policy effectiveness ultimately determines whether tourism contributes to resilient and inclusive 

development or reinforces ecological and regional vulnerabilities. To further validate and contextualize this framework, an 

examination of few other relevant mountain and tropical regions has been done. The ensuing comparative perspective draws 

lessons from Sikkim, Bhutan, Kerala, and Indonesia. Each of these tourism destinations demonstrates distinctive pathways 

through which governance, community participation, and policy innovation can harmonize tourism and sustainability. 
 

Table 2. Key Quantitative Indicators of Tourism in Uttarakhand (2010–2023) 
 

Framework Dimension Key Components / Variables Contextual Relevance to Uttarakhand 

Drivers 

Natural attractions (Himalayan landscapes, rivers, forests); 
Religious and pilgrimage sites (Char Dham); Accessibility 

and infrastructure expansion; Government tourism 
promotion; Post-pandemic travel rebound 

Uttarakhand’s tourism demand is driven by 
pilgrimage dominance, scenic appeal, 

improved road connectivity, and aggressive 
destination marketing 

Tourism Growth 
Tourist arrivals (domestic & foreign); Seasonal 
concentration; Spatial clustering; Expansion of 

accommodation and services 

Tourism growth is highly concentrated along 
Dehradun–Rishikesh–Haridwar–Nainital 

corridors and during peak pilgrimage seasons 

Costs 

Economic: income leakages, inflation, informal employment; 
Environmental: forest loss, waste generation, water stress, 
carrying-capacity exceedance; Socio-cultural: livelihood 
displacement, cultural commodification, social tensions 

Rapid tourism expansion has generated uneven 
regional benefits, ecological stress, and socio-
cultural disruptions, especially in fragile hill 

districts 

Governance 

Tourism policy frameworks; Institutional coordination; 
Regulatory enforcement; Community participation; 

Monitoring and data systems 

Governance in Uttarakhand is characterized by 
fragmented institutional responsibilities, weak 

monitoring of ecological limits, and limited 
community involvement 

Outcomes 

Regional equity; Environmental resilience; Livelihood 
sustainability; Alignment with SDGs (8, 11, 12, 15); Long-

term tourism viability 

Developmental outcomes depend on 
governance effectiveness in balancing growth 

with ecological and social sustainability 

 

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Across the Global South and the wider Himalayan belt, several examples show how tourism can grow without losing its 

soul. Sikkim has internalized environmental care into its tourism fabric through the Ecotourism Policy 2011, which roots 

development in local participation, biodiversity protection, and responsible visitor management. The policy’s strength also lies 

in its follow-through with bans on single-use plastics and packaged drinking water to sustain eco-governance (Government of 

Sikkim, 2012). Down south, Kerala’s Responsible Tourism Mission reveals another pathway. It focuses on empowering 

women-led collectives and local entrepreneurs. The idea behind is to make the tourism sector inclusive and equitable at grass 

root level (Kerala Tourism Department, 2023; Sanuja & Joseph, 2022). Bhutan tourism model tells an innovative story with its 
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“High Value, Low Volume” model. Bhutan aggressively limits tourist numbers to reduce tourism environmental and cultural 

costs. Less crowded spaces and personalized treatments thus reward tourists with high-quality experience. On their part, the 

tourists have to contribute towards mandatory Sustainable Development Fee (SDF). This selective tourism model preserves 

Bhutan's culture and environment while giving it an economic boost (Tavassoli, 2023; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bhutan, 

2023). Further east, Indonesia offers lessons in community based tourism (CBT). In Java and Sumatra, CBT has aligned tourism 

sector with local livelihoods, ecology, and culture. Priatmoko et al. (2025) has emphasized the role of strategic mapping, 

training, and fair benefit-sharing in making CBT a success. Kurniawati et al. (2020) highlight the role of local wisdom and 

grassroots groups in safeguarding fragile karst landscapes. Lawasi et al. (2025) point to the power of multi-stakeholder 

coordination that blends conservation, education, and tourism into one seamless system. For Uttarakhand, these are mirrors with 

practical clues. Drawing on the experiences of Sikkim, Bhutan, Kerala, and Indonesia, the state can move beyond mere growth 

to resilience. When tourists, policy, and enterprise work within ecological limits, they contribute positively in uplifting local 

living standards. These cross-regional stories thus offer a blueprint. The next section distills these lessons into clear pathways. 

 

POLICY STRATEGIES, DISCUSSION & SYNTHESIS 

1. Community-Centric and Participatory Model 

Tourism that forgets its people rarely lasts. In the Uttarakhand hills, where livelihoods grow out of forests, farms, and 

faith, village communities could be consulted in planning. Lessons from Nepal, Bhutan, Indonesia, Darjeeling, and Sikkim 

show that community-based tourism (CBT) spreads income more fairly, strengthens village ties, and protects the 

environment (Pradhan, 2024; Priatmoko et al., 2025; Priatmoko & David, 2021). When locals guide treks or run homestays, 

they guard both livelihood and landscape. In doing so, it brings SDG 8 (Decent Work) and SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and 

Communities) to life in everyday village practice. 
 

2. Green Infrastructure and Technological Innovation 

Infrastructure shapes destiny. At present, much of Uttarakhand’s infrastructure boom like roads, ropeways, resorts has 

avoided environmental checks. The next phase could also take into account the green sensibilities. Low-impact design, 

renewable power, and modern waste systems could become the rule around infrastructure development. Eco-levies for 

high-pressure tourism sites and cheaper power for eco-certified hotels could make sustainability pay its own bills. When 

such revenues circle back into forest restoration or village funds, the model becomes self-healing. This would establish a 

hill economy that reinvests in its own resilience. 
 

3. Education, Skill Development, and Behavioral Change 

Vocational courses on disaster management and hospitality are necessary for tourism stakeholders in Uttarakhand 

(Singh et al., 2024). Therefore, dedicated schools, vocational centers, and universities are the next step towards tourism 

sector sustainability measures. Trained and certified local youth from such schools can perform their duties with 

responsibility, pride and purpose. Together, these seeds nurture SDG 4 (Quality Education). 
 

4. Tourism Diversification and Spatial Decongestion 

Spatial imbalance strains ecosystems and deepens divides. Diversification and spatial zoning can help by mapping regions 

according to sensitivity, capacity, and readiness as shown in Figure 2 (Berdenov et al., 2024). This would draw travelers 

toward lesser-known districts and give local entrepreneurs room to grow. Incentives like tax relief, marketing aid, and training 

can tilt investment toward the periphery. Off-season discounts and cultural festivals could also spread tourist flow through the 

year. This would ease pressure on both land and livelihoods. In spirit, this is SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) made local. 
 

5. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Accountability 

Good governance runs on good data. Experience from other tourism economies shows that without strong, integrated data 

systems, digital and promotional efforts rarely lead to lasting development benefits (Alawneh et al., 2025). Uttarakhand 

tourism could invest more in establishing reliable monitoring and evaluation system. UTDB can assign clear responsibility 

across various forest, urban and rural departments to share data to create a single tourism sustainability index (TSI). Shared 

ownership can also be encouraged by connecting budgets to sustainability performance. Over time, this feedback loop would 

let policies evolve with real-world signals i.e. nimble, adaptive, and grounded in the rhythms of the mountains themselves.  
 

6. Balancing Trade-Offs and Theoretical Linkages 

Real world sustainability measures require trade-offs above idealistic strategies. Green infrastructure raises initial costs 

while carrying-capacity restrictions may reduce short-term revenue. In addition, CBT can slow bureaucratic efficiency. 

Similarly, the TALC model emphasizes timely governmental intervention during the development or consolidation stages to 

prevent stagnation. Failure to act invites ecological decline and reputational damage. This would ultimately reduce long-term 

profitability. Systems theory adds that tourism systems must remain open, adaptive, and feedback-driven; rigid governance 

invites collapse. Hence, feedback loops and system interventions could be viewed as resilience investments rather than 

constraints. Ultimately, the synthesis of above mentioned strategies point toward a resilience-based tourism paradigm. The 

success of this business model is measured by the system’s capacity to adapt changes and sustain ecological well-being. 
 

7. Synthesis of Perspectives, Issues, and Policy Strategies 

Key analytical perspectives adopted in the study are given in Table 3, along with tourism-related issues and the 

proposed policy strategies. This comparative structure helps bridge empirical findings, theoretical insights, and policy 
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implications. This would enable readers to better grasp the multidimensional nature of tourism governance in fragile 

mountain regions. The policy strategies discussed in the study are indicative rather than prescriptive. They are offered to 

help decision-makers choose flexible and practical approaches, keeping in mind local conditions and empirical evidences. 

Nevertheless,  these perspectives illustrate that tourism sustainability in Uttarakhand depends not on isolated interventions, 

but on coordinated economic, environmental, socio-cultural, spatial, and governance strategies. 
 

Table 3. Comparative Synthesis of Perspectives, Issues, and Policy Strategies in Uttarakhand’s Tourism System 
 

Analytical 
Perspective 

Key Issues Identified Implications for Uttarakhand Policy Strategies 

Economic 
Perspective 

Revenue leakages; dominance of 
informal employment; seasonal 

income volatility; rising land and 
service prices 

Uneven distribution of tourism 
benefits and heightened 

vulnerability of local livelihoods, 
particularly in hill districts 

Promotion of community-based 
tourism, local supply-chain integration, 

skill development, and livelihood 
diversification 

Environmental 
Perspective 

Forest-cover decline; waste 
accumulation; water stress; carrying-

capacity violations 

Ecological degradation in a fragile 
Himalayan ecosystem and rising 

disaster risks 

Green infrastructure, carrying-capacity 
regulation, eco-levies, waste and water 

management reforms 

Socio-cultural 
Perspective 

Cultural commodification; out-
migration; erosion of traditional 

livelihoods; social tensions 

Weakening of local identity and 
social cohesion in tourism-

intensive areas 

Community participation, cultural 
heritage protection, women-focused 

livelihood initiatives 

Spatial 
Perspective 

Corridor-based tourism concentration; 
neglect of peripheral districts; seasonal 

congestion 

Regional inequality and localized 
ecological stress 

Spatial diversification, zoning, promotion 
of lesser-known destinations, off-season 

tourism incentives 

Governance 
Perspective 

Institutional fragmentation; weak inter-
departmental coordination; limited 

monitoring and data integration 

Reduced policy effectiveness and 
delayed responses to emerging 

tourism pressures 

Integrated governance frameworks, 
inter-agency coordination, tourism 

sustainability indicators 

Comparative 
Policy 

Perspective 

Varying success of tourism 
governance models across regions 

Evidence that adaptive and 
participatory governance improves 

sustainability outcomes 

Adoption of best practices from 
Sikkim, Bhutan, Kerala, and Indonesia, 

adapted to Uttarakhand’s context 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The tourism expansion in Uttarakhand has generated uneven regional outcomes and increased pressure on fragile 

Himalayan ecosystems.  This study has analyzed the tourism system of Uttarakhand through a spatial–systems perspective 

to assess the economic, environmental, and socio-cultural costs. The study combines narrative review, official statistics, 

district-level trends, and comparative insights from other mountain and developing regions. Uttarakhand shows a noticeable 

decline in forest cover near urban areas. Further, there are noticeable management strains on seasonal waste and water 

pressures in popular tourist towns during peak season. This points to tourism expanding faster than the area’s natural limits. 

Structural vulnerabilities within the tourism-led development model are exposed at the socio-economic level.  

There is dominance of informal employment, revenue leakages, rising land prices, and continued out-migration from hill 

districts as fall-outs of tourism growth. These patterns suggest that tourism growth, in its current form, risks undermining long-

term sustainability if not accompanied by stronger institutional coordination and regulatory oversight. Therefore, governance 

mechanisms that align visitor management with environmental limits are very important. The proposed Drivers–Tourism 

Growth–Costs–Governance–Outcomes framework contributes conceptually by situating tourism within a feedback-based 

system rather than a linear growth trajectory. The framework stresses that governance acts as a bridge between tourism growth 

and development results. Evidence from Uttarakhand indicates that fragmented institutional responsibilities, limited use of 

carrying-capacity assessments, and weak integration of environmental data into tourism planning have constrained effective 

policy responses. Comparative experiences from Sikkim, Bhutan, Kerala, and Indonesia further demonstrate that adaptive 

governance, community participation, and spatial diversification are important for aligning tourism development with 

ecological and social objectives. From a policy standpoint, the study suggests that tourism planning in Uttarakhand would be 

benefitted from volume-oriented growth toward resilience-oriented management. Aligning tourism strategies with the 

Sustainable Development Goals - particularly SDGs 8, 11, 12, and 15 - requires strengthening community-based tourism 

mechanisms, promoting green infrastructure, improving monitoring systems, and redistributing tourism activity across 

underutilized regions. Such measures can help balance economic benefits with environmental limits and social well-being. 
 

Limitations and directions of future research 

Spatially disaggregated data could be used in future research to quantify tourism-induced costs more precisely. 

Longitudinal data can be similarly used to understand the periodic phenomenon and the effectiveness of governance 

interventions over time. Combining computer-based models with community monitoring can improve insight into how 

tourism systems respond to new policies and sudden shocks.  These efforts are significant for informing evidence-based 

tourism governance in Uttarakhand and other environmentally sensitive regions. 
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