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n bureaucracy it is perilous to
have a face. But Amitabh Kant
managed to walk the tight rope.
Mention Indian tourism and
Kant’s name will be remembered
for being the face of the team that
turned the tide first for Kerala
with the God’s Own Country pro-
motion and then replicating it at
the national level with Atithi Devo
Bhava and Incredible India cam-
paigns. “Incidentally, I got an op-

“portunity to be associated with

one sector for more than a decade.
First as Secretary, Tourism Kerala
and then as Joint Secretary in the
Ministry of Tourism,” says Kant
settling for an interview before
the launch of his book “Branding
India”, where he has rehved his

. experiences.

Kant says the world is moving
towards experiential travel. “Sea,

. sun, sand theory no longer works.

People want to see the place as it
is. They want a differentiated
product. The grass root experienc-

* eslike the British foreign minister

had with Rahul Gandhi in a UP
village is one example. Endoge-
nous or rural tourism is going to
be hit.” He says it works for India
because we need not dilute our
cultural ethos to attract the for-
eigners. “It worked in the case of
Kerala because we promoted
backwaters and ayurveda fol-

lowed by Kathakali, Mohiniattam
and Kalaripayattu. Now Bihar
could be promoted as a major
Buddhist centre. Orissa and Mad-
hya Pradesh are already working
on it.” He points out the turning
around of spots like Ajanta, Ello-
ra, Hampi and Humayun Tomb
because of timely investment to
improve the quality of infrastruc-
ture.

Crises as catalyst

In tourism, Kant insists, crises
should be turned into opportuni-
ties. “Kerala came to the scene
when Kashmir became terror-
prone. In fact, Incredible India
was launched when the tourism
sector was in doldrums after 9/11.
Now the downturn that has hap-
pened after 26/11 could be used
as a launch pad. We should use
the time to create many more
budget hotels. In future the tour-
ist inflow is not going to come
from the US or Britain. It is the
Chinese and Koreans who are
expected to throng India. These
people spend a lot on shopping
but tend to save on accommoda-
tion. However, they are very par-
ticular about clean sheet and
clean seat! To cater to their needs
we need many more three-star
hotels.” The booming real estate

prices don’t allow the feasibility
of such enterprises in the Nation-
al Capital Region. “The Govern-
ment should give the land on
lease for 35 to 40 years to over-
come this problem,” advises
Kant.

Incredible India is also a good
example of public-private part-
nership. “Government should act
as a facilitator and should help in
the branding of a place. Then the
private sector should take over.”
He maintains the lowest cost
theory followed in different go-
vernment sectors could not work
for tourism because it requires
creativity to hook a person to
your country and creativity
doesn’t come cheap. That is the
reason that Kant roped in San-
tosh Sivan for God’s Own Coun-
try campaign and Bharatbala and
designer V.Sushil for Incredible
India.

An antidote

The point is it is the public
money that goes into the ven-
ture? “Indeed it is, but we should
also keep an eye on the returns.
The tourism industry creates 250
million jobs world over whereas
the software industry creates on-
ly 20 million jobs. As India taps
its massive potential, tourism gvill

become a major growth catalyst.”
To top it Kant calls it an antidote
to terrorism. “Quoting Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, he says terrorism
breeds intolerance, while tourism
breeds tolerance and empathy.”
This he says should reflect on the
ground. “After successful brand-
ing, we realised the efforts should
show on the ground. That is why
we launched the Atithi Devo Bha-

_va campaign where taxi_ drivers

and guides were educated on
cleanliness of the sites and good
behaviour. Shah Rukh and Aamir
Khan were roped in to drive
home the point to general pub-
lic.” Kant agrees we still get to
hear reports of bad behaviour
with tourists, but points out we
have come a long way.

Currently posted as Principal
Secretary and Special Commis-
sioner (Industries), Kerala, Kant
says he does miss tourism sector.
“But I am still associated with
augmenting the infrastructure.”
Is it the price for being in the
limelight for too long as his crit-
ics have a long list of grouses?
“Such projects require a human
face. Unfortunately, I was the
one. But one thing is certain such
big projects can’t be successful if
you are not passionate, commit-
ted and work with 1ntegr1ty
Kant signs off.



