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Development Futures:
How the anticipation of tourism 
shapes life in the Nepalese Himalaya
Introduction
The World Tourism organisation ranks tourism as 
the world’s third-largest export category account-
ing for 7% of world exports and 29% of global 
service exports (UNWTO, 2019). Across the global 
south, governments and international agencies 
increasingly present tourism as a central route to 
both economic growth and poverty elimination. 
Nepal, one of Asia’s poorest countries, has 
embraced tourism as a core part of the country’s 
market-led development strategy. Already the 
country’s largest foreign exchange earner,¹ the 
tourism sector is seen as central to the national 
aspiration of graduating from a “least developed 

country” to a “developing country” (Afram & 
Pero, 2012; Government of Nepal, 2009, 2010). 
In addition, government and international aid 
organisations promote tourism as especially well 
situated to promote the “inclusive growth” the 
country needs (Government of Nepal, 2010) and 
Nepal has been at the forefront of ‘pro-poor’ 
tourism development interventions for the past 
two decades (Sofield, Bauer, De Lacy, Lipman, 
& Daugherty, 2004).² However, the notion that 
tourism is a pathway to poverty elimination and 
inclusive growth rests on assumptions about em-
ployment opportunities, ‘trickle-down’ and ‘back-
ward linkages’ that are not necessarily born out 
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1 This does not count remittances (Government of Nepal, 2010, p. 4), nor 
the largely unregistered revenues from the export of caterpillar fungus 
(See the CCDR policy brief “Pathways out of poverty” – 2018/02)

2 Tourism development programmes include the “Tourism for Rural Pov-
erty Alleviation Programme” (UNDP), the “Great Himalaya Trail Develop-
ment Programme” (SNV, DFID), and the upcoming “Sustainable Tourism 
Enhancement in Nepal’s Protect Areas” project (World Bank).



 

 

in real life (Harrison, 2008; Scheyvens, 2007). This 
policy brief provides a grounded critique of these 
assumptions highlighting: 1) tentative evidence of 
the unequal distribution of tourism benefits, and 
2) a range of profound and unintended effects on 
local political and moral economies brought on by 
the anticipation of tourism development (Bennike, 
2019). 

The brief reports on ongoing ethnographic and 
survey-based research that explores the socio- 
economic consequences of anticipation in 
Manaslu: a high-mountain area forecast to 
become Nepal’s next big trekking destination. 
Here, the anticipation of a future boom in 
tourism shapes everyday economic decision- 
making as well as negotiations of the political and 
moral foundations for village economies. In the 
midst of profound rural transformation, the anti- 
cipation of tourism provides locals with a buoy for 
socioeconomic navigation in a sea of conjunctural 
change and uncertainty. The consequences are 
varied and uneven. Some rural households benefit 
from the emerging tourism economy, yet pre- 
liminary findings indicate that tourism contributes 
to increasing local inequalities. Tourism provides 
little to no benefits to the poorest households 
while pushing up the local price of basic commo- 
dities and challenging traditional arrangements of 
property and taxation.

Uncertainty and Anticipation
Over the past two decades, life has been under- 
going massive changes in the high Himalayan 
valleys of the Manaslu conservation area. An 
increasing availability of scholarships to local 
children—provided in large part by Tibetan 
Buddhist organisations—has resulted in a mas-
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sive outmigration of young people for education. 
Currently, almost three out of four local children 
between 10 and 19 years are away from the 
village, many studying in boarding schools around 
Kathmandu (Childs & Choedup, 2019). While the 
children studying outside are gradually coming of 
age, it remains uncertain how many will return to 
the village. Agricultural labour is increasingly stig-
matised: as a recent study from the area reports, 
“most young men and women view the prospect 
of pursuing and agrarian lifestyle as a reversion 
to something they evaded through education” 
(Childs & Choedup, 2019, p. 170). Back home, 
villagers are experiencing an acute shortage of 
labour and are increasingly abandoning their 
fields. Although agricultural land has traditionally 
been a scarce and coveted resource in high moun-
tain areas, Manaslu villagers have abandoned 
more than 10% of their agricultural area over the 
past five years.

As existing templates for rural life are undermined, 
villagers insert the anticipation of particular 
developmental futures into present-day economic, 
political and moral negotiations. The widespread 
idea that Manaslu is going to become Nepal’s 
‘next Annapurna’ provides an imagined future 
that informs present-day decision-making. While 
visitor-numbers to Manaslu have increased steeply 
over the past years (save for a short dip caused by 
the 2015 earthquakes), they remain below 10,000. 
In comparison, Annapurna saw over 172,000 
in the financial year 2017/18 (MoCTCA, 2019). 
Nudged on by tourism development interventions 
such as the Great Himalaya Trail Development 
Programme, the prospects of much higher visitor 
numbers in the years to come fuel local anticipa-
tion and push a range of socio-economic, political 

“Manaslu (…) is poised between past and future – the
villages still unfrequented, but already welcoming visitors – now is 

the time to go for a taste of the unbeaten trail in the next trekker’s 
Mecca. (…) With a variety to rival the Annapurna region, it’s no 

exaggeration to say Manaslu’s time has come.”
Great Himalaya Trails promotional website



and even moral changes ‘from below’. While the 
possibilities to participate in the emerging tourism 
economy are unevenly distributed, the anticipation 
of a future boom gives rise to wider changes that 
affect everyone even before the imagined future 
of tourism has fully materialised.

Uneven Development, 
Unintended Effects
Mainstream discourses on tourism development 
continue to emphasize the sector’s potential for 
inclusive growth in countries across the global 
south. It is often assumed that tourism business 
promises a great deal of local ‘trickle down’ 
growth due to its potential for widespread labour 
employment and ‘backward linkages’ to other 
industries such as agriculture and handicraft pro-
duction. Preliminary results from Manaslu suggest 
that this is far from the case. Although mountain 
tourism in Nepal is sold in the language of local 
authenticity, in reality it relies heavily on the 
import of external inputs, such as rice, lentils, 
beers and soft drinks (Zurick, 1992). Combined 
with an acute labour shortage induced by the 
ongoing transformation of the Himalayan country-
side, this largely undermines the tourism’s poten-
tial for trickle down while driving up prices of both 
basic commodities and labour. While the tourism 
industry may induce some younger migrants to 
return to the villages, tentative evidence suggests 
that the scope for this is limited and mainly 
relevant for members of business-owning house-

holds. As local tourism businesses tend to hire 
staff within their own household, the potential for 
inter-household distribution of economic benefits 
is curtailed.4 The prospects of return migration to 
work as suppliers of local produce such as pota-
toes, in the highly limited handicraft business or 
- maybe - as low-level staff in one of the larger 
hotels does not currently seem attractive to 
educated youth.

Tourism development, however, has other - 
unintended yet profound - effects on rural life. 
The promotion of Manaslu as a major destination 
for future trekking tourism feeds local practices 
of anticipation that drive changes in rural political 
and moral economies: changing arrangements of 
property, crops, and legitimacy. Such unintended 
consequences are appearing now, even before 
the prospective ‘boom’ itself has occurred and 
are driven just as much by local aspirations as by 
tourism development initiatives coming from the 
outside. The effects of anticipation take many 
different forms: in one village, the anticipation of 
tourism has encouraged a transformation of 
‘community land’ into private property. In combi-
nation with access to funds through the collection 
and sale of ‘caterpillar fugus’5, this has led to a 
substantial yet uneven local investment in hotels. 
In another location further down valley, people 
are excluded from the collection of caterpillar 
fungus, but have invested some compensation 
funds received after the 2015 earthquake in 
tourism. However, more recently the anticipation 
of tourism is increasingly overshadowed by the 
anticipation of a road which has led villagers to 
speculate about the future implementation of con-
servation regulations leading them to fell existing 
trees for construction and firewood while plant-
ing apple tree seedlings for future profit. In both 
locations, anticipated futures are inserted into 
contentious negotiations of local morality: Should 
tourism development be avoided as it leads to 
an increasing consumption of meat considered 
immoral in local Buddhist ethics or should locals 
invest quickly to in the sector to avoid the prob-
lematic influences of outside business-owners? 
Is the current investment in apple farming a 
profitable response to the coming road or will it 
undermine the religious regulations that bind the 
village together through collective obligation and 
festivity?
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4 Those who do hire labour from outside the household tend to prefer 
staff from more developed tourist areas considered more skilled.
5 On the economic potential of this, see the CCDR policy brief “Pathways 
out of poverty” – 2018/02 at https://ccdr.ku.dk/policy_briefs/
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• The idea that tourism is a pathway to inclusive development has been criticised, particularly in 
qualitative studies of particular tourist destinations. However, there is a lack of research linking 
the potentially unequal impacts of tourism development with analysis of the complex processes 
through which tourism articulates with existing rural hierarchies and ongoing agrarian 
transformations. As argued here, the social practice of anticipation provides a useful analytically 
entry-point. 

• The potential of tourism for ‘inclusive’ development through employment generation, ‘trickle down’ 
and ‘backward linkages’ may be much less pronounced than it is usually assumed by tourism 
development initiatives. If tourism development initiatives are to be more inclusive, they need to: 

 ›  Be grounded in wider political-economic analyses of the socially hierarchical and changing 
character of rural societies, 

 ›  Acknowledge the fact that the anticipation of future tourism affects local communities in 
often unpredictable ways even before tourism development has taken off, and

 ›  Consider the use of state-directed forms of redistribution to those who do not have the 
means to participate in the tourism economy on market terms.

Implications for Policy and Further Research
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Conclusion
The research reported in this brief corroborates emerging critiques of tourism as a ‘inclusive’ form of 
development while pointing out a range of wider effects of tourism anticipation that are normally 
not considered in the literature. This research challenges the theoretical paradigm of ‘adaptation’ that 
informs much research on rural transformation and livelihoods in remote mountainous. Evidence from 
Manaslu suggests we ought to consider the active anticipation along with the socioeconomic effects 
that anticipation entails in a highly uncertain conjuncture. In contrast to the reactive notion of 
adaptation, anticipation points to active practices of social reasoning in which specific ideas about the 
future articulate with present socio-political arrangements and conjunctural changes. Through 
anticipatory practices, the promotion of tourism as a pathway to development has profound 
socioeconomic effects that go far beyond those generally presented in the academic and policy 
literature on tourism development. 
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