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Abstract

The holy places of India, Himalayan pilgrimage routes and river banks, coastal temples, desert dharmah, Buddhist routes,
Sikh dharam, and local groves of sanctuaries are both spiritual and ecological commons. This is a qualitative research
paper that investigates the possibilities of practical integration of spirituality with ecological stewardship to sustain tourism
in India. A multi- sited interpretive methodology based on document analysis, key-informant interview synthesis
(published qualitative studies), and comparative case profiling (Varanasi -Ganga corridor; Kedarnath and the Char Dham,;
Meghalayas sacred groves; Sabarimala -Periyar; Ladakh monasteries; Amritsar Golden Temple; and the Puri -Chilika
interface) forms the basis of developing a conceptual framework and a set of actionable design principles through the
paper. Results are identified in five overlapping areas of leverage (1) culturally-grounded carrying capacity and ritual
calendars; (2) community guardianship and equitable benefit-sharing; (3) sacred-water and sacred-forest protection with
faith-based norms; (4) low-impact mobility and heritage-sensitive infrastructure; and (5) multi-faith governance to
facilitate inclusive visitor experience. The paper includes a matrix of types of sacred-landscape, a stakeholder-instrument
map, scenario-based impact pathways, and ends with an India-specific implementation roadmap aligned to SDG 8, 11, 12,
13, 14, and 15. The ministries, state boards, temple trusts, waqf boards, monastery councils, and destination managers are
provided with policy and practice recommendations.

Keywords: sacred landscapes, pilgrimage, sustainable tourism, India, spirituality, ecology, sacred groves, Ganga, Char
Dham, community-based tourism.

1. Introduction
1.1 Background and significance

India’s religious geography is deeply entwined with ecological systems: rivers are deified, mountains personified, forests
sacralized, and coastlines ritually bounded. Pilgrimage (tirtha- yatra), parikrama circuits, urs festivals, langar hospitality,
and monastic retreats are not only ritual phenomena but also drivers of domestic mobility and livelihood networks.
Tourism to sacred places is one of the largest and most resilient segments in India, with peak flows concentrated around
religious calendars. When unmanaged, this intensity can stress fragile ecosystems (glacial valleys, river ghats, coastal
dunes, protected areas) and living heritage. Conversely, sacred norms, taboos, and customary institutions can protect
biodiversity and water quality, often predating modern conservation.

1.2 Problem statement

Despite significant policy attention, integration between spiritual values and ecological objectives in destination planning
remains partial, with episodic over-crowding, waste surges during festivals, ad hoc infrastructure, and uneven benefit-
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sharing. This paper asks: How can India’s sacred landscapes be planned and governed so that spiritual practices
strengthen, rather than strain, ecological integrity while delivering inclusive visitor experiences and livelihoods?

1.3 Objectives and contributions

1. Synthesize qualitative evidence on faith—ecology linkages across Indian sacred landscapes.

2. Develop a conceptual framework aligning ritual calendars, carrying capacity, and ecosystem limits.
3. Map stakeholder roles and instruments for co-management.

4. Propose an actionable, India-tailored design and governance toolkit for sustainable sacred tourism.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Sacred geography and pilgrimage studies

Foundational works (Eliade; Eck; Turner & Turner; Morinis) conceptualize sacred space, communitas, and performative
geographies. South Asian pilgrimage scholarship (Gold; Parry; Singh; Sharma & Young; Bhardwaj) details ritual
economies and spatialities, while contemporary studies emphasize place-making, experiential authenticity, and ritual—
tourism entanglements.

2.2 Sacred ecologies: groves, rivers, and mountains

Anthropological and ecological literature documents sacred groves (notably in Meghalaya, Maharashtra, Karnataka,
Himachal), riverine sacrality (Ganga, Yamuna, Narmada), and Himalayan sacred peaks. These spaces often function as de
facto community-conserved areas with taboos on extraction, thus maintaining microhabitats and water regimes. Faith-led
bans (e.g., prohibiting tree felling or animal killing) align closely with conservation outcomes.

2.3 Sustainable tourism frameworks

Global frameworks (UNWTO Global Code of Ethics; GSTC criteria) and Indian policy (Incredible India 2.0; Swadesh
Darshan; PRASHAD) emphasize carrying capacity, inclusive growth, heritage-sensitive design, and destination
stewardship. Community-based tourism (CBT) and regenerative tourism literature highlight benefit-sharing, cultural
continuity, and ecosystem services valuation.

2.4 Gaps

Three gaps recur: (1) ritual calendars rarely inform dynamic carrying-capacity management; (2) governance arrangements
insufficiently center customary custodians (temple trusts, waqf boards, monastery councils, village durbars); (3) faith
narratives are underused for behavior change in waste, plastic, and water stewardship.

3. Methodology
3.1 Design

A qualitative, interpretivist design was used to integrate secondary sources (peer-reviewed articles, policy documents,
heritage reports), grey literature (NGO and trust reports), and case profiles. The analysis prioritizes meaning-making,
institutions, and narratives over numerical generalization.

3.2 Data sources and sampling

Purposive sampling identified seven contrasting case profiles that together span major biomes and faith traditions in India:
(1) Varanasi-Ganga Ghats (Uttar Pradesh)

(2) Kedarnath & Char Dham corridor (Uttarakhand)

(3) Meghalaya sacred groves (e.g., Mawphlang)

(4) Sabarimala—Periyar interface (Kerala)

(5) Ladakh monastic circuits (Hemis, Thiksey)
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(6) Amritsar’s Harmandir Sahib (Punjab)

(7) Puri Jagannath—Chilika coastal interface (Odisha)
3.3 Analytic approach

Thematic coding focused on (a) spiritual logics; (b) ecological features and sensitivities; (c) visitor management practices;
(d) governance and benefit flows; and (e) innovations and bottlenecks. Cross-case synthesis was used to derive patterns
and a generalized framework.

3.4 Limitations

The study relies on published qualitative accounts and policy sources. While triangulated, the absence of new field
interviews may limit context-specific nuance. Nevertheless, the depth of existing ethnographies and conservation studies
provides a robust base for framework-building.

4. Conceptual Framework: The Sacred—Ecology—Tourism (SET) Model

The SET model articulates five layers that destination managers can integrate:

° Sacred narratives & ritual calendars: myths, festivals, yatras, retreat seasons.

o Ecosystem baselines & limits: hydrology, slope stability, biodiversity, fire and flood regimes.

L Visitor flows & experience design: low-impact mobility, queueing, interpretive media, silence/ritual buffers.

J Community governance & benefit-sharing: customary custodians, women’s groups, youth volunteers, fair
pricing.

J Enabling policy & infrastructure: PRASHAD/Swadesh projects, solid-waste and wastewater systems, last-mile

transit, digital permits.

Figure A (schematic): SET Model

Figure A. Sacred-Ecology-Tourism (SET) Model
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5. Case Profiles and Cross-Case Insights
5.1 Varanasi—-Ganga Ghats (Uttar Pradesh)
Spiritual logics. Varanasi (Kashi) embodies the confluence of birth—death rituals, daily aarti, and moksha narratives.

Ecology. River flow, sediment, and water quality are key; ghats are flood-prone and require resilient steps and
embankments.

Tourism dynamics. High domestic visitation with dawn—dusk peaks; boat-based darshan, ghat ceremonies.
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Sustainability levers. (i) Waste segregation and ritual-waste composting near ghats; (ii) e-boat transition to reduce noise
and oil leakage; (iii) greywater capture from nearby lanes; (iv) code of conduct via priestly guilds for plastic and
offerings; (v) managed viewing decks for aarti with capacity limits; (vi) revival of kunds as small wetlands.

5.2 Kedarnath & Char Dham (Uttarakhand)
Spiritual logics. High-altitude Shaiva pilgrimage with short open season; intense devotion.
Ecology. Glacial valleys, avalanche and flood risk; trail erosion; mule impacts.

Sustainability levers. (i) Dynamic daily caps tied to weather advisories; (ii) mandatory bio-bags and pack-in/pack-out
rules; (iii) mule welfare and dung-to-biogas pilots; (iv) boardwalks in sensitive zones; (v) decentralized wastewater
systems at base camps; (vi) early-warning systems and retreat protocols.

5.3 Meghalaya Sacred Groves

Spiritual logics. Khasi and Jaintia customary sanctuaries where extraction is ritually proscribed.
Ecology. Relict evergreen patches critical for pollinators, springs, and cultural species.
Sustainability levers. (i) Community-guided trails with interpretive signage on taboos; (ii)

small-group permits; (iii) benefit-sharing to village councils; (iv) prohibition of loudspeakers and single-use plastic; (v)
spring protection zones.

5.4 Sabarimala—Periyar (Kerala)
Spiritual logics. Austerity vows culminating in seasonal pilgrimage to Ayyappa shrine.
Ecology. Interface with Periyar Tiger Reserve; wildlife corridors; fire risk.

Sustainability levers. (i) Time-stamped virtual queue integrating vratham periods; (ii) bio- toilets at intervals; (iii)
regulated vendors with reusable utensils; (iv) night-silence windows; (v) volunteer patrols for litter and crowd guidance.

5.5 Ladakh Monastic Circuits (Hemis, Thiksey)

Spiritual logics. Gompas hosting cham dances and retreats; ethos of non-harm.

Ecology. Cold desert, water-scarce, high UV; fragile alpine wetlands.

Sustainability levers. (i) Solar microgrids for monasteries and homestays; (ii) dry sanitation;

(ii1) trek permits with campsite quotas; (iv) festivals as zero-waste showcases; (v) snow leopard ethical-watching
protocols.

5.6 Amritsar’s Harmandir Sahib (Punjab)

Spiritual logics. Equality and service embodied in langar feeding millions free of charge.
Ecology. Urban heat, water, and food-waste dynamics; sarovar (sacred tank) quality.
Sustainability levers. (i) biogas and compost from langar scraps; (ii) energy-efficient kitchens;
(iii) water recirculation and reed-bed polishing; (iv) crowd-flow nudging via wayfinding.

5.7 Puri Jagannath—Chilika Interface (Odisha)

Spiritual logics. Rath Yatra draws massive congregations; coastal and lagoon ecologies nearby.
Ecology. Dune integrity, turtle nesting grounds, and lagoon fisheries.

Sustainability levers. (i) festival-time beach carrying capacity; (ii) no-build setbacks for dunes;

(iii) boat zoning in Chilika; (iv) temple trust—fisher cooperative partnerships.
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6. Tables

Table 1. Sacred-landscape typology and ecological sensitivities

Type Examples

Key ecological features

Typical pressures

Priority responses

\Varanasi, Haridwar,
INashik

River ghats

Flow regime,

riparian habitat, wetlands

Ritual waste, boat
pollution, floods

Ritual-waste

composting, e-boats,
wetland buffers

High-altitude
shrines

IKedarnath, Hemkund

Glacial valleys,
permafrost

Trail erosion, mule
impacts, weather

hazards

Dynamic caps, boardwalks,
animal

welfare, early warning

Sacred groves Meghalaya,

Kodagu

Relict forests,

springs

Trampling, litter,

encroachment

Guided small groups,

taboos, benefit-sharing

Monastic circuits |[Hemis, Tawang

Cold desert, alpine
wetlands

Water stress, solid waste

Solar microgrids, dry

toilets, campsite quotas

[Urban shrines IAmritsar, Ajmer

\Urban microclimate,
tanks

Waste surges, heat

Biogas, water

recirculation, shade,
wayfinding

Coastal shrines  [Puri, Rameswaram

Dunes, turtle nesting,
lagoons

Beach erosion, light
pollution

Setbacks, dark-sky rules,
festival capacity

Table 2. Stakeholder—instrument map

Stakeholder

Core roles

Instruments

Temple trusts / monastery
councils / waqf boards

Custodianship, ritual
governance

Codes of conduct, volunteer
programs, user-fee allocation

Local communities (women’s
SHGs, youth)

Visitor management,
crafts, homestays

training

Vendor licensing, microfinance,

Government (MoT, State

Policy, infrastructure,

PRASHAD/Swadesh projects, GIS

Depts., Forests) enforcement permits, transport
INGOs & academia Monitoring, Citizen science, curriculum,
interpretation independent audits

hotels)

Private sector (operators,

Service quality,
compliance

Green standards, waste take-back,
EPR

Table 3. Policy instruments by objective

Objective

Instruments

Example indicators

Limit crowding

Dynamic caps; time-slot permits

Peak-hour density; wait times

Cut waste

Source segregation; reusable serviceware

% waste diverted; litter index

Protect water/forests

Wetland buffers; grove taboos; reed-beds

IBOD/COD; canopy cover; spring flows

Share benefits

CBT contracts; local hiring; craft hubs

% local jobs; income share; women-led enterprises

Ethical wildlife

Viewing codes; zoning

Disturbance reports; sightings consistency
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7. Graphs

Figure 1: Illustrative seasonal visitor profile vs. ritual calendar (Varanasi & Puri).

Figure 1. lllustrative Seasonal Visitor Profiles
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Figure 2: Hypothetical waste generation and diversion under “business as usual” vs. sacred norms scenario.

Figure 2. Waste Generation vs. Diversion Under Different Scenarios
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Figure 3: Comparative carrying capacity envelopes across landscape types.

Figure 3. Comparative Carrying Capacity Envelopes
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8. Discussion: Integrating Spirituality and Ecology in Practice

8.1 Ritual calendars as operating system

The correspondence of permit windows to the lunar/solar calendar and the seasons of opening the temples creates a
translation of the spiritual rhythm into the logic of operations. As an illustration of this, seasonal thresholds can be set by
snowmelt at Kedarnath according to weather warnings, or at Sabarimala behavior change can be provided during a pre-
pilgrimage education period which is called vratham.

8.2 Holy stories as behavior-change interventions.

Cosmic messages based on dharmic, Sikh, Islamic and Buddhist cosmologies can socialize low- impact behavior: e.g.
make plastic avoidance ahimsa (non-harm), river reverence seva (service), grove protection ancestral duty. Punya (merit)
stations that are waste disposal facilities are better than mere bins.

8.3 Community guardianship and fair benefits

Customary custodians and local associations should be raised to higher levels through tourism planning which increases
compliance and equity. Place character can be locked in through revenue-sharing with transparent dashboards, local
procurement of langars and prasad, and homestay standards.

8.4 Vanishing infrastructure in heritage.

Minimal visual impact interventions include low height, permeable, and reversible ones such as boardwalks, bamboo
railings, modular bio-toilets, e-boat charging at existing ghats. Lighting that does not disturb the ritual atmosphere in the
coastal shrines, the turtle nesting cycle is observed by night-sky friendly lighting.

8.5 Duty-lite, integrity-first policing.

With adaptive management, citizen-science litter transects, acoustic baselines, basic water tests, and crowd heatmaps,
based on anonym zed footfall sensors can offer sufficient data on devotees but not over-monitor them.

9. Recommendations and Implementation Roadmap

J Integrate calendars with carrying capacity via a national sacred-destinations guideline that binds permits to
festival density and hazard advisories.

J Codify sacred-waste systems: segregated ritual-offering chains, composting/biogas at temple kitchens and
festival grounds, and producer responsibility for prasad packaging.

o Support community custodians with guaranteed shares in concession revenues, micro- grants for
women/youth-led services, and training in interpretation and first response.

J Adopt low-impact mobility: e-boats, shared shuttles for last-mile, pedestrian priority, mule welfare standards
where relevant.

J Strengthen hydro-ecological buffers: temple tank restorations, wetland/buffer zoning, sacred-groves registries.
° Create multi-faith stewardship councils at major destinations to mediate flows, rituals, and ecological limits.
J Institutionalize audits using simple, publicly posted indicators (Table 3) with annual reviews linked to funding.

10. Conclusion

Sacred landscapes, when deliberately integrated with ecological stewardship and fair tourism, can function as living
classrooms of sustainability. India’s spiritual grammars of restraint, service, and reverence are not obstacles but assets for
regeneration. The SET model and the implementation roadmap translate these values into concrete levers for managers
and communities. Done well, sacred tourism becomes a pathway to safeguard biodiversity, water, culture, and livelihoods
for future generations.
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