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CHAPTER 6 

TOURISM AND ITS SOCIO-CULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

IMPACT IN NEPAL 
6.1 Introduction 

Tourism is, no doubt an important social and economic phenomena of 

modern times. It has become the preferred growth mechanism for many 

developing nations to promote and modernise the pace of development within the 

country. In the process of development, it is often the economic indicators that 

draw the most attention and tourism is seen as attractive as it generates foreign 

exchange, increases employment, attracts development capital and promotes 

economic independence (Britton, 1982). As tourism creates jobs and generates 

income 'tourism is therefore said to promote a level of economic development 

conductive to increase social well-being and stability' (Weaver&Oppermann, 

2000).Tourism has always been regarded as a means of economic 

modernisation, but has not been seriously considered as a means of social and 

cultural modernisation. The concept of socio-economic modernisation 

emphasises improvement in various indicators, including improvement in living 

conditions and the quality of life and well-being of populations. Often these 

indicators include decreasing mortality rates, increase literacy rates, access to 

healthcare and clean water supplies as well as broader socio- political aims such 

as improving freedom of choice, increasing political au~onomy, promoting the 

opportunity for endogenous decision making and the encouragement of self

reliance. 

To what extent tourism can contribute to these indicators is difficult to 

say. Socio-cultural change in destination areas occurs not only through tourism 

but also due to a range of other reasons such as globalisation forces and the 

international media. In examining socio-cultural change, sociology, for example, 

tend to emphasise different aspects of life such as social structure. Action, culture 

and power functions (Calhoun, 1995). However, changes in these social 

conditions have been recorded long before tourism development became a major 

issue. Ancient Greeks recorded the social and cultural differences among their 

city states due to the exchange of social and cultural elements with various other 

people who came in contact with them (Calhoun, 1995).Exposure to different 

culture, people and social practices in form of long distance trade, military 
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movement, tributary legations, labour migration, pilgrimage, and so forth, has had 

a gradual influence and resulted in subsequent change in the host societies. 

Tourism as a new form of exposure to different cultures and social practices in 

recent years can influence social change, but its extent has never been clearly 

determined. 

Nevertheless, tourism development in many developing countries is the 

major means of economic development. The magnitude of socio-cultural change 

is in part, determined by the extent of the difference between the host and 

guests. lnskeep(1995) suggest that these differences include basic values and 

logic system , religions beliefs, traditions, customs, lifestyles, behavioural 

patterns, dress codes, sense of time budgeting and attitudes towards strangers. 

In addition, the speed at which tourism is developed and the form that the tourist 

development takes can also have an impact on the rate of socio-cultural change. 

The main purpose of this chapter is to examine and reappraise the social 

and cultural impacts that have been associated with the rapid growth of tourism in 

Nepal. The impact of tourism on socio-cultural tradition and values is difficult to 

assess. In the short run, impact may be observed to be negative (positive) and in 

the long run, these impacts may be positive (negative). 

6.2 Impact of Tourism on Society and Culture 

Tourism is genuinely powerful and unique force for changing in the 

community structure. In addition to visible impact on the economy and the 

physical environment, tourism can contribute to social and cultural changes in 

host societies including changes in value systems, traditional lifestyles, family 

relationship, individual behaviour, or community structure. While staying in the 

destination, tourists interact with the local people and the outcome of their 

relationship reflects not only in the host individuals but also in the community's 

quality of life, value system, behaviour pattern, labour division, ceremonies and 

creative expressions (Cohen, 1984; Pizam and Millman, 1984). The larger the 

cultural and economic differences between tourist and local residents, the more 

obvious and more significant changes are taken place (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

Changes in the host community's life are influenced by two major factors, 

the tourist host relationship and the development of industry itself. The main 

impact affected by the tourist- host relationship is the demonstration effect, when 

the hosts' behaviour is modified in order to imitate tourists (Boissevain, 1979; 

Dufield & Long, 1981; McElroy & Albuquerque, 1986; Greenword, 1989; D. G. 
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Pearce, 1989). For example, in Indonesia, an average tourist spends the 

equivalent of an average Indonesian's annual wage for a few nights in hotel and 

in Tunisia; a tourist spends the equivalent of a Tunisian's annual wage in one 

week (Tsartas, 1989, cited in Leontidou, 1994). The impacts of tourist host 

relationship are also reflected in the change in the language usages in the 

destination (White, 1974; Nettekoven, 1976; Brougham & Butler, 1977;Jeffs & 

Travis, 1989); the growth of alcoholism, crime, prostitution and gambling (Young, 

1973; Gay, 1985;0'Grady, 1990) and the transformation (revitalisation or 

commoditisation) of the material and nonmaterial forms of local culture 

(Andronicou, 1979; UNESCO, 1976; Evans, 1994). 

Besides the physical appearance of tourists and their encounters with local 

residents, the development of tourism industry also brings some changes in the 

host destination like changes in the quality of life, social system and social 

organisation while rapid and intensive tourism development results in different 

and usually less favourable impacts than organic impacts than organic and small 

scale development (Krippendrof, 1987; Pearce, 1989, Peck & Lepie, 1989). 

Moreover, the development of tourism industry also creates an opportunity for 

generating new employment in the destination (Crandall, 1987). Some other 

significant impacts of tourism on society and culture are the changes in the size 

and the demographic characteristics of host population (de kadt, 1979; Duffield & 

Long, 1981 ;Getz, 1986); alteration of the community structure (Haukeland, 1984), 

increased mobility of women and young adults (Mason, 1990; Kousis, 1996), 

infrastructural development in the destination , increased supply of services and 

consequently expanded standard of living for local residents (Snepenger & 

Johnson, 1991; Coccossis, 1996). 

In the light of these positive and negative impacts of tourism, it is 

interesting to note that, in general those individuals who immediately affected in 

the western world see to be calling for control of tourism, while those in the 

developing nations, who must have to change to become modernised, wish to 

embrace it. Whatever may be thought about the impact of tourism, it seems to be 

inevable. In any case, as Grung (1982) points out, traditional cultures and 

lifestyles will continue to change as a result of other influences. In the Hindukush

Himalaya, for example, be found that the presence of tourists created incentives 

for reviving many aspects of the local culture, including arts, handicrafts and 

architecture. 
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6.3 Analysis in the Context of Nepalese Society and Culture 

Nepal's tourism system introduces to the remote regions new interaction 

between local people and foreigners. It fosters accumulation, the diffusion of 

ideas, innovation and new technologies that could prompt new life styles and 

aspirations. Consequently, the potential for socio-cultural impacts is great. Critics 

argue that the consequences for the local people may be negative when tourism 

views local traditions mainly as clourful assets to be exploited by the tourism 

industry. According to anthropologist Greenwood (1989), 

Treating culture as a natural resources or a commodity over which tourists have 

rights is not simply preserve, it is a violation of the peoples' cultural rights ... .... . 

The commoditisation of culture it affects robs people of the very meanings by 

which they organise their lives. 

Such a view predicts a gradual erosion of cultural identity, world views, 

social interactions and self-determinism among those traditional population 

adversely affected by tourism. Tourism proponents, however argue that 

traditional communities are exposed to all kinds of outside forces and that tourism 

at least represents one activities by which the people can benefit. For example, 

Nepalese geographer Grung believes that the country's primary problem is 

poverty and that a dynamic tourism industry should be vigorously pursued without 

sentimentality over its potential cultural impacts (Grung, 1984). The sociocultural 

impact of tourism, both negative and positive, is quite large and varies 

considerably from one locale to another 

These impacts, however, in comparison to other forms have mixed effect in 

Nepal. The socio-cultural impacts are comparatively less damaging so far. Since 

ecotourism insists to preserve the indigenous cultures and most of the tourist 

sites in Nepal are either the trekking sites or the natural protected areas in Tarai 

which have been visited usually by natural tourists, the impacts are low degree 

whether it may be Sagarmatha, Annapurna or Lumbini, no such extreme impacts 

of tourism are visible so far. 

The most distinguishing feature of socio-cultural impacts in Nepal is that 

these impacts are localised to the region they occur, e.g., tourism impacts in the 

Everest region have not influenced the whole Nepali society and culture 

(Shrestha, 2003) rather they are confined to the Everest region and Sherpa 

culture only. So it will not be appropriate to tell that whole Nepali culture and 

society is influenced by tourism in Everest and Annapurna region. No doubt, in 

true sense, tourism here is an important agent of socio- cultural changes 

138 



although not too much extent Sherpa, like Masai have definitely become 

westernised, involved with cash economy as a result of tourism. However, they 

have not lost essence of cultural identity and have been developed an enhanced 

sense of ethnic pride because of the valuations placed on their services and 

culture by tourists. In this sense they appear similar to Indonesia 0fVeaver, 2001). 

Acculturation is the most significant social impact perceived particularly in the 

Everest region. Sherpas have become a celebrated people and received a great 

deal of international exposure due to the enrichment of indigenous culture 

(National Geographic, 1962, 1988, 1992; , Financial Times, 1996; Brower, 1991; 

Furer Haimendrof, 1975 ,1984; Fisher, 1990; Stevens, 1993). Similar changes 

have been perceived in Annapurna region too, where Grung culture is gaining 

popularity among western tourists. These people are known for their hospitality. 

Westernisation of culture with great changes in food, dress, language, family 

structure, community values and pattern of life cycle are the common socio

cultural impacts in Nepal. The socio-cultural impacts can be categorised as 

negative and positive. 

6.3.1 Negative Impact of Tourism on Society and Culture 

Changing lifestyle which degrades the traditional cultural values is one of the 

important negative socio-cultural impacts of tourism perceived in Nepalese 

society. The changes in lifestyle associated with tourism can be seen throughout 

Nepal where the large numbers of tourist are visited. In the Annapurna region, 

the number of new lodges, the electrification of villages, the seasonal demands 

for porters, hiring of ponies for tour groups, and the new practices of horticulture 

and growing food for tourists, all point to dramatic shifts in the way the mountain 

people conduct their lives. Such changes are not restricted to the mountain 

regions either. In the tarai, for example, the demand for nature guides at the 

wildlife parks and growth of services points to new opportunities for young 

people. In the urban centres Kathmandu, Pokhara, where much of the tourism is 

centered, the number of persons employed by travel agencies, airlines, hotel 

restaurants, cargo agencies and handicrafts shop has grown dramatically over 

the past three decades. 

Fisher (1986) noted that, Sherpas wear either their own Tibetan costumes or 

the western but not a Nepalese dress. Obviously, the people either do (eat, wear) 

what they are habituated of doing within their culture or they copy some 

favourable items from them who are in repeated contact with them. A case study 
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reported that more than forty percent of respondents have realised changes in 

their dressing pattern, two percent realised small change in food habits and 

tastes, fifteen percent realised all type of changes and view of local people 

towards their life too has got some modification (Acharya, 2001). Actually the 

food habit and taste to which the local people are accustomed from many years 

is very hard and needless to be modified though the need for tourists satisfaction 

have diversified the menu too. Such a diversification of menu is very important 

impact from the cultural standpoint. The information about foreign culture, which 

the local people can daily observe has made them attracted towards the 

accessories like camera, vehicles, watches, etc. as well as the intention to go 

abroad to enjoy foreign life-style and earn money. Tourism even in Lumbini has 

influenced the concealed attitudes of the local people along with some 

modifications in their visible culture. 

In a study those elderly local Grungs of Ghandruk, Nepal interviewed 

expressed their concern about the influence of tourism on the behaviour and 

lifestyles of young Grungs.lmitation of tourists' fashions and hairstyle perceived 

among the. younger generation of Ghandruk. The traditional dress Kamlo, 

Kachhad Bhoto and pants- has been replaced by more modern grab imported 

from the West. Even the Nepali cap, the most important element of the national 

dress, has been abandoned. The youngsters have distanced themselves from 

their traditional cultural identity and even display disrespect towards their elders. 

Some have stopped addressing by kinship title to the respected members of the 

village. The elders in turn have shown strong disapproval of what is clearly to 

them the cultural drift phenomenon (Pandey, Chetri, Kunwarand Ghimire, 1995). 

Other factors that influences the minds of 'Zuhures'of Pokhara urban society and 

Indian movies. Indeed many forces are simultaneously working together to 

generate a transformation of the traditional society. 

In Ghandruk, the institution of marriage is regarded as sacred and 

permanent. It is natural therefore the elder villagers take great care in choosing 

congenial marriage partners for their children. In the past and even today 

arranged marriage is the norm. Recently, however, the idea of romantic love has 

influenced the youngsters. This is a result of external influences of tourism and 

movies. The younger generation collectively views arranged marriage as 

absolute. They prefer love marriage where they can choose their own mates. 

Sometimes own choosing results in inter-caste and inter- community marriage. 

Except for one reported case, cross cultural marriages are rare in Ghandruk, as 
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compared to the Annapurna region where such marriages are more frequent. On 

the whole, tourists remain a fascination for youngsters, along with their material 

wealth and ideas about conjugal matters. 

Undoubtedly, the changes in lifestyle that occur in Nepal as a result of tourism 

are geographically widespread but their precise nature remains localised. 

Consequently, to consider lifestyle changes as social impact requires that they be 

assessed in context of the individual village societies as well as from the 

perspective of national economic development. Most reports from rural places 

indicate that lifestyle changes associated with tourism do not necessarily reflect 

the abandonment of traditional cultural value. Young people often bridge their 

cultures by maintaining local traditions and adopting western ways. This is less 

clear in those places, especially the towns where both economic and social life 

are shaped almost exclusively by the commerce of tourism. 

Cultural commercialisation and westernisation tendency among youth is 

most common negative impact of tourism in Nepalese society. The adoption of 

new clothing styles food preparation, handicrafts design, cassette players and 

other are brought superficial changes in the Nepalese society. Such material 

changes can be expected with or without tourism when seen as a part of the 

broader historical assimilation of Himalayan culture by low landers (Allan, 1988). 

Of greater concerns are the fundamental shifts in identity that may occur 

precisely because of secular interests of tourism. For example, early reports on 

the impact of tourism on Sherpa society indicated that the maintenance of 

religious practices, traditional culture, knowledge, and ethics have been eroded 

with the advance of tourism in Khumbu (Coppock, 1978; Furer- Haimendrof, 

1975). Some reports indicate that religious observation has actually increased 

among the Sherpas with the growth of tourism (Stevens, 1991 ), and that the total 

identity of Sherpa culture has intensified (Fisher, 1990). Cultural identity changes 

associated with tourism throughout Nepal Himalaya are difficult to assess due to 

lack of detailed information. However, local circumstances do show the tenacity 

of the mountain cultures in the face of rather wide- spreading modernity that 

accompanies the tourists. 

Increasing dependency in tourism and deserting other profession even 

agriculture has the negative impact on the host destination. Obviously, the local 

people seek those economic activities with more income and changes of further 

expansion. Owing to different internal and external reasons people tend to make 

an alteration in their current work. They either change the occupation or add extra 
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activities as an occupation. A study of Lumbini indicates that out of total 123 

responses, 43 percent have altered their present profession and have added 

rickshaw pulling work in farming whereas nine percent are in government and 

private offices in addition to farming. They represent both self-sustained and un

sustained group of respondents. And nearly 21· percent of the respondents have 

added hotel and general trade, 21 percent such respondents have quitted 

teashop and transformed in gift shop because it generates more income directly 

from the tourists. A two percent (labourer) remain resettled in and general stores 

and four percent farmers have altered to transport service with bus, jeep, and 

tractors (Acharya, 2001) .The activity of altering profession has adversely 

affected the agriculture farming in the area 

Incidence of prostitution, gambling and begging is viewed as other negative 

impacts of tourism. In many part of the world, tourism development has 

negatively influenced social and behavourial pattern, with increases being 

reported in the incidence of crime, gambling, begging and prostitution. According 

to a research finding into these issues, including household surveys and analysis 

of police records concluded that in the Solukhumbu, incidents of tourism related 

crime were isolated and infrequent. Moreover, while begging was an issue in a 

small number of villages, it typically took the form of a game while children 

passed to and from school. Similarly, although an increase in gambling was 

reported, but its practice was not considered to be either widespread or enduring 

(Rogers et al, 1998). In the field of prostitution, local informants attribute the 

increased cases of illicit sex and pregnancy mainly to the growth of tourism. 

Exposures to the tourists and regular contact with trekking crews have 

contributed to a higher rate of sexual activity. In some cases, the tourists end up 

marrying their native partners. Examples of this set -up can be found in 

Solukhumbu, Chitwan- Sauraha and Pokhara. Arrangements of this sort are 

mutually beneficial economically for all concerned parties, including the families 

of the local bride or groom. Money is forwarded to the family head for education 

and business- related endeavours. The prostitution ring in Chitwan- Sauraha 

accelerated and even encouraged by the presence of middlemen, who reap most 

of the profits. One study reveals that prostitution is not directly related to or 

influenced by tourists, but rather by local workers involved in tourism related 

activities. Guides, in particular are not only the customers, but also the provider 

or middlemen (Pandey, R. N. and et al, 1995). 
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Increasing economic disparity in the village society is the resultant of the 

promotion of the tourism in rural mountain area. One recent field study of two 

mountain communities in Nepal by Sofield (1998) revealed tourism development 

was in fact an inadvertent vehicle contributing to increasing class differentiation in 

village societies. Lodge owners, already having comparatively higher living 

standards than farming households, were drawn further apart as the recipients of 

government and donor agency assistance under tourism development projects. It 

seems to be more appropriate in quoting the case of Annapurna region of Nepal. 

A research based study reveals that when the Annapurna region became a 

popular tourist attraction, the entire region was designated to government 

protected area by tourism authorities. Under the plan, non- hoteliers, such as 

herders, face economic hardship because their land is encroached upon the 

construction of tourist related establishments. Their livelihood is for the most part 

maintained by either farming or saving army pensions. On the other hand, hotel 

and lodge owners enjoy their new economic prosperity. They continue to expand 

the tourism industry in their area by upgrading present hotel facility or erecting 

new buildings. Lahore families who left Ghundurk in the past are beginning to 

trickle back in to the village to take advantage of these new tourism related 

opportunities. They hope to open the lodges in the area. High school students as 

well want to improve their English, so that they can be participated in the much 

converted tourism profession. The tourism industry has left the military and 

agricultural fields in the area unpopular because of the economic gap it has 

produced. 

6.3.2 Positive Impact of Tourism on Society and Culture 

Throughout the course of evaluation of the positive impact of tourism, it is 

emphasised that the life of the people is now considerably better, easier and less 

arduous than before the emergence of tourism in the country. People of the 

tourism destination area claim that health and social well-being have improved 

can be assessed through a review of changes in community infrastructure (water 

and energy supply), health care and mobility patterns. 

Tourism development in Nepal has introduced an additional employment to 

the local economy. The new careers and seasonal work opportunities of tourism 

predict changes in the patterns of living among traditional people. Adams (1992) 

argues that tourism has not dramatically altered the traditional pattern of labour 

among the Sherpas, while both Stevens (1991) and Fisher (1990) show that 
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concepts of time, mobility, work status, and levels of disposable income have 

upset to some degree of the traditional production and trade arrangements found 

in Khumbu. Brower (1991) noted: 

Tourism has brought extraordinary opportunity to the Sherpa people. The 

rise in tourist visits coincided with a radical reconstructing of a traditional 

cornerstone of the Khumbu economy, trans- Himalayan trade. The growth of a 

new trekking industry has provided, yet more jobs for Sherpas, and the 

diversification of trekking styles has only expanded the money- making 

opportunities for Sherpa entrepreneurs. 

A survey reveals _that the people from all walks of life in_ Ghandruk agro

pastoralists, subsistence hill farmers and ex-Gorkha army personally have started 

to orient their economic pursuit around tourism. A total of 178 households were 

found directly involved in tourism business. Besides hotels and lodges, general 

shop, tea stall, handicrafts shops, cultural museum and curioshop were the 

dominated oriented business observed within the VDC. Several families were 

found indirectly associated with tourism related ventures e.g. fuelwood saling, 

preparing woolen handicrafts, mule and pony services, etc.As consequences of 

change in occupation some of the families in Ghandruk have given up farming 

and converted their corn and millet field into camping ground and plantation fields 

(Sharma (1998). The most important socio-cultural impact of tourism is often 

ignored is the impact of women. In Annapurna region women are directly involved 

in income generating activities rather than men. Since menfolk are away for most 

of the year on mountaineering expedition or in urban areas. Tourism has 

attracted to women to undertake highly specialised and skillful activities such as 

climbing Mount Everest which undoubtedly has improved their position in society. 

Tourism development has a strong incentive in reviving lost art and culture in 

Nepal. The native Nepalese and Tibetan handicrafts that had been languishing 

for lack of patronage prior to the advent of tourism experienced a surge of new 

revival after the influx of the tourists (Grung. 1989). Similarly, the renovation of 

architectural building in the ancient cities of kathmandu valley owes much to 

external exposure and associate rather than native adulation for their heritage. 

Thakali (1994), in his study in the Annapurna area, found that tourism was a 

significant factor in( a)enabling a rejection of the social reforms oriented towards 

hinduisation (b)helping people build their socio-cultural institution, and (c) 

encouraging people to be proud of who they are; rather than defining what they 

are. 
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In addition, the positive impact comprises revitalisation of culture, increased 

cultural awareness among locals, exposure to external society, preservation of 

monuments, arts and crafts by tourism related funds, development of social 

infrastructure in the field of education, health facilities and safe water supply 

provided to local people after the increased ecotourism activities. In regard of 

revitalisation of culture the Ghatu Dance in ACA (Annapurna Conservation Area), 

Mane Dance in Langtang region, and Tharu Stick Dance in Chitwan, Sauraha are 

gaining popularity as foreign tourists and these regions appreciate these dances. 

6.4 Field Survey Report 

Table 6.1: Experts view on the Socio-cultural Impact of Tourism in Nepal. 

Nature of Impact No. of Percentage 

Response 

Preservation of Folk 23 88.46 

Tradition 

People Begging for Money 7 26.92 

or Food 

Cultural loss/loss of 20 76.92 

Authenticity 

Change in the Lifestyle/ 21 80.76 

Imitation of West 

Modernisation of Facilities 12 46.15 

Preservation of Art or 22 84.61 

History 

Promotion of throw away 18 69.23 

Mentality 

Increased Communication 8 30.76 

Preservation of Cultural 19 . 73.07 

Monuments 

Encourage Education and 13 50 

Knowledge 

Others 9 34.61 
Source. F1eld Survey, 2009. 

Note: The percentage is calculated on the basis of the frequency of response of each item to total 

Sample. 
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In regard of the socio-cultural impact of tourism, the experts are of the 

opinion that tourism in Nepal has both positive as well as negative socio-cultural 

impact on the inhabitant of Nepal. Among the experts, 88.46 percent are 

expressed their view in favour of the positive socio-cultural impact of tourism. 

They are of the view that tourism in Nepal plays a vital role in the conservation 

and preservation of cultural monument, folk tradition, as well as art and history. In 

Sauraha, Chitwan, Nepal, the Tharu cultural programme known as the 'Tharu 

Stick Dance' very popular with tourists is gaining popularity, as an example of this 

type. The experts were asked whether they agree with the fact that tourism has 

any negative impact on the lifestyle of the inhabitant of Nepal. Surprisingly, 80.76 

percent of the experts gave positive answer. They are of the view that tourism 

has some negative effect in the society and culture of Nepal. The steady growth 

of tourism in the Annapurna region has led some people to beg for money and 

food which is one of the drawbacks of socio-cultural impact of tourism in Nepal. 

Therefore, it would be advisable to discourage such activity. 

Table 6.2: Tourists view on the socio-cultural Impact of Tourism 

Response Number Percent 

Yes 62 86.11 

No 3 4.16 

Don't know 7 9.72 

Total response 72 100 

Source: Field Survey, 2009 

The tourists, like experts realise the fact that tourism development has brought 

some changes in the society and culture of the people of Nepal. The tourists 

were asked whether they perceive any socio-cultural impact of tourism on the 

inhabitant of Nepal. Surprisingly, 88.11 percent tourists replied that tourism in 

mountain area has led some people to beg for money and food for which they are 

disappointed in the destination. Out of 72 respondents, 4.16 percent were not 

perceived any direct or indirect impact of tourism in society and culture of Nepal. 

The 9.72 percent of respondents have reported as 'don't know' perhaps they are 

unknown about the facts. 

John Lea (1988) represents a vivid picture on the impact of tourism on the 

society and culture. The modified form of his model is described as follows. 
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Figure 6.1: Socio-cultural Impact of Tourism 
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Overall study of the socio-cultural impact of tourism, it is being cleared that 

tourism, in general shows the mixed consequences the whole country. In spite of 

the negative impact, the whole Nepali society has not been affected and 

destinations also are not influenced radically.ln totality negative social impacts 

are not so dominant over the positive impacts however, negative impacts may 

take more drastic form in future course if the mitigation measures are not duly 

adopted. 

147 



6.5 Environmental Impact of Tourism on Society and Culture 

6.5.1 Introduction 

There exists an extensive literature on the environmental impact of 

tourism. Much impact focuses on the ecological consequences of tourist numbers 

exceeding the carrying capacity of recreation areas (Furrel and Runyan, 1991). 

Impacts of tourism are difficult to assess partly because of their diversity in range 

and in type. Impacts may be short or long term, direct or indirect, local, national 

or global, positive or negative (Hunter and Green, 1995). Many of these impacts 

are linked with the construction of general infrastructure such as roads and 

airports, and of tourism facilities, including resorts, hotel, restaurants, shops, golf 

courses and marinas. The· negative impacts of tourism development can 

gradually destroy the environmental resources on which it depends. On the other 

hand, tourism has the potential to create beneficial effects on the environment by 

contributing to environmental protection and conservation. 

Uncontrolled conventional tourism poses potential threats to many natural 

areas around the world. It can put enormous pressure on an area and lead to 

impacts such as soil erosion, increased pollution, discharges into the sea, natural 

habitat loss, increased pressure on endangered species and heightened 

vulnerability to forests fires. It often puts a strain on water resources and it can 

force local population to compete for the use of critical resources. Tourism 

development can put pressure on natural resources when it increases 

consumption in areas where resources are already scarce. The environmental 

impact of tourism in Nepal has been realised in the context of mountain tourism 

which constitutes between 20 and 25 percent of total volume of tourism. It is a 

significant income source for numerous people living in and around popular 

destinations such as Everest and Annapurna regions (Nepal, 1999). Some 

perceived impacts of mountain tourism are discussed as under. 

6.5.2. Land Use and Environment 

The development of tourism in mountain regions has affected agriculture 

practices and land use. When tourism was not flourished in Khumbu, Nepal, 

subsistence agriculture existed there and the economy was fully independent in 

agriculture production, each household comprising production unit (Barkay, 

1981). Sherpa cultivated potatoes, barley and buck wheat. Increasing focus on 

tourism has marginalised the traditional local subsistence agriculture shifting it to 
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transitional agricultural system. The· changes in land use referred to changes in 

crop cultivated (cropping pattern); converting land from forestry to agriculture use; 

conversion of agriculture land to build lodges or tea stalls; and leaving land fallow 

to rent as camp grounds. Agriculture as an occupation has gradually become 

secondary to tourism related activities such as the operation of lodges, working 

as guides or kitchen boys, or working in tourism related services in Kathmandu. 

Households have shown preference for fruit and vegetables farming over 

traditional crops (Friend, 1983; CEDA 1988). Land is also left fallow to provide 

campgrounds replacing cultivation of traditional staple crops such as buckwheat 

or barley. In some areas pack animals have been substituted for milk animals, as 

they bring in higher cash returns to households by carrying tourist loads. This 

may result in added demands for fodder and grazing. Also, lodge owners have 

purchased buffaloes for milk, and this has put pressure on surrounding forests for 

fodder supplies. 

6.5.3 Litter, Garbage and Pollution 

The increasing amount of littering taking place at high altitudes in the 

mountains is a major negative environmental impact that has received a great 

deal of attention in Nepal. Litter includes non-biodegradable rubbish such as 

plastics, glass bottles, tins, foil and batteries, improperly deposited or discarded 

along trails, at campsites, outside trekking lodge, and at base camps, by tourists, 

trekking staff, porters, trekking lodge staff and local residents; inadequately 

covered toilet pits and scattered toilet paper around campsites and trails are 

another problem (Lama and Sherpa 1994). Some trekking routes have earned 

the nick name'Grabage trail' as Kathmandu Lamosangu to Namche Bazar route 

on the way to the Everest Base Camp. There is visual pollution along the trekking 

routes. In Solukhumbhu area, especially from Lukla via Namche Bazar to the 

Everest Base Camp, the whole trial is gradually polluted, and the condition is 

getting worsen every year. The number of tourists in this area sometimes 

exceeds even that of the local population. 

The dimension of this problem is serious. In one study, it is estimated 

that an average trekking group of 15 people generate about 15kg of non

biodegradable, non-burnable garbage in 10 trekking days (Table 6.3) (Lama and 

Sherpa 1994). 
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Table 6.3: Garbage Deposited in the Mountain Environment (in kg.) 

Area Number of 

trekkers 

Annapurna 37,902 

Khumbu 11,366 

Langtang 8,423 

Cumulative Total1976 to 1993 in mt. 

Source: Lama and Sherpa, 1994. 

6.5.4. Forest and Fuel Wood 

Average Total deposited 

deposited 

15 5,68,530 

15 1,70,490 

15 1,26,345 

· 640mt. 

Forest degradation and deforestation is another important cause of 

environmental impact of tourism in Nepal. The heavy influx of mountaineers and 

trackers along the upper slopes of the Himalayas have led to increase in demand 

for firewood for cooking, heating and campfires by lodges as well as trekking and 

mountaineering expeditions, which significantly affect the forest vegetation and 

wildlife. Every year hundreds of tones of firewood are used for cooking and 

campfire purpose by mountaineers and trekkers in addition to local consumption. 

A lodge uses more than four times the amount of fuel used by local Sherpa 

household (Karan, Lijima, 1985). The resulting massive deforestation is seen 

along the trekking routes in all regions of Nepal. The destruction of scant 

vegetation in the Alpine region of Nepal also leads to frequent mudslides, 

landslides, creep and rock fall as well as silting of rivers. 

The government of Nepal has restricted the use of firewood by trekkers in 

most National Parks and mountain protected areas visited by tourists. Despite the 

restrictions, local people continue to sell fuel-wood to tourists for high economic 

returns. As a result, Namche Bazar, historically with dense forest has been 

heavily deforested due to tourism activities. Some initiatives have been taken to 

develop alternative sources of energy in order to stop depletion of natural 

resources. As for example, hydroelectric project near Thami Og by Central 

government, the aid from Austria has been completed (Stevens 1993) and 

Khambu area Namche Bazar 33 KVV Micro Hydel Project which may reduce fuel 

use. 
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6.5.5 Air Pollution 

Air pollution is another major cause of environmental impact of tourism in 

Nepal. Since 60 percent of tourists travel by air is the major source of air 

pollution. The other sources of air pollution include disposition of solid waste, i.e., 

garbage, rubbish, indiscreet disposal of human faces, vehicular emission all 

these responsible for air pollution. One study estimated that a single transatlantic 

return flight emits almost half the C02 emissions produced by all other sources 

(lighting, heating, car use, etc.) consumed by person per year 

(www.geointeractive.co.uk). In Nepal, particularly Kathmandu and Birgunj are 

found severely affected by air pollution. Other area of Nepal may be air polluted 

but due to the lack of research a real situation cannot be assumed. 

6.5.6 Water Pollution 

The steady growth of tourism may also lead water pollution in the tourist 

destination. Commenting on pollution caused tourism industry, Hunter & Green 

(1995) observe "Moreover the tourism industry itself has been, and still is, a 

major contributor to environmental pollution in many parts of the world." Water 

pollution occurs due to discharge of untreated water, inorganic and organic 

wastes and sewage. Waste water pollutes seas and lakes surrounding tourists' 

attractions, damaging the flora and fauna. Due to the heavy flow of tourists and 

trekkers in Annapurna region, water resources have been contaminated by 

human wastes, particularly the streams, rivers and rivulets. The water pollution in 

the tourist destination causes different health problem, cases of gastro-intestinal 

disorder in villages of Nepal's Everest region due to contamination of water by 

the tourist activities have also been reported. Nevertheless, tourism industry is 

not always responsible for water pollution; municipal waste and industrial waste 

also are the root cause of water pollution. 

151 



6.5.7 Field Survey Report 

Table 6.4: Expert's view on the Environmental Impact of Tourism 

Nature of Impact Number of Response Percentage 

Degradation Scenic Appeal 11 42.30 

Erosion of Trekking Trails 23 88.46 

Garbage I Litter Pollution 25 96.15 

Deforestation/ Destruction Of Fau'ria 26 99.00 

Cleanliness 18 69.23 

Congestion/ Over Burdening 15 57.69 

Lack OfToilets 18 69.23 

Source: Field Survey, 2009. 

Note: The percentage is calculated on the basis of total frequency of response of each item to total 

Sample. 

Regarding the environmental impact of tourism in Nepal, all the 26 experts 

are of the opinion that environmental impact of tourism has been clearly 

perceived in many parts of the country where tourist influx is very high. They 

pointed out that the main cities of Kathmandu valley including Pokhara, Birgunj 

and some parts of high altitude region like Annapurna and Everest regions are 

gravely affected by pollution, because of dumping of garbage and litters on the 

road and on the trekking trails adversely affect the international visitors to Nepal. 

They also claim that air pollution is equally a serious problem which makes 

foreign tourists disappointed especially in Kathmandu valley. 

During the response almost all percent experts are of the opinion that 

deforestation and destruction of fauna causes environmental degradation and 

pollution in few areas of Nepal. Similarly, 96.15 and 88.46 percent experts 

express their concern to the garbage, litter pollution and erosion of trekking trails 

as the environmental impact of tourism and 69.23 percent viewed that 

environmental effect perceived in Nepal due to lack of toilet and proper facility of 
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cleanliness. Thus, they strongly recommend that the concerned authority 

and tourism industry must pay their attention to such views. 

Table 6.5: Tourists Response Regarding Environmental Impact of Tourism 

Response Number Percent 

Yes 50 69.4 

No 8 11.1 

Don't know 14 .. 19.4 

Total Respondents 72 100 

Source: Field Survey, 2009. 

Table.6.5 shows that out of 72 respondents 69.4 percent are found very much 

concerned about the pollution and environmental degradation in Nepal. The 

inappropriate disposal of litter, garbage and human waste all along the road of 

Kathmandu Valley and on the trekking trails in mountain greatly obstruct the 

desire of foreign tourists. They have pointed out that environmental problem in 

Nepal is in wide range. Moreover the improper establishment infrastructure in 

different tourist sites has degraded the scenic appeal of the destination areas. 

The 11.1 percent tourists were found unknown about the environmental impact of 

tourism whereas 19.4 percent of respondents have been reported as don't know 

or can't say. Perhaps, they were satisfied with their visit or they were unable to 

recall their experience. 
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Figure 6.2: Tourism's Environmental Impact 
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Source: John Lea, 1961, Tourism and Develo~entin theThin::t World. 

6.5.8 Conclusion 

planning 

Environmental degradation in Nepal Himalaya has become a grave concern in 

the context of sustainable tourism development in Nepal. Indeed, during the last 

three decades, tourism has played an important role in the Himalaya country like 

Nepal. The influx of mountain enthusiasts has created new employment 

opportunities for the highlanders, but tourism has also accelerated environmental 

deterioration (Baumgartner, 1982). Construction of roads, bridges and 

hydroelectric dams has negative ecological effects in the finely tuned 

mountainous habitats. An increased demand for firewood and overgrasing by 

livestock has initiated destruction of forest and alpine pastures in many areas. 

Rapid deforestation leads to land slides, soil erosion and loss of precious top soil 

containing most of the nutrient on which plants and animals depend. Similarly 

the irresponsible disposal of garbage, litter human faces, etc. causes air and 

water . pollution in the famous tourism destination of Nepal is enormously 

disappointed the visitors to Nepal. The problem of accumulating trash is 

worsening mainly due to the increasing number of mountaineering expeditions 

and trekkers. The gravity of situation has even led to a proposal by Sir Edmund 

Hilary to stop allowing people to climb Mount Everest until the problem of 

garbage is addressed sufficiently. In this concern a foreign environmentalist, 
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trekking companies and other organisation, have attempted to organise cleaning 

efforts with little success due to intensity and size of problem. 

Thus, it is obvious that accelerated environmental degradation in Nepal is due 

to several combinations of interrelated and complex factors. Therefore, the 

government should seriously concentrate on probable environment 

consequences and should emphasise sustainable tourism development without 

destruction. Moreover, an effective resource conservation and management 

should be adopted by involving local people for arresting the problems of 

environmental degradation in Nepal (Shrestha, 1986).High priority should be 

placed In controlling air, water, and land pollution in Kathmandu since more than 

82 percent of tourists visiting Nepal arrive first to Kathmandu. 
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