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Abstract

conservation with economic development. This paper examines two critical human activity systems
related to ecosystems: habitat conservation and ecotourism. Habitat conservation encompasses the
preservation, protection, and restoration of biodiversity, natural resources, and ecosystems to ensure
sustainable development. Ecotourism serves as a conservation tool that provides an economic alternative
to more invasive and extractive activities, thereby raising public awareness of environmental issues. The
synergy between these two systems forms the foundation of environmental services aimed at sustainable
development.

This study explores emerging trends in sustainable ecotourism, focusing on its potential to protect
habitats while enhancing the livelihoods of local communities. By analyzing case studies from diverse
regions, the research underscores the importance of balancing ecological integrity with the needs of local
populations, illustrating how ecotourism can function as a tool for habitat conservation and sustainable
planning. The paper delves into the symbiotic relationship between ecotourism and habitat conservation.

Various studies from different areas, such as Valmiki National Park (wildlife tourism), Nayagarh in
Odisha (community-based ecotourism) and Majuli Islands (heritage ecotourism) highlight the potential
of sustainable ecotourism to contribute to biodiversity conservation, poverty alleviation, and sustainable
development. By understanding the challenges and opportunities associated with this approach,
policymakers, practitioners, and communities can collaborate to create a more equitable and
environmentally sustainable future.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Habitat is the physical and biological setting in which organisms live and the other components of the
environment are encountered (Krebs, 1985; Jones, 1987). Habitat conservation is an important process
to preserve, protect and restore the biodiversity, ecosystems or natural resource sustainability for
development (Environmental Défense Fund, 1999). Ecotourism is a tool to protect, conserve, restore and
manage natural habitat and provides for beneficially socio-economic involvement of conservation areas,
such as national parks, wildlife sanctuaries, biosphere reserves, and zoological and botanical gardens
(Ceballos-Lascurain, 1987). It has recently emerged as a system for conserving the natural and cultural
heritage of a nation that contributes to sustainable development (Stronza and Durham, 2008). Ecotourism
is a new form of non-consumptive, educational, and romantic tourism that is adapted to relatively
undisturbed and under-visited areas of immense natural beauty with popular cultural and historical
importance. The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), a non-profit organization dedicated to
promoting ecotourism, founded in 1990, defined Ecotourism as “responsible travel to natural areas that
conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people” (TIES, 1990). Natural habitat
conservation is essential for a profitable and sustainable tourism business, and the effective of products,
money and people. The literature on nature tourism and the environmental impacts of the industry dates
back to the late 1970s. Our understanding of these mechanisms, their ecological impacts and our capacity
to manage tourism in protected areas lags behind the growth of tourism to protected areas. A rapid growth
in nature tourism and tourism to protected areas has coincided with a shift in protected area management
strategies towards integrated development.

2 CONSERVATION, TOURISM AND SYMBIOSIS

Ecotourism has become an important economic activity in natural areas around the world. It provides
opportunities for visitors to experience powerful manifestations of nature and culture and to learn about
the importance of biodiversity conservation and local cultures. At the same time, ecotourism generates
income for conservation programs and economic benefits for communities living in rural and remote
areas. Ecotourism is not merely an alternative to mass tourism, nor is it the only alternative, it offers
sustainable opportunities for economic development to local people. There are some characteristic
features describing the symbiosis of habitat conservation and ecotourism. First, ecotourism is primarily
nature-based in terms of its attractions and products, with associated cultural influences — contemporary,
historic and archaeological — constituting a significant ancillary component. Secondly, ecotourism fosters
learning opportunities, partly through the provision of formal product interpretation, but also through the
maintenance of conditions, that facilitates informal personal interactions with, and appreciation of the
natural environment and associated cultural influences. Third and most contentiously, ecotourism should
be managed so that it is conducive to sustainability (Fennell, 1999, 2002).
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According to Ceballos-Lascurain (1987), ecotourism is an approach that acknowledges the links between
the cultural landscape and the local communities which are directly connected with natural forest, wildlife
animals and Non-Timber Forest Products. The socio-cultural life of local communities must be protected,
due to the strong engagement between local people and their areas of residence inside or near the forest
areas. Some authors have suggested that the term community-based ecotourism (CBET) ventures should
be used to distinguish those initiatives which are environmentally sensitive, but which also aim to ensure
that members of local communities have a high degree of control over the activities taking place, and a
significant proportion of the benefits accrue to them (Liu, 1994 cf from Kumar and Sinha 2016; Ceballos-
Lascurain, 1996).

Community-based ecotourism is a form of ecotourism where the local community has substantial control
over and involvement in, its development and management, and a major proportion of the benefits remain
within the community (World Wildlife Fund International 2001).As such, this system may require
substantial devolution of decision-making power to local social actors. This assumes that such local
people are competent and knowledgeable, and their engagement with conservation management and
tourism is beneficial for overall outcomes.It has been emphasized that community-based ecotourism
should be seen and evaluated as just one tool in achieving this and its role may be to provide a more
sustainable form of livelihood for local communities; encourage communities themselves to be more
directly involved in conservation; and generate more goodwill towards, and local benefits from,
conservation measures such as protected areas (World Wildlife Fund International, 2001).

The idea of tourism in any national park and wildlife sanctuary is based on habitat conservation and
ecotourism and the reciprocal relationship between them. The prior planning, local involvement and
control measures are perceived to increase ecotourism successfully (Kruger et al., 2005). Ecotourism
contributes to nature conservation, socio-economic, environmental benefits, and even to the scientific
and public consciousness towards the forests, wildlife species (Wearing and Neil, 1999). Ecotourism
often prefers to no consumption of biodiversity and will protect for future preference. For habitat and
wildlife conservation many organizations made and directly applied wildlife-based ecotourism to control
poaching, hunting was cited to frequently deduce the demographic ratio of wilds (Altman et al., 2016).

In the Protected Area (PA) management, the conservation of flora and fauna is based on the policy-
making, planning, and programming necessary for the survival and conservation of all bio-resources with
the management of keystone species and associate wildlife. The PA is based on an open-access regime
with restrictions, so, there is a possibility that there will be damage the bio-resources and wildlife, by the
people living inside or in the vicinity of the PA. Therefore, in this system, there must be several ways to
protect or save the wildlife and forest products from illegal-cutting or -felling of trees and killing of
wildlife, by developing livelihood generation and ecosystem services. These stand out for both advanced
conservation goals and improve the livelihoods of local people. Ecotourism facilitates the provision of
an economic alternative, which promotes public awareness of environmental issues, and increase funds
for conservation (Honey 1999, 2008). These benefits have facilitated a current large demand for the
ecotourism sector and natural resources protection for sustainable development across the world in
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sustainable tourism policies. Ecotourism and nature conservation have a mutually beneficial relationship
that is creating a sustainable partnership. The enhancement of the ecotourism sector activates competition
from the protection of quality and quantity of natural habitat and increasing value of these natural
resources and ecotourism industry to drive socio-economic benefits. That could be a useful way of
encouraging new forms of business, increasing employment and promoting the conservation of
landscapes (Castellani and Sala, 2010). Such a system placing as conservation of biodiversity and major
components of ecotourism including local people of the PA, tourists, eco-infrastructure and PAs.Thus, it
provides benefits socially, economically, managerially and politically (Hvenegaard, 1994).

The framework presented in Figure 1 shows that the core of sustainable development depends upon the
ecotourism development and has a significant role supported by the fringe villagers of the protected area
to give input in the habitat conservation through three interfaces viz cultural, ecosystem services and
development planning and programs.
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Figure 1. Framework model of sustainable conservation and development of ecotourism with

livelihood opportunity.
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3 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

As already discussed, ecotourism is a strategy based on biodiversity conservation and livelihood
generation of the communities with their participation towards sustainable development. The global trend
towards “sustainable tourism” to denote the adoption of the principles of sustainable development by the
tourism sector, towards creating a balance between social, environmental, cultural and economic
contexts. The notion of sustainable tourism, hence, encompasses three dimensions, namely
environmental conservation, economic efficiency and social equity.

The key issue is the development of an international network of protected areas, using ‘ecotourism’
approaches designed to stimulate positive socio-economic change within local communities as fringe
villagers to maintain and improve the ecological health of protected areas. The objectives of this study
are the following:

e To discuss the potentiality of conservation resources having important flora and fauna for
commercial, aesthetic and medicinal value in the habitat and socio-cultural features of the fringe
villagers

e To assess the potentiality of ecotourism and livelihood generation opportunities

e To study the ecotourism activities and interrelationship of habitat conservation.

4 APPROCHES AND METHODS
Study Site :

Three studies:

e Valmiki Tiger Reserve (VTR) covers both the Wildlife Sanctuary and Valmiki National
Park(VNP) in Bihar

e Community Based Eco-tourism at Nayagath, Odisha
e Heritage Tourism at Majuli islands of Assam

VALMIKI TIGER RESERVE: WILDLIFE TOURISM

The pristine forests and wilderness of the Valmiki Tiger Reserve (VTR) exemplify the Himalayan Terai
landscape. This expansive protected area features meandering rivers, streams, rivulets, man-made canals,
swamps, and grasslands, all rich in flora, fauna, and natural beauty. These ecosystems are conserved for
recreational, educational, and scientific purposes, where indigenous plant species and wild animals are
protected (Singh, 2007). VTR comprises diverse habitats, both terrestrial and aquatic—grasslands, forest
cover, estuaries, and tree nests within Valmiki National Park (VNP). Despite this ecological wealth,
challenges remain in habitat conservation and management (Ram, 2018). Key threats include poaching,
hunting, fuelwood collection, tree felling, soil erosion, and forest degradation—activities often driven by
local communities and Naxalite insurgency.
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e Nature-based day trips include National Park tours with game drives, visits to protected areas,
and habitat-specific excursions like bird breeding colonies and fish aggregation zones.

e Tourist accommodation is well-developed, including resorts, hotels, farm-stays, and jungle
camps along the Gandak River, with recreational activities such as rafting and cultural
entertainment at guest houses.

e Religious tourism is also significant. Sites like Jatashankar Temple, Nardevi Temple, and the
Valmiki Hermitage attract pilgrims during religious melas. These events benefit fringe villages
and local stakeholders (hotels, shops, guest houses).

¢ Ecotourism initiatives aim to provide economic incentives to local communities, fostering
stewardship of natural and cultural resources.

COMMUNITY-BASED ECOTOURISM AT NAYAGARH, ODISHA: SIDHAMULA
ECOTOURISM PROJECT

Sidhamula, located in Nayagarh district of Odisha, is the focal site of a Forest Department-led Ecotourism
Project. The village of Sidhamula lies about 1 km east of the ecotourism site and is surrounded by verdant
hillocks, rich in medicinal and aromatic plant species. The area supports a vast diversity of flora and
fauna, particularly aquatic species. A biodiversity assessment was conducted through local community
engagement.

1. Tourist Attractions: The villages exhibit vibrant socio-cultural traditions, including folk
festivals (Durga Puja, Kali Puja, Janmashtami), bird watching, camping, and cultural
performances.

2. Local Skills: While traditional handicrafts are limited, villagers possess rich knowledge of folk
dance, showcased during festivals.

3. Community Interest: The local population, particularly from the four villages surveyed, shows
overwhelming interest (nearly 100%) in managing their own ecotourism initiatives.

4. Potential Activities: Residents can contribute as tourist guides, in hospitality (restaurants,
shops), cultural programming, and adventure-based activities.

5. Infrastructure Development: Twin cottages, mud houses, and a dining hall are being
constructed at a 40-meter elevation on one of the nearby hillocks.

MAJULI ISLANDS: HERITAGE TOURISM MANAGEMENT

Majuli, the world’s largest inhabited river island, is located in Assam, in the upper Brahmaputra basin.
Once part of the Jorhat district, it lies between 93°30'—94°35" E longitude and 26°50'-27°10" N latitude.
The island, once measuring 1,250 sq. km, has reduced to 421.65 sq. km due to erosion (2001 data). It is
bounded by the Brahmaputra River in the south and Kherkutia and Subansiri rivers in the north. Ferry
connectivity is available from Jorhat, about 200 km from Guwahati.
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Majuli features twenty-two chaporis (sandbars), of which eighteen are now considered permanent. This
riverine delta supports a highly braided river system, forming unique fluvial landforms. Early accounts,
like that of A.J. Moffat Mills, described Majuli as fertile but overgrown with jungle, suggesting both rich
agricultural potential and ecological vulnerability.

While UNESCO and ICOMOS recognize both cultural and natural heritage, Majuli exemplifies their
integration:

e Sakuli Beel: A natural wetland in Kamalabari panchayat, a key habitat for migratory birds
(October—March).

o Bhereki Beel: Located in Sonaribari, known for migratory birds and bird watching.

e Rawanapara Pukhuri: A man-made beel from the Ahom dynasty era for water conservation
and fishery. It hosts turtles, fish, and birds, though currently overgrown with Eichhornia
crassipes and Ipomoea aquatica.

e Samaguri Sattra (Chamaguri Sattra): Famous for traditional mask-making since the 16th
century, supporting cultural festivals and preserving Assamese heritage.

e Magurmari Beel: Near Dakhinpat Sattra, this 165-bigha lake is an Important Bird Area and
biodiversity hotspot.

o Dakhinpat Sattra: Established in 1584, a hub of Sattriya dance and Vaishnavite traditions,
preserving relics and manuscripts on Sanchi bark.

e Salmora and Salmora Grazing Area: Home to species like elephants, rhinos, and tigers, with
Mising tribal inhabitants engaged in agriculture.

e Paschim Sham Deori Gaon: Inhabited by Deori, Kachari, and Mising tribes, known for unique
social structures and riverside settlements.

Majuli is a living cultural landscape, integrating ecological diversity—wetlands, floodplains,
indigenous crops, and biodiversity—with cultural heritage exemplified by Sattras. Unlike the
monasteries (maths) in the rest of India, Assam’s Sattras are community-centric, shaping religious,
social, and educational life (Baruah, 1994). Their architectural elements include the Naamghar (prayer
hall), Manikuta (sanctum sanctorum), Pada-shila-ghar (relic chamber), Hati (residences), Bharal
(storehouses), Batcora (shade huts), and Pukhris (ponds).

Majuli stands as a model of cultural heritage tourism, balancing biodiversity conservation with cultural
preservation and community-based livelihoods.

S OBSERVATIONS AND RESULTS

Comparative Analysis of Valmiki Tiger Reserve, Sidhamula Ecotourism Project, and Majuli Islands
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GEOGRAPHIC SETTING AND LANDSCAPE FEATURES

Valmiki Tiger Reserve (VTR) occupies a unique ecological niche within the Himalayan Terai
landscape, characterized by a complex network of rivers, streams, and wetlands. This hydrological
diversity creates a mosaic of terrestrial and aquatic habitats, supporting rich biodiversity. The reserve's
location in the foothills of the Himalayas provides it with a distinctive ecological character where
mountain and plains ecosystems converge.

Sidhamula Ecotourism Project presents a contrasting landscape in Odisha's Nayagarh district, defined
by rolling green hillocks rather than large wetland systems. Its proximity to Sidhamula village (just 1
km) suggests a closer integration with human settlements than the other sites. The area's notable
concentration of medicinal and aromatic plants indicates a specialized botanical niche that forms the
foundation of its ecotourism appeal.

Majuli Islands offers the most unique geographical setting as the world's largest inhabited river island.
Located between specific coordinates (93°30'-94°35"' E longitude and 26°50'-27°10" N latitude), this
fluvial landform comprises 22 distinct isles or sandbars (chaporis), with 18 considered permanent. This
dynamic riverine ecosystem in Assam creates a constantly evolving landscape shaped by the powerful
Brahmaputra River system.

BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION APPROACHES

Valmiki Tiger Reserve employs a traditional protected area conservation model, focusing on
safeguarding indigenous flora and fauna against specific threats: poaching, hunting, fuelwood collection,
and illegal logging. The reserve faces dual conservation challenges from local community resource
extraction and reportedly from Naxalite activities, suggesting complex socio-political dimensions to
conservation efforts.

Sidhamula Ecotourism Project takes a more community-centered conservation approach, emphasizing
sustainable use of medicinal plants and fish resources. Rather than strict protection, this model appears
to integrate conservation with sustainable utilization, positioning biodiversity conservation as a pathway
to community benefits and long-term sustainability.

Majuli Islands implements the most integrated conservation strategy, managing biodiversity across
multiple specialized habitats (various beels or lakes) that support different ecological niches. Each water
body serves distinct conservation functions - from migratory bird habitats at Sakuli Beel to turtle
conservation at Rawanapara Pukhuri. This mosaic conservation approach reflects the complex ecological
structure of the river island system.

250



Dr. Debashis Debnath

CULTURAL HERITAGE INTEGRATION

Valmiki Tiger Reserve incorporates cultural elements primarily through religious tourism centered
around specific temples (Jatashakar, Nardevi) and the Valmiki hermitage. Religious melas (fairs) provide
economic benefits to local communities but appear somewhat separate from conservation objectives
rather than fully integrated.

Sidhamula Project features a rich socio-cultural component with various festivals (Durga Puja, Kali
Puja, Janmashtami) and traditional folk dance performances. While handicraft production is limited,
there's strong community interest in cultural performances, suggesting potential for growth in cultural
tourism offerings.

Majuli Islands demonstrates the most sophisticated integration of natural and cultural heritage through
its Neo-Vaishnavite monastery tradition (Sattras) that actively regulates social life. Specialized cultural
centers like Samaguri Sattra (mask-making since mid-16th century) and Dakhinpat Sattra (established
1584) preserve ancient traditions. The presence of indigenous tribal cultures (Deori, Kachari, and Mising
tribes comprising 45% of the population) with distinct architectural styles adds another layer of cultural
richness.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT MODELS

Valmiki Tiger Reserve focuses on creating economic incentives for impoverished villagers, aiming to
encourage local guardianship of indigenous resources. Benefits extend to fringe villages and other
stakeholders like hotels and shops, but the model appears more focused on economic benefits than deep
community involvement in management decisions.

Sidhamula Ecotourism Project implements a comprehensive community-based ecotourism model with
remarkably high local interest in self-management (nearly 100% participation). Community members are
engaged across multiple roles: as guides, restaurant operators, retailers, performers, and adventure
activity leaders. The development of diverse infrastructure (twin cottages, mud houses, elevated dining
hall) suggests a growing, community-driven operation.

Majuli Islands employs a heritage-centered community approach where institutional frameworks center
around Sattras (monasteries). This model emphasizes preserving traditional knowledge and practices
while managing both natural features and cultural institutions. The deep integration of monastery
traditions in regulating social life creates a unique governance structure not seen in the other sites.

Tourism Offerings and Experiences
Valmiki Tiger Reserve offers the most conventional ecotourism activities focused on wildlife viewing
through game drives and national park tours. The addition of river rafting on the Gandaki river and jungle

camps provides adventure elements, while religious tourism creates a secondary attraction stream.
Accommodation options span from resorts to farm-stays.
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Sidhamula Ecotourism Project combines adventure activities with nature-based experiences focused
on the area's distinctive medicinal plant resources. Bird watching, camping, and cultural festivals round
out the offerings, with strong emphasis on traditional folklore performances.

Majuli Islands provides the most diverse experience palette, integrating specialized bird watching at
multiple beels with immersive cultural experiences. Unique offerings include mask-making
demonstrations, traditional dance performances, tribal village visits, and heritage site explorations. The
island's diverse ecosystems enable a wide range of nature-based activities not available at the other sites.

SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES

Valmiki Tiger Reserve confronts traditional protected area challenges: poaching, unsustainable resource
extraction, logging, and soil erosion. The mention of activities by both local communities and Naxalites
suggests complex socio-political dynamics affecting conservation efforts.

Sidhamula Ecotourism Project, while not explicitly detailing conservation challenges, faces the need
for sustainable management of its specialized resources - medicinal plants and fish populations - which
form the foundation of its ecotourism appeal.

Majuli Islands faces the most existential threat through severe land erosion, with its area dramatically
reduced from 1,250 sq km to just 421.65 sq km by 2001. This physical transformation threatens both
natural ecosystems and cultural heritage. Water management challenges related to river dynamics create
ongoing adaptation needs, while balancing tourism development with preservation of both biodiversity
and cultural traditions presents complex management challenges.

MANAGEMENT PHILOSOPHY
Each site represents a distinctive management approach to ecotourism:

Valmiki Tiger Reserve employs a more traditional conservation-first model with economic benefits as
incentives for local support.

Sidhamula Ecotourism Project implements a community-empowerment model where local
management and participation drive conservation outcomes.

Majuli Islands utilizes a heritage-integration model where cultural institutions (Sattras) help regulate
both social practices and environmental management.

These contrasting approaches demonstrate the diversity of successful ecotourism models that can be
implemented based on local ecological, cultural, and social conditions.

Each of these sites represents different approaches to ecotourism, with varying degrees of emphasis on

wildlife conservation, community participation, and cultural heritage preservation, all set within distinct
geographical contexts.
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Table No. 1 : Comparative Analysis of three Ecotourism sites

Parameter

Valmiki Tiger
Reserve (VIR)

Sidhamula Ecotourism
Project

Majuli Islands

1. Location and
Geographic
Features

Himalayan Terai
landscape- Rivers,

streams, canals,

swamps, grasslands-
Terrestrial and aquatic

habitats

Nayagarh district, Odisha-
Surrounded by green

hillocks- Rich in
medicinal/aromatic plants-
1 km from Sidhamula

Assam, Northeast India-

Largest inhabited river

island- Between 93°30'-
94°35'E & 26°50'-
27°10' N- Fluvial

village landform by
Brahmaputra- 22
sandbars (18 stable)
2. Biodiversity Rich flora and fauna- Medicinal and aromatic Biodiversity hotspot-

and Natural
Attractions

Indigenous species
conservation- Threats:
poaching, hunting,
fuelwood collection,

tree felling

plant diversity- Diverse
fish and plant species-
Conservation for
community benefit

Beels: Sakuli, Bhereki,
Magurmari, Rawanapara
Pukhuri- Wildlife:
elephants, buffalo, tigers,
rhinos- Diverse
vegetation

3. Cultural and
Heritage
Elements

Religious

tourism:Jatashankar &

Nardevi Temples,

Valmiki hermitage-
Local melas benefit

communities

Festivals: Durga Puja,
Kali Puja, Janmashtami-
Folk dances- Limited
handicrafts, strong
performance interest

Neo-Vaishnavite
monasteries (Sattras)-
Samaguri Sattra: mask-
making- Dakhinpat
Sattra: dance traditions-
Tribes: Deori, Kachari,
Mising (45%)- Unique
tribal architecture

4. Management
Approach and
Community
Involvement

Economic incentives
for locals- Promotes

guardianship of

natural resources-
Facilities for tourists-
Benefits to fringe

villages

Community-based model-

Nearly 100% local interest
in management-

Activities: guiding,

restaurants, folklore,

adventure- Infrastructure:

cottages, mud houses,

dining hall

Heritage tourism
approach- Combines
ecological and cultural
conservation- Sattras
manage tourism and
heritage- Focus on
traditional knowledge

253



Sustainable Tourism Development & Management for Viksit Bharat — Opportunities &

Challenges
5. Tourism Nature trips, game Adventure activities- Bird | Bird watching at beels-
Activities and drives- Resorts, watching, camping- Cultural immersion in
Offerings hotels, farm stays- Festivals and Sattras- Mask-making
Entertainment at guest | performances- Traditional workshops- Dance
houses- Gandaki river | folklore- Medicinal plant- performances- Tribal
rafting- Jungle camps- based nature walks village visits- Heritage
Religious tourism explorations
6. Conservation Poaching, hunting- Not specifically stated- Land erosion (1,250 sq
Challenges Fuelwood gathering- Implied need for km to 421.65 sq km)-
Deforestation- Soil sustainable use of plants | River dynamics- Need to
erosion- Local & and fish preserve traditional
Naxalite activities knowledge- Pressure
from tourism on
biodiversity

6 DISCUSSION

Based on the comparative analysis of the three ecotourism sites—Valmiki Tiger Reserve (VTR),
Sidhamula Ecotourism Project, and Majuli Islands—a research discussion focusing on their potential for
habitat conservation and sustainable ecotourism development is given below :.

7 HABITAT CONSERVATION POTENTIAL ACROSS SITES

Each of the three sites demonstrates unique attributes that influence their habitat conservation potential:

VALMIKI TIGER RESERVE

VTR exhibits exceptionally high conservation potential due to its diverse ecological makeup combining
terrestrial and aquatic habitats. The presence of crisscrossing rivers, streams, swamps, and varied
topography creates multiple ecological niches supporting rich biodiversity. However, this potential is
threatened by significant conservation challenges including poaching, hunting, fuelwood collection, and
tree felling activities by both local communities and reported Naxalite presence.

The protected area status of VTR provides a formal conservation framework, but the analysis indicates a
need for stronger awareness among local populations about conservation importance. The Eco-

254



Dr. Debashis Debnath

development committee members appear to understand conservation necessity, while the broader
community may not fully appreciate these values.

SIDHAMULA ECOTOURISM PROJECT

This site offers distinct conservation potential centered on medicinal and aromatic plants rather than
megafauna. The surrounding green hillocks support unique plant biodiversity that could be leveraged for
both conservation and sustainable use. The community-based management approach creates strong
potential for conservation success through local stakeholder investment, though specific conservation
challenges aren't detailed in the analysis.

MAJULI ISLANDS

Majuli presents perhaps the most complex conservation challenge and opportunity among the three sites.
As a biodiversity hotspot featuring diverse flora, fauna, and multiple aquatic ecosystems (beels), it has
extraordinary ecological value. Yet its existence faces fundamental threats from land erosion, with over
65% of its area already lost according to the analysis data. The conservation potential here must address
both biodiversity protection and fundamental geomorphological preservation of the island itself.

8 ECOTOURISM AS A CONSERVATION AND LIVELIHOOD TOOL

The comparative analysis reveals different approaches to linking ecotourism with conservation and
livelihood generation:

ECONOMIC INCENTIVES MODEL (VTR)

VTR's approach focuses on creating economic incentives for impoverished villagers to encourage local
guardianship of indigenous resources. This aligns with the "wildlife stays because wildlife pays" principle
mentioned in the discussion prompt. The benefits extend beyond direct conservation stakeholders to
include fringe villagers, hotels, guesthouses, and shopkeepers, creating a broader economic interest in
preservation.

COMMUNITY-BASED MANAGEMENT (SIDHAMULA)

The Sidhamula project demonstrates nearly 100% local interest in self-management of ecotourism
initiatives, suggesting extremely high potential for community buy-in. This model distributes benefits
through diverse economic activities—guiding, restaurant operations, retail, performances, and adventure
activities—potentially creating strong local incentives for conservation.
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HERITAGE INTEGRATION APPROACH (MAJULI)

Majuli's unique integration of natural and cultural heritage through the Sattra monastic institutions offers
a distinctive model linking cultural preservation with ecosystem conservation. This institutional
framework centered around traditional knowledge systems could provide infrastructure for conservation
that extends beyond economic motivation to incorporate cultural and spiritual values.

9 CRITICAL FACTORS FOR SUCCESS

Based on the comparative analysis, several factors emerge as critical for successful habitat conservation
through ecotourism:

e Community Awareness and Buy-in: The VTR case highlights that even with formal protection
status, limited community awareness undermines conservation potential. Successful ecotourism
development requires educational components that build local understanding of ecological value.

e Diverse Economic Benefits: All three sites demonstrate different approaches to creating
economic value from conservation. The most sustainable models appear to distribute these
benefits across multiple stakeholders and activities rather than concentrating them.

e Integration of Cultural and Natural Conservation: The Majuli Islands and VTR both
demonstrate how cultural elements (Sattras, religious sites) can strengthen conservation efforts
by creating multiple value types beyond purely economic incentives.

e Institutional Frameworks: The varying management approaches—from government-led
protection (VTR) to community-based management (Sidhamula) to traditional institutional
frameworks (Majuli)—suggest that appropriate governance structures must match local cultural
and ecological contexts.

10 CONCLUSION

The comparative analysis reveals that habitat conservation potential through ecotourism varies
significantly based on site-specific ecological characteristics, management approaches, and community
engagement levels. The most promising models integrate multiple conservation values (ecological,
economic, cultural) while addressing site-specific threats through appropriate institutional frameworks.

The "wildlife stays because wildlife pays" principle appears valid across these cases, but requires
expansion beyond simple economic transactions to incorporate broader community benefits, cultural
values, and local management participation. The sustainability of these ecotourism initiatives will depend
on balancing conservation objectives with community needs and addressing the specific threats facing
each unique ecosystem.
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