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ABSTRACT

The gradual growth of mountain tourism—now accounting for a significant portion of the worldwide industry—has put 
mountainous and alpine regions at the forefront of the worldwide conversation about sustainable tourism development, 
despite the fact that mountains are inherently limiting. Understanding patterns of tourist-​induced environmental dete-
rioration is the primary goal of the study. This knowledge would help with mitigation strategies and lay out the steps 
that locals can take to protect the environment and biodiversity of Ladakh's Trans Himalayan Region. There has been a 
noticeable uptick in visitors to the area during the past few decades. The already delicate ecosystem has taken a further 
hit due to the tremendous increase in tourists. Several policies, such as those that regulate the tourist seasonal and 
geographical distribution, appropriate zoning of land uses and activities, etc., can help mountain destinations maintain 
their competitive advantages. Moreover, effective mountain destination management relies heavily on local community 
involvement in decision-​making.

INTRODUCTION

Mountain resorts, second only to beach and island resorts, account for over 15% of global tourism and generate 
$70–90 billion annually (UNEP, 2007; 2014). Covering 24% of the Earth's surface (Richins et al., 2016), mountains are 
recognized for their biodiversity and vital resources, serving more than 50% of the global population (Antonelli, 2015; 
Noroozi et al., 2018; Hoorn et al., 2018). However, their high altitudes and relative isolation present unique challenges, 



including economic marginalization, instability, limited areas for cultivation, harsh climates, and high energy demands. 
Efforts to address mountain issues globally have been slow but increasing, with governments and international bod-
ies prioritizing mountain challenges (Godde et al., 2000). The year 2002 was declared the International Year of the 
Mountains and the International Year of Ecotourism, raising awareness of the importance of these regions. Mountain 
tourism, known for its breathtaking scenery, diverse attractions, and significant role in sustainable development, offers 
both opportunities and challenges. While it can bring much-​needed revenue to these areas, it also introduces risks like 
environmental degradation and benefit leakage, where local communities see little profit.

Mountain tourism encompasses a wide range of activities, including mass tourism, skiing, trekking, climbing, 
rafting, and cultural and eco-​tourism. These activities can function as individual tourist products or be combined into 
more complex tourism experiences. The development of tourism has helped reduce the isolation of alpine regions and 
contributed to their economic growth, but it has also led to issues like commercialization, environmental damage, and 
limited benefits for local communities. The rapid growth of mountain tourism is further challenged by climate change, 
evolving tourist preferences, and the shift toward responsible travel (Denning, 2014; Zhang et al., 2023; Wu et al., 2018; 
Camilleri, 2014). Steiger et al. (2022) highlight several issues still needing attention in mountain tourism research, in-
cluding year-​round potential, socio-​economic impacts on communities, and the need for better data and communication.

The Dual Role of Mountain Tourism: Opportunities and Threats

Tourism plays a dual role in mountain regions. It is seen as both a vital component of local economies and a threat 
to fragile ecologies. The World Tourism Organization (2005) and researchers like Gurung and DeCoursey (2000) have 
emphasized that tourism can stimulate economic growth in developing countries by attracting visitors, creating jobs, 
and utilizing local services. However, the unique challenges of mountain tourism, such as limited accessibility, harsh 
weather, and susceptibility to natural disasters, continue to hinder its full potential. Despite these obstacles, demand for 
mountain tourism is growing, especially in developing nations, where around one-​third of all international arrivals occur 
(WTO, 2007; Gössling, 2000). Mountain regions hold immense potential as hubs for eco-​tourism, scientific research, 
cultural exchange, and sustainable resource management. Sustainable tourism development in these areas, particularly 
cross-​border initiatives promoting ecotourism, has a significant role in supporting cultural, social, and economic growth. 
However, unregulated tourism expansion, driven by short-​term financial gains, can lead to environmental degradation 
and harm local communities, compromising the sustainability of the tourism sector (Sharpley, 2009; Miller et al., 2005).

Tourism in mountain regions is often seen as a threat to the fragile ecosystems it depends on. Direct impacts include 
wildlife disturbances, soil erosion, waste accumulation, and air pollution. While some of these effects can be mitigated 
through strict management practices, the secondary impacts of tourism development, such as overtourism, pose a more 
serious threat. This phenomenon, characterized by overcrowding, rising costs, and the degradation of natural and cultural 
resources, is a growing concern among policymakers, researchers, and tourists alike. Sustainable tourism is increasingly 
recognized as a solution to these challenges, emphasizing responsible tourism practices that balance economic growth 
with environmental conservation and community well-​being. Sustainable development, though a somewhat ambiguous 
concept, has been integrated into various sectors, including tourism, giving rise to the idea of sustainable tourism as a 
guiding principle for the future of mountain tourism.

Objectives

1. 	 Examine the growth of mountain tourism in the Trans Himalayas of Ladakh and assess its negative environmental 
consequences.

2. 	 Analyze regulatory strategies aimed at ensuring sustainability and preserving ecological and cultural diversity in 
mountain tourism.

3. 	 Emphasize the significance of community engagement in tourism decision-​making processes and propose community-​
driven strategies for sustainable tourism development.

4. 	 Recommend specific measures to enhance the welfare of mountain communities while preserving their ecological 
and cultural diversity.
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