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Abstract

Kannur District in Kerala possesses diverse tourism assets — scenic beaches, lush wildlife, rich cultural heritage (e.g.
Theyyam ritual arts and historic forts) and emerging eco-tourism sites like Aralam Sanctuary. Yet it remains
underbranded compared to Kerala’s iconic locations. This empirical study (combining recent tourism statistics and
stakeholder perspectives) examines trends and proposes a strategic branding framework. Data from Kerala Tourism
(2021-2023) show that Kannur’s domestic tourist arrivals surged from 346,406 to 854,838 post-pandemic, while
foreign arrivals rose from 81 to 2,431. However, challenges include limited international awareness and infrastructure
gaps (e.g. parking, safety) identified in visitor surveys. The proposed framework emphasizes product development
(highlighting Kannur’s beaches like Payyambalam, Muzhappilangad, heritage forts; Theyyam festivals and Aralam
eco-trails), marketing strategies (integrated digital and traditional campaigns, leveraging the “God’s Own Country 2.0”
wellness/eco-tourism narrative), infrastructure enhancements (upgrading transport, facilities and leveraging Kannur
International Airport), and stakeholder engagement (community-based and Responsible Tourism initiatives). The
framework aligns with Kerala’s 14th Five-Year Plan vision of PPP-driven district tourism hubs. By integrating recent
visitor data, local surveys, and planning guidelines, this study offers actionable steps to position Kannur as a vibrant
emerging destination.
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INTRODUCTION

Promotion Council notes that Kannur offers “scenic beauty,
cultural heritage, and a range of attractions” (pristine beaches,
hills, forts, vibrant festivals) that appeal to travelers seeking
authentic experiences. However, Kannur remains relatively
under-marketed compared to Kerala’s established centers (e.g.

Kerala, known as “God’s Own Country”, is renowned for its
backwaters, Ayurveda and beaches. Kannur District, in North
Kerala, is often called the “Land of Theyyams,” thanks to its
unique ritual arts and cultural heritage. The District Tourism
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Kochi, Munnar). This paper examines Kannur’s tourism
potential using empirical data and develops a branding
framework to elevate it as an emerging destination. We analyze
recent statistics and surveys to identify opportunities in
cultural, eco-, beach and heritage tourism, then propose
strategies in marketing, infrastructure, and stakeholder
involvement to realize Kannur’s promise.

Kannur’s Tourism Assets

Kannur District spans coastal plains and Western Ghats
foothills, offering diverse attractions. It boasts the highest
number of beaches in Kerala, including popular sites like
Payyambalam, Muzhappilangad (Asia’s longest drive-in
beach), Thottada and more. These beaches range from crowded

Coastal tourism is a key asset, as recent surveys confirm
“natural attractions” (beaches and scenery) are the top
motivators for visitors.

Kannur also has rich heritage sites. Historic forts like St.
Angelo’s and Thalassery Fort illustrate its colonial past, and
cultural tourism features Theyyam and other folk arts. Rural
villages and traditional crafts (e.g. handloom weaving) add to
the cultural appeal. Moreover, Kannur supports eco-tourism:
the Aralam Wildlife Sanctuary (55 km? of Western Ghats
forest) is “ome of the best spots for ecotourism lovers”, with
trekking trails to waterfalls. These combined product strengths
— beaches, culture, wildlife — provide unique branding content.
A SWOT analysis (Table 1) highlights Kannur’s internal assets
(e.g. diverse attractions, new airport) and gaps (limited global

(Payyambalam) to tranquil (Chootad, Kizhunna-Ezhara). visibility, infrastructure needs) to be addressed strategically.
Table 1: SWOT analysis of Kannur tourism development.
Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats
e  Numerous unspoilt beaches e  Low international e  Rising domestic and . Competition from other Kerala
(Payyambalam, awareness; branding focus foreign demand (post- d tirr: tions (Kovalam, Kochi
Muzhappilangad, etc.). is weak. pandemic tourism etecs) ai donesi h‘t())(jl?r{an ,s ta(t)gs ’
e Rich cultural heritage e Infrastructure gaps: limited rebound). ) & & ’

(Theyams, historical forts).
. New Kannur International
Airport improves access. .
. Growing community tourism
networks (homestays, local
crafts).

parking, accommodations
and tourist info centers.
Perception mainly as a
“local” destination
(dominated by domestic
travelers).

. Environmental pressures
(seasonal flooding, coral erosion
on beaches).

e  Potential overdevelopment
harming authenticity if
unmanaged.

. Demand for sustainable
and wellness travel (e.g.
Ayurvedic/spa packages).

. Government support
(14th Plan PPP hubs, RT
initiatives).

Tourism Trends and Visitor Profile

Recent government data provide an empirical basis for
planning. Kannur’s tourist arrivals have grown rapidly in the
last three years (Table 2). Domestic visits jumped from 346,406
in 2021 (Covid-impacted) to 811,461 in 2022 and 854,838 in

2023. Foreign tourists also increased from only 81 in 2021 to
1,290 in 2022 and 2,431 in 2023. Figure 2 (below) illustrates
these upward trends. This rebound reflects Kerala’s overall
recovery, but Kannur’s share remains modest (roughly 4% of
state domestic arrivals in 2023).
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Fig 1: Tourist arrivals in Kannur District (2021-2023). [Data from Kerala Tourism Department.]
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The visitor profile (from surveys such as Majeesh 2018) shows
both domestic and international tourists enjoy Kannur’s
beaches primarily for natural scenery. The study found
“natural attractions, nightlife, and travel cost are the most
influential factors” drawing beach tourists. Shopping and
luxury accommodation were not motivating factors.
Satisfaction is high with rest areas and entertainment facilities,
but low for parking and safety. Notably, domestic tourists
valued local festivals more than foreign visitors. These findings
highlight the need to improve amenities (especially parking,
safety signage) and to develop marketable event experiences.

METHODOLOGY

This paper synthesizes secondary data and insights from recent
studies to build an evidence-based framework. District-level
tourism statistics (Kerala Tourism reports) and national tourism
statistics form the quantitative backbone. To incorporate
consumer perspectives, we reference empirical research
including on-site surveys of Kannur tourists and stakeholder
interviews from related Kerala tourism studies. Qualitative
insights from government reports (l14th Plan) and recent
tourism marketing case studies inform strategy development.
While original primary data collection is beyond this study’s
scope, the cited empirical sources (surveys and statistics)
ground the recommendations in recent real-world observations.

Branding and Marketing Strategies

A core component of the strategic framework is targeted
marketing and branding. According to Kerala’s tourism
leadership, branding must balance “iconic destinations” with
“new products”. For Kannur, this means highlighting signature
attractions (Muzhappilangad, Theyyam festivals) while
packaging them in compelling narratives. Kerala’s 2024 “God’s
Own Country 2.0” campaign offers a model: it repositioned the
state around wellness and sustainability, using influencer
storytelling and global media tie-ups. Kannur can adopt a
similar approach: e.g., promote a “Wellness and Heritage by
the Sea” theme, linking Ayurvedic retreats in nearby towns
with beach leisure and cultural immersion. Digital marketing
(social media campaigns, SEO for Kannur sites) should align
with Kerala’s brand but emphasize Kannur’s uniqueness.
Participation in tourism fairs and roadshows — especially in
North Indian and Middle Eastern markets — can leverage
Kannur Airport connectivity. Special incentives for tour
operators who include Kannur (e.g. focusing on Malabar Tours)
will raise visibility.

Infrastructure and Product Development

Strategic frameworks emphasize upgrading infrastructure to
match branding promises. Kannur must improve transportation
links, signage and facilities at key sites (beach promenades, fort
restorations, visitor centers). The state’s plan calls for “Tourism
hubs across each district on PPP mode” to create anchor
attractions. Kannur could develop a Malabar Coastal Hub
featuring an iconic structure (e.g. a coastal museum or
amphitheater) to draw tourists. Investment in eco-friendly

lodging (heritage resorts, jungle lodges in Aralam) will cater to
quality tourists. Public-private partnerships can expand
amenities like boardwalks, cafes and interpretive centers at
Payyambalam or Muzhappilangad. Crucially, community-based
tourism programs (homestays, guided village tours) should be
nurtured, ensuring local benefits.

Stakeholder Engagement and Sustainability

All strategies require broad stakeholder collaboration. Kerala’s
Responsible Tourism model emphasizes involving local self-
governments, NGOs and community groups. In Kannur, this
means training local guides, involving panchayats in planning,
and supporting artisans (e.g. theyyam artists) as tourism
ambassadors. Studies show Kerala tourism’s success is tied to
community empowerment and environmental safeguards. For
example, Aralam Sanctuary already conducts village-level eco-
camps with resident participation. Expanding such programs
across Kannur (e.g. fisherman cooperative tours, village life
homestays) will enhance sustainability credentials and
community buy-in. Tourism development should adhere to
green practices (waste management on beaches, coral reef
protection) to preserve Kannur’s natural assets. By engaging
stakeholders at every level — from government to
Kudumbashree women’s groups — Kannur can build a brand
image of an inclusive, responsible destination.

CONCLUSION

Kannur District has latent tourism strengths but requires a
cohesive branding and development strategy to emerge on
Kerala’s tourism map. By emphasizing its beach culture,
heritage sites and eco-tourism in marketing narratives, and by
addressing infrastructure and satisfaction gaps identified in
surveys, Kannur can attract new segments of travelers.
Aligning with Kerala’s policy push for district-level tourism
hubs and leveraging the new airport for market access will
accelerate growth. Importantly, integrating marketing (digital
campaigns, events) with inclusive planning (community
participation, PPP  projects) will ensure sustainable
development. This strategic framework — grounded in recent
data and best practices — provides Kerala Tourism with an
actionable roadmap to brand Kannur as a distinctive and
vibrant destination, complementing the state’s established
attractions and enriching Kerala’s tourism portfolio.
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