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Gangotri is one of India’s most important
pilgrimage destinations. Every year, large
numbers of pilgrims and visitors travel
through the region, bringing economic
opportunities, but also increasing pressure
on its fragile Himalayan environment. Waste
generation, pressure on local resources and
unregulated tourism are growing concerns.
At the same time, many villages away from
the main pilgrimage route see little of the
economic benefit generated by this visitor
economy.

Rural Stays Gangotri is attempting to bridge this gap
by bringing visitors beyond the pilgrimage route and
into village life.

Over the past year, Village Ways, with support from
UNDP has worked with communities across eight

published September 2026

RURAL STAYS GANGOTR
EXPLORE THE VILLAGES 0F

_ HARSHIL VALLEY
-Vﬂlage Walks &Nature Treks

villages (Sukkhi, Jhala, Purali, Jaspur, Dharali, * Green Heritage Villagess Green

Harshil, Bogori and Mukhba) to explore how tourism
can create local opportunities while remaining
sensitive to the environment and culture of the region.
The process began with an exposure visit to
communities practising community-led tourism at Supi
village developed since 2008 by Village Ways. This
village is the recipient of National Award as ‘Best tourism Village’ in 2024. This was followed by
workshops and trainings in village guiding, homestay management, waste management, first aid
and handicrafts.
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The emphasis has been on enabling communities to build tourism around what they already
have: their culture, knowledge, food, crafts, landscapes, stories and everyday way of life. Rather
than creating experiences from outside, the initiative encourages villagers to identify and develop
experiences that are meaningful to them and can be shared with visitors.

For a traveller, this can mean slowing down and experiencing the Himalayas differently: walking
through a village, meeting local people, learning about everyday life, tasting local food,
discovering traditional crafts, listening to local stories or becoming part of a village celebration.
These are simple experiences, but they offer something that a conventional pilgrimage itinerary
often cannot-a closer connection with the people and place



For the communities themselves, the process is also creating a new way of looking at their own
villages. Ms. Jyoti, a homestay owner from Jhala village, reflects on this change:
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earning an income:

“Now | see my village through the eyes of a guest,
and | realise how beautiful it really is. We live here
every day and often stop noticing what we have. In
many ways, we have moved away from our own
heritage and stopped valuing it. Tourism is helping
us look at our village and our own traditions with a
new sense of pride.”

Women'’s participation and livelihood
opportunities have been an important part of
this process. From homestays and food to
handicrafts and local experiences, the initiative is
creating spaces for women to contribute their skills
and knowledge and participate in the local tourism
economy. As tourism grows, the intention is that
more of its value remains within the villages and
reaches local households.

For Shalini, a community member involved in the
initiative as a Village Guide, responsible tourism is
as much about sharing local identity as it is about

“For us, tourism is not just about providing a place for visitors to stay. It is an opportunity to share
our village, our culture and our way of life with people from outside”.



Environmental responsibility is another important part of the initiative. Since the region is
ecologically fragile, tourism cannot simply mean bringing more visitors. It also requires
communities and visitors to think about how tourism is managed. Training on waste
management, along with the development of green homestays, is helping bring this principle into
practice.

An important outcome has been the Green Homestay Policy, officially launched by the
Uttarakhand Tourism Department which is supported by UNDP. Village Ways contributed to
the policy development process through consultations with local communities, bringing local
perspectives into the proposed green measures. The 10-point framework provides the basis for
qualifying homestays to receive an Eco Flower Badge, with five pilot Green Homestays now
being developed in the region by Village Ways. Homestays are being supported to adopt at least
4 principles in phase 1, which includes for example changing to boiled and filtered water instead
of plastic bottled water to guests, installing in solar heater and lights, receiving training in waste
management - segregation and responsible disposal, planting native plants in their homestays,
and also promoting local guides and handicraft sale through their homestays to support
surrounding community.

The participating villages have also come together under the collective identity ‘Rural Stays
Gangotri’, bringing together village-based accommodation, local experiences and handicrafts.
The initiative was officially launched on 18 September 2026. Two Indian journalists visited the
villages around the launch, experienced the new activities and participated in a local festival,
providing an early glimpse of how visitors can engage with the region beyond the conventional

Mr. Abhishek Rautela, Sarpanch of one of the participating villages, has been leading a ‘Thank
You Nature’ programme in his village, focusing on village cleanliness and raising awareness
about responsible plastic waste disposal. The UNDP-supported project has strengthened and
expanded these efforts, while also encouraging other participating villages to initiate similar
cleanliness and awareness campaigns. More recently, the village has adopted a no-plastic policy
and introduced stricter measures, including fines for littering and irresponsible waste disposal.

“We want visitors to come to our villages, but not at the cost of our environment or our culture.
Tourism should be something in which local people have a role, where women and young people
find opportunities, and where the beauty of our village remains protected for future generations.”

For the communities, the larger opportunity is not simply to host travellers. It is to build a form of
tourism in which local people have a role in deciding what is shared, how it is shared and
how the benefits are distributed. For visitors, it offers an opportunity to pause, step away from
a busy travel schedule and experience the mountains at a more human pace.



Rural Stays Gangotri offers a simple but important idea: the journey to Gangotri does not have
to end at the pilgrimage site. It can continue into the villages, into local life and into a
deeper understanding of the landscape and the people who call these mountains home. In
doing so, responsible tourism can help spread the benefits of pilgrimage, create opportunities for
women and local households, strengthen community livelihoods and respect the environmental
limits of a fragile Himalayan region.
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