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Abstract: The Kedarnath region, a key pilgrimage and tourism destination in Uttarakhand, plays a pivotal role 

in the socio-economic fabric of the state. However, uncontrolled tourism, unplanned development, and 

ecological insensitivity have led to repeated environmental disasters, notably the catastrophic floods of 2013. 

Despite recurring warnings from nature, unregulated construction and excessive resource use persist. This paper 

explores how youth—empowered through education, social media, and civic engagement—can significantly 

contribute to mitigating environmental degradation in Kedarnath. By aligning youth activism with Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), especially SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption), SDG 13 (Climate Action), and 

SDG 15 (Life on Land), the paper argues that youth can be central agents of sustainable change in ecologically 

fragile zones like Kedarnath. 

Keywords: Youth Participation • Climate Action • Sustainable Development • Kedarnath • Environmental 

Degradation • SDGs. 

Introduction 

Uttarakhand, home to the Char Dham 

pilgrimage circuit, is both a religious and 

ecological treasure of India. Kedarnath, a 

major pilgrimage site, annually attracts 

millions of visitors. While this influx generates 

substantial income for local communities and 

the state, it also brings environmental stress 

through deforestation, waste generation, and 

pressure on fragile mountain ecosystems 

(Chopra 2014). The 2013 Kedarnath tragedy, 

which claimed thousands of lives, was a grim 

reminder of the dangers of ignoring ecological 

limits (Dobhal et al 2013). Yet, post-disaster 

development continues with little regard for 

sustainability. This paper proposes that 

meaningful youth engagement can reverse this 

trend and promote resilience in the region. 

Sustainable Development and the Global 

Environmental Crisis 

Environmental challenges like climate change, 

biodiversity loss, and ecosystem degradation 

are now global in nature, transcending borders. 

The Brundtland Commission’s report "Our 

Common Future" (1987) introduced the 

concept of sustainable development—

development that meets present needs without 

compromising future generations. In 2015, the 

UN adopted 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) as part of the Agenda 2030 to 

address economic, social, and environmental 

dimensions of development. 

Kedarnath reflects the urgent need for SDGs, 

especially SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption 

and Production), SDG 13 (Climate Action), 

and SDG 15 (Life on Land). Without a shift 

toward sustainability, unchecked consumption 

and tourism could make such regions 

increasingly uninhabitable and vulnerable to 

disasters. 

Youth and Sustainability: A Strategic 

Intersection 

India has the largest youth population globally, 

with over 50% below the age of 25. This 

demographic dividend offers both a challenge 

and an opportunity. Youth are more literate, 
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digitally connected, and socially conscious 

than previous generations (Kumar 2019). 

Their orientation toward innovation and 

reform positions them as potential leaders in 

sustainability transitions. 

Historically, Indian youth have played a 

critical role in political movements—be it the 

anti-colonial struggle, the JP Movement of the 

1970s, or more recent mobilizations like Anna 

Hazare’s anti-corruption campaign. Globally 

too, youth-led movements have initiated 

systemic change—from the Velvet Revolution 

in Czechoslovakia to recent protests in Sri 

Lanka. Their engagement has often redefined 

national discourse and reshaped policies 

(Hazary 1988; Craig & Jane 2014). 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and analytical 

approach grounded in secondary research. 

Data was collected from scholarly books, peer-

reviewed journals, government reports, and 

credible media articles to explore the 

environmental challenges of the Kedarnath 

region and the potential of youth engagement 

in addressing them. The sources were critically 

examined to understand patterns of ecological 

degradation, the applicability of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), and the role of 

youth in shaping sustainable practices. 

Emphasis was placed on SDG 12 (Responsible 

Consumption), SDG 13 (Climate Action), and 

SDG 15 (Life on Land) to contextualize youth-

driven ecological interventions. 

Environmental Vulnerability of Kedarnath 

Kedarnath, located in a high-altitude zone of 

the Garhwal Himalayas, is vulnerable to 

climate-induced hazards such as glacial lake 

outbursts, landslides, flash floods, and forest 

fires. The 2013 disaster exemplified how 

human interference exacerbates natural risks 

(Dobhal et al 2013). Construction of all-

weather roads and the Char Dham highway 

project—though essential for regional 

connectivity—has raised serious concerns 

among ecologists due to massive deforestation 

and soil destabilization (Mishra 2023; Semwal 

et al 2014). 

Tourism further exacerbates the problem. 

Irresponsible tourist behavior—plastic littering, 

noise pollution from helicopters and 

firecrackers, and disrespect for sacred 

biodiversity—is degrading the ecological and 

spiritual sanctity of the region (Singh 2023). 

Endangered herbs like Jatamansi and Kakoli 

are disappearing due to habitat destruction and 

unregulated extraction (ANI 2022). 

Youth Engagement in Advancing SDGs in 

Kedarnath 

a) SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and 

Production 

Youth can drive awareness campaigns that 

promote responsible pilgrimage practices. 

They can educate tourists on the ecological 

consequences of plastic use, promote zero-

waste pilgrimages, and collaborate with local 

authorities to develop eco-tourism models. 

Student-led initiatives and volunteer tourism 

("voluntourism") can encourage visitors to 

contribute to clean-up drives and ecological 

restoration. 

b) SDG 13: Climate Action 

The climate crisis is no longer an abstract 

threat—it is a lived reality in Kedarnath. 

Youth participation is crucial in demanding 

accountability from policymakers and in 

pressing for environmental assessments before 

launching infrastructure projects. Social media 

platforms, where Gen Z and Millennials are 

highly active, can amplify local ecological 

issues to a global audience, fostering cross-

border solidarity and funding for conservation. 

c) SDG 15: Life on Land 

Conserving Uttarakhand’s biodiversity—

ranging from endemic herbs to endangered 

wildlife—requires both scientific and 

community-based approaches. Youth can 

collaborate with NGOs and forest departments 

to document biodiversity, monitor illegal 

logging, and promote afforestation. Mobilizing 

school and college students into "eco clubs" 

can instill a long-term environmental ethic. 
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Recommendations for Action 

1. Youth-led rallies and information drives in 

urban centers and pilgrimage hubs can raise 

awareness on sustainable pilgrimage practices. 

2. Social media campaigns like 

#GreenKedarnath or #PilgrimageResponsibly 

can generate massive outreach. 

3. Youth organizations can push for stricter 

regulations on construction, promote eco-

tourism, and enforce bans on plastic and 

fireworks. 

4. States like Sikkim and countries like Bhutan 

offer exemplary environmental models. 

5. Encouraging green startups can align youth 

aspirations with sustainability. 

Conclusion 

Kedarnath’s spiritual significance is 

intertwined with ecological sensitivity. 

However, unregulated development and 

unsustainable tourism have brought this fragile 

region to the brink of environmental collapse. 

The increasing frequency of landslides, flash 

floods, and biodiversity loss are indicators of 

the ecological imbalance. In this context, the 

youth, with their energy, awareness, and 

access to digital platforms, represent a 

powerful force for ecological transformation. 

Their active involvement can drive grassroots 

awareness, responsible consumption, and 

climate-conscious behavior. Empowering 

young people through education, policy 

inclusion, and leadership opportunities is not 

just desirable—it is essential. With sustained 

support, youth-led initiatives can shift 

Kedarnath's trajectory from degradation to 

resilience and ensure the preservation of its 

sacred and ecological legacy for future 

generations. 
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