Bodhgaya, India: The new buzzword is “spiritual tourism”

Dear colleagues and friends,

In February, the sacred Buddhist site, Bodhgaya, in the Indian state of Bihar, was declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, a move that the Indian tourism authorities prompted to make the place a big draw to tourists from across the world. 

In the old days, travel to religious places was known as pilgrimage. But the new buzzword is “spiritual tourism”, which indicates that industry has taken over the domain. Shouldn’t spiritual leaders and religious bodies show more concern and take action as religious sites and activities are increasingly exposed to the forces of commercialization and tourism profiteers? And shouldn’t governments and civil society be concerned about the sad experience that as soon as cultural and religious places appear on UNESCO’s list of World Heritage sites, a destructive cycle is set in motion as the tourism industry tends to profane and overexploit these places?

In the case of Bodhgaya, few critical voices have been raised. Meanwhile, tourism businesses are rather worried that not enough profits can be made out of the place due to the lack of infrastructure and safety for tourists in Bihar.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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Voice of America, 22 February 2004

INDIA SEEKS TO USE BUDDHIST HERITAGE TO ATTRACT TOURISTS 

by Anjana Pasricha

New Delhi, 22 Feb 2004, 13:40 UTC

India is trying to encourage more people to visit Buddhist sites in the country as part of what it is calling "spiritual tourism" for Buddhists from around the world. 

Buddha first preached in India, but Buddhism became more popular in East Asian countries. As a result, although many sacred Buddhist sites lie in India, they have received scant attention. 

India now wants to change that and use the potential of these religious places to attract more overseas Buddhist pilgrims. At a recent conference in New Delhi, hundreds of Buddhist scholars and monks from 22 countries heard about India's plans to acquaint the world more intimately with the "thousands of sign posts" of Buddhism in the country.

As part of this initiative, India is developing tourism infrastructure at prominent Buddhist holy sites.

India's Tourism Minister Jagmohan says these sites will not just be tourist attractions. He says they will be places where pilgrims can meditate and debate, providing opportunities for what he calls "mental rejuvenation and spiritual elevation."

"Our new initiative aims at creating new hubs all over the country, which aims at synthesizing elements of tourism, history, heritage and healthy environment," he said.

The holy sites include Buddhism's most sacred shrine, the Mahabodi temple in Bodhgaya town, where Buddha is believed to have attained enlightenment 2,500 years ago. It is a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

Many of the Buddhist sites, including the Mahabodi temple, lie in India's most backward and lawless state - the eastern state of Bihar. That has deterred tourists in the past from visiting them.

Among the monks who attended the conference was Thich Quangba from Australia. He says many devotees do not visit the holy sites in India because of lack of convenient air connections and proper infrastructure.

"The condition, road, bridge, car, hotel, grounds and the process of going," said Mr. Quangba. "I believe we could be able to make a lot of improvements."

New Delhi promises to address these problems by providing all amenities needed by tourists at the sites, and improving transportation connections.

Tourism professionals say the concept of "spiritual tourism" has the potential to attract tens of thousands of Buddhist pilgrims, and the plan, if properly implemented, could become a money- maker for the country.

About three million tourists visit India every year - a mere trickle compared to countries such as Thailand and Singapore.
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http://www.dailynews.lk/2004/02/20/wor001.html 

Agence France Presse: 20 Feb. 2004

BUDDHISM’S HOLIEST SHRINE DEDICATED WORLD HERITAGE SITE

BODHGAYA, India, Thursday (AFP)

Buddhism's holiest shrine was yesterday formally dedicated as a world heritage site, with Indian officials saying it would one day rival the Vatican or Mecca. 

Officials from India's tourism ministry and the UN Educational, Social and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which declared the Mahaboddhi Temple a world heritage site in June 2002, sponsored the dedication, attended by Buddhist monks from around the world. 

The Mahabodhi temple is the holiest of the four sacred sites related to Buddha, who was born in Lumbini, Nepal, and is said to have attained enlightenment in this eastern Indian pilgrimage town. 

Experts believe the Mahabodhi temple dates from the fifth or sixth century. It is one of the earliest Buddhist shrines built entirely in brick which has survived the onslaught of Muslim Mughal emperors during their 500 years of rule in India. 

The officials said the ceremony and efforts by the government to spruce up Bodhgaya would bring its popularity on a par with the most revered sites of the Catholics and Muslims. 

"There is a plan to elevate Bodhgaya as a holy place like the Vatican and Mecca for the millions of Buddhists in over 20 countries," said Bodhgaya administrator Brajesh Mehrotra. 

He said the state government of Bihar, where Bodhgaya is located, has invested three billion rupees (65 million dollars) to revamp Mahabodhi temple and clean up Bodhgaya. 

UNESCO will also plough in funds to promote the site following the dedication ceremony, which comes after a three-day international Buddhist conclave at New Delhi, to popularize spiritual tourism in India. 

Hundreds of candles were lit around the temple and towering gates and decorated arches sprung up to welcome some 400 delegates from 25 countries who arrived here Thursday from New Delhi. 

Indian tour operators together with the government have come up with a tour package of 360 dollars to visit eight Buddhist tourist circuit cities where Buddha taught and lived, a state tourism official said. "Bodhgaya is already a central international pilgrimage and has monasteries built by Buddhist devotees from 36 countries," he said. 

Tour operators were unimpressed. 

"What we need is good connectivity because religious tourism attracts the elderly, but travel in Bihar is difficult which makes it very difficult for us to sell Bodhgaya," said Indian Tour Operators' Association President Jyoti Kapoor. 

Ven Tich Quang Ba, a Buddhist scholar who represented Australia and New Zealand at the New Delhi meet, has said that Bodhgaya was one of the deadliest places in lawless Bihar, where hold-ups of religious tourists are common. 

"Bodhgaya is like a woman in tattered clothes with a painted face. What is important is good roads, nice places to stay, which Bodhgaya lacks, and security, which Bodhgaya never will have unless the government shows some commitment," said operator Ashwin Bharadwaj. 

An international airport was built a year ago at Gaya, 25 kilometres (14 miles) from Bodhgaya, but flights from Buddhist destinations of Thailand and Sri Lanka come only once a week. 

Over 150 international Buddhist forums are offering charity to improve the town's shoddy infrastructure, state government officials said. 

The other prominent sites in Bihar are Vaishali, near the state capital Patna, where Buddha gave his last sermons, Rajgir, another prominent place of his teachings and Kushinagar, where he died. 

Sarnath in the adjacent state of Uttar Pradesh is also one of the holiest Buddhist sites as Buddha preached his first Sermon there in 590 B.C.
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Daily Star (Bangladesh): 20. Feb. 2004

INDIA BANKS ON SPIRITUAL TOURISM, EYES 15% GROWTH

By Pallab Bhattacharya, New Delhi

As India looks forward to register a record 15 percent growth of its tourism sector in 2004, the new buzzword is spiritual tourism.

Keeping an eye on tourists from Asia's vast Buddhist communities, the Indian capital played host to a three- day international conference on Buddhism and spiritual tourism that showcased the development in the country's Buddhist pilgrimage centers.

The idea of spiritual tourism put forward by tourism minister appears to have caught on with the delegates, who included monks, scholars and foreign tour operators, at the conference that ended yesterday.

All the delegates, who also included Tsolmon Omon Emkhbayar, wife of Mongolian prime minister and Magsaysay award winner South Korean monk Pomnyun Sunim, were taken to leading Buddhist pilgrimage centers such as Lumbini, where Lord Buddha was born more than 2500 years ago as the son of a king, Bodhgaya, where he had attained enlightenment, Nalanda, the ancient seat of learning, and Sarnath.

Bodhgaya has been declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, a move that is likely to make the place a big draw to tourists from across the world. 

According to a monk from Singapore who attended the conference, the concept of spiritual tourism has all trappings of a successful project. Emkhbyayar believes spiritual tourism will provide a major boost to tourism in India and a similar project was being developed in Mongolia also.

It was in August last year that the Indian government decided to connect all key Buddhist heritage sites through a rail network at a cost of seven million dollars. Most of the sites are located in the eastern state of Bihar.

"Our aim is to showcase India's contribution to Buddhism and its ancient culture and civilization," said the tourism minister who has been widely feted for his initiatives to boost the tourism sector. "We are looking not only at earning dollars but at some point of time everyone needs to free himself from the shackles to seek peace," he added.

Development of Buddhist heritage sites and attracting tourists is part of India's official policy of closer interaction with South East and East Asia, a policy initiated by Congress government in 1992 and pursued vigorously by the present dispensation headed by Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee.

Spiritual tourism is the new vista in tourism sector which holds out a lot of promise, tourism industry experts say.

As part of efforts to boost spiritual tourism the government has identified for immediate development a number of circuits other than the Buddhist circuit. Having registered foreign tourist inflow of 2.5 million in 2003, India hopes to attract an estimated three million of foreign tourists in the current year.
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