ONEWORLD OUTLOOK
The Himalayan Tightrope: Walking the Line Between Sustainability
and Development

Nestled in the cool embrace of the Kumaon Hills, Nainital in Uttarakhand (India) played host
to a unique confluence of minds at the Himalayan Echoes 2024 literary festival. Against the
backdrop of misty ridges and shimmering lakes, | found myself captivated by a session
featuring Sujeev Shakya, a Management Consultant and CEO (Chief Eternal Optimist) from
Nepal, and Shekhar Pathak, an eminent historian and scholar from Uttarakhand, India. They
tackled a question as monumental as the mountains themselves: How can we balance
sustainability and development in the fragile Himalayas?

The debate is neither new nor simple. Development is a siren call, promising prosperity,
connectivity, and improved living standards for Himalayan communities. Roads are cut into
ancient slopes; dams rise to harness the gushing rivers. Yet, with every tree felled, with every
acre of concrete laid, the mountains seem to sigh in protest. The fragility of this ecosystem,
already reeling under the weight of climate change, makes the stakes higher than ever.
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Shekhar Pathak in conversation with Sujeev Shakya at Himalayan Echoes 2024

As Sujeev and Shekhar eloquently unpacked the “Himalayan Dilemma,” | couldn’t help but
reflect on the paradox of progress in this region. On one hand, the people of the Himalayas
deserve the same access to modernity as their plains-dwelling counterparts. On the other,
the Himalayas aren’t just a geographic feature; they are an intricate web of biodiversity,
culture, and climate systems that influence life far beyond their peaks.

The relentless march of development has extracted a heavy toll from the Himalayas. In 2013,
Kedarnath bore witness to nature’s fury when a glacial outburst, compounded by unchecked
construction, unleashed a catastrophic flood. The devastation was a harbinger of more
tragedies to come. In 2021, a glacial collapse in Chamoli district triggered a deluge of water
and debris, obliterating villages and infrastructure in its path. More recently, Kathmandu
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faced calamity as record-breaking rains in late September swelled the Bagmati River,
claiming over 240 lives and reducing thousands of homes to rubble.

Alarming gushes of water hitting the Lord Shiva statue near the Parmarth Niketan Ashram in
Rishikesh, 2021

But where does the solution lie? Sustainability cannot come at the expense of the people who
call these mountains home. Development projects are not inherently evil, but they must be
reimagined. Enter the concept of sustainable development, a term often overused but under-
implemented.
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True sustainability demands a delicate balance—a respect for the natural
limits of the Himalayas paired with a deep commitment to the well-being
of its people.

But are we truly listening to the voices of the Himalayas? Not just the scientists and
policymakers, but the shepherds, farmers, and indigenous communities who have lived in
harmony with these mountains for generations. Their wisdom, rooted in traditional practices,
holds invaluable lessons for conservation. Yet, too often, these voices are drowned out by
bulldozers and political rhetoric.
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Bagmati River is seen flooded due to heavy rains in Kathmandu, 2024

The solution may lie in a hybrid approach—one where technology and tradition collaborate.
Renewable energy projects, for example, should be small-scale and community-driven,
minimizing ecological disruption while providing sustainable livelihoods. Infrastructure
development must account for the unique geology of the region, avoiding the temptation of
“mega” projects that prioritize short-term gains over long-term resilience.

Moreover, we must recognize that the Himalayas are not a monolith. Each valley, river, and
glacier tells a different story. Policies must be hyper-local, and tailored to the specific needs
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and vulnerabilities of each micro-region. The one-size-fits-all approach that often defines
development projects must be left in the past.
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Sherpas journey past a tranquil lake, mirroring the majestic Machapuchare mountain

As the session drew to a close, | left with a renewed sense of urgency and a lingering
question: Are we on the right track? The road ahead is steep and treacherous, but it is not
impassable. The Himalayas have endured for millennia, their peaks weathering storms and
seismic shifts. But their endurance is not infinite. If we are to preserve this majestic range,
we must act now, with wisdom and humility.

The next time we marvel at the beauty of the Himalayas or benefit from the rivers they
nourish, let us remember the price of imbalance. Let us demand development that honors
the mountains rather than conquers them. The Himalayas, after all, are more than just a
geographic wonder—they are a lifeline, a guardian, and a testament to nature’s sublime
power.

And so, from the quiet corners of Nainital to the bustling corridors of policy-making, the call is
clear: The Himalayas will not wait.
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