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Inspirations from Floating Market of Thailand: A Tourism Model for Kerala, India


Abstract
Kerala’s tourism, acclaimed for its scenic beauty and responsible tourism initiatives, holds significant untapped potential in water-based experiences. This study explores the adaptation of Thailand’s floating market model to Kerala’s backwaters through a creative tourism approach that combines traditional commerce with participatory cultural experiences. The proposed floating market hubs enable tourists to engage in artisanal crafts, culinary sessions, and local performances, fostering authentic interactions while supporting community livelihoods. Community-based tourism lies at the core of this model, empowering local residents—including fishers, women’s self-help groups, and micro-entrepreneurs—to participate in planning, operations, and equitable benefit-sharing. Where locals act as hosts and co-creators. Such participatory models strengthen livelihoods, preserve cultural identity, promote equitable benefit-sharing, and ensure sustainable, inclusive water-based tourism development. By transforming waterways into community-managed cultural hubs, the approach preserves cultural identity, enhances visitor experiences, and promotes inclusive economic growth. This model offers a pathway for Kerala to provide participatory, creative, and community-driven tourism while delivering high-quality, meaningful travel experiences.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Kerala, known as “God’s Own Country,” is a prominent tourist destination in Asia, distinguished by its unique geological features. It was also the first Indian state to recognize tourism as an industry, with the sector contributing substantially to state revenue, employment, and foreign exchange earnings (Thakur & Saxena, 2024; Cherian, 2025). Tourism in Kerala represents far more than an economic activity; it embodies the state’s identity by seamlessly blending natural beauty, rich cultural heritage, and warm hospitality into an experience that attracts millions of visitors. Its distinctive position in the global tourism landscape is shaped by lush green landscapes, tranquil backwaters, pristine beaches, and vibrant traditions (Cholasseri, 2024). The Kerala Tourism Model—widely known as the Responsible Tourism Model—is grounded in the principles of sustainability, community participation, and inclusive growth. Introduced in 2007, it seeks to maximize economic benefits for local communities while minimizing environmental and social costs (Roy, 2020; Nair & Dhanuraj, 2018; KSPB–GoK, 2025). 
The New York Times annual list of places to visit (2023), Kerala was the only Indian destination featured (KSPB-GoK, 2025). Tourism is estimated to contribute around 10% to the state’s GDP and employs nearly 24% of the workforce (KSPB-GoK, 2025). Total tourism earnings (direct and indirect) in 2024 reached ₹45,053.61 crore, marking a 3.28% increase from ₹43,621.22 crore in 2023. Foreign exchange earnings from international tourists also rose in 2024. Direct foreign exchange earnings and direct domestic tourism earnings in 2024 were ₹6,631.02 crore and ₹28,446.78 crore, respectively, compared to ₹5,245.09 crore and ₹28,717.46 crore in 2023 (KSPB-GoK, 2026). These figures highlight the sector’s significant growth potential and emerging opportunities for expansion. Emphasizing this, Tourism Minister P. A. Mohamed Riyas noted that Kerala tourism possesses immense potential to drive the state’s development (The Hindu, 2022)
Studies point out that current tourism strategies in Kerala rely heavily on attracting large volumes of domestic tourists. While this approach has temporarily buoyed the sector, it has also generated several challenges, including overcrowding, pollution, over-construction, and mounting waste management issues. These pressures are particularly daunting for a densely populated state like Kerala, which is also increasingly vulnerable to natural calamities. Such stresses not only strain local infrastructure but also risk diminishing Kerala’s natural and cultural appeal among discerning, high-value travellers (Nair and Dhanuraj, 2018; Lal, 2024). Globally, travel preferences are undergoing a significant shift from conventional sightseeing toward immersive experience-based tourism. According to a September 2024 McKinsey report, the global market for travel experiences could exceed $3 trillion by 2025, with 52% of young travellers prioritizing spending on experiences over flights or accommodation (Seeley et al., 2024). Furthermore, the quality of experience—where travel evolves from mere restoration to personal and social transformation—is gaining prominence, underscoring a broader transition from mass-volume tourism to high-quality, reflective journeys (Bai et al., 2025; Xu and Chia, 2025). This emerging global trend presents Kerala with a significant opportunity to reposition its tourism strategy toward attracting high-value visitors by leveraging its rich cultural heritage, ecological assets, and community-based experiences.
Kerala possesses a wealth of cultural assets and heritage—from Kathakali and Theyyam to local crafts, vibrant festivals, and diverse culinary traditions—yet much of this richness remains underutilized in tourism. Each region and community has unique cultural expressions, but there is no cohesive strategy to showcase these assets effectively. Existing initiatives, such as the responsible tourism mission, have achieved recognition but have limited impact on the ground. This gap underscores the need for innovative tourism models that integrate local culture, community participation, and experiential engagement. In this context, the present study proposes a water-based tourism model, inspired by successful examples globally and within India, particularly Thailand’s floating markets. These vibrant markets transform rivers into bustling centers of commerce, tourism, and community interaction, offering a blueprint for immersive, sustainable, and economically viable tourism experiences. By exploring how Kerala can adapt and localize the floating market concept, new opportunities emerge for sustainable enterprises, local economic growth, cultural preservation, and high-quality travel experiences. Such a model can showcase Kerala’s culture, traditions, and diverse culinary heritage while offering visitors meaningful and reflective tourism experiences.
The study further combines frameworks of creative tourism and community-based tourism (CBT), examining the potential of floating markets in Kerala as creative tourism destinations. It examines community perceptions and engagement with the development of these floating markets, as well as current and future constraints to such initiatives. 
2. METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative and conceptual research design guided by creative tourism and community-based tourism frameworks (Figure 1), inspired by the author's first-hand visit to the Damnoen Saduak Floating Market, Thailand, in October 2025. The study integrates direct field observations of the Thai floating market environment, tourism activities, and vendor practices, along with interactions with local stakeholders, to understand the functioning and dynamics of floating market tourism. Communication with local vendors was challenging due to language barriers, as most spoke only Thai; therefore, google translate was used to facilitate basic interactions and observations during the visit. While this necessarily limited the depth of stakeholder dialogue, it did not impede systematic observational data collection, which remained the primary instrument of the field phase. To complement these observations, the study conducted a targeted review of academic literature, tourism development reports, and policy documents related to floating market tourism in Thailand. Particular attention was given to studies discussing creative tourism, community-based tourism, and sustainable tourism models associated with traditional marketplaces environments and water-based tourism systems. The observational insights from the Thai floating market were then thematically compared with concepts identified in the literature to identify key operational and experiential elements such as community participation, cultural integration, boat-based commerce, and tourist engagement. These elements were subsequently examined for their potential applicability to the Kerala backwater tourism context.
Contextual information on Kerala’s tourism landscape was derived from the author’s regional familiarity and supported by tourism reports, policy documents, and scholarly studies on Kerala’s backwater tourism system. Through this qualitative synthesis, the study identifies transferable features of the Thai floating market model and proposes a conceptual adaptation suitable for Kerala’s socio-cultural and tourism environment. The study does not employ quantitative testing or statistical analysis. Instead, it develops a conceptual framework based on the integration of field observations and literature synthesis to propose a creative and community-based tourism model for Kerala’s backwater regions. The conceptual framework proposed for the Kerala water-based floating market tourism model is presented in Figure1.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of a Water-Based Floating Tourism Model for Kerala: Adapted from Thailand
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Source: Author’s compilation based on Richards, 2011; Wattanacharoensil and Sakdiyakorn 2015; Thongpanya, 2018; Pasanchay and Schott, 2021.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
3.1. Nature of Thailand Floating Market Model: the role of state and community 
From a tourism perspective, the floating market in Thailand can be described as a commercial venture that operates either entirely on water—where both traders and buyers use boats—or partially on water, where only the traders are afloat while buyers remain on the banks. Among the most renowned floating markets in Thailand are Damnoen Saduak floating market and Amphawa floating market, which are located on riverside (Mae Klong and Tha Chin rivers) communities in Thailand’s central region (Lunchaprasith et al. 2020). These Floating markets serve as powerful tourism promoters, attracting thousands of visitors annually at major sites by showcasing authentic Thai canal life, local cuisine, and eco-friendly activities. This exposure directly benefits local communities by increasing employment opportunities and higher incomes for locals (Thongpanya, 2018). . At the national level, such attractions contribute significantly to Thailand’s tourism industry—Thailand hosted 35.54 million visitors in 2024 (Bank of Thailand, 2026), with an average spending of about 167 USD per tourist (Ajitsa, 2025)). Floating markets are also present in several other Southeast Asian nations, including Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar (Indochina Odyssey Tours, 2020), as well as in certain parts of South and Southeast Asia, such as India (India Today, 2017). 
The nature of floating markets is assessed based on the activities of skilled vendors who sell a variety of products—such as fresh fruits, vegetables, spices, handicrafts, artworks, souvenirs, and other goods—while navigating their flat-bottomed boats to trade with households along the river. Historically, floating markets symbolized the communal life of Thailand’s central plains up to the early Rattanakosin Period (AD 1782–1868). For centuries, they have served as key social and economic hubs facilitating the exchange of agricultural and cultural goods (Miranti 2002; Wattanacharoensil and Sakdiyakorn 2016). Damnoen Saduak and Amphawa Floating Markets are more than just vibrant bazaars—they are architectural marvels of aquatic commerce, intricately woven into the natural rhythm of rivers and canals. Visitors paddle through narrow waterways lined with vendors selling fresh coconuts, sizzling street food, and handmade crafts, as the air fills with laughter, chatter, and the rhythmic splash of oars. At the heart of this setup lies a central canal, acting as the bustling spine of activity, flanked by shops along both banks while traders manoeuvre slender boats through the middle of the scene. This unique layout fosters intimate, lively exchanges—fruits passed from canoe to canoe, spices bargained over amid rippling waters. 
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 Image 1: A woman vendor selling fruits at the Damnoen Saduak Floating Market, Thailand.
Source: Image by Authors
The Thai government has played a decisive role in transforming floating markets from localised trading spaces into internationally recognised tourism destinations. Strategic public investment in transportation infrastructure — most notably the construction of a road alongside the Ton Khem canal, which opened direct land access to Damnoen Saduak — fundamentally altered the market's visibility and accessibility, catalysing its emergence as a major tourist attraction. (Thongpanya 2018).. This development symbolized the market’s growing accessibility and modernization. Consequently, many local residents transitioned from their traditional agricultural livelihoods to tourism-related activities, converting orchards into commercial spaces and establishing parking areas along both sides of the canal. Landowners either started their own ventures or leased their land to outsiders for tourism enterprises, leading to the emergence of a new commercial hub (Thongpanya 2018). This transformation marked the evolution of the Damnoen Saduak Floating Market into its present form. The new market area officially opened in 1977, initiated by entrepreneurs who attracted tourists and relocated vendors from the older market. Improved road connectivity increased visitor inflow, prompting sellers to adapt by paddling directly to tourists (Thongpanya 2018).
Over time, tourism demand reshaped the market’s identity. To meet tourist expectations, traditional rowboats were increasingly replaced by motorboats to save time, reflecting the influence of fast-paced, commercialized tourism. Residents along Ton Khem canal embraced these changes by opening souvenir shops, food stalls, and other small enterprises on land. Thus, the Damnoen Saduak Floating Market evolved from a traditional barter-based local market into a hybrid tourism-oriented economy shaped by modern infrastructure, entrepreneurship, and changing visitor preference (Thongpanya 2018). Furthermore, the government using the identity of the floating market community's traditional way of life as a selling point, which is in line with the idea that today's tourists want to experience the traditional old days. Hence, elements such as local culture, customs, and cuisine are strategically used as selling points to draw visitors (Chum Pradit and Khunsri 2006; Thongpanya 2018).
The floating market has brought several positive impacts to the local community. Initially, it served as a hub connecting agriculturists through waterways, preserving traditional barter trading and community relationships. With the rise of tourism, it expanded income opportunities by opening product sales to visitors beyond the community and promoting local agricultural goods as key attractions. In the later phase of intensive tourism, the market generated significant employment, improved transportation access, and diversified livelihoods. It also strengthened tourism linkages with nearby orchards and coconut sugar production, enhancing both the local economy and cultural visibility (Thongpanya, 2018; Lunchaprasith et al., 2020).
3.2. Integrating Thai Market Elements with ‘Creative Tourism’ model for Kerala
[bookmark: _Hlk213839793]Tourism occupies a proud position in Kerala’s development history. In the New York Times’s annual list of places to visit (2023), Kerala was the only Indian tourism destination mentioned. In 2023, Kerala recorded a remarkable 2.25 crore tourist visits, marking a strong post-pandemic recovery. Of this, 2.18 crore were domestic tourists and 6.49 lakh were international visitors, reflecting Kerala’s growing appeal as both a cultural and nature-based destination for travellers from India and abroad (GoK-KSPB 2024). Kerala’s tourism sector still holds immense untapped potential waiting to be explored. Integrating elements from Thailand’s floating markets into a creative tourism model presents immense opportunities for Kerala’s water-based tourism sector. Creative tourism refers to tourism that fosters active and authentic experiences through participatory learning about arts, heritage, or the unique character of a place (Wurzburger, 2010; Wattanacharoensil and Sakdiyakorn 2015). With Kerala’s extensive network of backwaters and canals, there is great potential to develop a creative tourism model inspired by Thailand’s floating markets. The proposed “creative tourism” model for Kerala involves establishing water-based market hubs combining traditional commerce with creative tourism experiences. Tourists engage in artisanal craft workshops, culinary sessions, and cultural performances involving local communities. This participative design nurtures authentic connections, provides meaningful learning, and sustains local livelihoods. The model addresses infrastructure needs, governance collaboration, and sustainable practices drawing from Thai experiences.
Creative tourism emphasizes authentic, participatory, and experiential engagement, allowing visitors to immerse themselves in the local culture, heritage, and everyday life of a place. It also emphasizes community involvement, empowering residents to serve as hosts, cultural interpreters, and entrepreneurs, thereby ensuring equitable benefit-sharing (Wurzburger 2010; Richards 2011; Wattanacharoensil and Sakdiyakorn 2015). Applying this model, Kerala’s waterways could host floating creative hubs where tourists actively participate in traditional activities such as coir weaving, toddy tapping, coconut crafts, net making, fish vending, and local cuisine preparation. Unlike conventional sightseeing, this approach transforms visitors from passive observers into co-creators of cultural experiences, fostering deeper emotional connections with the community. This idea is particularly applicable to the tourism experience of these individuals, in which the consumption of memorable intangible elements plays a crucial role in their consumption (Melchers and Moser 2011). Creative tourism offers an alternative approach that enables visitors to engage in genuine, meaningful interactions with service providers, fostering a deeper emotional connection with the destination and allowing them to experience a sense of immersion in a different world (Richards 2007).
The existing houseboat industry already demonstrates the global appeal of Kerala’s waterways. By linking floating markets with houseboat cruises, culinary tourism, homestays, and cultural trails, Kerala can develop an integrated tourism model. The Kuttanad backwaters, Mundrothuruth, Vembanad Lake, and Sambranikodi could serve as ideal locations for hosting floating cultural markets and creative workshops on boats and along canal banks, seamlessly blending commerce with cultural expression. In these settings, tourists would not merely consume products or performances but actively co-create experiences, fostering deeper emotional connections with local communities and supporting sustainable, community-based livelihoods. In Sambranikodi, several locally operated and community-based food vending stalls are functioning. This unique floating vending setup reflects the creativity and resilience of Kerala’s backwater communities, blending livelihood with tourism and offering visitors a taste of local flavour amidst the scenic beauty of the water landscape.. In addition, Kerala has the potential to act as dynamic cultural corridors, connecting visitors with its diverse heritage landscape. Instead of focusing solely on static monuments, these corridors can link backwater routes with nearby religious sites and heritage locations. Through engaging heritage storytelling, multilingual guides, interpretive signage, and community narrators, tourists can explore the historical and cultural roots of local crafts, cuisines, and rituals. This method aligns with Kerala's heritage conservation efforts by enhancing accessibility and promoting interactive visitor experiences. The floating market should not just be seen as a commercial draw but as a curated entry point to Kerala's rich pluralistic heritage. Such an approach can foster deeper cultural engagement, increase the duration of tourist stays, and better distribute visitor traffic across significant yet under-visited heritage sites.
3.3. Community engagement for tourism development and income generation 
The best way to discover the true essence of a place is to meet the locals and experience their culture. Engaging with locals—sharing a meal with a fisherman or learning to surf from someone raised by the sea—creates authentic experiences that make travel truly meaningful and memorable. One of the key elements behind the success of Thailand’s floating market model is the active engagement and cooperation of the local community. While the markets are owned by local authorities, they are operated and managed by groups of local residents. Nowadays, community-led tourism models are gaining wide attention globally. The concept of community tourism has been explored in tourism studies for over two decades, emphasizing the active participation of local communities in tourism activities to generate economic benefits (Rocharungsat 2005; Wattanacharoensil and Sakdiyakorn 2016). Community-Based Tourism (CBT) is increasingly recognized as a sustainable tourism model that promotes economic growth and social development while reducing adverse environmental and cultural impacts (Ee et al., 2013; Okazaki, 2008). This innovative, participatory approach to tourism development prioritises community engagement at every stage of the process, encompassing idea formulation, planning, implementation, management, monitoring, evaluation, and equitable benefit sharing (Pasanchay and Schott, 2021). It also aligns closely with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), by fostering inclusive participation and equitable economic opportunities (Lee et al. 2013; Jackson 2025). Active community participation is essential for achieving sustainable development, as it strengthens local resilience, promotes social cohesion, and supports a fair distribution of economic gains among stakeholders (Luekveerawattana et al. 2025; Al Mubarak et al. 2024).
Involving local communities in tourism development is essential for achieving sustainable and inclusive growth. By ensuring local participation in tourism planning, decision-making, and equitable benefit sharing, CBT promotes social inclusion, economic empowerment, and the preservation of cultural heritage. However, several challenges persist, including financial limitations, power imbalances, and the difficulty of balancing tourism expansion with long-term sustainability goals. Addressing these issues requires strong governance frameworks and targeted capacity-building initiatives to strengthen community engagement and ensure more inclusive and sustainable tourism development (Gopal, 2023). Effective state monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, supported by local self-government institutions, are also essential in this regard to ensure accountability, transparency, and long-term sustainability. Furthermore, globally, community-based tourism approaches are particularly relevant in disaster-prone or vulnerable areas, where active resident participation in post-disaster tourism can shape a destination’s recovery narrative and long-term resilience (Lundin & Soulard, 2025; Rantala et al., 2025). For instance, In Costa Rica, agrotourism increased local revenue and diversified employment opportunities, contributing to reduced resource pressure and improved food security (Little and Blau, 2020). Similarly, Brazilian fishing communities used community-based tourism as a form of economic diversification, which lowered their dependence on climate-sensitive fishing activities (Grimm and Sampaio, 2016). By creating alternative income streams and financial buffers, such models enhance communities’ capacity to absorb climate shocks, support post-disaster recovery, and strengthen long-term resilience (Grimm and Sampaio, 2016; Gabriel-Campos et al.,2021). Nevertheless, Kerala itself offers a successful example of the proactive role played by local communities and fishermen in collective relief and rescue operations during the unexpected climate event of the 2018 Kerala floods (Walia et al., 2020; Joseph et al., 2020). This experience highlights the inherent social capital and adaptive capacity local communities.
In Kerala’s backwater regions, the community’s identity is closely linked to traditional water-based livelihoods such as fishing, farming, and small-scale trade along the canals. Over time, these practices have adapted to tourism-driven activities, where selling local produce or snacks from boats has become both a cultural attraction and a means of livelihood. Social identity is expressed at two levels—personally, through the continuation of traditional occupations and daily interactions on the waterways, and collectively, through the promotion of backwater tourism by local institutions and government initiatives. Floating markets embrace local identity and the river culture, allowing residents to showcase traditional products, food, and performances in harmony with local character.  The community engaged floating markets may transform into organized, eco-friendly tourism hubs that preserve cultural authenticity while providing equitable opportunities for all community members. Digital connectivity, cooperative models, and local entrepreneurship will strengthen social cohesion and empower women and youth to actively participate in tourism-driven livelihoods. 
3.4. Potential Economic gain of floating market model
Economic gain in the proposed tourism model refers to the direct and indirect financial benefits generated through visitor spending within the local economy (World Bank, 2022; Luekveerawattana et al.,2025). Drawing from tourism literature, increased visitor spending on local cultural activities and local services such as boat rides, traditional food, handicrafts, and experiential activities can enhance income for local households, small enterprises, and community groups (Houaneb et al.,2024; Cevallos-Ramos et al.,2025; Luekveerawattana et al.,2025). In the Kerala context, particularly in backwater and rural regions, integrating local community include fishers, women’s self-help groups, and micro-entrepreneurs into the tourism value chain can promote income diversification and strengthen local economic resilience. The floating markets of Thailand play a vital role in sustaining local economies, offering diverse economic benefits that reach across multiple sectors—from tourist boat operators (similar to shikara boats in Kerala) and shopkeepers to restaurant owners and small-scale vendors. These markets provide platforms for small businesses, artisans, and farmers to sell their products directly to consumers, eliminating intermediaries and increasing their profit margins. Many of these vendors are family-run enterprises passed down through generations, offering a range of products such as fresh fruits, vegetables, handicrafts, and traditional Thai snacks. For many households, the floating market serves as a primary source of livelihood (Thongpanya 2018; Lunchaprasith et al. 2020).
In the context of Kerala, data from the Department of Tourism show that in 2024 (up to June), about 3.6 lakh foreign tourists visited the state, with nearly 50% concentrated in the major backwater destinations—Ernakulam, Alappuzha, Kollam, and Kottayam (GoK-KSPB, 2025; Table 1). The number would be substantially higher when domestic tourists are included. This spatial concentration of tourism is not new; in 2022, nearly 66.5% of foreign tourists visited central Kerala, 27.5% travelled to the southern region, and only 5.9% to the northern part of the state, reflecting both established tourism hubs and scope for more balanced regional development (KSPB–GoK, 2025).Developing floating markets in Kerala’s backwater regions —particularly in strategically suitable locations in the central and southern parts of the state— could further enhance tourism potential, stimulate local employment, strengthen transportation networks, and contribute to the overall growth of the regional economy. Floating markets also enhance local employability by providing flexible, low-barrier entry opportunities, especially in rural areas where formal employment is limited. They generate both direct and indirect jobs, empowering small-scale entrepreneurs, artisans, and families while encouraging skill development in tourism and service-related activities. 
Table 1. District-wise Distribution of Foreign Tourist Arrivals in Kerala
	District
	No. of Foreign Tourists

	
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024 (Up to June)

	Thiruvananthapuram
	8,262
	81916
	148462
	89755

	Kollam
	77
	1283
	4713
	3777

	Pathanamthitta
	72
	506
	941
	323

	Alappuzha
	777
	11469
	31403
	19866

	Kottayam
	365
	9682
	28458
	23774

	Idukki
	591
	27005
	103644
	65199

	Ernakulam
	46,821
	186290
	279904
	129417

	Thrissur
	463
	6177
	16204
	8882

	Palakkad
	41
	659
	1069
	763

	Malappuram
	553
	6224
	10398
	5289

	Kozhikode
	2,074
	10623
	14710
	5873

	Wayanad
	164
	1967
	4429
	2082

	Kannur
	81
	1290
	2431
	1441

	Kasaragod
	146
	458
	2291
	1950

	TOTAL
	60,487
	3,45,549
	6,49,057
	3,58,391


Source: Kerala State Planning Board-Economic review 2024, GoK (KSPB-GOK,2025).
Engaging local communities in the floating market model not only enriches the overall tourism experience but also strengthens the socio-economic fabric of local populations, paving the way for a more sustainable and inclusive future for Kerala’s tourism industry. Studies highlight that community-based tourism (CBT) initiatives promote long-term economic stability by fostering entrepreneurship and local ownership within communities (Nicholas et al. 2009). One of the key advantages of CBT lies in its focus on capacity building, as training programs in areas such as hospitality, tour guiding, business management, and cultural interpretation equip residents with vital skills for employment in the tourism sector (Lee and Hsieh 2016). These initiatives not only improve job opportunities and income levels but also enhance self-reliance, empowering communities to manage tourism sustainably and reduce dependence on external support (Jackson 2025).
4. Conclusion and Way forward 
The global tourism landscape has shifted markedly from mass, passive sightseeing toward qualitative, meaning-centred, and experiential travel. This transformation creates significant opportunities for destinations like Kerala, where backwater landscapes, rich cultural heritage, and strong community institutions align closely with the expectations of contemporary travellers. However, sustainable tourism development depends not only on these assets but also on the ability to transform them into inclusive and community-oriented experiences rather than commodified attractions that primarily serve external interests. In this context, the study proposes the Kerala water floating market model, a community-based creative tourism framework inspired by Thailand’s floating market tourism. Rather than a direct transplant of the Thai model, the proposed adaptation is a culturally grounded reimagining: one that embeds Kerala's own waterway heritage, culinary traditions, and showcasing arts within an experiential tourism structure in which local community participate as co-hosts and co-producers rather than as background performers. In this way, the model addresses a persistent critique within creative tourism that participatory tourism can itself become a mechanism of commodification when community involvement is superficial or externally scripted (Richards, 2011). By anchoring co-creation in genuine community ownership and equitable benefit-sharing, this tourism model guards against that risk and positions cultural authenticity as a structural outcome rather than a marketing claim. By integrating principles of creative tourism with community-based participation and proposing a transferable adaptation framework, the study offers insights for developing culturally rooted and sustainable tourism models in water-based destinations.
The study suggests that developing floating markets through creative tourism in Kerala requires an integrated and multi-dimensional strategy that combines infrastructure development, effective governance, and sustainability measures. Infrastructure should be prioritized, with financial support from both state and local governments to ensure proper planning and implementation. Existing canals and rivers can be systematically developed into organized floating market corridors, with shops constructed along the banks and rented to local vendors. Dedicated floating platforms or barge-based market spaces should be designed to ensure safe trading and smooth visitor movement, even during floods or seasonal water-level fluctuations. Water-based transport systems can be upgraded to improve last-mile connectivity by adding walkways, ramps, and road linkages that facilitate seamless movement between land and boats. Integrating traditional water transport with modern systems—such as designated seaplane landing points connecting major market hubs—can further enhance tourist accessibility. Complementary services, including riverside homestays and Ayurvedic wellness centres, can enrich the visitor experience and encourage longer stays.
Governance collaboration is equally important. Since floating market tourism is destination-specific and closely connected to local administration, strong coordination between state and local governments is essential. Local self-government institutions can be entrusted with ownership and oversight, while daily operations may be managed by community-based committees consisting of government officials, resident representatives, and private stakeholders. Such decentralized governance promotes context-specific planning, transparent management, efficient resource allocation, equitable benefit sharing, and stronger community participation, thereby ensuring long-term sustainability. However, the sustainability of such initiatives depends significantly on responsible water management and environmental safeguards. Issues such as water pollution, waste disposal, and ecological degradation must be proactively addressed. Establishing strict waste management systems, regulating plastic use, monitoring water quality, and enforcing pollution control measures are essential to protect aquatic ecosystems. Promoting water literacy among local communities, vendors, and tourists is equally important. Awareness programs on responsible water use, conservation practices, and ecosystem sensitivity can foster a culture of environmental stewardship and shared accountability. Finally, a sustainable tourism framework must guide all interventions. Floating markets can reduce pressure on land resources through effective utilization of water bodies while aligning with eco-friendly development principles. Adoption of solar-powered water metros, ferries, and traditional boat systems can minimize pollution and protect aquatic ecosystems. Integrating floating markets with broader tourism circuits will promote green mobility, cultural preservation, and inclusive local economic growth.
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