RURAL TOURISM: CATALYSING THE MULTIFOLD DEVELOPMENTS IN RURAL INDIA

Rural tourism occurs in countryside areas but encompasses more when broken down. This includes land use,
local economy, community involvement, sustainable development, and cultural identity preservation. Rural
tourism began in the early 19th century due to industrialization's urban impact. Its significance grew after the
1980s with global initiatives like 'Our Common Future' and the Millennium Development Goals, promoting rural
economy regeneration.

Rural tourism in India is a burgeoning sector within tourism. Much of India's rural areas remain untapped,
offering authentic experiences and economic opportunities through employment generation. India's villages
hold vast cultural, traditional, and agricultural richness. Tourism can unlock economic potential, creating jobs
and empowering communities, especially youth and women, while also addressing migration, poverty, and
sustainability.

Realising the Potential

Rural tourism in India gained prominence during the eleventh five-year plan (2007-2012), marked by
infrastructural development in rural areas. The twelfth five-year plan (2012-2017) further emphasized niche
tourism areas like medical and rural tourism.

Strategising the Way Forward

e The Ministry of Tourism, Government of India for promoting and developing rural tourism in India has
formulated two strategies.

e The National Strategy and Roadmap for the Development of Rural Tourism in India and the National Strategy
for the Promotion of Rural Homestays in India. Both strategies are formulated with a broader vision to
capitalise on the potential of Indian rural tourism.

e The strategies focus on the holistic approach for developing rural tourism uplifting the rural economy
alongside. To deliver the multifold benefits of rural tourism the strategies are based on several major key
strategic pillars:

1. Benchmarking of state policies and best practices

I. Digital technologies and platforms for rural tourism
IIl. Developing clusters for rural tourism

IV. Marketing support for rural tourism

V. Capacity building of stakeholders

VI. Governance and Institutional Framework

The Ministry of Tourism addresses rural challenges by focusing on multifaceted development strategies,
including secondary occupations, training, infrastructure, reverse migration, and job creation.

For the effective implementation of the National strategies and the providing support for promotion and
development of Rural Tourism in the country Ministry of Tourism has designated Indian Institute of Tourism and
Travel Management as the Central Nodal Agency for Rural Tourism and Rural Homestay.

Rural Tourism for Community Empowerment & Poverty Alleviation

The global tourism industry transcends borders, with collaboration evident among leading economies such as
the G-20. The inaugural Tourism Working Group (TWG) meeting, held at Rann of Kutch, emphasized rural
tourism's potential for community empowerment and poverty reduction. Discussions centred on rural tourism's
multi-faceted impact on the environment, culture, tradition, economy, and local communities, aligning with the
Ministry of Tourism's objectives.
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Cataloging Indian Rural Tourism

India is a land that has countless potential for rural tourism. To map the potential of Indian rural tourism the
Ministry of Tourism, Government of India has launched the Best Tourism Village Competition and Best Rural
Homestay Competition.

The Best Tourism Village Competition received 795 applications from 315 districts across 31 states and UTs.
Among these, 35 villages were identified as India's best tourism villages. Their practices and models will be
shared for replication and village development.

The current edition of the Best Tourism Village competition has received a total of 991 applications in the
Best Tourism Village Competition 2024 and 802 applications in the Best Rural Homestay Competition 2024.

The Ministry of Tourism launched www.rural.tourism.gov.in to promote Indian rural tourism globally,
showcasing destinations, homestays, government initiatives, acting as an Indian Encyclopaedia for Rural
Tourism, fostering synergy among stakeholders, community, and tourists.

Positioning Indian Rural Tourism at Global Level

India's successful rural tourism initiatives gain international recognition from the UN Tourism (formerly
UNWTO), with Pochampally village in Telangana honored as the UNWTO Best Tourism Village in 2021 for its
community-led development and renowned Pochampally silk.

In 2023, Dhordo in Gujarat was named UNWTOQ's Best Tourism Village, showcasing how tourism drives trade,
job creation, investment, infrastructure, and social inclusion, while also highlighting its commitment to eco-
conscious living.

Khonoma, Nagaland, and Madla, Madhya Pradesh, were recognized by the UNWTQ's Upgrade Program in
2022 and 2023, respectively, highlighting their potential for improvement towards becoming Best Tourism
Villages.

From the Last Village to the First Village

India's border villages, once called the "last villages," are now recognized as the "First villages" under the
Vibrant Village Program. Inhabited by determined people reliant on farming and traditional jobs, these
villages benefit from government initiatives improving infrastructure, healthcare, education, and promoting
economic growth and sustainability.

Development focuses on all-weather roads, water supply, 24x7 electricity with emphasis on solar and wind
energy, and improved connectivity including mobile and internet services, along with facilities like tourist
centers, multi-purpose centers, and health/wellness centers.

Community Reinforcement

The Ministry of Tourism is implementing capacity-building initiatives for rural tourism stakeholders, from
Central Government Ministries to local communities. It aims to establish Capacity Building Resource Centres
at national, state, and cluster levels to facilitate knowledge exchange, interaction, and develop responsible
tourism standards tailored to regional needs.

Rural tourism fuels rural development by unlocking economic growth, preserving cultural heritage, and
empowering local communities. Strategic programs and international recognition bolster Indian rural
tourism, making it a vibrant hub for responsible tourism and community well-being.

REDEFINING TOURISM: FESTIVALS, CUISINE, AND MUSIC OF NORTHEAST INDIA

The Northeastern Region boasts 200+ tribal and non-tribal ethnic groups from diverse human races, earning
it the title of an anthropologists' paradise. Tracing back to the Early Stone Age, it showcases varied racial
presence.
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The Northeast serves as a convergence point for diverse races, cultures, and traditions, evident in its
plethora of festivals celebrated by various ethnic communities throughout the year. This rich culture
includes cuisine, music, handloom, and handicrafts.

Ethnic communities in the Northeast have long been agriculturally focused, with festivals tied to the annual
agricultural cycle, marking sowing or harvest. These cultural events, increasingly popular, draw tourists
eager to experience or witness them.

Initially, tourism in the region focused on specific spots like Kaziranga National Park, Kamakhya Temple,
Shillong, Cherrapunjee, Tawang, and Loktak Lake.

However, improved security has expanded its appeal to ethnic resources. Tourism insiders attribute the
shift to ethnic attractions like festivals, cuisine, and music to improved regional conditions, dispelling past
negative news, and attracting tourists, as noted by tour operator Deepak Sarma.

Equally crucial is communities' increasing interest in tourism as an economic activity. Enhanced information
sharing via the Internet and digital media amplifies the telling of communities' untold stories, including
festivals, culinary traditions, and arts.

Ethnic Festivals

While each ethnic group in the Northeast boasts unique cultural traits and festivals, not all can promote
tourism effectively. Standouts include Assam's Rongali Bihu, Mizoram's Chapchar Kut, and Meghalaya's
Wangala festivals.

Rongali Bihu in Assam, a spring New Year festival, boasts music, dance, and Assam silk. Traditional rice cakes
and village celebrations near Guwahati, Jorhat, Dibrugarh, Sivasagar, and Tezpur are highlights, with
Guwahati's centrally organized event at Srimanta Sankaradeva Kalakshetra being particularly noteworthy.

In the Northeast, tourism festivals highlighting traditional dance, music, and cuisine have gained popularity.
Assam's Chandubi Festival near Guwahati features Rabha tribe performances, while Jagiroad's Jon-Beel Mela
has become a tourist attraction, bridging Khasis and Tiwas.

While the tribal communities barter traditional food and fabrics between them, other visitors can buy them.

The Karbi Youth Festival by Assam's Karbi community began cultural tourism 50 years ago. Nagaland's
Hornbill Festival since 2000 showcases 17 tribes, drawing many tourists yearly. The festivals boost local
economies and offer insights into diverse cultures, evident in Kohima's tourism numbers, with over 2100
foreign and 37,000 domestic visitors in December 2023.

The success of ethnic festivals like Karbi Youth Festival and Hornbill Festival has inspired similar events in
other Northeastern states. Arunachal Pradesh's Lossar, the Monpa tribe's New Year festival in February,
features the vibrant Aji Lhamu mask dance, drawing photographers and tourists alike.

In Mizoram, Chapchar Kut, the spring festival, has transitioned from traditional villages to Aizawl, becoming
a major tourist attraction. Celebrated in mid-March post-jhum operation, tourists flock to witness the
thrilling Cheraw or Bamboo Dance alongside Mim Kut in August-September and Pawl Kut in December.

Nagaland's Sekrenyi and Moatsu festivals gain tourist traction, especially for showcasing Angami and Ao
traditions in February and May, respectively. Tourists are drawn to traditional attire, music, dances, unique
cuisine, and cultural elements distinct to the region.

Meghalaya, known for Shillong and its rain-drenched locales, sees rising tourism. Mawhphlang Sacred
Groves attract for their sacred and medicinal significance, while traditional dances like Nongkrem, Shad-Suk-
mynsiem, Wangala, Bahdienkhlam, and the Cherry Blossom Festival entice visitors, showcasing local culture
and music.
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Music All the Way

Shillong, the Rock Capital of India, boasts top-quality guitars and skilled guitarists like Lou Majaw.
Immortalized in Bhupen Hazarika's songs, Shillong's music scene, especially during Bob Dylan's birthday,
draws huge crowds.

Launched in 2012, the Ziro Music Festival in the Apatani Valley of Arunachal Pradesh, on the other hand,
showcases traditional music of the Himalayan state alongside performances by big bands for about a week
in October every year. The highlight of this festival is the arrival of several hundred music lovers from across
the country on motorbikes.

Majuli, the world's largest river island in the Brahmaputra, is a tourist magnet with ethnic festivals like the
Raas Festival in November, showcasing Vaishnavite culture. In April, the Mising tribal community's Ali-ai-
Lrigang festival charms visitors with its Oinatom songs of love.

Majuli now features Mon-geet, a music and culture festival in mid-January along the Brahmaputra's sandy
banks. This festival appeals to diverse interests, including music, poetry, art, craft, culinary delights, and
visits to medieval Vaishnavite monasteries.

For The Taste Buds

In recent decades, ethnic cuisine has gained popularity among tourists, showcasing diverse culinary
traditions. Modern tourists seek ethnic food experiences, reflecting a shift from European or traditional
Indian dishes to exploring new flavors and culinary adventures.

The Northeast's diverse districts and tribes host exclusive cuisine, making it a hub for food festivals. State
capitals, district towns, and tribal villages offer tourists a wide range of ethnic culinary experiences.

With home-stay facilities becoming popular, tourists nowadays also get the opportunity to eat with the host
family or host community, where ethnic food is the new catchline.

Today's tourists, particularly the younger generation, are not just leisure travellers. Many, both local and
international, are keen on exploring communities' culture, music, cuisine, and traditions in depth. They
prefer longer stays and home-stays, fostering deeper cultural understanding and encouraging return visits.

AMENITISATION OF RURAL INDIA FOR NATURE TOURISM

Rural India and Nature Tourism

Tourism's true potential in India thrives in rural locales, boasting open spaces, quaint settlements, lush
farms, abundant nature, and rich folk culture. This essence defines Indian tourism, with rural charm eclipsing
contrary notions, for it is the allure of places like Shimla's scenic trails and traditional sites that captivates
visitors.

If Cherrapunji's natural vistas are obscured by urban development, why visit Meghalaya, the 'Scotland of the
East,' renowned for its untouched hills? Urbanizing India's diverse nature risks losing its allure. Authentic
rural experiences, not artificial amenities, define true Indian tourism, fostering economic growth in rural
areas and global appeal.

Rural India offers a unique experience for domestic, urban, and foreign travelers. The Home Stay concept,
although existing for some time, lacks comprehensive packaging and professional upkeep, hindering its
potential for expansion.

Community engagement is crucial for rural tourism schemes, addressing socio-cultural complexities and
gender roles. Home Stay entrepreneurs, mostly from lower income groups, need strategic support for
sustainable micro-entrepreneurship in tourism.
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Rural Tourism

e Rural tourism, per the UN Tourism, thrives in areas with low population density, agricultural landscapes, and
traditional lifestyles. In India, it fosters sustainable rural development while preserving cultural identity and
curbing urban migration pressures.

e Bhutan's community-based tourism showcases the local way of life, providing economic benefits through
direct sale of farm products. It involves policy interventions and professional training for village
communities, ensuring sustainable livelihoods.

e Innovative tourism ventures like Farm Tourism offer hands-on farm experiences and traditional cooking. This
approach contrasts with commercial dairy products, providing a deeper connection to rural life and natural
food production, ideal for modern travelers seeking authentic experiences.

e Volunteer Tourism in rural areas involves tourists staying in villages, contributing through teaching, art, and
knowledge enhancement like agriculture, fostering social bonding and meaningful engagement beyond
material achievements in career.

Panacea for Environmental Challenges

e Rural tourism promotes sustainable living in nature, emphasizing the crucial role of lifestyle changes in
sustainable development without compromising future resource rights. It instills pride in traditional values,
resisting unnecessary urban attitudes towards resource consumption.

e At COP 28 in Dubai, addressing climate vulnerabilities in the Himalayas was crucial. Unabated urbanization
risks 75% snow loss by 2100. Rural tourism in Himalayan villages, covering 12.56% of India's area, is pivotal
amid climate crises.

e |tis essential to integrate Rural Tourism with the National Mission for Sustaining the Himalayan Ecosystem
(NMSHE) policy which was also highlighted at COP 28 by India.

e India aims for net-zero emissions by 2070, emphasizing forest and vegetation growth alongside socio-
economic considerations. Rural Tourism complements this by offering a sustainable carbon sink and
addressing various low-carbon development strategies effectively.

'Amenitisation’

Rural Tourism faces skepticism from rural communities and prospective tourists in India, limiting its potential.
Unlike countries where it's established, India lacks recognized amenities, leading to waning interest.
'Amenitisation' requires multistakeholder engagement for tangible and informational access improvements.

Affirmatory Amenities

The foremost may be termed as Affirmatory Amenities in absence of which the very idea would fail to create
interest in Rural Tourism. Affirmatory Amenities include:

e Access to healthcare: Remote villages must have reliable access to healthcare, particularly for emergencies,
to support vulnerable aged populations and adventurous youth in case of untoward incidents.

e Sanitation and waste management: Lack of sanitation and effective waste management is a major inhibitor.
This can lead to unsightly conditions. In a small village level setting, it is easy to overcome this challenge.

e Access to safe potable water: Assurance of safe potable water is important to ensure that the visitors would
not fall sick.

e Green power: Besides having reliable power, it is important not to have to resort to noisy generators. Green
power using solar panels is an explicit statement of environment consciousness.

e Street lighting: It is most essential for the safety and security for those who are not familiar with the
surroundings. In any case, it is too restrictive to be confined just to the room after sun-set.

e Smart security solutions: For security needs, linkage to external remote support through smart solutions is
an essential enabler.
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Supportive Amenities

Basic Supportive Amenities would be necessary for creating tourist-friendly environment which would include:

Digital services: Beyond mobile connectivity, access to digital services is a convenience to stay connected
which can otherwise be an apprehension of disruption for career-sensitive populations.

Travel connectivity: Preference of a remote location is an attractive option if supported by travel
connectivity.

Explicitation of restrictive practices: Educating tourists about local sensitivities and fostering compatibility
with communities by highlighting common restrictions such as attire, gender norms, food, alcohol, religious
sentiments, behaviour, and language usage is crucial.

Access to conveniences: Availability of basic confectionery, grocery, packaged food, bakery, and bank ATMs
is a significant relief from the burden to stock up supplies.

Value Adding Amenities

It is necessary to provide Value Adding Amenities which would create a memorable impact and an enhanced
experience of the folk culture, the unique selling proposition (USP) of Rural Tourism. These would include:

Digital skill set: The interface between the tourist and the village host is through digital technologies which
requires enhancement of digital literacy of village communities to handle social media engagements, e-
marketing of home-stays, and home-based local produce.

Hospitality skill set: Host communities must develop hospitality skills to professionally accommodate guests.
The Indian Ministry of Tourism has initiated a 150-hour Homestay course to bridge the skill gap and enhance
Home Stay owners' entrepreneurial abilities.

'Village Kutir Udyam': Local art, craft, cuisine, pickles, wellbeing engagements, facilitation of outdoor
activity such as trekking, are home- based value-added enterprises that give enhanced memorable
experience to a tourist. At the same time, it gives additional income with no burden of overheads to the
village communities.

Local community connect: Engaging with organized local community groups motivates volunteer tourists,
offering exotic cultural experiences and opportunities to participate in family and social activities.
Incorporating village festivals enhances the appeal.

Conclusion

Rural Tourism has a transformational potential for the villages. It is now for the other stakeholders to synergise
their effort and contribute to sustainable development of villages through Rural Tourism.

POSTAL HERITAGE: CONVERTING POSTAL HERITAGE INTO TOURIST ATTRACTIONS

India, with 8-10 million international tourists, ranks 8th in the Asia Pacific, while domestic tourism sees 600-
700 million annually. Gujarat, Maharashtra, West Bengal, Delhi, and UP attract most foreign visitors.
Domestically, UP, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Gujarat are preferred.

Over 80% of international tourists come from Bangladesh, the EU, the USA, and the UK, drawn to shared
historical sites dating back to colonial times.

The shared colonial heritage, evident in similarly designed buildings and institutions across India, Australia,
South East Asia, and Sri Lanka, attracts tourists from these regions. Iconic British-era railways and postal
services are key historical institutions.

The British established the modern postal system in the 19th century, with post offices, dak bungalows, and
mail trains becoming central to communication. Notably, the guard room of Kolkata's old Fort William, site
of the 1756 Black Hole tragedy, is near Kolkata GPO.
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e Mumbai GPO, an example of Indo-Saracenic architecture inspired by Bijapur's Gol Gumbaz, features
basements linked to strategic locations via tunnels. The "Bombay Duck" fish's name traces back to its
transportation by the Bombay Dawk mail train. Dak bungalows, mentioned in various cultural works, served
as rest stops for mail carriers and officials, managed by the Postal Department during British rule.

e The Postal Department oversees 44 heritage and over 350 pre-1939 buildings, each with a unique history.
Collaborating with INTACH and CPWD, efforts are underway to restore and develop these sites into tourist
attractions, enabling visitors to appreciate their architectural beauty and historical significance.

Historical Perspective

e Before 1854, provincial Post Offices with varying rules and rates existed. Post Office Act of 1854 centralized
these under a Director-General, leading to the construction of the General Post Office in Calcutta in 1868.

e The Bombay General Post Office, built in 1910 by James Begg, faced space issues despite efforts to alleviate
congestion. Similarly, Madras's Post Office, opened in 1885 by Chisholm, also required more space.

e Business growth outpaced the capacities of initial post offices, prompting the design of larger buildings in
cities like Nagpur, Patna, and Delhi, ensuring space for public transactions and independent branch
operations.

e The Kolkata GPO, designed by Walter B. Grenville in 1864 and completed in 1868 by Mackintosh Burn Ltd.,
replaced the first Fort William as a post office.

e The RLO building in Kolkata, completed in 1876 during Lord Lytton's governorship, was India's first and
largest Return Letter Office, with a 120-feet-tall bell tower. Architecturally similar structures include Yangon
GPO and Melbourne's Mail Exchange.

e Delhi GPO, Delhi's inaugural post office in 1885 within Shahjahanabad, was the East India Company's largest.
It boasts Colonial architectural decor. Opposite stands the Magazine, site of the 1857 siege explosion.

e New Delhi GPOQ, initially "Gol Dak Khana," was built in 1934 by Robert Tor Russell, then chief architect of
PWD. It replaced the Viceroy Camp Post Office near Raisina village.

e Builtin 1914, PMG Office Goa, once a divisional HQ, now functions as the PMG office. Situated at Largo de
Estanco square, its architecture reflects Portuguese and native Goan influences.

e The Panjim Head Post Office, built in 1893 as the Portuguese Post, replaced a tobacco depot and a police
station. Its location in front of Largo de Estanco underscores its historical commercial significance.

e The Chaura Maidan Post Office in Shimla, built in 1910, showcases Neo-Tudor design with round-dressed
stones and pebble-dash walls, following the traditional Kath-Kuni construction style of the Himalayas.

e Postal Museum building Bengaluru dates to 1804. At one point, it held the Government Museum, later it
was used as an administrative office by the Postal services. It was converted into a Postal Museum in 2019.

e The Fort Kochi Post office, constructed in 1900, is a landmark structure and holds special significance in the
lives of people of Fort Kochi. It was one of the busiest places in the city especially during the days when
mails from Europe used to arrive here via ships.

e Originally the office of Travancore's Chief Engineer, Thiruvananthapuram's PMG Office was repurposed in
1933-34 as the Air Training Complex. Sri Chitra Thirunal later started an Engineering College here. The Postal
Department took over in 1961.

e The Thiruvananthapuram Fort Post Office was originally an outhouse of the Shree Padam Palace, featuring
timber flooring, balconies, railings, and a wooden sloping roof finished with Mangalore tiles.

e The Lashkar Post Office in Gwalior, located at Maharaj Bada, is part of a prominent area with seven buildings
of diverse architectural styles, featuring a statue of Jiwaji Rao Scindia on a grand white marble platform.
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e The Nagpur GPO, which was originally the headquarters of the erstwhile Postmaster General of Central
Provinces and Berar, was constructed in 1921. The heritage building is highly influenced by Victorian style of
architecture.

e The Office of Director Accounts (Postal) in Nagpur is a grand Georgian-style building. Dr. C.V. Raman, a Nobel
Prize winner and Deputy Accountant General, was among its notable associates.

e Pune HPO traces back to 1854 with the city's first telegraph line. Colonel Finch R.E. constructed a larger
structure in 1873, later modified in 1903 with Palladian-style elements.

e The Puducherry Head Post Office, originally from the mid-18th century, now incorporates a modern building
from the 1980s. It was once owned by Henri Gaebele, a prominent industrialist and politician.

e Chennai GPO (then known as Madras GPO) was established in 1884. The building was designed by British
architect Robert Fellowes Chisholm.

e Philatey Bureau Chennai building was constructed in 1900 as one of South India's first Electric theatre. It was
designed by Warwick Major and his partner Reginald Eyre. The building was bought by the Postal
Department in 1951 and used to house the Mount Road Post Office. In 1998, it was developed as the
Philatelic Bureau.

e The Lucknow GPO building, initially a Ring Theatre for British families' entertainment, later served as a venue
for English films and dramas, excluding Indians. It became a court for the Kakori trial in 1926, then converted
into a GPO in 1929-32.

Way Forward
Currently, the Postal Department has no policy to promote heritage buildings for tourism purpose as

almost all these buildings are currently being used as offices and most of the administrative and operational
areas are out of bounds for the public. The following steps can be undertaken by the Department of Posts to
convert the valuable Postal heritage into major tourist attractions:

1. Notify a Policy for opening heritage buildings for tourism purpose. This can be done in consultation with
Ministry of Tourism and Ministry of Culture.

2. Promote heritage buildings by researching and displaying their histories on attractive signage at the sites.
Share on social media, tourist booklets, and engage tourist guide guilds for inclusion in itineraries.

3. Restore the heritage buildings as per their original design
4. Free the main areas of such buildings from official use and make them accessible to tourists and guides
5. Set up museums on local postal history in parts of such buildings

6. Include Postal heritage tourism as one of the revenue earning activities of the Department to make it
sustainable. In fact, heritage building restoration can be funded partly from entry tickets, sale of souvenirs, etc.

Promoting our rich postal heritage shall go a long way in not only creating tourist attractions in our towns &
cities and boost local employment but would also lead to restoration and maintenance of our historical
buildings.

CRAFTING RURAL CULTURAL TRAILS THROUGH TOURISM

India's rural heartland harbours rich cultural heritage, from Kashi's handloom weaves to coastal folk music.
Globalization poses a threat, but cultural trails and responsible tourism can revitalize traditions and communities
economically.

The Art of 'Crafting' Cultural Trails

Rural Cultural Trails offer rich experiences of local crafts and heritage, fostering economic growth and
community pride by supporting artisans and preserving traditions, thus enhancing tourism sustainably. Crafting
a successful cultural trail goes beyond simply connecting a few sites on a map. It requires a deep understanding
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of a region's unique cultural assets and the creation of a compelling narrative that weaves these elements
together. This includes the following:

e A Tapestry of Tangible and Intangible Heritage: The cultural trail should include both tangible and
intangible assets, showcasing historical monuments, traditional architecture, and intangible heritage like
master weaving skills in Kutch or Theyyam performances in Kerala. Nature is a crucial cultural asset, seen in
sacred groves and agricultural practices. Internationally, traditions like Ethiopia's 'church forests' blend
spirituality and biodiversity. India's forest temples on cultural trails also enrich tourist awareness.

India's rural essence shines through vibrant performing arts like folk dances, music, and dramas. For
instance, Odisha's 'Danda Nata' and Rajasthan's block-printing and Manganiyar music offer rich cultural
experiences on trails.

e A Story Waiting to be Unfolded: A thematic thread unites trail elements, showcasing craft history, local
festivals, or community-land ties. The Living Traditions Chanderi Trail in Madhya Pradesh delves into
Chanderi weaving's artistry, while Chhau dance narrates tales of daily and epic life.

e Respectful Exploration: Cultural exchange and respect for traditions are vital in cultural trails. They should
offer insights into skills, beliefs, and daily life, avoiding staged or inauthentic experiences. Authenticity
fosters genuine connections with communities. Cultural trails can align with local festivals, offering an
authentic experience impossible to replicate artificially. Success lies in community involvement throughout
planning, management, and benefiting from tourism, ensuring respect for traditions. A successful cultural
trail prioritizes accessibility for diverse tourists, including those with disabilities, with multilingual
information, signage, and trained guides. Sustainability measures like visitor limits and eco-conscious
practices are vital.

Thinking beyond the Obvious Scope of Tourism

e Exploring lesser-known attractions like lighthouses enriches tourism. They offer unique experiences,
contribute to maritime history, and have architectural and cultural significance. Many countries are
promoting lighthouse tourism initiatives.

e The National Park Service in the United States manages historic lighthouses for public tours, offering insights
into navigation and unique architecture. Overnight stays and educational programs enhance the experience.
India's coastline presents similar tourism opportunities.

e India's coastal lighthouses along the Arabian Sea and Bay of Bengal have historical and architectural
importance. Places like Poompuhar, Kaup, and Alappuzha Lighthouses could be developed into tourist spots
showcasing maritime history and scenic vistas.

Aside from lighthouses, there are numerous other underdog cases that hold untapped potential for tourism
development. These may include:

Industrial Heritage Sites: Former industrial sites, like old factories and mines, hold valuable insights into a
region's industrial history, attracting tourists interested in heritage and industrial archaeology. Regions in India,
such as Jamshedpur and Raniganj, with rich industrial legacies, can develop industrial heritage tourism
initiatives, offering tours of old factories and mines, and establishing interpretive centers or museums to
educate visitors about technological advancements and social impacts. Similar transformations of industrial
areas into cultural attractions have been successful, like the Ruhr region in Germany.

Agricultural Tourism: Rural areas with vibrant agricultural landscapes offer immersive experiences like farm
stays, agricultural tours, and harvest festivals. India's Punjab, Maharashtra, and Karnataka can promote
agricultural tourism with educational programs and farm-to-table experiences.

Dark Sky Tourism: India's rural regions, like Ladakh, Spiti Valley, and parts of Rajasthan, offer excellent dark-sky
tourism opportunities for stargazing and astronomy enthusiasts. Local initiatives can establish dark sky reserves
and accommodations for immersive experiences.
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Engaging Local Communities for Sustainable Rural Tourism

e For sustainable rural tourism, engaging local communities is crucial. Their involvement ensures alignment
with local values, fosters ownership, and supports artisans. Preserving cultural heritage revitalizes traditions,
while environmental conservation promotes responsible practices.

e Capacity building empowers locals with skills for employment and entrepreneurship. Equitable benefit
distribution reduces disparities, and cultural exchange fosters mutual understanding. Long-term
sustainability requires comprehensive planning, stakeholder collaboration, and impact monitoring.

e Through these efforts, rural tourism can thrive as a catalyst for positive change, preserving culture,
supporting communities, and conserving the environment.

e Implementing sustainable rural tourism centers on community engagement, aligning with local values, and
fostering ownership. Initiatives like heritage conservation and cultural festivals enrich experiences while
preserving traditions.

e Environmental efforts ensure rural beauty and biodiversity. Capacity building provides locals with valuable
skills, ensuring inclusive growth. This approach makes rural tourism a force for good, preserving culture,
supporting communities, and conserving the environment. Through commitment and collaboration, rural
destinations offer genuine experiences benefiting everyone. Mindful tourism choices can uplift
communities, safeguarding their cultural treasures.

BLOOMING J&K TOURISM: TOWARDS GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT

Jammu and Kashmir, dubbed "Paradise on Earth," is experiencing a tourism boom. This surge, attracting both
domestic and international visitors, highlights the region's captivating charm and marks a tourism industry
milestone, evidenced by significantly increased tourist arrivals.

India's tourism sector, particularly in Jammu and Kashmir, saw a staggering 155% rise in tourist arrivals in 2023,
compared to 2021 and 2022, showcasing the region's and the subcontinent's vast appeal as a top travel
destination.

G-20 Summit

e The 2023 G-20 Summit in Kashmir, especially the Tourism Working Group meeting in Srinagar, highlighted
the region's allure, significantly boosting its global image and attracting more tourists, marking a pivotal shift
in Jammu and Kashmir's tourism industry.

e The G-20 event in Jammu and Kashmir injected funds into the local economy, boosting hospitality,
transportation, and businesses, fostering infrastructure development, and enhancing the region's appeal
and accessibility for future tourists.

e The summit's success has globally spotlighted Jammu and Kashmir, boosting tourism through promotional
efforts, enhancing its image as a secure, appealing destination, and fostering cultural and diplomatic ties.

Homestays: A Grassroots Movement

e The homestay industry in Jammu and Kashmir is experiencing a rapid surge, with 1,485 homestays and
13,000 rooms now registered across the Union Territory. This grassroots movement is proving to be a
successful strategy in providing lodging options and an authentic cultural experience to visitors.

e The grant of industry status to tourism, fueling investments and homestay growth, has propelled Jammu and
Kashmir's tourism to new heights, with visitor numbers reaching 2.11 crore in 2023.

e This initiative not only offers comfortable accommodations but also creates jobs for the youth, allowing
tourists to experience authentic local culture.
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e Homestays address lodging gaps in less-developed areas, offering sustainable alternatives to traditional
accommodations. Owners with at least four rooms can register, promoting community-based tourism
growth in Jammu and Kashmir.

Heritage Preservation

e Atrend in tourism sees wooden cottages and traditional houses repurposed as homestays, preserving
architectural heritage, and offering unique lodging experiences, enriching the cultural legacy of Jammu and
Kashmir.

e The conversion of heritage properties into accommodations preserves architectural identity, showcasing the
charm and character of past eras. With careful preservation of antique furniture and traditional design,
guests enjoy an immersive journey into history.

e The homestay industry's embrace of heritage preservation resonates positively with guests seeking cultural
immersion. Staying in well-maintained heritage properties offers a personal journey through time,
connecting guests with regional history.

Religious Pilgrimages: A Spiritual Sojourn

e Religious pilgrimages, like the Amarnath Yatra and Shri Mata Vaishno Devi, drew significant tourist numbers,
with around 95 lakh visitors to Vaishno Devi and 4.5 lakh to Amarnath, showcasing the region's spiritual
appeal.

e Jammu and Kashmir's religious diversity includes sites like Hazratbal Shrine, Charar-e-Sharief,
Shankaracharya Temple, and Raghunath Temple, attracting tourists and pilgrims. This tourism aids the local
economy and promotes cultural exchanges.

e Jammu and Kashmir's rising popularity as a religious tourism hub calls for sustainable development and
enhanced infrastructure to cater to the increasing pilgrim influx.

Sustainability in Tourism: A Paradigm Shift

e Jammu and Kashmir's tourism sector emphasizes sustainability, aiming for a balance between growth,
environmental conservation, and socio-cultural responsibility through strategic initiatives and measures.

e Sustainable tourism in Jammu and Kashmir emphasizes eco-friendly practices, such as waste management,
energy conservation, and promoting green transportation, to minimize environmental impact and preserve
natural beauty.

Community Involvement and Empowerment

Community involvement and empowerment are essential for sustainable tourism in Jammu and Kashmir.
Initiatives engage locals in tourism, ensuring active participation and benefits, particularly through homestays
fostering economic growth in rural areas.

Cultural Preservation

e InJammu and Kashmir, sustainable tourism prioritizes cultural preservation by safeguarding historical sites,
traditional arts, and indigenous practices, ensuring authentic experiences and the preservation of local
identity.

e Efforts continue for responsible tourism in Jammu and Kashmir, advocating ethical behaviour, respecting
local customs, and minimizing environmental impact. Certification programs are being considered to reward
eco-friendly and socially responsible practices.

Off-the-Beaten-Path Homestays: Unveiling Hidden Treasures

e Travel trends Favor homestays in secluded areas over hotels, offering immersive experiences amid nature or
village settings. This trend invites travellers to explore authentically and escape touristy environments.
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e Homestays in unique locations offer travellers off-the-beaten-path experiences. Nestled in villages, they
unlock hidden trails and untouched landscapes, allowing guests to explore unexplored regions. surrounded
by orchards and tranquil lakes, providing a serene backdrop away from typical tourist hustle.

e Homestays offer more than scenic views; they provide authentic interactions with local communities,
including vibrant markets and shared meals. Travelers delve into the region's cultural tapestry and traditions

Redefining Travel

Homestays redefine travel, offering an alternative to typical tourist paths. They are portals to a region's soul,
revealing hidden gems and fostering genuine connections. As travellers prioritize authenticity, off-the-beaten-
path homestays promise enriching, unique journeys.

Adventure Tourism: Thrills in the Himalayas

Adventure tourism in Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) is a key focus, leveraging its diverse landscapes for thrilling
experiences. With soaring mountains and pristine rivers, J&K is ideal for adventure activities, with efforts to
showcase and enhance these offerings.

Trekking Trails

e Jammu and Kashmir's adventure tourism shines with exceptional trekking trails in the challenging Himalayan
terrains. Trekkers explore breathtaking landscapes, making popular routes like Great Lakes and Tarsar
Marsar hotspots for adventure seekers worldwide.

e Jammu and Kashmir's rivers and lakes offer thrilling water-based adventures. Popular activities include
white-water rafting on the Lidder and Zanskar Rivers and serene kayaking and canoeing on Dal Lake,
providing adrenaline and tranquillity in stunning settings.

e Jammu and Kashmir's snow-covered mountains are a haven for winter sports. Gulmarg is renowned for
skiing and snowboarding, boasting world-class slopes and top-notch facilities like ski resorts and cable cars,
attracting thrill-seekers.

e Paragliding is gaining traction in Jammu and Kashmir, offering panoramic views from places like Sanasar and
Pahalgam, blending adventure with the region's scenic beauty.

e The J&K government promotes adventure tourism through events like the Gulmarg Winter Festival and
Khelo India Winter Games, showcasing the region's potential and attracting a global audience to its
adventure sports offerings.

Conclusion

e Jammu and Kashmir's thriving tourism sector showcases its potential as a premier global destination.
Heritage preservation, religious sites, sustainable practices, and adventure activities converge, heralding
unparalleled growth in the industry.

e Jammu and Kashmir's tourism success is about more than numbers—it is about lasting impacts on local
economies, cultural preservation, and transformative tourist experiences. Commitment to sustainability
ensures benefits for generations, making it a global tourism exemplar

RURAL FAIRS & FESTIVALS

The NWTO's 2024 World Tourism Barometer notes 88% recovery in international tourism, aiming for full recovery
by 2024's end. India's 2023 stats show domestic tourism dominance, crucial for economic growth and job creation,
with fairs and festivals enhancing tourism benefits.

Tourism hinges on destinations, bolstered by the five 'A's: Attractions, Accessibility, Accommodation, Amenities,
and Activities. Attractions, like fairs and festivals, are key marketing elements, showcasing culture and history.
India's Utsav portal digitally promotes diverse regions and events, aiding tourists in planning itineraries seamlessly.

Importance of Fairs and Festivals
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e InlIndia, traditional fairs and festivals celebrate harvests, seasons, religious beliefs, and customs. Stakeholders,
including tourism departments, introduce events to boost tourism, highlighting their cultural and tourism
significance.

e The pro-poor approach in tourism enhances linkages between businesses and local communities, reducing
poverty and promoting product development. Festivals like Ayodhya Deepotsav create job opportunities for
artisans, as seen in record-setting events and other economic platforms like Bali Yatra, Surajkund Crafts Fair,
and Pushkar Fair.

e Traditional Indian festivals carry socio-religious significance, fostering social bonds across religions. They help
maintain familial ties amidst globalization and westernization. Harvest festivals align with agricultural seasons
and mark seasonal changes, often with celestial and spiritual meanings.

MICE and Roots tourism through festival: MICE stand for Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and
Exhibitions/Events, encompassing business-related tourism. Destination weddings fall under MICE's "events"
category, showcasing India's festive culture. Traditional festivals like Uttarayan can be transformed into tourism
products to attract visitors, including the NRI community, highlighting heritage and roots tourism. Lominé (2007)
highlights nostalgia's role in heritage tourism, tied to social history and diaspora. Nostalgia tourism, like at the
Sindhu Darshan festival, connects tourists to their social identities, offering powerful existential experiences

Adventure and rural tourism through festival: India aims to overcome tourism seasonality by promoting
adventure tourism as a niche product, offering activities that blend physicality, culture, and nature. Rural tourism
strategies complement this effort, as seen in events like the Hanuwantiya Water Festival and activities in Kutch
Rann Utsav.

Reinvigorating heritage through festivals: Heritage tourism delves into cultural legacies, attracting travelers to
historical sites and traditions. UNESCO recognizes India's 42 World Heritage Sites and intangible cultural facets
like Kumbh Mela and Ramayana performances, significantly boosting tourist footfall during these celebrated
events.

The Pinjore Heritage Festival showcases Haryana's culture. Kerala's Muziris was a historic spice trading hub; its
heritage project preserves a 3000-year-old culture. Kochi-Muziris Biennale is South Asia's largest art festival.
Hornbill Festival in Nagaland and Medaram Jatara in Telangana celebrate tribal heritage.

Facilitating rural produce through festivals: Farm produce and associated activities can be rural tourism
attractions. U.P. initiated the UP-Mango Festival in 2013, showcasing its mango varieties. Maharashtra leads in
wine tourism, with Nashik hosting Sulafest, a wine and music festival since 2008.

Floriculture and tourism through festival: Srinagar's Indira Gandhi Memorial Tulip Garden is Asia's largest,
boosting floriculture and tourism since its 2007 opening. The annual Tulip festival highlights the garden's diverse
flowers, enhancing tourism efforts in Kashmir.

Sustaining Indian arts and 'authenticity’' through festivals: Dean MacCannell posits tourism as a quest for
authenticity amid societal alienation. Travelers seek rural and remote areas for genuine experiences untainted by
modernity, often found in fairs like Virasat, revitalizing rural art forms and celebrating authentic cultural
expressions like Kathakali and Bhangra.

Wellness and sports tourism through festivals: Wellness tourism focuses on personal well-being. The
International Yoga Festival in Rishikesh, Uttarakhand, a UNESCO intangible cultural heritage event, attracts global
tourists. Sports festivals like the Rural Olympics in Kila Raipur, Punjab, also promote physical fitness and well-
being.

Conclusion

Festivals improve the lives of communities by bringing prosperity to the economy; they contribute to overall well-
being and social harmony. Fairs and festivals are tourism products that create opportunities for tourists to spend

time together, connect with an area, and experience the diversity of cultures. If managed well, they create a
positive image of the place by attracting visitors, thereby aiding in destination promotion.

VAJIRAM AND RAVI Kurukshetra Summary- April 2024 Page 13



DIFFERENT HUES OF RURAL TOURISM

Tribal Tourism
Majuli Island, Assam

e  Majuli, the world's largest river island, nestled in the Brahmaputra River of Assam, is celebrated for its lush
landscapes and rich tribal culture, earning it the title of Assam's cultural capital. Known for its vibrant and
musical festivities, Majuli's most renowned event, Raas, offers an immersive experience into the island's
deep-rooted traditions and Sattriya culture. This cultural harmony, dating back to the 15th century with the
spread of Neo-Vaishnavism, underscores Majuli's historical and mystical significance.

Araku Valley, Andhra Pradesh

There are many discovered jewels in South India that depict the old customs and rich cultural history. It is home
to spectacular beaches, charming temples, and fascinating hill stations. And, of all the unknown and unspoiled
areas, Araku Valley in Andhra Pradesh's heart is without a doubt a stunner.

Agriculture Tourism
Farm of Happiness, Ratnagiri District, Maharashtra

Nestled in a serene 20-acre organic farmstay, this hidden gem offers an escape into simplicity and nature.
Guests engage in farming activities, learning about paddy, mango, and jackfruit cultivation. With options for
bullock cart rides, trekking, bird watching, stargazing, and fishing, the experience is enriching. The farmhouse
features three modern yet rustic rooms, adorned with clay floors and antique furniture, blending tradition with
comfort.

Konyak Tea Retreat, Mon District, Nagaland

e Nestled in Nagaland's northeastern expanse, this unique tea plantation offers a rare agri-tourism experience.
Within a sprawling, privately-owned 250-hectare estate, the luxurious farmhouse sits among diverse crops,
including an organic vegetable garden and orange orchard, with seasonal harvests for visitor participation.
Guests indulge in authentic experiences: from traditional meat smoking, engaging nature treks, and assisting
in rice fields, to hands-on milking of cows and goats, embracing the full spectrum of rural life.

e Experience authentic rural life: milking animals, assisting in paddy fields, nature hikes, traditional meat
smoking, and visiting Konyak villages. The stone-walled farmhouse, adorned with tribal art, offers two valley-
view rooms.

ECO Tourism
Kumarakom, Kerala

e A beautiful combination of greenery and azure skies welcome backpackers to Kumarakom. A walk-through
God's Garden, the paddy fields of Kumarakom, is an enriching and humbling experience. The backwater
cruises in Kumarakom offer a distinctive and ravishing experience which will last a lifetime.

e Witness net fishing's charm in Kerala, where the catch, including Karimeen and prawns, introduces the
state's culinary richness. Marvel at the eco-friendly art of coconut palm weaving. Kumarakom invites
exploration of coir making, where craftsmen transform natural fibers into wonders, passing down skills
through generations. Kumarakom, a blend of experiences, epitomizes earthly paradise.

Malarickal, Kottayam

e Hidden from urban bustle, a serene village in Kottayam district presents a tranquil slice of rural life,
surrounded by expansive paddy fields. Its vast backwaters and pristine beauty allure tourists seeking escape.
Malarickal, a budding gem, is gradually recognized by Kerala's locals as a haven of peace.
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e Malarickal isn't just known for its backwaters; it captivates with a sea of pink. Annually, from September to
October, water lilies blanket 600 acres in a stunning display. Locals recommend mornings and evenings to
witness this phenomenon, attracting more visitors each year to this breathtaking natural spectacle.

e To begin the day with the water lilies, and end it with a glorious sun setting over the countryside is nothing
short of a divine endowment.

Madla, Madhya Pradesh

e Madla, unique for having a river, mountains, and forest within a kilometre, is home to Asia's cleanest river,
the Karnawati (Ken). Near the Panna National Park and Khajuraho, it boasts remarkable environmental
consciousness. Its rich intangible heritage includes folk music, dance, festivals, and Bundelkhand cuisine,
with village architecture and murals vividly reflecting the local art and culture.

e This Village is a unique tourist destination since it offers experiences in rural tourism, wildlife tourism, and
heritage tourism all at once.

Art & Culture Tourism
Ajrakhpur
e Ajrakhpur, near Bhuj in Gujarat, is famed for its Ajrakh print, a traditional block printing technique.

Originating from the Muslim Khatri community, Ajrakh printing dates to ancient times, with designs inspired
by nature's colours.

e Ajrakh print, deeply rooted in the Khatri community, is predominantly worn by the rural Maldhari
community. Symbolizing the sky, its colours represent day, sunset, and night, with white designs resembling
stars. Craft clusters were affected by the country's partition.

Chanderi
A little town from the 11th century called Chanderi may be found in Madhya Pradesh's northern region. It is
well-known for its charming forts, rolling hills, and exquisite hand-woven Chanderi sarees. This six-yard sculpture

is prized for the creativity that went into its design all around the world. There are several different weaves
available here, ranging from pure Chanderi silk to Chanderi cotton-silk, and each weave is exceptional.
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