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Redeveloping Varanasi Ghats, making a difference! 
 
Varanasi has often been termed as the cradle of India’s culture. It is a city of 
scholars, writers, poets and thinkers. The Ganga flows through Varanasi but 
sadly even here the Ganga’s condition has become pitiable. This task seeks 
your ideas on a comprehensive plan to clean the Ganga in Varanasi and at 
the same time a re-development plan for the Ghats of the city. 
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B.Arch. [School of Planning and Architecture, Delhi, India] 
smritipant [at] gmail [dot] com 
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An Indian architect with a specialisation in world (cultural) heritage management, Smriti 
works towards promoting sustainable development of tangible and intangible cultural heritage for 
achieving wider development goals.  

She has experience of working with (inter-) governmental organisations, NGOs, public 
institutions (including universities) as well as private organisations – including United Nations, 
UNESCO and Government of India agencies – on a wide range of projects for safeguarding and 
mainstreaming of culture in Asia, Europe, Middle East and North America. 
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M.Sc. in Architecture and Urban Design [Pratt Institute, New York, USA] 
B.Arch. [School of Planning and Architecture, Delhi, India]  
gajendrapratap[at]gmail[dot]com 
+919818117000 

An Indian architect with a specialisation in urban design, Gajendra has been passionately 
working on sustainable urban revitalisation and development projects for almost a decade. 

In recent years, he has worked on projects related to urban village revitalisation, waterfront 
development as well as rejuvenation of artist colonies in Asia, Europe and North America. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*This concept paper is a result of a (5+5 hours) brainstorming session by its authors. 
Acknowledging that there are many further ideas that can and need to be integrated 
within in a comprehensive plan for cleaning Ganga at Varanasi and re-developing the 
Ghats of the city, both authors are keen on contributing their expertise to the Clean 
Ganga initiative further. 
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1. VISION 
 
The Ghats of Varanasi are an exceptional example of their kind, and a testimony to a 
unique confluence of (living) cultural and natural heritage – not only in India but also 
worldwide. 
 
Therefore, the overarching vision of a comprehensive plan for re-development of the 
Ghats of Varanasi should be to contribute to the safeguarding and promotion of the 
place’s unique tangible and intangible cultural and natural heritage – at a local, national 
and international level. 
 
Such an initiative can only be truly sustainable if the re-development of the Ghats goes 
hand-in-hand with the cleaning of the river Ganga flowing between them as well as 
promotes socio-economic empowerment of the residents of Varanasi, while creating an 
overall improvement in the visitor experience. 
 
Furthermore, by adopting an integrated vision, this re-development project has the 
potential of setting a best-practice model, which demonstrates the manner in which 
safeguarding and promoting cultural and natural heritage can contribute to the 
achievement of wider development goals – and, in this particular case, the manner in 
which the Ghats can serve as a catalyst in the future sustainable development of the 
entire city of Varanasi as a heritage city. 
 
It is essential that the re-development activities go hand-in-hand with state-of-the-art 
research from a multi-disciplinary perspective – especially since the Ghats of Varanasi are 
multi-faceted. Therefore, professionals with proven expertise in associated disciplines 
should be invited/encouraged to contribute to this overall project. 
 
For practical reasons, whereas much of the team should and will need to be comprised 
of Indian citizens, eminent foreign experts on the subject, if any, should also be 
integrated within the team. 
 
There should be regular interaction between the government representatives, expert 
panel as well as members of the local community and other relevant stakeholder groups. 
 
Involvement of local community members and other stakeholders must be encouraged 
as they are the ones who (should) have the maximum interest in addressing the current 
issues faced at the Ghats of Varanasi and cleaning of river Ganga, as well as have most to 
gain (not just economically, but also socially and culturally) from the sustainable 
redevelopment of the Ghats and the river. Within this backdrop, local, national and 
global crowdsourcing and (public as well as private) partnerships are required to be 
developed. 
 
Last, but not least, it is essential that all policies and activities proposed within the 
comprehensive re-development plan for the Ghats of Varanasi and cleaning the part of 
Ganga flowing through this holy city should be guided by such an integrated vision. 
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2. SUGGESTED METHODOLOGY 
 
Step 1: 
Identification of the area(s) to be redeveloped 
 
Step 2: 
Understanding the historic evolution of the identified area(s) as well as the past and 
present values attached to them by various stakeholders 
 
Step 3: 
Understanding the issues that are impacting, or may have an impact in the near future, 
on the identified values of the selected areas at macro, medium and micro levels 
 
Step 4: 
Development of a comprehensive, context-specific and prioritised Action Plan to 
address the identified issues 
 
Step 5: 
Monitoring of the implementation of proposed Action Plan  
 
 
a) Step 1: Identification of area(s) to be redeveloped 
 
- Clearly define the core zone(s) and list their individual tangible and intangible cultural 

and natural heritage components for which the redevelopment policies are to be 
developed 

- Identify suitable buffer zone(s) around the core zone(s) for implementing additional 
safeguarding measures – which will complement those defined for the core zone(s) – 
to ensure sustainable (re)development 

 
 
b) Step 2: Understanding the historic evolution of the identified area(s) as 

well as the past and present values attached to them by various 
stakeholders 

-‐ Conduct research on the basis of available historic and contemporary documents 
(texts and photographs) 

-‐ Conduct a physical survey of tangible components of the identified core and buffer 
zone(s) 

-‐ Identify all interest groups and their kind/level of association with the specified 
area(s) and their individual components 

 
 
c) Step 3: Understanding the issues that are impacting, or may have an 

impact in the near future, on the identified values of the selected areas at 
macro, medium and micro levels 

 
These include (in alphabetical order): 
-‐ Developmental Pressure 
-‐ Ecological Issues 
-‐ Economic Issues 
-‐ Natural and Man-Made Disasters 
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-‐ Religious Aspects 
-‐ Socio-Cultural Issues 
-‐ Tourism Management 
-‐ Etc. 
 
 
d) Step 4: Development of a comprehensive, context-specific Action Plan to 

address the identified issues 
 
-‐ Action plan should list concrete activities to be implemented in a prioritised manner 

for achieving the desired vision within an identified timeframe 
-‐ Action Plan should also specify the actors/stakeholders and budget required for 

implementation of the proposed activities. It is important to clearly allocate 
responsibility for implementation of all activities within the Action Plan to 
individual/group of government departments and other public/private institutions to 
improve answerability as well as ensure transparent and efficient completion of 
allocated tasks within the specified timeframe and budget. 

 
 
e) Step 5: Monitoring of the implementation of proposed Action Plan  
 
-‐ Monitoring Plan should be set up for ensuring that the end results are in line with the 

envisaged results of the proposed action plan. 
-‐ Inter-disciplinary implementation the proposed Action Plan and Monitoring Plan 

should be centrally coordinate by a dedicated redevelopment management authority. 
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3. SELECT ISSUES AND RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS 
 
3.1 Development Pressure 
 
Vehicular and Pedestrian Traffic 

Segregation of vehicular and pedestrian traffic is required. This segregation can 
be done time-wise as well as by allocating dedicated zones for different modes of traffic. 
Battery operated cars for senior citizen and specially-abled should be introduced in the 
pedestrian zones. Cycle track should also be developed and bicycle tours should be 
encouraged for a better experience Varanasi Ghats. 
 
Security System 

Security systems are fast becoming an essential part of our urban landscape and 
at the same time are also affecting the aesthetics and character of the urban built spaces. 
Therefore, it is necessary to plan for an “invisible” security system that provides adequate 
safety without becoming a hindrance in the actual experience of the place by its residents, 
visitors, etc. 
 
Health and Sanitation 

Adequate sanitary facilities, both toilet and bathing facilities, must be provided. 
These need to be designed keeping in mind the actual and envisaged number of 
residents/tourists frequenting the Ghats as well as their sex ratio. 

In addition, cultural constraints also need to be kept in mind when choosing the 
siting of the sanitary facilities, especially toilets. For example as far as possible the toilets 
should be located at places where the devotees/visitors can use them while keeping their 
shoes/slippers on, instead of having to go there bare-footed which can result in 
spreading of diseases. 

Thirdly, facilities supplying safe drinking water free of cost should be made 
available at appropriate locations, which together form a dense network. Not only will 
this make the Ghats much more user-friendly, it will also help in substantial reduction of 
plastic waste generated by empty water bottles. 
 
3.2 Ecological Issues 
 
Discharge of Water from Bathing Ghats into Main River 

Some of the water of river Ganga should ideally be directed to specially designed 
bathing areas which are segregated from the river in a manner that the used water can 
then be redirected to a treatment plant before being discharged into Ganga once again.  

A functional mini-sewage treatment plan furthermore needs to be established for 
the designated bathing areas. 
 
Non-Biodegradable Products 

A plastic free zone should be created in and around the Ghats. 
The residents/tourists should be encouraged to use only eco-friendly and natural 

products at the Ghats as well as in general in the entire city of Varanasi. 
In addition, ideally, only organically produced bio-degradable products – 

including even items such as soaps, shampoos, etc. – should be permitted for use at the 
Ghats and their immediate vicinity. 
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3.3 Economic Issues 
 
Commercial Activities in the Vicinity of the Ghats 

Many commercial activities around the Ghats often encroach upon spaces which 
could be put to better use by being allocated to other activities. Therefore a master land-
use plan needs to be developed where religious, institutional, commercial, residential and 
other areas are properly demarcated. The percentage of area allocated for these individual 
uses should be identified based on an actual survey of the existing land use pattern as 
well as the additional requirements of the people using the Ghats on a regular basis. 
 
Unemployment and Poverty 
 Development of any kind is only sustainable if the local population can benefit – 
not just economically but also from a cultural and social perspective – from it. 
 Employment generation, poverty alleviation as well as a sense of enhanced 
cultural identity at the local level must therefore be integrated as essential goals of the 
policies aimed at the redevelopment of the Ghats. 

This can be achieved by establishing a “Made in Varanasi” Local Production Local 
Consumption Model, which promotes the establishment of cottage industries for producing 
various items required by the devotees/visitors frequenting the Ghats on a regular basis. 
Such items may include organic soaps, shampoos, etc. and should be provided/sold at a 
nominal price to the visitors coming to the Ghats for bathing, etc. In addition, the profit 
generated from these cottage industries should go back to the local people associated 
with this initiative. 
 
Informal Sector 

Informal sector has an important role to lay in the fulfilment of day-to-day needs 
of a substantial percentage of today’s population. At the same time it sometimes also 
impacts the quality of life of many people in a negative manner. Therefore, strategies 
need to be devised to ensure that the informal sector flourishes in harmony with the 
overall vision for the re-development of the Ghats of Varanasi. 
 
3.4 Natural and Man-Made Disasters 
 
Disaster Management Plan 

Risks associated with natural and man-made disasters – including climate change, 
stampede, etc. – need to be identified in a prioritised manner within a comprehensive 
disaster management plan.  Such a Plan should furthermore outline strategies for 
preventing/mitigating the identified risks. 

Provision should also be made for training both local service providers and 
tourists to respond to emergencies like stampede, acts of terrorism and other man made 
disasters. 
 
3.5 Religious aspects 
 

The Ghats of Varanasi and the river Ganga itself have a great historic, religious, 
aesthetic and ecological value for Hindus, Indians as well as the entire world. But 
unfortunately, the very (particularly religious) reasons for which the Ghats and the river 
have been cherished for centuries have started being associated with them as their 
weaknesses in recent decades, instead of serving as their USPs. 
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Thus it is high time now that the “religious constraints” of sustainable 
management of Ganga and sustainable development of the Ghats of Varanasi are 
addressed in a manner that they can really become Varanasi’s strength in the near future. 
 
3.6 Socio-Cultural Issues 
 
Homeless People 

A large number of homeless people have made the Ghats and many places in 
their vicinity their home, which has a negative impact on the socio-cultural image of 
Varanasi. Thus, the success of a re-development plan depends on proper identification of 
the needs of these people as well as establishment of a resettlement plan for them, which 
not only provides them alternative and suitable places that they can call as their home but 
also means of sustainable livelihood. This will improve the quality of spaces at and 
around the Ghats as well as serve to reduce the pressure on existing and future facilities 
 
Senior Citizens, Specially-Abled Users and Families 
 Given the multiple holy associations with the river Ganga as well as the Ghats of 
Varanasi, senior citizens and specially-abled people represent a substantial percentage of 
the total users of these public spaces. Therefore, it is important that most, if not all, 
public spaces can be easily accessed and the related civic amenities be made easy to use 
by these sections of the society.  
 The religious importance of the river and the Ghats also means that many 
families come to visit these places. However, due to the lack of family-friendly amenities 
these users are forced to spend much lesser time in Varanasi than what they would have 
actually liked to. Thus, the re-development of the Ghats also needs to be done keeping in 
mind the needs of families, particularly those with small babies, toddlers as well as 
teenagers. 
 
Dynamism of Spaces 
 Even though Varanasi is a vibrant city, hosting a range of tangible and intangible 
forms of cultural and ecological heritage, many of the related manifestations of this 
heritage are at present concentrated in particular areas. This results in excessive pressure 
on certain parts of the city. 
 To resolve this issue, it is important to incentivise the creation of a certain 
dynamism wherein all the public spaces at and around the Ghats are put to use in 
different ways throughout the day the whole year round. Such dynamic spaces will 
furthermore double up to serve as important platforms for communication between the 
local people as well as the tourists. 
 
3.7 Tourism Management 
 
Cultural and Eco Tourism 

The cultural and ecological USPs of the Ghats and the river Ganga should be 
promoted to encourage a form of tourism where the visitors learn to respect and use the 
Ghats and associated facilities responsibly as well as contribute to their sustainable 
management in the long run. 
  
Interpretation 

All visitors coming to the Ghats know their purpose of visit – be it religious 
activities such as worship of Goddess Ganga, praying in the various temples, cremation 
of loved ones or simply experiencing the rich tangible and intangible culture of the place. 
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Yet, in the present scenario, first time visitors are unable to get a proper sense of 
orientation once they are in the vicinity of the Ghats and do not find it easy to make 
their own way to the places they want to visit. In addition, sometimes the locals, who see 
this as an opportunity to make money via unfair means, misguide them. This results in 
spoiling the overall experience of the visitors and does not give them any incentive to 
revisit the Ghats unless and until it becomes absolutely imperative.  

Thus, information centres need to be established at various locations on site as 
well as virtually. These should be supported by popular and easy-to-use digital 
technology. The on-site information centres should furthermore provide hard copies of 
brochures, pamphlets, maps as well as other information regarding whom to contact for 
conducting various religious ceremonies, etc. free of cost/at nominal charges. 
 
Local Culture and Cuisine 

Apart from religious ceremonies, holding other cultural events – such as classical 
(instrumental and vocal) music, classical dance, etc. – at or in the close vicinity of the 
Ghats, using the river as a natural backdrop, should be encouraged. Not only will this 
revive and promote the rich intangible cultural heritage of the city of Varanasi, it will also 
provide additional incentive for the cleanliness level of the river to be maintained at all 
times. However, such activities should only be planned after undertaking adequate 
impact assessment of their possible detrimental effects and putting proper mitigation 
measures in place. 

Furthermore, food stalls providing good quality local cuisine should be 
established. 
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