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ABSTRACT
Critical research concerning ecotourism has revealed the activity’s 
socio-economic impacts, including low-wage employment-based 
dependencies for many rural communities. While these dynamics 
are important, a crucial aspect of the ecotourism industry that 
falls outside this conventional sort of dependency is land use 
dynamics, specifically land use change, sales and entrepreneurship. 
We examine these dynamics in Corbett Tiger Reserve, India, where 
promotion of (eco)tourism since the 1990s has influenced signif-
icant changes in local land use. These changes were initially facil-
itated by outsiders buying land and setting up hotels and resorts 
in villages adjoining the Reserve. Empirical research reveals that 
while this initial boom of outsiders buying land has waned, land 
owning villagers are now setting up tourism enterprises on their 
own land, thereby diversifying land use from agriculture to tourism. 
Critical agrarian research has shown that material and symbolic 
factors influence farmers’ decision-making regarding land use 
change. An agrarian studies perspective thus facilitates a nuanced 
understanding of tourism-related land use diversification and 
change. By bringing agrarian and ecotourism studies approaches 
together here, we contribute to both by emphasising the impor-
tance of (eco)tourism in agrarian change and of attention to land 
use change in ecotourism studies to understand how rural people 
negotiate and navigate (eco)tourism in relation to land use. We 
also contribute to tourism geographies more broadly by highlight-
ing how land use decision-making shapes local spaces in the 
course of ecotourism development. We draw attention to the 
broader processes of and impacts of ecotourism that shift gener-
ational rural land use influenced by changing values of land out-
side a protected area. Rendering land touristifiable deepens 
villagers’ dependence on the market and alienates them from their 
land. Ecotourism commodifies nature, and we show that this com-
modification extends to rural land outside of ecotourism zones 
per se.
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Introduction

Ecotourism is widely promoted as a win-win solution for resource conservation and 
local people dependent on those resources (Honey, 2008). In many cases, however, 
ecotourism development instead exacerbates structural violence, unequal power rela-
tions and negative ecological impacts contradicting its ‘eco’ framing (Büscher & 
Fletcher, 2017; Lasso & Dahles, 2021; Stronza & Gordillo, 2008). Critical research has 
thus questioned the sustainability of (eco)tourism initiatives, specifically where they 
are promoted as supporting social development for local people (Scheyvens & 
Russell, 2012).

Research in critical agrarian and rural studies has illustrated the ways that land 
use is altered or diversified with the introduction of neoliberal policies, while rein-
forcing social differentiation (Andreas et  al., 2020; Ferguson, 2013; Gray & Dowd-Uribe, 
2013). This research indicates that material and symbolic factors influence farmers’ 
decision-making regarding land use change. Thus far, however, agrarian research has 
not substantially addressed the role of ecotourism in such dynamics. This is despite 
the fact that tourism continues to be widely promoted in rural areas, especially in 
the global south, and particularly in former colonies (Duffy, 2008; Fletcher, 2014). On 
the other hand, tourism research has acknowledged, to an extent, the influence of 
tourism on land use decisions and patterns (Scheyvens & Russell, 2012). However, 
integration of an agrarian studies perspective to develop a nuanced understanding 
of tourism-related land use diversification and change has been less apparent. In this 
analysis, we bring these two research approaches together to emphasise the impor-
tance of ecotourism in agrarian change, on the one hand, and understand how rural 
people negotiate and navigate land use diversification and change in relation to 
ecotourism development, on the other.

It is particularly important to examine land use change in the context of ecotourism 
in rural areas given that ecotourism is presumed to have minimal impact on landscape 
(TIES, 2019). Our study of these processes focuses on two villages close to Corbett 
Tiger Reserve (CTR) in the Uttarakhand state, north India. A large proportion of people 
living around CTR are dependent on tourism in the form of wage labour or employ-
ment, contributing to significant change in the socio-economic landscape. While these 
dynamics are important, the focus of this paper is on an aspect of the ecotourism 
industry that falls outside this conventional sort of dependency and that has been 
largely overlooked in the critical literature thus far: land use dynamics, specifically 
related to land use change, sales and entrepreneurship on individually held land.

Inspired by Tania Li’s influential paper ‘Rendering Land Investible’ (2017), we term 
our analysis of these dynamics as ‘rendering land touristifiable’. Li (2017) explores the 
temporal aspects of the process by which land becomes a commodity capable of 
purchase, sale, and production for global markets. In building on Li’s analysis, our 
study is centred on the question: what are the (eco)tourism and rural dynamics that 
render land touristifiable, and with what consequences for rural livelihoods?

To bring attention to the rural realities that influence the process of rendering 
land touristifiable, our analysis focuses primarily on local residents who have managed 
to successfully insert themselves into the tourism development process. These remain 
a minority at present, as not everyone has the capital to shift their land use, and 
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many have instead sold their land and left villages, thus rendering land tourisitifiable 
through their absence. We believe this focus on forms of local agency in the context 
of larger structural pressures is crucial to understand the impacts of an activity that 
introduces significant changes in local lives and livelihoods in the name of biodiversity 
conservation.

In the following section, we outline research on (eco)tourism, its impacts on land, 
as well as research from agrarian studies that focuses on land use and diversification. 
We then describe the historical context of our study as well as the qualitative eth-
nographic research via which it was conducted. Following this, we describe the study’s 
findings from the two villages around CTR. Through an examination of the different 
tourism enterprises and land use, we show that many villagers retain ownership of 
their land even while dependencies on the market deepen. Ecotourism commodifies 
nature, and we show that this commodification extends to rural land outside of 
ecotourism zones per se.

Land use dynamics in agrarian and (eco)tourism studies

Land is particularly contentious and political; it is where socio-cultural relations, state 
policies, and market values come together and confront one another. The material 
and symbolic relationship of local people with land often stands in opposition to 
states’ and market actors’ views of land as a ‘commodity, [where] its specificity [is] 
replaced by universals’ (Nirmal, 2016, p. 242). Symbolic connection with land includes 
indigenous identities that are tied to specific landscapes and the spiritual entities 
understood to reside therein, on which communities’ social systems and livelihoods 
depend (Sahu, 2008). Meanwhile, the economic value or legal status attributed to 
land has material implications, such as ownership titles or the ability to practice 
agriculture. Formal or legal frameworks tend to define land in a singular way that 
does not capture people’s multifaceted relationships with land in different contexts 
(Li, 2014). At the same time, state processes of using land for the purpose of specific 
investments, such as conservation or development programmes, may be pursued 
through assembling a range of factors like technologies, discourses and biophysical 
entities (Li, 2017). Thus, land becomes a space wherein multiple processes and mean-
ings intersect with different uses. As a result, there is a mosaic of factors influencing 
land use; including livelihood dependence, ancestral ties and market value. Social 
factors include land use across generations which reveal how each generation engages 
with state and non-state actors (Hall et  al., 2015). This is also tied to the temporality 
of land use, for instance, during a market-influx period or after market-influx (Li, 2014, 
2017). In relation to markets, agrarian research has focused on questions of labour, 
land grabbing and accumulation of land in rural spaces (Hall et  al., 2015; Scoones 
et  al., 2012). Market-based conservation initiatives such as ecotourism also impact 
the social and physical landscape, as elaborated below. While the impact of tourism 
has been examined as one form of land grabbing, so far this has only been developed 
to a limited extent (by for instance, Rocheleau, 2015).

By contrast, a substantial body of research has explored ecotourism as a significant 
factor in shaping social and economic rural landscapes (e.g. Bury, 2008; Ojeda, 2012). 
This is rooted in the understanding of ecotourism as a market-based instrument, and 
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one important form of neoliberalisation of nature (West & Carrier, 2004). Duffy (2008) 
indeed, argues that ecotourism does not simply exemplify neoliberalism but is in fact 
one of the main ways that neoliberal economics and ideology are spread, particularly 
to rural areas of the Global South. Concrete impacts of ecotourism include evictions, 
restricted access to natural resources, low wage employment and intensification of 
existing inequalities (Lasso & Dahles, 2021; Ojeda, 2012). Livelihoods shift towards 
tourism-oriented businesses, and for villagers without enough capital, tourism becomes 
the only form of income thereby reducing their ability to adapt to fluctuations in the 
tourism market (Bury, 2008; Lasso & Dahles, 2021). Existing research thus offers import-
ant insights concerning the sustainability of livelihood shifts towards tourism through 
employment or wage labour.

While this research demonstrates that local livelihoods are often affected in the 
process of ecotourism development, however, there remains limited analysis of how 
the process influences local land use, and decision-making concerning this land use, 
in particular (Fletcher, 2009; West & Carrier, 2004). Yet, land use changes, such as 
diversion of land from agriculture to tourism, can be understood as one of ecotour-
ism’s most significant impacts. Land use can be altered or reshaped with entry of 
private tourism stakeholders from outside the village or community (Gardner, 2012). 
The impact of ecotourism on land-use also reveals that local people often end up 
having to align themselves to neoliberal or market logics to cater to tourists (West 
& Carrier, 2004). Conservation initiatives including ecotourism development promoted 
in new contexts create new dynamics related to the value of land, as when private 
lands become more profitable, and community lands are not valued (Brockington 
et  al., 2008; Cabezas, 2008; Zimmerer, 2006).

Land sales inevitably become part of the expansion of the ecotourism market, and 
this is reflected in the amount of capital brought in from outside the local context 
(Duffy, 2002). Tourism offers an opportunity to sell agriculture land that is unproduc-
tive, shifting land use dynamics. Foreigners often end up buying large tracts of land, 
resulting in further increase in land prices that create barriers for local people to set 
up their own ecotourism enterprises (Fletcher, 2012). Yet, some villagers are also able 
to use ecotourism as an opportunity to access land rights through joint venture 
partnerships with outsiders (Gardner, 2012). Such partnerships also take the form of 
arrangements where ecolodges are built on community commons through partner-
ships with private actors and NGOs (Lamers et  al., 2014). In non-communal land 
settings, it is landowners who often benefit more than the landless from tourism 
development through lease partnerships (Scheyvens & Russell, 2012).

The above research demonstrates arrangements within (eco)tourism development 
that impact land use and related dynamics, particularly through public-private part-
nership. But, land use changes are also responses to broader processes of rural life 
shaped by agrarian policies, or lack thereof, and socio-cultural factors tied to mobility. 
In some cases, engagement with the market can provide benefits that national devel-
opment plans otherwise do not provide (Gardner, 2012). Research has also demon-
strated more direct ties between agrarian issues and tourism development. For 
instance, Münster and Münster (2012) examined growth of tourism as driven by an 
agrarian crises and new modes of farming in south India, wherein a change in agrarian 
policies, leading to capitalist agriculture, created a climate that encouraged rural 
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people to invest in tourism (Münster and Münster, 2012). Similarly, Gascón (2016) 
describes how growth of residential tourism in the Ecuadorian Andes amplified the 
exchange value of land relative to its use value and hence caused a move away from 
agriculture as the main livelihood pursuit.

Thus, changing values of land resulting from tourism development can create shifts 
towards tourism-based livelihood dependencies. Communities threatened by neoliberal 
initiatives ‘also see market reforms and market relationships as offering possibilities 
for political-economic and cultural gains’ (Gardner, 2012, p. 380). Drawing from such 
dynamics, agrarian and rural research has focussed on the multiple ways that land is 
used, in addition to and beyond agriculture (Ferguson, 2013; Gray & Dowd-Uribe, 
2013). However, this body of research has been less focussed on land use diversifi-
cation in the context of rural (eco)tourism in particular.

In the following analysis, we examine the impacts of ecotourism on land use in 
villages around Corbett Tiger Reserve. We draw attention to the broader processes 
of and impacts of (eco)tourism that shift generational rural land use, and thereby the 
socio-ecological configuration of rural landscapes. Ecotourism is a complex, and often 
extractive process, one which leads to local involvement, but also creates market 
dependences. We also recognise that forms of market engagement contribute to 
symbolic and material meaning for villagers, particularly in relation to socio-economic 
mobility. Our aim is to illuminate the key influencing factors that render rural land 
touristifiable.

Methodology

This research is grounded in critical theory, drawing in particular from a post-structuralist 
political ecology (PE) perspective. PE critically analyses nature-society relationships 
through the lens of power relations and political economic structures (Robbins, 2012). 
A post-structuralist perspective maintains that social life is influenced by structures 
both discursive and material, but that most people are at least partially aware of the 
structures and able to resist or negotiate them in order to exert agency and engage 
in counter-conduct (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Employing this conceptual approach, 
the ethnographic research for this study was conducted by the first and second 
authors from August 2018 to August 2019. Data collection was wholly qualitative, 
entailing semi-structured and active interviews as well as ongoing participant obser-
vation. Active interviews are similar to everyday conversations and allow for questions 
to tap into understanding of social reality through factual and emotional accounts 
(Hathaway & Atkinson, 2003). As the majority of informants objected to audio record-
ing, data collected in this manner were primarily recorded in field notes, with verbatim 
quotations inscribed immediately and more substantial notes elaborated after the 
interview. However, one participant of the study was willing to be recorded, and his 
interview was subsequently transcribed. Participant observation entailed living in one 
of the villages under study and participating in activities such as farming, celebrations 
and weddings. Observations from this experience were also recorded in field notes. 
Data were analysed through inductive coding to identify the prevalent or dominant 
themes that emerged from interviews and interactions (Bernard, 2006). Secondary 
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data were also collected through reviewing government reports, articles and academic 
literature.

Fieldwork for the overarching research project was conducted in six villages around 
the south-eastern boundary of CTR to examine local responses to and engagement 
with Corbett tourism. As a component of this larger project, this study draws on 23 
interviews each lasting between 20 and 60 min with researchers, residents of two 
study villages and tourism entrepreneurs, in order to understand the range of impact 
of tourism development. Respondents were identified through referral and purposive 
sampling (Bernard, 2006). The aim was to interview participants who were involved 
in tourism through land use, in addition to the traditional livelihoods including sub-
sistence agriculture, small-scale livestock rearing, wage employment and leasing land 
(Table 1). As noted in Table 1, this includes villagers whose livelihoods shifted from 
farming and other work, and those whose primary livelihood shifted but hold family 
farm land where other members of the family practice agriculture. Agriculture practice 
is ancestral for those who continue to be associated with it, and therefore former 
livelihoods remain as agriculture.

Prior informed consent for participation and taking interview notes was obtained 
verbally, because written forms raised suspicion as did the use of recording devices 
for most participants. Participants’ anonymity was assured in advance as this ensured 
their comfort in participating; therefore, all research participants are presented anon-
ymously here. While the university hosting the research does not require formal ethical 
clearance, the research was conducted in conformance with the ethics code of the 
American Anthropological Association.1

Table 1.  Livelihood, land and age characteristics of interview respondents.
Interview 

respondent (IR) Land status
Current livelihood (former livelihood 

in parentheses if transitioned) Age group

Teran village
IR1 Leased Lease income from hotel (farming) 50s
IR2 Sold Souvenir shop (farming) 20s
IR3 Leased Farming, rent income, other 40s
IR4 Rent Tourism operator (farming) 40s
IR5 Rent Tourism operator (farming) 40s
IR6 Leased Shopkeeper, lease income from 

tourism enterprise, farming
50s

IR7 Sold and owned Guesthouse (farming) 30s
IR8 Owned Farming, other 50s
IR9 Owned Restaurant, farming 30s
IR10 Owned, leased Restaurant, farming 40s
IR11 Rent Restaurant, farming 40s
Kumer village
IR12 Owned Farming, tourism employee 20s
IR13 Owned Farming, homestay 20s
IR14 Not owned Tourism (local market work) 30s
IR15 Owned Farming, retail, tourism 50s
IR16 Owned Farming 50s
IR17 Owned, rented Farming, tourism 40s
IR18 Owned Farming, homestay 40s
IR19 Owned Farming, homestay, tourism 

employee
40s

IR20 Owned Tourism, homestay, farming 40s
IR21 Rented Tourism, farming 40s
Researchers
IR22 Not owned NGO employee, researcher 50s
IR23 Owned Homestay, guide (researcher) 60s
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These two focus villages were selected for this study because of the significant 
contrast in tourism-related land use change that occurred in either. In one, Teran, 
significant land use change has taken place, especially with the arrival of outsiders’ 
tourism businesses. This village thus represents the tourism boom in the landscape. 
By contrast, in the other, Kumer, the land use change has been slower and is ongoing, 
such that villagers are becoming entrepreneurs on their own land. This village thus 
exhibits a greater role for local residents in the tourism development process. 
Comparison between the two sites usefully highlights the range of different forms 
of land use change tourism development influences and the factors responsible for 
these different trajectories.

Context: The Corbett Tiger Reserve

The Corbett Tiger Reserve (CTR) located in Uttarakhand state of north India, covers 
1288.31 sq. km and is divided into core and buffer areas. The south-eastern boundary 
of the reserve is towards the plain region of the state, leading to a higher density 
of village settlements compared to other boundary areas.

Uttarakhand has had a history of political and economic struggle intertwined with 
its natural resources. A historical perspective is important for understanding what 
people do with land; their actions and decision-making are based on knowledge and 
interpretations which contribute to ‘political points and even changes in policy or 

Figure 1.  Corbett Tiger Reserve. Created by: Ecoinformatics Lab, Ashoka Trust for Research in 
Ecology & the Environment (ATREE).
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practice’ (Peluso, 2012, p. 80). Pre-colonial as well as colonial regimes in the region 
benefitted from forest-based enterprises (Rangan, 2000). Therefore, enterprises involv-
ing natural resources are not new in the region, yet their nature and form have 
changed over time.

Uttarakhand became an independent state in 2000 after a prolonged movement 
for statehood. This movement was rooted in demands for development and economic 
opportunities in the hill regions and the perceived inability of a government in the 
lowlands to grasp the needs of people living in the hills (Rangan, 2004). Private sector 
investment was encouraged in the new State through infrastructure projects including 
tourism (Rangan, 2004). While industries and investment from outside contributed to 
growth within the state, uneven development between the hill and plains continued 
(Mukherjee, 2012). This historical perspective helps to explain people’s involvement 
in tourism in terms of lack of other livelihood options.

Early 1990s saw the introduction of ecotourism in CTR by the Forest Department, 
who offered tour guide training to villagers. In 2012, the NTCA promoted ecotourism 
as a way to support both local communities and conservation. While ecotourism is 
promoted as a tiger conservation strategy, mainstream tourism forms continue to 
be dominant in Corbett. A study found that only 20 out of 79 tourist establishments 
attracted tourists interested in nature-based activities; the rest cater primarily to 
families, corporate or event-based tourism (Waste Warriors, 2015). Large resort chains 
have adopted elements of ‘ecotourism’ such as nature walks or safaris which are 
popular. According to a CTR official, there is a growing number of Indian tourists 
who opt for safaris, and a reduction of foreign tourists.

Our study includes villagers who work as safari guides, and are now creating their 
own enterprises. This aligns with the promotion of ecotourism as primarily ‘community 
based and community driven’ (NTCA, 2012, p. 106). Of the two study villages: Teran 
and Kumer, Teran is located close to a safari gate and has been dominated by tourist 
establishments for years. Here, the infrastructure and changes in land use began with 
the entry of outsiders almost two decades ago. By contrast, Kumer is located away 
from a safari gate and until recent years had remained less impacted by tourism 
infrastructure. These two villages represent the temporal and spatial difference in the 
shifts of land use, exemplifying different phases of the historical and ongoing land 
use change described below in the following section.

Results

After the initial ecotourism promotion, the mid 1990s saw the beginning of large 
resort establishment around Corbett. CTR has eight gates for safaris, four of which 
are located in the south eastern part of the reserve. Villagers claim that since state 
formation in 2000, governance, and especially land related issues, were not dealt 
with appropriately by the State as outsiders were allowed to buy land without any 
restrictions. This observation is in line with the encouragement of private sector 
investment in the newly formed state. In 2004 the Uttarakhand forest department 
created a tourism zone within CTR boundaries to promote conservation (Mazoomdar, 
2012b). Outside these boundaries the administrative authority permitted the con-
struction of hotels with open access to use of stone and sand from the nearby Kosi 
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river bed (Mazoomdar, 2012b). Corruption and negligent administration by the forest 
department and local government led to land acquisition in villages by outsiders 
(Mazoomdar, 2012b).

Teran: Impacts of tourism on land and post market influx

Teran is located close to a safari gate and the local town that is a main hub for public 
transport. There are approximately 400 families in Teran spread over 88 ha. According 
to one respondent, these include families living as tenants. The exact number of such 
tenants was not known as they form a transient population. Many households rent 
out part of their homes or build a room on their land, and tenants in these houses 
are usually from the hill regions, settled in the village for employment related to 
tourism. Villagers state that there are over 50 tourism establishments here and about 
70% of the village population is directly dependent on tourism. Out of 416 official 
workers, only 23 are agriculture cultivators as per the last government census (Census 
of India, 2011). The rest work outside the village, in the forest department or have 
leased part of their land to tourism related enterprises. These enterprises include 
souvenir shops, restaurants or small snack shops, safari and guide booking agencies, 
or renting out a room to the taxi drivers who bring tourists by road.

There are different ways in which tourism enterprises are organised in villagers’ 
homes and land. Some of the land owners live behind the shops away from the road, 
and often hold enough land to also have a small fruit orchard, subsistence vegetable 
farms or sometimes a combination of both. Recently, a villager who owned a school 
has leased the school property for a tourism enterprise. The few villagers who have 
not used their land for tourism purposes continue to farm but with increasing diffi-
culty due to crop damage caused by wildlife. For many, the changes that have occurred 
are seen as a step towards better lifestyles.

A farmer who owns a tea shop complained that the lack of limits on tourism 
development continued to negatively impact the landscape: ‘There is a lot of noise 
and garbage now, and our ability to take livestock to graze has become restricted’. 
While navigating issues relating to tourism, this villager rents out a small room in his 
home for the drivers of tourists’ vehicles for extra seasonal income. He continues to 
farm, and sells produce from his fruit orchard. He claims that his family would be 
ready to sell their land if there was a financial need. While many villagers are critical 
of the type of unchecked tourism that has impacted the village, their livelihoods are 
tied to this tourism. Citing the growing competition and changing culture in the 
village, those who could afford to have left the village to seek work elsewhere. Views 
towards Corbett specific tourism are critical, even for a young villager who has grown 
up seeing tourism in his village:

I have seen the reduction in value of money while growing up. Here, the money came too 
easily, too fast. My father started this guesthouse and I studied hotel management for four 
years. I saw scope in that field. My sister and I help with this guesthouse, but I work [outside] 
mainly. I don’t like it here. There are too many cars, traffic, and always packed with tourists.

The villagers who are not directly involved in tourism have similar responses 
concerning the negative aspects of tourism. The unchecked tourism development 



10 R. PANDYA ET AL.

is criticised by all residents in the village, regardless of their engagement with the 
tourism market. Villagers state that the boom of outsiders buying land in villages 
reduced after 2013. This shift occurred because the State made it mandatory to 
legally convert land from agriculture to non-agricultural purposes, or any commercial 
use, before building on the land. This is a multi-stage process of acquiring permis-
sion from the District and then State governments. The land conversion hurdles in 
the form of bureaucratic processes and the time required has disincentivised land 
sales. In addition to administrative barriers, there has been a growing focus by the 
State on local entrepreneurship. The sale of land has been checked due to this 
government measure, however there are those who had converted their land prior 
to 2013.

Speaking about his experience in tourism, a respondent recounts that he was 
exposed to the tourism business while growing up. His father sold their farming 
land to a hotel in 1994:

After selling the land, we didn’t benefit much because we didn’t receive the full amount of 
money. My father kept some land for our home, so we lived by the hotel, and my father 
worked as an employee in that hotel. My souvenir business is what I developed myself, and 
I have taken this shop on lease to keep my business going.

State intervention has further facilitated land use change towards tourism. The 
Uttarakhand State Tourism Department is currently promoting homestays by means 
of a policy that provides subsidies for the initial set up. The aim is to increase tourism 
in remote areas by increasing employment and income for home owners and curbing 
migration (Joshi, 2018; UTDB, 2020). Homestays are relatively less challenging to set 
up in one’s own home, hence they are becoming a way of diversifying household 
income and livelihood without having to sell or lease land. While tourism continues 
to get more State support, there is relatively less support for loss of damage from 
crops, disincentivising agriculture, as emphasised by many villagers who point out 
the discrepancy between this and significant State and Forest Department efforts and 
spending to maintain the protected area.

Kumer: Local entrepreneurship and land sales

Kumer is located at about 10 km distance from a CTR safari gate. It is adjacent to an 
emerging forest safari route but farther away from main roads. There are approximately 
125 families in the village. These families own tracts of land for agriculture, and some 
have been selling or leasing out their land for what eventually become tourism 
enterprises. Farming continues here but with difficulties from wildlife incursions into 
fields. The families who do not own tracts of agricultural land work as agriculture 
labourers for land owning families, or find employment in the local marketplace or 
in tourism. Out of a total of 217 workers in Kumer, a majority (135) are agriculture 
cultivators (Census of India, 2011).

According to the village head, about 60% of the villagers do not want more hotels 
in the village; they see Teran as a cautionary tale of how tourism could take over a 
landscape. If financial need arises outmigration and land sales remain an option for 
many. As compared to Teran, there are fewer hotels and resorts in Kumer, even after 
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the tourism boom. Up until 2012, there were three tourism establishments in this 
village, and the employment of very few villagers was tied to tourism. As of 2019, 
there were eight hotels, and seven more under construction, in a village area of 
99.32 ha (Census of India, 2011). Some of those who sell their land move out of the 
village to buy larger pieces of land in other parts of the region or houses in towns 
and cities. One tourist establishment is co-owned and run by villagers and set up on 
their own land. A second tourism establishment owned by a villager is in the process 
of being set up on their own land and land additionally leased from a neighbouring 
villager.

While desire for economic mobility prompts the sale of land, familial ties to land 
play a role in making it difficult to sell land. These contradictory approaches to land 
indicate strong material as well as symbolic connections to land. One villager explained 
the material and symbolic factors that they navigate when making decisions regarding 
land sale or land use diversification:

What we are today is because of our forefather’s farming practice. In spite of the troubles we 
continue to farm because all that we have right now is from the land-from agriculture. But if 
a person needs money, he is in a desperate situation he has to sell his land, and additionally 
he gets agriculture land rates so it’s not a great situation. But compared to other villages 
[closer to CTR gates] [this village] is in a better state. Development and destruction are part 
of the same problem, we just need to balance the ratio of both since it is inevitable that 
both will take place.

This villager’s association with his land provides insights into the entangled nature 
of land dependencies. These include integration of the market in people’s relationship 
with land while dealing with implications of traditions. It signifies material and sym-
bolic generational and socio-cultural aspects that influence what one does with land. 
As the man states, selling land at agriculture rates is not as profitable as converting 
the land for commercial use and getting commercial land rates.

Describing the categorisation of land, an upper-class villager developing his own 
tourism enterprise, pointed out that,

No one buys land for agriculture now. Whoever farms, is also troubled now. We put in lakhs 
of rupees in farming but we don’t get much in return. But we continue because it is our 
traditional practice… Now, if in the future, I have faced a problem and need 40 or 50 lakhs 
[rupees], my only option is to sell my land.

The amount of 40–50 lakhs (52–65,000 USD approximately) is quite high and reflects 
the high market value of land around Corbett generally. It reflects this villager’s ability 
and ambition to set up his enterprise and further achieve economic mobility.

The financial needs for families are centred around access to education, debt pay-
ment, access to infrastructure facilities like health care, transport and working closer 
to home rather than out-migrating, which has been a common phenomenon in 
Uttarakhand. Other socio-cultural factors that prompt selling or leasing out sections 
of family land include weddings. Hosting a wedding in itself has also influenced land 
sales, especially for daughters’ weddings. Some express disappointment in this trend 
that emphasises a show of wealth parallel to the trend of ‘destination weddings’ 
taking place around CTR. Despite concern over the rise of land sales there is little 
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that other villagers can do to stop anyone from selling their land. Concerning the 
rise in the material show of weddings, one couple expressed:

The family had to sell part of their land because they had to get their daughters married. 
It is after all, their personal matter, and they will have their own reasons to sell land. How 
can we stop them?

Villagers who have been involved in tourism since the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
initially working for outsiders, have set up their own enterprises ranging from camps 
to restaurants and adventure parks, with the intention of diversifying services they 
can offer (see Table 2). The diversification not only in income sources but forms of 
tourism development reflect the growing entrepreneurial ambition among locals, as 
well as awareness of competition. Giving an account of diversifying not only land use 
on his familial land holding, but the type of tourism enterprise, one villager remarks:

I have worked in tourism since 2008. I saw that through Goibibo or Makemytrip [online travel 
agency platforms] customers call and see what each hotel charges and what packages they 
have. So there is a lot of competition and it will get tough. I will be an addition in to what 
five people are already doing. After converting part of my agriculture land into commercial 
land, I am working on building an adventure park. I have also taken part of my neighbour’s 
land on lease for this park.

In line with such local entrepreneurship, there are five homestays, and one locally 
owned and managed eco-camp.

Discussion

Partly as a consequence of the introduction of ecotourism, villagers around CTR have 
been changing land use, through selling or leasing land, land as a form of income 
and livelihood diversification. Livelihoods entailing small-scale agriculture and livestock 
keeping have been diminishing over the years. Land use change or diversification is 
often directly from agriculture to development of tourism establishments such as 
camps or hotels. These shifts in land use indicate that the (eco)tourism market con-
tributes to changing land values, and consequently incentivises land use diversification. 
In this process, (eco)tourism market renders land touristifiable. Related factors such 
as challenges in farming, and access to infrastructure and desire for economic mobility 
also contribute to land use change or diversification.

Table 2.  Forms of land use change by interview respondents in Teran and Kumer.
Interview respondent 
(age group in years) Land use change Livelihood Village

IR1 (40–50) Renting a room to tourists Farming, shop keeping, 
seasonal tourism

Teran

IR2 (50–60) Leased land for a hotel Tourism Teran
IR3(45–55) Section of land leased to tourism 

entrepreneurs
Non-farm, tourism Teran

IR4 (25–35) Guest house Tourism, farming Teran
IR5 (40–50) Restaurant Tourism, farming Teran
IR6 (40–50) Restaurant, leased out part of 

land to tourism
Tourism Teran

IR7 (20–30) Homestay Farming, tourism Kumer
IR8 (35–45) Adventure park Farming, small business Kumer
IR9 (35–45) Eco-camp, homestay, tented camp Tourism Kumer
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(Eco)tourism development is now about a generation old, and has created depen-
dencies that are not sustainable. Villagers point out that they suffer due to sudden 
closure of tourism operations or during the low tourist season. These aspects are 
typical of ecotourism as it commodifies nature and creates wage or employment 
dependencies (Fletcher & Neves, 2012). Simultaneously, villagers state that it is the 
only form of work they can access due to their skills and low returns from agriculture.

Both villages, Teran and Kumer, illustrate the impacts of land use change, reflected 
temporally and spatially. In Teran, many villagers sold their land for tourism to gain 
economically in the 2000s which resulted in a rapid change in the landscape with a 
majority of agricultural land sold (Rastogi et  al., 2015). The impacts of sale of land 
and post-market influx dynamics experienced by villagers is evident here. In the early 
2000s, many villagers saw the growing tourism market as an opportunity to sell part 
or all of their land and earn money overnight (Bindra, 2010). Some of the biggest 
properties around Corbett are owned by influential outsiders (Mazoomdar, 2012b). 
The surge of investment by outsiders led to the changing landscape in the village. 
Villagers growing up with an exposure to the tourism market became interested in 
setting up their own enterprises. The initial tourism boom has impacted current land 
use and created conditions that determine future investment in land (Li, 2017). Teran 
also represents for many an example of how tourism infrastructure led by outsiders 
can negatively impact the landscape. As Li points out, ‘Booms and busts are not just 
cycles, they are historical events that initiate novel trajectories that should be tracked 
across time’ (Li, 2017, p. 2). The significant and fairly rapid acquisition of land in 
Corbett drew negative attention in the media (Bindra, 2010; Mazoomdar, 2012a, 2012b) 
and led to a policy report on the impacts of tourism on the landscape (Bindra, 2010).

With a reduction in outsider involvement in land, villagers with capital are setting 
up enterprises or leasing land. In Kumer, the number of hotels is relatively lower than 
in Teran and villagers are wary about the extent of tourism development. There are, 
however, discrepancies in the extent of tourism-based enterprise and land use change. 
Villagers sell land or shift land use for financial and economic mobility. Those who 
own land and are of a higher class have been able to set up tourist establishments, 
or plan large scale ones, such as an adventure park. Kumer is located further from a 
safari gate as compared to Teran and up until the time of the study the rate of land 
sale and land use change were relatively lower than in Teran.

Entrepreneurship on one’s own land has meant that these villagers have been able 
to retain ownership of their own land and have moved away from working as employ-
ees in outsiders’ hotels and resorts. Material and symbolic factors influencing these 
decisions include: wildlife damage to crops, aspirations to economic mobility, financial 
debt and ability to work close to home rather than outmigration. The ability to retain 
land is advantageous and while not always explicit, some villagers have been able 
to gain livelihood options or use tourism as a means of economic mobility. Yet as 
they themselves express, this is still within the context of limited options and oppor-
tunities and constraints of broader market dynamics. The possibility of retaining land 
and gaining higher returns than agriculture has meant that tourism becomes the 
more attractive livelihood option within a limited horizon for a select few landowners.

Land remains a highly valuable asset for those who retain it and lease it, and 
appears to give owners more flexibility in deciding what they do with the land. The 
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onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in particular caused a loss of business for all tourist 
enterprises around Corbett. According to the second author’s observation in Teran, 
after the first and second wave of COVID-19, villagers who worked in bigger cities 
were returning as they lost their jobs due to the lockdowns. While it was not possible 
to gather empirical data on impacts of the pandemic, this study paves way for a 
future examination of the relationship between land use and ecotourism in relation 
to COVID-19 both for residents of and those returning to the villages.

Conclusion

Ecotourism is known to impact social-economic dynamics by creating employment-based 
dependencies in a landscape. This article has focussed on a different form of depen-
dency: land use change and diversification in the rural context around Corbett Tiger 
Reserve, Uttarakhand. The purpose of focussing on land use change is to provide 
insights on the growing influence of tourism and the factors that contribute to vil-
lagers’ involvement in the industry. Around CTR, in addition to selling land, land 
owning villagers are looking to tourism not for employment in hotels, but to set up 
enterprises or lease out their own land. This is in a context where land has largely 
been used for agriculture. The history of Uttarakhand State formation and rural migra-
tion helps situate the ongoing calls for better access to development and infrastruc-
ture, which influences what people do with their land.

In developing this analysis, the study integrates insights from agrarian and tourism 
studies, and in particular, contributes to redressing the relative dearth of research on 
dynamics of land use change within tourism studies. By bringing perspectives from 
agrarian studies into conversation with (eco)tourism research, we contribute to both 
fields by emphasising the importance of (eco)tourism in agrarian change and of 
attention to land use change in ecotourism studies to understand how rural people 
negotiate and navigate (eco)tourism in relation to land use. In the process, we also 
contribute to tourism geographies more broadly by offering a conceptual framework 
for understanding how land use decision-making shapes local spaces in the course 
of ecotourism development.

Decision making regarding land use, or sale, is driven by the need to diversify 
livelihood from agriculture which, for many, continues to give minimal productive 
returns. Livelihood diversification is triggered by wildlife-caused damage to crops, 
debt payments, education, weddings and aspirations for economic mobility. The 
deepening dependence on the market contributes to villagers’ alienation from their 
land in ways that agriculture did not, and creates greater vulnerability to national 
and global tourism trends. The affective connection to land through ancestral inher-
itance also influences decision-making regarding land sale. The changes in land are 
thus situated within both material and symbolic registers. Additionally, the historical, 
ongoing lived-experiences of aspirational and tourism-based changes influences peo-
ple’s land use.

These broader historical and ongoing processes connect to a strand of agrarian 
research that explores the multiple ways that rural populations use land and how 
land use is thereby diversified. This study calls for future research on (eco)tourism 
to focus on the ways tourism development processes affect patterns of land use 
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and local stakeholders’ decision-making concerning use of their land. Understanding 
land use change or diversification via tourism could provide insights concerning 
questions of the sustainability of tourism-based work generally. Further research in 
this area has potential to shape ecotourism and rural development policies that 
respect connection to land and counter market pressures that cause alienation and 
dependency.
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