
Because it’s there
the Glacial Realities of Mount Everest

High places intertwine material and spiritual realities. Mountains and glaciers, as sites
of recreation and habitus, are conceptualized as being mythic, sacred, malevolent,
precarious, and social (Alison 2015:496). For mountain villages in Nepal, engagement
and relationship with these landscapes shape local subjectivity, identity, and spirituality
(Alison 2015:496). Traditional Ecological Knowledge is a “cumulative body of
knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes . . . by cultural
transmission, about the relationship between living beings . . . their environment”
(Alison 2015:494). This place-based knowledge is characterized by the long term, social,
spiritual, and ecological lived-in experience of local actors (Spoon 2012:42). Under this
framework, climate change and water conservation are realized as relational, local, and
epistemological crises alongside political, economic, and scientific explanatory models.

Nepal 28.3949° N, 84.1240° E
Nepal, a South Asian country bordering Tibet and China, represents a wide range of
ecological and climate diversity, from subtropical to arctic environments (Shrestha and
Aryal 2010:S65). It is considered an impoverished nation, with 80% of individuals
earning less than $2 per day and 88% of citizens living in underdeveloped, rural
communities (Agrwald 2008:241). Nepal’s economy is sensitive to climate variability as
individuals primarily rely on agriculture and pastoralism (Shrestha and Aryal 2010:S65).
The presence of extensive and acclaimed mountain ranges, namely Mount Everest, has
commodified glacial landscapes through the advent of eco-tourism and mountaineering
(Spoon 2012:45). The rural, agricultural, and ecological realities experienced by a
majority of citizens make water central to their subsistence, well-being, and identity.

Deglaciation is reported as one of the most significant indictors of climate change (Agrwald
2008:241). In Nepal, glaciers retreat 3-6 meters per year which increases ecological and water
instability (Agrwald 2008:242). The National Climate Change Policy of Nepal states that these
environmental shifts impact rainfall, temperature, and result in an increased occurrence of
landslides, land erosion, earthquakes, avalanches, southern drought, and Glacial Lake Outburst
Floods (Sherpa 2014:154). The Dudh Koshi basin, belonging to the Solukhumbu Mount Everest
region, is Nepal’s largest and most critical basin, containing 278 glaciers and 10 dangerous glacial
lakes (Sherpa 2014:154). In 2010, the Ministry of Environment reported this region as highly
vulnerable to climate change with a low capability to adapt to environmental risk and instability
(Sherpa 2014:154). These realities are typically conceptualized as biophysical, political, and
economic challenges where conservation approaches isolate localized knowledge, experience, and
anxiety in order to resolve ecological risk and precarity.Mount Everest 27.9878° N, 86.9250° E

The high-altitude Solukhumbu region of Nepal, containing Mount
Everest and Sagarmatha National Park, is occupied by the traditional
agro-pastoral Sherpas who are the primary local stewards and
stakeholders impacted by climate change and deglaciation. Sherpas
conceptualize and experience landscape “requir[ing] reverence to
sustain human habitation” where the “decline of glaciers [is] a moral
rebuke” in response to decreased participation in spiritual practices
(Alison 2015:498). This place-based ecological knowledge is
informed by spiritual and symbolic values that interpret climate
change and conservation by finding answers in their relationship
with the land.

Spiritual Values of Nepalese Sherpas
The Beyül, symbolized in valleys and sacred forests,
establish appropriate and pleasing behaviour based on
respect for all living inhabitants which include the
deities that reside within landmarks (Sherpa 2014:47).

Yül-Lha are deities that reside in mountains and high
places outside of secular reach where disturbance, such
as climbing, was traditionally prohibited (Sherpa
2014:47, 48). Yül-Lha grant protection from avalanches,
landslides, floods, war and violence through reverent
behaviour and rituals (Sherpa 2014:47).

Water sources contain Lu spirits that can offer prosperity
or cause physical distress and natural disasters (Sherpa
2014:47). This spiritual value “recognize[s] that their
[Sherpa] existence is bound up in the prosperity
delivered by rivers, which are fed by mountain glaciers
and springs, and ultimately the atmosphere” (Alison
2015:494).

The presence of eco-tourism has shifted Sherpa spiritual
values and practices. Locals balance a fine, conflicting
line as they mediate the physical risks, economic
benefits, protection of sacred land, and shifts in identity
in regard to such an occupation.

The Answer is in the Mountain 
Sherpa farmers, who rely on glacier run off, participate in
ecological literacy where they read the mountain snow caps to
determine planting and harvesting seasons (Sherpa 2014:157).
They experience climate change first-hand as monsoons and
snowfall patterns become more unpredictable, as new pests
and bugs invade their crops, birds shift their migration
patterns, and the white peaks of their mountains melt and
darken (Sherpa 2014:157). Many Sherpa farmers described
anxiety and alienation regarding the alarmist research and
projections released by many institutions, much of this
research conducted without local participation (Sherpa
2014:156, Alison 2015:494).

The narratives, experiences, and place-based epistemologies of
Nepalese Sherpas “reveal a moral clarity, humility, and
reciprocity necessary for maintaining relationships between
humans and landscapes” (Alison 2015:502). Climate change
and water conservation contain political, economic, ethical,
institutional and epistemological interpretations that, at some
level and in some form, highlight relational disjuncture
between ecological and human actors. The relationship
between the Sherpa and the sacred mountain glaciers is where
water conservation in Nepal begins.

Local and Institutional Dynamics
There is disjuncture in theory and practice proposed by
national and institutional initiatives regarding water
monitoring and conservation (Laursen 2018). Often such
programs are too expensive, or time consuming for local
agriculturalists to implement and participate in while
still maintaining their livelihoods (Laursen 2018).
Persistent droughts in the northern agricultural Mustang
District, highlights the need to integrate “localized
material and symbolic values . . . in the standard political
and welfare economic calculus of climate change policy
and science” (Alison 2015:493). World Water Day: The Answer is in Nature
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Figure 4: Glacial lake increase in region from 1990-2015 (Nie 2015)

Figure 6: Nuptse, Mount Everest and Lhotse peaks (Pupkin 2012)

Figure 2: Glaciers in Solukhumbu region
(Duwal 2016)

Figure 1: Panorama of Mount Everest and lower valley (Fuller 2005)

Figure 3: LANDSAT image of Solukhumbu region glaciers 
(Allen and Simmon, NASA N.D.)

Figure 5: Location of Sagarmatha National Park 
(Tartari, Salerno, Buraschi et al. 2008)
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