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South Asia, renowned for its rich cultural diversity, stunning natural landscapes, and deep historical heritage, has
firmly established itself as a prominent global tourist destination. However, the rapid growth of tourism in this
region is a double-edged sword. While tourism has undeniably become a key driver of economic growth,
contributing significantly to the GDP of countries such as India, Nepal, Sri Lanka and the Maldives, it also faces
challenges that threaten the sustainability of this vital sector.

Over the past decade, tourism in South Asia has experienced remarkable expansion, making it one of the region's
fastest-growing sectors. According to the Travel & Tourism Development Index, tourism contributed US$234
billion—or 6.6%—to the region's GDP in 2019. In Nepal, tourism contributes 6.7% of GDP and the country
welcomed 1.06 million tourists in the first 11 months of the fiscal year 2023/24. Similarly, in India, tourism
contributes 9.2% of GDP, underscoring its significance to the national economy. Sri Lanka, recovering from
economic challenges, saw a remarkable improvement in its external sector, with tourism revenue reaching
USS$342 million in January 2024—a 122% increase from the previous year. Meanwhile, Bhutan's tourism industry,
though smaller in scale, remains crucial, contributing 5% of its GDP.

Despite its rapid expansion, the tourism sector in South Asia faces significant challenges. Environmental
degradation, cultural erosion, and socio-economic disparities threaten the long-term viability of tourism in the
region. Infrastructure limitations, seasonality, and environmental concerns further complicate the sector's
sustainability. The Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 highlights additional challenges, such as achieving
gender parity in employment and addressing gaps in transport, ICT infrastructure, and overall business conditions.

To ensure the sustainable growth of tourism in South Asia, it is imperative to adopt practices that balance
economic expansion with the preservation of the region's natural and cultural assets. Substantial investments in
infrastructure, along with a strong focus on environmental sustainability, will be essential for South Asia's
developing economies to maintain their appeal and meet the growing demand for tourism.

e How can environmental degradation be managed in tourism, particularly in conserving natural
resources, reducing pollution, and protecting ecosystems while balancing tourism growth?

e What strategies can be employed to prevent cultural erosion and loss of local heritage due to the
commercialization of tourism, while ensuring that tourism development respects and preserves cultural
identity?

e How can infrastructure limitations, including inadequate transportation, accommodation, and ICT
facilities, be addressed to support sustainable tourism and accommodate increasing tourist demand
without causing overcrowding and site degradation?

e What steps are needed to achieve gender parity in employment within the tourism sector, and how can
improved business conditions and governance create an enabling environment for sustainable tourism
development?

e What is the scope of regional cooperation to unlock South Asian countries’ tourism potential, and what
steps are needed in this regard?

Gisawtee




