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ABSTRACT

The study evaluates the efficacy of ecotourism policies in Sikkim, India, focusing on their alignment with sustainable 
development objectives. Ecotourism promotes environmental conservation and economic benefits for local communities, 
but managing tourism growth while maintaining ecological balance presents challenges. The research aims to identify 
areas for improvement. The methodology adopted in this research is a qualitative case study approach, utilizing sec-
ondary data sources, including government policy documents, academic literature, and tourism reports. The study uses 
the 5-​E framework to analyze Sikkim's ecotourism policies, addressing issues like overtourism, weak regulations, and 
inadequate infrastructure investment. It suggests stricter regulations, Bhutan's “high value, low impact” tourism model, 
eco-​friendly certification systems, visitor quotas, sustainable infrastructure investment, community participation, and 
global ecotourism models to mitigate tourism's negative impacts and promote ecological and economic sustainability.

INTRODUCTION

Ecotourism is a sustainable travel approach that focusses on conserving natural environments, preserving local 
cultures, and providing economic benefits to host communities (Satrya, I Dewa & et al.; 2023). It aims to minimise 
environmental impact and promote respect for local cultures. Ecotourism's core principles include environmental conser-
vation, cultural preservation, and promoting local economic benefits (Samal, R., & Dash, M.; 2023). It aims to balance 
tourism development with environmental stewardship, promoting low-​impact behaviours, environmental education, 
and community-​driven tourism initiatives (Baloch, Q. B., Shah, S. N., Iqbal, N., & et al.; 2023). This approach fosters 
a symbiotic relationship between tourism activities and conservation efforts, ensuring a sustainable balance between 
tourism and the environment (El-​Khadrawy, Reham & et al.; 2020).

Sustainable development is a concept that aims to meet present needs without compromising future generations' ability 
to meet their own (Hajian, M. & Kashani, S.; 2021). It is based on three pillars: environmental, economic, and social 
sustainability (Purvis, B., Mao, Y., & Robinson, D.; 2019). In the context of tourism, sustainable development ensures 
the preservation of natural and cultural resources for future generations while providing benefits to local communities 
(Gupta, Rajni et al.; 2024). It encourages practices that reduce environmental degradation, promote economic equity, 



and foster social inclusiveness (Acheampong, A. O., & Opoku, E. E. O.; 2023). Ecotourism in India has emerged as a 
significant movement, driven by government initiatives and growing awareness of sustainable travel practices (Pujar, S. 
& Mishra, N.; 2020). Key milestones include the establishment of national parks, wildlife sanctuaries, and eco-​sensitive 
zones to protect biodiversity (Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change; n.d.). Initiatives like Project Tiger 
and Project Elephant have played a critical role in promoting wildlife conservation (Menon, V., & et al.; 2022). National 
policies like the National Tourism Policy of 2002 and the Eco-​Tourism Guidelines of 2019 have framed the governance 
of ecotourism across regions (Gopalsamy, P.; 2018 & MoT, GoI; 2022). These initiatives align with efforts to promote 
sustainable livelihoods, conserve ecosystems, and enhance local communities' cultural heritage (Giliberto, F., & Labadi, 
S.; 2021). Ecotourism in India has become a platform for balancing conservation with development, providing a path-
way for local communities to benefit from tourism while preserving their natural and cultural heritage (Patel, P.; 2020).

Study Area

Sikkim, located in the Eastern Himalayas, is renowned for its diverse landscapes, including subtropical forests and 
high-​altitude alpine ecosystems (Rawat, G. & Tambe, S.; 2011). Preserving Sikkim's biodiversity is crucial for main-
taining ecological balance and sustaining local communities' livelihoods (Sikkim Forest Department; n.d.). The region's 
rich biodiversity and role in regional ecological balance highlight the importance of ecotourism for conservation and 
sustainable development (Indwar, T. & Muthukumar, P.; 2024). By promoting responsible tourism practices, such as 
supporting local conservation efforts and respecting wildlife habitats, visitors can help contribute to the preservation of 
Sikkim's unique ecosystems (Kumar, A. & Kaur, M.; 2024). Additionally, ecotourism can provide economic opportunities 
for local communities, further incentivising the protection of the region's biodiversity (Kiss, A.; 2004).

Sikkim's cultural heritage is shaped by indigenous communities have preserved their traditional practices and customs 
(Sharma, S. & et al; 2018). This is crucial for ecotourism, as it offers visitors a unique experience of the local way of 
life (Scheyvens, R.; 1999). Sikkim's tourism policies prioritise the preservation of local culture and traditions, promot-
ing cultural experiences that respect these communities' values (Mishra, M., & Jha, A.; 2013). This approach promotes 
cultural sustainability, ensuring tourism contributes to the preservation of local cultures rather than commodification 
(Mondal, A.; 2024).

Sikkim, India's first fully organic state, has made significant strides in ecotourism, focussing on sustainable agricultural 
practices and community-​driven projects like village homestays (Rai, R.; 2022). However, the state faces challenges in 
balancing tourism growth with ecological preservation, including infrastructure development, managing tourist inflows, 
and ensuring equitable distribution of tourism benefits (Cheng, Y., & et al.; 2023). These issues pose continuous chal-
lenges to the sustainability of the ecotourism industry in Sikkim.

RELEVANCE OF THE RESEARCH

This study contributes to the literature on ecotourism and sustainable development, particularly in fragile Himalayan 
ecosystems. It provides a detailed case study of Sikkim, serving as a model for other regions balancing tourism with 
ecological preservation.

The study also identifies challenges and opportunities for stakeholders in the tourism sector, providing valuable 
insights for policymakers to refine ecotourism strategies and enhancing understanding of how ecotourism can drive 
sustainable development while protecting fragile ecosystems.

The study examines ecotourism policies in Sikkim, focussing on their alignment with sustainable development goals, 
analysing their environmental, social, and economic impacts, and examining the roles of government agencies, tourism 
operators, and local communities.

Research Objectives:
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