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Abstract

Community-based tourism (CBT) has emerged as a viable strategy for
achieving sustainable development in ecologically sensitive and culturally
rich regions. This study examines the role of CBT in the Himalayan region
of India, focusing on its potential to balance economic growth,
environmental stewardship, and socio-cultural integrity. Drawing on a
systematic review of literature published between 2015 and 2025,
supplemented by case studies from Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh,
Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh, this paper explores the opportunities,
challenges, and future directions of CBT. The analysis integrates empirical
evidence, official reports, and field-based accounts to evaluate how CBT
initiatives empower local communities, preserve natural and cultural
assets, generate livelihoods, and address pressing sustainability concerns.
Findings highlight the dual nature of CBT: while it creates economic
opportunities and strengthens community cohesion, it also faces
challenges related to market access, institutional fragmentation, and
environmental carrying capacity. Policy recommendations include
mainstreaming CBT within state tourism frameworks, enhancing
community capacity through training and digital tools, and embedding
climate resilience strategies into tourism planning. This research
contributes to the growing discourse on sustainable mountain tourism,
offering practical insights for policymakers, practitioners, and academics
working in the Himalayan context.
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1. Introduction

The Himalayan region of India, stretching across states such as Jammu & Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh,
Uttarakhand, Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh, is one of the most ecologically diverse and culturally
vibrant mountain systems in the world. This transboundary mountain chain harbours unique
biodiversity, sacred landscapes, and a wealth of indigenous knowledge systems (Singh & Sharma,
2020). The region also holds immense tourism potential due to its snow-clad peaks, pilgrimage sites,
wildlife sanctuaries, and rich cultural heritage. In 2023 alone, Himalayan states collectively recorded
over 45 million domestic and 2.1 million international tourist arrivals, representing approximately
12% of India’s total tourism flow (Ministry of Tourism, Government of India, 2024).

While tourism has become a critical driver of local economies, it has also generated mounting
pressures on fragile mountain ecosystems. Unplanned mass tourism has resulted in deforestation, soil
erosion, waste accumulation, and depletion of scarce water resources (Bhatia, 2018). Socially,
unchecked commercialization of cultural assets can lead to loss of authenticity, widening inequality,
and marginalization of local communities (Goodwin & Santilli, 2009).

Against this backdrop, community-based tourism (CBT) has emerged as a strategic approach to
reconcile tourism development with sustainability imperatives. CBT is premised on the active
participation of local communities in tourism planning, ownership, and benefit-sharing, ensuring that
a substantial portion of the economic returns remain within the host region (Stone & Rogerson, 2019).
It also supports the conservation of cultural heritage and the environment by aligning economic
incentives with stewardship responsibilities.

Globally, CBT has been promoted in destinations as varied as Costa Rica, Kenya, and Thailand, but its
application in the Himalayas is particularly significant due to the socio-ecological vulnerabilities of the
region (Scheyvens, 1999; Giampiccoli & Mtapuri, 2017). In India, the Ministry of Tourism and state
governments have launched several initiatives—such as the Swadesh Darshan Scheme and
Himalayan Homestay Programme —to institutionalize CBT as a sustainable development model.

However, the Himalayan experience with CBT remains uneven. While certain villages such as Sarmoli
in Uttarakhand or Dzongu in Sikkim have become case studies in successful integration of tourism
and community empowerment, other initiatives have faltered due to inadequate capacity-building,
weak market linkages, and insufficient policy coordination (Nepal & Wall, 2021).

This paper examines the evolution, impact, and future directions of CBT in the Indian Himalayan
region through an integrative approach. It synthesizes empirical studies, government reports, and
field-based accounts to address the following research questions:

RQ1. What are the primary opportunities and challenges for CBT in the Himalayan context?

RQ2. How have specific CBT initiatives contributed to sustainable livelihoods, cultural preservation,
and environmental protection?

RQ3. What policy and institutional measures are needed to strengthen CBT’s role in sustainable
mountain development?
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By addressing these questions, the study seeks to advance academic and policy discourse on
sustainable tourism in highland regions, offering insights that can guide practitioners and decision-
makers in scaling up community-led models without compromising ecological integrity or cultural
authenticity.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Defining Community-Based Tourism

Community-Based Tourism (CBT) refers to a tourism development model in which local communities
have substantial control over, and involvement in, its development and management, and where a
significant proportion of the benefits remain within the community (Goodwin & Santilli, 2009;
Giampiccoli & Mtapuri, 2017). It typically involves small-scale, locally owned enterprises—such as
homestays, guided cultural tours, handicrafts, and agro-tourism —that integrate economic, socio-
cultural, and environmental objectives (Asker et al., 2010).

The core principles of CBT align with participatory development theory, emphasizing empowerment,
equity, and the recognition of indigenous rights (Scheyvens, 1999). CBT also resonates with the
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA), which posits that development interventions should
enhance people’s capabilities, assets, and activities required for a means of living that can cope with
and recover from stresses and shocks (Chambers & Conway, 1992).

2.2 The Growth of CBT in the Himalayas
In the Indian Himalayan region, CBT gained traction in the early 2000s as an alternative to
conventional tourism models that often marginalized local stakeholders. The growth was catalyzed by
several factors:
¢ Rising demand for experiential tourism among urban middle classes and international
travellers seeking authentic cultural and nature-based experiences (UNWTO, 2023).
¢ Government incentives and NGO facilitation, such as the Himalayan Homestay Programme
initiated by the Snow Leopard Conservancy-India Trust in Ladakh (Jackson & Wangchuk,
2004).
¢ International recognition of ecotourism as a tool for conservation and poverty alleviation
(United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP] & World Tourism Organization
[UNWTOQ], 2005).

Between 2015 and 2022, the number of officially registered homestays in Uttarakhand and Sikkim
increased by more than 150% (Ministry of Tourism, 2023), reflecting both market potential and policy
support. However, growth has been uneven across Himalayan states due to disparities in
infrastructure, governance, and community readiness (Nepal & Wall, 2021).

2.3 Key Drivers and Theoretical Frameworks

Academic literature positions CBT within broader sustainable development and tourism planning
frameworks. The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach, which measures success through economic,
environmental, and social indicators (Elkington, 1997), is often used to assess CBT initiatives in
mountain contexts (Stone & Rogerson, 2019).
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In addition, the Social Exchange Theory (Ap, 1992) has been applied to explain how community
members decide whether to support tourism development, based on perceived benefits and costs.
Studies in the Himalayan region have shown that community support for CBT is strongest when
tangible benefits —such as job creation, infrastructure improvement, and cultural revitalization—are
visible and equitably distributed (Sharma & Thapa, 2020).

Climate change adaptation literature also intersects with CBT discourse. High-altitude destinations
are among the most climate-vulnerable in the world (IPCC, 2022), and CBT initiatives that embed
resilience planning —through diversified livelihoods, conservation of natural buffers, and disaster
preparedness —are better positioned for long-term sustainability (Kumar et al., 2021).

2.4 Empirical Evidence: Social, Cultural, and Environmental Outcomes

Social outcomes documented in Himalayan CBT projects include enhanced income security, greater
participation of women in leadership roles, and reduced out-migration of youth (Bhatia et al., 2020;
Nepal & Wall, 2021). In Dzongu, Sikkim, for example, homestays run primarily by women have
increased household incomes by up to 40%, while also reinforcing Lepcha cultural identity (Chhetri &
Lama, 2018).

Cultural outcomes often revolve around heritage preservation and revitalization of traditional
practices. In Sarmoli, Uttarakhand, community-led tourism has reintroduced traditional wool
weaving and seasonal festivals, attracting both tourists and younger generations of locals (Sharma &
Thapa, 2020).

Environmental outcomes can be positive when tourism revenue is tied to conservation, as seen in the
Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary in Arunachal Pradesh, where ecotourism income has incentivized local
patrols against poaching and deforestation (Athreya, 2006). However, challenges persist, including
waste mismanagement, water scarcity during peak seasons, and carbon footprint from increased
vehicle traffic (Bhatia, 2018).

3. Methodology

This study employs a systematic review methodology to synthesize existing research, official reports,
and case studies on community-based tourism (CBT) in the Indian Himalayan region. The systematic
review approach was selected because it offers a transparent, replicable, and comprehensive means of
identifying, appraising, and synthesizing evidence (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006).

3.1 Data Sources and Search Strategy

The review targeted peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, conference proceedings, and grey
literature (e.g., NGO reports, government documents) published between January 2015 and June 2025.
Searches were conducted across the following databases:

e Google Scholar

e Scopus

e Web of Science

¢ Emerald Insight

e ResearchGate

e Ministry of Tourism (Government of India) archives

Journal of Business and Tourism Management 4



¢ Non-governmental organizations’ repositories (e.g., WWF India, Snow Leopard Conservancy—
India Trust)

Search terms included combinations of keywords such as:

“community-based tourism” AND “Himalayas”
“sustainable tourism” AND “India” AND “mountains”
“homestays” AND “Himalayan region” AND “policy”
“ecotourism” AND “India” AND “climate resilience”

Boolean operators and filters were applied to limit results to relevant contexts and to English-
language sources.

3.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they focused on community-based tourism or closely related models (e.g.,
ecotourism, rural tourism) in Himalayan states of India, presented empirical data, policy analysis, or
conceptual frameworks relevant to CBT, or were published between 2015-2025.

Studies were excluded if they focused solely on mass tourism without reference to community
participation, addressed Himalayan tourism outside of India unless offering comparative insight, or
were opinion pieces without empirical or conceptual grounding.

3.3 Data Extraction and Analysis

For each selected study, the following information was extracted: author(s), year, geographical focus,
type of tourism initiative, methodology, key findings, and identified challenges. The data were coded
thematically into categories aligned with the study’s research questions:

e Opportunities for CBT

e Challenges to implementation

e Socio-economic outcomes

¢ Environmental and cultural impacts
e Policy and institutional factors

The thematic synthesis followed the guidelines proposed by Thomas and Harden (2008), enabling
integration of qualitative and quantitative evidence.

3.4 Supplementary Case Study Approach
To complement the review, two in-depth case studies were examined:

e Sarmoli village in Uttarakhand — recognized for women-led homestay networks and cultural
heritage revitalization.

e Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary in Arunachal Pradesh — a model for linking conservation with
CBT income streams.
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Case data were drawn from published research, NGO reports, and government tourism
documentation to provide contextual grounding for the thematic findings. Table 1 shows the

overview of sources for the study.

Table 1. Overview of Sources

Y f
ear Number o Geographic Focus Main Themes Covered Example Sources
Range |[|Sources
. . ||Chhetri & Lama (2018);
;81? 8 Uttarakhand, Sikkim E;zlz; CBT adoption, policy Jackson & Wangchuk
P (2004)
2018~ |, Himachal Pradesh, ;‘\’/‘iﬁfiﬂ;ﬂf acts, Bhatia (2018); Sharma &
2020 Arunachal Pradesh e Thapa (2020)
sustainability
2021- 14 Multiple Himalayan ||Climate resilience, digital ([Kumar et al. (2021);
2023 states marketing for CBT Nepal & Wall (2021)
2024~ 5 Cross-state Policy integration, post-  |[Ministry of Tourism
2025 comparisons pandemic recovery (2024); UNWTO (2023)

Source: Own elaboration.

By integrating this multi-source, multi-year dataset, the methodology ensures that the analysis
captures both longitudinal trends and recent developments in CBT practice and policy across the

Himalayan region.

4. Results and Analysis

4.1 Policy Environment and Institutional Arrangements
The policy environment for community-based tourism (CBT) in the Indian Himalayan region has
evolved significantly over the past decade. At the national level, the Ministry of Tourism has

introduced targeted schemes that indirectly or directly support CBT:

Swadesh Darshan Scheme: Allocated 25,445 crore between 2014 and 2023 to develop theme-
based tourist circuits, including Himalayan and eco-circuits (Ministry of Tourism, 2024).

National Mission on Himalayan Studies (NMHS): Funds research and pilot projects that often
integrate sustainable tourism components.
Dekho Apna Desh Initiative: Promotes lesser-known destinations, providing marketing
support to CBT enterprises.

At the state level, governments have introduced specific policies and incentives:
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Uttarakhand Homestay Scheme (2018) offers subsidies up to I5 lakh per unit for setting up
rural homestays.
Sikkim’s Ecotourism Policy emphasizes community-led conservation and offers training in
hospitality, guiding, and waste management.
Himachal Pradesh Eco-Tourism Policy (2017) creates a framework for community
partnerships in forest-based tourism projects.




Despite these efforts, decentralized tourism governance remains limited. Many initiatives still operate
under top-down models, with insufficient delegation of decision-making authority to community-
based organizations (Sharma & Thapa, 2020). Bureaucratic delays in fund disbursement and limited
interdepartmental coordination hinder implementation.

4.2 Best Practices in the Himalayas

Case Study 1: Sarmoli, Uttarakhand

Located near Munsiyari, Sarmoli has become a benchmark for women-led CBT in the Himalayas.
Since 2004, the Maati Women's Collective has managed a network of 35 homestays, with 80% of the
hosts being women. Annual household incomes have increased by 35-40% since the program’s
inception (Bhatia et al., 2020). Cultural revival has been a parallel outcome, with traditional wool
weaving, folk performances, and seasonal fairs incorporated into tourism packages.

Case Study 2: Dzongu, Sikkim

Home to the indigenous Lepcha community, Dzongu operates more than 20 registered homestays
under community rules that cap the number of tourists during peak seasons. This practice mitigates
environmental stress and preserves cultural integrity (Chhetri & Lama, 2018).

Case Study 3: Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary, Arunachal Pradesh

Ecotourism revenues from guided birdwatching tours have funded anti-poaching patrols, habitat
restoration, and scholarships for local youth. The sanctuary hosts over 450 bird species, attracting both
domestic and international wildlife enthusiasts (Athreya, 2006).

4.3 Socio-Economic Outcomes
CBT has generated multiple socio-economic benefits in Himalayan communities:

¢ Income diversification: Many households now earn from both agriculture and tourism. In
Uttarakhand homestay villages, tourism accounts for 25-40% of annual household income
(Ministry of Tourism, 2023).

¢ Employment generation: CBT has created roles for guides, cooks, artisans, and drivers,
reducing youth out-migration.

¢  Women’'s empowerment: Women have taken leadership in cooperative management,
marketing, and hospitality services.

Table 2: Socio-Economic Impacts of CBT in Selected Himalayan States

Avg. Annual
Vg Annua % Women in % Youth Reduction in Out-
State Income from CBT R | i
@ Leadership Roles |[Employed Locally||Migration (%)
[Uttarakhand  [[120,000-150,000  ||55% |140% [15% |
ISikkim 1140,000-170,000  ||60% |145% [20% |
A hal
runacha 100,000-130,000 50% 35% 12%
Pradesh

Source: Ministry of Tourism (2023); Chhetri & Lama (2018); Bhatia et al. (2020)
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4.4 Environmental and Cultural Impacts
Positive environmental outcomes:
¢ Increased forest cover in community-managed tourism zones (e.g., 7% increase in Eaglenest
buffer areas between 2015-2021).
e Improved waste management systems, with some villages banning single-use plastics.

Risks and negative impacts:
e Seasonal water scarcity in high-altitude villages due to increased visitor demand.

e Cultural commodification when traditional practices are altered to cater to tourist preferences.

Table 3: Environmental and Cultural Impacts

Impact Area ”Positive Outcomes HNegative Outcomes
. Reforestation, wildlife protection, waste L. .
Environment . Water scarcity, increased carbon footprint
reduction
Cult Revived crafts, festivals, language Commodification of rituals, loss of
ulture . .
preservation authenticity

Source: Own elaboration.

4.5 Stakeholder Collaboration
Multi-stakeholder partnerships have been central to successful CBT. For example:

¢ In Sikkim, collaboration between the State Tourism Department, Travel Agents Association of
Sikkim, and local panchayats ensures coordinated marketing and quality control.

¢ NGOs such as the Snow Leopard Conservancy-India Trust provide training and microfinance
support for homestay owners.

e Academic institutions (e.g., HNB Garhwal University) have partnered with local cooperatives
to develop skill certification programs for guides and hospitality workers.

However, fragmented stakeholder coordination remains a problem in larger states like Himachal
Pradesh, where overlapping mandates between forest and tourism departments delay project
approvals

5. Discussion

The findings reveal that Community-Based Tourism (CBT) in the Indian Himalayan region has
generated measurable socio-economic, cultural, and environmental benefits, yet it faces persistent
challenges that threaten its sustainability and scalability. This section discusses these dynamics
through three key lenses: structural barriers, innovation pathways, and policy implications.

5.1 Persistent Challenges

Limited Community Capacity

Many CBT initiatives are hindered by insufficient skills in business management, marketing, and
digital engagement. While training programs exist, they are often short-term and lack follow-up,
resulting in limited long-term impact (Stone & Rogerson, 2019).
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Market Access and Connectivity

In remote Himalayan villages, poor road connectivity and inconsistent internet services restrict access
to high-value markets. This not only limits tourist inflow but also hampers online visibility, which is
increasingly critical in the post-pandemic travel economy (UNWTO, 2023).

Institutional Fragmentation
Tourism, forest, and rural development departments often operate in silos. Without integrated
planning frameworks, CBT projects face delays in approvals and funding (Sharma & Thapa, 2020).

Resilience to External Shocks

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated CBT’s vulnerability to global disruptions. Lockdowns caused
an average income loss of 60-80% among homestay operators in 2020 (Ministry of Tourism, 2021).
Similarly, extreme weather events—such as cloudbursts and landslides —are increasingly disrupting
operations in high-altitude areas (IPCC, 2022).

5.2 Innovations and Emerging Solutions

Digital Transformation

Platforms like Airbnb, Booking.com, and domestic aggregators such as Stayzilla have begun listing
Himalayan homestays, expanding their reach. Locally managed portals—such as NotOnMap — offer
ethical, community-focused booking solutions (NotOnMap, 2023).

Public-Private-NGO Partnerships
Joint initiatives, such as the Snow Leopard Conservancy’s collaborations with travel companies,
combine conservation with livelihood generation, ensuring dual benefits.

Green Certification Schemes

Eco-labeling and certification (e.g., India’s Sustainable Tourism Criteria) help market CBT destinations
to environmentally conscious travelers while incentivizing adherence to environmental standards
(UNEP & UNWTO, 2005).

5.3 Climate Resilience in CBT

CBT has untapped potential to act as a climate adaptation strategy in the Himalayas. By diversifying
livelihoods beyond climate-sensitive agriculture, CBT reduces dependency on weather-dependent
income sources. Additionally, ecosystem-based adaptation, where homestay owners in Dzongu invest
part of tourism revenue into reforestation, improving watershed stability. Disaster preparedness where
community tourism cooperatives in Uttarakhand are developing contingency plans for tourist
evacuation during extreme weather events (Kumar et al., 2021).

Embedding climate risk assessments into CBT planning can safeguard both livelihoods and
biodiversity, a crucial step given the Himalayas’ projected warming rate of 0.3°C per decade (IPCC,
2022).

5.4 Policy Implications
The analysis suggests three critical policy pathways:
1. Institutional Integration: Create interdepartmental task forces at the state level to streamline
CBT-related decision-making and funding.
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2. Capacity Building: Invest in continuous training programs that include digital marketing,
financial literacy, and language skills.

3. Climate-Responsive Tourism Policy: Mainstream climate resilience measures into all tourism
development plans for Himalayan states.

5.5 Challenge-Solution Matrix

Table 4. Challenge-Solution.
Challenge ”Proposed Solution ”Supporting Evidence |

Limited  business  &|[Long-term capacity-building programs||Sharma & Thapa (2020); Stone
marketing skills with follow-up mentorship & Rogerson (2019)

Poor  connectivity  &||Government-subsidized internet services

Ministry of Touri 2023
market access and road upgrades inistry of Tourism (2023)

State-level interdepartmental tourism task

Institutional silos
forces

Nepal & Wall (2021)

Vulnerability to climate|[Embed ecosystem-based adaptation &|[Kumar et al. (2021); IPCC
shocks disaster planning in CBT models (2022)

Community-led cultural guidelines for

Cultural commodification L .
tourism interactions

Chhetri & Lama (2018)

Source: Own elaboration.

6. Conclusions

Community-Based Tourism (CBT) in the Indian Himalayan region represents a strategic pathway for
aligning tourism development with the principles of sustainable livelihoods, environmental
conservation, and cultural preservation. The evidence reviewed in this study indicates that CBT can
deliver multiple benefits: it diversifies rural income streams, strengthens women’s participation in
decision-making, revitalizes local heritage, and incentivizes conservation. These outcomes are
particularly significant in a region where traditional livelihoods are increasingly vulnerable to climate
change, market fluctuations, and demographic shifts.

However, the analysis also reveals that the transformative potential of CBT remains unevenly realized
across Himalayan states. Persistent challenges—such as limited business capacity, weak market
linkages, infrastructural deficits, and institutional fragmentation—constrain its scalability and long-
term resilience. Moreover, without careful management, CBT risks reproducing some of the very issues
it seeks to address, including cultural commodification and environmental degradation.

The study offers three key contributions:

1. Policy Integration: It underscores the need to embed CBT into state and national tourism
policies as a mainstream development approach, supported by interdepartmental coordination
mechanisms.

2. Capacity and Innovation: It identifies the importance of continuous skill-building, digital
adoption, and public-private-NGO partnerships to enhance competitiveness and resilience.
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3. Climate Adaptation Linkages: It highlights CBT’s potential to function as a climate adaptation
strategy, reducing dependency on climate-sensitive livelihoods and funding local ecosystem
restoration.

For practitioners and policymakers, the findings suggest that the success of CBT depends on
participatory governance structures that ensure equitable benefit-sharing, transparent decision-making,
and respect for local knowledge systems. For researchers, the Himalayan experience offers fertile
ground for comparative studies across mountain regions, longitudinal impact assessments, and
explorations of how digital platforms can scale CBT without compromising authenticity.

In conclusion, when grounded in local agency and supported by enabling policy frameworks, CBT is
more than an alternative to conventional tourism —it is a catalyst for resilient, inclusive, and sustainable
mountain development in the Himalayas.
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