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HIGHLIGHTS

* Pilgrimage tourism in Mathura-Vrindavan generated over 30,000 direct and indirect jobs by 2023.

* Significant growth was observed in microenterprises, such as homestays, guide services, and women’s
self-help groups.

* Infrastructure improvements in road connectivity and sanitation schemes have supported tourism-based
developments.

= These challenges include seasonal employment, environmental degradation, and infrastructural
disparities in the region.

* The SWOT analysis evaluates the pilgrimage tourism ecosystem by identifying its strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.

* Policy recommendations should focus on inclusive, sustainable, and community-based strategies for
tourism development.

*  Given the data on overcrowding and its impacts, regulating site capacity emerges as a critical suggestion,
upgrading digital infrastructure, and promoting off-season spiritual tourism.

Abstract:

This study examines the contribution of pilgrimage tourism to rural development and livelihood
creation in the Braj area, focusing on Mathura and Vrindavan. Using a mixed-methods approach, this
study combined primary data from 250 structured questionnaires and 30 in-depth interviews with local
stakeholders, such as shopkeepers, temple officials, transport operators, and homestay owners, with
secondary data from government reports and tourism statistics (2018-2023). The report reveals that
pilgrimage tourism will generate more than 30,000 direct and indirect jobs in 2023, with noteworthy
increases in microenterprises, such as homestays, guide services, and women self-help groups.
Developments in infrastructure, in terms of road connectivity and sanitation schemes, have also helped
fuel tourism-based development. Issues such as seasonal hiring, environmental degradation, and
infrastructure disparities prevail. Building on the insights gleaned from a SWOT analysis, the
subsequent sections delve into policy recommendations, illustrating how the findings inform strategic
development paths for the region. These include regulating capacity at important sites, upgrading
digital infrastructure, and encouraging off-season spiritual pilgrimages. This research highlights the
role of pilgrimage tourism as a change-agent for rural development if integrated planning and
community participation can guide it.

Keywords: pilgrimage tourism, rural development, livelihood generation, Braj region, community-
based tourism.

1. INTRODUCTION

Mathura and Vrindavan, central to the Braj region, are pivotal destinations on India’s spiritual tourism map.
Their historical, mythological, and religious significance rooted in Lord Krishna’s life attracts millions of
pilgrims each year. This influx creates opportunities for economic stimulation, particularly in the rural belts
surrounding these cities. Tourism is widely recognized as a transformative force for economic growth,
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employment generation, and sociocultural exchange. Among its many forms, pilgrimage tourism is
prominent in India because of its deep spiritual traditions and extensive religious heritage. One of the most
iconic regions reflecting this blend of devotion, culture, and community is the Braj region, centered around
Mathura and Vrindavan—the sacred land of Lord Krishna. This area attracts millions of domestic and
international pilgrims annually, offering a unique context in which to examine how spiritual journeys translate
into tangible socioeconomic benefits for local populations.

Despite its religious prominence, the Braj region is predominantly rural, with many communities depending
on agriculture, informal labor, and seasonal earnings. In this context, pilgrimage tourism has emerged not only
as a spiritual driver but also as a catalyst for rural development, offering opportunities for diversified
livelihoods, infrastructure upgrades, and micro-entrepreneurship. From local guides and temple workers to
artisans and self-help groups, the tourism ecosystem has gradually expanded to include a range of
stakeholders, many of whom have traditionally been marginalized in rural economies.

However, its development is often uneven and challenged by infrastructural gaps, seasonal tourist inflows,
environmental degradation, and limited policy coordination among tourism, urban development, and rural
planning authorities.

This study investigates the socioeconomic implications of pilgrimage tourism in the Braj region, focusing
specifically on Mathura and Vrindavan as epicentres of spiritual tourism. Through a mixed-method
approach combining primary fieldwork with secondary data analysis, this study assesses the extent to which
tourism contributes to rural development and livelihood generation and how these benefits can be enhanced
through inclusive and sustainable strategies.

In an era where tourism is positioned as a tool for inclusive growth under initiatives such as Swadesh
Darshan, Pilgrimage Rejuvenation and Spiritual Augmentation Drive (PRASHAD), and Digital India,
understanding its impact on sacred geographies like Braj is crucial. This study not only maps economic
outcomes, but also offers policy recommendations for leveraging pilgrimage tourism as a means of uplifting
rural communities while preserving the spiritual soul of the region.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Pilgrimage Tourism and Rural Development

Pilgrimage tourism is a well-known driver of socioeconomic change, especially in rural and culturally diverse
areas. Timothy and Olsen (2006) assert that religious tourism not only encourages spiritual immersion but
also boosts local economies via employment generation, infrastructure construction, and cultural
conservation. In India, destinations such as Varanasi, Tirupati, and Puri have shown how sacred tourism can
benefit surrounding rural areas by creating jobs and promoting micro-entrepreneurship (Singh, 2013).

The Ministry of Tourism (2023) highlights the importance of programs such as PRASHAD (Pilgrimage
Rejuvenation and Spiritual Augmentation Drive) in promoting infrastructure development and visitor
experience at prime religious sites. Such programs seek to coordinate tourism with community development
objectives, particularly in areas of low industrial or agricultural advancement.

2.2 Community-Based and Sustainable Tourism Models

Community-based tourism (CBT) has emerged as a favoured approach to ensure that tourism benefits are
fairly distributed to local communities. Scheyvens (1999) contends that CBT empowers marginalized
sections, specifically women and informal sector workers, by directly engaging them in tourism activities. An
example of this trend is the growth of self-help groups (SHGs) involved in prasad packaging, flower trade,
and handicrafts in the Braj region.

Sustainable tourism models, including the sustainable livelihood approach (Ashley and Carney 1999),
highlight economic, environmental, and cultural conservation. This is especially important in pilgrimage sites
such as Mathura and Vrindavan, where too much tourism can put strain on local resources and spoil holy
grounds.
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2.3 Challenges of Pilgrimage Tourism

Although pilgrimage tourism has positive aspects, it comes with attendant issues such as seasonal joblessness,
environmental degradation, and poor infrastructure. Raj and Morpeth (2007) pointed out the threat of cultural
commodification and crowd mismanagement in holy geography. These are reinforced by Braj through poor
waste management when these festivities occur, and poor digital infrastructure in rural markets.

2.4 Gaps in Existing Research

Although there has been some work on the economic contributions of tourism in India, limited research has
addressed the interface between pilgrimage tourism and rural development in Brazil. The majority of the
literature falls into two categories: religious accounts and macro-level data for tourists, with neither focusing
specifically on how grassroots communities experience and influence tourism-led development. This study
seeks to remedy this gap by providing a localized, data-driven evaluation of the socio-economic impact of
tourism in Mathura and Vrindavan.

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

. To measure changes in rural income and employment linked to pilgrimage tourism (2018-2023).
. To assess the role of tourism in fostering micro-enterprises and SHG involvement.

. Identifying infrastructural and social challenges hindering tourism benefits.

. To recommend inclusive and sustainable tourism policies for the Braj region

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

To comprehend the socio-economic contribution of pilgrimage tourism to rural development in the Braj
region, this research is based on three related theoretical frameworks: the sustainable livelihood framework
(SLF), Butler's Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC), and the Community-Based Tourism (CBT) model. These
frameworks, when combined, provide a multidimensional perspective to examine how tourism contributes to
livelihoods, changes over time, and involves local communities.

/ Theoretical Framework \
Sustainable Butler's Community-
Livelihoods Tourism Area Based Tourism
Framework Life Cycle Model

Analysis of Pilgrimage
Tourism and Rural
Development

\_ /

4.1 Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF)

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) was developed by the UK Department of International
Development (DFID). This is a comprehensive method for understanding how individuals make their
livelihoods in an ever-changing world. The SLF highlights five central sources of capital—human, social,
natural, physical, and financial-and the ways in which these are influenced by external elements such as
policies, institutions, and shocks (Ashley & Carney, 1999). Pilgrimage tourism in Braj strengthens human and
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financial capital through skill development and earnings. Infrastructure enhances physical capital. However,
resource overuse strains natural capital.

4.2 Butler's Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC)

Butler's Tourism Area Life Cycle (1980) model defines the life cycle of tourism development within a place
as exploration, involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, and possible rejuvenation or decay. This
framework is suitable for comprehending the temporal processes of tourism in Mathura-Vrindavan.

The Braj area appears to be in the consolidation phase, marked by

. Large numbers of tourists, particularly during festivals.

. Expansion of infrastructure and institutionalization of services.

. Initial indications of overtourism in terms of overcrowding, litter buildup, and cultural
commodification

The TALC assists in placing pressure to institutionalize sustainable approaches before the area hits stagnation
or degradation. It also aids the argument for diversifying tourism products, such as off-season retreats and
eco-tourism, to revitalize the destination.

4.3 Community-Based Tourism (CBT) Model

The Community-Based Tourism (CBT) model places a strong focus on local ownership, participation, and
benefit-sharing in tourism development (Scheyvens, 1999). It promotes tourism, which is economically
sustainable, socially inclusive, and culturally sensitive.

In Braj, the CBT is expressed as follows:

o The emergence of women-led SHGs engaged in prasad packaging and flower trade.
o Expansion of homestays and local guidance services, providing true experiences.
o Community involvement in temple administration and cultural festivals.

However, limitations in training, illiteracy in terms of digital divides, and financial unavailability are obstacles
to the realization of CBT precepts. This study applied the CBT model to gauge the possibility of making
tourism more inclusive and locally empowering.

5. METHODOLOGY

Component Details

Research Design Mixed-methods approach (quantitative surveys + qualitative interviews)

Study Area Mathura, Vrindavan, and surrounding rural villages (e.g., Govardhan, Barsana,
Gokul)

Sample Size 250 survey respondents
30 in-depth interview participants

Sampling Technique Stratified purposive sampling across key stakeholder groups

Primary Data Tools Structured  questionnaires  (income, employment, tourism impact)
Semi-structured interviews (narratives, challenges, suggestions)

Secondary Data | Ministry of Tourism reports

Sources UP Tourism Board
Census 2011
Local administrative data (2018-2023)

Analytical Tools Descriptive statistics
Trend analysis
SWOT framework
Thematic coding

Key Themes Explored | Livelihood changes
Infrastructure development
Seasonality
Role of SHGs and local enterprises
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Table 1: Key Pilgrimage Circuits in Braj

Circuit Name Key Destinations Covered Primary Attractions

Krishna Janmabhoomi | Mathura — Vrindavan — Gokul | Krishna  Janmasthan, = Dwarkadhish
Circuit — Mahavan Temple, Yamuna Ghats

Govardhan Parikrama | Govardhan — Radha Kund — | Govardhan Hill, Parikrama path, sacred
Circuit Kusum Sarovar kunds

Barsana-Nandgaon Barsana —  Nandgaon = — | Radha Rani Temple, Lathmar Holi, rural
Circuit Vrishbhanu Kund heritage

Note: The inserted visual map shows the spatial layout of these circuits with roads, temples, and rural clusters.

Key Pilgrimage Circuits in Braj

( /
Govardhan | Radha

\_Kund
B un
arsang}) ﬁ

“__ O Vrishbhanu Kund
Krishna Janmbhoomi Circuit

Kusum Sarovar/

Nandgaon 0

Source: India’s ministry of tourism, UP tourism board
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6.1. Visual analysis of tourism trends
. Employment generation mirrors the trend in tourist inflow, showing tourism’s strong linkage to job
creation.

What is the reason for your visit to the Braj region? 30! SIS &1 1 TTAT T T HRUT

Responses

@ Fairs/Festivals 7d /AER
@ Historical Buildings /Temples Qﬁﬁé’m
ARG AfeR
Religion /Pilgrimage ot reftufes
@ Spiritual 3D
@ Entertainment /Enjoyment ARG /317G
® other 39

The pie chart reveals that religion/pilgrimage was the leading motivation for visiting the Braj region,
accounting for 45.1% of all responses. This emphasizes the profound spiritual and devotional significance of
Braj—particularly Mathura and Vrindavan—as sacred epicenters of the Hindu faith. Historical buildings and
temples attract 39.2% of tourists, highlighting the appeal of the region’s rich architectural legacy and heritage
sites such as Krishna temples and ghats. Fairs/festivals, while culturally important, account for a smaller
proportion (around 6—7%) and often complement religious visits rather than serving as the primary purpose.
Categories such as Spiritual and Entertainment/Enjoyment remained under 5%, indicating that non-
religious or leisure-driven tourism remains underdeveloped. Finally, other reasons represent the smallest
share, reinforcing the conclusion that pilgrimage and heritage tourism remain the core drivers of travel to
the Braj region.

Growth in Local Tourism Enterprises (2018-2023)
Mathura-Vrindavan Region

200} Homestays

mmm Guide Services
mmm SHGs Involved
175}

150
125

100

Number of Enterprises
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Source: UP tourism Board (2022)
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The bar chart titled “Growth in Local Tourism Enterprises (2018-2023): Mathura-Vrindavan Region”
illustrates the expansion of three key tourism-linked entrepreneurial activities over a six-year period:
homestays, guide services, and self-help groups (SHGs) involvement. The data reveal a consistent upward
trend in all three sectors, particularly post-2021, indicating revival and growth momentum following the
pandemic-induced slump in 2020. Homestays have seen the most substantial growth, rising from 120 in 2018
to 200 in 2023, suggesting an increased demand for local accommodations among pilgrims and tourists. Guide
Services also experienced significant expansion, doubling from 90 in 2018 to 140 in 2023, reflecting the rising
interest of visitors in curated religious and cultural experiences. The number of SHGs involved in tourism-
related activities, such as local crafts, prasad packaging, and flower offerings, has increased from 50 in 2018
to 90 in 2023, emphasizing the empowerment of rural communities, especially women, through tourism-led
economic opportunities. The dip across all categories in 2020 corresponds to the COVID-19 impact, followed
by a clear recovery trajectory. This visual evidence reinforces the argument that pilgrimage tourism has played
a pivotal role in stimulating grassroots entrepreneurship and rural development in Braj.

6.2 Pre- and Post-Tourism Development Indicators
Table 2: Comparative Indicators — Before vs. After Tourism Growth

Indicator 2015 (Pre-Tourism 2023 (Post-Tourism %  Change /
Boom) Expansion) Impact

Annual Tourist Arrivals 3.2 million 6.8 million +112%

Direct & Indirect 12,000 jobs 30,000 jobs +150%

Employment

Registered Homestays 45 200 +344%

Women-led SHGs in 18 90 +400%

Tourism

Road Connectivity (km 40km 110 km +175%

improved)

Public Sanitation Facilities  Limited 200+ units near Major

temples/kunds improvement
Digital Payment Adoption <10% 55% Significant growth
(rural)

6.3 SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses

Historical-religious appeal Infrastructure gaps in villages

Strong local culture Seasonality of employment

Government tourism promotion Environmental degradation risks
Opportunities Threats

Sustainable tourism models Over-tourism and crowd

management

I ional ilgri . .
nternationa prigrimage Cultural commodification

marketing

7. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

Braj pilgrimage tourism, although economically advantageous, imposes immense stress on the local
ecosystems. The arrival of millions of pilgrims every year has created a number of environmental issues that
urgently need to be addressed.

7.1 Waste Generation and Disposal

During peak festival seasons, such as Holi, Janmashtami, and Govardhan Parikrama, the area experiences a
deluge of solid waste, plastic water bottles, food packets, offer waste, and packaging material. Despite the
initiatives under the Swachh Bharat Mission, waste segregation and disposal are poor in rural belts and around
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kunds (sacred water tanks). Temporary dustbins are usually swamped and open dumping around temples and
ghats is practiced.

7.2 Yamuna and Kunds Water Usage and Pollution

The Yamuna River and holy kunds such as Radha Kund and Shyam Kund are at the heart of Braj's spiritual
geography. However, improper use of water for rituals, coupled with untreated sewage and ritual effluents
(flowers, oil, and ash), has created alarming pollution. High biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) and fecal
coliforms have been detected in these water bodies, posing risks to both the ecological equilibrium and public
health.

7.3 Carrying Capacity of Major Pilgrimage Sites

Places such as Banke Bihari Temple, Krishna Janmasthan, and Govardhan Hill usually go beyond their
carrying capacity during festivals. Crowding not only overburdens infrastructure but also enhances the
probability of stampedes, infrastructural damage, and environmental deterioration. There is no formal
mechanism to check or control visitor movements according to the site capacity.

8. GENDER AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

Tourism in Braj has opened new avenues for economic participation; however, the benefits are not evenly
distributed. A closer look reveals both progress and persistent gaps in inclusion.

8.1 Women’s Empowerment (Beyond SHGs)

Although women-run self-help groups (SHGs) have become prominent in prasad packaging, flower trading,
and handicrafts, women are also emerging as entrepreneurs on their own. For example, Sushila Devi of
Barsana, a widow, owns a small homestay and earns sufficient money to educate her children. However,
women still encounter constraints such as restricted mobility, lack of formal training, and social ostracism
regarding public-facing positions.

"Before, I used to work in the fields only. I have now received pilgrims at my house. It brings me pride and
money." — Sushila Devi, Homestay Owner, Barsana

8.2 Inclusion of Marginalized Communities

Scheduled Castes and unorganized workers (e.g., sweepers, porters, street vendors) are the backbone of the
tourism economy, but tend to be invisible in policy thinking. Most of them have low wages and seasonal
employment, and lack social security and acknowledgement. Targeted training, credit, and membership in
tourism-planning committees are necessary to bring them to the forefront.

9. TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION

Digital transformation is increasingly redefining Braj’s tourism economy by providing new instruments for
accessibility, transparency, and promotion.

9.1 Digital Platforms for Bookings and Payments

Following COVID-19, there's been a significant uptick in digital transactions, such as online payments,
enhancing accessibility and convenience for tourists., particularly in urban areas such as Vrindavan. Rural
vendors, however, continue to suffer from connectivity issues and a lack of digital awareness. Government
digital literacy initiatives can help to fill this gap and increase financial inclusion.

9.2 Pilgrimage Circuit Mobile Apps

Mobile apps such as "Braj Darshan" and "Mathura-Vrindavan Smart City, provide maps, temple schedules,
and e-Darshan facilities. This reduces the pilgrims' planning time and congestion at peak times. Adoption and
awareness remained low among rural and older pilgrims.

9.3 Social Media Adoption in Promoting Tourism in Braj

Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook are widely used by local guides, temple trusts, and influencers to present
Braj's religious and cultural diversity. Short videos of aarti ceremonies, parikrama paths, and local celebrations
have attracted younger audiences and NRIs. Social media also offers local craftsmen the opportunity to sell
their products directly to consumers.

10. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS - TOWARDS INCLUSIVE AND SUSTAINABLE
PILGRIMAGE TOURISM

To realize the full potential of pilgrimage tourism in the Braj area with all its attendant challenges, the
following specific policy interventions are suggested:
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10.1 Setting Up a Braj Tourism Development Authority (BTDA)

An exclusive, multi-stakeholder entity must be established to harmonize tourism planning, infrastructure
development, and cultural conservation throughout the Braj region.The BTDA must include members from
local governments, temple trusts, rural communities, and tourism experts to promote participative governance.
10.2 Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) for Infrastructure

Urge PPP models to finance and operate key infrastructure, such as rural roads, sanitation facilities, digital
kiosks, and green transport. Private sector involvement can affect efficiency and innovation, whereas public
supervision ensures that municipal needs are met.

10.3 Local Dialect Skill Development

Implement vocational training schemes for hospitality, guidance, and computer literacy in the Braj dialect so
that rural youth and women can access these opportunities. This increases employability and pride among the
cultural members.

10.4 Eco-Certification for Homestays and Tour Operators

A voluntary eco-certification program should be implemented to encourage local tourism operators to adopt
sustainable practices. These criteria may encompass waste reduction, water conservation, the utilization of
local resources, and benefit-sharing with the community. Certified operators can be showcased on official
tourism websites to offer incentives in the form of tax rebates or marketing assistance.

11. CONCLUSION

Braj pilgrimage tourism in Mathura and Vrindavan has emerged as a key driver of rural development and
livelihood creation. The study reveals that, in addition to its religious connotations, tourism has promoted
employment, enhanced infrastructure, empowered women, and marginalized groups through microenterprises
such as homestays and self-help groups.

However, issues such as environmental degradation, seasonal employment, and discriminatory benefits
remain. The research urges sustainable planning with the active Braj Tourism Development Authority, public-
private collaborations, local capacity-building, and eco-certification of tourism facilities.With participative
governance and people's involvement, pilgrimage tourism can become a template for sustainable growth—
safeguarding Braj's holy heritage while lifting its rural economy.
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