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STATE TO PROMOTE ECOTOURISM IN  A BIG WAY:CM

Himachal Pradesh would be promoting the ecotourism in the state in a big way in association with the people participation and various departments to create eco-friendly infrastructure and cater to the requirements of the nature lovers at a cost of Rs. 8 crore in the first phase in the 143 forest rest houses to be renamed as Himachal Forest Lodges, proposed to be taken under the society for creation of quality infrastructure initially. This was stated by Shri Virbhadra Singh, Chief Minister, while presiding over the First Meeting of the Governing Body of the Ecotourism Society and launching the website addressed as www.himachalecotourism.com, here today.

Chief Minister said that Himachal Pradesh has been blessed with immense natural potential by the mother nature which attracts nature lovers of all categories from all over the world.  He said that the most valuable wealth provided by the nature was being exploited with all environmental safeguards and for the benefit of the people and the state.  He said that all necessary steps required were being initiated to safeguard the environment and ecology of the state.  He said that constitution of the ecotourism society would further supplement the endeavour of the state government in promotion of eco-tourism in the right perspective.  He said that there was no dearth of budgetary provisions to undertake projects directed towards the safeguarding of the environment and ecology of the Himalayas.  He said that viable eco-circuits were being developed to be handled by the capacity building of the infrastructural manpower to handle ecotourism in association with the forest, tourism and other related departments.

Shri Virbhadra Singh said that catchment area treatment plan (CAT) would be utilized by the local eco-societies within the CAT plan area for boosting the ecotourism by repairing, maintaining  the forest rest houses, inspection huts, maintenance of hikes, treks, trails etc. beside other related activity on the eco-circuit.  He said that the Government of India has made provisions to incorporate for improving status of biodiversity, land-use planning and improvement and incorporating socio-economic factors to help increase livelihood options of the local people and ensure decreasing dependence on forest resources.  He said that one percent of the CAT plan has been earmarked for the promotion of ecotourism in respective areas.  He further said that services of the ecotourism professionals would be requisitioned to operate the forest rest houses taken over by the society besides upgrading the skills of the serving forest employees and local people made partner in the promotional activities.
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Chief Minister said that the society would evolve strategies for capacity building of the personnel responsible for ecotourism activities carry time visits to success areas in Sikkim, Bhutan or Annapurna project of Nepal to handle mountain based community ecotourism.  He said that traditional water sources would be repaired and maintained, home stays, homesteads to be encouraged.  He said that eco-lodges and heritage buildings had been planned to be developed at Sonu Banglow near Tara Devi,  Craig Naino and Shimla Catchment area would also be taken up for restoration.  He added that the old Hindustan Tibet Road, the Penelope Chetwood trail, the Kasol-Kheer Ganga Trek, the Naina Devi hike and others would be restored and improved besides introducing camping, tentage, home-stays, treks, trails, hikes, medicinal plant hubs in every eco-circuit of the state forests.   He said that the state was poised to emerge the most sought after destination to the nature lovers in coming time.

Shri Ram Lal Thakur, Forest Minister, said that the state had forest rest houses constructed during pre-independence era at best of the locations where the visitors are nearer to the nature. He said that the upgradation of the skills of  manpower would bring about professional approach in delivering the  best hospitality services to the eco-lovers. He said that ecotourism activities would also help in providing local people employment and self-employment with their active involvement in the rural tourism promotions.

Shri Ashok Thakur, Principal Secretary Forests, welcomed the Chief Minister and apprised him of the activities of the Ecotourism Society, its aims and objectives besides future plans.  He said that the Ecotourism Policy would be instrumental in generation of vast employment avenues to the local, especially rural areas.

Shri Avay Shukla, Principal Secretary, Tourism, Shri P.Mitra, Principal Secretary, Education, Shri Tarun Sridhar, Secretary Town and Country Planning, Shri Subhash Ahluwalia, Director Tourism and Civil Aviation, Dr. R.N.Batta, Additional Secretary Finance, Col. H.S.Chauhan, Director of Mountaineering and Allied Sports were prominent among other senior officers attending the meeting.
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