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01 | Key Terms and Explanations

Understanding the vocabulary of this issue is the first step to mastering it. The following terms span
ecology, governance, constitutional law, and cultural studies — all domains tested by UPSC.

A. Religious and Cultural Terms

Char Dham: The four most sacred Himalayan pilgrimage sites for Hindus — Badrinath,
Kedarnath, Gangotri, and Yamunotri — located in Uttarakhand. Together they form an annual
pilgrimage circuit traditionally completed on foot, symbolising spiritual striving and devotion.

Pilgrimage (Tirtha Yatra): A journey to a sacred place undertaken with spiritual intent. In Hindu
philosophy, the combination of physical hardship and devotion was itself considered purifying. The
Sanskrit root 'tirtha' means 'ford' — a crossing point between the human and the divine. The
hardship of the journey was inseparable from its spiritual meaning.

Shankaracharya: The hereditary high priest of the Badrinath shrine and the spiritual head of the
Advaita Vedanta tradition founded by Adi Shankaracharya in the 8th century CE. The
Shankaracharya of Badrinath holds enormous religious authority over the Char Dham circuit and is
one of the few figures who can credibly advocate for restraint among devotees.

Alpine Meadow (Bugyals): High-altitude grasslands found between the treeline and snowline in
the Himalayas, typically at elevations of 3,500 to 4,800 metres. These are fragile ecosystems —
once degraded, they take decades to recover. The four Dhams are situated in or near such
meadows.

Ropeway (Aerial Tramway): A cable-based transport system used to ferry people and goods
across difficult mountain terrain. While cost-effective for mobility, ropeways concentrate tourist
footfall at a single destination, bypassing the traditional walking route and its ecological buffering
effect.

B. Environmental and Scientific Terms

Carrying Capacity: The maximum number of people an ecosystem or site can absorb without
permanent degradation of its natural or cultural integrity. Beyond this threshold, environmental
harm becomes irreversible. Every fragile ecosystem — and every religious site embedded within
one — has a finite carrying capacity.
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» Solid Waste Management: The systematic collection, transport, processing, and disposal of
waste materials. In mountain ecosystems, conventional waste management systems are
extremely difficult to operate, making visitor-generated waste one of the most direct threats to
Himalayan rivers and meadows.

* Ecological Footprint: A measure of human demand on the Earth's ecosystems. For Himalayan
pilgrimage sites, this includes waste generation, water consumption, deforestation for hotel and
road construction, and carbon emissions from increased vehicular traffic.

» Glacial Ecosystem: The integrated system of glaciers, meltwater streams, alpine vegetation, and
dependent wildlife that defines the upper Himalayan region. The Char Dhams are located near
glaciers like Gangotri Glacier (source of the Ganga) and Chorabari Glacier (near Kedarnath),
which are themselves retreating due to climate change.

C. Governance and Policy Terms

* Char Dham Pariyojana: A Rs 12,000 crore central government infrastructure project to widen 889
km of Himalayan highways connecting the four pilgrimage sites. Designed to provide all-weather
motorised access. The project has been subject to multiple judicial interventions, including a
Supreme Court-appointed High-Powered Committee review on road width standards.

+ Visitor Quota / Carrying Capacity Cap: A ceiling on the number of people permitted to visit a site
within a given period. Bhutan's model of a Daily Sustainable Development Fee (SDF) for foreign
tourists is the most cited international example.

* Lottery System (for access): A mechanism to allocate scarce access rights through random
selection among applicants. Used for trekking permits in ecologically sensitive areas globally, such
as the Machu Picchu circuit in Peru-and the Havasupai Falls in Arizona.

* Heritage Tourism vs Mass Tourism: Heritage tourism treats cultural and natural sites as living

legacies to be preserved and experienced mindfully. Mass tourism maximises visitor numbers and
commercial revenue, often at the cost of the very assets it monetises.

02 | Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

The debate around Himalayan religious tourism rests on a central tension: the democratic aspiration of
millions of ordinary Indians to access sacred spaces, and the ecological reality that these spaces cannot
absorb unlimited human traffic. The following arguments map this tension in full.

A. The Core Thesis

+ The conversion of pilgrimage into mass tourism is not merely a cultural loss — it is an ecological
emergency unfolding in slow motion in one of the world's most fragile mountain ecosystems.
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Infrastructure expansion (roads, ropeways, helicopter services) has enabled exponential growth in
visitor numbers, but this growth is structurally incompatible with the ecological carrying capacity of
alpine environments.

The solution is not to deny access to the poor — who have historically been the most ardent

pilgrims — but to redesign access in ways that restore the meditative, effortful character of
pilgrimage while limiting environmental harm.

B. Supporting Evidence and Key Data Points

Shrine ' Visitors 2014 — 2024

Kedarnath 40,800 — 16.52 lakh (40x increase)
Badrinath 1.8 lakh — 14.35 lakh (8x increase)
Gangotri 35,000 — 7.5 lakh (21x increase)
Yamunotri 35,000 — 6.4 lakh (18x increase)

Vaishno Devi (benchmark) | ~1 crore per year (relatively easier access)

The Kedarnath ropeway will reduce a nine-hour trek to a 36-minute ride — a convenience that also
strips the journey of its defining characteristic: the act of striving.

The Gangotri Glacier, the source of the Bhagirathi (which joins the Alaknanda at Devprayag to
form the Ganga), has retreated by over 22 km since 1780. Increased tourism adds thermal and
physical stress to an already endangered glacier ecosystem.

The 2013 Kedarnath disaster — triggered by a glacial lake outburst and cloudbursts — killed over
5,000 people and was exacerbated by unplanned construction in ecologically vulnerable zones. It
remains the single most powerful argument for capping development in Himalayan pilgrimage
zones.

C. Arguments FOR Regulated Access (Reform Position)

Visitor quotas protect the long-term viability of the pilgrimage sites — an overcrowded, polluted
Kedarnath ceases to be a place of worship and becomes a spectacle of poor planning.

Walking the final stretch restores the spiritual character of the journey. Physical effort has always
been central to Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist pilgrimage traditions. A ropeway that bypasses this effort
also bypasses the purpose of going.

An annual lottery for access democratically distributes a scarce resource without favouring the
wealthy. It creates an equal chance for every applicant, irrespective of income or political
connections.

The Shankaracharya of Badrinath, as the pre-eminent religious authority of the circuit, is uniquely

positioned to frame this as a dharmic issue rather than a regulatory one — making compliance
more culturally legitimate.
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D. Arguments AGAINST Restriction (Status Quo / Counter Position)

* Restricting access to sacred places raises constitutional questions under Articles 25 and 26
(freedom of religion). Any restriction must be justified on grounds of public order, health, or
morality — a legal bar that is not trivial to clear.

* The state of Uttarakhand is highly dependent on religious tourism for revenue. Any sharp
restriction in visitor numbers would directly harm hotel workers, porters, priests, shopkeepers, and
guide services — communities that are already economically marginal.

» Rising incomes and improving infrastructure make it natural for more Indians to visit pilgrimage
sites. Restricting this movement could be seen as elitist — a policy that privileges those who
visited before the boom over those who now aspire to.

* Ropeways and roads have made the pilgrimage accessible to the elderly, the disabled, and
women travelling alone. Banning motorised access imposes a physical capability test that
discriminates against these groups.

03 | Historical Evolution of the Issue

The transformation of Himalayan pilgrimage is not a recent phenomenon. It has been shaped by centuries
of patronage, colonial infrastructure, post-Independence development ideology, and the more recent
interplay of religious nationalism and neoliberal tourism policy.

A. Pre-Colonial and Colonial Period

» Ancient Period: Adi Shankaracharya (788—820 CE) established or reformed the four Himalayan
Dhams as part of a pan-India pilgrimage circuit designed to foster Hindu spiritual unity. The
journey was undertaken by foot, typically over months, and was considered complete only if
approached with physical and moral preparation.

» Medieval Period: Mughal-era records show that pilgrimage continued to the Char Dhams, but
remained the preserve of those with sufficient time, physical ability, and devotional commitment.
The journey self-selected for genuine spiritual seekers.

+ Colonial Period (1857-1947): British road-building in Garhwal and Kumaon gradually reduced
trekking distances. The hill station culture introduced the idea of the mountains as a leisure
destination — a conceptual shift that would later accelerate mass tourism. Railway connectivity to
Rishikesh (completed in the early 20th century) brought the Himalayan foothills within reach of
urban middle classes.

B. Post-Independence Development (1947-2000)
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* Nehru Era: Development was focused on plains-based industrialisation. Hill areas remained
relatively inaccessible. Pilgrimage continued as an arduous, uncommon undertaking for most
families.

* 1962 Indo-China War Fallout: Strategic roads built into the Himalayas for military access
inadvertently opened up pilgrimage routes to motorised traffic for the first time at significant scale.

* 1991 Liberalisation: Rising middle-class incomes and the explosion of private bus and taxi
services made Himalayan travel more affordable. The 1990s saw the first significant uptick in
pilgrimage numbers, particularly after roads were extended closer to the Dhams.

* 2013 Kedarnath Tragedy: A glacial lake outburst flood and cloudbursts devastated the Kedarnath
valley, killing thousands and exposing the catastrophic risks of unplanned construction in fragile
Himalayan zones. The disaster triggered temporary restrictions and a national conversation about
ecological limits — but within a decade, visitor numbers recovered and surpassed pre-disaster
levels.

C. 2014—Present: The Tourism Explosion

* 2014 onwards: Under the Modi government, Kedarnath became a high-profile symbol of cultural
restoration and Hindu identity. Significant reconstruction funds were allocated, and the PM's
repeated public visits dramatically boosted the site's national visibility. Visitor numbers surged
forty-fold between 2014 and 2024.

+ Char Dham Pariyojana (2016): The central government launched a Rs 12,000 crore all-weather
road connectivity project. The Supreme Court intervened in 2019 on the road widening
component, appointing a High-Powered Committee (later a Defence Ministry-led committee) to
review width standards given the ecological sensitivity of the terrain.

* Post-COVID 2021-2024: The COVID-19 pandemic caused a brief collapse in pilgrimage traffic,
after which numbers rebounded sharply — suggesting pent-up religious demand. The rebound
was steeper than historical growth curves, placing unprecedented pressure on the Dhams.

* Ropeway Projects (2024-2026): Multiple ropeway proposals, including the Kedarnath ropeway
reducing the trek from nine hours to 36 minutes, are under active development, raising fresh
ecological and philosophical concerns.

04 | Logical and Philosophical Base

The Himalayan tourism debate is not merely administrative — it sits at the intersection of deep
philosophical traditions: the meaning of pilgrimage, the ethics of access, the rights of future generations,
and the relationship between human aspiration and ecological restraint.
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A. The Philosophical Case for Restraint

Dharma as Ecological Duty: In Hindu philosophy, dharma encompasses not just individual
righteousness but the maintenance of cosmic and ecological order (Rita). Environmental
destruction in the pursuit of darshan contradicts the dharmic principle that the journey itself must
be conducted with reverence for all forms of life.

Kant's Categorical Imperative: If every person who wished to visit the Char Dhams did so freely,
the sites would be destroyed. A Kantian framework demands that individuals act only on maxims
they could will to be universal laws — universal unrestricted access is a self-defeating maxim for
fragile pilgrimage sites.

Rawlsian Justice across Generations: John Rawls' difference principle, applied temporally,
requires that current access decisions must not leave future generations worse off. A 'veil of
ignorance' thought experiment would lead a rational person to choose access rules that preserve
the site for all future pilgrims — not just those alive today.

Buddhist Middle Path (Madhyama Pratipad): The Buddhist rejection of extremes — neither total
renunciation nor total indulgence — offers a governance framework here. Neither banning all
pilgrimage nor allowing unlimited access is compatible with the middle path. Regulated access
with preserved walking routes embodies this principle.

Amartya Sen's Capability Approach: Sen argues that justice requires expanding people's real
capabilities to live flourishing lives. Access to sacred sites is part of the capability for religious
expression. But Sen's framework also demands that this capability be sustainable — a degraded
or destroyed sacred site cannot be accessed by anyone.

B. The Epistemological Dimension

Knowledge vs Experience: Pilgrimage traditionally generated a form of embodied knowledge —
of the Himalayan landscape, its rhythms, its risks, its sacred geography — that motorised access
eliminates. The ropeway produces a visual consumption of the sacred without the tacit knowledge
that the walk creates. This matters both spiritually and ecologically: walkers develop respect that
tourists often lack.

The Commoadification of the Sacred: Sociologist Emile Durkheim distinguished between the
sacred and the profane — the sacred is set apart, approached with awe and ritual preparation.
When the sacred becomes a product packaged for convenience, it undergoes what Max Weber
called 'disenchantment': the loss of its transcendent character. The Char Dhams risk this
disenchantment through mass commercialisation.

05 | New Features and Unique Ideas
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This debate has generated several innovative governance ideas that are worth evaluating both as policy
proposals and as conceptual tools for UPSC essay writing.

A. Innovative Proposals in Circulation

* Annual Visitor Lottery System: Unlike a first-come-first-served queue (which favours those with
time and money to wait), a lottery democratises access by giving every applicant an equal
probability. It can be conducted digitally through Aadhaar-linked portals, ensuring both efficiency
and equity. The lottery could also build in regional quotas to ensure representation from less
affluent states. Feasibility: HHGH — technically straightforward; politically contentious but
defensible on ecological grounds.

* Ropeway Quota within Overall Visitor Cap: Even if a ropeway exists, the annual quota for
ropeway passes could be set far below total pilgrim numbers, encouraging the majority to walk.
This hybrid model preserves accessibility for the genuinely unable while maintaining the walking
tradition for the able-bodied majority. Feasibility: MODERATE — requires strong enforcement
mechanisms.

» Compulsory Walking for the Final Stretch: Abolishing motorised access for the last 15-20 km
restores the meditative quality of the approach. Palanquins (dolis) — a traditional form of non-
motorised transport — can carry the elderly and physically infirm. This is actually a restoration of
pre-1962 practice rather than a new imposition. Feasibility: HIGH for new pilgrims; requires a
phase-in period.

» Shankaracharya-Led Dharmic Certification: A voluntary 'Dharmic Pilgrimage' certification,
endorsed by the Badrinath Shankaracharya, could be awarded to tour operators and pilgrims who
follow ecological protocols: no single-use plastics, mandatory waste carry-back, minimum stay
requirements to reduce overcrowding surges. This leverages religious authority where regulatory
authority is weak. Feasibility: MODERATE — dependent on religious leadership buy-in.

+ Himalayan Pilgrimage Development Authority: A dedicated statutory body (analogous to
NMCG for the Ganga or NITI Aayog's Himalayan State task forces) with powers to set and enforce
carrying capacity limits, regulate ropeway construction, and coordinate waste management across
Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, and Sikkim. Feasibility: HIGH — fits within existing constitutional
and administrative frameworks.

» Bhutan-Inspired SDF for Helicopter Pilgrims: Bhutan charges foreign tourists a Sustainable
Development Fee of $100/day (raised from $65 in 2022). While a fee cannot be levied at religious
sites, a 'Helicopter Pilgrimage Sustainability Contribution' collected through helicopter booking
platforms — with proceeds directed to trail maintenance and waste management — could be
legally framed as a service charge rather than an access fee. Feasibility: MODERATE — legally
sensitive but precedent exists in temple queue management charges.
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06 | Sustainability of the Idea

The proposals for regulated Himalayan pilgrimage must be assessed against six sustainability criteria:
environmental viability, economic resilience, constitutional legality, ethical defensibility, social
acceptability, and long-term cultural integrity.

A. Environmental Sustainability

» The Himalayan ecosystem is among the most climate-sensitive on Earth. The IPCC Sixth
Assessment Report (2021) identifies the Hindu Kush Himalayan region as a 'global warming
hotspot' where glaciers are retreating faster than the global average.

+ Visitor caps, if set at scientifically determined carrying capacities, directly reduce solid waste
generation, wastewater discharge into sacred rivers, and the demand for hotel construction that
destroys alpine meadows.

+ Compulsory walking reduces the carbon footprint of pilgrimage significantly — helicopters emit
roughly 200 times more CO2 per passenger-km than walking.

* However, carrying capacity science for pilgrimage sites in India is underdeveloped. Without
rigorous site-specific studies, any quota will be politically rather than scientifically determined — a
significant risk of both under- and over-restriction.

B. Economic Sustainability

+ Restricting visitor numbers will reduce revenue to the Uttarakhand government and to the
thousands of small traders, porters, and guides who depend on pilgrimage traffic.

» The long-term economic argument for restriction, however, is compelling: a degraded or flood-
destroyed Char Dham generates zero revenue. The 2013 Kedarnath disaster wiped out an entire
season's tourism economy. Ecological investment is economic insurance.

* Revenue can be partially replaced through higher-value, lower-volume pilgrimage experiences:
premium guided walks, extended overnight stays at mountain camps, and Himalayan ecology
programmes. These attract a different demographic but generate comparable per-visitor revenue.

C. Constitutional and Legal Sustainability

+ Article 25 guarantees freedom of religion and the right to perform religious practices. Any
restriction on pilgrimage must clear the constitutional bar of being a 'reasonable restriction' in the
interest of public order, morality, or health. Environmental protection arguably falls within 'health’
broadly construed.

+ Article 48A (DPSP) and Article 51A(g) (Fundamental Duty) together create a constitutional
framework that supports environmental protection even at pilgrimage sites. The Supreme Court's
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active jurisprudence on environmental protection (from the Taj Trapezium case to the Char Dham
road width case) provides judicial support for ecological restrictions.

» A visitor lottery, if well-designed, does not violate Article 25 — it regulates the timing, not the right,
of pilgrimage. Limiting access in a given year to a certain number of visitors is constitutionally
defensible if based on carrying capacity science.

D. Ethical and Cultural Sustainability

» Restoring the walking tradition is ethically sustainable because it recovers the original meaning of
pilgrimage — not as a consumer product but as a spiritual practice. This is an argument that
resonates with both religious conservatives and environmentalists.

» The risk of cultural paternalism is real: who decides what 'authentic' pilgrimage looks like? The
answer must come from religious authorities and pilgrimage communities; not from urban planners
or bureaucrats.

07 | Challenges Related to the Issue

A. Implementation Challenges

+ Enforcement Vacuum: The Char Dhams are spread across remote, high-altitude terrain.
Enforcing visitor caps requires a robust digital registration system, real-time headcount technology,
and physical enforcement posts — none of which currently exist at scale.

* Multi-Agency Fragmentation: Governance of the Char Dhams involves the Uttarakhand
government, the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee, the National Highways Authority of
India (NHALI), district administrations, and the forest department. Coordinating a unified carrying
capacity policy across these agencies is institutionally complex.

» Seasonality Concentration: The Char Dham circuit is open for only five to six months a year
(typically May to November, weather dependent). This concentrates pilgrim traffic into a very short
window, making any visitor cap both more necessary and harder to enforce.

B. Political and Stakeholder Resistance

+ State Revenue Dependence: Uttarakhand has one of India's highest ratios of pilgrimage revenue
to total state income. Any policy that reduces visitor numbers will face fierce opposition from the
state government, local trade bodies, and the hospitality industry.

+ Electoral Sensitivity: Religious pilgrimage is politically charged in contemporary India. Any

restriction that is perceived as limiting Hindu access to sacred sites will be exploited by political
actors across the spectrum. This makes visitor caps a high-risk electoral proposition.
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* Helicopter Lobby: Private helicopter operators, many of whom have invested heavily in landing
pads and booking infrastructure near the Dhams, constitute a well-organised lobby with political
access. Restricting helicopter services would face organised corporate opposition.

C. Social Equity Challenges

* Geographic Inequity: A lottery system run through digital platforms disadvantages rural and
elderly pilgrims with limited internet access. Any access regulation must ensure that the genuinely
devout poor are not displaced by tech-savvy urban tourists.

* The Disability Question: Restricting motorised access discriminates against pilgrims with
physical disabilities unless adequate palanquin infrastructure is developed and regulated. This
requires investment in a supply of trained palanquin carriers (Doli-walas) — itself a source of
dignified local employment.

08 | Multidimensional Analysis

Social Dimension

* The democratisation of pilgrimage — enabled by rising incomes, better roads, and helicopter
services — reflects India's broader socioeconomic transformation. For millions of first-generation
middle-class families, visiting Kedarnath or Badrinath represents both religious fulfilment and
social aspiration. Restricting access must not become a way of policing who 'deserves' to be there.

* At the same time, unregulated mass tourism is socially self-defeating: the overcrowded, waste-
filled Dham that results from unlimited access fails all pilgrims, including those it was meant to
serve.

» The transformation from pilgrimage to tourism changes social behaviour at the site: the reflective,
community-oriented culture of the pilgrimage group is replaced by the transactional, selfie-driven
culture of mass tourism. This affects not just ecology but the social fabric of the pilgrimage
experience.

* “Northeast India Connection: Assam and the Northeast have their own high-altitude sacred sites
(Kamakhya Temple, Parshuram Kund) that are experiencing similar pressures. The Char Dham
governance model, once developed, could serve as a template for managing pilgrimage ecology in
Northeast India.

Political Dimension

* The Char Dhams have become deeply embedded in the cultural politics of contemporary India.
Their renovation and reconstruction — particularly of Kedarnath — has been associated with a
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broader assertion of Hindu civilisational identity. This makes ecological restriction politically
complex: any cap on access risks being framed as an attack on Hindu religious rights.

» The Uttarakhand government's financial dependence on pilgrimage revenue creates a principal-
agent problem: the state is simultaneously the regulator and the primary beneficiary of unregulated
access. This conflict of interest requires intervention from the central government or the Supreme
Court.

» The Supreme Court's intervention in the Char Dham Pariyojana road width case demonstrates that
judicial oversight of Himalayan development is not merely possible but already established. A PIL
seeking a legally binding carrying capacity framework would find favourable precedent.

Legal Dimension

+ The Environment Protection Act (1986) empowers the central government to issue notifications
restricting activities in Ecologically Sensitive Zones (ESZs). The Himalayan region adjacent to the
Dhams could be notified as an ESZ — or a sub-category of it — with visitor caps forming part of
the management plan.

* The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has jurisdiction over environmental disputes and has
previously issued orders on Himalayan construction and waste management. A carrying capacity
notification through the NGT would have the force of law.

» The Wild Life (Protection) Act and the Forest (Conservation) Act provide additional legal hooks for
restricting construction and visitor infrastructure in forested and ecologically sensitive areas around
the Dhams.

» The Disaster Management Act (2005) empowers the National and State Disaster Management
Authorities (NDMA and SDMA) to regulate activities in disaster-prone zones. The Kedarnath valley
is formally a high-risk zone under this Act — a legal basis for visitor limits already exists.

Ethical Dimension

» The principle of intergenerational equity demands that the current generation not exhaust
ecological resources that future pilgrims — and all Himalayan communities — depend on. This is
both a moral claim and, under Articles 48A and 51A(g), a constitutional duty.

» The ethics of access raises a harder question: is the right to pilgrimage absolute or conditional on
ecological sustainability? Most religious traditions would answer that genuine pilgrimage requires
ecological reverence — desecrating the mountain is incompatible with worshipping the deity
enshrined within it.

* There is an ethical asymmetry in the current situation: helicopter pilgrims impose a
disproportionate ecological cost (noise pollution, atmospheric warming from aviation, landing pad
construction) while paying no more for their privilege than those who walk. A surcharge that funds
ecosystem restoration would begin to correct this asymmetry.

International Dimension
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* India is a signatory to the Paris Agreement, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. Unregulated development in the Himalayas —
one of the world's biodiversity hotspots and a critical freshwater tower — creates obligations of
restraint under these international frameworks.

» Bhutan's model of high-value, low-volume tourism — enforced through the Sustainable
Development Fee — is globally recognised as the gold standard for ecologically responsible
mountain tourism. India's failure to adopt a comparable model for Himalayan pilgrimage is
regularly cited in international environmental governance forums.

» The Himalayas are shared between India, Nepal, Bhutan, China (Tibet), and Pakistan. Ecological
degradation of the upper Himalayas — including glacier retreat accelerated by mass tourism and
construction — is a transboundary issue. India's unilateral domestic governance choices in this
region affect neighbouring countries' water security.

Economic Dimension

» Uttarakhand's pilgrimage economy is estimated to contribute over Rs 12,000 crore annually to
state GDP, supporting over five lakh direct and indirect jobs. Any visitor restriction policy must
include economic transition support for communities dependent on high visitor volumes.

» The economic case for restriction is, paradoxically, stronger in the long run: the 2013 Kedarnath
disaster wiped out the entire season's pilgrimage economy. Ecological collapse is the single
largest economic risk to the Himalayan tourism sector.

* A shift to quality-over-quantity tourism — longer stays, guided ecological walks, Himalayan cuisine
and culture experiences — can generate comparable revenue with a fraction of the ecological
footprint. Kerala's responsible tourism model and Sikkim's organic farming-linked ecotourism offer
relevant Indian precedents:

09 | Linkages with NCERTs

NCERT Book / Class Relevant Connection

Class 11 Geography — Mountain ecosystems, glaciers, river systems — the physical
Fundamentals of Physical base of the Char Dham debate
Geography (Ch. 7, 8)

Class 12 Geography — India: Tourism types, resource management, sustainable
People and Economy (Ch. 10, development — directly relevant
11)

Class 10 Geography — Sustainable use of natural resources; carrying capacity
Resources and Development concepts
(Ch. 1)
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Class 11 Political Science — Fundamental Rights (Art. 25, 26, 21) and DPSPs (Art. 48A) —
Indian Constitution at Work legal backbone of the debate

(Ch. 2, 3)

Class 12 Political Science — Centre-state relations; Uttarakhand's role as a hill state

Politics in India since
Independence (Ch. 7)

Class 11 Sociology — Religion, community, and social change — the transformation
Understanding Society (Ch. 5) of pilgrimage

Class 12 Economics — National income, sector contributions — framing the economic
Introductory Macroeconomics stakes of pilgrimage tourism \
(Ch. 1, 2)

Class 7 History — Our Pasts Medieval religious traditions, Bhakti and pilgrimage culture —
(Ch.9) historical roots

10 | Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus

GS Paper | — Indian Society, History, Geography.
» Salient features of Indian society: the role of religion in social life; pilgrimage as social institution
* The Himalayan geography: glaciers, river systems, alpine ecosystems, disaster vulnerability

» Post-independence consolidation and reorganisation: development of hill states including
Uttarakhand (2000)

+ Effect of globalisation on Indian culture: the commodification of religious practice

GS Paper Il — Governance, Social Justice, International Relations

* Government policies and.interventions for development in various sectors: the Char Dham
Pariyojana and its ecological controversies

* Welfare schemes: the ecology-development trade-off in sensitive geographic zones

+ Issues relating to development and management of social sector/services: access to sacred sites
as a social equity question

 International frameworks: India's obligations under CBD, Paris Agreement, and Sendai Framework

GS Paper lll — Economy, Environment, Disaster Management

+ Conservation, environmental pollution, and degradation: carrying capacity of Himalayan
ecosystems

» Disaster and disaster management: the 2013 Kedarnath disaster as a case study in development-
induced disaster risk
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 Infrastructure: roads, ropeways, and their ecological trade-offs

* Government budgeting: pilgrimage tourism revenue and state fiscal dependence

GS Paper IV — Ethics, Integrity, Governance
» Ethics of care: obligations to future pilgrims and Himalayan communities
* Intergenerational equity: balancing present access with long-term ecological preservation

« Conflict of interest in governance: state government as both regulator and beneficiary. of
pilgrimage tourism

» Ethical dimensions of public policy: whose interests count when setting visitor caps?

Essay Paper
* 'Development and ecology are not adversaries — they are partners in civilisational survival.'

» 'Sacred and sustainable are not opposites — they are the same imperative expressed in different
vocabularies.'

* 'When pilgrimages become package tours, something sacred is lost — and not just in the
mountains.'

11 | Philosophy, Epistemology, and Deep Syllabus Connections

This issue is unusually rich.in philosophical depth, touching on questions of justice, the nature of the
sacred, intergenerational ethics, and the limits of state power over religious practice.

A. The Rights-Duty Dialectic

» The tension between the individual right to pilgrimage (Article 25) and the collective duty to protect
the environment (Article 51A(g)) is a classic rights-duty conflict that UPSC GS IV and Essays test
repeatedly. Here, both sides of the conflict are constitutionally grounded — neither is merely a
policy preference.

+ Ambedkar's constitutional vision foresaw exactly this kind of tension: rights without corresponding
duties produce social dysfunction. His insight is directly applicable here — the right to visit
Kedarnath must be accompanied by the duty not to destroy it.

B. Habermas and Communicative Action
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» Jurgen Habermas argued that legitimate public policy emerges from 'communicative action' —
rational, inclusive deliberation among all affected stakeholders. A carrying capacity policy for the
Char Dhams that is imposed top-down by the state, without consultation with pilgrims, priests,
porters, and mountain communities, will lack legitimacy even if it is ecologically correct.

» The ideal governance process for this issue would involve a structured multi-stakeholder dialogue
— including the Shankaracharya, local gram sabhas, Doli-wala associations, women's pilgrimage
groups, and environmental scientists — before any regulatory framework is enacted.

C. Foucault and the Governance of Sacred Space

* Michel Foucault's concept of 'biopower' — the regulation of bodies, movement, and space by the
state — is directly applicable here. The expansion of roads, ropeways, and helicopter access
represents the state's extension of its spatial management into previously autonomous religious
spaces. The question of who controls the mountain is simultaneously a question of who controls
the body of the pilgrim.

D. Kautilya's Arthashastra and State Pragmatism

» Kautilya's Arthashastra explicitly discusses the management of sacred groves (Devavanams) and
pilgrimage sites, recommending that the state ensure their preservation as both religious and
ecological assets. A Kautilyan state would impose visitor limits not because of environmental
sentimentality but because the long-term revenue from a preserved Dham exceeds the short-term
revenue from an exploited one.

12 | Way Forward

The way forward requires a multi-pronged strategy that is ecologically informed, constitutionally
grounded, politically feasible, and socially equitable. No single intervention will suffice — only a coherent
package of reforms, implemented in sequence, can reverse the current trajectory.

A. Immediate Measures (0-2 Years)

+ Carry Capacity Study: Commission rigorous, site-specific carrying capacity studies for each of
the four Dhams, using international mountain ecology methodologies. The studies should be
independently conducted and publicly released before any quota is set.

+ Digital Registration Mandate: Make online pre-registration mandatory for all pilgrims to the Char
Dhams, as is already partially implemented for Kedarnath. This creates the data infrastructure
necessary for a lottery or quota system.
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* Helicopter Regulation: Impose an immediate cap on daily helicopter trips to Kedarnath and
Badrinath, and levy a Helicopter Pilgrimage Sustainability Contribution directed to waste
management and trail restoration funds.

* Ropeway Moratorium: Declare a moratorium on new ropeway sanctioning pending the
completion of carrying capacity studies and public consultations. Existing ropeway projects may
proceed but must be designed with annual pass limits built into their operating licences.

B. Medium-Term Reforms (2-5 Years)

* Annual Visitor Quota via Lottery: Based on carrying capacity studies, set annual visitor quotas
for each Dham. Allocate access through a transparent, Aadhaar-linked digital lottery with regional
quotas to protect access for rural and low-income pilgrims.

* Restore the Walking Tradition: Abolish motorised vehicular access for the final 15-20 km
approach to each Dham. Develop regulated Doli (palanquin) services for elderly and disabled
pilgrims, with pricing controls to prevent exploitation.

* Himalayan Pilgrimage Authority: Establish a statutory Himalayan Pilgrimage and Ecology
Authority with representation from religious bodies (including the Shankaracharya), state
governments, civil society, and environmental scientists. Vest it with powers to set and enforce
carrying capacity norms.

C. Long-Term Vision (5-15 Years)

+ Ecosystem Restoration Programme: Dedicate a portion of pilgrimage revenue to a Himalayan
Meadow Restoration Fund, supporting reforestation of degraded alpine slopes, restoration of
glacial meltwater streams, and removal of illegal construction near the Dhams.

« Spiritual Tourism as a Model: Position India's regulated Himalayan pilgrimage as a global
standard for spiritual tourism — analogous to Bhutan's tourism model. This creates international
soft power value while enforcing domestic ecological discipline.

+ APSC Relevance — Assam and Northeast India: Develop a parallel framework for ecologically
sensitive pilgrimage sites in Assam (Kamakhya, Hayagriva Madhava) and Arunachal Pradesh
(Tawang Monastery). The Northeast's high biodiversity and pilgrimage significance make this a
genuine APSC-relevant policy priority.

13 | Previous Years' UPSC and APSC Questions

The following questions span themes directly relevant to this module. Study them as analytical
frameworks, not just factual recall prompts.
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UPSC Prelims — Environment and Ecology

2023: Regarding the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for projects in hill states — which
ministry issues the notification and under which Act?

2022: Which of the following correctly describes an Ecologically Sensitive Zone (ESZ)?
2021: The Gangotri Glacier is the source of which river? (Bhagirathi / Ganga)

2019: With reference to 'Sustainable Development Goals', consider the following — SDG 15 (Life
on Land) includes protection of mountain ecosystems.

2017: The National Green Tribunal (NGT) — jurisdiction, composition, and powers.

UPSC Prelims — Polity and Governance

2022: Article 25 of the Constitution — freedom of conscience and free profession, practice, and
propagation of religion — is subject to which constitutional provisions?

2019: The Disaster Management Act (2005) — which body is‘responsible for declaring disaster-
prone zones and regulating activity within them?

2016: Char Dham Pariyojana — connectivity to which four pilgrimage sites?

UPSC Mains — GS Paper |

2023: Discuss the impact of mass tourism on the ecological and cultural heritage of the Himalayas.
Suggest measures to balance religious aspirations with environmental sustainability.

2021: The transformation of traditional pilgrimage into organised mass tourism raises important
questions about the preservation of cultural identity. Examine.

2019: Disaster vulnerability in the Himalayan region — causes, consequences, and mitigation
strategies with special reference to Uttarakhand.

2016: Sacred groves have served as an important instrument of biodiversity conservation in India.
Explain their significance and the threats they face.

UPSC Mains — GS Paper lli

2022: The tension between infrastructure development and ecological preservation in the Indian
Himalayas has reached a tipping point. Critically examine.

2021: What are the key principles of responsible tourism? Evaluate India's performance in
implementing them in ecologically sensitive regions.

2020: Carrying capacity as a concept in environmental management — explain its significance for
sustainable tourism.

2018: How does disaster risk reduction differ from disaster management? lllustrate with examples
from Himalayan states.
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UPSC Mains — GS Paper IV (Ethics)

+ 2023: What does intergenerational equity mean in the context of natural resource use? lllustrate
with an example from environmental governance.

* 2021: A civil servant is posted in Uttarakhand and is asked by the state government to approve a
ropeway project near a pilgrimage site that he believes will cause irreversible ecological harm.
What should he do? (Case Study)

+ 2019: Conflict of interest in governance — explain with reference to situations where the state is
simultaneously a regulator and a beneficiary.

UPSC Essay Paper — Potential Themes

* 'The sacred and the sustainable are not in conflict — they are the same imperative expressed in
different vocabularies.'

* 'When the journey becomes a ride, something more than distance is lost.'

» 'Ecology is not an obstacle to development — it is its foundation.'

APSC CCE — Relevant Questions

+ Discuss the ecological challenges facing pilgrimage sites in Northeast India with special reference
to Assam. What governance measures are needed?

» The Brahmaputra basin is one of the most disaster-prone regions in India. Analyse the
development-disaster nexus in this context.

» Ecotourism in Assam — opportunities, challenges, and policy recommendations.

» What role can religious institutions play in environmental conservation? lllustrate with examples
from Assam and Uttarakhand.

14 | Model Answers for Selected Questions

Model Answer 1: Impact of Mass Tourism on Himalayan Ecology and Culture (GS
1, 250 words)

Discuss the impact of mass tourism on the ecological and cultural heritage of the Himalayas.
Suggest measures to balance religious aspirations with environmental sustainability. (GS I, 250
words)
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The Himalayas are simultaneously India's ecological crown and one of its most sacred cultural
landscapes. The exponential growth of religious tourism — driven by improved connectivity, rising
incomes, and politically amplified pilgrimage culture — has placed these twin identities in direct tension.

Ecologically, the consequences are severe. Alpine meadows (bugyals) at high altitudes are degraded by
the physical footfall of millions of visitors and the construction of hotels and access infrastructure. Solid
waste — including single-use plastics and human sewage — is dumped directly into Himalayan rivers,
many of which are the headwaters of major river systems. Helicopter traffic and vehicular emissions
accelerate thermal stress on retreating glaciers. The 2013 Kedarnath tragedy — which killed thousands
— demonstrated with brutal clarity that unplanned development in these zones is not merely ecologically
irresponsible but existentially dangerous.

Culturally, the transformation of pilgrimage into mass tourism strips the journey of its defining meaning.
The hardship of the walk to the shrine was not incidental — it was the practice. When a ropeway reduces
a nine-hour trek to a 36-minute ride, what arrives at the shrine is a tourist, not a pilgrim.

A credible way forward requires: first, scientifically determined annual visitor quotas for each pilgrimage
site; second, a mandatory digital registration and lottery system to democratise access; third, a
moratorium on further ropeway construction; and fourth, the restoration of walking as the primary mode
of approach for the final stretch. The Shankaracharya of Badrinath, as the highest religious authority of
the circuit, must lead this reform — because it is ultimately a dharmic, not merely administrative,
imperative.

Model Answer 2: Intergenerational Equity and Natural Resource Use (GS IV, 250
words)

What does intergenerational equity mean in the context of natural resource use? lllustrate with an
example from environmental governance. (GS IV, 250 words)

Intergenerational equity is the ethical principle that every generation holds the natural world in trust, with
an obligation to pass it on in no worse condition than it was received. It insists that present resource use
must not foreclose the choices of future generations — a principle captured in the Brundtland
Commission's (1987) definition of sustainable development as meeting 'the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’

In constitutional terms, Articles 48A and 51A(g) of the Indian Constitution encode this principle as a
directive and a duty respectively — the state must protect the environment, and every citizen must do
the same. The Supreme Court has repeatedly upheld this as a fundamental obligation.

A compelling illustration is the governance of Himalayan pilgrimage sites. The four Char Dhams —
Badrinath, Kedarnath, Gangotri, and Yamunotri — have seen visitor numbers grow tenfold to fortyfold in
a single decade. Unregulated access is degrading alpine meadows, polluting sacred rivers, and
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accelerating glacial retreat. The generation alive today is consuming an ecological inheritance that
belongs equally to future pilgrims and future Himalayan communities.

An intergenerationally equitable policy would impose annual visitor caps based on carrying capacity
science, restore the walking tradition for the final approach, and dedicate pilgrimage revenue to
ecosystem restoration funds. This is not a denial of today's pilgrims' rights — it is a fulfilment of their duty
to tomorrow's. Intergenerational equity is not a constraint on development; it is its most demanding
standard.

Model Answer 3: Ethics Case Study — Ropeway Approval (GS IV, 250 words)

A civil servant posted in Uttarakhand is asked by the state government to approve a ropeway
project near a pilgrimage site that he believes will cause irreversible ecological harm. What
should he do? (GS IV Case Study, 250 words)

This case study presents a conflict between institutional loyalty (to the state government), personal
professional judgment, constitutional duty (Articles 48A and 51A(g)), and the long-term public interest.

The civil servant must first ensure that the issue.is not one of personal opinion versus expert consensus:
if the ecological harm is based on genuine scientific evidence — available in carrying capacity studies,
glaciological reports, or EIA documentation — then the officer's 'belief is not mere preference but
professional assessment grounded in-‘evidence.

The appropriate course of action proceeds in sequence: First, the officer should formally record his
concerns in writing, citing specific ecological data and relevant legal provisions (Environment Protection
Act, 1986; Wild Life Protection Act; Disaster Management Act, 2005), and submit this as an internal file
noting. This creates an official record and protects the officer from future accountability if the project
causes harm. Second, the officer should recommend that a third-party independent environmental impact
assessment be.conducted before approval, as required under EIA Notification (2006). Third, if political
pressure overrides due process, the officer may escalate to the Divisional Commissioner or the Chief
Secretary, and if necessary, may seek guidance from the National Green Tribunal on whether the project
requires prior NGT clearance. The officer must not approve the project in violation of law simply to satisfy
political superiors — this would violate Rule 3 of the All India Service (Conduct) Rules and the oath of
office. Throughout, the officer must act with courage, integrity, and procedural rectitude — the hallmarks
of an ethical civil servant in a constitutional democracy.

Summary: Why This Issue is UPSC-Relevant
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For UPSC CSE and APSC CCE Aspirants

This topic tests GS | (Himalayan geography, cultural transformation), GS Il (governance,
constitutional rights, international frameworks), GS Il (environment, disaster management,
infrastructure), and GS IV (ethics of access, intergenerational equity, conflict of interest)
simultaneously.

It is a rare issue that connects physical geography, constitutional law, religious philosophy,
economic policy, and environmental ethics in a single, tractable problem — exactly the kind of
multidimensional topic that UPSC rewards in Mains answers.

The Assam and Northeast India angle (Kamakhya, Hayagriva Madhava, Tawang, biodiversity |
hotspots of the Eastern Himalayas) makes this doubly relevant for APSC CCE aspirants.

For essay writing: the sacred-sustainable tension is one of the most philosophically fertile themes
available. Practice using Rawls, Ambedkar, Kautilya, and the Dharmic tradition to frame
ecological arguments.

Note-Making Tips
» Data Anchors: Memorise the visitor growth ratios (Kedarnath 40x, Badrinath 8x) — UPSC often
rewards specific data in otherwise qualitative answers.
» Constitutional Pegs: Articles 25, 26, 21, 48A, 51A(g), and the NGT's jurisdiction are your legal
anchors. Know them precisely.
* International Comparisons: Bhutan's SDF model, Machu Picchu permit system, and Iceland's
national park visitor management are ready analogies for essay and Mains answers.

* Philosophical Depth: Prepare two-sentence summaries of how Rawls, Kant, Amartya Sen, and
Kautilya approach ecological access — these elevate GS IV and Essay answers significantly.

* APSC Integration: Always connect Himalayan ecology debates to the Eastern Himalayan
biodiversity hotspot, Brahmaputra basin disaster management, and Assam's own pilgrimage
economy.

— End of Module —
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