International Journal of Environmental Sciences
ISSN: 2229-7359

Vol. 11 No. 18s, 2025
https://theaspd.com/index.php

From Sanctity To Sustainability: Mahakumbh 2025 -A

Beacon Of Eco-Tourism And Green Governance .

Dr B V Jayanthi', Dr Kavita Sasidharan Kulkarni’

'Associate Professor, School of Management Studies, Chaitanya Bharathi Institute of Technology,
Hyderabad, India jayanthibv_sms@cbit.ac.in

*Assistant Professor, Department of Marketing and Strategy, ICFAI Business School; The ICFAI
Foundation for Higher Education (IFHE), Hyderabad; kavita.sasidharan@ibsindia.org ?

Abstract

The present paper attempts to examine the MahaKumbh Mela 2025 as a paradigmatic case of heritage based mega-
event management through review of diverse interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks and through an assessment of its
multifaceted significance. The main goal is to analyze how this event evolved from a classical religious ritual to a
global, digitalled, and strategically planned religious event. Based on qualitative methodology, the study examines the
governance of the event — from planning to collaboration among stakeholders to the design of experiential service,
bringing secondary data from reports, academic literature, and international media coverage. The paper uses an
approach where the Four Realm's of Experiences approach of Pine and Gilmore, Freeman's Stakeholder theory and
Strategic Event Management (SEM) models along with Dharma-centric governance principles from the
Dharmanomics model are meaningfully integrated to analyse the performance of MahaKumbh in multiple
dimensions. The key performance indicators like the number of wisitors, logistical arrangements, social media
impressions and a fullspectrum sanitation and emergency system are thoroughly taken for analysis. The paper also
highlights the significant factors of this major global religion event like raising the bar for the rest of the world in terms
of integration of eternal wisdom with the tourism strategy and sustainability goals to make it a pathway for mega
events to follow in future.

Keywords: India;Prayag Raj;MahaKumbh, Strategic Event Management (SEM), Experiential Tourism, Dharma
Gowernance, Stakeholder Theory;

INTRODUCTION

The MahaKumbh Mela is not merely a religious gathering—it is a civilizational event, deeply embedded
in India’s spiritual, cultural, and socio-political fabric. Occurring every twelve years at the confluence of
the Ganga, Yamuna, and mythical Saraswati rivers in Prayagraj, the Mela attracts tens of millions of
pilgrims, ascetics, tourists, and seekers from across the globe. The 2025 edition of the MahaKumbh Mela
stands apart in both magnitude and significance. Occurring in the post-pandemic era, this edition
reflected not only a revival of collective faith but also showcased India’s capacity to manage sacred scale
through modern governance frameworks. What makes the 2025 MahaKumbh remarkable is its fusion of
ancient dharmic wisdom with 2Ist-century event planning, sustainability mandates, and digital
integration. With over 300 million attendees across its duration, the Mela was orchestrated through
meticulous stakeholder coordination, environmental resilience, public-private partnerships, and real-time
technological surveillance "', The Government of Uttar Pradesh, supported by the central ministries
and numerous NGOs, implemented a multi-tiered governance model, blending spiritual sanctity with
infrastructural agility. From Al-based crowd management systems, drone surveillance, and multilingual
information kiosks to biodegradable toilets and zero-waste zones, the Mela evolved into a living laboratory
for mega-event management °%. Beyond logistics, the 2025 MahaKumbh reinforced India's soft power
narrative on the global stage. With extensive international media coverage by BBCY, National
Geographic'” and Al Jazeera| the Mela was projected as a symbol of collective consciousness, interfaith
harmony, and cultural diplomacy. Foreign delegations, wellness tourism entrepreneurs, yoga
ambassadors, and eco-conscious travelers participated actively, amplifying the Mela’s global visibility. This
aligns with India's growing emphasis on spiritual tourism and its positioning as a vishwaguru (global
teacher) in the domains of wellness, environmental ethics, and dharmic living. '*®

This qualitative study presents the MahaKumbh Mela 2025 as a paradigmatic case for interdisciplinary
inquiry, engaging with theoretical frameworks from strategic management, experiential tourism, and
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spiritual leadership to unpack the event’s multidimensional significance!™®. Unlike conventional religious
festivals, the MahaKumbh serves as a site where sacred tradition intersects with statecraft, urban
governance, and global branding. This paper positions the 2025 edition as an exemplary model of how
heritage-based mega-events can be re-engineered through contemporary management paradigms to deliver
both experiential value and operational scalability. The analysis employs Pine and Gilmore’s Four Realms
of Experience—entertainment, education, escapism, and aesthetics'™®, as a lens to evaluate the immersive
and transformational nature of the Kumbh experience. This is complemented by stakeholder theory "%,
which facilitates an examination of the complex interplay between multiple actors, including government
agencies, religious leaders, NGOs, private enterprises, and global visitors. Further, the study integrates
insights from strategic event management frameworks'"! propounded by Getz in 2005 enabling a
structured evaluation of planning, execution, risk management, sustainability initiatives, and legacy
outcomes. In addition to theoretical application, the study incorporates a qualitative content analysis of
media narratives, official policy documents, digital data, and third-party performance evaluations to assess
the impact, innovation, and post-event implications of MahaKumbh 2025. These include metrics such as
footfall statistics, infrastructural investment, digital engagement, sustainability benchmarks, and global
media resonance. Rather than treating the Kumbh as a periodic pilgrimage alone, this research
conceptualizes it as a strategic sacred event, governed by Dharma-driven principles yet enacted within the
frameworks of modern managerial rationality. In doing so, it seeks to bridge underexplored intersections
in academic literature across domains such as cultural mega-event management, spiritual economy and
governance ) and place-making through ritualistic performance. The core contribution of this paper lies
in its ability to offer integrated theoretical and practical insights. For public policymakers, it provides
evidence of how value-laden events can be structured for socio-economic scalability. For tourism
strategists, it demonstrates the viability of spiritual destinations in global circuits through curated
experiences and narrative branding. For sustainability experts, it outlines best practices in eco-resilient
mass event management. And for scholars, it proposes a novel interpretive frame for examining how
traditional, sacred gatherings can evolve into globally relevant, future-ready cultural platforms.
Theoretical framework

1. Pilgrimage Experience and Spiritual Tourism

Buzinde et al.® explored the pilgrimage experience at the 2013 Kumbh Mela through the lens of spiritual
tourism, emphasizing how pilgrims were motivated not just by ritual, but by deeper self-transcendence,
communal identity, and the desire to serve others. The study highlighted communitas—a sense of shared
spiritual bonding among strangers—as a defining feature of immersion in sacred space. Similarly, Barnett
Bl using call-detail records, revealed patterns of spatial homophily, where individuals naturally
clustered around culturally familiar groups, underscoring how social structures and identity inform
pilgrimage behavior within mega-event contexts like Kumbh.

2. Socio-economic and cultural impact

Recent research has begun to recognize the MahaKumbh Mela as more than a religious congregation—it

et al.

is a powerful engine for socio-economic transformation, cultural preservation, and urban innovation.
Research highlights " how the Prayagraj Kumbh fosters livelihoods through temporary employment,
supports heritage preservation through revitalization of ghats and temples, and catalyzes urban
infrastructure development. The Kumbbh, thus, serves as a platform for spiritual-economic synergy where
cultural capital is converted into tangible economic outcomes. Som et al " offer empirical insights,
estimating that MahaKumbh 2025 generated an economic impact of over %2 lakh crore, while creating
approximately 1.2 million jobs across sectors such as hospitality, transport, retail, sanitation, and digital
services "*!, These statistics underscore the Kumbh’s role in stimulating regional economies, especially in
Uttar Pradesh. Complementing these perspectives, P examines how the integration of ICT and digital
infrastructure revolutionized the 2025 Kumbh. From Al-based crowd surveillance to multilingual apps
and GPS-enabled sanitation logistics, the study shows how digital governance enhanced operational
efficiency, public participation, and security management. Collectively, these studies illuminate Kumbh
2025 as a multifaceted mega-event with profound cultural, economic, and technological relevance.

3. Mega-Event Management and Risk Control:
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Korstanje et al."" provide a critical analysis of the 2013 Kumbh Mela, focusing on the tension between
religious freedom and public safety. They argue that effective risk management in sacred mega-events must
balance spiritual autonomy with infrastructural discipline, offering a foundational lens for understanding
the risk governance model of MahaKumbh 2025. Complementing this, Saha & Khare!”' apply geospatial
tools to study the land-use transformations induced by Kumbh preparations. Their research highlights
the longterm impact of such mega-events on urban ecosystems, cultural zones, and planning
sustainability—essential for integrating sacred site development with smart city goals.

4. Marketing, Branding and Destination image

Ritu ' explores the innovative application of the Blue Ocean Strategy in the context of the Kumbh Mela,
where brands tap into vast, spiritually motivated audiences in a non-competitive, sacred environment.
She argues that the sheer scale and emotional intensity of the event create a “blue ocean” of marketing
possibilities—untapped, uncommercialized, and deeply resonant. The study highlights how firms
strategically associate their brand messaging with values such as purity, wellness, and tradition, thereby
building authentic visibility in an emotionally rich and culturally dense setting. The Kumbh thus becomes
a unique platform for value innovation and place branding.

5. Indigenous Knowledge and Governance

Sharma and Subherwal " highlight the critical yet often overlooked role of Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (IKS) in the successful management of the MahaKumbh Mela 2025. Their study reveals that
much of the crowd discipline, spatial organization, and health practices observed at the event stem not
solely from formal governance structures, but from generations of experiential wisdom embedded within
the cultural memory of pilgrims and seers. These traditional practices—such as sacred bathing sequences,
organic waste management, and voluntary sanitation drives—operate synergistically with modern event
logistics. By integrating IKS with GIS mapping, real-time monitoring, and ICT tools, the 2025 Mela
demonstrated how Dharma-based governance and community-centric traditions can be institutionalized
into contemporary mega-event planning. This insight aligns with the core objective of this study: to
illustrate how spirituality-driven models and cultural intelligence can redefine event management
strategies in sacred, high-density contexts like the Kumbh.

6. Digital Ecosystems & Data Analysis

1 utilized anonymized mobile phone metadata during the 2013 Kumbh Mela to
map pilgrim mobility, density, and congregation patterns. Their study demonstrated how digital
ecosystems, particularly telecom data, can inform crowd dynamics, spatial planning, and public safety
strategies in real time. This aligns closely with the MahaKumbh 2025, where digital tools—ranging from
Al-based surveillance to real-time location tracking—were pivotal in managing over 300 million attendees
8 Their research supports this study’s argument that data-driven governance, when integrated with
spiritual infrastructure, enhances the effectiveness of mega-event management in sacred contexts.

7. Public Health and Environmental Sustainability

A 2023 narrative review published in Travel Trade Journal, 2023, " provides a critical evaluation of the
public health vulnerabilities associated with religious mass gatherings like the Kumbh Mela. It emphasizes
the risks of infectious disease outbreaks, unsafe sanitation, and poor waste management due to high
population density, limited hygiene infrastructure, and transient pilgrim settlements. The paper advocates
for stronger integration of public health systems, water sanitation protocols, and environmental
safeguards during such events. This aligns with the 2025 MahaKumbh's innovations in deploying
sanitation mapping, bio-toilets, and real-time waste disposal, demonstrating how health-centric design is
integral to managing sacred mega-events responsibly.

8. Risk and Safety Management

Korstanje, Skoll & Tarlow!"* analyze the events of the 2013 Kumbh Mela, offering insights into the
delicate balance between pilgrims’ ritual rights and health/safety imperatives. Their work critically
underscores the need for robust crowd control mechanisms and coordinated emergency response at large-
scale sacred events. This analysis helps frame how the 2025 MahaKumbh adopted improved protocols—
such as real-time monitoring, multiple exit points, and enhanced control flow—to prevent tragedies. BBC
" use geospatial mapping to assess land-use changes driven by Kumbh infrastructure—such as temporary
encampments, roads, and bathing ghat expansions. Their study draws attention to potential tensions

Onnela and Khanna
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between rapid event preparation and long-term sustainable urban planning, emphasizing the importance
of planning crowd flow, access routes, and exit strategies to mitigate overcrowding and environmental
stress.

Existing gaps

Despite growing scholarly attention to the Kumbh Mela, significant gaps remain in the academic
discourse. Much of the existing literature focuses on the emic spiritual experiences of pilgrims but lacks
a critical evaluation of strategic management practices adopted during the 2025 MahaKumbh. Studies on
crowd behavior primarily describe spatial clustering, with minimal insight into stakeholder roles in
ensuring safety and operational coordination. Economic analyses often rely on secondary estimates
without integrating the broader digital, branding, and infrastructural innovations of the recent event.
Additionally, research on public health and environmental risk remains either theoretical or based on
earlier editions, overlooking the sanitation technology, eco-initiatives, and surveillance systems
implemented in 2025. This study aims to fill these gaps by applying experiential tourism models,
stakeholder theory, and event management frameworks to analyze MahaKumbh 2025 as a benchmark of
contemporary mega-event governance rooted in tradition.

Framework-Based Analysis: Decoding MahaKumbh 2025 Through Management Lenses

To unpack the complexity and excellence of the MahaKumbh Mela 2025, this section applies a multi-
model theoretical approach combining Pine and Gilmore’s Four Realms of Experience, Stakeholder
Theory, and Strategic Event Management (SEM) Frameworks. These models enable a structured
exploration of how a sacred, traditional gathering evolved into a globally recognized, logistically
sophisticated mega-event.

1. Pine and Gilmore’s Four Realms of Experience (1999) !

This framework classifies experience into four domains—Entertainment, Educational, Esthetic, and
Escapist—based on user engagement and immersion levels. Applied to MahaKumbh 2025:

Realm HApplication to MahaKumbh 2025
, Multilingual cultural performances, devotional concerts, and live streamed rituals
Entertainment . . . . .
attracted domestic and international virtual audiences.
. Information kiosks, guided heritage walks, mobile apps with mythological stories, and
Educational . ) i
QR-code based learning on environmental conservation.
Estheti Massive investments in beautification of ghats, art installations, mural projects, and
sthetic . . oo .
eco-friendly infrastructure promoted passive immersion.
Escanist Pilgrims undertook spiritual seclusion, river bathing, and volunteering in sanitation
scapis . L . ‘
P and crowd-service—a high-involvement, transformative experience.

This experiential design helped MahaKumbh transcend its traditional format and emerge as a spiritual

tourism prototype, aligning with modern emotional branding strategies.
2. Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984) '
The success of MahaKumbh 2025 was shaped by a highly diverse stakeholder ecosystem:

Stakeholder Category HRole in Kumbh 2025 |

Urban planning, public health, surveillance, infrastructure funding (Smart

City + ULBs)

Ritual planning, crowd discipline, spiritual instruction, and symbolic
authority

Government Bodies

Religious Institutions

Local Communities & o . . .
Hospitality services, waste management, language translation, volunteering

NGOs
‘Corporate Partners HCSR initiatives, brand sponsorships, digital connectivity (e.g., 5G booths) ‘
‘Pilgrims HActive co-creators of experience—ritual performers, cultural ambassadors ’

Stakeholder engagement was guided by collaborative governance, resource sharing, and spiritual value
alignment, enabling resilient event architecture under intense scale pressure.
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3. Strategic Event Management (SEM) Frameworks

According to Getz "' involves goal alignment, risk mitigation, experience design, and legacy creation.
MahaKumbh 2025 exemplified this through:

e Goal Alignment: Fused objectives of spiritual sanctity, national tourism, cultural diplomacy, and
digital governance.

¢ Risk Mitigation: Al-based crowd flow monitoring, biometric surveillaince, COVID-era sanitization
legacy systems, and multi-exit routes.

e Experience Design: Integration of traditional rituals with tech-driven personalization (e.g., RFID-
enabled darshan scheduling).

e Legacy Building: Longterm upgrades to Prayagraj’s roads, sanitation, public transport, and global
recognition of “Kumbh Economy.”

These strategic inputs positioned the Mela as a globally benchmarked model for managing sacred mega-
events, combining ritual depth with operational excellence.

4. Integration with Dharma-Driven Governance

As proposed by Sriram Balasubramanian’s Dharmanomics Model ¥ MahaKumbh 2025 exemplified
value-centric public policy. Decision-making was oriented toward collective welfare, spiritual equity, and
ecological sensitivity—aligning well with India’s cultural ethos and modern governance.

Summary of Theoretical Insights

|Model ” Contribution to Understanding MahaKumbh 2025 |
|Pine & Gilmore "Explains immersive experience across spiritual, aesthetic, and digital domainsl
|Stakeholder Theory ”Maps coordination and value creation across diverse interest groups |
|SEM Framework "Analyzes strategic planning, execution, and legacy outcomes |
Dharmanomics

Links the event to indigenous economic and governance principles

(optional)

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The 2025 MahaKumbh Mela marks a watershed moment in the global narrative of spiritual tourism,
cultural diplomacy, and strategic event governance. The integration of management frameworks such as
Pine and Gilmore’s experiential realms, stakeholder theory, and strategic event management (SEM)
Sharma, K., & Subherwal *” reveals how the Mela evolved into more than a pilgrimage—it became a
template for managing the sacred at scale.

1. Redefining Pilgrimage as Experiential Tourism

This edition of the Kumbh Mela moved decisively from passive observance to immersive, co-created
experiences. Pilgrims didn’t merely visit—they engaged, volunteered, learned, and contributed. By aligning
the emotional depth of spirituality with the principles of experiential design, MahaKumbh blurred the
boundaries between sacred journeys and global tourism trends. It offered a deeply personal yet socially
connected environment, making it a replicable case study in experience economy frameworks.

2. Collaborative Governance as a Success Multiplier

The stakeholder ecosystem—spanning sadhus, civic planners, IT firms, sanitation workers, and pilgrims—
embodied a collaborative governance model rooted in Dharma. This shows that multi-stakeholder
alignment, when driven by shared values rather than competing interests, can resolve complex logistical
challenges without sacrificing cultural authenticity. It creates a model for public-private-civil-religious
partnerships that can be adapted to other cultural mega-events worldwide.

3. Economic, Social, and Urban Impact

The X2 lakh crore economic contribution and the generation of over 1.2 million jobs reaffirm the
Kumbh’s role as an economic multiplier. Infrastructure improvements—from roads to digital kiosks—
enhanced city branding and livability, especially in Prayagraj. The event also revived local crafts, heritage
tourism circuits, and traditional employment ecosystems, offering a blueprint for inclusive urban
regeneration [71
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4. Smart Sacred Cities and Digital Dharma

MahaKumbh 2025 showcased the emergence of “smart sacred cities,” The Smart City Journa
ICT tools, real-time data analytics, and Al surveillance supported safety, navigation, crowd control, and
feedback loops. This digitization, far from diluting spiritual sanctity, actually enhanced access and
transparency—demonstrating a new era of Digital Dharma, where technology serves as a seva (service)
enabler.

5. Global Media and Soft Power Diplomacy

International media from BBC ¥ The Guardian ", and Al Jazeera " spotlighted the Mela for its scale,
sustainability, and safety management. The Mela thus functioned as a cultural export, bolstering India’s
global identity as the home of managed spirituality.

Managerial and Policy Implications

1 where

Area HKey Implications

Need for integrated models combining tradition with smart

Event Management .
technologies

. Positioning sacred events as immersive and transformational
Tourism Strategy ) )
tourism experiences

Leveraging cultural mega-events for inclusive city upgrades and

Urban Development brand equity

Governance & Policy Embedding Dharma-based ethics into collaborative public-private

partnerships

Global Positioning Usmg.events like Kumbh for cultural diplomacy and international
branding

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative case study approach, grounded in secondary data analysis, to examine the
strategic management and experiential evolution of the MahaKumbh Mela 2025. The event is explored
not merely as a religious congregation but as a complex cultural mega-event, necessitating a
multidisciplinary methodology to unpack its operational, economic, spiritual, and experiential
dimensions.

1. Research Design and Rationale

The qualitative method was chosen for its capacity to provide in-depth, contextual insights into the layered
phenomena embedded in the MahaKumbh. This approach facilitates the exploration of intangible aspects
such as spiritual experience, stakeholder collaboration, and Dharma-centric governance—areas not easily
quantifiable but central to the event's unique character. Given the retrospective nature of the study and
the extensive documentation surrounding the event, a case study framework proved most suitable for
interpreting the Mela as a dynamic, bounded system of interactions, policies, and participant experiences.
2. Data Sources

The analysis draws upon a diverse and reputable set of secondary data sources, selected to ensure
triangulation and robustness in interpretation:

e Government Reports: Official releases from the Press Information Bureau (PIB) " !, Ministry of
Tourism "] and the Government of Uttar Pradesh "¥ provided factual data on planning, execution,
budgets, job creation, visitor volumes, infrastructure upgrades, and sustainability efforts.

¢ International Media Coverage: Reputed global outlets such as BBC, The Guardian, Al Jazeera, and
The New York Times " were reviewed for qualitative insights into the Mela’s global perception, soft
power impact, and operational achievements. These sources also helped identify the narrative arcs used
by international observers to frame the Kumbh in a global cultural context.

e Academic Literature and Management Frameworks: Scholarly publications, primarily from QI-
ranked journals in tourism ', event management 7| religious studies *” | and urban governance ",
informed the theoretical grounding of the study. Models such as Pine and Gilmore’s Four Realms of
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Experience, Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory, and Strategic Event Management frameworks by Getz ! were
employed to analyze the structural and experiential components of the event.

3. Analytical Framework

The study utilizes a qualitiative analysis, guided by pre-identified and emergent themes that emerged from
the literature and archival data. These themes include:

e Spiritual immersion and co-creation of experience

e DPublic-private-civicreligious collaboration

e Infrastructure innovation and city branding

e Digital transformation and risk management

e Cultural diplomacy and global image projection

Themes were then interpreted through the lens of management theory to understand how traditional
practices were integrated with modern planning principles to produce a globally benchmarked mega-
event.

4. Case Study as Method

The MahaKumbh 2025 is treated as a bounded case that allows for a holistic exploration of the
interactions between space, spirituality, and strategic management “?**. By employing this method, the
study captures both the ritual depth and the logistical scale, offering a hybrid perspective that situates the
Kumbh as both a sacred site and a testbed for experiential and governance innovations.

5. Limitations

Given its reliance on secondary data, the study acknowledges limitations in direct empirical observation.
However, the credibility of sources, triangulated perspectives, and theory-informed analysis mitigate
potential biases and enhance the validity of the findings.

The Great Confluence: Overview of Kumbh Mela 2025

The MahaKumbh Mela 2025, held in Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh, marked a transformative chapter in the
history of India’s largest religious congregation. Revered as the largest peaceful gathering on Earth, the
Kumbh Mela is deeply rooted in Hindu cosmology and mythology, symbolizing spiritual purification
through a sacred bath in the confluence of the Ganga, Yamuna, and the mystical Saraswati rivers. The
2025 edition was particularly significant, not only for its scale but also for the unprecedented integration
of digital innovation, sustainability, and global outreach. Spanning January to February 2025 ", the Mela
featured six major bathing *"' (Shahi Snan) days that attracted millions of devotees from across the world.
According to the Uttar Pradesh state government, over 300 million pilgrims visited during the event,
including an estimated 3.5 million international visitors, marking a record in foreign participation and
reinforcing the Mela's stature as a site of spiritual diplomacy and global interest. A major distinguishing
feature of this edition was its embrace of digital governance and smart technologies. The deployment of
Al-powered crowd management systems, drone surveillance, and real-time GPS mapping ensured a
seamless flow of people, even on peak bathing days. The official MahaKumbh mobile app offered
multilingual navigation, ritual schedules, sanitation alerts, and e-darshan facilities for remote
participation. These tools represented a paradigm shift—bringing “Digital Dharma” to the heart of an
ancient tradition ” Equally pioneering were the eco-initiatives implemented across the Mela. Over 40,000
bio-toilets were deployed to manage waste hygienically [9]. A strict plastic ban was enforced, supported by
awareness campaigns and eco-volunteers. The establishment of green corridors and solar lighting reduced
the event’s carbon footprint, aligning with broader national sustainability goals and global SDG
commitments "Y'**) Moreover, infrastructure upgrades in Prayagraj included expanded road networks,
smart signage, riverbank stabilization, water filtration units, and upgraded public transportation. These
enhancements have left a lasting urban legacy, transforming the city into a model of “sacred urbanism.”
U8 The 2025 Kumbh was not just a religious ritual—it became a symbol of India’s soft power,
demonstrating how sacred heritage, technological innovation, and ecological consciousness can coalesce
into a globally relevant, future-ready mega-event.

Performance Metrics: Why MahaKumbh 2025 Outperformed All Previous Editions

1. Pilgrim Footfall: Records Shattered

The MahaKumbh Mela 2025 witnessed an unprecedented surge in attendance, far exceeding previous
estimates. While the Uttar Pradesh government initially projected 450 million (45 crore) pilgrims over 45
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days, actual turnout soared to 660 million by the festival’s conclusion. This extraordinary influx redefined
global benchmarks in pilgrimage management and urban hosting, making it arguably the largest peaceful
human gathering in recorded history'"”!

2. Global Participation and Tourism Reach

A notable feature of Kumbh 2025 was its extensive international reach. Reports indicate over 1 million
foreign tourists visited Prayagraj, representing more than 140 countries. Enhanced signage, multilingual
apps, and cultural outreach programs helped frame the Mela as a global spiritual destination, not just a
regional pilgrimage.

3. Logistics and Infrastructure Excellence

The scale of logistical coordination was immense *'*

e Indian Railways operated over 17,100 train services (including 3,000+ special trains), transporting
more than 150 million pilgrims

e Road infrastructure within the Mela precincts expanded to over 250 km, with additional ring roads
and sector divisions improving access .

e Temporary infrastructure spanned 4,000 ha, featuring 150,000 tents, 30 pontoon bridges, and
200,000 plastic-free housing units

e A workforce of 30,000-40,000 sanitation staff, supplemented by 5,000 Ganga Praharis, ensured
hygiene across zones

e Over 100 first-aid centers, ambulance services, and emergency zones were strategically placed
throughout the Mela.

4. Digital Presence and Media Reach

The MahaKumbh 2025 marked a digital revolution in pilgrimage narrative:

¢ Social media channels generated over 100 million impressions, creating viral reach across platforms.
e Live streaming of rituals, including Shahi Snan, reached more than 100 million viewers, transcending
geographic limitations.

e Government-published digital dashboards, mobile apps, and real-time travel updates reinforced
transparency and user engagement.

Although exact numbers were not released by PIB, official digital reports and investment documents
highlight the Mela’s massive digital footprint

5. Economic Impact: A Mega-Economy in Motion

Official estimates place the economic impact of the 2025 MahaKumbh at 1.5 lakh crore (1.5 trillion),
with some third-party analyses projecting up to 22.5-3 lakh crore "™ This included:

Sector Estimated Earnings
Hospitality & Lodging %40,000 crore
Transportation (Rail/Bus) %10,000 crore

Food & Catering Services %20,000 crore
Retail & Religious Goods 320,000 crore
Miscellaneous (data/ IT) Significant boost

These figures collectively underline the Kumbh 2025’s role as a transformative engine for local economies,
boosting tourism, retail, transport, and media ecosystems

6. Why MahaKumbh 2025 Outperformed Previous Editions

Several factors contributed to the exceptional performance of MahaKumbh 2025:

e Scale of infrastructure development: Areas expanded, roads widened, and camps erected at a scale
never seen in earlier editions, enabling a safe yet massive turnout .

¢ Digital governance: Adoption of Al-driven crowd monitoring, multilingual apps, and e-darshan
platforms enhanced accessibility and trust.

e Eco-centric planning: Plastic bans, bio-toilets, green corridors, and Ganga protection drives aligned
the event with sustainability principles.

e Stakeholder collaboration: Seamless coordination between central and state governments, local civic
agencies, NGOs, religious bodies, and private enterprises accelerated execution as propounded by the

. 10](1
earlier researchers 118!
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¢ Global branding: High-profile media coverage by BBC, The Guardian, Reuters, and others amplified
international visibility, reinforcing Kumbh as a spiritual tourism destination.

7. Legacy and Long-Term Benefits

Upgrades and infrastructure created for the Mela are being repurposed across Uttar Pradesh—roads,
sanitation vehicles, pontoons, and digital kiosks are being redistributed to cities like Varanasi and
Ayodhya. This ensures that investments yield sustainable returns beyond the event duration.

Business & Managerial Implications of Maha Kumbh 2025

1. Spiritual Tourism as an Economic Driver

India’s positioning as a global spiritual destination received a sharp boost in 2025. Pilgrimage-centric
events like the MahaKumbh Mela tapped into the rising phenomenon of transformative travel, blending
sacred rituals with immersive wellness experiences. As reported in Travel Trade Journal®” religious
tourism in India generated roughly ¥1.34 lakh crore in 2022 and is projected to grow further, positioning
India as a hub for spiritually driven economic development. The Mela’s magnitude illustrates the
potential for large-scale spiritual tourism to accelerate job creation, heritage preservation, and
infrastructural growth—underlining its strategic value for public policy and business stakeholders alike.
2. Event Management Excellence

The success of MahaKumbh 2025 underscores the value of crisis-preparedness, stakeholder coordination,
and scalable operational strategy. Drawing insights from studies on mega-events, crisis planning at Kumbh
integrates Al-based crowd flow systems, modular sanitation logistics, and coordinated service delivery—a
model applicable to other high-density events including international festivals, pilgrimages, and disaster-
response simulations. These attributes demonstrate that religious mega-events can serve as benchmarks
for public-private-civil governance design in complex environments.

3. Cultural Branding

Through sustained global media coverage and heritage marketing, Kumbh functions as an intangible
cultural heritage brand showcasing India’s values, rituals, and symbolic geography. As spiritual circuits
across India—such as Ujjain and Varanasi—are promoted under the Swadesh Darshan spiritual circuit
scheme, they reinforce the narrative of ancient heritage integrated with modern tourism infrastructure.
The Kumbh'’s branding success provides lessons for regional and national tourism boards: spiritual
destinations must align authenticity with hospitality to build lasting destination equity **

4. Technological Integration

MahaKumbh 2025 exemplified “Digital Dharma” through its deployment of Al, drones, and data
analytics. These technologies enabled real-time crowd monitoring, multilingual navigation, and means-
tested sanitation alerts. Such technological frameworks align with global best practices in smart-city event
handling and reflect emerging research on loT-driven crowd management in transportation and public
spaces.””’ The Kumbh’s strategic technology use points to opportunities for future mega-events to
integrate digital systems within sacred spatial contexts.

5. Opportunities for Startups

The expansive ecosystem of MahaKumbh enabled innovation across various entrepreneurial domains:

e Spiritual wellness products, including guided meditation apps, herbal supplements

rooted in Ayurvedic traditions, and interactive mythological storytelling.

e Eco-stays, as demand rose for temple-side accommodations with minimal ecological footprints.

¢ Pilgrimage logistics, including last-mile transfers, digital scheduling, and vendor aggregators.

e Souvenir commerce, with hand-crafted religious artifacts and experiential memorabilia designed for
pilgrims and tourists.

As Madhya Pradesh seeks to position itself as a hub for spiritual and wellness tourism, investor interest is
growing rapidly, with hundreds of crores committed to wellness infrastructure along sacred circuits like
Ujjain and Ombkareshwar . These initiatives underscore startup potential at the intersection of tradition,

wellness, and technology *”

Stakeholder HStrategic Insight

Prioritize spiritual tourism in urban development and heritage branding.

Policymakers L ) B o
Structure public-private partnerships rooted in institutional coordination.
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Stakeholder HStrategic Insight

Adopt modular crowd-control systems, technological layering, and eco-centric
Event Managers sanitation design. Leverage experiences of MPH/MahaKumbh for replicable
strategy models.

Design offerings that align with pilgrimage motivations—e.g. spiritual hospitality,
wellness-retail, digital pilgrimage services that combine cultural authenticity with
convenience.

Business Leaders &
Startups

Strategic Implications for Stakeholders

MahaKumbh 2025, thus illustrates how spiritual heritage, when paired with modern management, digital
infrastructure, and sustainable design, can catalyze economic value and destination prestige. As India
evolves into a globally competitive destination for transformative spiritual tourism, insights from this
mega-event provide a roadmap for strategic leadership across tourism, policy, and entrepreneurial
domains.

Global Media Coverage and Perception

The MahaKumbh Mela 2025 not only stood as a profound religious gathering but also emerged as a
global showcase of India's capacity to manage mega-events with technological precision and cultural
sensitivity. International media played a pivotal role in documenting, analyzing, and celebrating the
event’s multifaceted nature. Their portrayals provide insight into the event's global resonance and the
evolving identity of India’s spiritual infrastructure. The BBC described the Mela as an example of how
India merges the sacred with the scalable, highlighting the intricate balance between ancient ritualistic
traditions and the logistical orchestration required to accommodate millions of pilgrims. The report
praised the seamless coordination between government bodies and religious stakeholders, noting how
spiritual faith operated within the framework of a managed public event. The Guardian’s feature titled
The Pop-up Megacity focused on the Mela’s eco-spiritual and digital transformation, documenting the
deployment of Al, drone surveillance, green infrastructure, and eco-volunteers. The paper emphasized
how sustainability was no longer peripheral but central to planning the sacred space—redefining the
event’s environmental legacy. The New York Times framed the Mela as “the world’s largest human
gathering that is also the world’s most managed,” drawing attention to the massive scale of crowd control,
digital surveillance, mobile applications, and emergency planning. Their reportage explored how
traditional spirituality intersects with modern event governance.Al Jazeera highlighted the inclusive and
diverse nature of the Mela, noting how pilgrims from over 140 countries were accommodated. The
coverage underscored India’s efforts to broaden participation through multilingual support, accessibility
measures, and promotion of interfaith harmony, projecting the Kumbh as a universal spiritual experience
rather than a purely regional or sectarian event.National Geographic offered a visual narrative that
captured the aesthetic and emotional intensity of the event. Through vivid imagery, it illustrated the
convergence of faith, color, motion, and ritual. The photo essays provided global audiences with an
immersive look at the sublime dimension of the Kumbh, where ritual bathing and processions took on
almost mythical proportions.Collectively, these narratives demonstrate that Kumbh 2025 was not just a
religious affair—it was a global cultural performance, drawing attention to India's ability to combine
spiritual depth, administrative skill, and global outreach in a single, unifying spectacle. **1*°

The Road Ahead: Policy and Strategic Recommendations

Building on the success of MahaKumbh 2025, several strategic initiatives can fortify its legacy and position
India as a global exemplar in managing sacred mega-events.

1. Institutionalize “Spiritual Event Management” in Academia

The introduction of formal academic curricula dedicated to managing large-scale religious events—such
as the program inaugurated by MNNIT Prayagraj—represents a pioneering step toward a systematic body
of knowledge on spiritual event governance (Times of India, 2025). Expanding this model across
premier institutions would nurture future professionals skilled in crowd psychology, sustainability,
logistics, and ethical leadership.

2. Integrate Dharma-Based Values into Leadership Training

Embedding principles of Dharma-inspired leadership—such as servant leadership, ethical stewardship,
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and community welfare—into public administration and event management programs can foster
collaborative governance rooted in cultural ethos, enhancing trust and collective responsibility.
3. Create an Integrated Kumbh Mela Authority for Continuity
Establishing a permanent, empowered Mela Authority—modeled after Uttar Pradesh’s Prayagraj Mela
Authority and Maharashtra’s Nashik Kumbh Authority—ensures institutional continuity across editions
of Deccan Chronicle s Indian Express ", Such bodies can oversee planning, infrastructure, budgets,
regulation, and legacy assets, thereby professionalizing event governance.

4. Promote Global Collaboration & Spiritual Diplomacy
Encouraging global partnerships—through NGOs, academic institutions, and UN agencies—can position
MahaKumbh as a platform for cultural diplomacy. Joint events, sponsored research, and international
pilgrim programs can amplify India’s role in spiritual-statecraft and global interfaith dialogue *'**!
5. Build a “Kumbh Innovation Index” to Benchmark Impact
Developing a composite index tracking parameters such as economic impact, digital integration,
environmental sustainability, stakeholder participation, and global media resonance would enable
objective comparisons across editions. This aligns with insights from temporary urbanism theory and
mandala economy models, offering policymakers and planners quantifiable feedback and benchmarks.
These recommendations transform MahaKumbh from a periodic ritual into a sustainable institutional
asset—one that guides future leadership, enhances cultural branding, and fuels ethical economic growth.

CONCLUSION

The MahaKumbh Mela 2025 stands as a defining moment in the evolution of India’s civilizational
narrative—where ancient Dharma converged seamlessly with modern event management to deliver not
just a religious festival, but a transformational experience for millions. It was more than a logistical
triumph; it was an affirmation of India's capacity to blend spiritual depth, cultural authenticity, and
technological excellence on a scale unmatched globally. The event marked a paradigm shift in how sacred
spaces are designed, governed, and interpreted—establishing a model where faith and functionality
coalesce, and where rituals and real-time data cohabit the same sacred geography.

Through its emphasis on value-based leadership, stakeholder inclusivity, and experiential design, Kumbh
2025 redefined the contours of mega-event strategy. It served as a live case of how collective belief, when
anchored in purpose-driven governance, can lead to outcomes that are not only efficient but deeply
resonant. The ethical frameworks drawn from Dharma—compassion, service, and humility—infused the
managerial process with meaning, transforming conventional risk management into a canvas for spiritual
stewardship. Importantly, the event signals India’s emergence as a pioneer in spiritual capitalism and
sustainable experiential tourism. From eco-initiatives to digital pilgrimage ecosystems, the Kumbh offers
a template for the future—where pilgrimage is not merely a personal journey, but a platform for
innovation, diplomacy, and economic regeneration. It invites scholars, practitioners, and policymakers to
reimagine heritage not as a static relic of the past, but as a dynamic, living system capable of shaping
modern identities and global narratives. In its scale, sanctity, and systems-thinking, Kumbh 2025 offers a
replicable model for managing the sacred—positioning India at the forefront of ethical, experiential, and
spiritually intelligent development on the world stage.
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