LEH

Friday | September 5, 2025

The

Earth News

t more than 11,000 feet above
sea level, the thin air of La-
dakh has always required a
ifferent kind of stamina—of
body and of society. For centuries,
monasteries watched over subsistence
fields, caravanserais welcomed traders
from Central Asia, and village councils
apportioned water with the precision of
a chronometer. Today, gleaming store-
fronts on Leh Main Bazaar sell trekking
gear, artisanal pashmina and oat milk
lattes to a global clientele. The transfor-
mation is not merely visual. It is socio-
logical and economic—reshaping how
Ladakhis live, work, relate to one anoth-
er, and imagine the future. This feature
examines Ladakh’s arc from monastic
governance to market dynamism, trac-
ing the interplay of culture, ecology, and
politics that underwrite a new political
economy—one both promising and pre-
carious.

For much of its recorded history, La-
dakh’s economy was a carefully tuned
commons. Agriculture depended on gla-
cial melt channelled through khuls (ir-
rigation channels) carved into alluvial
fans. Collective labour—ra-ma-ley and
langkhor—animated sowing and har-
vest. Monasteries and village gompas
served as cultural anchors, repositories
of art and learning, and arbiters of dis-
putes, while the goba (village headman)
coordinated water turns and settled sea-
sonal quarrels.

The rhythms of life reflected arid
ecology and strategic geography. Win-
ters were long; summers short; the win-
dow for cultivation barely a hundred
days. Households hedged risk through
mixed livelihoods—barley, peas, apri-
cots, livestock, weaving, and caravan
trade. Monasteries were economic
nodes as much as spiritual centers: they
managed land, organized festivals that
redistributed surplus, and provided so-
cial insurance through ritual obligations
and communal feasts.

Even in this pre-modern order,
markets existed. Leh’s old bazaar once
hosted merchants moving pashm (raw
cashmere), tea bricks, salt, and tur-
quoise along the trans-Himalayan ar-
teries that tied Lhasa to Yarkand and
Srinagar. Yet prices, labour, and credit
were embedded in kinship, religion, and
ecology. The sociologist would call this a
“moral economy”: livelihood first, profit
second.

The mid-20th century brought clo-
sure of the Central Asian routes and
the militarization of frontiers. The army
became one of the largest employers
and consumers in the region, creating a
demand shock for goods, construction,
and services. Asphalt crept upward: the
Srinagar—Leh highway and the Manali—
Leh route shortened distance in time if
not in altitude. The road did more than
connect Ladakh to India—it placed La-
dakh within national supply chains and
administrative sightlines.

With roads came schools, hospitals,
and administrative expansion. Wel-
fare-state presence reconfigured au-
thority: the goba ceded ground to the
district collector; monastic councils
engaged with line departments; kin-
ship-sharing met the cash wage. The ev-
eryday economy diversified: petty trade,
haulage, roadwork, and later, tourism.

The 1990s saw the creation of the
Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development
Councils (LAHDC) in Leh and later in
Kargil, devolving decision-making on
subjects like land use, local infrastruc-

ture, and culture. The councils became
arenas where religious institutions, civil
society, and political parties negotiated
development priorities. This framework
accommodated Ladakh’s plural de-
mography—Buddhist-majority Leh and
Muslim-majority Kargil—inside India’s
federal mosaic.

A second inflection arrived in August
2019, when Ladakh was carved into a
Union Territory (UT) without a legis-
lature. The administrative realignment
accelerated direct funding, enhanced
central visibility, and raised debates on
representation, safeguards for land and
jobs, and the balance between speed of
execution and local consent. Protest sit-
ins, dialogue committees, and memo-
randa have since become part of the civ-
ic repertoire, reflecting a society actively
negotiating its political economy.

In the 21st century, tourism emerged
as Ladakh’s signature industry. A de-
cade of digital storytelling—blue skies
over Pangong Tso, switchback roads to
Khardung La, homestays under milky
galaxies—turned the high plateau into a
bucket-list destination. The sector’s so-
ciology is distinctive: it stitches together
homestay matriarchs, taxi unions, trek
leaders, café entrepreneurs, guide asso-
ciations, and a hive of seasonal migrant
workers from the plains. Youth who
once sought government jobs now pitch
tents, code booking websites, or run ad-
venture outfits.

Tourism’s benefits are obvious: cash
incomes, women’s entrepreneurship,
artisanal revival, and a multiplier for
agriculture (fresh produce for hotels),
transport, and construction. But depen-
dence breeds risk. Tourist inflows are
volatile—sensitive to border tensions,
pandemics, fuel prices, and extreme
weather. Seasonal concentration com-
presses earnings into a few months,
creating off-season precarity. The ecol-
ogy bears the brunt: groundwater ex-
traction, waste management challenges,
traffic pollution in Leh’s narrow lanes,
and trail erosion on high passes.

For Ladakh, the strategic question
is not whether to welcome tourists, but
how to govern carrying capacity—by
regulating vehicle permits, incentiviz-
ing longer stays over quick photo stops,
and channeling visitors toward less-
er-known valleys with community-led
safeguards.

Walk from Leh Palace down to
the bazaar and the visual grammar of
change is evident. Prayer flags ripple
above cafés advertising Wi-Fi, vegan
bowls, and “sustainable trekking.” Mo-
nastic festivals like Hemis have become
both spiritual events and peak-season
magnets, with stalls vending thangkas
alongside selfie sticks. This juxtaposi-
tion is not simply aesthetic; it reshapes
social time. Festival calendars now co-
ordinate with booking cycles; ritual
hospitality intersects with hospitality
management.

The moral economy is learning to
price itself. Artisans renegotiate the
value of handwoven pashmina against
machine-made imitations. Monasteries
and village committees debate ticketing
for festival entry to fund restoration and
crowd control. Young monks, digitally
native, produce short films to raise con-
servation funds. Culture is neither com-
modified nor protected in a vacuum; it
is negotiated daily at the interface of
faith, heritage, and livelihood.

Climate change is Ladakh’s silent
macroeconomic variable. Retreating
glaciers, erratic snowfall, and shifting
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melt timings complicate the irrigation
arithmetic of khuls. In response, villag-
es experiment with micro-reservoirs,
and drip systems, often supported by
NGOs and research institutions. The
new commons is technical as well as so-
cial: sensors measure flows; apps sched-
ule turns; youth collect data.

Energy is a frontier of opportunity.
Rooftop solar, microgrids in remote
hamlets, and plans for utility-scale re-
newables promise to decarbonize heat-
ing and mobility while generating local
employment. Yet energy transitions are
not merely about kilowatts; they redis-
tribute power—literally and institution-
ally. Who owns panels? Who maintains
batteries? How are tariffs set to protect
low-income households while ensuring
viability? The answers will shape wheth-
er energy remains a communal asset or
becomes a privatized revenue stream.

The expansion of schooling, colleges,
and the University of Ladakh has cata-
lyzed a generational pivot. Young Lada-
khis are bilingual, digitally connected,
and professionally mobile. Many are
first-generation graduates, navigating
identities across monastery courtyards
and LinkedIn feeds. Their aspirations
are not confined to government service;
they include social entrepreneurship,
film-making, GIS mapping, sustainable
architecture, agri-tech, and guiding as
certified mountaineers.

This demographic energy is recon-
figuring family structures. Delayed
marriages, nuclear households in
Leh rental markets, and inter-district
friendships forged in classrooms are
subtly redrawing social maps. The chal-
lenge is to match degrees with dignified
work. When tourism slows or public
hiring freezes, mismatch fuels outmi-
gration—to Jammu, Chandigarh, Del-
hi, or abroad. A political economy that
counts on youth must, therefore, invest
in skill ladders, research ecosystems,
and incubation for local enterprises.

Ladakhi women have long been
central to household economies—seed
selection, livestock care, weaving, and
festival organization. The market era
has made many of these roles visible
as businesses. Homestays often carry a
woman’s signature: décor, food, guest
care, and neighbourhood coordination.
Self-help groups (SHGs) aggregate pro-
duce, negotiate with buyers, and access
credit. Artisanal brands run by women
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capitalize on stories of provenance, fair
wages, and eco-friendliness.

Yet empowerment is uneven. The
seasonal spike of guest work inten-
sifies care burdens. In some sectors,
women face barriers to leadership or
high-altitude fieldwork. Safety, mobili-
ty after dark, and equitable pay remain
live issues. Policy instruments—crech-
es during tourist season, training for
women guides and mechanics, and gen-
der-responsive urban design in Leh—
can turn participation into leadership.

Kargil district, often overshad-
owed by Leh in tourist imagery, offers
a complementary story. Its bazaar life
revolves around pilgrim flows, agricul-
ture, and emerging adventure tourism
in Suru and Zanskar. A strong culture
of education and religious institutions
nurtures social cohesion and philan-
thropy. New road links to Zanskar and
the Nimu—-Padum-Darcha corridor are
opening vistas for horticulture, cold-
chain logistics, and winter sports.

Plural modernities—Shia, Sunni,
Buddhist, Balti, Purig, Dardic—co-ex-
ist through everyday accommodations:
shared marketplaces, inter-district
marriages, and professional collabora-
tions. In a region where geopolitics is
never distant, this everyday pluralism
is Ladakh’s strategic social capital.

Land is Ladakh’s most finite asset.
The UT transition sharpened debates
on who can own land, work in pub-
lic employment, and access business
licenses. Demands for constitutional
or statutory safeguards echo anxieties
about demographic change and specu-
lative real estate. These are not merely
defensive impulses; they are develop-
mental guardrails seeking to align in-
vestment with local benefit.

Urbanization amplifies the stakes.
Leh’s peri-urban villages face parceliza-
tion of fields, conversion of orchards
into guesthouses, and pressure on
groundwater. Traditional zings (wa-
ter tanks) give way to borewells; alleys
broaden into parking bays. Without
integrated land-use planning, the mar-
ket’s short-term logic can erode the
very assets—landscape, culture, tran-
quility—that make Ladakh valuable.
Smart regulation—heritage bylaws,
height limits, mandating greywater re-
cycling, and incentives for energy-effi-
cient building—can reconcile growth
with place.

Despite the service boom, agricul-
ture remains the bedrock of food secu-
rity and identity. Climatic shifts com-
plicate sowing calendars; market shifts
tempt farmers toward cash crops and

floriculture. High-value niches—or-
ganic apricot products, sea buckthorn
beverages, heritage barley, greenhouse
vegetables—can raise incomes if sup-
ported by extension, certification, and
logistics. The cooperative model, with
cold storage and shared branding, of-
fers a pathway to scale while protecting
smallholders.

Livestock, especially pashmina
goats in Changthang, is entangled with
geopolitics and ecology. Pasture access,
predator interactions, and cross-border
tensions affect herders’ decisions. Val-
ue addition—local dehairing, spinning,
design studios—can anchor more of
the pashmina value chain in Ladakh,
reducing vulnerability to external price
shocks. Bridges, tunnels, airports, and
digital towers are reshaping time-space
relations. The all-weather connectivity
promised by strategic tunnels reduces
isolation and stabilizes supply lines. But
construction booms raise rents, attract
speculative migration, and strain civic
services. Labour camps require sanita-
tion and integration with local markets.
Tender processes and contractor poli-
tics become new theatres where money,
influence, and accountability collide.

Digital infrastructure is equally
transformative. E-commerce allows
artisans to bypass intermediaries; tele-
medicine extends care; remote learning
trims winter losses. Yet platform econ-
omies can hollow out local businesses if
not complemented by community plat-
forms and digital literacy.

Monasteries, mosques, and com-
munity centers remain vital producers
of social order. Their roles are evolv-
ing—from custodians of ritual to stake-
holders in development planning and
environmental stewardship. Interfaith
environmental campaigns, youth dia-
logues, and joint festival committees
illustrate a pragmatic pluralism. When
droughts bite or roads close, it is the
dense associational life of Ladakh—reli-
gious bodies, village councils, women’s
groups—that mobilizes resources and
solidarity.

However, the public sphere is also
more contentious. Social media am-
plifies rumours and mobilizes protests

lenge is to build institutions that can
absorb disagreement without fraying
trust: transparent councils, participato-
ry budgeting, grievance redress portals
in local languages, and independent
local media with sustainable business
models.

The army’s presence shapes Lada-
kh’s economy and identity. Defence
procurement sustains supply chains
for food, fuel, and construction; ex-ser-
vicemen seed small businesses; canton-
ments demand civic coordination. Bor-
der stand-offs, when they occur, ripple
through tourism and trade. A resilient
political economy must, therefore, in-
corporate contingency: diversified live-
lihoods, emergency funds for tourism
workers, and protocols that keep essen-
tial services running during crises.

At a sociological level, the coexis-
tence of military, civilian, and monas-
tic worlds requires delicate choreog-
raphy—respect for local customs in
uniformed spaces, and recognition of
national security imperatives in civilian
planning. The most successful towns
are those that make this choreography
ordinary.

Leh and Kargil are prototyping Hi-
malayan urbanism: small cities with big
seasonal swings, heritage cores abut-
ting modern apartments, and traffic
that peaks when oxygen dips. The to-do
list is practical: walkable streets to ease
congestion; micro-mobility for last-
mile; district cooling and passive-solar
architecture; decentralized wastewater
treatment for guesthouses; and public
spaces that host both chhang festivals
and coding bootcamps.

An inclusive urban future must
protect renters, street vendors, and
migrant workers who keep the city run-
ning. A fair city is better business: tour-
ists return to places where hospitality
extends beyond hotels to public realm.

Ladakh’s unique climate and culture
make it a living laboratory for high-al-
titude science—glaciology, renewable
energy, cold-desert agronomy, and al-
titude medicine. Partnerships between
the University of Ladakh, national in-
stitutes, and local entrepreneurs can
turn research into products: cold-har-
dy seeds, high-efficiency stoves,
snow-sensing devices, and tourism that
is truly interpretive.

A knowledge economy diversifies
income and builds reputation. It also
retains talent by offering challenging
work at home. Incubators that back stu-
dent startups in ed-tech for mountain
schooling, Al for weather and water
prediction, or eco-design for homestays
can shift the centre of gravity from im-
port to innovation.

Sociology warns that not everything
scalable is desirable. A culture exhaust-
ed by performance for visitors loses its
resilience. Carrying capacity is not just
about lakes and roads; it is about ritu-
als, languages, and silences.

Policy needs an ethics: compensate
communities that steward landscapes;
celebrate festivals on community terms;
require narrative consent for commer-
cial storytelling; and keep sacred spaces
genuinely contemplative.

The right to development and the
right to difference can be balanced
if the process honours both. A slow,
well-governed Ladakh may prove more
prosperous over decades than a rushed,
extractive one.

Ladakh’s present is not a break from
its past but a remix. The monastery’s
ethic of interdependence can inform
market rules. The market’s dynamism
can resource cultural and ecological
stewardship. The caravan has become
a convoy of tourists, researchers, sol-
diers, and entrepreneurs. Each carries
expectations; each consumes space, wa-
ter, and attention.

The measure of success will be
whether a child in Nyoma or Drass can
breathe clean air, drink secure water,
speak her mother tongue, find mean-
ingful work, and cross the bazaar as a
citizen among equals. If policy and so-
ciety can deliver that promise, the high
plateau will have accomplished a rare
feat: converting altitude into advan-
tage, and change into continuity.
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Next-Gen GST Reform big relief
for middle class, farmers: Gaurav

EARTH NEWS SERVICE

JAMMU: Jammu and Kashmir BJP
Spokesperson Gaurav Gupta said
that the Modi Government has once
again delivered on its promise of
‘Ease of Living’ by announcing the
Next-Gen GST Reform, a landmark
Diwali gift that will directly benefit
households, farmers, students, and
businesses across the nation.

He said this reform is not just
a tax adjustment but a people-first
initiative designed to ease family
budgets, reduce agricultural costs,
make healthcare affordable, sup-

port education, and empower small
entrepreneurs.

He expressed these views while
addressing a press conference
along with party spokesperson
Balbir Ram Rattan and Media In-
charge Dr. Pardeep Mahotra, at
party headquarters, Trikuta Nagar,
Jammu.

Gupta explained that household
essentials such as hair oil, sham-
poo, toothpaste, soap, tooth brush-
es, shaving cream, butter, ghee,
cheese, namkeens, utensils, feeding
bottles, clinical diapers, and sew-
ing machines, will now attract only

5% GST. This will bring immediate
relief to every family by reducing
monthly household expenditure.

Highlighting the importance
of rural prosperity, Gourav Gupta
said tractors, tyres, bio-pesticides,
micro-nutrients, drip irrigation
systems, and cultivation and har-
vesting machinery have all been
reduced to just 5% GST. This bold
move will cut down input costs and
directly raise farmers’ incomes,
strengthening the rural economy.

He further stated that the gov-
ernment has taken a giant step to
make healthcare affordable.

Alyas Khan leads measures
in landslides hit Sana village

EARTH NEWS SERVICE

RAMBAN: To evaluate resto-
ration measures and assess
the damage caused by recent
heavy rainfall, flash floods and
landslides in district Ram-
ban, Deputy Commissioner
Mohammad Alyas Khan, ac-
companied by ADC Varunjeet
Singh Charak, on Thursday
visited village Sana in Tehsil
Batote to inspect the after-

math of a major land subsid-
ence incident.

DC was joined by Dy SP
(HQ) Om Prakash, Tehsildar
Batote Dr. Reejuta Mahajan
and other concerned depart-
mental officers.

Eight houses have been
affected by the landslides in
the village. Acting swiftly, the
District Administration evac-
uated 101 individuals from 15
families to safer locations.




