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Abstract

Religion has always played a huge role in India’s development, economy and politics. Due to social media, easy
accessibility, unique cultural experiences and other factors there has been a rise of spiritual or religious tourism in
India. With the Gen Z and millennials seeking mindfulness, silent retreats and spiritualism, pilgrimage tourism is not
restricted to religion anymore. This has made praycation an increasingly prominent phenomena. Tourism experts
predicted that in 2023, 70% of Indian travellers have shown interest in spiritual getaways which include meditation
and mindfulness. The inauguration of the Ram Mandir has poised to be a game-changer in India’s tourism economy.
Cultural tourism, as a selective form of tourism, was initially a response to mass tourism. Presently, cultural tourism
covers a very wide area. The UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) defined cultural tourism in 1985 as:"...
culture-motivated travels, such as study, theatre, and cultural tours, travelling to festivals and similar events,
visiting historical localities and monuments, travelling in order to explore nature, folklore or art, and pilgrimages.
Spiritual tourism refers to the tourism undertaken to connect one’s body, mind, and soul. It is not connected with
any specific religion. It is different from religious tourism. Religious Tourism which is undertaken to seek blessings
from God based on one’s religious faiths and beliefs and attain salvation. Spiritual tourism is a broader perspective
than religious tourism. Religious tourism is a subset of spiritual tourism.

Tourism and cultural economy are interdependent aspects of human interaction which makes a significant
contribution to the global economy. This paper examines the rise and rise of spiritual tourism in India, the
relationship between spiritual tourism and cultural economy, the impact they have on each other, (using secondary
data) and the role of Spiritual Tourism towards attainment of Viksit Bharat. The paper focuses on domestic spiritual
tourism.
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INTRODUCTION

Viksit Bharat 2047 is the Government of India's ambitious vision to transform India into a developed nation by
the centenary of its independence in 2047. The vision encompasses various aspects of development, including
economic growth, social progress, environmental sustainability, and good governance. This
requires comprehensive efforts with large-scale infrastructure development, broad-based welfare measures for
poverty alleviation, commitments to empowering women and youth through entrepreneurship, as well as the
development of a vibrant agriculture sector.

Tourism plays a significant role or the economy of many countries, due to the revenue generated by the
consumption of goods and services by tourists, the taxes levied on businesses in the tourism industry, and the
opportunity for employment in the service industries associated with tourism. Tourism has its own direct and
indirect effect on society which is regarded as an effective instrument on the country‘s economic development.
Tourism industry improves a country‘s economy, stimulates development process, restores cultural heritage,
and helps in maintaining international peace and understanding. Tourism is thus one among the multiple driving
forces in the achievement of Viksit Bharat.

Among all the types of tourism, Spiritual Tourism has been practiced in India from ancient times. The
phenomena of Spiritual Tourism is very much complex in the present era as it has not been recognized as a type
of separate tourism and is often considered to be religious tourism, which is undertaken to seek blessings from
God based on one’s religious faiths and beliefs and attain salvation.

Government initiatives to promote Spiritual Tourism

The ‘Incredible India’ combined with the campaign of ‘Atithi Devo Bhavah’, literally meaning ‘Guest is God’, India
has recognised the importance of spiritual tourism and enhanced travel facilities for the same by planning to
develop tourist circuits for every religion. To promote pilgrimage and spiritual tourism in India, the Prime
Minister Mr. Narendra Modi introduced the PRASAD (Pilgrimage Rejuvenation and Spiritual Augmentation
Drive) Scheme in the year 2014-2015 under the Ministry of Tourism with an initial provision of INR 100 crores
for that year coupled with the Swadesh Darshan Scheme which is a theme based tourist circuit identifying India’s
huge potential for the development of tourism and job creation in the country. This scheme focused on
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developing and identifying pilgrimage sites across India for enriching religious tourism experience. It aimed to
integrate pilgrimage destinations in a prioritised, planned and sustainable manner to provide a complete
religious tourism experience. The strategy also followed a comprehensive area development approach and
aimed to promote local art, culture, and cuisines that could further generate livelihood in the identified
destinations. In October 2017, the name of the scheme was changed from PRASAD to “National Mission on
Pilgrimage Rejuvenation and Spiritual Heritage Augmentation Drive (PRASHAD)”. As of February 2024, a total
of 46 projects have been sanctioned under the PRASHAD Scheme, of which 20 projects have been completed. A
total of 26 new sites have also been identified for development under PRASHAD Scheme.

The PRASHAD scheme combines the nexus of other projects undertaken by the Union Government to facilitate
tourism in India that comprises of flagship missions such as Swadesh Darshan Scheme, Champion Service Sector
Scheme, and PM Gati Shakti.

In the Union Budget 2024-25, the Union Finance Minister proposed Rs. 2,449.62 crore for tourism development
around key religious sites in the country, on the grounds that it has tremendous opportunities for local
entrepreneurship. This money could enable the government’s Integrated Development of Tourist Circuits
programme to develop more sites nationwide. The Finance Minister also highlighted the government’s
commitment for spiritual tourism growth in India in the interim Budget for 2024-25 and India’s tremendous
opportunities for local entrepreneurship was also stressed upon.

The rise of Spiritual Tourism in India

Religious tourism is still the biggest segment of tourism in India. The tourism and hospitality industry in India
saw a huge growth due to the demand for spiritual and religious tourism. Post Covid, spiritual tourism has taken
the center stage with a significant increase in the numbers of travellers worldwide. As usually believed to be
popular among the older generation or the Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) and Generation X
(between 1965 and 1980), religious tourism is now attracting millennials and Gen Z alike post pandemic.

As spiritual tourism in India is growing immensely, the hospitality and tourism industry is aware that they cannot
restrict themselves just to religion, and thus, have extended towards mindfulness, yoga and meditation and
added adventure packages to accommodate the youngsters as well.

According to reports, 1,433 million domestic tourists visited places of pilgrimage in India, in 2022. About 6.64
million foreign tourists visited India to visit these religious tourist spots. This number rose about 60 % from the
previous year, i.e. 2021, when the numbers stood at 677 million for domestic pilgrims and 1.05 million for
foreigners.

According to data released by the Ministry of Tourism, pilgrimage tourism earned X 1,34,543 crore in 2022, as
compared to X 65,070 crore in 2021. Tourism experts has proposed that 70% of Indian travellers would be
indulge in spiritual getaways which include meditation and mindfulness. Thus, the Religious tourism in India has
been on an upward trajectory, projecting a CAGR of over 16% between 2023 and 2030.

Tourism and Cultural Economy

In the symbiotic relationship of tourism and cultural economy with each other, tourism acts as a catalyst for the
cultural economy and in turn, the cultural assets, become significant attractions for tourists. This
interdependence has become increasingly substantial in the present times, where cultural exchange and tourism
have emerged as vital components of economic development.

Culture has a direct impact on tourism, and vice versa. In tourism culture becomes an important motive of tourist
travel and has an increasingly stronger impact on culture. The impact of tourism on culture, which also reflects
on the society, operates with all its positive and negative effects.

Benefits of tourism from culture -

. Improvement of the basic image of the destination

Increase in consumption and length of stay

Increase in tourists' satisfaction with the tourist product

Stimulation of re-visiting

Stimulation of local and regional demand

Opening of new market segments

Benefits of culture from tourism -

. Realisation of additional source of income

. Expansion of the market and a new segment of visitors

. Development of professional management

. Realisation of better control over the use of cultural resources

. Realisation of a better cultural image among the local population

Spiritual Tourism and Development
Spiritual tourism is an integrated, social, cultural, environmental and economic activity in the Indian
subcontinent. It has played an important role in sustaining the local economy of India. Until recently, Local
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spiritual societies, trusts and committees have been managing spiritual tourism related economic activities for
hundreds of years. It contributes to the economic activity starting from vendors selling flowers, candles,
souvenirs, sweets, fruits and other offerings made by the devotees. Spiritual tourism related businesses not only
create new job opportunities in organised and unorganised sectors in the tourism and hospitality industry, but
also in construction, infrastructure development, local transportation, tour guides in foreign languages, small tea
shops, reviving and sustaining local handicrafts and cottage industries related to spirituality.

Towns and cities popular for their pilgrimage in India have attracted small businesses and worked on
infrastructure development for the pilgrims. Development of spiritual tourism places and products helps to
preserve local culture, natural environment, handicrafts and help local communities to have a pride in their
cultural assets and heritage, and reap the benefits from spiritual tourism development. Thus, Spiritual Tourism
has a positive impact on the environment, socio-economic structure of the locality, construction of infrastructure,
roads, gardens, hotels, and shops catering to the needs of spiritual tourists.

Challenges of Spiritual Tourism
Spiritual tourism should be planned and developed in a sustainable manner. Currently there are many
bottlenecks and problems faced by tourist such as -

. infrastructure development for tourists is still falling behind and not keeping up with the increase in
demand of transportation and affordable accommodation

. need for clean washroom facilities at the venues

. need for hygienic food and clean drinking water

. lack of first aid and emergency ambulance facility for tourists

. lack of tourist information kiosks, ticket booking centres and event calendar for all religious festivals
and events

lack of parking facilities due to traffic congestion

lack of multi-lingual speaking, registered and educated tour guides

minimising air, water and land pollution- provision of clean and green environment and parks

need for clean streets, footpaths, traffic lights for crossing and waste management

need for police security of spiritual place and tourists, including restrictions of beggars

fair pricing of religious products, souvenirs, entry ticket to temples and mosques by tourists, which
should include tour guides to provide full educational and cultural experiences

. dissemination of up-to-date information on official websites and online ticketing, and finally

. maintaining and preserving local traditions, culture, historical values and customs to provide traditional
and authentic spiritual experience of tourism based on the place and product

Success stories of Spiritual Tourism Destinations - Case Studies

Ram Mandir at Ayodhya

The construction of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya has held immense cultural and religious significance for India
and has sparked discussions about its potential impact on the country's economy. The impact of the Ram Mandir
on the Indian economy is a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon and have far-reaching consequences
across various sectors.

One of the primary expectations from the construction of Ram Mandir is a surge in religious tourism at Ayodhya,
as well as other religious and historical sites in the vicinity, leading to a substantial increase in the overall tourist
footfall at Ayodhya. This is expected to stimulate economic activities such as local businesses, including hotels,
restaurants, and souvenir shops. The swanky upgrade of the Ayodhya railway station, the construction of a
greenfield airport and highways, and cruises on the river Saryu along with demand for local transportations such
as buses, taxis, e-rickshaws, will generate more revenues. This is likely to have a multiplier effect by attracting
further investments, spurring economic activities beyond the immediate vicinity of the temple and in moulding
Viksit Bharat. It is also expected that the Ram Mandir will generate around 3 lakh Jobs in coming 4-5 years in
sectors such as retail, hospitality, and transportation which will play a significant role in shaping Viksit Bharat.
The temple also brings multi-fold benefits for the state of Uttar Pradesh like crossing Rs 4 lakh crore mark in
state's tourism by the year end and bolstering its finances by Rs 20,000-25,000 Crores in tax revenue. According
to the Confederation of All India Traders (CAIT), the consecration ceremony alone generated business worth
more than INR 100,000 crore across India.

Shri Kashi Vishwanath Temple Corridor

Since 2014, when Varanasi became PM Modi's parliamentary constituency, the city has not looked back. The city
has been beautified; untreated sewage water no longer flows into River Ganga and the famous 'Ganga Aarti' is a
site to behold. The Kashi Vishwanath Temple Corridor in Varanasi has been the trendsetter for top class religious
and cultural tourism that has transformed pilgrims' experience of the temple town. This was due to the
development initiated under PRASHAD Scheme in two phases. The project “Development of Varanasi under
PRASHAD Scheme - Phase II” was approved by the Ministry of Tourism with the cost of Rs. 44.69 crores in
February 2018 and inaugurated in December 2021. The Ministry of Tourism's data suggests more than 70 million
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people visited the Kashi Vishwanath Temple in 2022 after its renovation, compared to around 8 million a year
earlier. This has effectively contributed to income generation and development of Varanasi.

Shree Jagannath Temple Corridor Project, Puri

Began in 2019, Shree Jagannath Temple Corridor Project is also named the Shreemandira Parikrama Project and
is perhaps the most extravagantly envisioned project with reportedly an estimated budget of Rs. 3,200 crores.
The tourist footfall in Puri in 2022 was 1.48 crore. However, visitors from neighbouring cities like Kolkata,
Ranchi, and Raipur prefer to return to their destinations or Bhubaneswar instead of stay in Puri town because of
the lack of quality accommodations. The Odisha government initiated several corrective measures to boost
tourism and economy like a tourism and ecotourism roadmap at identified tourism destinations. According to
the sources in the Odisha Government's Department of Tourism, 500-star-category room hotel accommodations
amounting to X 460 crore from big brands (Taj, Hyatt, ITC) are proposed to be added. The overall contribution
of the tourism sector to Odisha's GDP was 13 per cent in the year 2022. After the inauguration of the Jagannath
Temple corridor; the upcoming international airport and other infrastructure-related developments, especially
in the Golden Triangle (Puri, Konark and Bhubaneswar), it is expected that by the end of 2025, the tourism sector
will contribute at least 15 per cent to the state GDP. More tourists are anticipated to visit Odisha, and which in
turn will create direct and indirect jobs in the state.
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