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ABSTRACT

Ecotourism has emerged as a sustainable development approach that links environmental conservation with the socio-economic advancement of indigenous
communities. Patalkot, a geographically secluded valley located in the Chhindwara district of Madhya Pradesh, represents one such ecologically sensitive and
culturally rich tribal region where ecotourism initiatives have expanded in recent years. This study examines the socio-economic impact of ecotourism on the Bharia
and Gond tribal communities of Patalkot by relying exclusively on secondary data derived from government records, tourism databases, census statistics, and
published research. The study employs a descriptive and analytical methodology to interpret trends in tourist inflow, livelihood diversification, community
participation, and cultural revitalization. Evidence from institutional reports indicates notable improvements in income opportunities, employment diversification,
and market engagement among households engaged directly or indirectly in ecotourism activities. At the same time, the study identifies emerging challenges related
to cultural commodification, environmental pressure, and unequal distribution of tourism benefits. The findings underscore that ecotourism holds significant
potential for enhancing livelihood security in Patalkot, provided that development efforts remain community-centred and environmentally responsible. This research
contributes to the limited academic discourse on tribal ecotourism in central India and highlights the need for policy frameworks that balance economic gains with
ecological sustainability and cultural integrity.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Ecotourism has become an increasingly significant approach within sustainable development discourse, particularly in regions inhabited by indigenous
and tribal populations. As global interest in environmentally responsible tourism grows, ecotourism is increasingly viewed as a mechanism through which
conservation goals and rural livelihood enhancement can be pursued simultaneously. In India, the integration of tribal livelihoods with nature-based
tourism has gained momentum, especially in ecologically rich and culturally distinct landscapes. These regions offer unique opportunities for community
involvement in tourism while also facing challenges associated with commercialization, cultural change, and ecological stress.

Patalkot, situated in the Chhindwara district of Madhya Pradesh, represents one of the most distinctive tribal landscapes in central India. The valley is
home primarily to the Bharia—recognized as a Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group (PVTG)—and the Gond communities, whose socio-economic
structures have traditionally depended on forest resources, subsistence agriculture, and minor forest produce. In recent years, improved accessibility and
government-led initiatives have facilitated the gradual emergence of ecotourism in Patalkot. Trekking routes, herbal medicine knowledge, cultural
performances, and homestay initiatives have begun to attract visitors, leading to new livelihood opportunities for the local population. As a result, Patalkot
has transitioned from a relatively isolated region to a site of growing eco-cultural tourism interest.

1.1 Study Area Context

Patalkot comprises a deep valley surrounded by dense forests and steep hills, which historically limited external interaction and preserved its tribal cultural
heritage. The daily life, traditional knowledge systems, and natural resource use patterns of the Bharia and Gond communities are deeply interlinked with
the surrounding ecosystem. With the rise of ecotourism, these communities are increasingly engaging in tourism-related activities such as guiding,
handicraft production, cultural demonstrations, and small-scale entrepreneurship. This shift has introduced new income sources but has also brought new
pressures on local cultural and ecological systems.
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1.2 Research Gap

Despite Patalkot’s increasing visibility in tourism policies and promotional material, academic research examining the socio-economic implications of
ecotourism in this region remains limited. Existing literature on tribal ecotourism in India has largely focused on states such as Kerala, Sikkim, and
Rajasthan, whereas central Indian tribal belts remain underrepresented. Furthermore, most available information on Patalkot is administrative or
descriptive in nature rather than analytical. There is a clear gap in scholarly work that critically evaluates how ecotourism affects livelihood diversification,
income stability, cultural practices, and community participation among Patalkot’s tribal households. This study seeks to address this gap through a
systematic review and interpretation of secondary data.

1.3 Significance of the Study

Understanding the socio-economic impact of ecotourism in Patalkot is crucial for shaping development strategies that balance economic advancement
with cultural preservation and environmental sustainability. The study provides valuable insights into how tribal communities adapt to new livelihood
opportunities, how benefits are distributed, and what risks emerge due to increasing tourist activity. The findings can contribute to policy formation for
community-based tourism, assist government agencies in designing culturally sensitive tourism models, and support tribal welfare planning in
ecologically fragile areas. By focusing on a region with limited prior academic attention, this research broadens the existing knowledge base on
ecotourism-led development in India.

1.4 Aim of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to assess the socio-economic impact of ecotourism on the tribal communities of Patalkot using an analytical interpretation
of secondary data sources.

2. Literature Review

The existing body of literature underscores ecotourism as an important mechanism for achieving sustainable development by linking environmental
conservation with local community welfare. Scholars widely acknowledge that community-based ecotourism (CBE) enhances local ownership, equitable
benefit-sharing, and long-term socio-economic resilience in rural and tribal regions. Studies focusing on Indigenous communities indicate that ecotourism
diversifies livelihood options beyond traditional occupations such as agriculture and minor forest produce collection, thereby providing improved income
stability and new employment pathways for tribal youth. Literature also highlights that ecotourism contributes significantly to cultural preservation,
reinforcing Indigenous identity through the revitalization of dance, craft, traditional food systems, and medicinal knowledge. However, researchers
caution that rising tourist pressure can cause ecological degradation, biodiversity loss, trail erosion, and waste accumulation, suggesting the need for strict
environmental safeguards. Empirical research on PVTGs (Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups) reveals that targeted tourism interventions—when
supported with capacity building and market linkages—can substantially elevate socio-economic conditions. Additionally, evidence suggests that
ecotourism promotes greater gender participation, especially through women-led SHGs, homestays, and craft-based enterprises. Despite these benefits,
several scholars note the challenge of seasonality, which restricts long-term income stability. The literature also emphasizes that government policies,
institutional support, and eco-development committees play a crucial role in ensuring that ecotourism benefits are sustainable and community-driven.
Importantly, researchers identify a significant gap in region-specific academic studies, particularly in ecologically sensitive tribal regions such as PatalKot,
where available information is largely administrative rather than analytical. This underscores the need for rigorous secondary-data-based assessments to
understand ecotourism’s socio-economic impacts on tribal livelihoods.

3. Objectives

1. Tounderstand the basic socio-economic conditions of the tribal communities living in PatalKot.
2. Toexamine the livelihood opportunities created for tribal households through ecotourism activities.
3. To assess the changes in income, employment, and cultural practices associated with the growth of ecotourism in PatalKot.

4.  To identify key challenges that tribal communities face in the process of ecotourism development.

4. Research Methodology
4.1. Research Approach and Rationale
The study employs a mixed-method research approach, integrating primary and secondary data to examine the socio-economic effects of ecotourism on

tribal communities in Patalkot. This dual approach allows deeper triangulation, enhances credibility, and captures both measurable and experiential
dimensions of livelihood change.
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4.2. Research Design

A descriptive—analytical design is adopted. The descriptive component documents demographic and socio-economic characteristics, while the analytical
component evaluates income shifts, livelihood diversification, cultural change, and environmental pressures. This design supports both documentation
and interpretation of emerging socio-economic trends.

4.3. Universe and Study Area

The research was conducted in Patalkot Valley, located in Chhindwara district of Madhya Pradesh. The region is predominantly inhabited by Bharia
(PVTG) and Gond tribes whose livelihood systems depend on forest ecosystems and minor forest produce. Patalkot’s recent emergence as an ecotourism
destination makes it a relevant site for socio-economic impact assessment.

4.4. Sources of Data

1.  Primary Data
Primary data were collected through structured questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, FGDs, and field observations. Information collected included:
e  Demographic profile
e Household livelihood structure
e  Participation in ecotourism activities
. Income before and after ecotourism
e Perceptions regarding cultural change and environmental concerns
e Barriers to ecotourism participation
2. Secondary Data
Secondary information was drawn from:
e  Census of India (2011)
e  District Statistical Handbook (Chhindwara)
e  MPTDC tourism records
e  Tribal Welfare and Forest Department reports
e  Academic studies and published literature

e NGO documentation and relevant government portals

5. Sampling Framework
5.1 Sampling Technique

A multistage sampling approach was followed:
e  Patalkot Valley selected purposively for its cultural and ecological features.
. Six villages chosen based on tourism exposure.

. From these villages, 100 respondents selected through simple random sampling to ensure representativeness.
5.2 Sample Size

A total of 100 respondents were surveyed. This size is appropriate for community-level socio-economic studies and enables reliable statistical
interpretation.
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6. Tools and Techniques of Data Collection

6.1 Structured Questionnaire

Used to collect quantifiable information on socio-economic indicators, livelihood changes, and tourism participation.

6.2 Semi-Structured Interviews

Conducted with tourism workers, community elders, herbal practitioners, and departmental officials to gather in-depth qualitative insights.

6.3 Focus Group Discussions

FGDs were held with women, youth, and elders to capture collective perceptions on cultural change, tourism impacts, and socio-economic shifts.
6.4 Direct Observation

Field observations included monitoring trail conditions, tourist flow, environmental degradation, cultural demonstrations, and resource-use patterns.

7. Methods of Data Analysis
7.1 Quantitative Analysis

e Frequency distribution

e  Percentage analysis

e  Comparative evaluations

e  Before-after income change analysis

e Graphical representation through bar charts
7.2 Qualitative Analysis

e  Thematic coding of interview and FGD responses

. Identification of recurrent themes such as cultural commodification, livelihood aspirations, environmental stress, and governance concerns.
7.3 Triangulation

Cross-verification of primary and secondary data enhanced validity. Government tourism records were compared with field participation levels, while
census and statistical data validated socio-economic patterns.

8. Ethical Considerations

. Informed consent obtained.
e Anonymity and confidentiality ensured.
. Cultural sensitivity maintained.

. Data used strictly for academic purposes.

9. Limitations

. Seasonal fluctuation in tourist flow restricted certain observations.
. Remote terrain limited access to interior hamlets.

. Income data partly dependent on respondent recall.

. Cultural impacts require long-term tracking for deeper accuracy.

1.  Primary Data
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Table 1: Age Distribution

Age Group Number Percentage
18-30 28 28

31-45 42 42

46-60 23 23

60+ 7 7

Total 100 100

Age Distribution

Age Group

Interpretation:

The age structure shows that Patalkot’s tribal community is predominantly young and economically active. The concentration of respondents below 45
years (70%) suggests strong human potential for ecotourism-linked occupations that demand mobility and adaptability. The limited elderly population
indicates shifting livelihood responsibilities toward younger members, providing opportunities for targeted skill development programs.

Table 2: Education Level

Education Level Number Percentage
Illiterate 19 19
Primary 31 31

Middle 24 24
Secondary 18 18
Graduate+ 8 8

Total 100 100

Graph 2: Education Level
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Education Levels

Number

Education

Interpretation:

The education profile reflects structural limitations, with over half of the respondents educated only up to primary or middle school. This low educational
attainment restricts community access to higher-value tourism jobs such as management, digital marketing, or formal hospitality roles. Strengthening
education and training programs is essential for expanding ecotourism benefits.

Table 3: Household Size

Size No. %
1-3 18 18
4-6 56 56
7+ 26 26
Total 100 100

Graph 3: Household Size

Household Size

Household Size



International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 6, Issue 12, pp 1727-1741 December, 2025 1733

Interpretation:

Household size patterns indicate strong joint-family structures. Larger households imply higher dependency ratios, increasing vulnerability during
seasonal livelihood fluctuations. Ecotourism provides a supplemental income source capable of reducing financial stress in such households.

Table 4: Social Group

Group No. %
Bharia 63 63
Gond 37 37
Total 100 100

Graph 4: Social Group

Social Groups

Group

Interpretation:

The predominance of Bharia PVTGs underscores Patalkot’s cultural richness. Their traditional ecological knowledge represents a unique cultural asset
for ecotourism. However, careful planning is required to avoid cultural exploitation and ensure equitable benefit-sharing.

Table 5: Livelihood Sources

Source No. %
Agriculture 33 33
Minor Forest Produce 21 21
Wage Labour 19 19
Ecotourism 17 17
Small Business 10 10
Total 100 100
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Graph 5: Livelihood Sources

Interpretation:

Livelihood Sources

Source

Livelihood diversification is visible with 17% of households now dependent on ecotourism. This transition from traditional agriculture and forest-based

activities towards service-oriented tourism roles demonstrates an emerging structural shift toward a more resilient mixed economy.

Table 6: Ecotourism Participation

Activity No. %
Trekking Guide 9 9
Homestay 4 4
Handicraft 5 5
Herbal 7 7
Cultural 6 6
Not involved 69 69
Total 100 100
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Graph 6: Ecotourism Participation

Ecotourism Participation
70t

Activity

Interpretation:

Only 31% of respondents are engaged in ecotourism, revealing substantial untapped potential. Participation is highest in trekking and herbal product
selling, indicating strong reliance on natural and cultural capital. Expanding training, credit access, and marketing support could significantly increase
involvement.

Table 7: Income Before Ecotourism

Income No. %
<4000 47 47
4001-6000 34 34
6001-8000 14 14
8001-10000 5 5
Above 10000 0 0
Total 100 100

Graph 7: Income Before Ecotourism

Income Before Ecotourism
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Interpretation:

Income distribution before ecotourism shows widespread economic vulnerability, with 47% households in the lowest bracket. The dominance of low-
income categories reflects dependence on subsistence agriculture and forest collection, reinforcing the need for alternative and stable income
opportunities.

Table 8: Income After Ecotourism (31 respondents)

Income No. %
<4000 10 32
4001-6000 8 26
6001-8000 7 23
8001-10000 4 13
Above 10000 2 6
Total 31 100

Graph 8: Income After Ecotourism

Income After Ecotourism

Number

Income Category

Interpretation:

A clear upward income mobility is observed after ecotourism involvement. The proportion of households earning above 6000 has significantly increased,
demonstrating ecotourism’s role in enhancing household economic resilience. The emergence of higher-income groups indicates potential for micro-
entrepreneurship.

Table 9: Cultural Impact

Impact Agree

Culture preserved 49

Cultural commercialization 57
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Graph 9: Cultural Impact

Cultural Impact

40f
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Agree Count

0

Impact Type

Interpretation:

The dual nature of cultural impact is evident. While ecotourism promotes cultural revival through performances and traditional craft, commercialization
pressures risk reshaping cultural expressions for tourist demand. This highlights the need for ethical tourism guidelines to protect authenticity.

Table 10: Environmental Impact

Impact No. %
Waste increase 44 44
Wildlife disturbance 23 23
Soil erosion 17 17
No major change 16 16
Total 100 100

Graph 10: Environmental Impact

Environmental Impact

Number

Impact Type
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Interpretation:

Environmental pressures such as waste accumulation and wildlife disturbance indicate that ecotourism is not entirely eco-friendly in practice. These
findings stress the necessity of implementing sustainable tourism practices, stricter waste management, and community-led conservation efforts.

2. Secondary Data Tables with Academic Interpretation

Table 1: Key Demographic Indicators of Tribal Communities (Census 2011)

Indicator Value Source

ST Population (Chhindwara) 7,60,000+ Census 2011
Literacy Rate (ST) 52.1% Census 2011
Major Tribes Bharia, Gond Census 2011

Interpretation:

The demographic structure reflects a predominantly tribal district with relatively low literacy levels. Such socio-economic characteristics indicate
structural barriers that make alternative livelihood options—such as ecotourism—important for income enhancement and community resilience.

Table 2: Tourist Footfall Trends in Patalkot (MPTDC Reports)

Year Footfall (Estimated) Source
2016 8,000 MPTDC
2018 12,000 MPTDC
2019 15,000 MP Tourism
2022 Recovery Post-COVID MP Tourism

https://www.mptourism.com/

Interpretation:

Tourist arrivals in Patalkot increased significantly before the pandemic, indicating rising interest in ecotourism. This trend highlights the valley’s potential
as a sustainable tourism site capable of generating livelihood opportunities for tribal households.

Table 3: Socio-economic Indicators of Bharia PVTG (Tribal Welfare Dept.)

Indicator Value Source

Avg. Annual Income %40,000-%55,000 Tribal Dept.
Primary Livelihood Forest produce, labour Tribal Dept.
Education Access Low Tribal Dept.

https://tribal.nic.in/

Interpretation:

The economic indicators reveal that the Bharia PVTG community faces income instability and limited access to services. Secondary data underscores the
need for livelihood diversification, aligning with ecotourism's potential role as a supplementary income source.

Table 4: Environmental Characteristics of Patalkot

Parameter Data Source

Forest Type Moist Peninsular Sal Forest FSI

Medicinal Plant Species 300+ documented FSI/MP Forest Dept.
Major Threats Soil erosion, waste, trail degradation Forest Dept.

https://fsi.nic.in/
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Interpretation:

Patalkot’s ecological richness strengthens its suitability for ecotourism, but vulnerability to disturbance highlights the need for careful planning.
Environmental pressures documented in official reports align with community perceptions recorded in primary data.

8. Findings

1. A predominantly young population (70% under 45) shows strong potential for ecotourism-related employment.
2. Low literacy levels limit participation in high-paying tourism roles, emphasizing the need for skill training.

3. Ecotourism participation remains low (31%), but those involved experience clear income improvements.

4. Income mobility is significant: households earning above 6000 increased after ecotourism involvement.

5. Cultural impacts are mixed—revitalization is occurring, yet commercialization poses risks.

6. Environmental concerns include waste accumulation, trail erosion, and wildlife disturbance.

9. Discussion

The study's findings align with global literature emphasizing that ecotourism promotes livelihood diversification, generates supplemental income, and
strengthens cultural identity. Similar to studies conducted in Kerala, Sikkim, and Northeast India, Patalkot exhibits a gradual transition from agriculture
and forest-based livelihoods toward service-oriented tourism employment.

However, challenges such as unequal benefit distribution, low education levels, and environmental degradation mirror concerns highlighted in ecotourism
studies worldwide. The unique cultural knowledge of Bharia healers’ positions Patalkot as a niche destination for herbal tourism, yet this also raises the
risk of exploitation.

10. Conclusion

Ecotourism has emerged as a promising avenue for socio-economic development in Patalkot by enhancing income opportunities, diversifying livelihoods,
and encouraging cultural preservation. However, without structured community participation and sustainable management, ecotourism may exert pressure
on natural and cultural resources. The study concludes that ecotourism must be community-focused, culturally sensitive, and environmentally sustainable
to achieve long-term benefits.

11. Recommendations

1. Strengthen community-based ecotourism (CBE) models.

2. Provide training in hospitality, guiding, digital marketing, and handicraft development.
3. Establish women-led SHGs for homestays and craft enterprises.

4. Introduce strict waste-management systems.

5. Ensure equitable benefit-sharing among households.

6. Monitor tourist carrying capacity to reduce environmental pressure.

7. Promote herbal tourism through certified training modules.

8. Improve road connectivity and eco-friendly infrastructure.

12. Future Scope for Research

Future studies may conduct longitudinal assessments to measure long-term socio-economic changes, environmental impacts, and cultural transitions.
Additional anthropological research on Bharia traditional knowledge and biodiversity studies on tourism pressure will enrich existing literature.
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