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Abstract: Land use change, especially that due to farmland abandonment in the mountains of Nepal,
is being seen as a major factor contributing to increasing eco-environmental risk, undesirable changes
in the socio-cultural landscape, biodiversity loss, and reduced capacity of the ecosystem to provide
key services. This study aims to: i) evaluate eco-environmental risk for one of the high mountain
river basins, the Dordi river basin in Nepal, that has a growing potential of farmland abandonment;
and ii) develop a risk-based land use planning framework for mitigating the impact of risk and for
enhancing sustainable management practices in mountain regions. We employed a multi-criteria
analytic hierarchy process (AHP) to assign risk weightage to geophysical and socio-demographic
factors, and performed spatial superposition analysis in the model builder of a geographic information
system (GIS) to produce an eco-environmental risk map, which was subjected to a reliability check
against existing eco-environmental conditions by ground truthing and using statistical models.
The result shows that 22.36% of the basin area has a high level of risk. The very high, extreme high,
moderate, and low zones accounted 17.38%, 7.93%, 28.49%, and 23.81%, respectively. A high level of
eco-environmental risk occurs mostly in the north and northwest, but appears in patches in the south
as well, whereas the level of moderate risk is concentrated in the southern parts of the river basin.
All the land use types, notably, forest, grassland, shrub land, and cultivated farmland, are currently
under stress, which generally increases with elevation towards the north but is also concentrated
along the road network and river buffer zones where human interference with nature is the maximum.
The risk map and the framework are expected to provide information and a scientific evidence-base
for formulating and reasonable development strategies and guidelines for consensus-based utilization
and protection of eco-environmental resources in the river basin. As an awareness raising tool, it also
can activate social processes enabling communities to design for and mitigate the consequences of
hazardous events. Moreover, this risk assessment allows an important link in understanding regional
eco-environmental risk situation, land use, natural resources, and environmental management.
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1. Introduction

The Nepal mountains are characterized by a richly diverse ecological and socio-cultural landscape,
and have been shaped by traditional land use activities [1–3]. The land management systems in
practice have developed over the years in accordance with the prevailing environmental factors,
including topography, climate, relief, soil, and proximity to roads and settlements [4]. In particular,
cultivated farmland is located in the most fertile gentle slopes at a lower elevation, whereas forest
and grassland are scattered, mostly occupying the steep slopes that are relatively farther from the
villages. Thus, a balance between people, settlement, farmland, forest, and grassland was achieved
in the traditional land use practice. This practice contributed to the ecological and environmental
diversity in the mountains and to the socio-cultural values of the landscape. However, recent farmland
abandonment has triggered the process of land degradation as well as deterioration of mountain
ecosystem services [5–8]. The resulting patterns have also led to the problems of soil erosion and
siltation of rivers and reservoirs, which in turn have increased the frequency and severity of landslides,
debris flow, rock falls, and sinkhole formation [9,10]. Therefore, in order to manage the ever-increasing
risk and to promote sustainable mountain development and eco-environmental protection, proper
eco-environmental risk-based land use planning is essential [11].

Eco-environmental risk is the likelihood of harmful consequences occurring as a result of exposure
to biological, physical, chemical, and social stressors [12]. The risk can exert harmful or fatal effects
on humans and the natural environment [13]. Thus, eco-environmental risk assessment (ERA) is
performed to identify, analyze, and evaluate risk to the environment, ecosystem services, living
organisms, and human beings [14]. It has been applied in many fields including environmental
sciences and health sciences. In particular, in 1987, the eco-environmental risk assessment (ERA)
emerged as a way to assess the likelihood of adverse effects to ecosystems rather than only to human
health [15]. Since then, ERA has been applied to evaluate eco-environmental risks to ecosystems and
thus identify opportunities for regulating sustainable land use [16]. Surrogate information contributing
to the distribution of risks across the mountain ecosystem such as topographic condition (elevation,
slope, and aspect), types of land use, rainfall, geology, soil, and socio-economic condition, road
distance, and settlement location are considered to develop risk assessment processes [17]. Mainly
the risk analysis consists of characterizing both the exposure and effects to the environment [18].
Such understanding and mapping are important especially for eco-environmentally fragile mountainous
regions, where the relationship between the natural and human built-up environment is crucial for
sustainable land use [19,20].

A variety of approaches and methods are available and used to evaluate and identify
eco-environmental risks [21,22]. These were designed from diverse contexts and performed at different
spatial and temporal scales [23,24]. For example, Liu et al. conducted and viewed eco-environmental
risk from the perspective of watershed management [25] and agricultural activities [26]. These were
carried out using a geographic information system (GIS), remote sensing or a combination of both,
accompanied with field evaluation [27], and sometimes coupled with other environmental models
or methods [28]. These techniques are cost-effective, easily-compared, time-efficient, and ideal for
mapping and monitoring the trends of eco-environmental degradation and spatial changes [29,30].
Among the methods, the analytical hierarchy process (AHP) remains the most common and widely used
multi-criteria decision aid (MCDA) method to date and has appeared in many research reports [31–33].
It can be used on risk assessment accounting or for overlaying for a multitude of criteria such as
soil, climate, vegetation, and their sub-criteria [34]. Subjective opinions from decision makers (DMs),
stakeholders, and experts in a given field also can be used in this method [35]. Moreover, the AHP
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method allows the integration of qualitative and quantitative factors and can solve complex risk
assessment problems where data and information are lacking or ambiguous [36]. We used this AHP
method. With this background, the present study aims to: i) evaluate eco-environmental risk for one of
the high mountain river basins in Nepal that has a growing potential for farmland abandonment; and ii)
develop a risk-based land use planning framework for mitigating the impact of risk and for enhancing
sustainable management practices in mountain regions. The study at first identifies and analyzes the
role of different natural and social factors together with other interdependent factors that influence
the eco-environmental risk processes to evaluate the level of risks. Based upon the risk assessed, we
propose a draft framework of ERA-based land use planning considering the principles of best practices
in sustainable land management. The risk-based land use planning thus prepared is expected to serve
as a tool that can help local governance to improve economic opportunities and develop land use
options that reconcile conservation and development objectives. The use of this framework thereby can
activate social processes of decision making and consensus building among stakeholders on matters
concerning the utilization and protection of local resources. The risk map also enables communities
to design for and mitigate the consequences of hazardous events. Moreover, this risk assessment
allows an important link in understanding regional eco-environmental risk situation, making land use,
natural resources, and environmental management.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The assessment was carried out in the Dordi river basin that lies in the high mountainous region of
western Nepal. It is located within the coordinates of 28◦8′ N–28◦27′ N latitude, and 84◦24′ E–84◦42′ E
longitude, along the southern faces of the Himalayan range, with elevations ranging from 546 m above
mean sea level (ma.s.l.) to more than 7746 m a.s.l (see Figure 1). The basin covers a land area of
496 km2 approximately.

The region has a pleasant mountainous subtropical climate with concentrated monsoon rainfall
during the period between June and September with an average rainfall of 2600 mm per year. Chir pine
(Pinusrox burghii) and broad-leaf trees, such as Chilaune (Schimawal lichii), oak (Quercussemi carpifolia), sal
(Shorearobusta), Schima Castanopsis, and Engelhardtia are the dominant vegetation types [37]. The basin
has a long history of human habitation which has evolved the present day landscapes and land use
patterns [37]. High altitude, steep slopes, undulating terrain as well as several major rivers and streams
running north to south define the Dordi river basin which is sensitive to land use change and the
ongoing risk processes. The rivers/streams are ephemeral in character with high flows when it rains,
causing frequent flash floods. The basin was severely affected by the 2015 earthquake. Landslides,
debris flow, and rock falls frequently occur over the basin. Many cultivated farmlands and settlements,
especially those adjacent to the rivers and secondary streams face landslide hazards. Many landslides,
debris flow, and ground settlements are directly associated with the abandonment of farmland terraces
located on the hill slopes [6]. Additionally, gully formation, soil erosion, and siltation of soil on water
bodies (river water, drinking water supply, and irrigation canal) are common. Moreover, river/stream
bank cutting also poses a threat to houses and other assets along the bank of the Dordi River.

The main coping strategy of the communities is to rebuild, clean, and maintain the infrastructure
after landslides, debris flow, rock falls or soil erosion events. Communities erected at places gabion
walls for landslide or debris flow protection, but these are not entirely effective: most of the household
respondents claimed that they have been affected by the geologic and hydrologic hazards several times
every year. Due to this, some residents permanently migrated, leaving their farmlands uncultivated.
The remaining residents are very worried about these eco-environmental hazards and concerned with
the high probability of repeated landslides, debris flow, and soil erosion. While the people’s priority
is to improve education, employment, and road development, their day-to-day concerns include
mitigation of landslides, floods, and soil erosion. This kind of deterioration in the Dordi river basin
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arrested our attention and decision to conduct a systematic eco-environmental risk sensitivity mapping
and assessment of associated risks, and to draft a risk-based land use planning framework that could
assist in the peoples’ efforts to mitigate and control the problems caused by geologic, hydrological,
and natural hazards, or those induced due to the abandonment of farmlands.
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Figure 1. Location map of the study area.

2.2. Data Collection and Processing

The dataset used for this study includes a series of geographic information prepared from
satellite imagery, secondary data, and field observation. The dataset used includes elevation, slope,
aspect, soil, geology, rainfall, existing land use, normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI),
and distances from settlements to the nearest rivers/streams, road network, and settlement location.
A digital elevation model (DEM) at 30 m resolution, prepared using data obtained from the geospatial
data cloud (http://www.glovis.com) was used for elevation, slope, and aspect mapping. Soil type
(scale = 1:1,000,000) and geology (scale = 1:50,000) maps were derived from the soil and terrain database
for Nepal [38] and Department of Mines and Geology, Government of Nepal, respectively. Rainfall data
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were collected from the Hydrology and Meteorology Department of Nepal. They were interpolated
by using the inverse distance weighting (IDW) method in ArcGIS 10.5 software. The positions of
rivers/streams, road networks, and settlement locations were taken from the Department of Survey,
Government of Nepal.

Land use/land cover map and NDVI were prepared from the open access Landsat 7 Enhanced
Thematic Mapper Plus (30 m resolution, LANDSAT 7 ETM SLC-off, acquisition date: 22-08-2019) images.
Two scenes of Landsat 7 ETM data (path 141, 142 and row 41) for August 2019 were downloaded
from Geospatial Data Cloud (http://www.gscloud.cn; National Basic Science Data Sharing Service
Platform, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China). A false color image map produced by the
computer software ArcGIS Desktop 10.5, version 10.5.0.6491 (Esri®ArcMapTM 380 New York Street
Redlands, California 923738100 USA) was then analyzed for different land units. These thematic factors
were converted into raster data with 30 × 30 m resolution (WGS_1984_Universal Transverse Mercator
System, false easting = 500,000, central meridian = 84, sale factor = 0.9996 and Datum – D_WGS_1984)
in an ArcGIS 10.5 environment.

2.3. Selection of Criteria and Construction of Assessment Indicator System

We adopted eleven criteria including topographic characteristics (elevation, slope, and aspect),
soil, geology, rainfall, rivers/streams, existing land use/land cover, normalized difference vegetation
index, and socio-economic conditions such as distance to roads and settlements, which revealed the
major natural and built-up environments of the river basin. The description of all the criteria and their
sub-criteria are described in the following paragraphs.

2.3.1. Elevation

A topographic characteristic, elevation has potent influence on land use, surface runoff, as well
as development and distribution of accidental events such as landslides and debris flow [39,40].
The elevation directly reflects the terrain ruggedness. In this study, the elevation variation was
generated from the digital elevation model and classified into classes as: (i) <1000, (ii) 1000–1500,
(iii) 1500–2000, (iv) 2000–2500, and (v) >2500.

2.3.2. Slope

Slope gradient mainly controls the infiltration of groundwater into subsurface and surface flow.
In general, steeper slopes result in a faster speed of flow and are not suitable for the maintenance of
eco-environmental conditions [41]. In this study, the slope angles were generated from the digital
elevation model, and classified into five classes: flat to gentle slope (<15◦), moderate slope (15◦–25◦),
fairly moderate slope (25◦–35◦), steep slope (35◦–45◦), and very steep slope (>45◦).

2.3.3. Aspect

Topographic aspect determines the maximum slope of the terrain surface as well as the relative
amounts of sunshine and atmospheric moisture it receives [42]. In this study, the topographic aspects
were generated from the digital elevation model, and classified into classes: (i) north (N), (ii) northeast
(NE), (iii) east, (iv) southeast (SE), (v) south (S), (vi) southwest (SW), (vii) west (W), (viii) northwest
(NW), and (ix) flat.

2.3.4. Geology

Geological formation plays an important role in the production of loose materials on the slope by
weathering and slope movements such as landslide, debris flow, etc. [43]. The river basin geology is
mainly composed of easily weathered weak rocks such as shale and phyllite of Ranimatta formation that
produce loose clayey soils, moderately hard slates of Ghanapokhara formation, and granite and augen

http://www.gscloud.cn
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gneiss of Ulleri formation, that give rise to gravelly soil; whereas the hard quartzite of the Naudanda
formation produces sandy or boundary slopes not very suitable for vegetative growth [37,44].

2.3.5. Soil

Soil structures play an important role in the definition of land use and land cover, as well as in
the production on the slope of loose materials by weathering and slope movements [38,43]. The soil
types in the basin include red soil, sandy, cobbly, loamy, loamy-boulder, and loamy-skeletal, that have
been classified into: (i) chromic cambisols, (ii) eutric cambisols, (iii) eutric regosols, (iv) gelic laptosols,
(v) gleyic cambisols, and (vi) humic Cambisols [37].

2.3.6. Rainfall

Rainfall is a critical factor for constituting the natural environment as well as the energy bases of
ecosystem services (e.g., agricultural land, forests, rivers, etc.) [45]. When the energy transmission
and transformation of rainfalls are not in accordance with other environmental factors in time and
space, it will lead to ecological degradation [46]. On one hand, lack of precipitation disturbs the entire
ecosystem with strong erosion along the numerous tributaries on the other; strong rainfall induces
heavy soil erosion, giving rise to geological hazards such as landslips and mudslides. Therefore,
eco-environmental risk bears strong and positive correlations between rainfall concentrations. Here,
we used the inverse distance weighting (IDW) interpolation method to generate a rainfall map that
was classified into five classes: (i) <2613 mm/year, (ii) 2613–2614 mm/year, (iii) 2614–2615 mm/year,
(iv) 2615–2616 mm/year, and (v) >2616 mm/year.

2.3.7. Land Use/Land Cover (LULC)

Land use/land cover is one of the most important forms of eco-environmental landscape that
serves as also the source of hazardous events in mountain regions [47]. In general, the forest area
provides stability to the slope and it is widely accepted that vegetation cover has a positive influence on
slope stability [48]. Geological hazards get triggered frequently in the barren mountains and abandoned
farmlands [7]. In this study, the land use/cover was mapped into eight classes: (i) agricultural land,
(ii) forest, (iii) grass land, (iv) bare land, (v) shrub land, (vi) water body, and (vii) snow/glacier.
Agriculture land referred to land used for growing crops, even if it was cultivated every year. Forest is
referred to as any vegetated land that is dominated by trees or shrubs. Grassland is defined as any
land used to grow grasses for the purpose of grazing. Shrub land is categorized when forest does not
entirely apply.

2.3.8. Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI)

NDVI is an important in that it measures the ground vegetation condition. The vegetation cover
condition directly affects and even determines the eco-environmental conditions such as the amount
of primary biological production, ecological carrying capacity, and soil erosion [49]. The higher the
NDVI value, the healthier the vegetation; while a lower NDVI value represents less or no vegetation.
Theoretically, NDVI values range from −1 to 1. In practice, extreme negative values represent water,
values around zero represent bare soil, and values over 0.6 represent dense green vegetation. Here,
NDVI values have been divided into five classes: (−0.17)–(0.02), (−0.02)–0.10, 0.10–0.20, 0.20–0.29,
and 0.29–0.50.

2.3.9. Distance to Rivers/Streams

The hydrological system with rivers, streams, ponds, and natural springs as its components has
importance not only because it assists in draining rain water but also because it can induce landslides,
debris flow, and flooding [50]. Most of the time, the occurrence of flooding is related to the distribution
of the drainage system. Concave stream banks usually host soil fall or landslides. In this study, a map
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for distance to river and streams was prepared using the buffer distance analysis (BDA) method,
and classified into five classes: (i) close (<50 m), (ii) nearby (50–100 m), (iii) distant (100–200 m),
(iv) little distance (200–500 m), and (v) far (>500 m).

2.3.10. Distance to Road Networks

Road networks and mountain slopes are important factors that influences the geomorphic
processes affecting the surrounding eco-environment [51]. Road construction often leads to high runoff

coefficients and soil losses from mountainous slope surfaces. In this study, motorable earthen roads
were considered for network, and a distance map was prepared using the buffer distance analysis (BDA)
method. These were classified into five classes: (i) close (<50 m), (ii) nearby (50–100 m), (iii) nearby
distant (100–200 m), (iv) far (200–500), and (v) more far (>500 m).

2.3.11. Distance to Settlements

Population density, settlement distribution, and socio-economic activities acting separately or
interacting together influence the regional eco-environmental quality [52]. In particular, human
activities such as grazing, mining, and soil digging are associated with the location of settlements,
that can accelerate surface geomorphic processes indicating geomorphic hazards [53–56]. This study
considered a settlement as one that includes at least five buildings located in a cluster. Digital thematic
distances from each settlement were prepared in the form of a map using the buffer distance analysis
(BDA) interpolation method. These were classified into three classes: (i) close (<1000 m), (ii) nearby
(1000–2000 m), (iii) nearby distant (2000–3000 m), and far (>3000).

2.4. Determining Relative Importance of the Different Criteria

Each of the criteria was weighted according to its relative contribution to eco-environmental
risk and quality. A pairwise comparison matrix based on the AHP method was used to determine
the weight of each criterion (see Figure 2). A numerical value from 1 to 9 was assigned, indicating
how many times a criterion was more important or how dominant one criterion was over another
criterion. This was determined based upon a consensus of five experts (1 geologist, 2 geographers,
1 soil scientist, and 1 environmental scientist) experienced and well-versed in the relative influence
of each criterion on eco-environmental risk, land use, ecosystem health, and ecological quality [57].
Specifically, higher weights were given to higher elevations while lower elevations were assigned
lower weights for the elevation factor: steeper hill slopes received higher weightage values. Similarly,
higher weights were given to north, northwest, and northeast aspects because northern aspects are
mostly devoid of vegetation or have scant vegetation in the basin. For land use types, bare land
was given a high weight because of its high influence on geomorphic processes; grassland and scrub
were given medium weights as grasses become prone to landslides and other events, thus becoming
medium susceptible to environmental hazards (e.g., landslides, debris flow). The forest classes were
given less weight because forests hinder environmental hazards. The major rock type of the area was
rated according to their relative importance for landslides and debris flow. Accordingly, proximity to
rivers/streams, road networks, and settlements was assigned higher scores. It was assumed that the
possibility of a landslide and other geomorphological processes was more frequently near streams
because of undercutting.

After assigning values to all thematic layers, the validity of comparisons was evaluated through
the consistency ratio (CR).

Consistency ratio (CR) =
Consistency index (CI)

Random index (RI)
(1)
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where CI is the consistency index, expressed as,

Consistency index (CI) =
λmax− n

n− 1
(2)

where λmax is the largest eigenvalue and n is the number of the criteria. RI is the random consistency
index value. Table 1 shows the values for the RI of the matrix dimensions of 1–15. In general,
the acceptable value of CR depends on the size of the matrix (0.1 for matrices n ≥5). If the CR value is
equal to or less than the specified value, this indicates that the evaluation within the matrix is acceptable
and close to ideal values. However, if the CR is higher than the acceptable value, an evaluation process
is needed to be improved [60]. Here, the CR of the matrix that derived from criteria weights is 0.1,
which is equal to <0.1, indicating the judgment is consistent, and the calculated weights can be used
(Table S1).Sustainability 2019, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  8 of 20 

 
Figure 2. Determining criteria weight in the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) model. NDVI: 
normalized difference vegetation index; CI: consistency index. 

Table 1. Random consistency index [58,59]. 

n 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
RI 0 0 0.58 0.90 1.12 1.24 1.32 1.41 1.45 1.49 1.51 1.53 1.56 1.57 1.59 

After assigning values to all thematic layers, the validity of comparisons was evaluated through 
the consistency ratio (CR). Consistency	ratio	 CR 	= 	 	 		 	  (1) 

where CI is the consistency index, expressed as, Consistency	index	 CI 	= 	λmax− n− 1  (2) 

where λmax is the largest eigenvalue and n is the number of the criteria. RI is the random consistency 
index value. Table 1shows the values for the RI of the matrix dimensions of 1–15. In general, the 
acceptable value of CR depends on the size of the matrix (0.1 for matrices n ≥5). If the CR value is 
equal to or less than the specified value, this indicates that the evaluation within the matrix is 
acceptable and close to ideal values. However, if the CR is higher than the acceptable value, an 
evaluation process is needed to be improved [60]. Here, the CR of the matrix that derived from criteria 
weights is 0.1, which is equal to <0.1, indicating the judgment is consistent, and the calculated weights 
can be used (Table S1). 

2.5. Risk Calculation and Classification of Results 

The eco-environmental risk was calculated by overlaying weightage value of each criterion for 
all unit areas. The defined criteria of elevation, slope, aspect, geology, soil, land use/land cover, NDVI, 

Figure 2. Determining criteria weight in the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) model. NDVI: normalized
difference vegetation index; CI: consistency index.

Table 1. Random consistency index [58,59].

n 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

RI 0 0 0.58 0.90 1.12 1.24 1.32 1.41 1.45 1.49 1.51 1.53 1.56 1.57 1.59

2.5. Risk Calculation and Classification of Results

The eco-environmental risk was calculated by overlaying weightage value of each criterion for all
unit areas. The defined criteria of elevation, slope, aspect, geology, soil, land use/land cover, NDVI,
annual rainfall, distance from rivers/streams, roads, and settlements, were imported into different
GIS layers at first, then arranged as the input of a model builder module of ArcGIS 10.5. This model
enables running workflows containing a sequence of geo-processing tools to obtain assessment results
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efficiently. Secondly, all these criteria were incorporated using the raster calculator function in ArcGIS
employing the following linear additive model:

Eco− environmental risk index (ERI) =
n∑

j=1

W jwij (3)

where Wj is the weight value of causative criteria’s j, wij is the weight value of class i of each causative
criterion’s j, and n is the number of the causative factor.

The resulting ERI map has categories according to expert opinions as there are no general rules to
categorize such continuous data automatically [61]. In this study, the resulting ERI map is classified
into five levels, namely, low, moderate, high, very high, and extreme high risk zones according to the
methods of natural breaks classification. The definition of risk level is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Eco-environmental risk classification in the Dordi river basin.

Risk classification Eco-environmental
risk index(ERI) Character description

Low risk >0.15
The eco-environmental system is stable including strong risk

resistance, fertile soil, relatively low altitude, and great
vegetation coverage.

Moderate risk 0.15–0.20
The eco-environmental system is relatively stable including
risk resistance, fertile soil, relatively low altitude, and better

vegetation coverage.

High risk 0.20–0.25
The eco-environmental system is relatively unstable

including relatively poor risk resistance, relatively barren
soil, and relatively complicated vegetation types.

Very high risk 0.25–0.30 The eco-environmental system is unstable including poor
risk resistance, barren soil, and few vegetation types.

Extreme high risk >30
The eco-environmental system is extremely unstable

including poor risk resistance, relatively high altitude, barren
soil, and sparse vegetation that are mainly hardy plants.

2.6. Development of aFramework for Land Use Planning

We developed a framework for land use planning (LUP) that provides an important scientific
basis for supporting the strategies of ecological construction, regional development, and planning of
management options. LUP integrates the conditions in the five categories of risks (extreme high, very
high, high, moderate, and low) with four categories of land use types: forest, shrub land, grassland,
agricultural farmland (see Figure 3). In this way, 20 land use types, for example forest with high risk
(FH) and agricultural land with low risk (AL), were categorized. Secondly, all these categories were
assigned into four different types of scenarios, namely, (i) restricted areas, (ii) priority control areas,
(iii) control areas, and (iv) monitored areas. For the different level of scenarios, we provide important
information to support the strategy of ecological construction and risk mitigation measures, including
land conservation, land replacement, and low impact development (LID) practices. Land conservation
measures serve to prevent human disturbances (protecting land of agricultural significance, protecting
natural capital from encroachment), and land replacement (e.g., rehabilitation and/or avoidance of
sites) serves to eliminate risk sources in eco-environmentally sensitive areas or transfer the sources to
other sites. Low impact practices include protection of the quality and quantity of natural resources
and minimization of land degradation establishing appropriate buffers between socio-economic
development activities such as road network facilities, permeable pavements, and storage tanks, which
can control risks related to surface runoff at their source through natural processes of infiltration,
detention, storage, and purification. As the last step, land-use measures were validated, or adjusted as
required, to ensure that environmental concerns were effectively addressed.
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3. Results and Discussions

3.1. Spatial Distribution of Eco-Environmental Risk

The spatial distribution of eco-environmental risk levels for the Dordi river basin were calculated,
using the level of calculated risk at each grid number multiplied by the grid area. An area of 111.10 km2,
accounting for 22.36% of the total Dordi river basin, belongs to the high level of risk. Approximately
86.35 km2 (17.38%) and 39.43 km2 (7.93%) belong to very high level of risk and extreme high level of
risk, respectively. This means that nearly half (>47.67%) of the total basin area is highly risky. The low
and moderate zones accounted for 23.81% (118.29km2) and 28.49% (141.51km2), respectively (Table 3).
A high level of eco-environmental risk occurs mostly in the north and northwest, but appears in patches
in the south as well, whereas the level of moderate risk is concentrated in the southern parts of the
river basin. Areas with a lower level of risk are scattered throughout the basin. In general, the risk is
relatively light in center parts and heavy in northern parts (see Figure 4).

The eco-environmental risk level also closely correlates with altitude: high and very high levels
of risk are mostly distributed in areas with an elevation above 2500 m. The extreme level of risk is
distributed entirely above the elevation of 2500 m, whereas the moderate and light levels are mostly
distributed in the lower elevation range of 1000 and 2500 m (see Figures 5 and 6). It is interesting to
note that all land use types contain all categories of risk, albeit in different proportions. Of the total
207.2 km2 of forest, 44.17% represent low risk, 34.50% moderate risk, and 21.31% of the high risk, very
high, and extreme high risk. The high risk characteristics of these areas can be attributed both to their
importance in providing ecosystem services and to their locations at higher elevations and steep slopes
especially for the forest reserves. Shrub lands occupy12.88 km2 area, of which 77.12% is at high risk.
The grass land use type is widely distributed in the study area, but 80.42% of its area is in high risk
zones, mostly around the forest as well as in the buffer zones of the river. Additionally, one-fourth of
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the cultivated farmlands are at high risk mainly along the road network and river buffer zones. Table 4
provides the details.

Table 3. Area and proportion of eco-environmental risk in the Dordi river basin.

Risk level ERI Number of Grid Area (km2) Percentage

Low risk <0.15 112,762 118.29 23.81

Moderate risk 0.15–0.20 134,889 141.51 28.49

High risk 0.20–0.25 105,900 111.10 22.36

Very high risk 0.25–0.30 82,311 86.35 17.38

Extreme high risk >0.30 37,590 39.43 7.93
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Table 4. Extent of risk on different land use type.

Land use Forest Shrub land Grassland Agriculture

Area (km2) 207.2 (46.20%) 12.88(2.88%) 61.16 (13.64%) 71.25 (15.89%)

Low (km2) 91.53 (44.17%) 0.41(3.25%) 0.18 (0.30%) 14.53(20.39%)

Medium(km2) 71.49 (34.50%) 2.52(19.62%) 11.78(19.27%) 38.33(53.80%)

High(km2) 38.29 (18.47%) 5.96(46.30%) 24.63(40.28%) 15.48(21.73%)

Very high(km2) 5.81(2.80%) 3.72(28.91%) 20.19(33.02%) 2.87(4.03%)

Extreme high (km2) 0.067 (0.03%) 0.24(1.90%) 4.35(7.11%) 0.02(0.03%)

Eco-environmental risk map especially for the high, very high, and extreme high areas requires
verification [62]. The best way to physically validate the research findings is by conducting field
observations, which is rather a difficult job logistics-wise [63]. However, this can be done on the basis of
field information and past geo-meteorological events (e.g., landslides, rock falls, debris flows, etc.) [64].
In this study, we observed that the large number of eco-environmental risks such as landslides, debris
flow, rock falls, and gully formation processes are clearly marked in the areas of abandoned farmlands
and/or in the areas of high, very high, and extreme high areas of eco-environmental risk zones.

A large number of landslides, debris flows, and rock falls were observed along the bank of
the river stream, and in areas influenced by development infrastructure constructions such as road
networks, irrigation canals, water supply and hydropower project, and on the abandoned farmlands [6].
Sometimes landslides were observed spreading out in adjacent agricultural fields. Slope land plants
in several places were severely affected by landslides, debris flows, and rock falls; sometimes these
were destroyed heavily, exacting an adverse effect on the ecological and environmental conditions
of the region. In all such locations, soil is exposed with an increasing extent of risk of soil erosion.
These hazards also affect the fertility of the soil and may cause habitat destruction for wild animals to a
large extent. Landslides were found in conditions of poor soil structure and poor vegetation resulting
in high risk to nearby villages. A very large newly triggered landslide was observed in the slope uphill
of Basnetgaun and Hiletaksar road. This slide was due to severe undercutting of the slope by the road
construction in hill slopes covered by thin grasses and some trees. Another large debris flow with
a wide debris fan was situated at the uphill slope of the settlement called Hile. Construction, poor
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vegetation, and the presence of soft weathered mudstone and sandstone were the main causes of this
slide. An old rotational slide was also observed along the bank of the river and stream (see Figure 7).
Although the entire slope is covered by moderately dense forest, the landslide scars are still visible.
This slide occurred due to river incision. We checked the risk map prepared against all these conditions
and found that the map reflected the realities on the ground. We conclude that our eco-environmental
risk map represents the ground conditions and, therefore can be used as a scientific basis to guide land
use planning in the study area.
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The eco-environmental risk map was also validated using mathematical and statistical tools
such as computation of geological hazards (e.g., landslides), density, and success rate curve [65].
In particular, the geological hazard density of each risk level, a ratio of observed landslide occurrences
in a respective risk, gives the overall quality of the eco-environmental risk map [66]. Our results of
such treatments are given in Table 5; landslide density for the extreme high risk zone is 0.0796, which
is distinctly larger than for other risk zones. The landslide densities for very high, high, moderate,
and low level of risk zones are respectively 0.0299, 0.0207, 0.0090, and 0.0033. These results show that
there is gradual decrease in landslide density from the extreme high to low risk zones and there is also
considerable separation in landslide density values between the different risk zones. A similar kind of
success rate (85.3%) was found for one of the landslide susceptibility mappings conducted along the
Dordi river basin [67]. This finding indicates that the eco-environmental risk increases with increasing
elevation, which could reflect the harsh eco-environmental conditions at higher elevations which is in
accordance with similar conclusions arrived at by other researchers in other countries such as China [17],
Ethiopia [68], and Slovenia [69]. The study clearly indicates that landslides are frequently occurring
natural hazards especially in high and very high risk areas that lead to massive destruction of life and



Sustainability 2019, 11, 6931 14 of 20

property and sometimes lead to large-scale landscape transformations. Therefore, such concurrence of
results from both methodologies allows concluding that the calculated eco-environmental risk map
and classified risk zones are found to be in good agreement with occurrences of hazardous processes.

Table 5. Observed geological hazard density in the different risk zones of the eco-environmental
risk map.

Eco-environmental risk zones
Area Hazard area Landslide density

(km2) (%) (km2) (%)

Low risk 118.29 23.81 0.40 4.11 0.0033

Moderate risk 141.51 28.49 1.28 13.17 0.0090

High risk 111.10 22.36 2.31 23.77 0.0207

Very high risk 86.35 17.38 2.59 26.64 0.0299

Extreme high risk 39.43 7.93 3.14 32.30 0.0796

3.2. Land Use Planning Framework

We implemented a land use planning framework combining the risk zones with the existing four
major land use types. This created 20 conditions that we assigned alphabetic nomenclature that appears
as a matrix in Figure 8. A logical reasoning then followed: classification with nomenclatures such as
“EFH, SEH, GEH, AEH, FVH, SVH, GVH, AVH” were considered as “restricted areas”. These zones
are extremely eco-sensitive and vulnerable to natural and human disturbances. The eco-environmental
conditions are severely polluted, and the ecosystems are crippled. In particular, risks in these areas are
considered as unacceptable and thus require corrective actions.
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The high risk zones with nomenclatures of “FH, SH, GH, AH” are assigned as “priority control
areas”. These zones are highly eco-sensitive and vulnerable to natural and human disturbances.
Therefore, development activities in these zones should be strictly restricted by the principal functional
orientation. By taking ecological and resourceful advantage, the land use in such “priority control areas”
should focus on the (i) development of ecological forestry, (ii) promotion of biodiversity, natural beauty,
and physical endowments, (iii) promotion of suitable eco-tourism development, and (iv) preservation
of cultural and natural heritages, while constructing an ecological tourism demonstration that could
serve as world class tourist destinations with green tourism products and services.

The moderate risk land areas “FM, SM, GM, AM” areas are classified as “control areas” which are
envisioned as optimized development zones in ecological planning. Development orientation of these
areas should be adjusted to alleviate the impacts of production and construction on the ecological
environment and act as a buffer for human activities. Specially in high altitudes, management should
be transformed into ecological construction as integrative water protection and the establishment of a
shelter belt for preventing land desertification and soil erosion and developing ecological agriculture.
Suggested actions in these areas include low impact development (LID) practices and conservation of
forest and farmland. LID-based land use practices such as strict control of industrial environmental
pollution, and the presence or increase of vegetation coverage, restoration of lakes from farmland,
and control of water loss and soil erosion are the chief tasks in ecological construction.

In the zones of low risk scenarios “FL, SL, GL, AL” are assigned as “monitoring” areas. Risks are
acceptable and thus socio-economic development actions are optional. The ecosystem has a lower
sensitivity degree to outside interferences, and the land resources and environment can support the
demands of exploitation and construction. Thus, all areas of human settlement development that can
be devoted to major infrastructure and utility systems can be developed. However, the important
restrictive factor, that is shortage of water resources in the river basin, should be taken into full
consideration in economic and social activities insistently, and the water-saving construction system
is in urgent need of construction. In the southern and riverbed plain area, there is a favorable
natural condition with a pleasant subtropical humid climate, fertile soil condition, and plentiful
wetland resource. The modern agricultural production system should be developed considering
timely ecological restoration to prevent destruction of landscapes and large areas of water loss and
soil erosion.

Further, the areas suggested for monitoring can be divided into two classes namely, farmlands and
built-up areas. The settlements of Tillar, Ramchokbesi, Basnetgaun, Hile, Majhgaun, Chisapani, Tiwari
danda, Karki Danda, Nauthar, and Sera are potentially the most important bases for the socio-economic
development of the whole Dordi river basin. These areas are suitable primarily for the residential
portion of the built-up environment. Thus the emphasis should be made to ensure the following
achievements: (a) integration of activities within and among settlements and efficient production and
movement of people and commodities, and (b) access of the population to housing, education, health
care, recreation, transportation and communication, sanitation, and basic utilities such as water, power,
waste disposal, and other services. However, farmlands of these prefectures are highly threatened
by abandonment. Thus, in areas where water is available for irrigation, trees, shrubs, and grass belts
should be planted as barrier fences or small plots in order to reduce the rate of desertification and
reclamation of lost lands.

In the mountainous regions of Nepal, there are mainly four types of land use, forest, shrub
land, grassland, and farmland, that contain many valuable areas of conservation, despite significant
transformations to the landscape [70]. Primarily, the vegetation barrier could break the wind velocity
preventing sands from blowing laterally up the slope land. These infrastructures form a network
of natural and semi-natural areas, such as existing forests and plantations; they enhance ecosystem
health and resilience, minimizing natural disaster risks, including lowering surface water runoff which
reduces the risk of flooding, connecting habitats, and mitigating mountain disaster effects; they also
contribute to biodiversity conservation in an integrated manner, improving flora and fauna, and human
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well-being. They can also protect farmlands, conserve water and soils, and provide wood for fuel.
In addition, green infrastructure offers a promising way to integrate biodiversity and ecosystem
services in the mountain landscape. However, maintaining and enhancing these areas requires a policy
objective from Nepalese governments at all levels of the governing system [71]. Therefore, this study
incorporated forests, shrubs, grasslands, and farmlands at the land use planning stage.

The current conservation areas in the greater mountain areas are in place for a range of historical
reasons, including their scenic and recreational values, their non-suitability for various land use, the
influence of lobby groups, and the tenure of the land. Since the Third Five-Year Plan (1965–1970),
the Nepalese governments have established a holistic approach to managing watershed resources
that integrate forestry, agriculture, pasture, and water management, with an objective of sustainable
management of natural resources. This approach seeks to promote interactions among multiple
stakeholders within and between the upstream and downstream locations of a watershed. However,
these experiences suggest that these ideals of watershed management do not appear to be strongly
linked with the eco-environmental risk assessment and/or developed solely for conservation values [72].
Regarding the eco-environmental risk level, we categorized these four land use types as restricted
areas, priority control areas, control areas, and monitoring areas. This can be used to assess the efficacy
of current conservation areas and to identify land that is more likely to protect areas. Comparison of
different risk scenarios and a mechanism for a constant dialogue between policymakers, practitioners,
and communities at the landscape level would help in linking the upstream and downstream ecology
to improve the livelihoods of the local people and sustainable watershed resource management.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

This study evaluates eco-environmental risk conditions for the Dordi river basin located in the high
mountains of the Nepalese Himalayas, produces a risk map, and develops a land planning framework.
The proposed land use planning framework can help to achieve better outcomes for preventing further
eco-environmental changes and loss of biodiversity. This can be used as a scientific basis to carry
forward plans and enforce them, and/or for mobilizing public participation in land and to create a
political leverage to support the planning processes. Likewise, the maps produced by this research may
also help in facilitating improved collaboration between agencies responsible for land use planning,
environmental management, and the private sector and non-governmental organization (NGO/INGOs)
who work on various aspects of community development, serving as a common understanding of the
situation. In addition, the land use planning tools demonstrated in this study can serve land managers
and conservationists as a sophisticated analytical tool beyond simple rules of thumb. It can be used for
designing and implementing the much-needed innovative financial incentives, and for discouraging
risk-prone development. Moreover, this risk assessment allows an important link in understanding
regional eco-environmental risk situation, making land use, natural resources, and environmental
management. However, the analysis presented here does have limitations: reasonable data for the
specific task of interest are not available in Nepal. For this study, the risk distribution maps were
derived from secondary data on elevation, slope, aspect, soil, geology, land use, NDVI, rainfall, distance
to river, settlements, and roads, and using expert opinions and field visits. More detailed field-surveyed
data could yield better granularity and accuracy. Nonetheless, the results convincingly allow us to
make the following suggestions to the national and local governmental authorities to take steps for the
effective and practical application to the recovery of the local ecosystem.

- Region of strict protection: the region where eco-environmental risk is high, very high, and extreme
is identified as the region of strict protection. This area constitutes nearly half (48%) of the basin.
Considering the status of the area, all the development activities must be effectively monitored by
the local government authority, and a proper reclamation plan for ecological recovery should
be immediately put in place. Comprehensive strategy for combating hazard risks should be
implemented. Also, human activities should be reduced as much as possible and eco-restoration
activities should be initiated immediately.
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- Region of priority control: area under moderate and low risk constitutes more than half (52%) of
the total area. It is suggested for focal protection. In this region the improved implementation
of conservation measures is needed. This can be achieved by providing alternative sources of
income to local people. Active participation of the local people in eco-restoration is recommended.
Awareness of these trade-offs can underpin effective land use allocation that promotes sustainable
land management and multifunctional land system through the efficient supply of multiple
ecosystem services.
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