Conference Proceedings International Conference on Sustainable Development Goals-Challenges,
Issues & Practices by TMIMT- College of Management, Teerthanker Mahaveer University,
Moradabad 25th & 26th April 2025 (ISSN: 2348-988X)

SUSTAINABLE PILGRIMAGE: A Timeless Model for Global Ecotourism

Shreya Jain
BBA (IB&E) — 2nd Year
Teerthanker Mahaveer Institute of Management & Technology
Teerthanker Mahaveer University
Moradabad, Uttar Pradesh

Diksha
BBA (IB&E) — 2nd Year
Teerthanker Mahaveer Institute of Management & Technology
Teerthanker Mahaveer University
Moradabad, Uttar Pradesh

Abstract

The concept of a sustainable pilgrimage provides a potent and useful remedy in the modern world,
when travel is flourishing but environmental problems are rising. This study examines how
spiritual travels from antiquity, particularly those with roots in Indian Sanatan culture, can be a
timeless model for responsible and purposeful travel. In contrast to ordinary travel, pilgrimages
frequently incorporate virtues like mindfulness, simplicity, and reverence for the natural world.
These characteristics make them a perfect match for the contemporary idea of ecotourism, which
encourages travel that benefits local populations and the environment. We polled 200 people from
various regions who were between the ages of 18 and 30 in order to gain a better understanding.
We questioned them regarding their experiences on pilgrimages, their knowledge of sustainability,
and their opinions on environmentally friendly procedures at places of worship. The findings
demonstrated that the majority of young people are not just concerned about the environment but
are also amenable to integrating their spiritual and travel objectives in ways that respect the
environment. This study emphasizes how traditional Indian customs might serve as an inspiration
for international tourist initiatives that promote both ecological sustainability and spiritual
enrichment. The results also show that young people are increasingly supporting cleaner, greener,
and more purposeful travel experiences. As we discovered, sustainable pilgrimage is not merely a

holdover from the past; it may serve as a model for travel in the future.
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Introduction

Whether for pleasure, adventure, leisure, or spiritual development, travel has always played a
significant role in human existence. However, one type of travel in particular has endured across
time: pilgrimage. People have traveled great distances, scaled mountains, and visited holy rivers
for thousands of years—not for luxury, but for connection, tranquility, and meaning. Such spiritual
journeys have their roots in Sanatan culture in India, which places a strong emphasis on practicing
self-discipline, living in harmony with nature, and being grateful to the Earth.

Even though tourism is growing rapidly worldwide these days, it is also having a significant
negative impact on the environment. It is difficult to overlook the detrimental effects of mass
tourism, from traffic jams in holy cities to plastic garbage in the highlands.

This is where the concept of a sustainable pilgrimage—a type of travel that blends environmental
and local community care with spiritual purpose—comes into play. It resembles embarking on a
holy voyage, but one that honors the environment, customs, and coming generations.

This study looks at how traditional pilgrimage customs, particularly those observed along Indian
spiritual pathways, might be used as a template for ecotourism around the world. It focuses on
ways to lessen the environmental impact of pilgrimages while preserving their essence. We also
wanted to know what the youth thought about this. They are, after all, the world's stewards, future
travelers, and decision-makers.

We conducted a poll with 200 young people between the ages of 18 and 30 to learn more about
their knowledge of sustainable pilgrimage, their level of concern about the environment when
traveling, and the changes they would like to see made to pilgrimage sites. The objective is to build
a travel model that is both environmentally conscious and profoundly meaningful by fusing

traditional wisdom with contemporary demands.

Literature Review

Overview of Ecotourism and Pilgrimage: Traveling by pilgrimage has been practiced for
thousands of years. It is motivated by faith, spiritual fulfillment, and a sense of personal growth
rather than leisure. Such travels have long been encouraged in India by the Sanatan tradition, which
links people to the natural world—rivers, forests, mountains, and sacred groves. Scholars and

planners are starting to investigate how traditional pilgrimage activities might be in line with
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contemporary ecotourism ideals in light of growing concerns about environmental degradation and
the need for sustainable travel. TIES (2015) define ecotourism as "responsible travel to natural
areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local people, and involves
interpretation and education.” The fundamental principles of spiritual journeys in India and other
ancient societies, where minimalism, peace with nature, and involvement in the local community

were ingrained, strongly resemble this notion.

Using Pilgrimage as a Conventional Sustainability Model: Traditional Indian pilgrimage
customs provide a solid basis for sustainable tourism, according to numerous researches. For
example, Ghosh (2017) emphasized how ecological considerations were taken into consideration
when developing ancient pilgrimage routes such as the Char Dham, Kashi, and Rameswaram.
Pilgrims left a little carbon footprint because they relied on local resources, walked, and carried
few possessions. Naturally "slow travel,” pilgrimages were infused with lessons on community
living and environmental stewardship.

Additionally, Jain and Sharma (2021) pointed out that a large number of temples and holy locations
were constructed using eco-friendly architecture, locally sourced materials, and designs that
blended in with their natural surroundings. In addition to being sacred, the water features next to
temples served a practical purpose, encouraging biodiversity and water conservation. An old

model of what we now call sustainable development is reflected in these practices.

Current Dangers and Their Effect on the Environment: Pilgrimage tourism has had difficulties
in the modern era despite its sustainable origins because of over-commercialization, stressed
infrastructure, and a lack of understanding. According to Singh and Khanna (2022), mass tourism,
plastic pollution, overbuilding, and poor waste management are putting a burden on the ecosystem
in places like Vaishno Devi, Amarnath, and Tirupati. The quick surge of visitors frequently
exceeds these locations' carrying capacity, causing the very nature they are meant to preserve to

deteriorate.

According to Chakraborty and Sen (2020), pilgrims continue to have a low level of ecological
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awareness despite their intense religious feelings. Rivers and woodland ecosystems are harmed by
rituals like burning things, submerging offerings, and utilizing plastic for religious objects.

The core of current research in this area is this tension between tradition and sustainability.

A Worldwide View and the Convergence of Ecotourism: Integrating ecological with religious
tourism is becoming more and more popular worldwide. Bhutan, Nepal, and Japan are among the
nations that have implemented policies that integrate pilgrimage with sustainability objectives.
According to Smith (2012), spiritual tourism is an effective instrument for ecological education
since it can encourage tourists to be more environmentally concerned. A growing trend is "spiritual
ecotourism,” in which tourists look for a connection to environment as well as spiritual
development. In order to bridge tradition with sustainability, eco-friendly lodging, awareness
campaigns, and community engagement are now being used to promote Indian pilgrimage routes
such as the Buddhist trail and the Hemkund Sahib yatra.

Youth Involvement and Shifting Attitudes: Young travelers (those between the ages of 18 and
30) are becoming more conscious of and involved in sustainable activities, which is a positive
development. According to studies by Bhat and Sharma (2021), young people are more receptive
to embracing environmentally beneficial practices such as using green transportation, avoiding
plastic, and carrying reusable products. Young pilgrims can serve as advocates for sustainable
pilgrimage with the help of awareness campaigns and appropriate digital technologies. Digital
pilgrim guides and social media marketing have also contributed to the awareness-raising process.
These resources, when paired with instruction, can help young pilgrims transition from passive to

active involvement.

Prospects and the Future: The literature indicate that sustainable pilgrimage is not only feasible
but also necessary, despite the difficulties. According to Gupta (2019), combining the ideas of
ancient pilgrimage with contemporary sustainability techniques can result in an ecotourism
strategy that is ageless and internationally replicable. Pilgrimage tourism presents a multifaceted
possibility for responsible growth, encompassing eco-lodging, local employment, green
infrastructure, and spiritual narrative. When seen through the prism of sustainability, the literature
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analysis makes it abundantly evident that traditional Indian pilgrimages strongly correspond with
the objectives of contemporary ecotourism. However, these spiritual travels are suffering
environmental concerns as a result of modern mass tourism and infrastructure pressures. Scholars
concur that pilgrimage tourism has the potential to lead the world in environmentally friendly
travel practices if it receives regulatory support, youth involvement, education, and community-

based models.

Research Methodology
Methods of Research

Design of Research: In order to investigate and evaluate the connection between pilgrimage and
sustainable ecotourism, this study combines a descriptive research design with a quantitative
methodology. Young pilgrims (ages 18 to 30) who engage in pilgrimage tourism can have their

patterns, attitudes, and actions toward sustainable practices identified through descriptive study.

A structured questionnaire will be used to gather primary data for the study, and the results will be
analyzed to make intelligible conclusions regarding the feasibility of pilgrimage as a model for
sustainable tourism.
Goals of the Research (Recap)
The main goals that direct this approach are:

e To comprehend young pilgrims’ perceptions and awareness of sustainability.

e To evaluate how contemporary pilgrimage tourism affects the environment.

e Toinvestigate how traditional Indian pilgrimage customs might serve as a global paradigm

for environmentally friendly travel.
e To examine how young people may encourage environmentally responsible pilgrimage

behaviors.

e To make suggestions on how to include sustainability into pilgrimage travel.

Methods of Research
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The study employs a quantitative methodology, making statistical inferences based on numerical
data gathered via a structured questionnaire. This is backed up with a qualitative understanding
from the body of current literature, which aids in contextualizing the data and providing insightful

trend interpretation.

The Sample and Population: People between the ages of 18 and 30 who have either gone on a
pilgrimage or are interested in doing so make up the study's demographic. This age group was
chosen because of its growing interest in global travel and sustainability initiatives.
200 responders make up the sample size.

Sampling Method: To choose individuals who met the age range and had relevant experience with
pilgrimage tourism, purposive sampling was employed.

Participants' locations are mostly in India, with an emphasis on young professionals and students

from urban and semi-urban areas.

Method of Data Collection
A systematic questionnaire was used to gather data, and it was intended to gather details regarding:
pilgrimage-related awareness of sustainability.

1. Type and frequency of pilgrimage experiences

2. Use environmentally responsible methods when traveling.

3. Views and preferences about models of sustainable tourism.

4. Readiness to modify customs to meet the demands of contemporary sustainability.
A combination of multiple-choice, Likert scale, and open-ended items for optional qualitative
comments were included in the questionnaire. Distribution methods include offline (paper forms
at youth events and educational institutions) and online (Google Forms). Data collection lasted for
30 days.
Data Analysis Tools: Google Sheets and Microsoft Excel were used for tabulation, percentage
computation, and graphical depiction of the data gathered from the 200 replies.
Among the statistical methods employed are:

1. Analysis of percentages

2. Distribution of frequencies
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3. For visual insights, use bar graphs and pie charts.

4. A descriptive synopsis for interpreting trends

Moral Aspects: Every participant was made aware of the study's goal. Before any data was
collected, consent was acquired. Participation was anonymous and entirely optional. The

information was kept private and utilized only for scholarly research.

Methodological Scope: Their crucial role in influencing future travel habits, the opinions of young
people are the main emphasis of this research. Although this offers insightful information, it also
implies that the results are more representative of younger generations and might not accurately

reflect elderly populations.

Methodological Restrictions: Global generalizability may be impacted by the sample's 200
individuals, the majority of whom are from India. Self-reported data is used in the study, which
may contain biases from the participants. Respondents without internet connection or a lack of

digital literacy may not be able to participate in the online format.

Methodology Conclusion: This analytical framework guarantees an organized and perceptive
approach to comprehending pilgrimage's potential as a model for sustainable ecotourism. The
study intends to offer significant findings and practical suggestions for sustainable pilgrimage
tourism by concentrating on the viewpoints of young people and fusing data-driven insights with

a foundation supported by literature.

Research Objectives

This study's primary objective is to investigate how traditional Indian pilgrimage customs, which
are ingrained in Sanatan culture, might serve as a viable model for contemporary international
ecotourism. Understanding young people's (ages 18 to 30) awareness, attitudes, and behavior

around sustainable pilgrimage is another goal of the study. The following are the precise goals:

1. To investigate the environmental issues that contemporary Indian pilgrimage sites face
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2. To evaluate young people's (ages 18 to 30) knowledge and attitudes on sustainable
pilgrimage.
3. To assess Indian pilgrimages' potential as a worldwide ecotourism model

4. To provide environmentally friendly methods for pilgrimage-based travel

Data Analysis & Results

Data Interpretation and Results

This section provides a thorough examination of primary data gathered from 200 people between
the ages of 18 and 30 who responded to a structured questionnaire. Understanding young people's
involvement in pilgrimage, their knowledge of sustainability, their conduct at pilgrimage sites, and

their thoughts on environmental and policy issues were the goals.

Overview of Demographics: Distribution of Ages:

Ages 18 to 21: 36% Ages 22-25: 43% 26-30 years old: 21% Work: Pupils: 62% 30% are working
professionals. Self-employed: 6% Others: 2% Interpretation: Students and early-career
professionals are well represented in the data, suggesting that India's future decision-makers are
actively involved in environmental and cultural issues. Future tourism models will be greatly

influenced by this demographic.

Participation in and Frequency of Pilgrimage: 79% of those surveyed have been to a place of
worship. Number of Visits: Once every few years: 39 percent Annually: 29% Only once or twice:
21% Several times a year: 10%

Interpretation: Even with contemporary, metropolitan teenagers, pilgrimage is still a deeply
ingrained cultural practice. The potential to transform these trips into environmentally conscious

experiences is demonstrated by the high engagement rate.

Knowledge of Eco-Friendly Travel: 47% are well aware. A little conscious: 24% 29% are
unaware Nonetheless, according to 61% of respondents, customary pilgrimage traditions uphold
environmentally responsible ideals like: Long-distance walking Living a minimalist lifestyle

Utilization of local and natural resources
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Observation: The fundamental principles of Sanatan Dharma that encourage peace with
environment are instinctively followed, even though the phrase "sustainable pilgrimage” is not

often known.

Environmental Issues at Pilgrimage Locations: 87% of plastic garbage 83% overcrowded
75% of the area is unclean. 67% of water is polluted. 51 percent commercialization

Interpretation: These answers highlight significant infrastructure and ecological issues at
pilgrimage locations. Most lack sustainable techniques and efficient waste management, despite

their spiritual significance.

Environmentally Aware Behaviors: Sustainable Methods Always, Occasionally, Seldom, or
Never Keep reusable things with you.77%23 percent Steer clear of plastic.73%27% Select
environmentally friendly lodging.45 percent55% 85% of respondents are willing to walk or take
eco-routes (Yes/Maybe).15%

In conclusion, environmental consciousness exists but is continuously evolving. Choosing green
accommodations is less frequent, perhaps because of accessibility issues or a lack of awareness,

even though most people avoid plastic and encourage walking.

Views of Young People on Future Models and Policy: 83% of people think that government
agencies and temples need to do more to promote sustainability. At pilgrimage sites, 84% of
respondents said sustainability is "important™ or "extremely important. 72% think that pilgrimages
to India may serve as models for ecotourism around the world. Sixty-five percent are open to
volunteering or supporting environmental initiatives.

Interpretation: The young people are prepared to take action in addition to being aware. The need

for community involvement and systemic reform is evident.

Recommendations from Unstructured Answers: Among the recurring suggestions were:
e Single-use plastics are prohibited.

e Improved trash management and sanitation
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e Using e-rickshaws and walking routes

e Utilizing solar power and recycling water

e Using boards and applications for eco-education

e Engaging young people in awareness-raising and cleanup campaigns

¢ The Sanatan tenets of simplicity, ahimsa (non-violence toward nature), and seva (collective

service) constitute the foundation of these concepts.

Awareneslﬁ czg Sustainable Pilgrimage
(o]

5%)

Yes (75%)

An overview of the main conclusions: Participation in the Area Insight Pilgrimage79% have been
there, demonstrating the importance of culture to young people. Sustainability being conscious
Values are still extensively practiced, with 47% totally conscious and 24% moderately aware.
Environmental Issues Excessive waste, crowding, and pollution in places of worship
Eco-Behavior: Openness to walking paths and heavy wuse of reusable items
Gaps in Infrastructure Due to a lack of options, eco-accommodation acceptance is low.
Youth Involvement Strong backing for volunteer opportunities and legislative changes
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Worldwide Significance72% consider the Indian model to be an example for ecotourism

worldwide.

Survey Data Analysis on Sustainable Pilgrimage (N=200)
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Key Findings

Deep Spiritual and Cultural Bond: According to the findings, a sizable majority of respondents
(79%) have taken part in pilgrimages, demonstrating that spiritual travel is still a vital activity for
young Indians. This ongoing involvement shows that pilgrimage is an effective way to incorporate
sustainable practices because it is essential in forming cultural and spiritual identities. Moderate
Awareness of Sustainability: Although 47% of participants knew what a "sustainable pilgrimage"
was, most of them (61%) understood that traditional pilgrimage traditions are inherently
sustainable. This suggests that although the idea of a "sustainable pilgrimage” is not well known,

the principles that surround it—such as eco-friendly travel, minimalism, and reverence for the
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natural world—are deeply ingrained in the custom. Environmental Challenges at Pilgrimage Sites:
The examination of the challenges encountered at pilgrimage sites reveals the existence of serious
environmental issues, including water pollution, overpopulation, and plastic trash. It is evident that
the existing paradigm of mass pilgrimage tourism has exceeded its environmental capabilities, as
87% of respondents cited plastic trash as a key problem. These problems are made worse by the
commercialization of pilgrimage sites, hence it is crucial that government implement sustainable
policies. Youth Readiness for Change: According to the research, younger people are quite open
to embracing environmentally friendly practices. A sizable percentage (73%) of respondents are
dedicated to minimizing the use of plastic during pilgrimages, and 85% of respondents said that
they would be willing to walk or travel environmentally friendly ways. These actions demonstrate
that young people already have a tendency toward sustainability and are prepared to incorporate
these ideas into their pilgrimage experiences. Possibility of Global Ecotourism Model: A
resounding 72% of respondents concurred that global ecotourism models might be influenced by
the ideas of sustainable pilgrimage. This lends credence to the notion that Indian pilgrimages, with
their ingrained ecological and cultural values, could set the standard for environmentally conscious
travel practices globally, especially in regions where religious tourism and environmental

preservation collide.

Conclusion

Indian pilgrimages have the potential to become a model for ecotourism if they are in line with
sustainable principles. Numerous ecological aspects are already present in its age-old customs,
which include walking pilgrimages, respect for the natural world, and the encouragement of
simplicity. However, the natural balance of sacred sites is seriously threatened by the growth in
pilgrimage tourism and the commercialization of these locations. Pilgrimage must change to meet
the difficulties of modern sustainability if it is to remain a positive force. In order to encourage
responsible tourism, this entails including environmentally friendly infrastructure (such as waste
management systems, renewable energy, and sustainable transportation), upholding environmental

laws, and utilizing community involvement.
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Implications for Pilgrimage Authorities and Policymakers: Young people have a tremendous
desire to see pilgrimage sites become more environmentally friendly. In order to protect the
environment, 84% of respondents believed that pilgrimage authorities—including local
governments, NGOs, and temple management—need to implement stronger regulations. In
addition to being prepared to embrace environmentally friendly behaviors, young people also
express a desire to support or take part in campaigns to raise awareness of sustainability. By
encouraging environmentally conscientious pilgrimages, lowering trash production, and teaching
pilgrims the value of sustainability, temples in particular may play a crucial role in spearheading
these initiatives. Religious organizations and government organizations can work together to

develop policies that strike a balance between environmental preservation and spiritual demands.

Prospects for Further Research: This report provides several new research directions:
Quantitative Analysis: Future research should concentrate on assessing the financial effects of
environmentally friendly pilgrimage practices, such as how they can lower operating expenses for
local economies and temples. International Comparative Studies: A cross-national analysis of
ecotourism and pilgrimage could reveal global best practices. Technological Interventions: To
improve sustainability, future studies could also look into how technology, such as digital guides,

trash management apps, and pilgrim monitoring apps, can be included into pilgrimage sites.

Concluding remarks: To sum up, the idea of a sustainable pilgrimage has a lot of potential for
both India and international ecotourism. Pilgrimage may continue to be a model for how tourism
and nature can coexist peacefully by fusing India’s rich cultural legacy with modern sustainability
techniques. Indian pilgrimage sites have the ability to take the lead in encouraging environmentally
sensitive spiritual travel around the world with the active participation of young people, local

communities, temple officials, and legislators.

Suggestions & Recommendations
Several practical suggestions are put out to encourage sustainable pilgrimage travel in India in

light of the study's findings:
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Implement Eco-Friendly Facilities: Utilize Renewable Energy: To lessen carbon footprints at
pilgrimage sites, install solar panels and encourage sustainable energy. Put waste management into
practice by using bins and awareness campaigns to make sure that single-use plastics are separated,
recycled, and reduced. Encourage environmentally friendly transportation: To reduce pollution
and traffic in pilgrimage regions, promote e-rickshaws, electric cars, and walking trails.

Increase Knowledge: Use workshops, digital tools, and posters to raise pilgrims' understanding of
sustainability. Incorporate eco-values into religious instruction to promote actions that respect the
environment.

Involve Local Communities: To improve implementation and community-driven sustainability,
educate and engage locals in ecotourism initiatives. Establish young volunteer initiatives for
plantation projects, cleanliness campaigns, and environmental awareness.

Government Assistance and Policy: A National Pilgrimage Sustainability Policy that specifies
energy, trash, and tourism requirements should be introduced. Create ecotourism routes that offer
low-impact travel options between pilgrimage and heritage sites.

Make Use of Technology: Create smart phone applications that direct pilgrims toward sustainable
routes, eco-friendly lodging, and garbage management.

Observation and Input: Create frequent pilgrim surveys, feedback channels, and audits to evaluate

and enhance sustainability practices.

Limitations of the Research
Although this study on "Sustainable Pilgrimage: A Timeless Model of Global Ecotourism”
provides insightful information, it should be noted that it has a number of drawbacks.

Demographics and Sample Size: The survey only included 200 respondents from urban and semi-
urban areas, most of whom were between the ages of 18 and 30. This limits the findings'

applicability to other age groups, rural communities, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Self-Reported Information: Response and recollection bias can affect data obtained through
questionnaires. Results could be skewed if participants exaggerate sustainable behavior or recall

instances incorrectly.
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Limited Attention to the Environment: Although the study placed a strong emphasis on
awareness and attitudes, it did not quantify the actual environmental effects (such as trash
production or carbon emissions) or the mitigation initiatives currently in place at pilgrimage

locations.

An approach focused on India: The results may not be applicable to pilgrimage tourism in other

cultural or religious contexts due to the cultural background of Indian Sanatan customs.

Absence of a longitudinal viewpoint: Being cross-sectional, the study provides a moment in time.

As sustainability awareness grows, a longitudinal method may show shifts in attitudes and actions.

Limitations of the Questionnaire: Questionnaires are helpful for measuring patterns, but they are
not comprehensive enough to examine pilgrims' reasons for or obstacles to sustainable conduct.

Interviews and other qualitative techniques could deepen comprehension.

Limits in Time and Context: The analysis might not adequately account for how recent world
events—like COVID-19 and changes in the economy—have affected pilgrimage patterns and

sustainability trends.

Institutional and policy oversight: Although suggestions are made, the study does not thoroughly
examine legislative frameworks or real-world obstacles to adopting sustainable practices. In spite
of these drawbacks, the study provides a fundamental investigation of environmentally friendly
pilgrimage customs in India. To create a more comprehensive and scalable model of ecotourism,
future studies should strive for larger sample, incorporate qualitative and longitudinal approaches,

and assess regulatory mechanisms.
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