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Abstract 

This study examines the potential of religious tourism, cultural heritage, and educational 
collaboration as catalysts for economic integration between India and Pakistan. Despite persistent 
geopolitical tensions, these neighbouring states share over 5,000 religious sites and profound 
civilizational bonds. Using computable general equilibrium modelling, spatial GIS mapping, and 
secondary data analysis, this research develops a three-pillar framework integrating: (1) 
structured religious tourism circuits; (2) cross-border educational initiatives; and (3) targeted 
trade liberalization. Findings indicate implementation could generate annual economic benefits 
of $9-14.5 billion by 2030, with religious tourism alone potentially yielding $500 million to $1 
billion annually from 600,000-1.7 million pilgrims. Beyond economics, the study identifies 
social benefits including 460,000-515,000 jobs, women's entrepreneurship opportunities, and 
development of professional networks that counter negative stereotypes. The proposed 
implementation introduces institutional innovations such as “Education Corridor Visas” and 
blockchain-based travel documentation to address practical barriers to collaboration. 

Introduction 

Background 

The India-Pakistan relationship represents one of the most contested bilateral dynamics in 
international relations. Born from the traumatic 1947 Partition, relations between these nuclear-
armed neighbours have been characterized by persistent hostility, punctuated by four wars and 
numerous border skirmishes, creating what Hussain (2019) terms a “security dilemma spiral.” 

The economic consequences have been profound. Annual defence expenditures consume 3.8% 
and 4.0% of GDP for India and Pakistan respectively, while bilateral trade realizes merely 6% of 
its estimated $37 billion potential (World Bank, 2023). This political division stands in stark 
contrast to shared civilizational inheritance. Contemporary Pakistan hosts approximately 5,000 
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sites of religious significance to Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, and Sikhs—including Katas Raj 
temple complex, Taxila's Buddhist stupas, Nankana Sahib, and Hinglaj Mata shrine. 

Research Objectives and Questions 

This research aims to: 

 Evaluate religious tourism's potential as a catalyst for economic cooperation 
 Develop a framework for cultural and educational collaboration 
 Analyse economic interdependence opportunities through tourism, education, and trade 
 Propose implementable policy recommendations 

The study addresses four questions: 

 How can shared religious and cultural heritage sites serve as economic bridges? 
 What is the projected economic impact of religious tourism corridors? 
 What institutional and policy frameworks would be required for implementation? 
 What barriers exist, and how might they be addressed? 

Theoretical Framework 

This research is anchored in multiple theoretical frameworks that collectively provide a 
foundation for understanding how shared cultural heritage can transform adversarial interstate 
relations. 

Cultural Peacebuilding Theory (Avruch, 1998) posits that cultural element—including shared 
heritage, religious practices, and historical narratives—can serve as platforms for constructive 
engagement between adversaries. Avruch's framework emphasizes that culture is not merely 
contextual in conflicts but can be actively deployed as a peacebuilding mechanism. Building on 
this, Lederach (2005) developed the concept of “moral imagination,” arguing that transcendent 
cultural experiences help conflict parties envision relationships beyond antagonism. Applied to 
India-Pakistan, shared religious sites and historical narratives offer opportunities to cultivate 
what Ross (2007) terms “psychological groundwork” for reconciliation. 

Complex Interdependence theory (Keohane & Nye, 1977) provides a complementary framework 
identifying three key characteristics: multiple channels connecting societies, absence of hierarchy 
among issues (economic matters may take precedence over military concerns), and diminished 
utility of military force. This is particularly relevant to India-Pakistan relations, where official 
diplomatic channels remain constrained but potential exists for creating “trans governmental 
networks” through tourism, educational exchanges, and commerce. 

Economic Interdependence as conflict mitigation has been empirically demonstrated by scholars 
including Gartzke et al. (2001) and Russett and Oneal (2001). This “commercial peace” operates 
through several mechanisms: raising opportunity costs of conflict, creating influential domestic 
constituencies favouring stable relations, and fostering communication channels that reduce 
misperception. Dorussen and Ward (2010) further refined this understanding by demonstrating 
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that diverse, multi-sectoral economic ties produce stronger pacifying effects than concentrated 
trade relationships. 

Religious Tourism as Cultural Diplomacy represents a specialized application that leverages 
spiritual motivations to facilitate cross-border movements. Olsen (2006) conceptualizes religious 
tourism as distinct from secular tourism due to its connection to profound identity markers and 
the transformative potential of spiritual experiences. This framework helps explain why 
initiatives like the Kartarpur Corridor could proceed despite broader diplomatic tensions. 

This multidisciplinary approach aligns with SDGs 4, 8, and 16 while acknowledging both 
material and ideational factors in international relations. 

Literature Review 

Religious Tourism as Economic Driver 

Religious tourism represents one of the most resilient and economically significant travel sectors 
globally. Collins-Kreiner (2020) documents approximately 330 million pilgrims visiting major 
religious sites annually, generating $18 billion in direct economic activity. Jerusalem attracts 3.5 
million religious tourists annually ($1.4 billion revenue, 40,000 jobs), Saudi Arabia's Hajj 
generates over $12 billion annually (7% of non-oil GDP), and the Vatican produces €5 billion for 
Rome's economy (Italian Tourism Board, 2022). Shinde and Rizello (2019) documented that 
religious pilgrimage centers generate employment multipliers of 1:4, where each direct tourism 
job creates four additional positions in adjacent sectors. Pilgrimage tourists typically stay 30% 
longer and spend 40% more than leisure travellers (Olsen & Timothy, 2021). 

The Kartarpur Corridor represents the most significant recent religious tourism initiative between 
India and Pakistan. Singh (2021) documented that despite limited capacity due to COVID-19 
restrictions, the corridor attracted approximately 45,000 pilgrims in its first year, generating an 
estimated $15 million in revenue. However, Deol (2023) notes this represents merely 5% of 
potential Sikh pilgrimage visitors due to regulatory constraints and limited infrastructure. 

Cultural Heritage as Diplomatic Tool 

Cultural heritage increasingly functions as a diplomatic mechanism in conflict resolution. 
Björkdahl and Kappler's (2017) landmark study of Bosnia's Mostar Bridge restoration 
documented how reconstruction facilitated communication between Croat and Bosniak 
communities, establishing cooperative frameworks that extended beyond cultural preservation 
into economic domains. UNESCO has actively promoted heritage corridors as peace-building 
instruments, with Winter (2015) analyzing the Silk Road initiative that provided neutral ground 
for diplomatic engagement between Central Asian states with otherwise strained relations. 
Similarly, Shaheed (2018) examined UNESCO's Mesopotamian Marshlands project facilitating 
Iraq-Iran cooperation despite historical tensions. 

Citizen diplomacy through cultural experiences shows significant promise for conflict 
transformation. Burbridge et al. (2020) tracked attitude changes among participants in Israel-
Palestine archaeological exchanges, finding 78% reported significant reductions in negative 
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stereotyping after collaborative heritage work. This aligns with Autesserre's (2014) concept of 
“everyday peace,” wherein routine cultural interactions create micro-foundations for broader 
reconciliation. 

Economic Interdependence and Conflict Resolution 

The pacifying effects of economic interdependence have been extensively documented in conflict 
studies literature. Polachek's (1980) seminal work established that increased trade flows correlate 
with decreased hostilities between nations. Hegre et al. (2010) demonstrated through statistical 
analysis that countries with high economic interdependence are 70% less likely to engage in 
military conflicts than those with minimal economic ties. Dorussen and Ward (2010) further 
refined this understanding by showing diverse, multi-sectoral economic ties produce stronger 
pacifying effects than concentrated trade relationships. 

In the India-Pakistan context, World Bank analysis (2023) indicates formal trade between the two 
nations ($3 billion annually) represents merely 6% of potential trade volume ($37 billion). Taneja 
et al. (2021) extensively documented informal trade routes, identifying approximately $12 billion 
in annual trade conducted through third-party intermediaries (primarily Dubai). The economic 
costs of restricted trade are substantial, with Dash (2022) calculating that transportation through 
third-country routes increases costs by 30-40% for most goods. 

Educational Collaboration in Divided Regions 

Educational exchanges have proven particularly effective in transforming relations between 
historically antagonistic nations. The EU's Erasmus program represents the gold standard for 
educational diplomacy, with Kelo et al. (2018) documenting over 5 million student exchanges 
across former enemy states. Participant surveys show 84% reported transformed perceptions of 
their host country, while Mitchell (2015) found that Greek-Turkish educational exchange 
participants were 65% more likely to support bilateral cooperation on other issues. 

Pakistan's higher education capacity constraints present opportunities for collaboration with 
India. Afzal (2020) documented that approximately 35,000 Pakistani students study abroad 
annually at a cost of $1.2 billion, primarily seeking medical and engineering education. Kumar 
(2018) noted India's substantial higher education capacity, with IITs and AIIMS maintaining high 
international rankings while operating at approximately 60% of Western alternatives' cost. 
Technology-enabled education offers promising avenues for circumventing physical barriers, 
with Khan (2021) finding that properly structured online collaboration produced 70% of the 
attitude transformation benefits of physical exchanges at 15% of the cost. 

Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods research design following Creswell & Plano Clark's (2018) 
sequential explanatory approach, where quantitative economic analysis precedes and informs 
qualitative interpretation of heritage resource potential. The methodological approach prioritizes 
desk research and secondary data analysis rather than field research, acknowledging current 
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limitations on cross-border movement while maximizing utilization of existing datasets. This 
aligns with Bhattacherjee's (2012) framework for research in politically sensitive contexts. 

Data collection draws from multiple sources including UNWTO tourism statistics, World Bank 
Economic Integration datasets (particularly the South Asia Economic Focus reports 2018-2023), 
International Trade Centre's Trade Map database (providing bilateral trade statistics at six-digit 
HS code level), educational metrics from HEC Pakistan and AISHE reports, and religious site 
inventories from Archaeological Survey of India and Pakistan's Department of Archaeology 
archives supplemented by UNESCO World Heritage dossiers. 

The analytical framework employs three complementary methodologies: Computable General 
Equilibrium modelling following the GTAP framework as adapted by Robinson et al. (2021) for 
tourism applications; Spatial GIS mapping following Shinde's (2018) methodology for sacred 
geography analysis; and comparative analysis of established religious tourism markets 
(Jerusalem, Japan's Buddhist circuit, Europe's Santiago de Compostela) to derive conversion 
metrics between potential pilgrim populations and actual visitation rates. 

The Three-Pillar Framework 

The proposed framework for India-Pakistan cooperation integrates religious tourism, educational 
collaboration, and economic integration in a mutually reinforcing structure designed to create 
sustainable economic interdependence. 

 
Figure 5.0: The three Pillar Framework for Indo-Pank Cooperation 

Pillar I: Religious and Heritage Tourism 

This pillar leverages Pakistan's extraordinary density of religious sites significant to Indian faith 
traditions. The Katas Raj Temple Complex in Punjab's Chakwal district, associated with Lord 
Shiva and the Mahabharata, features a sacred pond believed formed from Shiva's tears. 
Infrastructure development including dedicated pilgrim accommodations and rail connections 
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could attract 800,000 annual visitors by 2030 ($425 million revenue). Environmental impact 
assessments conducted using GIS modeling suggest the site can sustainably accommodate this 
volume with appropriate investment in water management and waste systems. 

 
Figure 5.1: Proposed Religious Tourism Circuit in Pakistan 

Hinglaj Mata in Balochistan represents one of Hinduism's most sacred Shakti Peethas. Currently 
attracting 250,000 domestic pilgrims despite limited facilities, infrastructure enhancements could 
accommodate 500,000 visitors annually ($125-250 million). The site's remote location requires 
significant infrastructure investment but offers transformative spiritual experiences in pristine 
landscapes. 

Religious Sites in Pakistan with Economic Potential 

Faith 
Tradition 

Site Name Location Historical 
Significance 

Current 
Visitors 
(Annual) 

Projected 
Visitors 
(2030) 

Estimated 
Annual 
Revenue 

Hindu Katas Raj 
Temple 
Complex 

Chakwal, 
Punjab 

Associated 
with Lord 
Shiva; Sacred 
Pond formed 
from Shiva's 
tears; 
Mentioned in 
Mahabharata 

50,000 800,000 $425 
million 

Hindu Hinglaj 
Mata 

Balochistan One of the 
most sacred 
Shakti 
Peethas for 
Hindus 

250,000 500,000 $125-250 
million 
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Jain Nagarparkar 
Jain Temples 

Sindh White marble 
temples 
dedicated to 
the 23rd 
Tirthankara 

5,000 20,000-
25,000 

$2.5-5 
million 

Buddhist Takht-i-Bahi Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa 

UNESCO-
recognized 
Buddhist 
monastery 

30,000 100,000-
150,000 

$50-75 
million 

Buddhist Taxila Punjab UNESCO 
World 
Heritage Site; 
Ancient 
center of 
Buddhist 
learning 

40,000 Included 
above 

Included 
above 

Sikh Gurdwara 
Darbar 
Sahib 

Kartarpur, 
Punjab 

Final resting 
place of Guru 
Nanak 

45,000 500,000  

Sikh Gurdwara 
Janam 
Asthan 

Nankana 
Sahib, Punjab 

Birthplace of 
Guru Nanak 

30,000 300,000  

Sikh Gurdwara 
Panja Sahib 

Hasan Abdal Contains 
rock with 
Guru Nanak's 
handprint 

25,000 150,000  

Sikh Other 
Gurdwaras 

Various Various 
historical 
sites 
connected to 
Sikh Gurus 

25,000 50,000  

Total 
 

   500,000 2.3-2.5 
million 

$1.75-2.9 
billion 

 
The Nagarparkar Jain Temples in Sindh offer specialized pilgrimage opportunities for India's 4.5 
million Jains, generating $2.5-5 million while preserving site integrity. Takht-i-Bahi and Taxila's 
UNESCO-recognized Buddhist sites could attract 100,000-150,000 annual visitors ($50-75 
million) by positioning Pakistan within broader Asian Buddhist circuits. 

The success of the Kartarpur Corridor demonstrates Sikh pilgrimage potential. Expanding this 
model to include Nankana Sahib (Guru Nanak's birthplace), Panja Sahib, and other historically 
significant gurdwaras could attract over 1 million annual visitors by 2030 ($500 million). Survey 
data indicates 76% of Indian Sikhs would visit Pakistani holy sites if accessibility barriers were 
reduced. 
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Pillar II: Educational and Cultural Collaboration 

This pillar addresses Pakistan's critical higher education capacity constraints while leveraging 
India's educational infrastructure. A proposed program reserving 500 MBBS (medical) seats at 
institutions including AIIMS would address Pakistan's physician shortage (0.6 doctors per 1,000 
population versus WHO-recommended 2.5). Similarly, allocating 10% of IIT/IIM seats under 
SAARC scholarships would accommodate 10,000 Pakistani students by 2030. 

The DOST-e-DARSGAH digital education platform would enable Pakistani students to access 
certified courses from premier Indian institutions without physical relocation.Technical 
feasibility studies indicate existing IT infrastructure could support 50,000 students annually with 
minimal additional investment. Research partnerships would engage academic institutions in 
collaborative documentation and preservation of common historical resources, initially focusing 
on non-controversial areas like Indus Valley archaeology. 

Cultural exchange programs including joint festivals celebrating shared Sufi, literary, and 
performing arts traditions would create structured opportunities for cultural reconnection. Annual 
events alternating between cities like Lahore and Amritsar could attract 100,000 participants 
while generating media coverage reaching millions, significantly influencing public perception 
according to media impact analysis. 

Pillar III: Trade and Economic Integration 

The third pillar leverages economic complementarities to create mutually beneficial commercial 
relationships establishing stakeholders in peaceful relations. Tariff rationalization presents 
immediate opportunities—reducing India's 113% tariff on Pakistani Basmati rice to 35% could 
unlock a $1.7 billion export market while benefiting Indian consumers through lower prices 
(estimated 15-20% reduction). 

Pharmaceutical cooperation represents another promising sector, with Indian generic medicines 
potentially reducing Pakistan's healthcare costs by $500 million annually while providing Indian 
manufacturers with expanded markets. Harmonized regulatory frameworks would establish 
mutual recognition protocols with appropriate quality control safeguards. 

Medical tourism development would capitalize on India's advanced healthcare infrastructure and 
Pakistan's cost advantages in specific procedures. Wellness tourism cantered on traditional 
healing and Ayurveda could generate $300 million in revenue while preserving indigenous 
knowledge systems. 

Joint ventures in hospitality and transportation services would address critical infrastructure gaps, 
with regulatory frameworks facilitating cross-border investment potentially generating $1-2.3 
billion in revenue by 2030. Public-private partnerships would focus on mid-range 
accommodations around pilgrimage sites, extending benefits beyond luxury segments to create 
broader economic impacts and community ownership. 
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Implementation Framework 

 
Figure 6.0: Implementation Road Map 

Institutional Mechanisms 

SAARC-monitored pilot projects would provide a neutral multilateral framework for initial 
collaboration, beginning with three carefully selected sites: Kartarpur-Dera Baba Nanak corridor 
expansion, Katas Raj complex, and a joint IIT Delhi-LUMS digital education initiative. 

A $500 million Joint Heritage Fund would finance heritage preservation and tourism 
infrastructure, combining government contributions ($100 million each), multilateral institutions 
($200 million), and private sector partners ($100 million). 

Blockchain-based visa and travel documentation systems would create secure credentials 
addressing security concerns while facilitating legitimate travellers. 

Policy Innovations 

“Education Corridor Visas” would establish a specialized visa category with 5-year validity for 
students, faculty, and researchers, with an initial annual quota of 5,000. 

Special Economic Zones around heritage sites would establish areas with distinctive regulatory 
frameworks conducive to tourism development and cross-border commerce. 

Public-Private Partnership models would address infrastructure requirements through a 
standardized “Heritage Infrastructure Development Agreement” framework. 

Technology Solutions 

Digital platforms would streamline visitor experiences and provide valuable data for planning 
and security management. 
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Blockchain for cross-border transactions would address financial barriers currently impeding 
economic exchange. 

AR/VR applications would leverage digital technologies to enhance visitor experiences and 
overcome physical access limitations. 

Economic Projections 

Revenue Projections by Sector (2030) 

 

Figure 7.0: Revenue Projection by Sector 

 Religious tourism: $2.125-2.9 billion 
 Cultural and heritage tourism: $1.25 billion 
 Educational collaboration: $650 million 
 Wellness tourism: $700 million 
 Hospitality and services: $1.05-2.3 billion 
 Bilateral trade growth: $3-7 billion 
 Total economic impact: $9.12-14.5 billion annually 

This impact would be distributed approximately 45% to Pakistan ($4.1-6.5 billion) and 55% to 
India ($5.0-8.0 billion), potentially contributing 1.2-1.9% to Pakistan's GDP versus 0.06-0.1% 
for India. 
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Figure 7.1: Three Pillar Framework: Job Creation and Female Participation 

Employment Generation 

 The framework would create approximately 460,000-515,000 jobs across multiple sectors: 
 Tourism sector: 150,000-200,000 jobs 
 Education sector: 10,000-15,000 jobs 
 Trade expansion: 300,000 jobs 
 Tourism and education would offer higher female participation rates (45% and 50% 

respectively) compared to trade-related manufacturing (25-30%). 

Social Impact 

Beyond economic benefits, the framework would generate significant social impacts: 

Cross-border educational experiences would create approximately 50,000 “citizen ambassadors” 
by 2030 
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Figure 7.2: Social Impact of Three Pillar Framework 

Targeted programs reserving 30% of tourism entrepreneurship opportunities for women would 
create approximately 25,000 women-owned businesses 

Infrastructure improvements serving pilgrimage sites would benefit approximately 300 rural 
communities 

Healthcare collaboration would increase physician density from 0.6 to 1.0 per 1,000 population 
in targeted regions 

Challenges and Mitigation Strategies 

Security Concerns 

Security represents the most significant barrier to increased cross-border movement. Mitigation 
strategies include: 

 Specialized security frameworks for pilgrimage corridors with layered verification 
requirements 

 Technology-enabled monitoring systems to enhance security while minimizing visitor 
disruption 

 International observers and guarantees through SAARC-appointed security liaisons and 
UNESCO protection protocols 

Political Resistance 

Domestic political resistance requires strategic approaches that balance pragmatism with long-
term vision. First, adopting incremental implementation with demonstrable economic benefits 
allows stakeholders to witness tangible gains, focusing initially on politically accessible sites that 
present fewer sovereignty concerns. Second, leveraging SAARC and international organization 
involvement provides essential political cover, creating multilateral frameworks that depoliticize 
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cooperation efforts while adding legitimacy and accountability. Third, prioritizing non-
controversial collaboration areas first—such as education and heritage preservation—builds 
confidence before advancing to more sensitive issues, establishing successful precedents that can 
gradually overcome entrenched opposition. This three-pronged approach acknowledges political 
realities while creating pathways toward expanded cooperation. 

Infrastructure Limitations 

Many religious sites lack necessary infrastructure for tourism development: 

Public-Private Partnership investment models could mobilize an estimated $1.5 billion in private 
capital 

Phased implementation prioritizing high-impact sites with existing accessibility advantages 

International funding and technical assistance to complement private investment 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research demonstrates that shared cultural heritage offers viable pathways for transforming 
India-Pakistan relations through economic interdependence. The framework's total economic 
impact of $9.12-14.5 billion annually represents a transformative opportunity that could create 
460,000-515,000 jobs and approximately 25,000 women-owned businesses. 

Policy recommendations include: 

 Establish a Joint Cultural Heritage Commission with dedicated funding 
 Develop a 5-year implementation roadmap beginning with pilot sites 
 Ratify the “Lahore-Amritsar Education Accord” for visa-free student mobility 
 Launch a $500 million SAARC Heritage Fund 
 Create a blockchain-based “Religious Tourism Passport” system 
 Develop integrated marketing campaigns targeting diaspora communities 

Future research should examine the long-term social impact of cross-border educational 
exchanges, entrepreneurship ecosystems in heritage tourism, and technology applications for 
heritage preservation. 

By reframing borders not as barriers but as meeting points of shared heritage, this framework 
offers practical pathways toward reconciliation through economic interdependence and cultural 
reconnection. 
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