Introduction
Research background and gap
Trekking tourism is a cornerstone of Nepal’s economy and a primary livelihood source for many rural Himalayan communities, generating substantial foreign exchange, employment, and infrastructure investment in remote areas (Nepal Tourism Board, 2024). After the COVID-19 shock, international arrivals have rebounded strongly approaching pre-pandemic levels in 2024-which has increased visitation pressure on established trekking corridors (NTB, 2024). 

At the same time, the Himalayan environment is experiencing accelerating climate impacts: glacier mass loss, increased frequency of extreme events, and growing risks of glacial-lake outburst floods, landslides and avalanches that directly affect trekking safety, trail reliability and the livelihoods of mountain communities (ICIMOD, 2024; ICIMOD/WMO, 2025). These biophysical changes increase operational uncertainty for trekking operators and local host communities and raise the cost and complexity of managing mountain tourism sustainably. Concurrently, digitalisation is reshaping demand generation, booking, payments and marketing in tourism globally; however, large parts of Nepal’s mountain communities remain on the wrong side of this digital transition due to limited connectivity, low digital literacy and weak access to digital business tools-factors that reduce local participation in higher-value segments of the tourism value chain (Shah, 2025; Digital Nepal initiatives). In practice this digital divide has allowed metropolitan agencies and international online platforms to capture disproportionate shares of tourist spending, aggravating revenue leakage from origin communities.

Labour and welfare issues for frontline workers (guides and porters) remain a persistent social and operational challenge. Despite the presence of welfare and industry codes, evidence shows uneven implementation of porter safety measures, insurance coverage and fair wage practices across trekking routes (KEEP, 2018–2023; industry reports). 

Finally, the broader political economy matters. Recent political unrest has demonstrated how sociopolitical shocks can rapidly undermine tourist confidence and arrivals, exposing the fragility of tourism-dependent regional economies (Reuters, 2025). 

Taken together, these interacting transformations climate risk, digital disruption, persistent value-chain inequities, labour vulnerabilities and political instability create a complex, dynamic environment for organisational management in Nepal’s trekking tourism. While prior studies and initiatives (e.g., ACAP, local cooperative programmes) document various interventions, there is a clear gap in integrative management research and practice that simultaneously addresses (1) community governance and empowerment, (2) digital inclusion across rural tourism actors, (3) equitable value-chain redesign to reduce leakage, and (4) operational climate resilience. Existing literature tends to treat these challenges in isolation (community studies, climate science, digital policy), leaving a practical gap for a unified, implementable organisational model tailored to Nepal’s mountain contexts.

Research aims
This study aims to design and evaluate an integrated organisational framework that strengthens community empowerment, enhances economic equity, and builds climate-resilient management practices in Nepal’s trekking tourism industry. The research seeks to bridge disciplinary silos by synthesising community-based tourism principles, dynamic capabilities theory and value-chain approaches into actionable management solutions for trekking destinations.
(Conceptually grounded in Tourism Area Life Cycle and Triple Bottom Line frameworks, and informed by recent evidence on tourism recovery, climate impacts and digital transformation.) 

Research objectives
1. To map the contemporary transformations affecting trekking tourism in Nepal particularly climate risk, digitalisation, labour welfare and revenue flows and to document their implications for destination management. 
2. To identify institutional and organisational capacity gaps at community, operator and destination management levels that constrain equitable benefit distribution and resilience-building. 
3. To develop an Integrated Community Empowerment and Sustainable Trekking Management Model (ICESTMM) that combines community governance, digital empowerment, value-chain optimisation and climate resilience measures.
4. To propose a practical implementation roadmap and monitoring framework for pilot testing the ICESTMM in selected trekking corridors (e.g., Annapurna, Everest, Langtang), including indicators for economic, social and environmental outcomes. 

Research questions
The study is guided by the following research questions:
1. What are the principal management challenges (economic, institutional, social and environmental) currently confronting trekking tourism in Nepal’s Himalayan regions? 
2. How do digitalisation and the digital divide reshape participation and value capture in local tourism value chains, and what capacity deficits hinder community actors from benefitting from digital markets? 
3. In what ways do climate hazards and environmental change affect operational safety, infrastructure and long-term viability of trekking routes, and what organisational responses are currently in place or lacking? 
4. What organisational model and governance mechanisms can effectively integrate community empowerment, equitable value-chain strategies, digital inclusion and climate resilience to enhance socio-economic outcomes for mountain communities?
5. Which indicators and monitoring approaches are most appropriate for assessing the economic, social and environmental impacts of the proposed ICESTMM when piloted in selected regions? 
