Poor Infrastructure One of the most Serious Impediments                            to Development of Tourism in South Asia

Though South Asia has witnessed a strong growth in both international tourist arrivals and receipts from tourism, poor infrastructure is one of the most serious impediments to the development of tourism in the region.
Coordinated actions are needed on local, national and international levels to extend road networks, expand railway lines, improve telecommunication services, invest in aviation, open up new air routes to more airlines, and invest in the upgrading of old and building of new lodging facilities, according to the 2009 report on ‘Human Development in South Asia’ published by Mahbub-ul-Haq Human Development Centre. 

The private sector should be encouraged to play a part by developing concessions in the vicinity of popular destinations and making innovative tourism package available to cater to special activities and interests. 

The sector has suffered significant losses in the past year from the economic crisis, the swine flu pandemic, and various conflicts such as the war on terror in Pakistan. However, its long-term growth trajectory is still quite strong, with total global international tourist arrivals increasing from 684 million in 2000, to 922 million in 2008 and expected to reach 1,006 million in 2010.

Since South Asian tourism industry suffered drastic losses from acts of terrorism and armed conflicts in the region, the report suggests investments are needed in tighter security at airports, train and bus stations and popular tourist destinations to reassure tourists of the safety of their person and belongings. Moreover, websites with updated news on recent attacks, high risk areas and efforts to secure various localities are needed so people know which areas are best avoided and which ones can be visited.
On the other hand, growth in the industry also gives rise to certain concerns. Unrestricted mass tourism can prove to be detrimental to the natural environment. It disturbs critical habitats, creates additional waste products, and places more stress on limited resources such as water and power supplies.  An unchecked number of tourists to famous historical sites such as the Mughal forts and mosques in India and Pakistan, and Buddhist monasteries in Bhutan and Nepal can also lead to the permanent damage of irreplaceable heritage sites.
Mass tourism can have a number of detrimental effects on local populations.  An influx of visitors can lead to an increase in the prices of goods and services.  Private resorts and facilities in areas such as beaches and forests that were previously accessible to local communities can impact the livelihoods and well-being of entre communities. Tourists bring along their own cultural and religious values, which often conflict with local values. 

Despite these concerns, tourism remains an important industry for South Asia.  However, the industry is limited by certain challenges.  First, in most parts of the world, intra-regional tourists constitute the largest numbers of visitors to a country.  This is not the case in South Asia. Regional mistrust and hostility are deep-rooted in the area and create a considerable obstacle to the growth of intra-regional tourism.

Poor infrastructure constitutes another challenge to the industry.  Many potential tourist destinations remain inaccessible because of poor roads, lack of electricity, and inadequate public transport. Also, despite improvements in telephone and internet penetration, industry service providers such as hoteliers and guesthouse owners frequently do not offer online services, making it hard for foreigners to find out about them and avail their facilities.

Recently, some South Asian countries have tried to reap the benefits of international tourism by expanding into sub-sectors within the industry.  The two particularly important examples are medical tourism and ecotourism.
Travel and retreats to spas, spiritual centres and seaside resorts to improve well-being have taken place for centuries.  However, the more recent phenomenon of medical tourism involves certain new developments. The development of medical tourism industry has led to benefits and risks that have an impact on human development in the host country providing care and on the patients traveling to receive this care.

The undeniable benefit of medical tourism is the improvement in the balance of trade and the generation of foreign exchange and revenue in developing countries. Medical tourism helps to reverse brain drain and leads to technological and skills upgradation.  Hospitals that attract international patients can usually afford to offer their staff higher wages and attractive fringe benefits.

However, there are also some very real concerns with respect to the industry.  The development of medical tourism raises serious equity concerns.  With international patients willing and able to pay more than most locals, the cost of quality healthcare services is likely to increase.
Ecotourism has generated much interest in the last two decades.  Ecotourism is based on the principles of protecting natural habitats, educating people on biodiversity and various local cultures, generating tourism revenue on a sustainable basis, enhancing the tourism experience for visitors and involving local communities in planning and monitoring industry activities, as well as utilizing industry rewards for their welfare.

The ultimate aim is to generate opportunities for the local community, preserve the environment and conserve resources for the future benefit of both visitors and host communities, making tourism sustainable in the long-run. Some regions in South Asia that have promoted ecotourism quite strongly are the Maldivian islands, Nepal and the mountain territories of Northern Pakistan.
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