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In peak season, Mussoorie becomes a maze.
Locals wake up before sunrise to reach school
or work on time. Ambulances get stuck behind
tourist vans. A 5-minute travel turns into a 40-
minute detour. Parking is a fantasy. Roads are
jammed. And rents? Skyrocketing—mnot
because of local development, but because of
weekend tourists and short-stay  apps.
Interestingly, it’s not just Mussoorie anymore.
This is the condition of nearly every major
tourist site in Uttarakhand, from Nainital to
Kainchi Dham, Rishikesh to Auli, the same
pattern repeats. Towns built for a few thousand
are now trying to hold lakhs. What was once a
trickle of pilgrims and nature lovers has
become a flood of tourists armed with GPS-
enabled vehicles, Instagram, and zero regard
for the state's carrying capacity. Dev Bhoomi,
once a place of spiritual calm and clean
ecology, is cracking under the pressure of its

own popularity.

Tourism in  Uttarakhand has evolved
significantly over time. In ancient periods,
pilgrimage tourism was predominant, with
people traveling to sites like Haridwar,
Kedarnath, and Badrinath for religious
purposes. During the British era, hill stations
like Mussoorie, Nainital, and Ranikhet were
established as summer retreats, laying the
foundation  for leisure  tourism.  Post-
independence, adventure tourism, wildlife
tourism, and spiritual retreats  gained
popularity. After COVID, the state of
Uttarakhand witnessed a tourism boom like
never before. What began as a wave of revenge
travel quickly turned into a flood. In 2023, the
state received over 5 crore tourists, five times
its own population. On the surface, this seemed
like a blessing as hotels were full, taxis were in
demand, and shops bustled with business. But

beneath that glossy surface, the impact on
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everyday life began to show—and for locals, it
was anything but profitable.

Uttarakhand is experiencing alarming rates of
glacier melt, primarily due to global warming,
human activities such as road construction and
deforestation, as well as hydropower
initiatives. This swift melting presents serious
repercussions for both the region and the
nation, including heightened flood risks, water
shortages, and the  displacement of
communities. A significant 90 percent of
Uttarakhand’s drinking water is sourced from
spring water. In rural locales, the population
heavily depends on natural aquifers known as
naulas. These stone-walled structures, which
collect water from the ground, are not only
vital for water supply but also hold cultural
importance and are central to numerous sacred
rituals. Currently, many of these aquifers are
approaching depletion, largely due to
infrastructure development intended to support
tourism, raising alarms among residents
regarding water scarcity. The urgency to meet
the needs of mass tourism is already
undermining the genuine cultural experiences
that define Uttarakhand. Traditional practices
and ways of life are being overshadowed by
commercialized enterprises that prioritize rapid
experiences over those that are slow and

meaningful.

Pressure on other resources is also mounting.
Forests are shrinking to make way for roads
and resorts. Biodiversity is under stress as
wildlife corridors are disrupted by human
traffic. Waste management systems are
collapsing under the sheer volume of plastic
and non-biodegradable garbage brought in by
tourists. Air pollution is increasing due to
vehicular congestion in narrow valleys that
were never meant to host this kind of density.
Even electricity grids in remote areas are being
stretched to meet the rising energy demands of
hotels, homestays, and glamping sites. These
pressures are not seasonal but are structural.
And if left unchecked, they could turn the
Himalayan region of Uttarakhand into an
ecological cautionary tale.

Contrast this with Sikkim. Despite being one of
the smallest states in India, Sikkim decided
early on that unregulated mass tourism wasn’t
worth the long-term cost. The state imposed
strict regulations such as plastic bans, trekking
permits, caps on vehicle entry in ecologically
sensitive zones like Tsomgo Lake and backed
them with real enforcement. Today, Sikkim
earns from tourism, but not at the cost of its
environment or its people. It prioritizes low-
volume, high-value tourism, with government-
mandated homestay guidelines that ensure

locals are included, not displaced, from the
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economic benefits. Bhutan, often cited as a
textbook case, introduced the “High Value,
Low Impact” tourism policy. Instead of
inviting everyone, Bhutan chooses its visitors
carefully and charges a  sustainable
development fee of $100 per tourist per day. It
sounds restrictive, but it works. The policy
funds  local infrastructure, pays for
conservation, and keeps the experience serene,
not chaotic.

Tourism can uplift, but only when guided by
purpose. Uttarakhand doesn’t need fewer
tourists, it needs better tourism. The current
model rewards overexposure,
overconsumption, and exclusion. The next
model must reward balance, local inclusion,
and ecological respect. The first step is
accepting that not all footfall is good footfall.
The state must actively define carrying
capacities—not just in terms of how many
roads or beds are available, but how much
water, waste, and air quality its fragile regions
can sustain. Towns like Nainital, Joshimath,
and Chopta need seasonal visitor caps, backed
by a digital permit system that works, not just
token entries on an app. Infrastructure
investment must stop chasing only tourists.
Build hospitals that serve locals first. Subsidize
rental housing for residents, not just Airbnb or

OYO hosts. And channel tourism revenue into

maintaining forests, not widening roads to new
ones. Equally important is empowering the
people of Uttarakhand. They must not just be
passive witnesses to the tourism economy—
they should co-own it. Local panchayats and
resident bodies should have a say in approving
large resorts, trekking circuits, or even naming
festivals. Tourism should become a democratic
choice, not a top-down business plan.

Interestingly, the Uttarakhand Tourism Policy
2023 claims to acknowledge many of these
concerns. It lays out a forward-looking vision
prioritizing sustainable development, eco-
sensitive infrastructure, and active community
participation. The policy promises incentives
for  environmentally  conscious  tourism
projects, envisions support for homestays, and
even outlines carrying capacity assessments. It
reads like a blueprint for exactly the kind of
tourism Uttarakhand needs, which is slow,
thoughtful, and inclusive. Yet on the ground,
the gap between promise and practice is
glaring. Fragile zones continue to see
unchecked construction. Seasonal traffic still
chokes mountain passes. Aquifers dry while
luxury hotels get new pools. While the policy
speaks of balance, current implementation still
chases volume over value. Without firm

accountability, even the most progressive
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policy risks becoming another document no
one reads, let alone follows.

The state’s policymakers must also learn from
others. Sikkim, Bhutan, and even parts of
Europe’s Alps are not exotic exceptions. They
are  functioning systems that choose
sustainability over sensationalism. If a small
Himalayan kingdom can pull this off, so can
India’s own Devbhumi. Because if we don’t act
now, the price will be more than overcrowded
streets or delayed works. It will be the slow
fading of everything that once drew people to
Uttarakhand, its peace, its purity, and its
promise of something deeper than just a view
for Instagram. The question is not whether
tourism should continue. It is: what kind of

tourism does Uttarakhand deserve?

39



