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Abstract 

 Tourism has become one of the rapid growth industries that have made a significant 

contribution to the economic growth of India. The industry does not only create job 

opportunities and forex earnings but it also contributes to the development of infrastructure and 

cultural conservation. A high growth comes with its own challenges, though, as there is a need 

to ensure that the growth in tourism is sustainable in the environmental, social and economic 

context. The review paper will evaluate the connexion between tourism and economic 

development in India with regards to sustainable management practises. Based on the national 

policies, government projects, and examples, the paper outlines the successful models and the 

gaps, which remain open in the Indian approach towards sustainable tourism. The effects of the 

community-based tourism, eco-tourism and responsible tourism programmes on local 

economies are also discussed. Moreover, the paper identifies the policy frameworks, which 

include Swadesh Darshan Scheme, PRASHAD, and the Sustainable Tourism Criteria of India 

(STCI) and the impact they have on the sustainability. The results indicate that, even though 

India has done a commendable work in enhancing sustainable tourism, the issues of 

environmental degradation, poor stakeholder involvement and poor implementation of its 

policies are still impeding its potentials. The paper also concludes that integrated policy 

approaches, digital transformation, and more active involvement of communities are the key 

recommendations concerning sustainable tourism-based economic development in India. 

Keywords: Tourism Development, Sustainable management, Economic growth, ecotourism, 

India, policy framework, responsible tourism. 

1. Introduction 

Tourism is generally accepted to be an important driver of economic development especially 

in the developing countries like India. The tourism industry of India has experienced an 

unprecedented growth over the last several decades and it currently has turned into one of the 

major sources of employment, infrastructural development, and foreign currency income. 

Current statistics of the Ministry of Tourism indicate that tourism is contributing approximately 

5 percent of the India GDP and it sustains millions of direct and indirect employment. India is 

the fastest expanding large economy in the world and tourism industry has enormous potentials 

to encourage inclusive growth and development of the region especially in the rural and hilly 

areas where other economic activities are not as promising. 

Sustainable tourism is a concept that has become more relevant in this regard. Sustainable 

tourism focuses on ensuring that the negative effects on the environment are minimised as 

much as possible and the social and economic benefits of hosting the tourists is maximised. It 

is also in line with the concepts of sustainable development that attempt to fulfil the current 
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needs without the loss of the potential of the future generation to fulfil theirs. In the case of 

India, which has a rich natural and cultural diversity, sustainable management processes are 

not only an optional issue but also a fundamental one in the preservation of ecological and 

cultural integrity which draws millions of visitors annually. 

Indian tourism is a complex phenomenon, which includes heritage tourism, eco-tourism, 

adventure tourism, medical tourism and spiritual tourism. The segments make different 

contributions to the economy and they require a certain approach to be governed. Nevertheless, 

long-term sustainability of the sector has been questioned by unsustainable tourism activities 

that include excessive tourism in the area, poor waste disposal and the commercialization of 

heritage sites. Thus, sustainability principles in tourism planning and management have taken 

the centre stage as a national priority. The Government of India in form of its campaigns like 

Incredible India 2.0, Swadesh Darshan, and PRASHAD is trying to see that tourism is used to 

bring economic prosperity as well as environmental conservation. 

Nothing in academic and policy literature ever ceases to assert the dual nature of tourism as an 

agent of development and a threat to environmental and cultural degradation. This review paper 

will attempt to summarise the results of past studies and policy reports with an aim of 

determining the role of sustainable management practises in improving the contribution of 

tourism to the Rural Economic Development in India. It discusses the theoretical basis of the 

tourism-led development, highlights the current situation in the industry, and assesses policy 

initiatives and community-based models that have been applied in the concept of sustainability. 

Besides these, the paper has given critical challenges that still hamper sustainable tourism 

practises, which include poor stakeholder involvement, poor awareness, poor institutional 

coordination, as well as, poor monitoring systems. It also illuminates on the new trends and 

innovative ones, such as digital transformation in tourism management, green certifications, 

and regenerative tourism frameworks that transcend sustainability to be restorative in 

rebuilding ecosystems and cultures. 

2. Theoretical Backgrounds Tourism and Economic Development. 

Tourism is also known as a smokeless industry because it has the ability to bring about the 

enjoyment of economic returns with minimal environmental expenses that are characteristic of 

the manufacturing industries. It is an economic composite industry that incorporates 

accommodation, transport, food, entertainment, and retail trade services that all drive demand 

in a broad spectrum of sectors. Theoretical connexion between tourism and economic 

development is based on three significant dimensions namely foreign exchange earnings, 

employment creation, and regional development. 

The Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (TLGH) is a hypothesis according to which tourism is 

one of the factors that directly influence long-term economic growth of a particular country, as 

it initiates investment and job creation as well as enhances balance of payments. This theory 

states that inflow of foreign tourists creates income which flows into the local economy 

resulting in multiplier effects on other economic activities. The hypothesis has great support in 

the India case where tourism based services play a major role in the direct or indirect 

employment, especially in such states as Kerala, Rajasthan and Goa. 
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Tourism is among the greatest payers in the global economy and in the developing economies, 

it has been central to the minimization of rural unemployment and underemployment. Tourism 

is a substitute to agriculture in India where still a high percentage of the population is engaged 

in agriculture. The jobs are generated not only within the hotel sector, restaurants and transport 

industries, but also in the informal sectors such as handcraft, cultural performances and within 

the local guiding services. In addition, tourism also enhances entrepreneurship among the youth 

and women through the establishment of small-sized entrepreneurships like homestays and 

craft markets. 

Tourism promotes the growth of infrastructure roads, airports, telecommunications and utilities 

that is advantageous to both the tourists and the local people. The building of airports in such 

cities as Varanasi and the creation of eco-lodges in Uttarakhand show how tourism 

infrastructure supports the development of the region at large. These trends assist in 

assimilating the remote regions with the national economy and minimising the regional 

inequalities through inclusive expansion. 

Socio-economically, the sector of tourism also helps in preserving culture by giving cultural 

resources an economic value. Tourism has also led to the rejuvenation of many traditional 

forms of art, festivals and architectural sites. Tourism diversifies the sources of income of the 

communities that rely on agricultural activities or seasonal labour. Combination of cultural, 

adventure and eco-tourist models boosts resistance to external shocks like market changes or 

climatic problems. 

Although it is indeed true that tourism contributes to economic growth, unplanned development 

may be characterised by serious ecological degradation and social displacement. Sustainable 

Tourism Development (STD) theory places special focus on the fact that tourism must be able 

to give back to the economy, yet not deplete the natural and cultural resources. It entails the 

proper management of tourism operations to ensure an environmentally balanced, socially 

equitable and economical tourism. This theory has been the foundation of several government 

policies found in India that encourage low impact, community based, and environmentally 

friendly tourism activities. 

3. Tourism Sector in India: Current Scenario 

The tourism sector in India is one of the most vibrant industries that helps in developing the 

country. India is blessed with a rich cultural heritage, variety of ecosystems and commendable 

traditions that bring in millions of visitors annually in the domestic and global markets. India, 

with its great domestic base and increased global attraction has witnessed over 1.7 billion 

domestic tourist visits and almost 11 million foreign tourist arrivals before the COVID-19 

pandemic, according to the latest reports by the Ministry of Tourism. 

Tourism plays a role of around 5 percent in the GDP of India and sustains more than 40 million 

direct and indirect employment. The multiplier effect of the industry is not only on hotels and 

airlines, but it has been an advantage to the handicrafts, transport, the local food industries, and 

the artisans of the countryside. The state of Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra and Uttar Pradesh are 

always on top of the list in terms of tourists arrival and it is a perfect combination of heritage, 

spirituality and modernization. Moreover, foreign exchange inflow, which comes as a result of 
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tourism, assists in strengthening the balance of payments of the country, and gives them a lot 

of reserves to be used in developmental activities. 

India tourism does not experience even distribution in its development. Most of the tourists 

visit the coast and heritage-rich states with most of the potential of Himalayan and north eastern 

regions remaining unexploited owing to bad infrastructure and the problem of accessibility. 

The imbalanced nature of this development generates the necessity of specific investments and 

capacity-building initiatives that facilitate inclusive regional development. 

As an example, the Responsible Tourism Mission in Kerala has shown how community based 

tourism can help to allocate economic gains in a more equitable manner. Homestays, cultural 

tours and eco-villages are run by local cooperatives so that the revenues generated by tourism 

do not leave the community. Mass tourism sites such as Goa and Shimala on the contrary are 

experiencing environmental degradation because of overcrowding, uncontrolled building 

projects and waste dumping problems. These opposing examples support the significance of 

the sustainable management frameworks that are localised. 

The COVID-19 pandemic affected the tourism industry drastically with an impact of loss of 

jobs and reduction in revenue. It triggered a significant change to domestic tourism and 

adoption of digital, however. Tourists are looking more towards places that are environmental, 

less crowded, and more experience. The Dekho Apna Desh initiative of the government and 

digital campaigns have promoted domestic tourism and resilience empowerment of small 

tourism enterprises. Online booking and virtual tours in addition to sustainable certifications 

have enhanced transparency and accountability in the industry. 

The tourism potential of India is enormous and not exploited. The increasing preference of 

authentic and environmentally conscious travel worldwide is a chance that India could use to 

establish itself as a sustainable tourist destination. Eco-certification programmes, green 

hospitality standards and community based models are some of the initiatives that can be used 

to achieve a balance between economic gains and ecological preservation. The incorporation 

of sustainability in the national and regional policies concerning tourism will help see that 

tourism is utilised towards the economic and social prosperity in the long run. 

Indian Tourism Sustainable Management Practises. 

Sustainable management of tourism can be described as a conscious use of environmental, 

social, and economic values that ensure that the development of tourism is able to satisfy the 

needs of the current generation without going at the expense of the future generation to satisfy 

their requirements. Sustainable management practises have developed in India with the 

involvement of the community, eco-tourism, green certifications and policy-led interventions. 

These practises will set a balance between the economic gains and the maintenance of natural 

and cultural inheritance. 

Sustainable tourism management focuses on responsible action of all the stakeholders 

government, industry and tourists to reduce negative effects and maximise local benefits. It is 

the holistic approach, which takes into consideration conservation of resources, empowerment 

of communities and cultural preservation. Tourism management in India should be context-
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sensitive and integrative because the tourism sites include Himalayan eco-systems to sea 

beaches and heritage monuments. 

Community-based tourism (CBT) has proved to be one of the best sustainable models of 

management in India. It gives the opportunity to the local communities to control and enjoy 

direct economic gains of tourism activities. CTB promotes equal wealth distribution as locals 

are involved in the decision-making process and promotes cultural exchange between the host 

and the visitors. 

The prime example is the Responsible Tourism Mission in Kerala. The project brings the local 

producers, craftsmen and farmers into the tourism supply chain with the economic benefits 

being sent back to the community. Experiences such as homestays, cultural performances and 

local cuisine are also run through the local cooperatives which help to generate jobs and 

facilitate sustainable livelihoods. 

Likewise, the policy on eco-tourism in Sikkim focuses on conservation based tourism on the 

delicate Himalayan regions. The ecotails, organic farm, and controlled trekking help in having 

minimal effects on the environment and also increase the knowledge of the visitors on the local 

ecosystem. 

In Uttarakhand eco-lodges operated by communities such as in Munsiyari or Chopta serve to 

show how small-scale tourism can be used in conjunction with nature conservation. These 

efforts have minimised the outward migration in terms of providing local jobs and enhancing 

infrastructure. 

Green hotel practises and certifications have also been adopted by the private sector towards 

sustainable practises. Several hospitality chains have implemented energy-saving technologies, 

garbage separation systems and water-saving. As an example, various Indian hotels are 

registered according to the Green Key and EarthCheck schemes, which means that they observe 

the international standards in terms of sustainability. 

Startups and small-scale entrepreneurs are advertising sustainable travel platforms whereby 

tourists are encouraged to use environmentally friendly accommodation and responsible tours. 

Accountability within the tourism value chain has also been improved by the emergence of 

online sustainability audit and traveller education tools. 

Waste management in Indian tourism, especially in hill stations, beaches, and pilgrimage places 

is one of the critical issues. Sustainable management will imply the strict adherence to the waste 

disposal norms and the awareness of visitors. Programmes such as Swachh Paryatan as a part 

of Swachh Bharat Abhiyan are dedicated to a clean environment in tourist sites (public-private 

partnership). 

Renewable energy, rainwater and solar-powered lighting are used at some of the eco-tourism 

sites and this has considerably lowered the environmental footprints. Moreover, tourism 

policies on single-use plastics and encouraging local and biodegradable products are now 

implemented in most states. 

Tourism management has been revolutionised by digital tools through better planning, 
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monitoring, and transparency. Online reservation systems promote the idea of environmentally 

friendly accommodation, whereas Geographic Information Systems (GIS) are used to track the 

movement of tourists in environmentally friendly places. Sustainable practises have also 

become more accessible through the digital efforts by the Ministry of Tourism including e-

permits to trekking zones and e-training in guiding. 

No informed and responsible tourist means that there will be sustainability. Responsible travel 

and its promotion are realised through awareness programmes like the Incredible India 2.0 that 

focus on respect to nature, culture and local traditions. Training and capacity-building 

workshops of tourism operators, local youths and NGOs are essential in the long term change 

maintenance. 

5. Policy Framework and Institutional Initiatives 

The Government of India and other state governments have made a number of policy initiatives 

to align the tourism development towards sustainability goals. These frameworks focus on 

infrastructure building, community-based development, environmental conservation, and 

cultural conservation that are backed by institutional mechanisms and alliances with the non-

governmental and other privately owned actors. 

The National Tourism Policy (2022 draught) is a vision of India as a global hub of tourism by 

means of sustainable, inclusive, and competitive development. It goes in line with the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations especially SDG 8 (Decent Work 

and Economic Growth), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 13 

(Climate Action). The policy promotes responsible models of tourism that create employment, 

empower women, and biodiversity conservation. 

The policy also encourages sustainability concepts to be incorporated in tourism circuit master 

planning and focuses on environmentally friendly infrastructure, digital technologies, and 

localised entrepreneurship. 

India has two flagship projects Swadesh Darshan and PRASHAD (Pilgrimage Rejuvenation 

and Spiritual, Heritage Augmentation Drive) that are the anchor to the development of tourism 

infrastructure across India. 

• Swadesh Darshan Scheme (2015) seeks to create theme based circuits (Buddhist, 

Desert, Eco and Heritage Circuits) through sustainable and inclusive development. It 

encourages the local involvement, capacity building and heritage assets preservation. 

• PRASHAD Scheme is aimed at coming up with pilgrimage and spiritual spots besides 

enhancing the basic facilities, accessibility, and sustainability of the environment. 

Sustainability tests are introduced into both initiatives, and development should not harm the 

environment or the cultural integrity. 

The Sustainable Tourism Criteria of India, which was introduced by the Ministry of Tourism 

with the help of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the United Nations 

World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) established the standards of responsible tourism 

practises. The STCI offers business and destination tourism sectors and local governments 
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guideline that is based on four pillars of sound sustainability planning, social and economic 

gains to the local communities, cultural heritage conservation, and environmental conservation. 

Other states such as Kerala, Sikkim, and Madhya Pradesh have started incorporating the 

principles of STCI into their tourism master plans; these plans contain monitoring systems, 

certification schemes and sustainability audits. 

Public- private partnerships are important towards filling the gaps in resources and also creating 

innovation in sustainable tourism. The Incredible India Tourist Facilitator Programme (IITFP) 

is a programme that trains local youth to become certified guides, which is a combination of 

job-creation and service delivery. Non-governmental organisations like The Ecotourism 

Society of India (ESOI), Travel Operators for Tigers (TOFT) also carry out responsible tourism 

standards and provide certification and training on the same to operators in the wildlife and 

nature tourism industry. 

A number of Indian states have worked out their sustainable tourism policies to be able to 

respond to local priorities: 

• The Responsible Tourism Policy of Kerala (2017) is based on the involvement of 

communities and equitable distribution of benefits. 

• The State Tourism Policy in Sikkim (2018) focuses on the low-impact eco-tourism and 

organic village experience. 

• Eco-Tourism Policy (2019) in Madhya Pradesh encompasses conservation and the 

creation of livelihood. 

• These state-level projects are still in addition to the national ones, and it shows an 

increased realisation of sustainability in the Indian system of tourism governance. 

India also works closely with international bodies like the UNWTO, UNESCO and WTTC in 

an effort to coordinate the domestic tourism affairs to international standards. The marketing 

of World Heritage sites under UNESCO protocols guarantees conservation of the heritage, 

whereas the partnership with international agencies will assist in the provision of technical 

skills in the management of sustainable destinations. 

Moreover, the fact that India is a member of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 

supports its inclusive nature towards using the global sustainability indicators of destinations 

and enterprises. 

The sustainability implementation is still inconsistent even with clear frameworks. The 

weakness of coordination between central and state governments, absence of funds, and skilled 

professionals often stall the progress. Additionally, there are poor monitoring systems, and 

there is no much information on the environmental and social effects of tourism. Enhancement 

of institutional capacity, decentralisation and accountability of stakeholders is hence 

necessitating towards attainment of long-term sustainability. 

Problems and obstacles to sustainable tourism development. 

Even with the increased awareness of sustainability in tourism, India still has a thorny network 

of issues that complicate the achievement of its potential. Such challenges are based on 
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economic, institutional, environmental and socio-cultural factors that demand inter-

organisational policy and practical actions. 

One of these obstacles to sustainable tourism is that there is no adequate awareness among the 

key stakeholders tourist groups, local communities and even tourism operators themselves. 

Most of the local enterprises are interested in short-term gains rather than sustainability of the 

industry and thus engage in unregulated construction, abuse of natural resources and poor 

management of wastes. Even tourists do not always notice the environmental impact of their 

behaviour like littering in ecologically sensitive areas or the disrespect to local cultures. 

The sudden and fast tourism development has put an extreme strain on the natural resources in 

India. The problem of over-tourism exists in popular places like Manali, Shimla and Goa 

leading to congestion, cutting down of trees, and water crises. Marine tourism has led to the 

destruction of the coral reefs and mangroves in the coastal areas. Likewise, due to uncontrolled 

trekking and hotel construction, Himalayan regions are also experiencing soil erosion, piling 

up of garbage and fragmentation of habitats. Such issues require a quick introduction to 

carrying capacity tests and stringent environmental laws. 

In as much as India has come up with various sustainability policies and guidelines, they are 

not uniformly implemented. The high cost of monitoring and data collection systems means 

that it is hard to gauge progress. Lack of continuity in evaluation and accountability systems is 

the reason why many eco-tourism projects fail. The lack of technical expertise and resource 

required to implement the standards of sustainability is also exhibited in the fact that 

decentralised governing structures, even though they allow local autonomy, do not possess the 

technical knowhow as well as the resources to implement the same. 

Tourism usually creates income which does not stay in the local economies. Big corporate 

operators and foreign investors take much of the profits and leave the local communities with 

the least benefits. Leaked economies defeat the actual principle of sustainable tourism whereby 

the distribution of benefits is made equitable. Moreover, there are still inequalities of gender 

and classes where women and other marginalised communities are mostly locked out of the 

formal tourism jobs and the decision making process. 

The policy formulation in India regarding tourism is divided into several agencies among the 

central ministries, state departments, and other local bodies that create overlapping 

responsibilities and coordination issues. As an example, the Ministry of Environment takes the 

control of environmental regulations, the Ministry of Tourism deals with the promotion of the 

destinations, and the Ministry of Rural Development deals with the community programmes. 

Lack of a cohesive structure brings about inefficiency and slowness in executing sustainability 

programmes. 

The sustainable tourism needs efficient infrastructure transport, waste disposal, sanitation as 

well as emergency services. Most up-and-coming destinations and particularly rural and hill 

destinations lack a good infrastructure and appropriate security. These restrictions do not only 

influence visitor experience, but also jeopardise local ecosystem sustainability. Environmental 

stress is further heightened by the absence of clean forms of energy and recycling systems of 

wastes. 
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New Trends and Future Developments. 

The tourism scene in India is facing these challenges but at the same time, there are progressive 

changes taking place within the industry with the influence of the world, technological 

advancement and empowerment of the community. These new trends are an indication of a 

new direction which is more sustainable and resilient in tourism. 

Digital technology is transforming the manner in which tourism is handled, publicised and 

consumed. Data analytics, mobile apps, and artificial intelligence are examples of smart 

tourism systems that can be used to track the flow of visitors, environmental effects, and 

customise travel experiences. Such efforts as Incredible India 2.0 and the Dekho Apna Desh 

campaign use digital storytelling, online engagement in marketing responsible travel. Eco-

certification and carbon tracking systems based on blockchain led transparency are under 

consideration as well. 

The emphasis is slowly moving away towards sustainable to regenerative tourism a strategy 

which does not just reduce harm, but actually reinvigorates ecosystems and communities. 

Regenerative tourism initiatives in India in states such as Sikkim and Meghalaya facilitate the 

reforestation process, biodiversity and restoration of traditional practises. The introduction of 

climate-resilient design in tourism infrastructure solar energy, green architecture, and carbon-

neutral transport is a good sign of sustainable resilience. 

Inclusive tourism development should be considered in the future, whereby the locals 

(particularly women and the underserved groups) should be empowered. These groups can be 

incorporated into the tourism value chain using training programmes, micro-finance initiatives 

and social entrepreneurship. There is the growth of homestay networks, markets of handicrafts 

and cultural cooperatives, which can provide the possibility of equal economic participation 

and minimised rural-urban migration. 

A sustainable tourism needs infrastructure, conservation, and innovations to be financed 

constantly. Categories of green finance like eco-bonds and sustainability-linked loans are being 

increasingly popular in India. By promoting the use of ESG (Environmental, Social, and 

Governance) standards by individual investors, there will be accountability to the long-term 

welfare of tourism development. 

The COVID-19 crisis has significantly changed the way people travel now and they prefer 

more eco-friendly, small and local experiences. There is an unprecedented growth in domestic 

tourism and especially in rural, wellness and adventure tourism. This migration gives a chance 

to decentralise the routes of tourism, decreasing the load on large tourist destinations and 

increasing the rural economy. 

Academies and professional bodies play a crucial part in developing the capacity to be 

sustainable. The study of sustainability in tourism is being included in the curriculum of many 

universities and research centres. To learn about the socio-economic effects of tourism and 

optimise the management approach in the future, empirical studies, policy studies, and 

fieldwork in the community are needed. 

The involvement of India in the world organisations such as UNWTO, UNEP, and UNESCO 
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will provide great learning opportunities and exposure to best practises. Enhancement of 

bilateral and multilateral relations can help in exchange of technical skills and bring 

international investment. The combination of international sustainability principles and the 

local realities will make sure that the tourism development in India occurs in accordance with 

the international standards. 

Conclusion 

Tourism is one of the strongest tools of economic development in India which has played a big 

role in creating jobs, diversifying the economy and preserving the culture. Its sustainability 

however is pegged on the consideration of integrated management practises that balance 

economic returns with ecological and social responsibility. The literature and policy evidence 

review indicates that India has achieved significant progress in streamlining its tourism policies 

with sustainability goals as it can be seen in its initiatives of Swadesh Darshan, PRASHAD, 

and the Sustainable Tourism Criteria in India. 

The community in the tourism industry is changing the face of India with eco-certifications, 

sustainable management practises, waste minimisation and responsible hospitality. However, 

the issues of the inadequate implementation, the fragmentation of the policies and degradation 

of the environment remain. These needs to be overcome and addressed through a unified, multi-

stakeholder strategy that builds the institutional strength, creates awareness, and engages in fair 

distribution of benefits. 

Innovation and inclusion are the future of tourism in India. Combining the digital solutions, 

green finance, and regenerative tourism models are likely to ensure that India becomes the 

example of sustainable growth across the globe. As India keeps in developing as a top tourist 

destination, its future success will not only lie in the fact that it is able to attract more tourists 

but also the ability to develop long term destinations that will be able to sustain the people and 

the planet. 
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