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Sector Road Map 
 
1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 

 
1. Tourism is the largest and fastest growing sector of the global economy. Ecotourism, a 
major subsector,2 comprises up to 20% of global tourism and is a major contributor to rural income 
and the financing of protected areas in many countries.3 Mongolia has a small but rapidly growing 
tourism sector. In 2017, tourism comprised 11.4% of Mongolia’s gross domestic product (GDP), 
generating $1.2 billion, 10.4% of total employment, and 121,500 jobs. By 2028, tourism is forecast 
to comprise 11.0% ($2.1 billion) of GDP and provide 149,000 jobs. International visitor arrivals 
totaled 471,239 in 2017 and are forecast to increase to 1 million by 2028.4 Developing the tourism 
sector is a high national priority to diversify the economy and create jobs, especially under 
Mongolia’s current economic difficulties. The government’s plans to expand tourism focus on 
ecotourism in protected areas, which encompass 21% of Mongolia’s area and are targeted to 
reach 30% by 2030. 
  
2. Mongolia ranks low in the Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (in 2017, Mongolia 
was ranked 102 out of 136 countries evaluated). Challenges include low service standards, 
inadequate infrastructure, and a short tourism season due to harsh winters. Most protected areas 
are underfunded and located in remote regions of high poverty. Tourism, if unmanaged, may also 
result in ecological and cultural impacts and provide few local benefits. To address these issues, 
the government has initiated the National Program on Tourism Development, 2016–2030, which 
aims to establish Mongolia as a global destination for nomadic culture.5 The program outlines a 
phased approach for tourism development that focuses initially on protected areas in northern, 
central, and eastern Mongolia. It prioritizes investments in visitor facilities, transport and sanitation 
infrastructure, and community-based products and services. Five sites are listed to pilot and 
catalyze ecotourism development, two of which are designated the highest priority: Khuvsgul Lake 
National Park (KLNP) in Khuvsgul Aimag and Onon-Balj National Park (OBNP) in Khentii Aimag.6  
 
3. The KLNP (1.18 million hectares) and OBNP (0.42 million hectares) are the largest 
national parks in northern and eastern Mongolia. Khuvsgul Lake in the KLNP is Mongolia’s largest 
freshwater resource.7 The OBNP is the documented birthplace of Chinggis Khaan, a historical 
leader revered in Mongolia. Both parks support global biodiversity values, small populations with 

                                                 
1  This summary is based on Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2018. Technical Assistance to Mongolia for the 

Sustainable Tourism Development Project. Consultant’s final report. Manila (TA 9230-MON). Available on request. 
2 Ecotourism is defined as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being 

of local people, and involves interpretation and education”. The International Ecotourism Society. What is 
Ecotourism? 2015. http://www.ecotourism.org/what-is-ecotourism. 

3 Y.-F. Leung et al. 2018. Tourism and visitor management in protected areas. Gland: International Union for 
Conservation of Nature World Commission on Protected Areas. 

4 World Travel and Tourism Council. 2018. Travel and Tourism Economic Impact 2017: Mongolia. London. 
5 Government of Mongolia. 2015. National Program on Tourism Development, 2016–2030. Ulaanbaatar. 
6 The other three sites are the Orkhon Valley National Park, Ugii Nuur Ramsar site, and Tuv Aimag (central Mongolia). 

Sites were selected based on high ecological and/or cultural values, poverty, and increasing visitor numbers. 
7 The lake contains 70% (380.7 cubic kilometers) of Mongolia’s freshwater and 1% of global freshwater. C. Goulden 

et al. 2006. The Geology, Biodiversity and Ecology of Lake Hövsgöl (Mongolia). Leiden: Backhuys Publishers. 
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high poverty rates,8 and transboundary river basins with the Russian Federation. Despite these 
similarities, the parks are at very different stages of tourism development. In 2017, the KLNP 
received about 89,000 visitors and the OBNP received about 20,400 visitors.9 Improved road and 
air access to the KLNP was established in 2010. Since then, visitor numbers have increased 
rapidly, and the park has become a major national tourism destination. Growth has been 
unplanned and has resulted in severe seasonal congestion, damage to natural resources, and 
few community benefits. In contrast, the OBNP has limited road and no air access, but a road to 
the park will be constructed in 2021 as part of government efforts in regional tourism. Without 
planning, this may result in rapid increases in visitor numbers and similar impacts as at the 
KLNP.10 The KLNP and OBNP reflect many of the challenges faced in developing sustainable 
tourism in Mongolia’s protected areas, which require a focus on four key areas, as follows. 
 
4. Limited inclusive planning and community benefits. Few KLNP and OBNP residents 
derive income from tourism, and most tour camp employees are external workers.11 This is due 
to several linked factors. At the institutional level, livelihood and tourism targets are not included 
in the soum (county) development plans for either park. Residents face unique planning 
restrictions due to park regulations, yet soum and park management plans are not integrated. 
Khankh soum in the KLNP lacks any development plan but is the only soum in Mongolia located 
entirely within a protected area. At both parks, the issuance of licenses for tour camps is not based 
on systematic procedures or social and environmental standards. This has favored external 
operators, which have greater access to finance and external markets. Most residents have low 
capacity and capital to produce quality goods (e.g., handicrafts) or services (e.g., food supplies, 
guiding). Institutional support to promote local products and train residents is also limited. 
 
5. Insufficient enabling infrastructure. Public infrastructure in the KLNP and OBNP is 
limited or outdated. This impacts park management and the visitor experience. At the KLNP, the 
closest area to the provincial capital (Murun) for public access is a road along the shore of 
Khuvsgul Lake. This supports the park’s highest numbers of tour camps, visitors, and vehicle 
activity. The road is unsealed and lacks barriers, signs, or car parks. Access is uncontrolled. 
Sections of lake shoreline are damaged from vehicle activity, and dust generated by vehicles is a 
significant source of lake pollution. The OBNP has few visitor facilities, roads, or car parks, yet 
tourism growth is expected (footnote 11) and requires infrastructure planning. Neither park has a 
visitor center, which hinders fee collection, reduces the visitor’s sense of “destination,” and limits 
the opportunity to inform visitors about park regulations and community goods and services. 
Public trails are in poor condition, reducing visitor satisfaction and creating safety risks. 
 
6. Inadequate waste management. The KLNP and OBNP have no organized systems for 
waste collection or treatment. Public toilets are mostly unlined pits, and sewage seeps into the 

                                                 
8 Khuvsgul and Khentii aimags exhibit high levels of poverty. In 2017, GDP per capita was $1,567 (Khuvsgul) and 

$1,842 (Khentii) versus a national mean of $3,591; and unemployment was 8.5% (Khuvsgul) and 10.1% (Khentii) 
versus a national rate of 7.5%. The KLNP and OBNP are located in 10 soums (counties), with poverty rates of 36%–
44%. In 2017, the total population in both parks was 36,573, of which about 25% was in three towns: Khatgal (3,195), 
Khankh (2,783) in the KLNP, and Dadal (3,006) in the OBNP. National Statistical Office. 2018. Mongolian Statistical 
Yearbook 2017. Ulaanbaatar. 

9 From 2009 to 2017, visitor numbers rose by 572% in the KLNP and 528% in the OBNP (mean annual increases of 
38% and 32% respectively). Most arrivals (99%) are from June to August, according to visitor logbooks. 

10 Growth projections indicate that, by 2038, annual visitor numbers may have increased to about 161,000 at the KLNP 
and 136,000 at the OBNP. 

11 Tourism-related income is defined as any income-generating activity linked with tourism goods and/or services, 
e.g., guides, handicrafts, food suppliers, and camp employees. In 2018, 13.3% (2,650) of KLNP residents and 7.5% 
(1,249) of OBNP residents derived income from tourism. Sixty-three tour camps (50 in the KLNP and 13 in the OBNP) 
operated at the parks, with a total of 503 employees, of which 56% (283) employees were from other aimags. 
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soil and waterbodies. Landfill sites are present at each park, but are shallow, unlined excavations 
with limited management. Projections based on population and tourism growth indicate that solid 
waste generation will increase by over 290% by about 2038 (footnote 11). At the KLNP, the 
pristine quality of Khuvsgul Lake is threatened by sewage disposal, dust (para. 5), and litter. For 
both parks, poor sanitation is a key factor contributing to reduced visitor satisfaction. To address 
these issues, traditional infrastructure solutions need to be combined with small, decentralized 
methods tailored to local conditions and seasonal changes in visitor numbers. 
 
7. Inadequate park management. The KLNP and OBNP administrations are underfunded 
and have limited equipment and resources. Entry fees, tourism concessions, and central 
government funding are key revenue sources for both parks, yet ticket collection booths are poorly 
located and campsites are not well managed, resulting in a loss of revenue. Park staff do not have 
the training to plan for and manage tourism growth. Both parks have management plans, yet these 
focus on biodiversity conservation and do not provide guidelines or targets for livelihoods, tourism, 
sanitation, and the management of park revenue streams. The impact of climate change is a 
cross-cutting issue that affects many management issues at the KLNP and OBNP. Increasing 
temperatures, extreme rainfall events, and overgrazing contribute to soil exposure, permafrost 
damage, algal blooms, and tree dieback, in a continuous cycle that also increases fire risk. 
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
8. Ecotourism based on Mongolia’s wilderness and cultural values is prioritized under the 
National Program on Tourism Development, 2016–2030.12 The government’s initial focus on 
northern, central, and eastern Mongolia (para. 2) is consistent with studies that prioritize the 
tourism potential of these areas, partly because of their proximity to the national capital, 
Ulaanbaatar, and international borders with the People’s Republic of China and the Russian 
Federation.13 Tourism is also a new and key sector for regional collaboration. Under the Central 
Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Program, of which Mongolia is a member, regional tourism 
initiatives are prioritized for development.  
 
9. At the aimag level, a tourism master plan has been prepared for Khuvsgul Aimag and a 
similar master plan is being prepared for Khentii Aimag. Both plans identify tourism as a future 
pillar of the local economy and prioritize the KLNP and OBNP as core tourism assets. 
 
10. Tourism development for the KLNP and OBNP is also consistent with national policies and 
programs for other sectors and is being planned in parallel with improvements for road and power 
networks. The National Program on Road Development, 2017–202114 includes works for road 
sealing at the KLNP, and improvement of a 250-kilometer section of the national highway from 
the Khentii Aimag capital to Dadal soum to reduce travel time to the OBNP. Addressing sanitation 
and solid waste is a key component of sustainable tourism development and is aligned with 
Mongolia’s National Waste Management Strategy,15 which highlights the issues of increasing 
pollution and inadequate rural infrastructure for waste management. 
 

                                                 
12 Government of Mongolia. 2015. National Program on Tourism Development, 2016–2030. Ulaanbaatar. 
13  L. Tsedendamba, ed. 2012. Study on Opportunities to Develop Four Clusters (Meat, Wool-Cashmere, Sea Buckthorn 

and Tourism) Aimed at Improving National Competitiveness of Mongolia. Ulaanbaatar: Ministry of Economic 
Development, Mongolian Development Institute, and ADB; and Japan International Cooperation Agency. 2016. Data 
Collection Survey on the Regional Comprehensive Development in Mongolia. Ulaanbaatar.  

14  Government of Mongolia. 2016. National Program on Road Development, 2017–2021. Ulaanbaatar. 
15  Government of Mongolia. 2014. National Waste Management Strategy. Ulaanbaatar. 
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11. At the park level, management of the KLNP is guided by the KLNP Management Plan and 
the Integrated Water Resources Plan for Khuvsgul Lake and the Eg River Basin (both approved 
in 2014). Management of the OBNP is guided by the OBNP Management Plan and Onon River 
Basin Management Plan (approved in 2011 and 2014, respectively). The plans focus on 
biodiversity conservation, research, and international collaboration (including with transboundary 
parks in the Russian Federation) and do not address tourism, waste management, or livelihoods. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

12. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) country partnership strategy for Mongolia, 2017–
2020 is tailored to “sustaining inclusive growth in a period of economic difficulty.”16 The strategy 
has three pillars: (i) promoting economic and social stability, (ii) developing infrastructure for 
economic diversification, and (iii) strengthening environmental sustainability. Sustainable tourism 
in wilderness areas is listed as a specific intervention to help achieve these goals. ADB’s portfolio 
for Mongolia previously focused largely on the agricultural and urban sectors,17 and tourism is a 
relatively new area for ADB engagement.18 Waste management (under the water and other urban 
infrastructure and services sector) continues to be a priority for Mongolia. ADB’s current portfolio 
reflects its broadening base in Mongolia, which includes wetland and river rehabilitation, forestry, 
agricultural and rural development financing, and solar district heating. 
  
13. The current project is aligned with this multi-disciplinary approach, addressing livelihoods, 
tourism, sanitation, climate-resilient infrastructure, and conservation, within the context of two 
protected areas. The project will build on two grants, funded by the Japan Fund for Poverty 
Reduction, implemented by the Ministry of Environment and Tourism and ADB at the KLNP 
(2016–2019) and OBNP (2008–2013). These benefited more than 4,000 residents through small 
business initiatives, and, strengthened park management. Initiatives included the establishment 
of community revolving funds, a tourism council, and community waste management teams.19 
These measures have been small in scale yet provide a strong platform to scale up and achieve 
a holistic approach to conservation and development at the KLNP and OBNP.  
 
14. The project also complements ADB’s technical assistance for natural resources 
management elsewhere in Mongolia, including community forestry, wetlands, and water 
security.20 It incorporates lessons learned from ADB’s experience in tourism development in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion, and road design and wastewater treatment in very cold climates,21 
as well as other development partner experience in tourism development in protected areas.22  

                                                 
16  ADB. 2017. Country Partnership Strategy, Mongolia, 2017–2020—Sustaining Inclusive Growth in a Period of 

Economic Difficulty. Manila.  
17 ADB has been assisting the Mongolian agriculture sector since 1992. 
18 The importance of ecotourism and environmental management for Mongolia is identified by ADB. 2005. Country 

Environmental Analysis: Mongolia. Manila. 
19  ADB. 2008. Grant Assistance to Mongolia for Poverty Reduction through Community-Based Natural Resource 

Management. Manila; and ADB. 2015. Grant Assistance to Mongolia for Integrated Livelihoods Improvement and 
Sustainable Tourism in Khuvsgul Lake National Park Project. Manila. 

20 ADB. 2015. Technical Assistance to Mongolia for Sustainable Forest Management to Improve Livelihood of Local 
Communities. Manila; ADB. 2015. Technical Assistance to Mongolia for Strategic Planning for Peatlands. Manila; 
and ADB. 2014. Technical Assistance to Mongolia for Country Water Security Assessment. Manila.  

21  ADB. 2017. Tourism Sector Assessment, Strategy, and Road Map for Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Myanmar, and Viet Nam (2016–2018). Manila; ADB. 2008. Grant Assistance to Mongolia for Community-Based Local 
Road Upgrading and Maintenance in the Western Region of Mongolia. Manila; and ADB. 2014. From Toilets to 
Rivers: Experiences, New Opportunities, and Innovative Solutions. Manila. 

22  A. Thompson et al. 2014. Tourism Concessions in Protected Natural Areas: Guidelines for Managers. New York: 
United Nations Development Programme.  
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PROBLEM TREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Natural resources decline 
Tourism potential and livelihoods 

decline 

Unsustainable tourism development in KLNP and OBNP 

Few inclusive 
benefits from 

tourism 

Insufficient enabling 
infrastructure for 

tourism 

Urban plans and 
tourism plans are not 

limited and not inclusive 

Limited traffic 
management in parks – 

uncontrolled public access 

Un-sealed roads create 
dust pollution to lakes and 

rivers 

Inadequate waste 
management 

Lack of waste 
management systems for 

parks 

Sewage from tour camps 
and campsites disposed 

of in pit latrines near 
lakes and rivers 

Low quality of tourism 
goods and services 

Insufficient capacity for 
solid waste and sewage 
collection and treatment 

Limited community-
driven tourism initiatives Lack of visitor centers to 

provide basic facilities and 
catalyze tourism     

Landfill sites inadequate 
and poorly managed 

Inadequate park 
management 

Inadequate staff 
capacity and resources 

for conservation, 
tourism, and waste 

management 

Park management 
plans do not address 

tourism, waste, or 

future development 

Key participatory 
mechanisms 

established but require 
strengthening – tourism 
sub-council (KLNP) and 

CBOs (OBNP) 
  

Pilot CWMTs—key new 
mechanism—to be 

strengthened, replicated 

Undeveloped public 
trails and orientation 

e.g., information maps, 
signs 

Lake and river pollution 
and shoreline damage 

from livestock waste and 
grazing 

CBO = community-based organization, CWMT = community waste management team, KLNP = Khuvsgul Lake National 
Park, OBNP = Onon-Balj National Park. 

= To be addressed by the project.   

=  Partly addressed by other agencies including EcoLeap, Mongol Ecology Center, and WWF Mongolia Programme.  

=  ADB. 2008. Proposed Grant Assistance to Mongolia for Poverty Reduction through Community-Based Natural Resource 
Management. Manila; and ADB. 2015. Proposed Administration of Grant to Mongolia for Integrated Livelihoods 
Improvement and Sustainable Tourism in Khuvsgul Lake National Park Project. Manila. 

. 

 

Lack of centralized 
park headquarters 

Internal park zoning 
not based on scientific 
data and participatory 

approaches 

Loss of park revenue 
due to inadequate fee 

collection stations 

Social and 
environmental targets 
not embedded in tour 

camp concessions and 
standards 

Limited promotion and 
coordination of local 
goods and services Limited public utilities—

power, water—for tourism 
facilities 

Vehicle congestion at 
tourist sites due to lack of 

car parks 


