
Tourism is fast booming sector

worldwide and is the most

predisposed to any alteration in

the social, political and economic

factors1. It is one of the major

industries that have widely

affected due to the spread of

Covid-19 and at the same time is

one of the reasons for its spread1.

The current pandemic has

caused a recession in the global

economy and has affected the

livelihood of many 1,2 worldwide

and Ladakh is no left behind. 

Ladakh lies in the rain-shadow of

the Himalayan range, that covers

an area of approximately 59,196

sq. kms including the two

districts Leh (45,110 sq. kms) and

Kargil (14,086 sq kms). According

the Census Report of 2011,

population of Leh district is

133,487 and the population of

Kargil district is 140,802. The

region was declared as a Union

Territory by the government of

India on 31st October 2019, which

was formerly administered under

the state of Jammu & Kashmir,

henceforth it has come under

the limelight and was expected

to face a major boom in the

economy, particularly tourism

with mutual efforts by the

government of India and the UT

administration.

In the year 1974, it was opened for tourism by the government of India for the

first time. Since then, the number of visitors both Indian and from other parts

of the world has been exponentially increasing, that in past few years the

number of tourists in a year even surpass the local population. The region has

always been one of the prominent tourist attraction places not only national

but also international tourists because of its rawness of nature, unique

culture, topography and landscape that provides an opportunity for

adventure sports like hiking, trekking, mountaineering, rafting, chadar trek,

snow leopard trekking, bird watching, etc. According to the Department of

Tourism, it rose from 527 tourists in 1974 (500 international and 27 domestic

tourists) to 278,654 tourists in 2019 (38,429 international and 240,225

domestic tourists) in Leh district3 (Figure 1). 
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While in Kargil district total number of tourists increased from 17,191 in the

year 2008 (13,543 domestic tourists and 3,648 foreign tourists) to 42,940 in

2018 (40,780 domestic tourists and 2,160 foreign tourists4 (Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Number of foreign and domestic tourists visiting Leh from 1974-2019 

Figure 2: Total number of tourists visiting Kargil district of Ladakh from 2008-18



Tourism and Economy In Ladakh
This industry has become a vital socio-economic factor. It generates revenue and provides jobs to a large

number of populations in a related sector including transport, hotels, catering, cottage industries, etc.4.

According to Ladakh Tourist Trade Alliance, the tourism industry contributes about 60% of the local GDP

that has involvement of nearly 70% of the households of Ladakh. Traditionally, Ladakh is dependent on

substantial agriculture practices but in recent few years, there have been a huge wave of occupational shift

towards tourism sector as it unlocks economic activities in the remotest parts of Ladakh5. There are about

502 registered travel agents, 258 hotels, 530 guesthouses, 21 pony owners, 35 camel owners, 100 dealers, 48

camping agents, 24 travel guides, 57 restaurants and 72 home stays3,4 (Figure 3), according to the data

retrieved from the website of LAHDC Leh and Kargil. Apart from these, there are several of cafeterias,

handloom industries, and other ancillary businesses that are running due to the increase influx of tourists.
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Figure 3: Registered number of tourism-based businesses in Ladakh
The current pandemic has caused a

drastic decline in the economy in Ladakh

due to the worldwide restriction in travel

and the guidelines on social distancing.

The months of May to August are usually

the peak months for the arrival of tourists

in Ladakh4. However, due to the swelling

cases of Covid-19 and prohibition on

travelling, hotels, guesthouses and

market places have remained deserted

and it is likely to remain so for the entire

year. The tourism in Ladakh has always

been fluctuating due to its sensitive

geopolitical location and many reasons

that include terrorism, climatic changes,

disasters (floods, avalanches, and

landslides), global economic problems,

etc. this time the impact was huge and

for longer period

The soaring cases of covid-19 have affected the tourism industry

greatly as May-August is the crucial period to generate revenue

since Ladakh remains cutoff from the rest of the world4. Many

people who are associated to this sector are left with no source of

income and many have incurred losses of worth lakhs and crores. 
Many who were relying on tourism and other ancillary businesses dependent on tourism started to explore

other prospects including business entrepreneurs, agri-preneurs with new ideas that promotes local goods

and traditions but these are also somehow driven by tourists. However, it is evident from such action by

locals that the COVID-19 pandemic is viewed in a positive way by many considering it as an opportunity for

localization of economy (largely emphasized by Helena Norberg-Hodge in the Economics of Happiness),

revive the tradition which otherwise was losing in the wake of modernization. Also, it is the time to think

about long-term sustainability in the sector and explore new pathways for economy generation. To tackle

this decline in the local economy, government may consider giving a nominal compensation for the ones in

loss, suspension or zero interest for the loans. But reviving the industry to its normalcy is a difficult task which

is why locals have requested for nominal relief in favor of the sector as for tourism industry in Ladakh, it is

equivalent that the lockdown has remained nearly for 9 months now even after the government of India

started unlock phases. The industry is going to be standstill for a year or even more if the current situation

persists.
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