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What’s on in Tourism?
Kerala to become world’s number one soon: Ms. Ambika Soni

The State is a role model in tourism growth, says Union Minister….more
Kerala is today a role model in tourism growth and time will not be far away when God’s Own Country emerge as world’s number one, said Ms. Ambika Soni, Union Minister for Tourism. The minister was delivering the keynote address at the inaugural function of the recently concluded Kerala Travel Mart 2007 in Kochi. The Union Government lays special emphasis on developing budget hotels. The finance ministry has been asked to provide tax reduction for those starting budget hotels. The country has a deficiency of an estimated ten thousand hotel rooms. The minister also said that the Government is in the process of liberalising tourist visa rules. Discussions are going on with the ministry of External Affairs for introducing multiple entry visas with a validity of 5-10 years, the minister said.

Earlier inaugurating the event, Mr. V.S. Achuthanandan, Chief Minister said that tourism should be able to create job opportunities even in the remote villages. Mr. Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, Minister for Tourism presided over the function. The minister said that surpassing Turkey, Kerala holds world’s number one position in tourism growth. The State Government focuses on social development through responsible tourism, the minister said.

KTM 2006 underscores a continuous success story

Country’s premier travel mart 

Country’s premier event in the travel and tourism sector, the Kerala Travel Mart (KTM), has once again scripted a success story. The third edition was nothing but a ‘grand success’, according to the organisers of the event. This year, a total of 1,260 representatives including buyers and sellers attended the event. The three-day mart was held at the Le Meridien Convention centre in Kochi. Participation of air travel companies, focus on medical tourism and first time participation of delegates from different countries across the world were specialities of the event. 

Delegates from the US, the UK and several European and Asian countries attended the meet. The immense international popularity of ‘God’s Own Country’ was evident from the keen participation of delegates from Argentina, Brazil, South Korea, Belarus and different Latin American countries. The presence of a 21-member delegation from Argentina was noteworthy, since traditionally Argentinean tourists preferred the US for tourism activities. The event also succeeded in showcasing the state’s superiority in the tradition and practice of Ayurveda. The 550-strong international representatives showed keen interest on Kerala’s new tourism products. The overwhelming enthusiasm of the international and national sellers was inspiring, according to the organisers.

“The event was an effort by ordinary people who employed ordinary means to achieve something extraordinary”, says Mr. Jose Dominic, President, KTM society. Buyers showed significant interest in new products like farm, homestays and plantation tourism. The event proved that ‘tourism entrepreneurs in the state had arrived’, said Mr. Jose. The KTM society is hopeful that the wide exposure the destination received through the event would bring more tourists to the state.    

At the valedictory function of the event, Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism launched the KTM online. He also gave away the prizes for the best AC and non-AC stall in the mart. Carmelia Haven received the prize for the best AC stall while Tourist Desk received the prize for the best non-AC stall. Mr. Mathew Philip, Chief Executive Officer, KTM Society; Mr. E.M. Najeeb, Vice-President, KTM Society and Mr. Sam P. Samuel, Chairman, Event Management Committee, KTM also spoke on the occasion.  

Kerala, Sri Lankan Airlines sign MoU

Special offer for Sri Lankan airline travellers to Kerala….more
The Government of Kerala has signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Sri Lankan Airlines to co-operate in the field of tourism. According to this, Kerala Tourism would offer a special bonanza for travellers coming to Kerala on Sri Lankan Airlines’ flights between October 2006 and March 2007. The offer includes fine dining, shopping and therapeutic packages. Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism and Mr. Manoj Gunawardena, Sir Lankan World Passenger Sales Head are the signatories of the pact. The airline currently operates 31 flights a week to the state. The pact is a recognition to Sir Lankan airline that has won several accolades for outstanding service, Mr. Gunawardena said. Mr. E.K. Bharat Bhushan, Principal Secretary, Tourism; Mr. Jose Dominic, President and Mr. E.M. Najeeb, Vice-President of Kerala Travel Mart Society were present.

34 pc increase in foreign tourist arrivals

Record increase in foreign tourist arrivals to Kerala….more
Kerala Tourism has registered a 34 percent increase in foreign tourist arrivals in the first half of 2006, Mr. Bharat Bhushan, Principal Secretary, Tourism said. Talking on the sidelines of the recently concluded Kerala Travel Mart, Mr. Bharat Bhushan said that domestic tourist arrivals has recorded a seven percent increase. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council, Kerala will register world’s highest growth in the field of tourism. From the tourism point of view, Kerala has been virtually ‘sold out’ till next March. The sector would create around 50,000 additional job opportunities. The Department of Tourism focuses on infrastructure development. More convention centres with international standards are expected to come up in the state. About 600 five-star hotel rooms are also expected to be set up in Kochi, Thiruvananthapuram and Malabar.  Ayurveda, health tourism, packages like honeymoon and Golf are sure to attract more tourists to ‘God’s Own Country’, Mr. Bharat Bhushan said. 

Minister for Tourism unveils investment friendly plan

Single Window Clearance system to be launched for tourism projects….more
The Government would introduce Single Window Clearance system for the help of tourism entrepreneurs, Mr. Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, Minister for Tourism said. The minister was speaking after giving away the State Tourism Awards at Kozhikode recently. Through the single window clearance system, functions of various departments for license sanctioning will be co-ordinated. If the departments concerned fail to give sanction in a fixed timeframe, the entrepreneurs could start construction works deeming that they had got the license. Necessary laws for this will also be introduced, the minister said. Mr. Elamaram Kareem, Minister for Industries presided over the function. 

Travel Corporation India, Kochi won the awards for hosting maximum number of tourists and earning maximum amount of foreign exchange. Other winners include Great India Tour Company (Best Tour Operator); Periyar House, KTDC, Kumily (Best One-star Hotel); Hotel Samudra, KTDC, Thiruvananthapuram (Best Two-star Hotel); Marari Beach, Mararikulam (Best Three-star Hotel); Spice Village, Thekkady (Best Four-star Hotel); Taj Residency, Ernakulam (Best Five-star Hotel); Taj Malabar, Ernakulam (Best Five-star Deluxe Hotel); Hotel Coconut Lagoon, Kumarakom (Best Heritage Hotel); Somatheeram Ayurvedic Hospital and Yoga Centre, Chowara, Kovalam (Best Approved and Classified Ayurvedic Centre); Tranquil, Wayanad (Best Approved Home-stay Facility); Rainbow Cruises, Alappuzha (Best Approved and Classified Houseboat Operator); Motel Aaram, KTDC, Kayamkulam (Best Motel/wayside Amenity Centre); Spice Village, Thekkady, (Most Eco-friendly Tourism Project); Oriental School of Hotel Management, Wayanad (Best Tourism / Hotel Management Institute); Tourism India Magazine, Thiruvananthapuram (Best Tourism related Publication / Brochure) and Medical Tourism (KIMS) marketed by The Great India Tour Company Pvt. Ltd. (Best Marketed Tourism Product).
The award for best DTPC was given to the Kannur DTPC. Mr. H. Rajagopal Iyer, General Manager, Udaya Samudra, Kovalam won the award for best Hotel Manager. Mr. K.S. Rajasekharan, Doordarshan Kendra, Thiruvananthapuram received the award for the director of the best documentary related to tourism and Mr. Tampi Mathew received the best tourism police award.

St. Catherine High School, Wayanad was given the award for the best tourism club. Ms. Sumitha Sekhar and Ms. Sheela Pappu received the awards for best school tourism club coordinator and best tourism club teacher coordinator respectively.

Mr. Cherian Philip, Chairman, Kerala Tourism Development Corporation; Mr. E.K. Bharat Bhushan, Principal Secretary, Tourism; Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism; Mr. K.S. Premachandra Kurup, District Collector, Malappuram; Mr. Jose Dominic, Executive Committee member, FHRAI; Mr. E.M. Najeeb, Chairman, IATO, South India and Kerala Chapter and Mr. N.M. Sharafudeen, Chairman, TAAI, Kerala Chapter also spoke on the occasion.

UNESCO recognition for Kerala Tourism
Restoration of Arakkal Kettu gets ‘Honourable Mention’ from UNESCO….more
Winning international honours has become a habit with Kerala Tourism. Latest is an ‘Honourable Mention’ at the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards 2006 for the restoration of Arakkal Kettu in Kannur district. The Heritage Awards are given by the UNESCO in recognition to the efforts of private individuals and organisations that have successfully restored and conserved structures and buildings of heritage value. This year, a total of 36 entries were received from 11 countries in the Asia-Pacific region.

 “The restoration of Arakkal Kettu has rescued a distinctive example of Kerala’s architecture typology from a state of serious dilapidation, turning the 400-year old palace structure into a self-sustaining heritage museum about the state’s Muslim royal traditions. A sensitive approach has been taken to retain the authenticity of the historic building through the use of local crafts and materials such as traditional lime”, according to a communication from the UNESCO’s Regional Advisor for Culture in Asia and the Pacific.  

The Arakkal Kettu was the residence of the former Arakkal Ali Rajas, the only Muslim royal family of Kerala. The Arakkal dynasty had played an important role in the history of Kannur and outlying areas. The heritage structure built of laterite blocks and wood is an outstanding specimen of the state’s tradition of architecture. 

Kerala Tourism financed the project following a request from the District Tourism Promotion Council, Kannur. The success of the project is the result of an innovative partnership between Kerala Tourism, the Department of Archaeology, Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) and the palace trust. “The honour is a tribute to sustainable tourism, which Kerala has adopted in a big way”, says Mr. Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, Minister for Tourism. Mr. E.K. Bharat Bhushan, Principal Secretary, Tourism attributed the achievement to the Kerala Tourism (Conservation and Preservation of Areas) Act 2005, which stipulates guidelines for the preservation of heritage and environment. The project would pave the way for current and future restoration works of heritage buildings, Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism said. 

‘Neelakurinji Festival’ to be held in October 2006

Minister for Tourism launches exclusive website on Neelakurinji….more 

As part of its various measures to conserve and preserve the legendary plant species, Neelakurinji (Strobilanthus Kunthianes), the Government of Kerala has decided to conduct an event to popularise and create awareness on the uniqueness of Neelakurinji. Named ‘Neelakkurinji Festival’ the event will be held from October 7 to 9, 2006. It has also been decided to form a kurniji sanctuary, which would comprise about 3,200 hectares of mountain slope, adjoining the Pambadum Shola. A formal declaration in this regard is expected during the festival. A website www.neelakurinji.org has also been launched recently by Mr. Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, Minister for Tourism. A joint initiative of the departments of Tourism, Forests and Wildlife, the website is aimed to provide awareness on Neelakurinji and garner support form individuals and groups for the preservation of this unique plant species. Mr. Binoy Viswom, Minister for Forests and Wildlife; Mr. E.K. Bharat Bhushan, Principal Secretary, Tourism; Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism and Mr. K.G. Mohanlal, Managing Director, Kerala Tourism Development Corporation were also present at the launch of the website.

The website provides details like the scientific aspects of Neelakurinji, location, types and distribution etc. Information on Munnar from a travellers’ point of view has been included. An image gallery featuring selected images of Neelakurinji and other attractions in and around Munnar is another attraction. The website also provides information on programmes planned for the ‘Neelakurinji Festival’.

More contents and interactive features have been planned for the website at a later stage to transform it into an ideal online platform for disseminating information on Neelakurinji and also for showcasing the activities initiated for preserving it. Features like virtual reality, discussion forums, member log-in, feedback form etc. would also find place in the website. 

Kerala Tourism proposes budget hotel project

Kerala Tourism proposes to start budget hotels in association with Southern Railways….more
Kerala Tourism has approached the Southern Railway with a proposal to set up budget hotels in the latter’s premises. Financing, setting up and running the hotels will be the responsibility of Kerala Tourism while the railways would provide land for the purpose, according to the proposal for the joint project. The Southern Railway has been requested to provide land under its possession at prime locations in various parts of the state.  

‘The project if implemented would be of immense help to people in transit and with regard to the project partners this will be a win-win situation since both tourist and passenger traffic would go up”, says Mr. B. Suman, Director, Kerala Tourism. Kerala Tourism plans to set up 15 hotels with around 70 rooms within three years. The cost of accommodation in the hotels would be Rs. 800- Rs. 1000 per day. The project would of mutual benefit since both serves the travelling population. Kerala Tourism also plans to offer attractive tourism packages including these hotels, Mr. Suman said. 

Blueprint for Athirappally eco-tourism project ready

State to get yet another eco-tourism project soon….more
The blue print for the eco-tourism project at Athirappally waterfall in Thrissur district has been prepared at a meeting held recently in the presence of Mr. Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, Minister for Tourism. Mr. Lonappan Nambadan M.P.; Mr. B.D. Devassy M.L.A.; Mr. M.N. Sasidharan, Chairman, Chalakkudy Municipality; Mr. K.G. Mohanlal, Director, Eco-tourism (currently Managing Director, KTDC) and officials of the District Tourism Promotion Council participated in the meeting. The minister later visited the waterfalls at Athirappally and Vazhachal.



What to watch out for?

Mannarassala Ayilyam

Event Date: Nov 12, 2006

Venue: Sree Nagaraja Temple, Mannarassala, Alappuzha district

The Mannarasala Sree Nagaraja Temple is dedicated exclusively for the worship of the serpent god and His consort. Located here is one of the largest Sarppakkavu or serpent groves in the state. Situated near Harippad in Alappuzha district, the temple is under the patronage of a Brahmin family. Another speciality of the temple is that the chief priest here is the eldest woman member of the family.  The Ayilyam festival, when special rituals take place, is attended by thousands of devotees. 

Getting there:

Nearest railway station: Harippad, about 4 km. 

Nearest airport: Cochin International Airport, about 100 km.

Vaikathashtami Festival 

Event Date:  Dec 13, 2006

Venue: Sree Shiva Temple at Vaikom, Kottayam District.

This temple built in the traditional Kerala style of architecture is dedicated to Lord Shiva. The sacred Ashtami festival of the temple takes place during the dark lunar fortnight of the Malayalam month Vrischikam (Sagittarius) and concludes on the Ashtami day. On the Ashtami night Thidampu (symbolic idol of the deity) is taken out in procession joined by many deities from nearby temples.  The cultural fare includes classical music and dance performances. Nightlong Kathakali performances are also held on the last days.

Getting there:

Nearest railway stations: Ernakulam, about 36 km towards the north; Kottayam, about 40 km towards the south. 

Nearest airport: Cochin International Airport, about 56 km away.

Gourmets’ Corner
Chemmeen Thullichathu


Coconut oil



10 ml


Mustard seeds



2 gm


Fenugreek



1 gm


Curry leaves



3 nos.


Ginger julienne


5 gm


Green chilly



2 slice


Shallot




10 gm


Quartered tomato


1 no.


Thick coconut milk


300 ml


Salt 




to taste


Lime juice



½


Prawns




150 gm

Heal oil in a saucepan or frying pan. Add the tempering ingredients; mustard seeds, fenugreek and curry leaves. To this add ginger julienne, green chilly and shallot and sauté in slow fire for few minutes. Add cleaned prawns. Sauté for about two minutes in slow fire. Add the thick coconut milk boil. Now add salt and quartered tomato. Pour the thick milk into this and leave to simmer for few minutes. Serve hot with plain rice.

Footnotes

Those who have a passion for exploring the wild and its diversity may do it by trekking or by moving in specially meant vehicles as in safari parks. But, if you get a chance to take in the beauty of the wild and the life that goes on, why not do it from above, while you are on the move? Yes, the view from the top is different and could be more interesting if it is on an elephant.

Offering you one such opportunity in the forests located at the base of the famed Agasthya Hills, visitors may now go for a Jumbo trek. Majestically seated on top of an elephant, the half an hour jungle trip begins at Kappukadu boat landing point near Kattakkada, located near the Capital City of Thiruvananthapuram. 

Jointly promoted by the Department of Wildlife and Kottur Eco-development Committee, this recently started venture has been attracting lots of nature lovers, bird watchers etc. The half-an-hour jungle trip is quite a refreshing experience. With the cool breeze of the valley with forests that are home to numerous medicinal plants, the jungle ride often becomes an invigorating experience.

The ride starting from the Kappukadu boat landing point goes through the dense forests of Iravupara and before finally joining Kappukadu. The area is a great spot to watch many species of butterflies and also a great spot for bird enthusiasts.

Kappukadu is also home to tamed elephants, both young ones and grown ups, which are added attraction besides the jungle ride. The jungle ride is conducted by the Tribal Eco-development Committee at Kappukadu and the current charge for the half-an-hour ride is Rs. 100.

Leading Lights

With seven decades of blissful musical experience behind her, this octogenarian and Carnatic vocalist has been reckoned as one of the best musicians of Kerala. Fascinated by the nightingale of Carnatic music, the legendary M.S. Subbulakshmi, it was just a matter of time for Ms. Paarassaala Ponnammal to fine-tune her musical prowess.

Born in 1924, her initiation into music came, when she started learning music from Mr. Paramu Pillai Bhagavathar. She was also good in learning Sanskrit, but due to the fortunate intervention of a music teacher in the form of Mr. Ramaswamy Bhagavathar, the young Ponnammal was able to win the confidence of her parents to pursue music as her main subject of interest.

It was a turning point of sorts, when the young Ponnammal started training under Mr. Vaidyanatha Iyer, and during the course of her training, she won a gold medal in a music competition, held to mark the birthday celebration of the former Maharaja of Travancore, Sree Chithira Thirunal. Following the event, Ponnammal’s exceptional talent caught the attention of one of the judges of that musical competition, Mr. Harikesanallur Muthaiah Bhagavathar, who eventually convinced Ponnammal’s father to allow her to join the Swathi Thirunal Music Academy, which was started around that time. At the music academy, Ms. Ponnammal joined for the three-year Gayika course. In 1942, she passed the course with distinction and later she became the first woman to pass the Ganabhooshanam course from the music academy. In between her studies, at the age of 18, she joined the Cotton Hill Girls’ High School as teacher. 

In 1952, Ms. Ponnammal joined the Swathi Thirunal Music Academy as teacher and became the fist woman to do so. It was in 1970; Ms. Ponnammal was appointed the Principal of the RLV College of Music and Institute of Fine Arts. She served there, till she retired in 1980. Ms. Ponnammal used to sing for the All India Radio, Thiruvananthapuram, since its inception and has been an A grade artiste for the last 50 years. 

Ms. Paarassaala Ponnammal’s outstanding classical vocal renditions include Guruvayur Puresa Suprabhatham, Trisivapuresa Suprabhatahm, Ulsava Prabhandam, Navarathri Kriti, Meenambika Sthothram, and also compositions of Mr. Irayamman Thampi and Mr. K. C. Kesava Pillai. 

Awards and recognitions bestowed on Ms. Ponnammal underline the exemplary musical acumen of Ms. Paarassaala Ponammal and among them include the title of Gayakaratnam (Singing Jewel) conferred on her in 1965 by princess Karthika Thirunal of the erstwhile Travancore royal family. She is also the recipient of State Academy Award and Fellowship.

Ms. Ponnammal made history recently when she recently performed at the famed Navarathri Mandapam in Thiruvananthapuram, thus becoming the first woman to do so in the 177-year-old history of the annually held navarathri music festival. The music festival was started at the initiative of the erstwhile Travancore royal family and is considered by musicians all over India as an honour by performing in the event.   

Even at the age of 82, Ms. Paarassaala Ponnamma has not lost even an iota of her singing capabilities, as was evident during her recent performance at the Navarathri Mandapam. She may be one of the few personalities in the genre of classical musicians in Kerala, who could be looked up on and emulated by the younger generation in understanding the value and significance of devotion and utmost commitment to one’s subject of interest.

Moving Images
The annual water regatta of Aranmula Vallamkali, held at Aranmula in Pathanamthitta District of Kerala is a unique offering to the presiding deity at the Parthasarathy Temple in Aranmula. The water regatta comprises, well-decorated, majestic Chundan Vallams (Snake boats) with about 80 oarsmen on each competing to the ecstatic cheer of the onlookers.

The video clip of the month features, some of the spectacular moments from the recently held boat race at Aranmula.

Sound of Music
Listen to the musical track of the month and enjoy a typical folk song of Kerala. The folk song portrays a peasant boy reminiscing his lost parents, reflecting the anguish and pain and at the same time recalling the fond memories, when they were alive.

Through the lens
If it is other than the green color of tea plantation that strikes one’s eyes on the hill slopes of Munnar, then it could be the inevitable, the lavender coloured Strobilanthus kunthianus, locally known as Neelakurinji; a plant species endemic to the southern ranges of the Western Ghats. The plant that blooms en mass once in twelve years is the focus of the picture of the month.

Impressions 

Dr. Simone Ahuja is the inspiration behind ‘Blood Orange Media’ a media production company with bases in Minneapolis (USA) and Mumbai (India). The company produces original programming for film and television, primarily about South Asia. Dr. Simone is the director and producer of a weekly television series called, ‘Indique’, featuring the untold stories of contemporary India. One complete episode of ‘Indique’ features Kerala that portrays the snake boat races, ayurveda, eco-tourism, backwaters and canals. The show is currently being aired on Northwest Airlines and will be shown on PBS nationally in the U.S. next year.

Sharing her Kerala experience to the readers of the Kerala Tourism newsletter, Dr. Simone Ahuja says, “Our experience in Kerala was among my favourites in India. Our Kerala show has come out beautifully and we look forward to returning soon.” 

More than a year ago, Dr. Simone and her production team visited Kerala to capture some of the exciting moments of snake boat race in Alappuzha. She had a very fruitful time filming the event and in her words “It’s hard to ask for a more visually stunning subject than the snake boat races in Kerala.  It’s the world’s largest team sport and an event that must be seen on a visit to Kerala. You have the staggering grandeur of the handmade snake boats themselves that house up to 150 rowers, the excitement of the teams competing to the sound of traditional drums, and the beauty of lush, green backwater canals. Let’s just say we’re looking for a reason to re-shoot the film, so that we can return soon!”

The excitement in very evident in Dr. Simone’s words while reminiscing the moments she savoured during the filming of snake boat races in Kerala. And according to her, the most striking aspect of Kerala is its diversity in beauty. Dr. Simone feels that the lush backwater canals, to the well-preserved heritage architecture, the Chinese fishing nets that line the Arabian Sea, the richness of the arts, and the biodiversity that is an important part of the growing eco-tourism industry there; they all add to its stunning beauty. Also striking is a highly organized, and highly literate state - traits that are evident in day-to-day life in Kerala, she added.

To Dr. Simone Ahuja, Kerala is now a premium destination further enhanced by its ayurvedic spas, mountain rain forests, house boat peppered canals, which presents a combination unique to the State. The ease of traveling on well-maintained roads and the presence of large number of English speakers also make Kerala an easy place to travel for many, Dr. Simone feels.

Just like some of the Kerala dishes that she enjoyed, especially Rasam and Appams, Dr. Simone also has a special liking for the people of Kerala, whom she considers to be very warm and helpful. She is of the opinion that the pace of the people and the place was very relaxed, and laid-back, which prompted her and her crew to find a way to stay longer.

After going through the intimate thoughts of Dr. Simone Ahuja on Kerala, we can without doubt identify her as a genuine and enterprising ambassador for Kerala as well as India. This aspect is further accentuated due to her efforts and passion to unravel the unseen, and to experience the many fragrances of a unique physical and cultural setting like that of Kerala. Dr. Simone Ahuja’s trysts with Kerala and India really deserve to be acknowledged in an earnest manner, and let us hope that Kerala and India continue to inspire her and her works. 

