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ABSTRACT 
 

North East India, comprising Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, and Sikkim, represents one of the world’s richest 
biodiversity hotspots and cultural reservoirs. Ecotourism-sustainable, community-based, nature-focused travel-holds considerable promise for the region’s 
economic development, conservation, and social empowerment. Iconic destinations like Kaziranga, Manas, KeibulLamjao, Mawlynnong, Majuli, Ziro, and 
Namdapha offer unique fauna, flora, cultural traditions, and pristine landscapes. These sites provide rural livelihoods through home-stays, guided treks, wildlife 
safaris, and cultural immersion, fostering local entrepreneurship and stemming out-migration. Despite its potential, ecotourism in the North East faces substantial 
challenges. Inadequate infrastructure-poor roads, limited accommodation, unreliable telecom-hinders tourist access and inflates costs. Environmental pressures 
from improper waste management, habitat disruption, and resource overuse threaten fragile ecosystems. Socio-political issues-insurgency, restricted zones, 
ethnic tensions-and administrative bottlenecks like permitting slow the establishment and marketing of tourism enterprises .Gaps in trained human resources, 
market research, and promotional efforts remain major barriers . To sustainably harness ecotourism’s potential, integrated strategies are imperative: improved 
infrastructure and digital connectivity; community capacity building and entrepreneurship training; robust environmental regulations with visitor capacity limits and 
waste systems; targeted PR and FAM tours; and policies supporting local ownership and cultural authenticity .If effectively implemented, such measures can 
transform North East India into a premier ecotourism destination that fosters conservation, cultural preservation, and inclusive economic growth. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Ecotourism is a term used for environmentally conscious travel to 
natural areas that protects the environment and improves the 
standard of living for people living in neighboring areas. It involves 
minimizing negative impacts, promoting environmental and cultural 
awareness, and providing direct financial benefits for conservation 
and local communities. Ecotourism is often characterized by nature-
based activities, interpretation and education, and involvement of 
local businesses. Ecotourism differs from regular tourism by its focus 
on environmental and social responsibility. Regular tourism may 
involve mass travel, large-scale developments, and negative impacts 
on the environment and local communities. Ecotourism, in contrast, 
emphasizes smaller groups, minimal impact, and benefits for local 
people and conservation efforts. 
 

Ecotourism has become crucial in today's world because it links 
environmental conservation, community well-being, and sustainable 
economies. By channeling tourism revenue directly into natural 
reserves, it provides vital funding for habitat protection, anti-poaching 
measures, and pollution control, while promoting low-impact travel 
behavior. For many rural and Indigenous communities, ecotourism 
offers a meaningful alternative to migration or resource extraction—
creating jobs in guiding, hospitality, craft-making, and conservation 
initiatives, and thereby reducing poverty. It also fosters cultural 
resilience: by celebrating local traditions and encouraging authentic 
engagement, it helps preserve languages, crafts, and communal 
identities. Moreover, ecotourism acts as a powerful educational 
platform, raising environmental awareness among visitors and 
inspiring them to adopt eco-friendly lifestyles long after they leave. In 
light of escalating biodiversity loss, climate change, and rural distress, 
ecotourism offers a synergistic response—integrating conservation 
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socio-economic upliftment, and meaningful travel. It’s not just about 
tourism; it’s a resilient model for sustainable development that 
nurtures both people and the planet. In the face of accelerating 
biodiversity loss, climate change, and rural poverty, ecotourism offers 
a balanced framework—supporting conservation, uplifting local 
communities, and nurturing meaningful travel experiences. 
Particularly for regions like North-East India, where fragile 
ecosystems and unique cultures intersect, ecotourism stands as a 
powerful tool for sustainable and inclusive development. North-East 
India, comprising Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, and Sikkim, represents one of the 
world’s richest biodiversity hotspots and cultural reservoirs. 
Ecotourism-sustainable, community-based, nature-focused travel-
holds considerable promise for the region’s economic development, 
conservation, and social empowerment. Iconic destinations like 
Kaziranga, Manas, KeibulLamjao, Mawlynnong, Majuli, Ziro, and 
Namdapha offer unique fauna, flora, cultural traditions, and pristine 
landscapes. These sites provide rural livelihoods through home-stays, 
guided treks, wildlife safaris, and cultural immersion, fostering local 
entrepreneurship and stemming out-migration. Despite its potential, 
ecotourism in the North-East faces substantial challenges. 
Inadequate infrastructure-poor roads, limited accommodation, 
unreliable telecom-hinders tourist access and inflates costs. 
Environmental pressures from improper waste management, habitat 
disruption, and resource overuse threaten fragile ecosystems. Socio-
political issues-insurgency, restricted zones, ethnic tensions-and 
administrative bottlenecks like permitting slow the establishment and 
marketing of tourism enterprises .Gaps in trained human resources, 
market research, and promotional efforts remain major barriers. 
 

OBJECTIVES 
 
1. Assess current prospects of ecotourism in North-East India. 
2. Examine key infrastructural, regulatory, and community-level 

challenges. 



3. Analyze the socio-economic and environmental impacts of 
existing initiatives. 

4. Propose actionable recommendations to stakeholders for 
fostering ecotourism 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining 
quantitative tourism surveys with qualitative community engagement 
and spatial analysis, to holistically investigate ecotourism dynamics in 
North-East India. Structured questionnaires will be administered to 
tourists (domestic and international) across three to five priority 
ecotourism sites to capture demographic profiles, expenditure 
patterns, satisfaction levels, and ecological awareness. 
Simultaneously, semi-structured interviews and focus group 
discussions—rooted in participatory planning methods like PLA—will 
be conducted with local stakeholders (guides, homestay operators, 
tribal leaders, NGOs such as Aaranyak) to co-identify aspirations, 
institutional capacities, and conservation challenges.Quantitative data 
will undergo statistical analysis (descriptive metrics, comparative 
indices), while qualitative input will be thematically analyzed to extract 
key issues around governance, economic benefit, ecological 
sustainability, and cultural preservation. By triangulating these 
multiple data streams, the study aims to produce robust insights into 
the prospects and constraints of ecotourism in this biodiverse and 
culturally rich region, offering actionable recommendations for 
community-led, environmentally responsible growth. 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
Ecotourism in North-East India has emerged as a beacon of 
sustainable development, leveraging the region’s extraordinary 
biodiversity, cultural richness, and scenic landscapes to foster 
livelihood generation and conservation. Studies highlight the region’s 
untapped potential, with its varied ecosystems—from the Eastern 
Himalayas to Brahmaputra wetlands—and vibrant indigenous 
communities like the Naga, Khasi, and Apatani providing unique 
opportunities for eco- and cultural tourism. Research by Bhutia (2020) 
underscores the importance of local entrepreneurship and community 
participation in transforming ecotourism into a catalyst for rural 
development, emphasizing coordinated efforts across forestry, roads, 
and cultural sectors. Specific state-level studies, such as those 
focusing on Meghalaya, reveal that eco-, adventure-, and agro-
tourism ventures are driving job creation and infrastructure 
investment, though persistent issues like inadequate connectivity, 
weak transport networks, and occasional ethnic tensions impede 
growthConservation-oriented scholarship affirms that ecotourism can 
positively impact biodiversity through increased awareness and 
community stewardship around national parks like Kaziranga and 
Namdapha. However, scholars caution against "pseudo-ecotourism," 
where insufficient benefit distribution and lack of rigorous regulation 
may exacerbate social inequities—echoing similar shortcomings in 
Odisha’s Bhitarkanika sanctuary. A comprehensive review by 
Chaudhury and colleagues (2023) outlines a dual narrative: the orbit 
of ecotourism is expanding through home stays, trekking, wildlife 
safaris, and cultural immersion, yet foundational challenges remain, 
including poor hygiene, limited tourist information systems, fragile 
brand identity, and unreliable security infrastructures. 
 

In summation, the literature portrays North-East India’s ecotourism as 
a high-potential engine for sustainable development—anchored by 
biodiversity conservation, cultural preservation, and community 
upliftment—but one that requires strategic investment in 
infrastructure, institutional governance, benefit-sharing structures, 
marketing, and environmental oversight. A transformative path 

forward lies in empowering local stakeholders, ensuring equitable 
returns, and adhering to robust sustainability standards to unlock the 
full promise of this “paradise unexplored.” 
 

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 
 
North-East India—renowned for its biodiversity, cultural richness, and 
pristine landscapes—faces significant challenges in developing 
sustainable ecotourism. The primary obstacle are  infrastructure 
deficits., environmental sustainability issues ,weak institutional 
capacity and community participation ,socio-political instability 
and security concerns ,cultural and ecological commodification 
risks etc. . As tourism grows, local cultures and traditions may be 
diluted or commercialized. Environmental regulations are often 
inadequate or poorly enforced, leading to habitat disturbance, 
poaching (e.g., rhinos in Kaziranga), and pollution from increased 
visitor activity:  
 

Infrastructure & Connectivity Bottlenecks: One of the most persistent 
impediments to ecotourism in North-East India is infrastructural 
underdevelopment. The region’s steep gradients, frequent monsoonal 
landslides, and fragmented transport networks mean that less than 
half of rural routes are fully paved—Meghalaya’s road density, for 
instance, stands at just 42 km per 100 km², compared to a national 
average of 75 km/100 km² .Key destinations such as Itanagar, 
Kohima, and Shillong remain disconnected by air, relying solely on 
road access via Assam, which itself is vulnerable to seasonal 
disruption and poor road conditions . These conditions inflate travel 
times, escalate costs, deter visitors, and hamper supply chains for 
local homestays and eco-lodges, thus weakening the economic 
viability of sustainable tourism ventures. 
 

Ecological Fragility & Environmental Stress: The region is home to 
ecologically sensitive zones—rainforests, wetlands, slopes—that are 
particularly vulnerable to uncontrolled tourist influx. Linear 
development (roads, dams) has already led to habitat fragmentation; 
for example, the Garo Hills lost over 450 ha of forests within two 
decades due to road expansion . Poor waste�management systems 
are leading to littering, both on land and in waterways, straining rivers 
and lakes. Umiam Lake, near Shillong, is emblematic of the crisis—
PILs have been filed over pollutant runoff from tourism-related 
development Further, vulnerable habitats in Assam and Kaziranga 
face soil erosion and disturbance from heavy jeep traffic  
 

Institutional Weakness & Regulatory Gaps: Despite ecotourism’s 
promise, governance structures remain fragmented, centralized, and 
frequently disconnected from community needs. Ecotourism 
authorities often adopt top-down planning, excluding local voices from 
meaningful decision-making Operational failures include poor inter-
agency coordination, limited dissemination of ecotourism data, and 
underinvestment in grassroots capacity-building. There’s a lack of 
clear regulatory frameworks to monitor carrying capacity, enforce 
limits on visitor numbers, or regulate ecological risk zones . This 
institutional inertia often leaves grassroots ecotourism bodies under-
resourced, reliant on grants, and without autonomy to chart their own 
futures. 
 

Community Engagement & Equity Issues: Functional ecotourism 
models must directly benefit local communities. Yet, evidence from 
India shows that only ~21% of participants in eco-development 
committees benefit economically, and many communities remain 
excluded from decision-making . A persistent challenge is inequitable 
revenue sharing: profits frequently accrue to external investors, with 
locals limited to menial roles. Wage gaps and a lack of upward 
mobility leave many communities no better off than before . Regions 
that have embraced community-based tourism—like some villages in 
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Arunachal and Meghalaya—offer guarded optimism, but these remain 
exceptions, not the norm. 
 

Socio-Political Instability & Security Concerns: North-East India has a 
history of inter-state boundary tensions, insurgencies, and ethnic 
instability. State borders are porous with neighbouring countries, 
which breeds security concerns and raises operational costs for 
tourism services Ethnic conflict, violence, and bureaucratic permit 
regimes—particularly for restricted areas—foster visitor anxiety, 
especially among foreign tourists This insecurity dampens brand-
building, private investment, and risk perceptions, leaving local 
ecotourism players struggling to scale operations safely. 
 

Natural Disasters & Environment-Climate Vulnerability: The North-East 
routinely faces monsoon flooding, landslides, and climate shocks. 
The 2020 Assam floods, which affected over five million individuals, 
also damaged wildlife parks (e.g., Kaziranga, Pobitora) and 
submerged tourism infrastructure such as roads, lodges, and docking 
systems .Without resilient infrastructure—which currently remains 
underfunded or absent—ecotourism remains highly susceptible to 
disruptions. Even minor disasters erode investor confidence and 
community trust in tourism as a viable livelihood pathway. 
 

Skill Shortages & Capacity Gaps: A critical barrier is the lack of trained 
local personnel in ecotourism-related roles. Communities often lack 
certification, guide training, and language skills, limiting their 
engagement in higher-value services .Consequently, tourism 
enterprises resort to external human resources, perpetuating local 
economic marginalization . The outcome is a systemic drain on 
regional capacity and diminished hopes for sustainable community 
empowerment. 
 

Marketing, Awareness & Product Packaging Deficits: Despite immense 
natural and cultural assets, North-East India lacks a cohesive 
branding strategy. Ecotourism offers remain fragmented, localized, 
underpriced, and poorly promoted. Limited publicity in key metros or 
online spaces restrain travel market access to niche groups. Without 
strong digital presence, curated travel products, and safety 
guarantees, the region struggles to compete with better-known 
Himalayan and international ecotourism destinations. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Ecotourism in North-East India holds transformational potential to 
drive inclusive economic growth, conserve ecological hotspots, and 
preserve tribal heritage. However, accelerated and unplanned 
expansion risks environmental degradation, social inequity, and 
cultural erosion. Addressing core problems—ranging from 
infrastructural deficits and institutional inadequacies to skill shortages 
and disaster vulnerability—requires a cohesive strategy integrating 
bottom-up governance, robust regulation, green infrastructure, and 
purpose-driven capacity-building. With targeted policy interventions 
and sustained local engagement, the region can realize its vision of 
responsible and regenerative tourism, balancing community 
well-being with ecological integrity. 
 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Integrate Sustainable Infrastructure– Develop climate-resilient 

roads, eco-lodges, and digital platforms, especially in key 
tourism clusters, prioritizing minimal environmental disruption. 

2. Decentralize Governance & Build Local Capacity – Empower 
community councils with revenue-sharing rights, training, and 
planning autonomy. Introduce legal mandates for accountable 
ecotourism committees. 

3. Enhance Local Skills & Equity– Fund guide certification, 
hospitality training, and community-run home stay standards. 
Promote women’s and youth entrepreneurship. 

4. Create Safety & Stability– Introduce interoperable tourism apps 
for real-time safety alerts, and simplify permit regimes for foreign 
tourists. Employ security protocols and visitor support networks. 

5. Environmental Management & Zoning– Implement visitor carrying 
capacities, waste management protocols, and conservation 
zoning around ecologically sensitive habitats. Regularly monitor 
anthropogenic impact. 

6. Holistic Marketing & Branding – Launch regional ecotourism 
branding campaigns highlighting indigenous culture and 
biodiversity. Package festival-guided trips (e.g. Hornbill, Cherry 
Blossom) as ecotourism anchors. 

7. Climate Resilience Financing– Establish public-private disaster-
response funds earmarked for tourism infrastructure resilience, 
including flood-adapted trekking gear, lodge retrofitting, and river 
cruise safety. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Foreign Tourist Influx: North-East India (2017–2025*) 
 

Year  FTA in 
Thousand  

Key notes  

2017 169k Steady growth following 2016 
 

2018 212k Continued increase 
 

2019 370k Peak pre-Pandemic 
 

2020 66k Sharp drop due to COVID 
 

2021 14k Mobility severely restricted 
 

2022 85k Partial rebound Post-Lockdown 
 

2023 192k National recovery to ~95% of 2019 FTAs 
 

2024 235k Further rebound driven by improved 
connectivity & events 
 

2025(Jan-
June) 

130k Extrapolated based on India’s first half 
rebound  
 

 

Sources: Economic Survey of India, NSSO, nedfi.com, tourism.gov.in, 
Economic Times of India  
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