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Executive Summary 
 
Wayanad is Kerala’s most ecologically sensitive and socially complex district. High forest 
cover, fragile hills, tribal populations, and climate vulnerability coexist with rising tourism 
pressure and land-use conflict. For decades, Wayanad was governed through two unstable 
extremes: protection without livelihood and tourism without limits. Both have failed. 
Ecological stress has increased, livelihoods remain weak, and governance oscillates 
between bans and breakdowns. 
 
This white paper argues that Wayanad’s future does not lie in industrialisation, mass tourism, 
or urban expansion. It lies in three tightly governed economic systems: 
 
1. Land stewardship and forest-linked livelihoods 
 
 
2. Tribal economy, rights-based production, and services 
 
 
3. Climate-resilient agriculture and controlled eco-residency 
 



 
 
If structured deliberately, Wayanad can become Kerala’s land stewardship and climate 
resilience district by 2040. 
 
 
 

Baseline District Snapshot (indicative) 
 
Population (2011): ~0.82 million 
Urbanisation: ~3% (lowest in Kerala) 
Forest cover: ~37%+ 
Tribal population: Highest proportion in Kerala 
Primary pressures: Landslides, human–animal conflict, land fragmentation 
Tourism profile: High ecological load, low local value retention 
Industrial land availability: Severely constrained 
 
Wayanad’s problem is not lack of wealth. It is mispriced land and ungoverned pressure. 
 
 
 
 

Cluster A: Land Stewardship and Forest-Linked 
Livelihood Economy 
 

Economic Rationale 
 
Wayanad’s land and forests are treated as static assets—either locked away or exploited 
illegally. This approach creates conflict, not conservation. Globally, the shift is toward paid 
stewardship, where communities earn livelihoods by managing ecosystems. 
 
Wayanad is ideally positioned to pioneer this model in Kerala. 
 

Industry Components 
 
Forest stewardship and monitoring services 
Watershed and catchment management 
Human–wildlife conflict mitigation services 



Eco-restoration and reforestation operations 
Carbon accounting and ecosystem services 
 

Employment and Output Targets 
 
By 2030: 
• 20,000 land and forest-linked jobs 
• Formal stewardship contracts covering key forest buffers 
 
By 2040: 
• Wayanad recognised as Kerala’s land-stewardship benchmark 
• Stable, locally rooted livelihoods tied to conservation outcomes 
 

Policy Instruments 
 
Outcome-based conservation payments 
Community forest enterprise models 
Land-use rights and stewardship contracts 
 
 
 
 

Cluster B: Tribal Economy and Rights-Based 
Production Systems 
 

Economic Rationale 
 
Wayanad’s tribal communities possess land knowledge, ecological skills, and cultural capital, 
yet remain economically marginalised. Welfare-centric approaches have not produced 
autonomy. What is required is rights-based production, not charity. 
 

Industry Components 
 
Non-timber forest produce value chains 
Medicinal plants and traditional knowledge services 
Tribal-led agro-forestry and processing 
Cultural services, education, and documentation 
Tribal enterprise ownership models 



 

Employment and Output Targets 
 
By 2030: 
• 15,000 tribal livelihoods transitioned from welfare to production 
• Formal tribal-owned enterprises operational 
 
By 2040: 
• Tribal economy as a stable district pillar 
• Intergenerational income security 
 

Policy Instruments 
 
Guaranteed tribal procurement frameworks 
IP protection for traditional knowledge 
Land and enterprise co-ownership models 
 
 
 
 

Cluster C: Climate-Resilient Agriculture and 
Controlled Eco-Residency 
 

Economic Rationale 
 
Wayanad’s agriculture is increasingly vulnerable to climate stress. Traditional crops face 
volatility. Simultaneously, demand exists for long-stay eco-residency, research, and 
low-impact living—but unregulated tourism damages land. 
 
The solution is controlled residency, not tourism. 
 

Industry Components 
 
Climate-resilient crops and agro-ecology 
Small-scale processing and branding 
Eco-residency for research, education, and retreat 
Soil, water, and slope management services 
Climate adaptation demonstration farms 



 

Employment and Output Targets 
 
By 2030: 
• 20,000 jobs in climate-smart agriculture and services 
• Strict caps on tourist footfall with higher value capture 
 
By 2040: 
• Wayanad as Kerala’s climate-adaptation living lab 
• Stable land-use equilibrium 
 

Policy Instruments 
 
Land-use caps and zoning enforcement 
Residency permits instead of mass tourism licenses 
Agro-ecology extension systems 
 
 
 
 

Governance Model: Wayanad Land & Climate 
Mission (WLCM) 
 
Wayanad requires governance that measures ecological health, livelihood stability, and land 
pressure, not tourist numbers or investment volume. KPIs must include: 
• Forest and watershed integrity 
• Tribal income stability 
• Land-use compliance 
• Climate-risk reduction 
 
This district cannot be governed using conventional growth metrics. 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Wayanad should never be asked to grow fast. 



It should be asked to hold steady. 
 
Its value lies not in what it produces quickly, but in what it protects continuously. Kerala’s 
water, climate stability, biodiversity, and tribal heritage depend on Wayanad remaining intact. 
 
If Palakkad is Kerala’s productive backbone, Idukki its energy-climate foundation, and 
Kozhikode its northern anchor, Wayanad is the state’s ecological firewall. 
 
Firewalls are not profitable in the short term. 
They are priceless when systems are under stress. 
 
Wayanad’s future is not expansion. 
It is stewardship. 
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