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Abstract— Rural, heritage-rich regions across India face a persistent trade-off between economic growth and the ecological and 

cultural assets that make such growth sustainable. This paper examines that trade-off through Telangana, a state whose forests, rivers, 

monuments, and indigenous communities remain a significant but under-leveraged development resource. Rural tourism has been 

established nationally as a catalyst for inclusive development, yet its impact is limited by infrastructure gaps, weak destination marketing, 

fragmented policy implementation, and low community participation. Against this backdrop, the study examines the Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) as a proposed framework. 

The Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) presents an innovative and integrated framework for 

sustainable rural development that redefines rural landscapes as Living Heritage Landscapes, where biodiversity, indigenous knowledge, 

cultural heritage, community institutions, and local economies function as interconnected components of a resilient socio-ecological 

system. Against the backdrop of rapid urbanisation, biodiversity loss, climate change, and increasing pressure on indigenous cultures, 

the study addresses the limitations of fragmented rural development and conventional tourism models that often separate conservation, 

community development, and economic growth.  

Employing a qualitative and conceptual research approach, the paper synthesises academic literature, national and international 

policy frameworks, and global best practices, drawing particularly from Bhutan's High Value–Low Volume tourism strategy and Costa 

Rica's conservation financing and certification systems .The framework is further aligned with the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), UNESCO Cultural Landscapes, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) criteria to ensure international relevance and 

policy coherence. 

TILHEM introduces several original planning instruments, including the Living Heritage Landscape concept, the Five Capitals 

Framework (Natural, Cultural, Human, Social, and Economic Capital), the TILHEM Compass for ethical decision-making, and 

community-centred governance principles that prioritise conservation, participation, and long-term stewardship. The study proposes a 

Tribal Hut Cluster model as the physical infrastructure component of TILHEM — small, community-owned huts built from local 

materials with modern amenities and indigenous artistic detailing, arranged around a shared multi-purpose space for community 

gatherings, storytelling, dining, and training. Sustainability is embedded through rainwater harvesting, solar lighting, wastewater 

management, and native landscaping, while ownership and operational roles remain entirely with tribal households to retain tourism 

revenue locally. The model operationalizes TILHEM's Five Capitals Framework, translating natural, cultural, human, social, and 

economic capital into a single, implementable built form.   

The framework demonstrates how responsible tourism can serve as a catalyst for biodiversity conservation, cultural preservation, 

local entrepreneurship, women's and youth empowerment, and inclusive rural prosperity rather than merely promoting visitor growth. 

By positioning conservation as an economic asset and communities as primary partners in development, TILHEM offers a scalable, 

policy-oriented, and replicable model for integrated landscape management. 

The study concludes that the mission provides a practical pathway for strengthening ecological resilience, preserving indigenous 

living heritage, and fostering sustainable rural regeneration in Telangana, with broader applicability to biodiversity-rich regions in India 

and globally. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

India's tourism landscape is built on an extraordinary 

diversity of geography, history, and culture — from the 

Himalayan ranges in the north to the backwaters of Kerala in 

the south, from the beaches of Goa to the wildlife corridors of 

the northeast. This diversity underwrites tourism's standing 

as a major economic sector, contributing 6.23 per cent to 

national GDP and 8.78 per cent of total employment. In 

response, successive government policies have promoted a 

widening range of tourism products — rural, eco, cultural, 

pilgrimage, adventure, and sustainable tourism among them 

— under the broader ambition of positioning "Incredible 

India" as a globally competitive destination. 

India possesses immense potential for rural tourism due to 

its geographical diversity, rich cultural traditions, indigenous 

knowledge systems, biodiversity, handicrafts, festivals, 

spiritual heritage, and traditional agricultural practices. 

Government initiatives such as the National Strategy and 

Roadmap for Rural Tourism, Swadesh Darshan Scheme, 

PRASHAD Scheme, Dekho Apna Desh initiative, and 

state-level tourism policies have further strengthened the 

sector's growth prospects. 

The COVID-19 pandemic also transformed tourism 

preferences globally. Travellers increasingly seek less 

crowded, nature-based, culturally immersive, and sustainable 

destinations, thereby creating renewed opportunities for rural 

tourism. This shift presents an opportunity for India to 

promote rural destinations while ensuring responsible 

resource utilization and community participation. 

Within this landscape, rural tourism occupies a particular 

place. It has emerged as a strategy not simply for attracting 

visitors, but for achieving inclusive rural development: 

diversifying rural economies, generating employment, 

preserving cultural heritage, promoting entrepreneurship, and 

empowering women and youth, while supporting 

environmental sustainability through forms such as 

agro-tourism, homestay tourism, tribal tourism, craft tourism, 

and wellness tourism. Yet the sector's national potential 

remains constrained by recurring structural problems — 

inadequate infrastructure, limited digital connectivity, skill 

gaps, weak destination marketing, environmental 

degradation, financial constraints, seasonality, fragmented 

policy implementation, and insufficient community 

participation. These constraints are not unique to any one 

state; they recur, in varying degrees, wherever rural tourism 

has been pursued without an integrating framework. 

Telangana illustrates both the promise and the difficulty of 

this national pattern. Carved out as India's 29th state in 2014, 

it holds a distinctive combination of architectural heritage — 

Golconda Fort, Charminar, the UNESCO-recognised 

Ramappa Temple — and ecological wealth, including the 

forests of the Nallamala, wildlife sanctuaries such as Kawal 

and Nagarjunasagar-Srisailam, and river systems that sustain 

rural livelihoods. Beyond these visible assets, the state's 

identity is equally carried by what is harder to itemize in a 

tourist brochure: indigenous communities whose ecological 

knowledge, oral history, crafts, and traditions have been 

shaped over generations of living in close relationship with 

the land. As tourism activity in the state has grown, so has 

concern that unmanaged expansion could degrade the very 

environment and culture that draw visitors in the first place 

— through environmental strain, the commodification of 

living traditions, and the displacement of local communities 

from spaces and practices that were once their own. 

It is this gap — between rural tourism's demonstrated 

developmental potential and its recurring implementation 

failures — that motivates the Telangana Indigenous Living 

Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM). Rather than 

treating conservation, community welfare, and economic 

growth as separate policy tracks, as conventional rural 

tourism planning tends to do, TILHEM proposes an 

integrated framework built around the idea of "Living 

Heritage Landscapes," in which natural, cultural, human, 

social, and economic capital are understood as interconnected 

components of a single resilient system. The Mission draws 

explicitly on international precedent — Bhutan's High Value, 

Low Volume tourism policy and Costa Rica's 

conservation-financing and certification architecture — and 

aligns itself with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 

UNESCO's Cultural Landscapes framework, the Convention 

on Biological Diversity, the UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, and the Global Sustainable Tourism 

Council's destination criteria. 

This paper situates TILHEM within the wider discourse on 

inclusive and sustainable rural tourism in India, examining 

how its conceptual architecture — including its Five Capitals 

Framework, its ethical decision-making "Compass," and its 

proposed eco-certification system — responds to the specific 

structural weaknesses that have limited rural tourism's 

contribution to development elsewhere in the country, and 

considers its broader implications for Telangana's 

development trajectory. 

A. Background of the Study 

Tourism has established itself globally as one of the 

fastest-growing economic sectors, valued for its capacity to 

generate employment, stimulate infrastructure development, 

and enable cultural exchange. Within India, rural tourism in 

particular has been recognized as a comprehensive strategy 

for rural transformation rather than a narrow tourism activity 

— one capable of diversifying incomes, supporting 

entrepreneurship, strengthening local infrastructure, 

promoting indigenous crafts and produce, advancing social 

inclusion, and contributing toward the Sustainable 

Development Goals. Government initiatives and 

community-based tourism models across the country have 

shown that, where implemented well, rural tourism can 

deliver equitable profit-sharing, women's and youth 

empowerment, and cultural preservation alongside economic 
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returns. However, the same body of evidence points to 

persistent structural barriers: inadequate infrastructure, 

limited digital connectivity, skill shortages, weak destination 

marketing, environmental degradation, financial constraints, 

seasonality of demand, fragmented policy coordination 

across departments, and insufficient community participation 

in planning and revenue-sharing. These are not incidental 

gaps but recurring features of how rural tourism has typically 

been designed and delivered — as a sector-specific 

intervention layered onto rural areas, rather than as part of an 

integrated approach to landscape, culture, and livelihood. 

Telangana's experience reflects this pattern closely. The 

state possesses considerable tourism assets: UNESCO World 

Heritage recognition for the Ramappa Temple, historic forts 

at Golconda and Bhongir, protected wildlife areas, and 

cultural festivals such as Bathukamma and Bonalu. Yet 

growth has been uneven. Urban centres — Hyderabad above 

all — have absorbed a disproportionate share of investment, 

marketing attention, and infrastructure development, while 

rural and tribal regions with comparable or greater tourism 

potential have remained on the periphery of state planning. 

This imbalance carries a double cost: it limits the economic 

returns reaching rural and tribal communities, and it leaves 

ecologically and culturally sensitive areas outside the main 

urban corridors more exposed to neglect or unregulated 

exploitation. Telangana's 2015 tourism policy acknowledges 

the importance of environmental and cultural sustainability, 

but a persistent gap between policy intent and 

implementation on the ground remains. 

Compounding these sector-specific weaknesses are 

broader structural pressures largely external to tourism itself: 

rapid urbanization, biodiversity loss, climate change, and the 

accelerating erosion of indigenous cultural continuity. 

Communities that serve as custodians of ecological 

knowledge accumulated over generations face growing risk 

of marginalization as these pressures intensify, particularly 

where rural development, conservation, and tourism 

promotion continue to be planned and funded through 

separate departmental tracks with limited coordination. 

It is against this backdrop — a well-documented national 

pattern of rural tourism's structural constraints, and 

Telangana's own particular version of that pattern — that 

TILHEM's proposition becomes relevant. Employing a 

qualitative and conceptual research approach, TILHEM 

synthesizes academic literature, national and international 

policy frameworks, and comparative global practice, drawing 

in particular on Bhutan's high-value tourism model and Costa 

Rica's conservation-financing and certification systems, to 

propose planning instruments original to the Telangana 

context: the Living Heritage Landscape concept, the Five 

Capitals Framework spanning natural, cultural, human, 

social, and economic capital, the TILHEM Compass as an 

ethical decision-making instrument requiring every proposal 

to satisfy five tests before proceeding, and a tiered, 

community-governed eco-certification system — 

provisionally termed the TILHEM Green Trust Mark — built 

on Global Sustainable Tourism Council criteria and financed 

through a ring-fenced, per-visitor conservation and 

community fee. This study is grounded in the premise that 

Telangana's continued rise as one of India's leading state 

economies need not come at the cost of its ecological and 

cultural inheritance, and examines how far a mission-based, 

integrated model such as TILHEM can offer a more coherent 

alternative to the fragmented rural tourism. 

B. Significance of Rural Tourism 

Rural tourism has evolved beyond a recreational activity 

into an important strategy for achieving inclusive rural 

development. It creates alternative livelihood opportunities, 

diversifies rural economies, supports local entrepreneurship, 

generates employment for women and youth, preserves 

indigenous traditions, revitalises handicrafts and traditional 

occupations, and strengthens local value chains. Equally 

important, responsible rural tourism contributes to 

biodiversity conservation, ecosystem restoration, climate 

resilience, and the preservation of cultural landscapes by 

recognising local communities as custodians of natural and 

cultural resources. 

India's villages represent repositories of living heritage, 

encompassing traditional architecture, folklore, handicrafts, 

indigenous knowledge systems, local cuisines, agricultural 

practices, festivals, and spiritual traditions. When developed 

sustainably, rural tourism transforms these assets into 

engines of socio-economic development while maintaining 

ecological balance and cultural authenticity. 

C. Rural Tourism in India: Opportunities 

India possesses immense potential for rural tourism due to 

the following factors: 

• Rich cultural heritage – Diverse traditions, festivals, 

folk arts, handicrafts, and indigenous knowledge.  

• Natural resources and biodiversity – Forests, rivers, 

mountains, wildlife, and scenic rural landscapes.  

• Community-based tourism – Homestays, village 

experiences, local cuisine, crafts, and cultural 

performances.  

• Growing experiential tourism – Increasing demand 

for authentic, nature-based, and responsible travel.  

• Government support – Initiatives such as the National 

Strategy for Rural Tourism, Swadesh Darshan, 

PRASHAD, and Dekho Apna Desh.  

• Employment and entrepreneurship – Income 

generation for women, youth, artisans, farmers, and 

tribal communities.  

• Agri-tourism, eco-tourism, and wellness tourism – 

Expanding niche tourism segments in rural areas.  

• Digital transformation – Online booking, digital 

marketing, social media, GIS, and digital payment 

systems. 
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• Public–Private–Community Partnerships (PPCPs) 

– Collaborative destination development and 

sustainable tourism management.  

• Heritage and biodiversity conservation – Promoting 

responsible tourism while preserving natural and 

cultural assets.  

• Alignment with global sustainability frameworks – 

Supporting the SDGs, UNESCO Cultural Landscapes, 

CBD, and GSTC Criteria.  

D. Rural Tourism in India: Challenges 

The various challenges that India is facing are as follows: 

• Weak infrastructure - poor rural roads, transport 

connectivity, and basic amenities at many destinations. 

• Limited financial support and investment - 

inadequate funding, credit access, and private 

investment flowing into rural tourism ventures. 

• Skill and capacity gaps - shortage of trained local 

guides, hospitality staff, and weak business-planning 

capabilities among local entrepreneurs. 

• Low education levels - constraining local 

communities' ability to participate in and manage 

tourism-related enterprises. 

• Hesitant community participation - scepticism 

among local populations, along with distrust and fear of 

exploitation by outside visitors or urban businesses. 

• Communication barriers - language and interaction 

gaps between rural hosts and visitors, particularly 

international tourists. 

• Weak marketing and branding - lack of specialized, 

destination-specific promotion strategies to build 

visibility. 

• Policy and governance gaps - insufficient government 

attention, weak legislative support, and limited 

regulatory frameworks for the sector. 

• Under documented and underpublicized assets - 

many rural heritage and natural sites remain 

marginalized due to lack of documentation and 

promotion. 

• Environmental and waste management concerns - 

inadequate systems for conservation, sanitation, and 

waste handling at tourism sites.    

E. Leading Rural Tourism Models in India 

India has developed diverse rural tourism models that 

reflect its rich geographical, ecological, cultural, and 

socio-economic diversity. Prominent models include 

Responsible Tourism, Eco-Tourism, Heritage and Village 

Tourism, Community-Based Tourism, Tribal Tourism, 

Agri-Tourism, Homestay Tourism, and Nature-Based 

Tourism. Although these models differ in their 

implementation, they share common objectives of promoting 

community participation, conserving natural and cultural 

heritage, generating sustainable livelihoods, fostering local 

entrepreneurship, and supporting inclusive rural 

development. Successful initiatives across the country 

demonstrate that rural tourism serves as a catalyst for 

economic diversification, environmental conservation, 

cultural preservation, and social empowerment. 

Table 1: Leading Rural Tourism Models in India 

State Tourism Model 
Key Sustainable 

Development Outcomes 

Kerala 
Responsible 

Tourism 

Community income, 

women empowerment 

Sikkim Eco-Tourism 

Biodiversity 

conservation, sustainable 

livelihoods 

Rajasthan 
Heritage & Village 

Tourism 

Heritage preservation, 

rural employment 

Meghalaya 
Community-Based 

Tourism 

Community ownership, 

conservation 

Uttarakhand 
Eco & Village 

Tourism 

Rural employment, 

reduced migration 

F. Telangana as the Study Area 

Telangana presents a suitable case for examining 

sustainable rural tourism due to its rich cultural heritage, 

biodiversity, and indigenous traditions. The state is home to 

iconic heritage sites such as Golconda Fort, Charminar, 

and the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Ramappa 

Temple, along with ecologically significant landscapes 

including the Nallamala Forests, Amrabad Tiger Reserve, 

Kawal Tiger Reserve, and Eturnagaram Wildlife 

Sanctuary. It also supports diverse tribal communities 

whose traditional ecological knowledge, cultural practices, 

handicrafts, and oral traditions constitute invaluable living 

heritage. 

Despite these strengths, increasing tourism activities, 

habitat degradation, unplanned infrastructure development, 

and socio-economic changes pose significant challenges to 

biodiversity conservation and cultural preservation. These 

issues make Telangana an ideal case for developing an 

integrated and sustainable rural tourism framework. 

G. Telangana: Opportunities for Sustainable Rural 

Tourism 

Most regions possess either natural beauty or cultural 

richness. Few possess both. Fewer still possess them within 

easy reach of a thriving metropolitan city and an international 

airport. Telangana offers a rare convergence of assets: 

• Ancient civilisation - a legacy of forts, dynasties, and 

architectural monuments, including Golconda Fort and 

the Qutb Shahi and Kakatiya heritage. 

• UNESCO-recognised heritage - anchored by the 

Ramappa Temple, giving the state a globally certified 

marker of cultural significance. 

• Living tribal heritage - indigenous communities 
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whose customs, oral traditions, and ecological 

knowledge remain actively practiced rather than 

historical relics. 

• Extensive forests - including the Nallamala range, 

offering large, relatively intact forest cover. 

• Rich biodiversity - wildlife sanctuaries such as Kawal 

and Nagarjunasagar-Srisailam, supporting diverse flora 

and fauna. 

• Rivers and reservoirs - water systems that sustain 

both agriculture and rural livelihoods across the state. 

• Traditional crafts and cuisine - distinctive 

handicrafts, weaving, and culinary traditions rooted in 

local materials and practices. 

• Living festivals and oral culture - Bathukamma and 

Bonalu, which keep cultural memory active and 

publicly visible. 

• Rural entrepreneurship - growing local enterprise, 

self-help groups, and small-scale business activity in 

villages and tribal areas. 

• Modern infrastructure - expanding roads, 

connectivity, and urban development, particularly 

around Hyderabad. 

• Proximity to a major metropolitan hub - most rural 

and natural assets lie within a few hours of Hyderabad 

and its international airport. 

• A progressive policy environment - a state 

government relatively open to innovation in tourism, 

sustainability, and rural development policy. 

H. Need for an Integrated Rural Tourism Framework 

Rural tourism initiatives in India have largely focused on 

destination promotion, infrastructure development, and 

tourism marketing as separate interventions. Similarly, 

conservation, rural development, and heritage management 

often operate independently under different institutions with 

limited coordination. Such fragmented approaches restrict 

tourism's ability to achieve long-term sustainable rural 

development. 

    There is therefore a need for an integrated framework 

that combines biodiversity conservation, cultural heritage 

preservation, community participation, sustainable 

livelihoods, responsible tourism practices, institutional 

collaboration, and conservation financing within a unified 

planning approach. 

I. Problem Statement 

Despite India's immense potential for rural tourism, 

sustainable rural transformation remains constrained by rural 

underdevelopment, biodiversity loss, climate change, 

fragmented planning, weak institutional convergence, and 

inadequate community participation. Existing tourism 

approaches often emphasize visitor growth and economic 

returns while overlooking ecological conservation, cultural 

heritage, and community empowerment. Furthermore, 

conservation, tourism, livelihood development, and 

governance are frequently implemented as isolated 

initiatives, limiting their long-term effectiveness and 

sustainability. These challenges highlight the need for an 

integrated, landscape-based framework that aligns 

biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, sustainable 

tourism, community participation, and collaborative 

governance. Accordingly, this study proposes the Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

(TILHEM) as a holistic framework to promote sustainable 

rural tourism, resilient livelihoods, and inclusive rural 

development. 

J. Research Gap 

Existing studies on rural tourism primarily examine 

ecotourism, heritage tourism, community-based tourism, 

biodiversity conservation, and rural livelihoods as separate 

domains. Similarly, tourism development in Telangana has 

largely focused on individual heritage, pilgrimage, and 

eco-tourism destinations, with limited integration of 

biodiversity, indigenous communities, traditional crafts, 

cultural heritage, and rural livelihoods into a unified planning 

framework. 

Current tourism policies emphasize infrastructure 

development and destination promotion but often overlook 

landscape-based planning, community participation, 

indigenous knowledge systems, conservation financing, and 

institutional convergence. Consequently, there is a lack of a 

comprehensive framework that integrates conservation, 

heritage, tourism, and sustainable rural development. 

This study addresses this gap by proposing the Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

(TILHEM) as an integrated Living Heritage Landscape 

framework. By combining international best practices with 

Telangana's ecological and cultural context, TILHEM offers 

a multidisciplinary and scalable model for sustainable rural 

tourism, biodiversity conservation, and community-led 

development. 

K. Purpose of the Paper 

This paper proposes the Telangana Indigenous Living 

Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) as an 

integrated policy and planning framework for promoting 

inclusive rural development through sustainable tourism. By 

integrating biodiversity conservation, indigenous knowledge, 

participatory governance, community-owned tourism 

enterprises, and sustainable financing mechanisms, the 

framework demonstrates how rural tourism can foster 

ecological resilience, cultural preservation, local 

entrepreneurship, and inclusive economic growth. 

The study aims to contribute to the growing discourse on 

sustainable tourism by offering a scalable, replicable, and 

policy-oriented model for resilient rural development across 

India. 

L. Objectives 

• To propose TILHEM as an integrated Living Heritage 
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Landscape framework for sustainable rural 

development. 

• To examine how biodiversity conservation, indigenous 

knowledge, community-led governance, responsible 

tourism, and local enterprise can be integrated within a 

single planning model. 

• To demonstrate the applicability of the Five Capitals 

Framework in strengthening ecological resilience, 

cultural preservation, and rural prosperity, 

operationalized through a replicable, 

community-owned Tribal Hut Cluster model. 

• To explore the framework's potential as a scalable 

project model for sustainable rural regeneration. 

• To demonstrate how sustainable construction, cultural 

authenticity, and local livelihood generation can 

coexist within a single built form for Telangana's tribal 

settlements. 

• To examine international sustainable tourism models 

(Bhutan and Costa Rica's) as benchmarks for 

TILHEM's design. 

• To propose a self-sustaining model including 

community-governed certification ensuring long-term 

accountability and conservation funding. 

M. Research Questions  

This study addresses the following research questions: 

RQ1. How can rural tourism contribute to inclusive, 

resilient, and sustainable rural development in India, with 

particular reference to Telangana? 

RQ2. What are the key limitations of existing rural tourism 

planning frameworks in integrating biodiversity 

conservation, indigenous heritage, community participation, 

and sustainable livelihoods? 

RQ3. How can the proposed Telangana Indigenous 

Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) 

integrate biodiversity conservation, living heritage, 

community-led governance, and responsible tourism within a 

unified Living Heritage Landscape Framework? 

RQ4. What governance, financing, digital innovation, and 

institutional mechanisms are required for the effective 

implementation and long-term sustainability of the TILHEM 

framework? 

RQ5. How can lessons from international best practices, 

particularly Bhutan and Costa Rica, inform the 

development of a scalable and replicable rural tourism model 

for Telangana and other regions of India? 

N. Scope of the Study 

This study adopts an Indian perspective on rural tourism 

while using Telangana as the illustrative case for conceptual 

framework development. It examines the interrelationships 

among rural tourism, biodiversity conservation, indigenous 

heritage, community participation, and sustainable rural 

development through a review of academic literature, policy 

documents, government reports, and international best 

practices. 

Although conceptualised for Telangana, the proposed 

framework is designed to be scalable and adaptable across 

biodiversity-rich rural regions of India and other developing 

countries. 

O. Purpose of the Paper 

This paper proposes the Telangana Indigenous Living 

Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) as an 

integrated policy and planning framework for promoting 

inclusive rural development through sustainable tourism. By 

integrating biodiversity conservation, indigenous knowledge, 

participatory governance, community-owned tourism 

enterprises, and sustainable financing mechanisms, the 

framework demonstrates how rural tourism can foster 

ecological resilience, cultural preservation, local 

entrepreneurship, and inclusive economic growth. 

The study aims to contribute to the growing discourse on 

sustainable tourism by offering a scalable, replicable, and 

policy-oriented model for resilient rural development across 

India. 

P. Introduction to the Telangana Indigenous Living 

Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) 

To address these challenges, this study proposes the 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM) as an integrated Living Heritage 

Landscape Framework for sustainable rural development. 

The framework views rural landscapes as interconnected 

socio-ecological systems where biodiversity, indigenous 

knowledge, cultural heritage, community institutions, and 

local economies collectively contribute to resilience and 

inclusive prosperity. 

TILHEM incorporates innovative planning components 

such as the Living Heritage Landscape, the Five Capitals 

Framework, the TILHEM Compass, community-centred 

governance, the Green Trust Mark certification system, 

sustainable financing mechanisms, and community-owned 

Tribal Hut Clusters to promote conservation-oriented, 

socially inclusive, and economically viable rural tourism. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Rural Tourism 

Rural tourism has emerged as an important strategy for 

promoting sustainable rural development by diversifying 

rural economies while conserving natural and cultural 

resources. According to UN Tourism (2023), rural tourism 

encompasses visitor experiences associated with nature, 

agriculture, traditional lifestyles, local culture, and rural 

landscapes. Similarly, Lane (1994) describes rural tourism as 

tourism rooted in rural identity, emphasizing environmental 

sustainability, community participation, and cultural 

authenticity. Unlike mass tourism, rural tourism promotes 

low-impact, experience-based travel that benefits local 

communities while preserving rural heritage. 
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The literature identifies rural tourism as a catalyst for 

employment generation, income diversification, 

entrepreneurship, and infrastructure development. Tourism 

creates opportunities for farmers, artisans, self-help groups, 

and local enterprises through accommodation, handicrafts, 

cultural performances, and agri-tourism activities. Beyond 

economic benefits, it strengthens social cohesion, preserves 

indigenous knowledge, and reduces rural–urban migration by 

creating sustainable livelihood opportunities. Consequently, 

rural tourism has become an important instrument for 

achieving balanced regional development and inclusive 

growth. 

In India, rural tourism has gained increasing policy 

attention through initiatives such as the Swadesh Darshan 

Scheme and various state-level tourism programmes. 

Nevertheless, fragmented governance, inadequate 

infrastructure, limited community participation, and weak 

institutional coordination continue to hinder its long-term 

sustainability. These challenges highlight the need for 

integrated planning approaches that combine tourism 

development with biodiversity conservation, cultural heritage 

preservation, and community empowerment, forming the 

conceptual basis for the proposed Telangana Indigenous 

Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) 

framework. 

B. Sustainable Rural Development 

Sustainable rural development integrates economic 

growth, social equity, and environmental protection to 

improve the quality of life of rural communities without 

compromising the needs of future generations. Rooted in the 

Brundtland Commission (1987) and the Triple Bottom Line 

approach, sustainable development seeks to balance 

economic prosperity, environmental conservation, and social 

well-being. In rural contexts, this requires efficient natural 

resource management, community participation, and 

equitable access to livelihood opportunities. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reinforce this 

integrated perspective by recognizing tourism as a 

contributor to poverty reduction, decent work, responsible 

consumption, sustainable communities, climate action, and 

biodiversity conservation. The Sustainable Livelihoods 

Framework further emphasizes that resilient rural 

development depends on strengthening natural, human, 

social, physical, and financial capital. Sustainable rural 

tourism therefore extends beyond economic gains by 

enhancing ecosystem resilience, cultural preservation, and 

community well-being through inclusive and participatory 

development strategies. 

C. Community-Based Tourism (CBT) 

Community-Based Tourism (CBT) is a participatory 

tourism model in which local communities play a central role 

in planning, managing, and benefiting from tourism 

activities. According to the World Bank and UN Tourism, 

CBT promotes local ownership, equitable benefit-sharing, 

cultural preservation, and sustainable resource management. 

Unlike conventional tourism, CBT empowers communities 

to make decisions regarding tourism development while 

ensuring that economic benefits remain within the locality. 

The literature identifies community participation as the 

cornerstone of sustainable tourism. Active involvement of 

local residents enhances destination management, 

strengthens social capital, preserves indigenous knowledge, 

and improves visitor experiences through authentic cultural 

interactions. CBT also promotes women’s empowerment, 

youth engagement, rural entrepreneurship, and the 

development of micro-enterprises such as homestays, 

handicrafts, traditional cuisine, and eco-guiding services. 

Despite its benefits, successful CBT requires supportive 

governance, institutional capacity, market access, financial 

assistance, and continuous skill development. Weak 

leadership, unequal benefit distribution, and limited 

institutional coordination remain significant challenges. 

Therefore, effective community-based tourism must be 

integrated with conservation planning and collaborative 

governance to ensure long-term sustainability. 

D. Biodiversity Conservation 

Biodiversity conservation forms the ecological foundation 

of sustainable rural tourism by protecting ecosystems that 

support tourism and local livelihoods. Biodiversity 

encompasses the diversity of species, ecosystems, and 

genetic resources, providing essential ecosystem services 

such as water regulation, climate regulation, pollination, and 

soil conservation. Protected landscapes, forests, wetlands, 

wildlife habitats, and biodiversity-rich areas have become 

important destinations for nature-based tourism. 

The relationship between tourism and conservation is 

mutually reinforcing when tourism is responsibly managed. 

Revenue generated through ecotourism can support habitat 

restoration, wildlife conservation, environmental education, 

and protected area management while creating alternative 

livelihood opportunities for local communities. The 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) advocates 

integrating biodiversity conservation into tourism planning 

through ecosystem-based management, environmental 

impact assessment, and equitable benefit-sharing. 

However, poorly planned tourism may result in habitat 

degradation, pollution, biodiversity loss, and excessive 

visitor pressure. Consequently, sustainable tourism planning 

requires carrying capacity assessment, conservation 

financing, visitor management, and active community 

participation to balance ecological integrity with tourism 

development. 

E. Indigenous Knowledge and Living Heritage 

Indigenous communities possess extensive ecological 

knowledge developed through generations of interaction with 

local environments. Traditional practices related to 
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agriculture, forest management, medicinal plants, water 

conservation, handicrafts, festivals, and sacred landscapes 

contribute significantly to biodiversity conservation and 

sustainable resource management. International frameworks 

increasingly recognize indigenous knowledge as an 

important component of sustainable development and climate 

resilience. 

The concept of Living Heritage extends beyond the 

preservation of historical monuments by recognizing the 

continuous interaction between communities, culture, and 

natural landscapes. Living Heritage Landscapes integrate 

tangible heritage, intangible cultural traditions, biodiversity, 

and local livelihoods into a dynamic socio-ecological system. 

This holistic perspective supports sustainable tourism by 

preserving cultural identity while creating authentic visitor 

experiences. 

In Telangana, tribal communities, traditional crafts, 

indigenous festivals, sacred groves, and culturally significant 

landscapes represent valuable living heritage assets. 

Integrating these resources into sustainable tourism planning 

can strengthen conservation, promote local livelihoods, and 

preserve cultural diversity. This forms one of the 

foundational pillars of the proposed TILHEM framework. 

F. Ecotourism and Cultural Tourism 

Ecotourism promotes responsible travel to natural areas 

that conserves biodiversity while improving the well-being of 

local communities. The International Ecotourism Society 

(TIES) defines ecotourism as responsible travel that 

minimizes environmental impacts, supports conservation, 

and promotes environmental awareness. Core principles 

include low-impact tourism, visitor education, community 

participation, and sustainable management of natural 

resources. 

Cultural tourism focuses on experiencing the heritage, 

traditions, architecture, festivals, arts, crafts, cuisine, and 

lifestyles of host communities. When integrated with 

ecotourism, cultural tourism enhances destination 

attractiveness while strengthening heritage conservation and 

local identity. Sustainable visitor management, interpretation 

centres, heritage trails, carrying capacity assessment, and 

responsible tourism practices are essential for maintaining 

the integrity of both natural and cultural resources. 

The integration of ecotourism and cultural tourism 

provides a comprehensive approach to sustainable 

destination development by simultaneously conserving 

biodiversity, protecting heritage, and generating 

community-based livelihoods. This integrated approach 

directly supports the objectives of TILHEM. 

G. Governance and Public–Private–Community 

Partnerships (PPCPs) 

Sustainable rural tourism requires collaborative 

governance involving government agencies, local 

communities, private enterprises, non-governmental 

organizations, and academic institutions. Collaborative 

governance enhances policy coordination, resource sharing, 

transparency, and stakeholder participation, thereby 

improving destination planning and management. In India, 

decentralized governance through Panchayati Raj 

Institutions (PRIs) provides an institutional platform for 

community participation in tourism and natural resource 

management. 

Traditional Public–Private Partnerships (PPPs) 

primarily focus on infrastructure development and 

investment, whereas Public–Private–Community 

Partnerships (PPCPs) explicitly integrate local 

communities into decision-making and benefit-sharing 

processes. PPCPs strengthen local ownership, improve 

accountability, reduce conflicts, and ensure that tourism 

development contributes to community welfare alongside 

economic growth. Consequently, collaborative governance is 

widely regarded as a prerequisite for sustainable and 

inclusive rural tourism development. 

H. Sustainable Financing 

Long-term sustainability of rural tourism depends on 

innovative financing mechanisms that support conservation 

and community development. Conservation finance 

mobilizes financial resources for protecting biodiversity 

while creating economic incentives for local communities. 

Mechanisms such as Payment for Ecosystem Services 

(PES), Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives, 

carbon finance, green tourism funds, and eco-certification 

incentives have gained global recognition for financing 

sustainable tourism projects. 

These instruments encourage environmental stewardship 

by rewarding communities for conserving forests, wetlands, 

biodiversity, and cultural landscapes. Diversified financing 

reduces dependence on government funding and enhances 

the resilience of tourism destinations. Integrating 

conservation finance with community participation can 

generate long-term economic benefits while ensuring 

environmental sustainability. 

I. Digital Tourism and Smart Destinations 

Digital technologies have transformed tourism planning, 

destination management, and visitor experiences. The 

concept of Smart Tourism integrates information and 

communication technologies to improve accessibility, 

sustainability, governance, and service delivery. Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS), Artificial Intelligence (AI), 

digital marketing, online booking platforms, social media, 

and digital payment systems enable efficient tourism 

management and wider market reach. 

Digital tools also support visitor monitoring, destination 

branding, heritage documentation, and real-time 

decision-making. Smart destination management improves 

resource efficiency, enhances visitor satisfaction, and 

facilitates evidence-based planning. Therefore, digital 
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innovation has become an essential component of sustainable 

rural tourism and offers significant opportunities for 

promoting lesser-known rural destinations. 

J. Rural Tourism and Sustainable Livelihoods 

Rural tourism has emerged as an effective strategy for 

promoting sustainable livelihoods by strengthening the 

livelihood assets of rural communities. According to the 

Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF), sustainable 

livelihoods are built upon five interrelated capitals: human, 

social, natural, physical, and financial. Rural tourism 

contributes to these capitals by enhancing skills and 

entrepreneurship, fostering community participation and 

institutional cooperation, conserving natural resources and 

cultural landscapes, improving rural infrastructure and basic 

services, and creating diversified income and employment 

opportunities. By simultaneously reinforcing these livelihood 

capitals, rural tourism enhances the resilience of rural 

households, reduces economic vulnerability, and supports 

inclusive and sustainable rural development. 

K. Climate Resilience 

Climate resilience has emerged as an important dimension 

of sustainable tourism, particularly in rural areas that are 

highly dependent on natural resources and ecosystems. It 

refers to the capacity of communities, ecosystems, and 

destinations to anticipate, adapt to, and recover from the 

impacts of climate change while maintaining their ecological, 

social, and economic functions. The literature highlights that 

climate-resilient rural tourism is supported by sustainable 

resource management, biodiversity conservation, ecosystem 

restoration, renewable energy adoption, water conservation, 

and climate-resilient infrastructure. Community 

participation, adaptive governance, and nature-based 

solutions are also recognised as essential components for 

enhancing resilience. Integrating climate resilience into rural 

tourism planning not only reduces vulnerability to 

climate-related risks but also contributes to environmental 

sustainability, livelihood security, and the long-term viability 

of tourism destinations. 

Table 2: Contribution of Rural Tourism to Sustainable 

Livelihood Capitals 

Livelihood 

Capital 
Contribution of Rural Tourism 

Human 

Capital 

Skill development, capacity building, 

entrepreneurship, hospitality training 

Social 

Capital 

Community participation, social 

networks, local institutions, collective 

action 

Natural 

Capital 

Conservation of biodiversity, 

sustainable use of natural resources, 

landscape protection 

Physical Improved roads, sanitation, digital 

Livelihood 

Capital 
Contribution of Rural Tourism 

Capital connectivity, tourism infrastructure, 

visitor facilities 

Financial 

Capital 

Employment generation, household 

income, local enterprises, savings, 

income diversification 

L. Government Initiatives for Promoting Rural Tourism 

in India 

India possesses immense potential for rural tourism owing 

to its diverse landscapes, rich cultural heritage, indigenous 

knowledge systems, biodiversity, handicrafts, festivals, 

spiritual destinations, and traditional agricultural practices. 

Recognising tourism as a catalyst for inclusive rural 

development, the Government of India has introduced 

several initiatives to strengthen sustainable and 

community-based rural tourism. 

Incredible India Campaign (2002) National branding 

and international marketing campaign to promote India as a 

global tourism destination 

The National Strategy and Roadmap for the 

Development of Rural Tourism (2022) provides a 

comprehensive framework for destination development, 

community participation, digitalisation, skill development, 

sustainable tourism, and destination branding. National 

Strategy for Sustainable Tourism (2022) focuses on 

environmental sustainability, climate resilience, circular 

economy, resource efficiency, green certification, and 

responsible tourism. National Strategy for Ecotourism 

(2022) encourages conservation-based tourism, biodiversity 

protection, community participation, and responsible visitor 

management in ecologically sensitive areas. The Swadesh 

Darshan Scheme promotes theme-based tourism circuits 

through infrastructure development, sustainable destination 

management, and experiential tourism. The PRASHAD 

Scheme enhances pilgrimage destinations while creating 

livelihood opportunities through homestays, handicrafts, 

local cuisine, and cultural activities.  

The Dekho Apna Desh initiative encourages domestic 

tourism through digital promotion, destination branding, and 

cultural awareness, while various State Homestay Policies 

support community participation, women's entrepreneurship, 

traditional architecture, and authentic rural experiences. 

Telangana Tourism Policies: 

The Government of Telangana promotes sustainable 

tourism through the development of heritage, eco-tourism, 

spiritual, adventure, wellness, and rural tourism. The 

Telangana Tourism Policy 2025–2030 aims to strengthen 

tourism infrastructure, destination development, private 

investment, skill development, digital promotion, and 

community participation, while providing incentives for 

tourism projects in Rural Telangana and Special Tourism 
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Areas. The policy also supports eco-tourism, heritage 

circuits, homestays, experiential tourism, and public-private 

partnerships. The Telangana State Tourism Development 

Corporation (TGTDC) plays a key role in developing tourism 

infrastructure, operating Haritha Hotels, promoting tourism 

circuits, and expanding nature-based and heritage tourism 

across the state. 

M. Global Best Practices in Sustainable Tourism 

Several international initiatives provide valuable lessons 

for sustainable rural tourism. 

Bhutan: High Value–Low Volume Tourism 

Bhutan has adopted the High Value–Low Volume 

(HVLV) tourism strategy to balance economic development 

with environmental conservation and cultural preservation. 

The policy regulates visitor numbers through a Sustainable 

Development Fee (SDF), ensuring that tourism revenues 

contribute to conservation, community welfare, and national 

development. Bhutan demonstrates how responsible visitor 

management and strong government regulation can support 

sustainable tourism while safeguarding cultural identity and 

natural resources. 

Costa Rica: Ecotourism and Conservation Financing 

Costa Rica is internationally recognised for integrating 

biodiversity conservation with tourism through its Payment 

for Ecosystem Services (PES) programme and 

Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) scheme. 

These initiatives encourage environmentally responsible 

tourism, generate incentives for ecosystem protection, and 

promote community participation in sustainable livelihoods. 

UN Tourism: Rural Tourism Development 

UN Tourism (formerly UNWTO) promotes rural tourism 

as a driver of inclusive economic growth, cultural 

preservation, and community empowerment. Programmes 

such as the Best Tourism Villages initiative encourage 

sustainable destination management, local entrepreneurship, 

and the revitalisation of rural communities. 

UNESCO: Cultural Landscapes 

UNESCO's Cultural Landscapes framework recognises 

the close relationship between people and nature, 

emphasising the conservation of landscapes shaped by 

cultural traditions and ecological processes. It highlights the 

importance of protecting both tangible and intangible 

heritage through community-based landscape management. 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 

The GSTC has established internationally recognised 

sustainability criteria for tourism destinations and 

enterprises. These criteria focus on effective destination 

management, environmental conservation, cultural heritage 

protection, community well-being, and sustainable business 

practices. 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

advocates the conservation and sustainable use of 

biodiversity while recognising the role of indigenous 

communities and traditional knowledge in ecosystem 

management. It encourages integrating biodiversity 

conservation into tourism planning and sustainable 

development. 

Collectively, these frameworks reinforce the importance of 

integrating conservation, governance, community 

empowerment, and sustainable tourism into a unified 

development model. 

N. Synthesis of Literature 

The reviewed literature demonstrates that rural tourism, 

sustainable development, community participation, 

biodiversity conservation, indigenous knowledge, 

ecotourism, governance, sustainable financing, and digital 

innovation are fundamental components of sustainable rural 

transformation. While each dimension has been extensively 

studied, existing research largely examines them 

independently, resulting in fragmented approaches to tourism 

planning and rural development. 

Furthermore, limited studies integrate ecological 

conservation, cultural heritage, community participation, 

governance, financing, and digital technologies within a 

single landscape-based framework, particularly in the context 

of Telangana. This gap highlights the need for a 

comprehensive model capable of simultaneously addressing 

conservation, livelihoods, tourism development, and 

institutional coordination. 

To bridge this gap, the present study proposes the 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM) as an integrated Living Heritage 

Landscape Framework. TILHEM synthesizes principles of 

sustainable rural tourism, biodiversity conservation, 

indigenous heritage, community-based tourism, collaborative 

governance, sustainable financing, and digital innovation into 

a scalable framework that promotes inclusive, 

climate-resilient, and community-led rural development. 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

A. Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory, conceptual, 

and policy-oriented research design based on secondary 

data. Rather than conducting empirical field investigations, 

the study develops the Telangana Indigenous Living 

Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) through a 

systematic synthesis of academic literature, government 

policies, international frameworks, and global best practices. 

The objective is to formulate an integrated Living Heritage 

Landscape Framework that links biodiversity conservation, 

indigenous heritage, sustainable tourism, community 

participation, and collaborative governance for inclusive 
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rural development. 

B. Data Sources 

The study relies exclusively on secondary data collected 

from multiple authoritative sources to ensure comprehensive 

conceptual development. These sources were carefully 

selected to provide a comprehensive understanding of rural 

tourism, sustainable livelihoods, community development, 

and heritage conservation. Secondary data were reviewed to 

identify existing knowledge, policy frameworks, best 

practices, statistical trends, and research gaps relevant to the 

study. The information gathered from these diverse sources 

forms the foundation for developing the conceptual 

framework, analysing the research objectives, and proposing 

an integrated model. 

Table 3: Data Sources Used in the Study 

Data Source Purpose 

Peer-reviewed journal 

articles 

Theoretical foundation for rural 

tourism and sustainable 

development 

Books and conference 

proceedings 

Conceptual understanding and 

framework development 

Government reports and 

policy documents 

National and state policy 

analysis 

UN Tourism, UNESCO, 

GSTC, CBD and UN 

publications 

International principles and 

sustainability guidelines 

Ministry of Tourism & 

Government of Telangana 

reports 

Tourism planning and policy 

context 

International case studies 

(Bhutan & Costa Rica) 

Comparative benchmarking 

and best practices 

C. Literature and Policy Review 

A systematic review of multidisciplinary literature and 

policy documents was undertaken to establish the theoretical, 

conceptual, and policy foundation of the study. The review 

synthesized evidence from peer-reviewed journal articles, 

books, conference proceedings, government reports, policy 

documents, and publications of national and international 

organizations. It examined the evolution of rural tourism and 

its role in promoting inclusive rural development, sustainable 

livelihoods, biodiversity conservation, cultural heritage 

preservation, community participation, indigenous 

knowledge systems, eco-tourism, destination governance, 

financing mechanisms, digital innovation, climate resilience, 

and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Particular 

emphasis was placed on identifying conceptual frameworks, 

best practices, implementation strategies, and challenges 

associated with sustainable rural tourism at local, national, 

and global levels. 

In addition to academic literature, the study critically 

reviewed key national tourism and environmental policies, 

including the National Strategy and Roadmap for Rural 

Tourism, National Strategy for Sustainable Tourism, 

National Strategy for Ecotourism, National Biodiversity 

Action Plan, and relevant tourism, forest, tribal welfare, 

biodiversity, and rural development policies of the 

Government of Telangana. International conventions, 

frameworks, and guidelines—including the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), UNESCO 

Cultural Landscapes and Living Heritage, the 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP), the Global Sustainable Tourism Council 

(GSTC) Destination Criteria, and selected global best 

practices in community-based and sustainable 

tourism—were also examined to identify internationally 

accepted principles, standards, and governance approaches 

applicable to rural tourism planning. 

The literature and policy review enabled the identification 

of existing research gaps, policy limitations, emerging trends, 

and opportunities for integrating biodiversity conservation, 

indigenous living heritage, community empowerment, 

sustainable livelihoods, and responsible tourism within a 

unified planning framework. The insights derived from this 

review provided the conceptual and policy basis for 

developing the Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) as an integrated Living 

Heritage Landscape Framework, offering a holistic and 

interdisciplinary model for sustainable rural tourism, 

biodiversity conservation, and inclusive rural development. 

D. Analytical Framework 

To strengthen the conceptual analysis and ensure a 

systematic evaluation of rural tourism, the study employed 

Content Analysis, SWOT Analysis, and PESTLE Analysis as 

complementary analytical tools. These methods enabled a 

comprehensive assessment of the existing rural tourism 

ecosystem and informed the development of the proposed 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM). 

Content Analysis  

It was used to systematically review and synthesize 

national and international literature, government policies, 

reports, best practices, and sustainable tourism frameworks. 

This facilitated the identification of key themes, research 

gaps, policy directions, and critical success factors relevant to 

rural tourism, biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, 

and sustainable rural development. 

SWOT Analysis  

It examines the internal Strengths and Weaknesses, along 

with external Opportunities and Threats, influencing rural 

tourism development in India. It helped identify the sector's 

comparative advantages, existing constraints, emerging 

opportunities for community-based tourism, and potential 



  ISSN (Online) 2456 -1304 

International Journal of Science, Engineering and Management (IJSEM) 

Volume 13, Issue 09, September 2026 

 

34 

risks related to environmental degradation, inadequate 

infrastructure, governance challenges, and market 

competitiveness.  

The findings guided the formulation of strategic priorities 

for biodiversity conservation, livelihood enhancement, 

cultural preservation, and community participation. 

PESTLE Analysis  

It assessed the broader Political, Economic, Social, 

Technological, Legal, and Environmental factors that 

influence rural tourism planning and implementation. This 

analysis provided insights into government policies, 

economic opportunities, socio-cultural dynamics, 

technological innovations, regulatory frameworks, and 

environmental considerations that shape sustainable tourism 

development. Together, these analytical tools offered a 

holistic understanding of the rural tourism ecosystem and 

provided the evidence base for designing the TILHEM 

Living Heritage Landscape Framework, ensuring that the 

proposed model is environmentally sustainable, socially 

inclusive, economically viable, culturally sensitive, and 

institutionally robust.  

Key Findings from the SWOT and PESTLE Analyses 

The SWOT and PESTLE analyses reveal that India 

possesses significant potential for sustainable rural tourism 

owing to its rich biodiversity, cultural heritage, indigenous 

knowledge systems, and growing domestic tourism market. 

Increasing demand for experiential and nature-based tourism, 

coupled with supportive government policies and digital 

transformation, presents substantial opportunities for rural 

tourism development. 

However, the analyses also identify several structural 

challenges, including inadequate tourism infrastructure, 

weak destination branding, fragmented institutional 

coordination, limited digital connectivity, shortage of skilled 

human resources, and insufficient access to finance for rural 

enterprises. External threats such as climate change, 

environmental degradation, commercialization of cultural 

heritage, and unplanned tourism development further 

highlight the need for a more integrated and sustainable 

approach. 

The PESTLE analysis demonstrates that although 

favourable political support, economic opportunities, 

technological advancements, and legal frameworks exist, 

effective implementation requires stronger institutional 

convergence, community participation, biodiversity 

conservation, climate-resilient planning, and responsible 

tourism governance. 

Collectively, these findings indicate that existing tourism 

initiatives require a holistic framework capable of integrating 

environmental conservation, cultural heritage preservation, 

community empowerment, sustainable livelihoods, and 

institutional coordination. This provides the rationale for the 

proposed Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM), which adopts a Living 

Heritage Landscape approach to promote inclusive, resilient, 

and sustainable rural tourism. 

Table 4: SWOT Analysis of Sustainable Rural Tourism in India 

Strengths(S) 

• Rich biodiversity and diverse natural landscapes. 

• Abundant cultural heritage, indigenous traditions, and 

festivals. 

• Strong potential for community-based tourism. 

• Traditional crafts, cuisine, and local knowledge systems. 

• Large domestic tourism market. 

• Government support through tourism and rural development 

initiatives. 

Weaknesses(W) 

• Inadequate rural tourism infrastructure. 

• Limited digital connectivity and smart tourism 

infrastructure. 

• Weak destination branding and marketing. 

• Shortage of skilled tourism professionals. 

• Limited access to finance for rural entrepreneurs. 

• Fragmented planning and weak institutional 

coordination. 

• Growing demand for experiential, eco-, and cultural tourism. 

• Expansion of digital tourism and smart destination 

technologies. 

• Community-based tourism and local entrepreneurship. 

• Public–Private–Community Partnerships (PPCPs). 

• Sustainable financing through CSR, PES, and green funds. 

• International recognition through UN Tourism and UNESCO 

programmes 

Threats(S) 

• Climate change and natural disasters. 

• Environmental degradation due to unregulated 

tourism. 

• Commercialization and loss of cultural authenticity. 

• Competition from established tourism destinations. 

• Economic shocks and public health crises. 

• Unplanned infrastructure development and habitat 

fragmentation. 

 

Table 5: PESTLE Analysis 

Factor Key Components 

Political 
Tourism policies, rural development 

programmes, Panchayati Raj 

Factor Key Components 

Institutions, institutional convergence 

Economic             
Employment, rural entrepreneurship, 

livelihood diversification, tourism 
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Factor Key Components 

investment 

Social 

Indigenous heritage, community 

participation, women's 

empowerment, youth employment 

Technological 

GIS, AI, digital marketing, online 

booking systems, social media, digital 

payments 

Legal 

Forest Rights Act, Wildlife Protection 

Act, Biodiversity Act, tourism 

regulations, heritage laws 

Environmental 

Biodiversity conservation, climate 

adaptation, renewable energy, waste 

management, responsible tourism 

E. International Benchmarking 

Comparative analysis of globally recognised sustainable 

tourism models was undertaken to identify transferable 

principles applicable to Telangana. 

Table 6: Learnings from Global Models 

Framework/Model Key Learning for TILHEM 

Bhutan 
High Value–Low Volume tourism 

and conservation-led development 

Costa Rica 

Certification for Sustainable 

Tourism (CST) and Payment for 

Ecosystem Services (PES) 

UN Tourism 

Best Tourism Villages and 

sustainable rural tourism 

guidelines 

UNESCO 
Living Heritage and Cultural 

Landscape approach 

GSTC 
Sustainable destination 

management standards 

Convention on 

Biological Diversity 

(CBD) 

Ecosystem-based conservation and 

community participation 

F. Framework Development 

The TILHEM Framework was developed through 

conceptual synthesis by integrating the Five Capitals 

Framework, the Living Heritage Landscape approach, 

principles of community-based tourism, biodiversity 

conservation, responsible tourism, collaborative governance, 

and sustainable financing. Insights derived from the literature 

review, policy analysis, SWOT and PESTLE analyses, and 

international benchmarking were adapted to Telangana's 

socio-cultural and ecological context to formulate a scalable 

and community-centred model. The Amrabad–Nallamala 

landscape is identified as a potential pilot landscape to 

demonstrate the framework's practical applicability. 

G. Scope and Limitations 

The study proposes a conceptual policy framework for 

sustainable rural tourism with a focus on Telangana. It is 

based exclusively on secondary data and does not include 

primary surveys or field validation. Consequently, the 

proposed Tribal Hut Cluster model and the broader TILHEM 

framework require empirical testing through pilot 

implementation in future research. Further studies may assess 

visitor perceptions, socio-economic impacts, ecological 

outcomes, and institutional effectiveness across diverse rural 

and tribal landscapes. 

Research Methodology Flow 

 
Figure 1. Research Methodology Flow 
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IV. TILHEM: TELANGANA INDIGENOUS LIVING 

HERITAGE & ECO-TOURISM MISSION: A LIVING 

HERITAGE LANDSCAPE FRAMEWORK 

A Living Heritage Landscape Framework 

 

 

A. The Tilhem Preamble  

Every landscape tells a story. Some stories are written in 

monuments. Others are written in forests. The oldest are 

written in the lives of people who have lived in harmony with 

nature across generations. Telangana is home to such stories. 

Its forests shelter extraordinary biodiversity. Its rivers sustain 

life. Its villages preserve traditions shaped through centuries. 

Its indigenous communities carry knowledge that cannot be 

recreated once lost. 

As Telangana advances toward becoming one of India's 

leading economies, it has a unique opportunity to 

demonstrate that progress and preservation are not opposing 

choices but complementary responsibilities. The Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

(TILHEM) is founded on this conviction. 

TILHEM seeks to create a future in which development 

strengthens communities, conservation protects biodiversity, 

and heritage becomes a source of dignity, knowledge and 

sustainable prosperity. It is not merely a tourism initiative. It 

is a commitment to future generations that the natural and 

cultural wealth entrusted to us shall remain richer because we 

chose to protect it while creating new opportunities. This 

Blueprint is therefore offered as an invitation, to 

governments, communities, researchers, entrepreneurs, 

conservationists, development partners, and every citizen 

who believes that heritage and progress can flourish together. 

B. Foundation Note 

Every generation inherits two responsibilities. The first is 

to improve the quality of life of its people. The second is to 

protect the natural and cultural inheritance that defines its 

identity. Nations often succeed in the first. History 

remembers those that succeed in both. 

Telangana possesses a rare combination of living heritage, 

ecological wealth and human resilience. TILHEM has been 

conceived as a practical framework through which 

conservation, culture and prosperity can advance together. It 

seeks to demonstrate that communities are not obstacles to 

development but its most important partners, and that 

landscapes are not merely physical spaces but living systems 

that sustain identity, livelihoods and ecological balance. 

The success of this Mission will not be measured by the 

number of visitors who arrive. It will be measured by the 

confidence of communities, the health of forests, the vitality 

of local enterprises and the pride with which future 

generations inherit their heritage. This Blueprint is 

respectfully dedicated to the indigenous communities of 

Telangana, whose stewardship of nature continues to inspire 

a more sustainable future.  

C. Why TILHEM? The Moment Before the Mission 

A nation occasionally arrives at a moment when it must 

decide not only what it wishes to become, but also what it 

refuses to lose. Telangana has emerged as one of India's most 

dynamic centres of innovation, entrepreneurship, 

infrastructure and economic growth. 

Yet, beyond its expanding cities lies another Telangana, 

one of forests, rivers, villages and indigenous communities 

whose traditions have evolved over centuries in harmony 

with the natural world. These landscapes are living 

repositories of ecological knowledge, cultural memory and 

human resilience. TILHEM is proposed as a pathway that 

safeguards what is unique while creating opportunities for 

future generations, recognizing that the future of Telangana 

depends not only on the growth of its cities, but equally on 

the vitality of its villages, the resilience of its ecosystems and 

the confidence of its communities. 

D. Framework Overview 

The Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) is proposed as an 

integrated Living Heritage Landscape Framework that 

combines biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, 

sustainable tourism, community participation, and 

collaborative governance to promote inclusive and 

climate-resilient rural development. Unlike conventional 

tourism models, TILHEM adopts a landscape-based 

approach that recognizes ecological systems, cultural assets, 

and community livelihoods as interconnected components of 

sustainable development. 

The framework emphasizes conservation-led tourism, 

local ownership, institutional convergence, and sustainable 

financing to ensure long-term ecological and socio-economic 

resilience. It is designed as a scalable model that can be 

adapted across diverse rural and tribal landscapes. 

1. Vision 

To establish Telangana as a global leader in sustainable 

rural tourism by conserving biodiversity, safeguarding 

indigenous and cultural heritage, empowering rural 

communities, and promoting inclusive, climate-resilient 

development through the Living Heritage Landscape 

approach. 

2. Mission 

To develop an integrated, community-centred framework 

that links biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, 

sustainable livelihoods, responsible tourism, and 

collaborative governance for long-term ecological 

sustainability and equitable socio-economic development. 

3. Core Values 

• Sustainability  

• Community Empowerment  
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• Heritage Conservation  

• Environmental Stewardship  

• Inclusivity  

• Collaboration  

• Innovation  

4. Guiding Principles 

The TILHEM framework is guided by ten interrelated 

principles that promote sustainable, inclusive, and 

community-centred rural tourism while ensuring long-term 

ecological, cultural, and socio-economic resilience. 

i. Landscape-Based Planning – Adopt an integrated 

Living Heritage Landscape approach that conserves 

biodiversity, cultural heritage, and rural livelihoods within a 

unified planning framework. 

ii. Communities Before Infrastructure – Prioritise 

community well-being, local ownership, and equitable 

benefit-sharing, ensuring that infrastructure development 

serves local people rather than displacing or marginalising 

them. 

iii. Conservation Before Construction – Protect 

ecosystems, biodiversity, and cultural assets before 

undertaking tourism infrastructure development, ensuring 

environmental sustainability and heritage conservation. 

iv. Participation Before Planning – Engage local 

communities, indigenous groups, women, youth, and other 

stakeholders in planning, decision-making, implementation, 

and monitoring to strengthen inclusive governance. 

v. Quality Before Quantity – Promote responsible, 

regenerative, and low-impact tourism that prioritises visitor 

experience, destination quality, and long-term sustainability 

over uncontrolled tourism growth. 

vi. Learning Before Expansion – Pilot the framework, 

evaluate outcomes, and incorporate lessons learned before 

scaling TILHEM to other destinations through adaptive and 

evidence-based development. 

vii. Partnership Before Ownership – Foster 

collaboration among government agencies, local 

communities, academia, NGOs, CSR partners, and the 

private sector through Public–Private–Community 

Partnerships (PPCPs). 

viii. Inclusive Livelihoods and Sustainable Financing – 

Strengthen local enterprises and rural entrepreneurship 

through equitable benefit-sharing and diversified financing 

mechanisms, including CSR, Payment for Ecosystem 

Services (PES), carbon finance, and green investments. 

ix. Climate Resilience and Adaptive Management – 

Integrate climate adaptation, ecosystem restoration, 

continuous monitoring, periodic evaluation, and adaptive 

management into tourism planning to enhance resilience. 

x. Legacy Before Recognition – Create lasting ecological, 

cultural, and socio-economic benefits for present and future 

generations, ensuring that recognition and destination 

branding emerge from sustainable practice rather than being 

primary objectives. 

E. The Five Capitals Framework 

TILHEM recognises that sustainable prosperity depends 

upon strengthening five interconnected forms of capital. 

The Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) is proposed as a holistic 

Living Heritage Landscape Framework that integrates 

biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, sustainable 

tourism, community participation, and collaborative 

governance to promote inclusive and sustainable rural 

development. The framework recognizes that rural 

landscapes are dynamic socio-ecological systems where 

natural ecosystems, cultural traditions, local livelihoods, and 

governance structures are interconnected and must be 

managed in an integrated manner. 

At its core, the framework is built on the Five Capitals 

Framework comprising Natural, Cultural, Human, Social, 

and Economic Capital. These capitals collectively provide 

the foundation for conserving biodiversity, safeguarding 

indigenous knowledge and cultural heritage, strengthening 

community capacities, enhancing social cohesion, and 

creating sustainable livelihood opportunities. Rather than 

treating tourism as an isolated economic activity, TILHEM 

positions it as a catalyst for rural regeneration by linking 

conservation, cultural preservation, education, 

entrepreneurship, and local development. 

The Five Capitals Framework serves as the foundational 

pillar of the Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM), providing a holistic lens 

for planning, implementing, and evaluating sustainable rural 

development. Rather than treating environmental 

conservation, cultural preservation, community 

development, and economic growth as separate objectives, 

the framework recognizes them as interconnected and 

mutually reinforcing dimensions of a living rural landscape. 

It emphasizes that long-term prosperity can only be achieved 

when investments strengthen all forms of capital 

simultaneously, ensuring that development is balanced, 

inclusive, and resilient. By integrating ecological integrity, 

living heritage, human capabilities, community institutions, 

and sustainable local economies within a single planning 

framework, TILHEM promotes regenerative development 

that enhances livelihoods while safeguarding natural and 

cultural assets. This integrated approach enables rural 

tourism to become a catalyst for biodiversity conservation, 

community empowerment, climate resilience, and inclusive 

economic growth, thereby creating self-sustaining rural 

ecosystems that contribute to the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Table 7: The Five Capital Framework 

Capital Description 

Natural 

Capital 

Forests, wildlife, water resources, biodiversity, and 

climate resilience that sustain ecosystem services, 

conservation, and ecological sustainability. 
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Capital Description 

Cultural 

Capital 

Traditional knowledge, languages, festivals, 

architecture, crafts, cuisine, and music that 

preserve living heritage, strengthen cultural 

identity, and promote heritage tourism. 

Human 

Capital 

Education, health, skills, leadership, youth, 

women, and entrepreneurship that enhance human 

capabilities, innovation, productivity, and 

inclusive development. 

Social Capital 

Trust, community institutions, Self-Help Groups 

(SHGs), village organisations, cooperatives, and 

partnerships that foster social cohesion, 

participatory governance, and collective action. 

Economic 

Capital 

Tourism, agriculture, crafts, MSMEs, digital 

enterprises, and green jobs that generate 

employment, diversify livelihoods, strengthen 

local economies, and improve resilience. 

The framework is operationalized through the TILHEM 

Tribal Hut Cluster, a community-owned and environmentally 

responsible tourism model that serves as the physical 

embodiment of the Living Heritage Landscape concept. The 

cluster integrates eco-friendly accommodation with shared 

community facilities such as medicinal gardens, organic 

farms, honey production units, craft centres, community 

kitchens, storytelling spaces, learning hubs, and forest 

commons. These interconnected components support 

biodiversity conservation while providing authentic visitor 

experiences and diversified income opportunities for local 

communities. 

Implementation of the framework is further strengthened 

through enabling mechanisms, including Public–Private–

Community Partnerships (PPCPs), sustainable financing, 

digital innovation, capacity building, climate-resilient 

planning, and adaptive governance. Drawing upon 

international best practices from Bhutan, Costa Rica, UN 

Tourism, UNESCO, the Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD), and the Global Sustainable Tourism Council 

(GSTC), the framework adapts globally recognised 

principles to the socio-cultural and ecological context of 

Telangana. 

By integrating conservation, heritage, tourism, and 

community development within a single planning 

framework, TILHEM seeks to transform rural landscapes 

into resilient Living Heritage Landscapes where ecological 

sustainability, cultural continuity, and local prosperity 

reinforce one another. As a scalable and replicable model, it 

offers a practical roadmap for strengthening responsible rural 

tourism, conserving biodiversity, empowering indigenous 

communities, and advancing the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) across Telangana and other regions of India. 

F. The TILHEM Tribal Hut Cluster: A Model for 

Sustainable Rural Accommodation 

A central infrastructural proposal, the TILHEM Tribal 

Hut Cluster is a flagship demonstration model within the 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM), designed to promote 

community-owned, nature-based and regenerative rural 

tourism. Guided by the philosophy of "Living in Harmony, 

Learning Together," the model reimagines rural 

accommodation as an integral part of the living heritage 

landscape rather than an isolated tourism facility. Unlike 

conventional resort-based developments, the Tribal Hut 

Cluster. The model reimagines guest accommodation as an 

extension of the tribal settlement itself: small clusters of 

individually owned huts arranged around a shared central 

space, built from local materials, and operated entirely by the 

community that inhabits them. 

It is embedded within the local settlement and managed 

entirely by indigenous communities, ensuring that tourism 

strengthens livelihoods while preserving ecological integrity, 

cultural identity and traditional knowledge systems. 

i. Cluster Design and Spatial Layout 

The Tribal Hut Cluster follows a compact, low-impact 

village layout comprising individually owned eco-huts 

arranged around a shared community space. Each hut 

measures approximately 5.20 m × 4.80 m and includes a 

comfortable bedroom, attached toilet and bath, storage space, 

lighting, charging points, natural ventilation, and a private 

verandah that connects indoor living with the surrounding 

landscape. Constructed using locally available materials such 

as stone, mud, bamboo and thatch, the huts combine modern 

amenities with traditional tribal architecture and decorative 

motifs, offering visitors comfort while preserving indigenous 

identity. 

At the centre of the cluster is a multi-purpose community 

gathering space, which functions as the social and cultural 

heart of the settlement. This shared facility accommodates 

community meetings, storytelling sessions, cultural 

performances, traditional dining experiences, training 

programmes, workshops, festivals and educational activities, 

reinforcing community cohesion while enriching visitor 

engagement. 
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Figure 2. Layout of the TILHEM Tribal Hut Cluster 

ii. Living Heritage Ecosystem 

Beyond accommodation, the Tribal Hut Cluster functions 

as an integrated Living Heritage Ecosystem where 

conservation, livelihoods and cultural traditions coexist. The 

cluster incorporates a range of complementary community 

assets, including: 

• Eco-huts and community-owned visitor 

accommodation  

• Forest commons for biodiversity conservation  

• Medicinal plant gardens preserving indigenous 

healthcare knowledge  

• Honey collection and processing centres promoting 

non-timber forest products  

• Organic farming and kitchen gardens supporting local 

food systems  

• Community kitchens serving traditional cuisine  

• Arts and crafts spaces showcasing indigenous 

craftsmanship  

• Story circles and cultural performance areas for oral 

traditions  

• Outdoor learning spaces and research hubs for 

environmental education and knowledge exchange  

Together, these components transform the settlement into 

a living demonstration of sustainable rural tourism, where 

visitors experience authentic indigenous lifestyles while 

contributing directly to local conservation and livelihood 

initiatives. 

iii. Sustainability Features 

Environmental sustainability is embedded throughout the 

design and operation of the Tribal Hut Cluster. Construction 

relies primarily on renewable local materials, significantly 

reducing embodied carbon and construction waste. 

Rainwater harvesting systems improve water security, while 

solar lighting provides clean energy for daily operations. 

Eco-friendly wastewater management systems protect 

surrounding forests and water bodies, and landscaping with 

native plant species enhances biodiversity and ecological 

resilience. These measures collectively minimise the 

environmental footprint of tourism while strengthening 

ecosystem health. 

• Local and natural materials - construction relies on 

stone, mud, bamboo, and thatch, sourced from the 

surrounding landscape, minimizing embedded carbon 

and construction waste. 

• Rainwater harvesting - reducing dependence on 

external water sources and easing pressure on local 

groundwater. 

• Solar lighting - providing reliable power without 

extending grid infrastructure into ecologically 

sensitive forest areas. 

• Wastewater management systems - preventing 

contamination of surrounding soil and water bodies. 

• Native landscaping - using indigenous plant species 

around the clusters, supporting local biodiversity 

rather than displacing it. 

iv. Community Ownership and Livelihood Generation 

A defining feature of the Tribal Hut Cluster is its 

community ownership and management model. 

Individual tribal families own and operate the 

accommodation units and actively participate in 

housekeeping, maintenance, hospitality services and visitor 

engagement. Community institutions collectively manage 

common facilities, organise cultural programmes, oversee 

conservation activities and ensure equitable distribution of 

tourism benefits. 

The model also generates diversified livelihood 

opportunities through handicrafts, traditional performances, 

guided nature walks, honey production, medicinal plant 

cultivation, organic agriculture, local food enterprises and 

experiential tourism. By retaining tourism revenue within the 

village economy, the cluster strengthens local 

entrepreneurship and reduces dependence on external 

operators. 

v. Visitor Experience and Learning 

The Tribal Hut Cluster offers visitors an immersive 

experience centred on the philosophy of "Experience, 

Learn, Belong and Thrive." Rather than passive 

sightseeing, guests actively participate in village life through 

nature trails, forest interpretation, traditional cuisine, 

storytelling sessions, craft demonstrations, farming activities, 

indigenous cultural performances and environmental 

education programmes. This experiential approach fosters 

cross-cultural understanding while encouraging responsible 

tourism and appreciation of indigenous knowledge systems. 

vi. Operations and Maintenance 

Long-term sustainability is supported through clearly 

defined maintenance responsibilities undertaken by 

community members. Routine activities include 
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housekeeping, landscape and garden maintenance, facility 

upkeep, guest assistance, cultural programming and 

management of common infrastructure. This participatory 

management model enhances local ownership, creates 

continuous employment and ensures high standards of visitor 

services. 

vii. Benefits of the Tribal Hut Cluster 

The Tribal Hut Cluster delivers multiple environmental, 

socio-cultural and economic benefits. It preserves indigenous 

architecture, traditions and cultural practices through active 

community participation while generating sustainable 

livelihoods and entrepreneurship opportunities for tribal 

households. The use of eco-friendly construction materials, 

renewable energy and resource-efficient technologies 

reduces environmental impacts and strengthens biodiversity 

conservation. At the same time, the model offers authentic 

cultural experiences for visitors, promotes environmental 

education and research, and serves as a scalable prototype 

that can be replicated across diverse rural and tribal 

landscapes. 

More importantly, the Tribal Hut Cluster represents the 

practical implementation of the TILHEM Living Heritage 

Landscape Framework, where conservation, culture, 

community empowerment and sustainable tourism function 

as mutually reinforcing components of rural development. 

By simultaneously strengthening the five livelihood 

capitals—natural, cultural, human, social and economic—it 

transforms tourism into a vehicle for inclusive rural 

prosperity while contributing to the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As envisioned by 

TILHEM, it is a place where guests find comfort, 

communities find pride, and nature finds a protector, 

embodying the Mission's commitment to preserving living 

heritage while creating resilient and sustainable rural futures. 

G. Core Components of TILHEM 

The Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage and 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) is founded on eight 

interdependent core components that collectively provide the 

operational foundation for sustainable rural development. 

These components integrate tourism development, 

biodiversity conservation, indigenous knowledge systems, 

community participation, rural entrepreneurship, and digital 

innovation into a unified framework that balances economic 

growth with environmental stewardship and cultural 

preservation. By promoting responsible tourism, 

strengthening local institutions, enhancing livelihood 

opportunities, and leveraging technology for destination 

management and market access, the framework empowers 

rural communities while ensuring the sustainable utilization 

of natural and cultural resources. Collectively, these 

components reinforce the Five Capitals—Natural, Cultural, 

Human, Social, and Economic—thereby creating a resilient, 

inclusive, and self-sustaining rural development model that 

aligns with national priorities and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

Table 8: Core Components of TILHEM 

Core Component Description 

Eco-Tourism 

Promotes nature-based tourism through 

forests, wildlife, wetlands, and trekking 

while conserving biodiversity, enhancing 

environmental awareness, and generating 

sustainable livelihoods. 

Heritage Tourism 

Preserves monuments, temples, forts, 

architecture, folk arts, festivals, and living 

heritage to strengthen cultural identity and 

promote heritage tourism. 

Agri-Tourism 

Integrates farm stays, organic farming, 

horticulture, livestock, and culinary tourism 

to diversify farmers' incomes and strengthen 

rural economies. 

Community-Based 

Tourism 

Encourages community participation 

through homestays, Self-Help Groups 

(SHGs), village tourism committees, local 

guides, and participatory planning to ensure 

equitable benefit sharing and strengthen 

local governance. 

Biodiversity 

Conservation 

Protects forests, wildlife, wetlands, native 

species, and ecosystems while enhancing 

climate resilience and promoting sustainable 

natural resource management. 

Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems 

Conserves traditional knowledge, tribal 

culture, folk medicine, crafts, and oral 

traditions to preserve indigenous heritage 

and facilitate intergenerational knowledge 

transfer. 

Rural 

Entrepreneurship 

Promotes MSMEs, handicrafts, rural 

enterprises, women-led businesses, and 

eco-products to create employment, 

strengthen local enterprises, and stimulate 

inclusive economic growth. 

Digital Innovation 

Utilizes smart tourism, GIS, digital 

marketing, e-commerce, QR codes, AI, and 

digital payments to improve destination 

management, visitor experience, market 

access, and digital inclusion. 

H. Cluster-Based Development Approach 

The Cluster-Based Development Approach under the 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage and Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM) adopts a spatial and thematic strategy to 

promote integrated rural development by grouping villages 

and destinations with similar natural, cultural, agricultural, or 

heritage resources into functional tourism clusters. Instead of 

developing individual villages in isolation, the cluster 

approach encourages collective planning, resource sharing, 

infrastructure development, destination branding, and 

coordinated marketing, thereby creating a more competitive 
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and sustainable tourism ecosystem. 

Each cluster is designed around its unique strengths, such 

as biodiversity, indigenous heritage, agriculture, handicrafts, 

wellness traditions, or cultural landscapes, allowing 

destinations to develop specialized tourism products while 

preserving their local identity. The approach enhances visitor 

experiences by connecting multiple attractions through 

thematic tourism circuits, encouraging longer tourist stays 

and increasing local economic opportunities. 

The cluster model also promotes collaboration among 

local communities, Self-Help Groups (SHGs), cooperatives, 

Panchayati Raj Institutions, government agencies, private 

enterprises, academic institutions, and civil society 

organizations. This collaborative framework facilitates 

efficient utilization of resources, strengthens local 

governance, improves infrastructure, supports 

entrepreneurship, and ensures equitable distribution of 

tourism benefits across participating villages. 

Furthermore, the cluster-based approach encourages 

destination specialization, enabling each cluster to develop a 

distinct tourism identity while complementing neighbouring 

clusters within a broader regional tourism network. This 

interconnected model facilitates integrated destination 

management, enhances market competitiveness, promotes 

innovation, and creates opportunities for skill development, 

investment, and value-chain linkages. By leveraging local 

resources and comparative advantages, the approach 

maximizes economic benefits while minimizing 

environmental impacts through responsible and sustainable 

tourism practices. 

By integrating conservation, heritage preservation, 

livelihood generation, and community participation, the 

Cluster-Based Development Approach transforms rural 

regions into interconnected and resilient tourism destinations. 

It strengthens the Five Capitals—Natural, Cultural, Human, 

Social, and Economic—while contributing to balanced 

regional development, sustainable resource management, and 

long-term rural prosperity. 

Table 9: Clusters based Approach 

Cluster Description 

Tribal Hut 

Cluster (Flagship 

Model) 

Community-owned Chenchu huts and eco-huts 

with community kitchens, central gathering 

spaces, story circles and learning areas, 

providing cultural immersion, visitor 

hospitality, livelihood generation and 

community empowerment. 

Eco-Tourism 

Cluster 

Forests, wildlife, trekking trails, rivers, 

waterfalls, reservoirs and eco-trails that 

promote nature-based tourism, conservation 

awareness and responsible recreation. 

Heritage Cluster 

Temples, forts, archaeological sites, sacred 

groves, traditional settlements and vernacular 

architecture for preserving and interpreting 

tangible cultural heritage. 

Cluster Description 

Cultural Cluster 

Chenchu culture, tribal festivals, folk music, 

dance, storytelling, cuisine and traditional 

knowledge that preserve living heritage and 

enrich authentic visitor experiences. 

Agri-Tourism 

Cluster 

Organic farms, orchards, millet cultivation, 

kitchen gardens and farm stays that diversify 

livelihoods while promoting sustainable 

agriculture and food tourism. 

Biodiversity & 

Conservation 

Cluster 

Forest commons, medicinal gardens, 

bird-watching sites, wetlands and biodiversity 

hotspots supporting ecological restoration, 

environmental education and ecosystem 

resilience. 

Handicrafts & 

Rural Enterprise 

Cluster 

Arts and crafts, weaving, bamboo products, 

honey centres, forest products, MSMEs and 

local markets that strengthen entrepreneurship, 

value addition and local incomes. 

Education & 

Research Cluster 

Outdoor learning spaces, interpretation centres, 

research hubs, skill development and 

capacity-building programmes that preserve 

knowledge and strengthen community 

capabilities. 

Wellness & 

Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Cluster 

Medicinal gardens, traditional healing systems, 

herbal products and wellness experiences that 

conserve indigenous knowledge while 

promoting nature-based wellness tourism. 

Community 

Experience 

Cluster 

Guided village walks, cultural performances, 

storytelling, traditional cooking, experiential 

learning and volunteer programmes that foster 

responsible tourism and meaningful cultural 

exchange. 

Advantages of the Model 

• Cultural preservation through active use - the model 

embeds cultural practice into daily hospitality 

operations, from architecture and art to storytelling 

and cuisine. 

• Direct community livelihoods - ownership and 

staffing structures ensure economic benefit accrues 

directly to tribal households. 

• Low ecological footprint - natural construction 

materials, solar energy, and water management 

systems ensure the built infrastructure does not 

compromise the surrounding forest ecosystem. 

• Authentic visitor experience - guests engage directly 

with tribal life, crafts, and knowledge systems. 

• Scalable, replicable design - the modular 

hut-and-cluster format can be adapted to different 

tribal settlements across Telangana's forest 

landscapes. 

• Alignment with TILHEM's Five Capitals Framework - 

the model simultaneously strengthens natural, cultural, 

human, social, and economic capital. 
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As the accompanying design summary states, the model 

aspires to be "a place where guests find comfort, 

communities find pride, and nature finds a protector", 

positioning the Tribal Hut Cluster not merely as 

accommodation infrastructure, but as a physical embodiment 

of TILHEM's broader vision of Living Heritage Landscapes. 

Benefits of TILHEM 

• Employment generation - particularly for rural youth 

and women, helping curb distress migration to urban 

centres. 

• Income diversification - supplementary and rising 

household incomes, contributing to an improved 

standard of living. 

• Rural entrepreneurship and market access - direct 

linkages between farmers/artisans and consumers, 

developing local markets for agro-products and 

handicrafts. 

• Preservation of cultural heritage - sustains 

traditional arts, crafts, and customs, often celebrated 

through local fairs and festivals. 

• Cross-cultural exchange - fosters mutual cultural 

understanding between visiting tourists and host 

communities. 

• Balanced regional development - supports 

modernization of agriculture and allied rural activities 

while easing rural-to-urban migration pressures. 

• Improved public services - better access to 

education, healthcare, and infrastructure as local 

demand and tourism revenue grow. 

• Revenue generation - additional income for local and 

state governments, including foreign exchange 

earnings from international visitors. 

• Sustainable resource use - encourages 

conservation-conscious management of the natural 

resources that tourism depends on. 

 

Figure 3. Benefits of TILHEM 

Multidimensional Impacts of the Telangana Indigenous 

Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

The proposed Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) is designed to generate 

long-term and interrelated benefits across ecological, social, 

knowledge, economic, and cultural dimensions, thereby 

contributing to sustainable rural development. Rather than 

focusing solely on tourism growth, the framework adopts an 

integrated Living Heritage Landscape approach that 

strengthens communities while conserving natural and 

cultural assets. 

Ecological Impact  

TILHEM promotes biodiversity conservation, forest 

restoration, watershed protection, sustainable resource 

management, and climate resilience through responsible 

tourism practices. By encouraging conservation-oriented 

livelihoods and environmentally sensitive infrastructure, the 

framework contributes to healthier ecosystems and long-term 

environmental sustainability. 

Social Impact: 

The framework strengthens community participation, 

social cohesion, inclusive development, and local 

governance. It empowers indigenous and rural communities 

through employment generation, capacity building, gender 

inclusion, youth engagement, and improved quality of life, 

while fostering a sense of ownership and cultural pride. 

Knowledge Impact: 

TILHEM facilitates the preservation and transmission of 

indigenous knowledge, traditional skills, and cultural 

practices through education, research, interpretation centres, 

experiential learning, and community-led knowledge 

sharing. This ensures that traditional wisdom is documented, 

valued, and transferred to future generations. 

Economic Impact: 

The mission creates diversified livelihood opportunities by 

promoting community-owned tourism enterprises, 

handicrafts, agro-tourism, eco-tourism, forest-based 

products, and local entrepreneurship. By strengthening local 

value chains and encouraging responsible investment, 

TILHEM enhances household incomes and contributes to 

resilient rural economies. 

Cultural Impact: 

The framework safeguards tangible and intangible cultural 

heritage by preserving traditional architecture, festivals, folk 

arts, language, cuisine, rituals, crafts, and indigenous 

lifestyles.  

Through authentic cultural experiences and 

community-led tourism, TILHEM reinforces cultural identity 

while ensuring that heritage remains a living and evolving 
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asset rather than a commodified attraction. 

V. TILHEM FRAMEWORK ARCHITECTURE 

 
Figure 4. TILHEM Framework Architecture 

Implementation Framework 

The successful implementation of the Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

(TILHEM) requires a coordinated, multi-stakeholder 

approach that integrates governance, sustainable financing, 

community participation, technological innovation, and 

continuous monitoring. The implementation framework 

provides a roadmap for translating the proposed conceptual 

model into practical action while ensuring long-term 

ecological sustainability, cultural preservation, and inclusive 

rural development. 

A. Implementation Phases of TILHEM 

The successful implementation of the Telangana 

Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism Mission 

(TILHEM) requires a phased, participatory, and adaptive 

implementation framework that integrates biodiversity 

conservation, indigenous heritage, community participation, 

sustainable financing, institutional convergence, and 

responsible tourism. The framework follows a sequential 

roadmap that gradually transitions from planning and 

capacity building to implementation, monitoring, and 

long-term sustainability. 

Phase I: Planning and Policy Formulation (0–6 Months) 

The first phase establishes the institutional, environmental, 

and socio-economic foundation for implementing TILHEM. 

It focuses on understanding local resources, engaging 

stakeholders, and preparing integrated development plans. 

Key Activities 

• Conduct baseline socio-economic and environmental 

surveys.  

• Prepare GIS-based destination and resource mapping.  

• Document biodiversity, indigenous heritage, and 

cultural assets.  

• Organise stakeholder consultations and community 

awareness programmes.  

• Establish Village Tourism Committees (VTCs).  

• Identify government agencies, NGOs, CSR partners, 

academic institutions, and private-sector stakeholders.  

• Prepare village-level eco-tourism, conservation, and 

livelihood development plans.  

Expected Outputs 

• Comprehensive baseline database.  

• Natural and cultural resource inventory.  

• Community action plans.  

• Institutional partnerships and governance structure.  

• Integrated implementation strategy.  

Phase II: Development and Capacity Building (6–12 

Months) 

This phase focuses on strengthening community capacities 

and developing environmentally responsible tourism 

infrastructure while preserving ecological and cultural 

resources. 

Key Activities 

• Develop eco-friendly tourism infrastructure.  

• Establish community-owned Tribal Hut Clusters.  

• Restore degraded ecosystems and strengthen 

biodiversity conservation.  

• Train local youth, women, artisans, guides, and 

tourism entrepreneurs.  

• Promote indigenous handicrafts, cuisine, festivals, and 

cultural enterprises.  

• Launch destination branding, digital marketing, and 

online tourism platforms.  

• Develop pilot tourism products and visitor 

experiences.  

Expected Outputs 

• Sustainable tourism infrastructure.  

• Skilled local workforce.  

• Community-owned tourism enterprises.  

• Enhanced visitor facilities.  

• Improved destination visibility.  

Phase III: Implementation and Governance (12–18 

Months) 

The third phase operationalises tourism activities while 

strengthening governance systems, institutional coordination, 

and equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms. 

Key Activities 

• Launch community-managed tourism operations.  

• Develop village tourism circuits and thematic tourism 
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products.  

• Strengthen Public–Private–Community Partnerships 

(PPCPs).  

• Introduce the Green Trust Mark eco-certification 

system.  

• Implement visitor management and carrying-capacity 

assessments.  

• Establish transparent revenue-sharing mechanisms.  

• Integrate tourism initiatives with district and state 

tourism programmes.  

Expected Outputs 

• Functional community-owned tourism enterprises.  

• Increased tourist arrivals and visitor satisfaction.  

• Improved household incomes.  

• Strengthened governance and institutional 

coordination.  

• Certified sustainable tourism destinations.  

Phase IV: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Adaptive 

Management (18–24 Months) 

This phase focuses on measuring performance, ensuring 

accountability, and continuously improving the framework 

through evidence-based decision-making. 

Key Activities 

• Develop sustainability indicators aligned with the 

SDGs and GSTC Criteria.  

• Conduct periodic environmental, social, economic, 

and cultural impact assessments.  

• Monitor biodiversity conservation and visitor carrying 

capacity.  

• Collect community and stakeholder feedback.  

• Strengthen AI- and GIS-enabled destination 

management systems.  

• Revise management strategies through adaptive 

planning.  

Expected Outputs 

• Comprehensive monitoring and evaluation system.  

• Improved destination performance.  

• Evidence-based policy refinement.  

• Adaptive management framework.  

• Increased transparency and accountability.  

Phase V: Scaling and Replication (Beyond 24 Months) 

The final phase institutionalises TILHEM as a scalable and 

self-sustaining rural development model that can be 

replicated across Telangana and other biodiversity-rich 

regions. 

Key Activities 

• Expand implementation to additional villages and 

districts.  

• Strengthen conservation financing through CSR, 

Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES), green funds, 

carbon finance, and climate-related funding.  

• Promote national and international knowledge 

exchange.  

• Encourage policy integration across sectors.  

• Develop long-term research partnerships with 

universities and international organisations.  

• Continuously refine the framework based on 

implementation experiences.  

Expected Outputs 

• Statewide expansion of sustainable rural tourism.  

• Long-term biodiversity conservation.  

• Sustainable financing mechanisms.  

• Replicable Living Heritage Landscape model.  

• Strengthened national and international collaboration.  

B. Institutional Framework 

The implementation of TILHEM requires institutional 

convergence among multiple stakeholders, each contributing 

according to its mandate and expertise. 

 

Government 

The Government plays a central role in policy formulation, 

infrastructure development, financial support, regulatory 

oversight, and institutional coordination. Departments 

responsible for Tourism, Forests, Tribal Welfare, Rural 

Development, Culture, Environment, Panchayati Raj, and 

Skill Development should work through an integrated 

TILHEM Mission Authority to ensure convergence of 

policies and resources. Government agencies should also 

facilitate capacity building, destination planning, 

eco-certification, and sustainable tourism infrastructure. 

Local Communities 

Local communities are the primary custodians and 

beneficiaries of TILHEM. Gram Panchayats, tribal councils, 

Self-Help Groups (SHGs), Farmer Producer Organisations 

(FPOs), artisans, and local entrepreneurs should actively 

participate in tourism planning, management, and 

decision-making. Community ownership of tourism 

enterprises, including the proposed Tribal Hut Clusters, 

ensures equitable benefit-sharing while preserving 

indigenous heritage and local identity. 

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 

NGOs can support community mobilisation, awareness 

generation, biodiversity conservation, heritage 

documentation, skill development, and livelihood promotion. 

Their expertise in participatory planning and capacity 

building strengthens local governance and promotes 

inclusive development. 

Private Sector 

Private sector participation is essential for investment, 

innovation, hospitality services, digital platforms, 
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eco-friendly infrastructure, marketing, and responsible 

tourism operations. Public–Private–Community Partnerships 

(PPCPs) should be encouraged to ensure that private 

investment complements community ownership and 

conservation objectives rather than replacing them. 

Academic and Research Institutions 

Universities and research organisations play a critical role 

in conducting research, documenting indigenous knowledge, 

developing sustainability indicators, providing technical 

expertise, and evaluating programme outcomes. They also 

contribute to innovation, policy development, and training of 

tourism professionals and community members. 

C. Sustainable Financing Mechanisms 

Long-term sustainability of TILHEM depends upon 

diversified financing sources that reduce dependence on a 

single funding mechanism while promoting 

conservation-oriented investment. 

Government Funding 

Financial support may be mobilised through Central and 

State Government programmes related to tourism, rural 

development, tribal welfare, biodiversity conservation, 

heritage management, and climate resilience. Existing 

schemes can be converged under the TILHEM Mission to 

maximise resource utilisation. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Corporate organisations can support conservation projects, 

eco-tourism infrastructure, skill development, digital tourism 

initiatives, heritage restoration, and community enterprises 

through CSR investments. Such partnerships encourage 

responsible corporate engagement in sustainable rural 

development. 

Green Funds and Conservation Finance 

Dedicated Green Funds, biodiversity conservation funds, 

climate adaptation funds, and international environmental 

financing mechanisms can provide long-term financial 

support for ecosystem restoration, renewable energy 

adoption, habitat conservation, and sustainable tourism 

infrastructure. Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) and 

carbon financing may further incentivise conservation 

efforts. 

Public–Private–Community Partnerships (PPCPs) 

PPCPs provide a collaborative financing model that 

combines public investment, private sector expertise, and 

community ownership. This approach promotes sustainable 

infrastructure development while ensuring equitable 

distribution of tourism benefits among local stakeholders. 

Eco-Certification and Green Incentives 

The proposed Green Trust Mark certification system can 

encourage tourism enterprises to adopt environmentally 

responsible practices. Certified destinations may receive 

financial incentives, preferential marketing support, and 

access to sustainability-linked funding programmes, thereby 

promoting responsible tourism and continuous 

environmental improvement. 

D. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Adaptive Management 

Continuous monitoring and evaluation are essential for 

assessing the effectiveness of TILHEM and ensuring 

adaptive management based on changing environmental, 

social, and economic conditions. 

Sustainability Indicators 

A comprehensive monitoring framework should include 

measurable indicators related to biodiversity conservation, 

visitor satisfaction, local employment, household income, 

women's participation, indigenous heritage preservation, 

waste management, renewable energy use, water 

conservation, and community participation. These indicators 

should align with the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) and Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 

Criteria. 

Periodic Evaluation 

Regular impact assessments should be conducted to 

evaluate environmental, economic, social, and cultural 

outcomes. Independent audits, community feedback, 

stakeholder consultations, and destination performance 

reviews should be integrated into the evaluation process to 

ensure transparency and accountability. 

Adaptive Management 

Tourism planning should remain flexible and responsive to 

emerging challenges such as climate change, biodiversity 

loss, changing visitor preferences, and socio-economic 

transformations. Adaptive management enables continuous 

improvement through evidence-based decision-making, 

policy revisions, and stakeholder participation, ensuring that 

TILHEM remains resilient and effective over the long term. 

VI. THE TILHEM GOVERNANCE & 

ECO-CERTIFICATION  

The Philosophy of TILHEM 

A civilisation is remembered not only for the monuments it 

builds, but for the landscapes it preserves, the cultures it 

respects and the opportunities it creates for those who inherit 

them. 

The Principle of Interconnectedness 

At the heart of TILHEM lies a simple yet profound 

understanding: people and nature do not exist separately; 

they flourish together or decline together. The health of a 

forest influences the well-being of its communities. The 

wisdom of communities shapes the future of the forest. 

Rivers sustain villages, and villages, through responsible 

stewardship, sustain rivers. Culture, biodiversity and 

prosperity are therefore interconnected dimensions of a 
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single living system. 

This understanding is reflected in many indigenous 

traditions and in philosophical teachings across the world, 

including the Buddhist principle of the inseparability of life 

and its environment. TILHEM therefore adopts 

interconnectedness as a guiding principle for planning and 

decision-making. Every initiative undertaken under the 

Mission shall seek to strengthen the relationship between 

people, place and nature, recognising that the prosperity of 

one depends upon the well-being of all. 

In this spirit, TILHEM is more than a programme for 

tourism or rural development. It is a commitment to nurture a 

living relationship between communities, landscapes and 

future generations. This is the essence of the Mission. 

A. Purpose 

TILHEM proposes its own eco-certification, provisionally 

named the TILHEM Green Trust Mark, to give visitors, 

investors and development partners a verifiable, publicly 

checkable signal that a village, homestay, tour operator, or 

enterprise operating under the Mission meets defined 

standards of ecological, cultural and social responsibility. It 

is deliberately built on the GSTC Destination and Industry 

Criteria as its international baseline, adapted to the Five 

Capitals Framework and the Compass that already govern 

TILHEM decision-making, and it borrows its governance 

and financing logic directly from Costa Rica's CST and 

Bhutan's Sustainable Development Fee. 

B. Design Principles 

• Built on an internationally recognised baseline (GSTC 

Destination and Industry Criteria) so the Mark is 

credible to global travellers, tour operators and rating 

platforms from day one. 

• Governed by a multi-stakeholder body, not by the 

tourism department alone, mirroring Costa Rica's 

Technical Verification Commission. 

• Publicly verifiable through an open online directory of 

certified villages, homestays and operators, so the 

claim of certification can always be checked. 

• Tied to a transparent, ring-fenced revenue instrument, 

the TILHEM Conservation & Community Fee, so 

certification funds the conservation and community 

outcomes it certifies. 

• Graded rather than pass/fail, so smaller and newer 

community enterprises have a realistic entry point and 

a visible pathway to improve. 

C. Governance: The TILHEM Certification & 

Verification Council 

A standing Council, modelled on Costa Rica's Technical 

Verification Commission, should include the State Tourism 

Department, the Forest Department, the Tribal Welfare 

Department, a State biodiversity or wildlife institute, at least 

one university or research partner, representatives nominated 

by participating indigenous communities, and an independent 

civil-society or conservation-NGO seat. No certification 

should be issued by the tourism department acting alone; 

joint sign-off protects the Mark from being reduced to a 

promotional label. 

D. The Five Criteria Pillars 

The TILHEM Green Trust Mark evaluates applicants 

against five pillars, directly mapped to the Five Capitals 

Framework and cross-referenced to GSTC's four pillars and 

the applicable SDGs: 

• Natural Capital & Biodiversity - waste, water and 

energy management; protection of flora, fauna and 

fungi; carrying-capacity limits for sensitive sites; 

alignment with CBD biodiversity-and-tourism 

guidance. 

• Cultural Capital & Heritage Integrity - free, prior 

and informed consent for any project touching 

community land or knowledge; protection of sacred 

sites, oral history, crafts and festivals from 

commercial distortion. 

• Human Capital - training, health and safety, and 

skills development for local employees and youth 

engaged by certified enterprises. 

• Social Capital & Governance - demonstrated 

community participation in planning and 

revenue-sharing; functioning local institutions (Self 

Help Groups, village committees, cooperatives) as 

counterparties. 

• Economic Capital & Local Benefit - the share of 

tourism revenue retained within the local economy; 

support for local MSMEs, crafts and produce over 

imported substitutes. 

E. Certification Tiers 

A three-tier structure allows small community enterprises 

to enter the system and progress, rather than being excluded 

until they reach full compliance: 

• Tier I - Sapling: baseline compliance on safety, waste 

and free, prior and informed consent; entry point for 

new homestays and village enterprises. 

• Tier II - Grove: full compliance across all five pillars 

with documented community revenue-sharing. 

• Tier III - Banyan: demonstrated multi-year 

performance, third-party audited, eligible to represent 

TILHEM at national and international 

sustainable-tourism platforms. 

F. The TILHEM Conservation & Community Fee 

A modest, transparent per-visitor fee, payable at 

Mark-certified sites and experiences, should be ring-fenced 

into a fund that pays forest-custodian communities for 

verified conservation outcomes (in the spirit of Costa Rica's 

Payments for Environmental Services), finances Council 

monitoring and audits, and supports local health, education 
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and skills programmes (in the spirit of Bhutan's Sustainable 

Development Fee). Publishing an annual, independently 

audited report on how the Fee has been spent is essential to 

sustaining public and community trust in the model. 

G. Pathway to Certification 

• Self-assessment against the published TILHEM 

criteria checklist. 

• Site visit and documentary verification by an 

independent auditor accredited by the Council. 

• Council review and tiered award, valid for a fixed 

period with defined renewal and spot-check 

conditions. 

• Listing in a public, searchable TILHEM directory of 

certified villages, homestays and operators, the same 

transparency mechanism that underpins traveller trust 

in the Costa Rican CST system. 

 

 

VII. VII. LEARNINGS FROM GLOBAL 

SUSTAINABLE TOURISM MODELS AND TILHEM 

LEARNING FROM THE WORLD - BHUTAN & 

COSTA RICA 

Why These Two Nations? 

No two countries are cited more often in the literature of 

sustainable tourism than the Kingdom of Bhutan and the 

Republic of Costa Rica. Both are small, both are ecologically 

exceptional, and both made a deliberate, decades-long choice 

to treat conservation and cultural integrity as the foundation 

of their tourism economy rather than a constraint upon it. 

Neither model can be transplanted onto Telangana 

unchanged, but both offer transferable instruments that 

TILHEM can adapt: a value-based visitor fee ring-fenced for 

conservation and community welfare, and a transparent, 

government-anchored certification system that turns 

sustainability into a verifiable, marketable standard. 

A. Bhutan: High Value, Low Volume 

Since opening to tourism in 1974, Bhutan has pursued a 

'High Value, Low Volume' policy, deliberately limiting 

visitor numbers and steering the market toward travellers 

willing to pay for a managed, uncrowded, culturally 

respectful experience rather than pursuing mass arrivals. 

The instrument at the centre of this policy is the 

Sustainable Development Fee (SDF), a nightly levy paid by 

every international visitor. Restructured in September 2022 

and set at USD 100 per person per night through August 

2027, the SDF replaced an earlier all-inclusive package rate 

and made tourism financing transparent and separable from 

accommodation and guiding costs. 

Bhutan pairs the fee with strong constitutional guardrails: 

the country maintains a constitutional commitment to keep at 

least 60 percent of its land under forest cover, a target partly 

financed by SDF revenue, and remains one of the very few 

carbon-negative countries on earth. Regional neighbours 

such as India, Bangladesh and the Maldives pay a sharply 

reduced SDF, a two-tier model that keeps the policy both 

exclusive for long-haul travellers and accessible for regional 

and pilgrimage tourism. 

What TILHEM Can Learn from Bhutan? 

• A ring-fenced, per-visitor conservation and 

community fee, transparently linked to education, 

healthcare, forest protection and cultural preservation, 

builds public trust that tourism revenue is reinvested, 

not extracted. 

• Tourism policy can be explicitly designed around 

value rather than volume, protecting fragile 

landscapes and communities from mass footfall while 

still generating meaningful revenue per visitor. 

• A tiered fee structure, full rate for long-haul visitors, 

concessional rates for regional and pilgrimage 

travellers, widens access without diluting the 

conservation funding model. 

• Embedding environmental commitments (such as 

minimum forest cover) at the highest level of policy 

signals permanence to investors, communities and 

conservation partners alike. 

B. B. Costa Rica: Certification, Payments for Ecosystem 

Services, and a National Brand Built on Biodiversity 

Costa Rica protects roughly a quarter of its national 

territory within its National System of Conservation Areas 

and is home to a disproportionate share of the planet's 

documented biodiversity relative to its size. This natural 

wealth is safeguarded and financed through two 

complementary instruments that TILHEM can draw upon 

directly. 

Payments for Environmental Services (Pago por 

Servicios Ambientales) 

Costa Rica's PES programme compensates private and 

communal landowners for maintaining or restoring forest 

cover, recognising four environmental services that forests 

provide: carbon sequestration, watershed protection, 

biodiversity conservation, and scenic beauty for tourism. 

Funding is drawn from a national fuel tax, international 

carbon markets, and a share of tourism-linked revenue, 

making forest custodianship financially competitive with 

converting land to agriculture or ranching. 

The Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) 

Established in 1997 by the Costa Rican Tourism Institute 

(ICT), the CST evaluates hotels and tour operators against 

roughly 150 factors across four pillars: protection of the 

biological and physical environment; management of the 

physical plant (energy, water and waste); customer 

engagement; and socio-economic benefit to the surrounding 

community. Businesses are awarded a graded rating, and a 

publicly searchable directory allows travellers to verify any 



  ISSN (Online) 2456 -1304 

International Journal of Science, Engineering and Management (IJSEM) 

Volume 13, Issue 09, September 2026 

 

48 

operator's certified status before booking. 

The programme is overseen by a multi-stakeholder 

Technical Verification Commission, combining the tourism 

board, the environment ministry, the culture ministry, the 

national biodiversity institute, universities and industry 

chambers, a governance structure explicitly designed to 

prevent the certification from becoming self-graded or 

captured by a single interest. 

What TILHEM Can Learn from Costa Rica? 

• Conservation can be converted into a recurring, 

bankable income stream for the communities that 

protect forests and biodiversity, rather than remaining 

an unfunded obligation. 

• A credible certification needs a public, independently 

verifiable directory, certification without transparency 

is only a marketing claim. 

• Multi-stakeholder governance of a certification 

scheme, spanning government departments, academia 

and communities, is what gives it durability across 

political cycles. 

• A small geography with the right positioning can 

become globally synonymous with a form of tourism, 

Costa Rica's 'Pura Vida' brand is now inseparable from 

the country's ecological identity. 

Cross-Cutting Lessons for TILHEM 

Read together, Bhutan and Costa Rica point to a single 

conclusion: sustainable tourism at scale requires conservation 

to be priced, financed and verified, not merely promised. 

Bhutan shows how to price it, through a transparent visitor 

fee tied explicitly to public goods. Costa Rica shows how to 

finance and verify it, through ecosystem-service payments 

and an independently governed certification system with 

public accountability. 

Mapped against TILHEM's own Five Capitals Framework, 

both examples strengthen Natural Capital (forests, 

biodiversity), Economic Capital (tourism revenue, land-use 

alternatives to extraction) and Social Capital (trust, 

transparent institutions) simultaneously, precisely the 

multi-capital logic that TILHEM's planning rule already 

requires of every project. 

C. THE INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK 

Grounding TILHEM in Global Norms 

TILHEM is a state-level Mission, but it is designed to 

operate consistently with, and to be legible to, the 

international frameworks that now define responsible 

tourism, biodiversity protection and indigenous rights. 

Aligning the Blueprint with these instruments gives TILHEM 

a shared vocabulary with development partners, multilateral 

agencies and certification bodies, and protects the Mission's 

core commitments from being diluted over time. 

1) The United Nations 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) 

The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development recognizes sustainable development as an 

integrated approach encompassing economic, social, 

environmental, and institutional dimensions. The proposed 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 

Mission (TILHEM) adopts a Living Heritage Landscape 

Framework that integrates biodiversity conservation, 

indigenous heritage, sustainable livelihoods, community 

participation, climate resilience, and institutional 

collaboration. Through its holistic and interdisciplinary 

approach, the framework aligns with and contributes to the 

achievement of all 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) by promoting inclusive economic growth, social 

equity, environmental stewardship, responsible resource 

management, cultural preservation, and multi-stakeholder 

partnerships. Thus, TILHEM positions sustainable rural 

tourism as a transformative pathway for achieving the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

 

2) The UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for Tourism 

Adopted by the World Tourism Organization in 1999 and 

formally acknowledged by the UN General Assembly in 

2001, the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism sets out 

principles that closely mirror TILHEM's own Charter: 

tourism as a vehicle for mutual understanding between 

peoples; tourism as a factor of sustainable development that 

must safeguard natural resources and biodiversity for future 

generations; the right of host communities and indigenous 

populations to observe and control tourism's impact on their 

social and cultural life; and the obligation of tourism 

stakeholders to respect the cultural heritage of the 

communities they visit. 

3) UNESCO Cultural Landscapes 

UNESCO's concept of Cultural Landscapes recognizes 

the inseparable relationship between people and nature, 

acknowledging that landscapes are shaped through the 

long-term interaction of human communities with their 

natural environment. This approach emphasizes the 

conservation of both tangible and intangible heritage, 

including traditional land-use practices, indigenous 

knowledge, cultural traditions, historical sites, and 

biodiversity. UNESCO further highlights the importance of 

community stewardship, where local communities play a 

central role in protecting, managing, and transmitting their 

cultural and natural heritage across generations. By 

integrating heritage conservation with sustainable 

development, the Cultural Landscapes framework 

strengthens cultural identity, promotes environmental 

stewardship, and supports resilient local livelihoods. These 

principles provide a strong conceptual foundation for the 

proposed Living Heritage Landscape approach under the 

Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & Eco-Tourism 
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Mission (TILHEM), which seeks to harmonize biodiversity 

conservation, indigenous heritage, community participation, 

and sustainable rural tourism within an integrated 

landscape-based framework. 

4) The Convention on Biological Diversity: Guidelines on 

Biodiversity and Tourism Development 

The Convention on Biological Diversity, to which India is 

a party, adopted dedicated Guidelines on Biodiversity and 

Tourism Development to help governments integrate 

biodiversity considerations into tourism planning. The 

Guidelines call for environmental impact assessment before 

tourism development proceeds, ongoing monitoring of 

ecological carrying capacity, and equitable sharing of the 

benefits of tourism with the indigenous and local 

communities whose knowledge and stewardship sustain the 

biodiversity in question. 

5) The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples 

Adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2007, the 

Declaration affirms the right of indigenous peoples to 

maintain, control, protect and develop their cultural heritage 

and traditional knowledge, and to free, prior and informed 

consent before any project affecting their lands, territories or 

resources proceeds. TILHEM's Principle of Participation 

before Planning, 'nothing about communities without 

communities', is the practical expression of free, prior and 

informed consent, and should be formally embedded in every 

community-facing TILHEM project agreement. 

6) The Global Sustainable Tourism Council: A Bridge 

Between Frameworks 

Formed in 2010 from a partnership founded by the UN 

Foundation, the UN Environment Programme and UNWTO, 

the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) is 

recognised by UNWTO and functions as the closest thing the 

tourism sector has to a common global standard. Its 

Destination Criteria are organised around four pillars, 

sustainable management, socio-economic impacts, cultural 

impacts and environmental impacts, and each criterion is 

explicitly mapped to one or more Sustainable Development 

Goals. Because GSTC does not certify destinations directly 

but accredits the bodies that do, it offers TILHEM a 

ready-made, internationally recognised architecture on which 

to build a Telangana-specific certification. 

VIII. EXPECTED OUTCOMES AND POLICY 

IMPLICATIONS 

The proposed Telangana Indigenous Living Heritage & 

Eco-Tourism Mission (TILHEM) is expected to generate 

multidimensional benefits by integrating biodiversity 

conservation, cultural heritage preservation, community 

participation, and sustainable tourism within a unified 

landscape-based framework. The expected outcomes and 

policy implications are discussed below. 

A. Expected Outcomes 

1. Inclusive Rural Development 

• Diversified rural livelihoods  

• Increased household income  

• Employment generation for women and youth  

• Reduced rural migration  

• Strengthened local entrepreneurship  

2. Biodiversity Conservation 

• Improved protection of forests, wetlands, and wildlife 

habitats  

• Community-led conservation initiatives  

• Sustainable use of natural resources  

• Increased ecosystem resilience  

3. Cultural Heritage Preservation 

• Conservation of indigenous knowledge systems  

• Revival of traditional arts, crafts, festivals, and 

architecture  

• Preservation of intangible cultural heritage  

• Promotion of Living Heritage Landscapes  

4. Sustainable Tourism Development 

• Community-owned tourism enterprises  

• Responsible visitor management  

• Improved destination quality  

• Increased domestic and international tourism  

5. Strengthened Community Participation 

• Greater involvement of local communities in tourism 

planning  

• Enhanced local ownership and decision-making  

• Improved social inclusion and benefit sharing  

6. Economic Growth 

• Increased tourism revenue  

• Growth of MSMEs and rural enterprises  

• Investment in local infrastructure  

• Promotion of green entrepreneurship  

7. Climate Resilience 

• Adoption of renewable energy  

• Sustainable waste and water management  

• Climate-adaptive tourism infrastructure  

• Reduced environmental footprint  

 

 



  ISSN (Online) 2456 -1304 

International Journal of Science, Engineering and Management (IJSEM) 

Volume 13, Issue 09, September 2026 

 

50 

 

 

Alignment of SDGs with TILHEM  

SDGs Alignment with TILHEM 

SDG 1 – No Poverty 
Rural tourism creates livelihoods, increases household income, reduces rural poverty, and 

supports inclusive economic development. 

SDG 2 – Zero Hunger 
Sustainable tourism can strengthen local agriculture, promote agri-tourism, support 

indigenous food systems, and improve food security through diversified rural incomes. 

SDG 3 – Good Health and 

Well-being 

Eco-tourism, green environments, and improved rural livelihoods contribute to physical 

and mental well-being, while better local economies can improve access to healthcare. 

SDG 4 – Quality Education 
Promotes heritage education, environmental awareness, skill development, capacity 

building, and knowledge transfer for local communities. 

SDG 5 – Gender Equality 
Encourages women's participation in tourism enterprises, handicrafts, homestays, 

self-help groups, and community leadership. 

SDG 6 – Clean Water and 

Sanitation 

Sustainable tourism encourages conservation of water resources, watershed protection, 

sanitation, and environmentally responsible waste management. 

SDG 7 – Affordable and Clean 

Energy 

Supports renewable energy use in eco-tourism facilities, green infrastructure, and 

energy-efficient tourism practices. 

SDG 8 – Decent Work and 

Economic Growth 

One of the strongest alignments. Creates employment, entrepreneurship, local businesses, 

and sustainable tourism-led economic growth. 

SDG 9 – Industry, Innovation 

and Infrastructure 

Encourages sustainable tourism infrastructure, digital tourism, innovation, rural 

connectivity, and smart destination development. 

SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities 
Promotes inclusive development by benefiting indigenous communities, marginalized 

groups, and remote rural regions 

SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities 

and Communities 

Protects cultural heritage, strengthens rural settlements, conserves living heritage 

landscapes, and improves community resilience. 

SDG 12 – Responsible 

Consumption and Production 

Promotes responsible tourism, circular economy practices, sustainable resource use, and 

reduced environmental impacts. 

SDG 13 – Climate Action 
Encourages climate-resilient tourism, ecosystem restoration, carbon-conscious tourism, 

and nature-based solutions. 

SDG 14 – Life Below Water 
Relevant if your framework includes rivers, lakes, wetlands, reservoirs, or aquatic 

ecosystems as tourism and conservation assets. Otherwise, this is only indirectly related. 

SDG 15 – Life on Land 
One of the strongest alignments. Conserves biodiversity, forests, wildlife, landscapes, 

indigenous ecosystems, and ecological integrity. 

SDG 16 – Peace, Justice and 

Strong Institutions 

Supports participatory governance, community institutions, transparent management, and 

inclusive decision-making in tourism development. 

SDG 17 – Partnerships for the 

Goals 

Promotes collaboration among government, academia, local communities, NGOs, and the 

private sector for sustainable rural development. 

 

B. Policy Implications 

The successful implementation of TILHEM requires 

coordinated policy interventions at national, state, and local 

levels. The following policy recommendations emerge from 

the proposed framework. 

1. Institutional Convergence 

A dedicated TILHEM Mission Authority should be 

established to facilitate coordination among tourism, forest, 

tribal welfare, rural development, culture, environment, and 

local governance departments. Institutional convergence will 
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improve policy coherence and reduce administrative 

fragmentation. 

2. Community-Centred Governance 

Government policies should strengthen participatory 

planning by empowering Gram Panchayats, tribal councils, 

Self-Help Groups, and community-based organisations to 

manage tourism resources. Local ownership and transparent 

benefit-sharing mechanisms are essential for ensuring 

equitable development. 

3. Sustainable Financing Mechanisms 

Long-term sustainability requires diversified financial 

resources. The framework recommends mobilising funding 

through government schemes, CSR initiatives, green finance, 

biodiversity funds, international climate finance, 

conservation grants, and Public–Private–Community 

Partnerships (PPCPs). Payment for Ecosystem Services 

(PES) and eco-certification incentives may also support 

conservation financing. 

4. Capacity Building and Skill Development 

Continuous training programmes should be developed for 

local communities in hospitality management, digital 

marketing, language skills, entrepreneurship, handicraft 

development, environmental conservation, and visitor 

management. Educational institutions and tourism training 

centres can play a key role in building local capacities. 

5. Digital Transformation of Rural Tourism 

The integration of digital technologies is essential for 

improving destination competitiveness. Policies should 

encourage GIS-based destination planning, smart tourism 

platforms, online booking systems, digital payment 

infrastructure, virtual interpretation tools, and social media 

marketing to enhance the visibility and accessibility of rural 

destinations. 

6. Sustainability Standards and Certification 

The proposed Green Trust Mark certification should be 

adopted to encourage sustainable tourism practices and 

monitor environmental, social, and cultural performance. 

Aligning certification standards with GSTC criteria will 

enhance international recognition and improve destination 

credibility. 

7. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Adaptive Management 

A comprehensive monitoring framework should be 

established using measurable sustainability indicators related 

to biodiversity conservation, visitor satisfaction, community 

participation, employment generation, cultural preservation, 

and environmental performance. Periodic evaluation will 

enable adaptive management and continuous policy 

improvement. 

8. Replication and Scalability 

Although developed using Telangana as the pilot 

landscape, the TILHEM framework has the potential to be 

replicated across biodiversity-rich regions of India. Pilot 

implementation in the Amrabad–Nallamala Landscape can 

provide valuable lessons for scaling the framework to other 

states with similar ecological and socio-cultural 

characteristics. 

IX. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on the findings of this study, the following policy 

recommendations are proposed to strengthen sustainable 

rural tourism through the TILHEM framework: 

1. Adopt a Living Heritage Landscape Approach by 

integrating biodiversity conservation, indigenous 

heritage, and sustainable tourism into rural 

development planning.  

2. Strengthen Institutional Convergence by promoting 

coordinated action among tourism, forest, tribal 

welfare, rural development, culture, and local 

governance departments.  

3. Empower Local Communities through 

community-based tourism, capacity building, 

equitable benefit-sharing, and active participation of 

women, youth, and indigenous communities.  

4. Promote Sustainable Financing by leveraging 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Payment for 

Ecosystem Services (PES), carbon finance, green 

investment, and public–private–community 

partnerships (PPCPs).  

5. Encourage Responsible and Regenerative Tourism 

through visitor management, eco-certification, 

carrying-capacity assessment, and adherence to 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 

standards.  

6. Leverage Digital Technologies such as GIS, AI, 

smart destination management systems, digital 

marketing, online booking platforms, and real-time 

monitoring to improve tourism planning and visitor 

experiences.  

7. Support Indigenous Livelihoods and Rural 

Enterprises by promoting tribal hut clusters, 

handicrafts, cultural festivals, traditional cuisine, 

homestays, and nature-based enterprises.  

8. Strengthen Monitoring and Evaluation by 

developing measurable sustainability indicators, 

periodic impact assessments, and adaptive 

management mechanisms aligned with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).  

9. Scale the TILHEM Framework through pilot 

projects in Telangana and adapt the model for other 

ecologically and culturally diverse regions of India.  

10. Promote Research and Knowledge Exchange by 

fostering collaboration among government agencies, 

academic institutions, civil society organizations, and 

international partners to encourage innovation and 

evidence-based policy development.  
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X. KEY FINDINGS 

The study develops TILHEM as a comprehensive planning 

framework founded on the principle that conservation, 

culture, community participation, and prosperity are mutually 

reinforcing rather than competing objectives. The framework 

introduces Living Heritage Landscapes as the central 

planning unit, supported by interconnected Natural, Cultural, 

Human, Social, and Economic Capitals. It further proposes 

community-centred governance, ethical decision-making 

through the TILHEM Compass, conservation financing, 

eco-certification, and collaborative partnerships as 

mechanisms for achieving sustainable rural development 

while preserving biodiversity and indigenous heritage. The 

study identifies several important findings regarding 

sustainable rural tourism in India and the proposed TILHEM 

framework: 

• Rural tourism has significant potential to promote 

inclusive rural development through livelihood 

diversification, employment generation, and local 

entrepreneurship.  

• Fragmented governance, inadequate infrastructure, 

limited community participation, and weak 

institutional coordination remain major barriers to 

sustainable rural tourism.  

• International experiences from Bhutan and Costa 

Rica demonstrate that integrating conservation, 

community participation, and sustainable financing 

leads to more resilient tourism models.  

• Existing literature primarily addresses tourism, 

biodiversity conservation, indigenous heritage, and 

rural development as separate themes, with limited 

emphasis on integrated landscape-based planning.  

• The proposed TILHEM framework bridges this gap 

by combining the Living Heritage Landscape 

concept, the Five Capitals Framework, participatory 

governance, sustainable financing, and 

community-owned tourism enterprises into a unified 

model.  

• The Tribal Hut Cluster model provides a practical 

implementation strategy that integrates indigenous 

architecture, sustainable infrastructure, and 

community ownership.  

• Alignment with global frameworks such as the SDGs, 

UNESCO Cultural Landscapes, CBD, UNDRIP, 

and GSTC Criteria enhances the framework's 

international relevance and policy applicability.  

• The study demonstrates that rural tourism can serve as 

a catalyst for biodiversity conservation, cultural 

preservation, climate resilience, and inclusive 

economic growth when supported by integrated 

governance and community participation. 

XI. CONCLUSION 

Rural tourism in India possesses substantial, 

well-documented potential to advance inclusive 

development, but that potential is repeatedly constrained by 

the same set of structural weaknesses, fragmented policy 

coordination, weak community participation, infrastructural 

gaps, and the treatment of conservation, culture, and 

economic growth as separate rather than interdependent 

objectives. Telangana's own tourism trajectory reproduces 

this pattern, with rural and tribal regions of considerable 

heritage and ecological value remaining underdeveloped 

relative to urban centers, despite state policy that formally 

recognizes the importance of sustainability. 

TILHEM's significance lies in directly addressing this 

structural gap rather than proposing another sector-specific 

tourism initiative. By reframing rural landscapes as 

interconnected Living Heritage Landscapes, and by 

embedding decision-making within an explicit ethical 

framework, the Five Capitals Framework and the TILHEM 

Compass, the Mission offers a mechanism through which 

conservation, indigenous cultural continuity, community 

governance, and economic opportunity can be pursued as 

mutually reinforcing goals rather than competing priorities. 

The study concludes that strengthening community 

participation, instituting transparent and verifiable 

certification and revenue-sharing mechanisms, and building 

integrated, rather than departmentally siloed, policy 

frameworks are essential if rural tourism is to fulfil its 

promise as a vehicle for sustainable rural transformation. 

TILHEM should accordingly be understood not merely as a 

tourism initiative for Telangana, but as a potential 

demonstration model, one capable of showing that economic 

progress and heritage preservation can function as 

complementary responsibilities of governance, with 

implications extending to other biodiversity-rich and 

culturally significant regions across India. 
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