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Context

The purpose of this study is to understand the socio-cultural and environmental interrelation
among pilgrims and the Purnagiri temple, located in the lower mountain ranges (approx.
800m) on the hill abutting the Sharda river. It is located on the border of India and Nepal, and
quite a lot of pilgrims come from Nepal also. Most of the pilgrims visit this shrine throughout
the year but maximum rush of pilgrims is observed during the month of May through June
(begins on Chaitra Navratri). This period obviously is a good time to understand the interplay
of ethos and environmental preparedness. There are many stakeholders like pilgrims,
shopkeepers, lodging and goods provider, food service, traders, administrators, contract
service providers etc.

Historically, it is a very famous pilgrim spot in the Shivalik (or the outer Himalayas) series
where people come from the Terai of Uttar Pradesh (the watershed of Sharda), Nepal and
Uttarakhand. It’s also claimed that sometimes 40,000 to 50,000 pilgrims visit the shrine every
day. But this year (2017) low pilgrim turnout is blamed on the disrupted rail traffic due to
repair and relaying of broad gauge tracks till Tanakpur. Shopkeepers believe only 1/3™
turnout is witnessed this season.

Access and related links

Purnagiri shrine can be reached via Kakrali Gate (Tanakpur)-Thuligad-Thunyas. Vehicles are
stopped at Ucchaligoth and bar-coded tokens are provided to the pilgrims, many HMVs are
also parked here. Thuligad is a transition zone from where the pilgrims alight from the
vehicles and either take vehicles assigned for the purpose to reach the shrine or set up their
journey on foot. The vehicles again line up for their return journey to Tanakpur. About 35
jeeps have been permitted to ferry pilgrims upto Thunas, these drivers have to pay some daily
amount fixed by the administration. At Thuligad, people can be seen eating, resting and
waiting. The presence of police and administration is witnessed here.

Pilgrim surveys were done for this study at two places viz. Thuligad and Brahmdev. At
Thuligad, facilities like resting sheds/shelter, food, water and sanitation is available for
passengers making this a preferred halting point for pilgrims. Brahmadev, which is located in
the Nepalese territory (across Sharda Barrage), is a place where pilgrims visit the shrine after
praying at Puranagiri temple — there is a mythological story associated between Purnagiri
temple and Brahmadeyv.



Near Uchaligoth Thuligaad

Highlights of Survey

A total of 317 pilgrims were surveyed and the following results were summarized;

B

. Do the devotees come every year?

a. The result of the survey shows that about 42% of the passengers visit the
fair every year. It must also be noted that this year rail traffic is disrupted.

Do devotees come in groups or alone?

b. Devotees were asked if they travelled in groups or alone, 87.33% of the
people responded that they come alongwith group (61.51% with family
and 25.86% with friends); Only 12.30% travelers are those who come
alone. This is a widely seen phenomenon across different pilgrim centres.

. Number of devotees

c. A total of 317 interviews were conducted and the number of
accompanying members was also asked. On an average, more than 7
peoples’ group (whether they are family members or friends) is inferred
from the findings of the survey.

How many times have you come for darshan?

d. Assessment shows that the number of pilgrims coming for the first time is
25.24%, 17.03% have come for the second time, 20.19% have come for
the third time, 11.99% have come for the fourth time, and 25.24% pilgrims
have come for more than four times. This shows that Purnagiri is their
usual pilgrimage place and their affinity to this place may be due to several
factors.



5. How many pilgrims stayed overnight?
e. There are several Dharamshalas for the night halt from Thunas to the
Purangiri Temple, where the travelers stop for the rest of the night. Some
stayed in Tanakpur. 70% of those interviewed say that they stayed
overnight. But still it cannot be established as to how many pilgrims stayed
between thunyas and purnagiri shrine on a given night, probably that is a
crucial information directly related to disaster management.

6. What about basic services in Dharamshala (Shelter)?

f. Nearly 297 people responded to this. In all, 237 interviewees, felt that all
the basic amenities were fine, while 60 people have stated about more than
one facility (26% water availability, 27 % appreciated cleanliness in
shelters, the lowest percentage, i.e. 14%, praised drinking water facility
and 34% justified the toilets / bathing.) 20 interviewees could not answer.
It also shows that there will be differences in the responses (about basic
amenities) of travelers traveling in the day and night stay travelers.

7. Among the following facilities which one will you recommend for better management /
arrangement?

g. Assessment reveals that 255 people responded. Among them, 49 chose
more than one facility. The highest 33% of response was for improving
shelter arrangements for the pilgrims with more basic facilities; 25%
recommended for provisioning of pure drinking water, 12.5% said about
waste management and 13% on providing 24 hour health facilities. Apart
from all this, people believe that;

i. There has to be some regulation on the price and quantum of
Prasad sold at shops enroute Purnagiri shrine.

ii. Availability of clean drinking water from Thuligad-Thunas to
Purnagiri should be ensured free of cost as bottled water is costly
and hardly suffices in a group.
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One more structure on the edge, the encircled
portion shows stepping drain pipes emptying
onto the slope

Dumed on slpes and also being burnt!

Contextualizing Recommendations

Most often pilgrims travel in groups to religious places (in groups of 6 to 7 people, as
revealed in the survey), impacts of varying nature begin alongwith, like eating food and
disposal of articles, often the solid waste bins are emptied on the hill slopes as a convenient
option. Though public dining places have been organised in Thuligad transition zone (for
serving free food to pilgrims), where waste disposal is easy (mostly organic) but it must be
ensured that the waste is not transported to landfill or mixed in urban waste or disposed over
open ground - it will further increase the problem. The waste also ends up in the river. Since
the maximum waste is organic (leaf plates, food remains, cut vegetables etc.) a by-product
like 'organic manure' etc. can be produced as an example of 'solid waste management'. The
same product can also be distributed as a token of appreciation for keeping the place clean
and spreading the message outside the state via these pilgrims.

The glass jars are now rarely used, but they maintain the purity of food and may help keeping
plastic at bay, they can be used time and again as their cleaning by dry cloth or even by
washing makes it absolutely like new. More fresh products can be stored in them which don’t
loose their taste and these products can be prepared locally to maintain freshness. If products
are bought from outside, plastic will come in, and it would not be possible to get settled with
plastic. Temple authorities should encourage locally made products which can be sold at
control rate. This may help in promoting local employment, say Bakery enterprise, and it will
promote environmental ethics. Another deep rooted problem which is seen in the mountain is
the disposal of solid waste, like disposing, sorting and burning it over mountain slopes.
Environmentally sound waste disposal & management will carry the message to far and to
many.




It will be convenient to provide drinking water enroute Purnagiri shrine. Now that water
ATMs are being installed in public places in the country, a charitable model of the same can
be explored by the authorities. Once people know about water availability, they will carry
bottle or glass along and will not rely on plastics.

Many travelers complained that the shopkeepers price the Prasad at a high rate that the
pilgrims are forced to buy the same for temple offering, it should be restrained. As is done in
many religious places, Prasad's slip (prepaid) can be given, on which the offerings of such
amount should be given to them. Because the shops are many (the administration will have
information about their registration), the slip should be given in the cyclical process
according to the number of shops so that all shops get a chance. In this way the shopkeepers
will know the daily peak demand and a cyclic production cycle can thus be tuned. It can be
worked out effective by talking to the committee or shopkeepers.

Most of our religious and pilgrimages are located at places which are slowly becoming
crowded and vulnerable due to over capacity. Every year there can be an environmental audit
of facilities and safety parameters by the administration so that the safety and comfort of
passengers arriving in abundance every year becomes smooth. This will build trust and there
will be lesser repercussions on regulating the numbers! Most shelters (dharamshalas) are
being build/repaired or built on Pillar (wood or iron) on the slopes. The load bearing capacity
of the slope and erosion rate is not known (of structure over pillar), both these parameters
hold importance for the structural safety of shelters. Many shelters have 5-6 bathrooms and
they must be storing water thus increasing the live load. An estimate on total peak load over a
night will give a balanced idea about the load which structure can bear and what additional
strengthening is required.

Wastewater (black and grey) disposal on the slopes increases the risk of bacterial infections
caused by water stagnation and also scour the slopes (slow soil erosion). Once the peak live
load of the structure increases (more no. of people at a given time) millions of liters of dirty
water is generated (assuming usage of 60-80 litre water used for bathing, flushing, washing)
and finds its route into the river downstream.

People buy coconut, sweet grains, chunari, thread, incense sticks etc. for offerings in the
shrine but except for articles like coconut or sweets which can be consumed and incense stick
which can be burnt and thread which is tied — other associated articles like prasad's plastic
packets, chunari, thread etc., have also been found spread along the slope of hills. This should
be tackled and this trend should be discouraged.

These suggestions can be explored by the administration with the experienced officials
engaged in the mela and local people for making efforts long lasting if anything materialises.



Many people's livelihood is linked to this religious place/pilgrimage, so any decision if taken
by involving such people will help in long run. Polluters pay principal is good in law but
given the circumstances where those earning livelihoods would be directly affected,
behavioural shift is required for which time and effort is crucial.

Vehicle overloading was one of the complaints by pilgrims. An amicable settlement of terms
and conditions (fees/charges, no. of passengers, increasing or decreasing the vehicles)
between the administration and vehicle operators may probably resolve this issue.

Awareness tokens can be given to them like how much SW they generate (report card) which
they can use in their locations also for generating awareness.
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Indo Nepal Joint Action Forum is a working group for joint interventions in matters of trans-
boundary issues concerning people and their environment, human rights, social justice and
public affairs.

Uttaranchal Development Institute (UDI) is based in Banbasa, bordering Nepal, in what is
generally known as Nainital tarai (foot hill plain), it had defined marginalized/excluded
communities/groups, as its major concerns including the Tharu and Buxa tribes and has
associated with different organisations on a variety of isssues.

Environics Trust is a not for profit research and community development organisation and
an enabling institution. Environics conducts participatory research on issues of environment
and human behaviour and uses these outcomes for innovative community development
programmes. Environics anchors several networks and partnerships. Environics is a co-
founder and promoter of the mines minerals and PEOPLE alliance (mm&P) for which it also
functions as the National Secretariat, the Indian Network on Ethics and Climate Change
(INECC) and the EIA Resource and Response Centre (eRc).

The current process of strengthening information in the Mahakali Basin is being done with
the assistance and common understanding of this forum which brings with it rich local
experience of diverse community issues.



