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Abstract:

Background: Sustainable tourism is crucial to the balance between tourism development and environmental
protection, cultural preservation and community welfare. Chitrakoot is a significant religious and cultural site in
Uttar Pradesh, and it is a popular destination for pilgrims and tourists. But the rise in tourist numbers has led to
greater environmental degradation, cultural pressures and socio-economic issues, which have made it more
important than ever to practice sustainable tourism. The method used in this study was mixed method, which
included qualitative and quantitative methods. Secondary data were gathered from government reports, policy
documents and academic literature. Primary data was collected through field surveys in 2024-25, which involved
interviews with 25 stakeholders, questionnaires to 100 tourists and 50 local residents, and field observations at
the major pilgrimage sites. The analysis was conducted using a Tripartite Sustainability Assessment Framework
that included ecological, socio-cultural and economic aspects.

Results: The study revealed the major problems such as pollution of Mandakini River, lack of waste management,
pressure on natural resources, cultural commodification and economic leakage. Although government efforts
have enhanced infrastructure, there are still implementation gaps and weak institutional coordination. A
sustainable tourism framework was proposed, which is based on Environmental Resilience, Cultural Vitality and
Economic Equity.

Conclusion: Sustainable tourism is crucial for preserving Chitrakoot's environmental integrity, cultural heritage,
and local livelihoods. Long-term sustainable tourism development requires integrated planning, -effective
governance and community participation.

Key words: Sustainable Tourism, Chitrakoot, Pilgrimage Tourism, Cultural Heritage, Environmental
Conservation.
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I. Introduction

Tourism has become one of the biggest and fastest growing industries in the world. It is an important
contributor to foreign exchange earnings, employment generation and regional development in India. However,
there are some difficulties because of the rapid development of tourism. Unplanned growth, largely due to the
number of visitors, can result in environmental degradation, cultural disruption and economic leakages. These
effects are likely to erode the very attributes that tourism is promoting. To address these concerns, the idea of
sustainable tourism has become more and more significant. It seeks to balance the needs of visitors and industry
with the conservation of natural resources and the needs of local communities, in the interests of both visitors and
local communities and businesses.

The town of Chitrakoot in the Vindhyan ranges of Uttar Pradesh is a prime example of the importance
of sustainable tourism practices. The town has a unique and multifaceted identity. It is one of the most sacred
pilgrimage sites in Hindu mythology, where Lord Rama, Goddess Sita, and Lakshmana lived for a significant
amount of time during their exile. This sacred association attracts millions of pilgrims each year to important
religious sites such as Kamadgiri Parikrama, Ramghat on the banks of the Mandakini River, and the Hanuman
Dhara temple. Chitrakoot is also a part of a delicate ecological environment in the broader Vindhyan ecosystem.
The area has a large forest area, riverine areas and Ranipur Wildlife sanctuary which is proposed to be a Tiger
reserve. Chitrakoot is a location where the rich spiritual heritage and ecological sensitivity are intertwined, making
it a significant case study for sustainable tourism development.
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The region has become more accessible and popular with recent developments in transportation and
tourism facilities. These developments have helped to stimulate local economic activity, but have also placed
pressure on the environmental carrying capacity of the area. Ritual activities, discharge of sewage and idol
immersion are responsible for the pollution of Mandakini River. Waste management systems can be overwhelmed
during large religious events. In addition, the development of tourism facilities can lead to fragmentation of
wildlife habitats and over-commercialization can lead to loss of cultural authenticity and spiritual atmosphere that
pilgrims seek. Together, these challenges are a significant threat to the environmental and cultural resources that
make up Chitrakoot.

In this context, sustainable tourism practices are not only desirable, but essential for the future of the
region. Sustainable tourism can contribute to the conservation of biodiversity, water resources, cultural and
religious heritage and the benefits of tourism for local communities. It can also be used to create effective visitor
management strategies that minimize the environmental impacts of visitors and enhance the pilgrimage
experience. This paper explores the key issues and opportunities of tourism development in Chitrakoot and
outlines a strategy for a more sustainable and balanced future for the area.

Study Area

The district of Chitrakoot lies between 24°48' N to 25°12' N latitude and 80°58’ E to 81°34' E longitude
with an area of about 3200 sq. km. The district lies in the northern part of the Vindhyan Plateau, which is
undulating with hills, valleys, rocky outcrops and large tracts of forest. The Mandakini River is an important
tributary of the Yamuna, which is the ecological and cultural lifeline of the region. Throughout the year, it is the
site of religious ceremonies, rituals and pilgrims' gatherings on its banks and ghats. The district is divided into
four tehsils namely Karwi, Rajapur, Mau and Manikpur for administrative purposes. The climate is tropical
monsoonal with hot summers, a rainy season from June to September and relatively cool and dry winters.
Agriculture is the main livelihood of the local people, but tourism is the most important non-agricultural economic
activity, especially in the pilgrimage areas of the district.
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Figure 1: Location Map of Chitrakoot District, Uttar Pradesh
(Source: Coverage area — ABSSS. (n.d.). https://absss.in/coverage-area/)

The principal tourism area is around the twin towns of Chitrakoot Dham (Karwi) and Sitapur, the spiritual
heart of the region. The most significant pilgrimage is the 5 km Kamadgiri Parikrama, which is considered the
sacred heart of Chitrakoot by the devotees. The Ramghat, situated on the banks of the Mandakini River, is the
center of religious, cultural and social life and is visited by thousands of pilgrims daily. Other notable sites include
Hanuman Dhara, a hilltop shrine where the Lord Hanuman's stream flows continuously; Sphatik Shila, a sacred
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rock formation where Lord Rama and Goddess Sita are said to have left their footprints; and Gupt Godavari, a
unique cave complex with natural water channels believed to represent the sacred Godavari River. All these sites
together make the region religiously significant and also a tourist attraction.
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Figure 2: Major Tourist sites in Chitrakoot (Uttar Pradesh region)

In addition to its spiritual and cultural significance, Chitrakoot also has significant ecological value. The
region is part of the Vindhyan ecosystem and has significant natural habitats like Ranipur Wildlife Sanctuary. The
sanctuary is home to a variety of flora and fauna, including species like Dhawda, Khair, teak, leopards, sloth bears,
chinkara, and over 150 bird species. The combination of sacred landscapes and ecologically sensitive
environments makes Chitrakoot a unique place. It also poses great management challenges, however, as the
growth of tourist and pilgrim numbers needs to be balanced with the conservation of natural resources and
biodiversity. The district is therefore a significant place to implement sustainable tourism strategies that will help
to maintain its cultural heritage and environmental integrity.

Objectives of the Study

e To explore the role of sustainable tourism in the balanced, inclusive and sustainable regional development in
Chitrakoot.

e To critically examine the current tourism activities in the region and assess their environmental, cultural and
economic effects, including their positive and negative aspects.

e To evaluate the developmental needs of Chitrakoot and the gaps in the implementation of the national and
state tourism initiatives, especially PRASHAD and Swadesh Darshan schemes at the local level.

e To create a practical and measurable approach to sustainable tourism development in Chitrakoot,
incorporating ecological conservation, cultural heritage preservation and equitable economic benefits for
local communities.

I1. Material And Methods
Research Design
The method used in this study is mixed methods, which is qualitative research. The analysis is largely
based on qualitative evidence gathered through field observations, stakeholder consultations, and interactions with
local communities, enabling a deeper understanding of the region's tourism dynamics and providing context-
specific insights. This method helps to interpret the social, cultural, environmental and economic aspects of
tourism in Chitrakoot in a grounded manner.
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In addition to the qualitative data, quantitative data has been obtained from secondary sources and supplemented
with simple descriptive statistics based on the responses to the survey. These quantitative inputs provide a sense
of the overall patterns, emerging trends, and empirical evidence for the qualitative observations. The combination
of both approaches enables a more holistic evaluation of the tourism development and sustainability issues in the
study area.

Data Sources

The study has been conducted using secondary and primary data to gain a comprehensive understanding of the
issues of tourism development and sustainability in Chitrakoot.

Secondary Data

Secondary data was gathered by reviewing a wide range of scholarly literature, government reports, policy
documents and statistical publications. Academic sources comprised research articles from reputed journals like
Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Annals of Tourism Research, and other relevant journals related to sustainable
tourism, pilgrimage tourism, and regional development. The sources of government information included Ministry
of Tourism policy documents, Uttar Pradesh Tourism Master Plans, Census reports, Forest Department
publications, district-level statistical handbooks, and other official reports. Furthermore, industry research and
institutional reports were reviewed to understand the trends in tourism, infrastructure development, and
sustainability measures.

Primary Data

Primary data were gathered through field visits during November 2024 (off-peak tourist season) and February
2025 (peak tourist season). The fieldwork aimed to document the seasonal fluctuations in visitor numbers, tourism
activities and related environmental and socio-economic effects.

Primary data collection was done using the following methods:

1. Semi-Structured Interviews: A total of 25 key informants were interviewed, comprising hotel and guesthouse
owners, priests associated with major religious sites, officials from the Uttar Pradesh Tourism Department
and Forest Department, representatives of local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and leaders of
vendor and business associations. The interviews were useful for gaining insights into tourism management,
local issues, perceptions of stakeholders, and the potential for sustainable development.

2. Field Observation: Systematic field observations were carried out at major pilgrimage and tourism sites using
standardized observation checklists. Visitor density, waste management, traffic, infrastructure, environmental
conditions and visitor behaviour were given special attention. The observations helped in assessing the
physical impacts of tourism and identifying critical management issues.

3. Questionnaire Survey: Structured questionnaires were used to collect data from 100 tourists and pilgrims and
50 local residents. The survey was based on the perception of the impacts of tourism, satisfaction of visitors,
awareness of environmental issues and attitudes towards current and future sustainable tourism projects. The
quantitative results supported the qualitative results and helped to identify the trends and perspectives of the
stakeholders.

4. These methods allowed for the collection of a variety of complementary data, which increased the reliability,
validity, and depth of the study's findings.

Sampling Strategy

Purposive sampling technique was used to ensure that the major stakeholder groups involved in the
tourism development in Chitrakoot were adequately represented. The participants were selected based on their
knowledge, experience and involvement in tourism-related activities and decision making processes. The sample
comprised government officials and planners, temple trust administrators, accommodation providers from
traditional dharamshalas to private hotels, local artisans and shopkeepers, representatives of environmental
organizations, and respected community leaders. This allowed for the collection of informed opinions on the
opportunities, challenges and sustainability issues of tourism in the region.
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Analytical Framework

The study uses a Tripartite Sustainability Assessment Framework to assess the impacts of tourism in Chitrakoot.
The framework is based on three dimensions of sustainability, which are interrelated: ecological, socio-cultural
and economic, giving a comprehensive picture of the assessment of tourism development and its long-term
impacts.

The ecological dimension is concerned with the environmental impacts of tourism activities (1). Assessment
indicators are water quality of Mandakini River, air pollution, noise pollution, solid waste generation and
management, land use pressures, and impact of tourism on local biodiversity and natural habitats.

2. Socio-Cultural Vitality: The socio-cultural dimension looks at the impact of tourism on the socio-cultural life
of the region. The key indicators are community perceptions of cultural commodification, access of local people
to sacred and heritage sites, the preservation of traditional practices and intangible cultural heritage, and the nature
and quality of the interactions between visitors and host communities.

3. Economic Equity: The economic dimension assesses the contribution of tourism to inclusive and equitable
development. These are measured by the distribution of tourism generated income, employment opportunities for
local people, the amount of economic leakage from the region, support for local micro-enterprises and small
businesses, and the overall impact of tourism on community livelihoods. These three dimensions give a
comprehensive picture of the sustainability of tourism in Chitrakoot and what can be done to balance the protection
of the environment, the preservation of culture and the development of the economy.
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Chart 1: Tripartite Sustainability Assessment Framework
(A diagram outlining the key metrics and their interlinkages within the three pillars: Ecological, Socio-Cultural,
and Economic.)

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data collected from interviews, field observations,
and open-ended survey responses. This approach helped identify and interpret the themes, concerns, perceptions,
and proposed solutions of the stakeholders regarding tourism development and sustainability in Chitrakoot. It was
a systematic process of organizing the data, coding the key responses and categorizing them into larger thematic
categories that were relevant to the study's goals.

The data obtained from the structured questionnaires were analyzed using basic descriptive statistical
techniques. The respondent characteristics, perceptions of stakeholders, satisfaction levels, and attitudes towards
tourism and sustainability initiatives were summarized using frequencies, percentages, and simple tabulations.
These statistical indicators gave an overview of the trends and patterns of tourists, pilgrims and locals.

Data from various sources were compared and triangulated to enhance the validity of the findings. The
findings from the interviews, field observations, documentary sources and survey responses were compared with
the sustainability goals of the study. This integrated analysis enabled the identification of the main challenges,
opportunities and priority areas for intervention, thus providing a comprehensive basis for developing sustainable
tourism strategies for Chitrakoot.

The study has its limitations.The study has some limitations.

As with all research projects, there are some limitations to this study. Much of the analysis is based on
secondary data from government reports, policy documents, academic literature and other published sources.
While these sources are useful, they may not be as detailed as needed for very local planning and decision making.
In addition, although primary data were gathered from a variety of stakeholders, the sample size was relatively
small and may not adequately reflect the views and experiences of the entire population of Chitrakoot.

The study also represents the situation at the time of the fieldwork and does not necessarily represent longer-term
changes in tourism patterns, environmental conditions or stakeholder perceptions. Therefore, the results should
be understood in the context of the time and place of the study.
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Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were carefully adhered to during the research process. Prior to data collection,
informed verbal consent was obtained from all participants after clearly explaining the purpose and nature of the
study. The participation was voluntary and respondents could refuse or withdraw at any point of the research.

Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured in the recording, analysis and presentation of the data to
protect the privacy of the participants. The study has not revealed any personally identifiable information. Special
care was also taken to respect the cultural and religious sensitivities of the local community, particularly during
research at sacred sites and interactions with pilgrims, temple officials, and local residents. The research was
conducted in a manner that was respectful of local customs, traditions, and beliefs, and that the process of
conducting the research was ethical and culturally appropriate.

IL. Review of Literature

Sustainable tourism is part of the sustainable development concept. The intellectual origins of sustainable
development are usually traced back to the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), also
known as the Brundtland Commission, which defined sustainable development as “development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. (WCED,
1987). This definition has since been adopted as the basis for policies and practices in the field of sustainability
in various sectors, including tourism.

On this basis, Bramwell and Lane (2013) suggest that sustainability in tourism should be considered as
an ongoing and evolving process. They believe that sustainability can be achieved through good governance,
stakeholder engagement and continuous management that can balance environmental protection, economic
growth and socio-cultural development. Similarly, Buckley(2012) says sustainability is not a conservation slogan,
it needs strong institutional frameworks, accountability systems and tangible improvements in community well-
being.The concept of sustainable tourism is still evolving in the Indian context. While sustainability principles are
now being incorporated into tourism policies and development programmes, they are not being fully realised due
to poor institutional coordination, lack of financial resources and technical capacity at the local level, as noted by
Joglekar and Singh (2022). These challenges can impede the ability to achieve effective on-ground outcomes from
policy objectives.

The situation is even more complicated in pilgrimage tourism dominated destinations. Singh and
Chauhan (2016) have pointed out that Chitrakoot has great potential to integrate its rich religious heritage with
the local livelihoods. They also highlight the lack of a long-term planning framework that can reconcile pilgrimage
development with environmental and cultural protection. To support this argument, Tiwari (2017) shows that the
economic gains from tourism are not evenly distributed, with a significant proportion going to the formal tourism
sector, while informal vendors, local guides and small-scale service providers are economically marginalised.

Pandey and Singh (2019) provide a heritage-centred perspective, suggesting that the spiritual and cultural
heritage of Uttar Pradesh is a valuable tourism asset that needs to be preserved through sensitive interpretation,
responsible management and community participation. They highlight the need to incorporate heritage
conservation into tourism planning for sustainable tourism.

Recently, Biswas and Kumar (2023) have studied the geotourism potential of the Vindhyan region, which
also encompasses Chitrakoot. Their research shows how geological and geomorphological resources can be
integrated into tourism development plans, which can help to diversify the experiences of visitors and alleviate
overuse of the main pilgrimage route. This diversification can help in the conservation of the environment and in
the development of the region.

The literature as a whole indicates that sustainable tourism cannot be pursued by a standard or generic
approach. Instead, it needs context-specific solutions that are rooted in local realities and that involve stakeholders.
Sustainability for Chitrakoot needs to be approached in a comprehensive manner, taking into account ecological
conservation, protection of cultural heritage and community-based economic development. Research is
increasingly pointing to the need for locally responsive and inclusive approaches to sustainable tourism that take
into account cultural heritage, and to the need to consider pilgrimage traditions and environmental conservation
as interlinked aspects of sustainable development.

I11. Result
Tourism and its impact on the environment in Chitrakoot
Tourism in Chitrakoot has brought about substantial economic and cultural advantages, but it has also been a
strain on the region's fragile environmental resources. These effects are especially noticeable on the days of major
religious festivals like Ram Navami, Diwali and Makar Sankranti, when the number of pilgrims increases
significantly and puts a strain on the local ecological systems.
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Water Pollution

The Mandakini River, a sacred and ecological lifeline of Chitrakoot, has been more and more impacted by the
activities of tourism. The field observations and interviews with the stakeholders show that untreated sewage from
the nearby settlements and temporary pilgrim camps is often released into the river. Furthermore, the ritual
immersion of idols and religious offerings are also major sources of water pollution. A lot of these materials are
made of non-biodegradable materials like polythene, plaster of Paris, synthetic fabrics and chemically treated
decorative items. The contamination load is also increased by agricultural runoff from the surrounding areas.
These cumulative pressures have led to a decline in water quality, eutrophication and degradation of aquatic
habitats, impacting the ecological health of the river and the spiritual experience of pilgrims using it for ritual
bathing.

Solid Waste Management Challenges.

The existing waste-management infrastructure struggles to cope with the substantial increase in waste generation
during peak pilgrimage periods. Municipal officials and sanitation workers say that during big festivals, waste can
be several times higher than usual. This results in waste collection systems being overwhelmed, bins overflowing,
littering on roadsides, river banks, pilgrimage routes and in forests. A significant portion of waste is made up of
plastic bottles, food packaging waste, disposable utensils and religious offerings. Field observations also showed
that there was no proper system in place for waste segregation, composting, recycling and environmentally
friendly disposal, which further contributed to environmental degradation.

Pressure on Natural Resources

The region's natural resources have also been put under strain by tourism-related activities. Interviews with Forest
Department officials indicate that some deforestation is still taking place, as fuelwood is being gathered and
temporary settlements are being built during major religious events. Hotels, guesthouses, dharamshalas and
sanitation facilities are also consuming more water, adding to the pressure on already scarce groundwater
resources. In addition, traffic congestion, the use of loudspeakers and high levels of human activity are sources of
noise pollution and environmental disturbance caused by tourism. These impacts are especially noticeable in areas
close to the buffer zones of the Ranipur Wildlife Sanctuary where wildlife habitat could be impacted by increased
human presence and habitat fragmentation.

The overall results suggest that the environmental problems of tourism in Chitrakoot are growing in importance.
If the number of visitors continues to increase without effective management interventions, the natural resources
of the region may be further degraded, ecological integrity may be compromised and the long-term sustainability
of pilgrimage tourism and local livelihoods may be jeopardized.

Proposed Interventions:

The solution of environmental problems in Chitrakoot is a complex and long-term process, which should be a
combination of ecological conservation and pilgrimage and tourism development. Based on field observations
and stakeholder consultations, the following strategies are proposed to enhance environmental sustainability in
the region.

e  Mandakini River Conservation and Management Plan

The Mandakini River is ecologically and religiously significant and a river management programme should be
developed on the lines of the successful river conservation programmes in other parts of India. The establishment
and effective operation of sewage treatment plants (STPs) should be given priority to avoid the discharge of
untreated wastewater into the river. Immerse zones should be set up to encourage the use of environmentally
friendly and biodegradable idols and ritual materials. Regular drives for river cleaning, desilting as required and
continuous monitoring of water quality should be part of the management framework. Religious institutions and
local communities can also be involved in public awareness campaigns to promote environmentally responsible
ritual practices.

e Integrated Waste Management System

To tackle the increasing amount of solid waste produced by pilgrims and tourists, a comprehensive waste-
management strategy is necessary. Waste separation at source should be encouraged by having segregated waste
bins at major pilgrimage centres, tourist attractions, markets, transport hubs and along pilgrimage routes. Material
Recovery Facilities (MRFs) should be provided to facilitate the collection, sorting, recycling and processing of
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recyclable materials. Single use plastics should be strictly controlled in the pilgrimage circuit and biodegradable
plastics should be encouraged. In addition, there is a need for community awareness programs and “zero-waste
pilgrimage” initiatives to encourage responsible waste disposal by visitors, local businesses, and residents.

e  Green Pilgrimage Initiative

The idea of a Green Pilgrimage Initiative can be used as a guideline to minimize the ecological impact of the
tourism activities in Chitrakoot. Temple complexes, public places and ghats of Mandakini river should be
equipped with renewable energy technologies, especially solar lighting systems. To alleviate the strain on
groundwater resources, rainwater harvesting systems should be compulsory for new hotels, guesthouses and large
dharamshalas. In addition, buffer zones should be created around environmentally sensitive areas to reduce the
disturbance of the habitat and control the activities of tourists, especially in and around the Ranipur Wildlife
Sanctuary. These would help to maintain biodiversity and would also enable the development of tourism that is
ecologically sustainable.

When combined, these interventions can help to mitigate environmental degradation, improve resource efficiency,
and promote the long-term sustainability of tourism in Chitrakoot, while also preserving its ecological and spiritual
significance for future generations.

Environmental Issue

Observed Impact

Proposed Sustainable Intervention

Water Pollution

Elevated levels of organic pollution in the
Mandakini River, deterioration of water quality,
and visual pollution caused by ritual offerings
and idol immersions.

Adoption of a Mandakini River Action Plan, development of
effective sewage treatment plants (STPs) and use of
biodegradable materials for religious offerings and idol
immersion.

Solid Waste

Overflowing waste bins during peak pilgrimage
periods, plastic litter along riverbanks,
pilgrimage routes, and forested areas, and
inadequate waste disposal systems.

Segregation of waste at source, establishment of Material
Recovery Facilities (MRFs), strengthening of recycling
systems, and declaration of plastic-free zones within the
pilgrimage circuit.

Resource Depletion

Increased pressure on groundwater resources due
to tourism-related water demand and continued
dependence on fuelwood by vendors and
temporary establishments.

Implementing rainwater harvesting systems for hotels and
dharamshalas, encouraging water conservation, and offering
subsidized LPG or other clean energy options for local
vendors and accommodation facilities.

activities.

Noise and  Air | Disturbance to wildlife, particularly in | Encouragement of electric rickshaws, bicycles and other low

Pollution ecologically sensitive areas, along with increased | emission vehicles; control of vehicle traffic in sacred zones;
vehicular emissions and congestion in major | and creation of quiet zones around religious and
pilgrimage zones. environmentally sensitive areas.

Habitat Loss and | Encroachment on natural habitats, degradation of | Development of designated tourist pathways, visitor

Ecosystem forest edges, and trail erosion resulting from | management systems, ecological restoration measures, and

Disturbance uncontrolled visitor movement and trekking | community-based forest monitoring and conservation

programmes.

Source: Compiled by the researcher based on field observations, stakeholder consultations, and secondary data
analysis (2024-2025).
Table 1: Environmental Impact Assessment and Mitigation Strategies

Socio-Cultural Dimensions of Sustainable Tourism

The tourism is playing an important role in the conservation and promotion of the cultural and religious heritage
of Chitrakoot. But the commercialization of pilgrimage tourism has posed problems that are jeopardizing the
authenticity and continuity of local traditions. The results indicate that tourism can be a source of cultural visibility
and economic opportunities, but can also create pressures that can threaten the heritage resources that it relies on.

e  Cultural Commodification

Interviews with priests, community elders and local residents showed an increasing concern about the
commercialization of sacred traditions. Some respondents reported that some rituals and religious practices are
being adapted to suit the tourists, at times compromising their spiritual significance. Furthermore, the traditional
handicrafts and cultural products made locally are being challenged by mass-produced religious souvenirs from
outside the region. This not only costs local craftsmen money, but it also takes away the authenticity of the tourist
experience.

DOI: 10.9790/0837-3109015163 www.iosrjournals.org 58 | Page


http://www.iosrjournals.org/

The Significance of Sustainable Tourism in Chitrakoot: Balancing Pilgrimage, Ecology, ..

e  The threats to Intangible Cultural Heritage are as follows:

There are multiple forms of ICH that are at risk of being lost. There is no systematic documentation or transmission
of traditional storytelling practices, folk music traditions (Alha), ritual performances and specialized religious
knowledge to younger generations. The participation of youth in many traditional cultural activities has been
diminished due to rapid social change, educational mobility and the appeal of alternative employment
opportunities. Some of the important aspects of Chitrakoot's cultural identity may be lost over time if not
preserved.

e  Social Pressures and Community Relations

The large number of pilgrims during the season puts a strain on the local infrastructure and public resources.
Water, public space, transport and civic amenities are in high demand during peak pilgrimage seasons, and can be
in competition. Issues raised were overcrowding, congestion and sometimes culturally inappropriate visitor
behaviour. These can lead to social tensions and impact on the quality of interactions between host communities
and tourists.

The following strategies are used for Socio-Cultural Sustainability:

A variety of interventions are needed to overcome these challenges, including measures to safeguard cultural
heritage and to enhance community involvement.

Cultural Interpretation and Visitor Awareness.

There should be a formal training programme for local guides to enhance their knowledge of the historical,
religious, ecological and cultural values of Chitrakoot. The programme should encourage responsible tourism and
responsible visitor behaviour, and authentic interpretation. Furthermore, the provision of multilingual interpretive
signage at important pilgrimage and heritage sites can help to raise awareness and promote respect for local
traditions and sacred spaces.

Safeguarding Intangible Heritage

There is a need for collaboration between local authorities, universities, cultural institutions and community
groups to document oral traditions, rituals, folk music and indigenous knowledge. A “Living Heritage
Programme” could be established to offer regular opportunities for local storytellers, artisans, musicians and
performers to share their traditions, which would help to preserve culture and support local livelihoods.

Community-Led Festival Management

The traditional festivals and religious events should be carried out in an active participation of the community.
Community-led committees can be used to ensure that celebrations are not only about commercial tourism
interests but also based on local traditions. This would improve cultural authenticity and boost community
ownership of tourism development.

Economic Dimensions: Leakage and Pathways to Equity

Tourism is one of the most significant sectors of the economy of Chitrakoot, providing jobs and enabling a variety
of service activities. However, the results suggest that the economic gains are not equally shared, which reduces
the potential of tourism to contribute to inclusive and sustainable development.

Economic Leakage

Many of the funds generated by tourism are exported from the local economy to other tour operators, online
booking platforms, transport companies and big accommodation chains based outside the district. This means that
local vendors, rickshaw drivers, guides and small dharamshala owners are often only able to benefit from a small
portion of the tourism income, even though they are directly involved in providing services to tourists.
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e Informal and Vulnerable Employment

The majority of jobs linked to tourism are informal. Street vendors, local guides, transport workers and temporary
workers are often not formally recognized, employed, protected or trained as professionals. This situation restricts
the possibilities of skill development and long-term economic growth.

e Seasonal Economic Fluctuations

The demand for tourism in Chitrakoot is also highly seasonal, with significant surges in tourist numbers during
religious festivals and a comparatively low number during off-season periods. This seasonality leads to income
insecurity for households relying on tourism-related activities.Strategies for Economic Sustainability

Skill Development and Formalization

Specific capacity building programmes should be implemented in the fields of hospitality management, eco-
guiding, food safety, digital marketing, entrepreneurship and financial literacy. These can help to enhance the
quality of services and create employment opportunities for local youth and informal-sector workers.

Support for Community Based Enterprises

Local cooperatives and community enterprises should be promoted in areas like homestay, handicraft, traditional
food and cultural tourism services. A “Chitrakoot Made” certification system can be established to encourage the
sale of genuine local products and improve the market access of artisans and small producers.

Tourism Diversification

Diversification of tourism products can help to decrease the reliance on pilgrimage tourism. The surrounding
villages can have agro-tourism projects, nature-based tourism, bird-watching trails, and educational tours related
to the Vindhyan landscape to draw more tourists. This diversification would help to lengthen the duration of
visitors' stay, create new income opportunities and mitigate the economic effects of seasonality.

Policy Framework Analysis: Bridging the Implementation Gap

Chitrakoot has been a part of various national tourism development programmes like Pilgrimage Rejuvenation
and Spiritual, Heritage Augmentation Drive (PRASHAD), Swadesh Darshan Scheme and sustainability
programmes like SAATHI. These activities have contributed to the development of infrastructure and the
promotion of destinations, but there is a huge gap between policy objectives and implementation outcomes in the
field.

e Fragmented Implementation

A lot of tourism related projects are undertaken as standalone projects such as the building of ghats, beautification
programmes and visitor facilities. They are not well connected with other waste management, water supply,
environmental monitoring and traffic management systems, reducing their long-term effectiveness.

o Institutional Coordination Challenges

The existing governance of tourism in Chitrakoot is decentralized among different departments including the
Tourism Department, Municipal authorities, Forest Department, Public Works Department, and temple
management bodies. Without a central coordinating mechanism, there is a risk of duplication of effort,
administrative overlap, and lack of accountability.

e Limited Community Participation

The results show that planning processes are still predominantly top-down. Local communities are involved in
project formulation and implementation only superficially. As a result, some interventions are not meeting local
needs, cultural sensitivities and community priorities.

The proposed Governance Framework is Chitrakoot Sustainable Tourism Council.

It is recommended to form a Chitrakoot Sustainable Tourism Council (CSTC) for better coordination and
sustainability. The council should be a statutory multi-stakeholder council comprising representatives from
relevant government departments, temple trusts, academic institutions, environmental organisations, tourism
associations and community-based organisations.

The CSTC would be tasked with developing and executing an Integrated Sustainable Tourism Master Plan, with
the coordination of development activities between sectors, monitoring of sustainability indicators, stakeholder
participation and enforcement of environmental and cultural protection standards. This institutional arrangement
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would provide the governance structure to balance the development of tourism and ecological conservation,
cultural preservation and inclusive economic development.

Tourism in Chitrakoot - SWOT Analysis

Opportunities Strengths
@ * Heritage Tourism e Religious Significance
£ * Ecotourism Growth o Cultural Heritage
o
g * Government Schemes * Natural Beauty
* Agro-tourism Potential
Weaknesses Threats
- e Unplanned Urbanization * Weak Governance
E * Environmental Degradation * Economic Leakage
§ ¢ Cultural Commodification o Waste Management Issues
 Visitor Dissatisfaction o Infrastructure Overload

Internal Factors

External Factors

Figure 3: SWOT Analysis of Tourism in Chitrakoot
A four-quadrant diagram summarizing:

Strengths: High religious value, outstanding natural beauty and a rich cultural heritage.

Weaknesses: Inefficient waste-management systems, overstretched infrastructure, high levels of economic
leakages, and fragmented or weak governance structures.
Opportunities: Growing interest in ecotourism, growing government support via various schemes, and good
potential for heritage-based and agro-tourism experiences.
Threats: Increased environmental degradation, commodification of culture, unplanned urban growth, and a loss
of visitor satisfaction.

IV. Discussion

Proposed Sustainable Tourism Framework for Chitrakoot

Based on the findings of this study, a sustainable tourism development framework for Chitrakoot is proposed. The
framework is organized around three interrelated pillars: Environmental Resilience, Cultural Vitality, and
Economic Equity, and cross-cutting enablers that enhance implementation, monitoring, and governance. It aims
to foster a sustainable and balanced development of tourism, taking into account environmental protection,
cultural heritage preservation, and economic growth, while ensuring that the benefits of tourism are distributed
fairly and contribute to sustainable development.

Dimension Strategic Interventions Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)

Environmental » Mandakini River Rejuvenation Plan. * Integrated Solid | * 50% reduction in Mandakini River pollutant load

Resilience Waste Management System. ¢ Promotion of renewable | (BOD) within three years. * 75% waste segregation
energy and rainwater-harvesting measures. ¢ Designation of | and 50% recycling rate by Year 5. ¢ 25% reduction
Eco-Sensitive Zones (ESZs). ¢ Introduction of electric | in grid electricity consumption in the core tourism
vehicle fleets for local transport. zone. ¢ Zero new construction within 500 metres of

protected sanctuary boundaries.

Cultural e Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) Safeguarding | ¢ Documentation of at least 50 elements of intangible

Vitality Programme. <+  “Chitrakoot Parichay” certification | cultural heritage. « Training and certification of 100
programme for guides and interpreters. « Support for artisan | local guides annually.  20% increase in sales
cooperatives and craft villages through marketing and | revenue of local artisan groups. ¢ Launch and
institutional assistance. ¢ Creation of digital archives | maintenance of a publicly accessible digital heritage
documenting oral histories, rituals, folklore, and traditional | portal.
knowledge.

Economic « Skill-development programmes for hospitality, tourism | ¢« 500 local residents trained and employed in

Equity services, entrepreneurship, and financial literacy. < | tourism-related sectors annually. * Establishment of
Establishment of a certified “Chitrakoot Homestay Network™ | 50 operational certified homestays within five years.
with defined quality standards. « Promotion of community- | * 15% increase in average tourist expenditure and
based tourism enterprises and local value chains. duration of stay.  Retention of at least 30% of

tourism revenue within local communities.

Cross-Cutting * Governance: Establishment of the Chitrakoot Sustainable | « CSTC established and fully operational. * Real-

Enablers Tourism Council (CSTC). « Technology: GIS-based visitor | time crowd-management systems functioning at
monitoring systems and integrated mobile tourism | three major pilgrimage sites. ¢ Publication of an
applications. * Monitoring: Annual sustainability audits and
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periodic performance reviews based on predefined | annual sustainability report card accessible to
indicators. stakeholders and the public.

Table 2: Sustainable Tourism Framework for Chitrakoot

Framework Rationale

The proposed framework acknowledges that sustainable tourism development is not possible with stand-
alone interventions. An integrated planning approach is needed to pursue environmental protection, cultural
preservation and economic development at the same time. Environmental resilience safeguards natural resources,
including the Mandakini River, forests, and wildlife habitats, which are essential for tourism activities. Cultural
vitality protects the religious traditions, folklore, rituals and heritage assets that make Chitrakoot unique.
Economic equity aims to achieve a more equitable distribution of the benefits of tourism and to ensure that these
benefits are directly linked to the well-being of the community.

The framework further emphasizes the importance of institutional coordination, technological
innovation, and continuous monitoring. The proposed Chitrakoot Sustainable Tourism Council (CSTC) would
serve as the key coordinating body to integrate policies, involve stakeholders, monitor indicators of sustainable
tourism and hold the tourism governance accountable. This holistic strategy will enable Chitrakoot to become a
model destination where pilgrimage tourism, heritage preservation, environmental protection, and inclusive
economic development are mutually reinforcing and support sustainable development in the long run.
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Figure 4: The Sustainable Chitrakoot Model
A visual model can be imagined as a three-pillared structure representing Chitrakoot’s sustainable tourism
vision:

o Pillar 1: Environmental Resilience — symbolizing ecological protection, clean rivers, renewable energy,
and conservation of biodiversity.

o Pillar 2: Cultural Vitality — representing the safeguarding of traditions, heritage interpretation, and
community-driven cultural preservation.

o Pillar 3: Economic Equity — emphasizing fair income distribution, local enterprise development, and
inclusive employment opportunities.

All three pillars stand upon a strong foundation of Participatory Governance and Digital Monitoring, ensuring
accountability, coordination, and real-time decision-making.

Together, these interconnected elements support Chitrakoot’s transformation into a sustainable pilgrimage
destination—one that harmonizes spirituality, environmental stewardship, and socio-economic well-being.
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V. Conclusion

The results of this study show that sustainable tourism is not only a desirable development option for
Chitrakoot, but it is also a prerequisite for ensuring the long-term ecological, cultural and economic future of the
region. While pilgrimage tourism is a positive development in many ways, Chitrakoot is now at a critical juncture
as the growth of this tourism is putting significant pressure on the natural and cultural resources that underpin its
identity and appeal. If left unchecked, these pressures can have a negative impact on the visitor experience and
the health of local communities.

The study reveals that the three interrelated issues of environmental degradation, cultural
commodification and economic leakage are the primary challenges for sustainable tourism development in the
region. Pollution of Mandakini River, poor waste management, growing pressure on natural resources, and threats
to biodiversity are some of the environmental issues. At the same time, the commercialization of religious
traditions and the gradual disappearance of intangible cultural heritage have led to concerns about cultural
authenticity and preservation. Tourism's contribution to inclusive local development is constrained by the unequal
distribution of tourism benefits and the prevalence of informal and vulnerable employment.

While the national policies like PRASHAD, Swadesh Darshan and SAATHI are important, their
implementation at the local level, institutional coordination and community involvement are crucial to their
success. The study emphasizes the importance of a more holistic and contextually appropriate strategy that takes
into account the distinct religious, cultural and ecological context of Chitrakoot.

The study suggests a Tripartite Sustainable Tourism Framework consisting of three interrelated pillars:
Environmental Resilience, Cultural Vitality, and Economic Equity, to tackle these challenges. It is about
ecological conservation, heritage protection and inclusive economic development, effective governance,
technological innovation and continuous monitoring. An important part of this is the establishment of a special
coordinating institution that can help to integrate government agencies, local communities, religious groups,
tourism operators and academic institutions in a common framework of sustainable development.

If implemented properly, this framework can help to make Chitrakoot a model of responsible tourism
development at the national level and transform the place into a pilgrimage site that is not facing increasing threats
from sustainability issues. Chitrakoot's efforts to integrate spiritual values, environmental conservation, and
community health and well-being can enhance its resilience and provide insights for other heritage sites and
ecologically important areas in India.
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