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People today, all over the world are realising the global implications of forestry. The Indian forestry sector and the forest departments in particular have therefore the responsibility to develop and manage their forests for the maximum benefit of their citizens and future generations. Hitherto forestry in India has not been given as much emphasis as it should have ideally received. As forestry is not perceived to be a votable issue, there is not much importance accorded to it. This is borne out by the fact that even though forests constitute around 19 per cent of the total land area, only about one per cent of the total planned expenditure is given to this sector. However, with issues such as CBD - Earth Summit, Global Warming, IPRs, FSC, etc. coming up, there is much greater awareness and concern regarding forestry, even among the common man, than there was earlier. People in the cities now are beginning to ask questions about their forests and ecosystems, that they had never asked before. There is a greater urge to flee the polluted metropolises of urban life and get back to nature for the answers that they are seeking. In the quest for these answers lies the genesis of eco-tourism.
Forestry in India has traversed through various phases over the past century. During the period of British Raj, the main focus of forestry in India was that of production forestry. The British exploited the rich timber which was then used for shipbuilding, railway sleepers and other such activities. After Independence the focus slowly shifted from that of production forestry towards that of protection forestry which emphasised mainly on preservation of the forest lands. However with a rapidly growing human and livestock population there was an immense biotic pressure on our forests. Fodder and fuelwood needs of both the forest dwelling (tribals) and the forest dependent communities resulted in widespread illegal entry into forest lands leading to massive unsustainable utilisation of our forest resources. Today, the focus of Indian forestry is that of conservation - or sustainable forest management. 
In order to solve the predominant human - forest conflicts, the concepts of people’s participation and joint forest management have been evolved wherein both, the forest department and the local communities act as equal stakeholders in jointly managing the forests in a sustainable manner. However, if forests are to be maintained sustainably over an indefinite period and its dependence on both government and foreign grants is to be reduced, there is an immediate need to evolve a revenue-generating aspect of forestry that does not result in the extraction of any forest produce, timber or otherwise, in other words, a non-consumptive use of the forests. The only way to bring about this sort of revenue generation is through eco-tourism i.e. the knowledge-based use of forest resources. Properly conceptualised and implemented, it is in this sector that the future of Indian forestry lies. As we enter into the new millennium, the time has come to move beyond conservation forestry towards intellectual forestry, the basis of which is eco-tourism.
What is Eco-tourism?
Eco-tourism is defined as, ‘that form of tourism that involves travelling to relatively undisturbed natural areas with the specific objectives of studying, admiring and enjoying nature and its wild plants and animals as well as any existing cultural aspects, past or present, found in these areas’. Eco-tourism is distinguished from mass tourism or general resort tourism by having a lower impact on the environment and by requiring less infrastructure development.
The key elements of eco-tourism thus include :
· A natural environment as its prime attraction 

· An optimum number of environment friendly visitors 

· Activities which do not have any serious impact on the ecosystem 

· Positive involvement of the local communities 
Eco-tourism : A Model for Sustainable Forest Management
In the days to come, eco-tourism can be developed as a new model to bring about sustainable forest management. The various ways in which eco-tourism can be beneficial for Indian forestry are as follows :
1. Greater awareness generation among the public
It has been observed that whenever one talks of stakeholders in Indian forestry, there are always the forest dwelling communities, the forest dependent communities, local NGOs and the forest department, besides in certain specific cases, religious centres, industries, etc. To a large extent, the city dwelling urban forest-independent communities are not at all considered as having any stake in Indian forestry. It is ironic however that almost all the decision makers and opinion-leaders of the country, be it top bureaucrats, judges, industrialists, celebrities and even politicians, are all members of this community. Even though this segment comprises only a small percentage of the country’s population, its ability to influence decision-making is much more significant.
Eco-tourism is the best possible manner in which these forest-independent communities can be made aware of the problems faced by Indian forestry and their combined clout could be used to advance the cause of forestry in India. Eco-tourism could also expose school children - the future generation of policy makers - to the relevance and significance of our forests. As people today are becoming increasingly aware about environmental issues, this is the right time to promote eco-tourism.
2. Benefits for the local communities
Eco-tourism can play a very significant role in reducing the dependence of local communities (both forest dwelling and forest dependent) on the forests. Instating an eco-tourism unit would not only provide them with a means of employment at the unit itself, but would also make them stakeholders in the financial progress of such an enterprise. The eco-tourists would also constitute a ready made market for NTFPs such as honey and other items such as embroidery products, local handicrafts, etc. at their very doorstep. High quality micro enterprises such as poultry farming, vegetable supply units could also be set up and centred around the eco-tourism unit to meet the daily requirements of the unit. Such a Participatory Eco-tourism Strategy (PES) would not only cut operational costs for the eco-tourism unit, but would at the same time reduce the traditional dependence of the local communities on the adjoining forests by providing an alternative source of livelihood. In addition to the above, eco-tourism could be used as an effective communication and extension tool to convince the local communities and especially the children, about the benefits of conserving forests and natural ecosystems.It must be kept in mind that in the initial years the profit generated by the eco-tourism unit would need to be utilised into strengthening the unit. However, eventually a suitable profit sharing mechanism could be formulated to initiate development programmes in the nearby villages/tribal settlements. For instance, the eco-tourism unit in partnership with the forest department and local NGOs could conduct microplanning exercises and PRA in these settlements and in due course satisfy the needs of these communities. The eco-tourism unit could thus have a trust for setting up a Primary Health Centre (PHC), a school, vaccination for cattle, and so on.
3.Benefits for the forests and the forest department
By providing the local people with alternative sources of income, eco-tourism would drastically reduce the biotic pressures in the region which would automatically lead to greater habitat improvement. Other habitat improvement work such as clearing weeds for making view lines, creating salt pits for wildlife etc. would be mutually beneficial for both the forests and the eco-tourists. The unit operators and the visiting eco-tourists would also back up as the eyes and ears of the forest department in curbing all illegal activities such as felling, poaching, etc. The forest department would also get an opportunity to educate the city dwellers, villagers, school children, etc. about the importance of forests by setting up interpretation centres. The forest department has hitherto largely been perceived as far removed from the general public. Eco-tourism is the best way in which the public can be made aware of the pivotal and difficult role that is played by the forest department in conserving India’s forests.
This would in turn lead to much greater appreciation of the forest department and increase the importance that is attached to it. Impact assessment of eco-tourism to minimise the threat to the environment from visitors, and to maximise benefits to local communities in ways that increase their stake in long-term conservation.
The following points should be considered while implementing eco-tourism:
· (a) The scale of development should be appropriate for the local community and for the capacity of the environment to support the facility. 

· (b) Zoning measures should be considered to reduce the threat to the environment. 

· (c) Roads or any trails should be placed in a manner so as to minimise intrusion on the environment. 

· (d) Measures should be taken during construction to minimise negative effects on the environment. 

· (e) Construction of the facility should use locally available material and blend with the surroundings. 

· (f) Energy sources should be environmentally sound and suitable. 

· (g) Appropriate technologies should be employed for the treatment of organic and other wastes. 

· (h) Local communities should be involved in planning, construction and operations. v 
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