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Introduction

Migration  -  temporary,  seasonal  or  permanent  -  is  one  of  the  central  features  of  India's

socioeconomic landscape today. While there are no official statistics available on the numbers of

people who migrate, particularly those who do not do so permanently, the consensus appears to

be that such migration is increasing (Deshingkar and Start 2003).

At a political level, migration is the subject of a contradictory set of discourses. On the one hand,

the English media and what might be called the policy establishment - public commentators,

institutions like the erstwhile Planning Commission or think tanks, and international bodies -

often describe migration in an essentially positive frame. In this view, migration out of rural

areas is  both necessary and desirable.  The assumption behind this  claim is usually that such

migration  means  moving  from  "low  paying,  low  productivity  agricultural  work"  to  "more

productive" (and presumably better paying) industrial and non-farm employment.1 Migration into

urban and semi-urban environments is also assumed to mean better access to infrastructure and

facilities, leading to a higher standard of living. Finally, drawing a parallel with the impact of

international migration, it is often assumed that domestic migration leads to a higher standard of

living in the area of origin as well, as a result of remittances from migrants.

However, while this narrative tends to dominate English language commentary, in mass politics

migration usually has a very different narrative attached to it. In areas of destination - such as the

big cities of Delhi and Mumbai and the 'prosperous' states of Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu or Kerala

- it becomes a target of xenophobic mobilisations by chauvinist forces of various strengths. And

in areas of origin, it is frequently described as a problem, with politicians repeatedly promising

steps to end the need for people to migrate. For instance, in Uttarakhand, one of the field areas

for this study, the Chief Minister has promised to "a drastic change in the agronomy of the hill

1 A typical example of this argument can be found in an interview with former Finance Minister P. Chidambaram -
see Ray and Chaudhury (2008).
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areas"  to  reduce  migration  and  said  that  this  plan  "would  be  executed  on  a  war  footing"

(Upadhyay 2014).

These  two narratives  are  then  intertwined with  a  third  -  around the  management  of  natural

resources - in certain parts of the country, namely mountainous and forested areas. Almost all of

these  areas  are  also  seeing  extensive  out-migration  -  whether  from the  Northeastern  states,

Uttarakhand, central India or hill ranges in other areas. Himachal Pradesh is perhaps the only

exception  to  this  trend  (Kashmir  is  not  an  exception,  though  the  reasons  for  migration  are

naturally  quite  different).  In  addition  to  the  two  contradictory  stories  mentioned  above,

commentaries on such migration (few as they are) sometimes even celebrate the "lowering of

population pressure" in these sensitive areas.  Indeed, it  is  a standing policy of India's  forest

authorities to encourage "non-forest livelihoods", relocation from tiger reserves, and other steps

that can be taken to essentially encourage migration.2

While there is an extensive academic and policy literature on migration in India at present, there

appears to be an absence of studies exploring how migration, natural resources and development

policies intersect - particularly in India's mountainous and forest areas. In this study, we test all

three of these narratives against a field study in two hill areas of India - two districts of the State

of Uttarakhand, and the Nilgiris District of Tamil Nadu. We also seek to explore a question that is

very rarely looked at, namely the impact of migration on the collective and political dynamics of

areas of origin.

The study finds that migration, in its current form, has few of the benefits that it is advertised to

have, while having a range of negative consequences both for the families with migrants and for

wider political and community dynamics. These negative consequences in turn drive a vicious

cycle,  encouraging more  migration  and resulting  in  further  problems.  Curbing  this  dynamic

requires  the  state  to  intervene  more  actively,  and  to  do  so  in  a  manner  that  protects  both

individual security and collective rights.

2 As an example, the website of the Jharkhand Forest Department - www.jharkhand.gov.in/about-forest-
department - lists these as among its "main objectives."
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Methodology

As noted above, this study was undertaken in two primary field areas - in four hill districts of

Uttarakhand  and  in  the  Nilgiris  district  of  Tamil  Nadu.  In  Uttarakhand,  field  work  was

undertaken in six villages in total: Dina, Chaura and Akhoda of Tehri Garhwal district; Gihad of

Rudraprayag district;  Godsara  of  Uttarkashi  district;  and Situli  of  Bageshwar district.  In  the

Nilgiris,  fieldwork  was  undertaken  in  or  near  Gudalur,  Masinagudi,  Sholur,  Eppanadu,

Kookalthurai, Thorayatti, Conoor, Ullatti, Ooty and Kothagiri.

Discussions  were  undertaken in  two forms -  through group discussions  within  and between

families, and individual discussions with members of families. The families for interviews were

chosen through a 'snowball' method, using introductions. Given the small sample size and the

goals of the study, rigorous random sampling was not used. Rather, a conscious effort was made

to capture as diverse a range of experiences - across caste, community and gender lines. The

findings  are  hence  qualitative  rather  than  quantitative  in  nature  and  should  be  taken  to  be

indicative rather than comprehensive.

In the Nilgiris, a total of 61 families were interviewed. Of these, thirteen belonged to Scheduled

Castes, six to Scheduled Tribes, twenty-seven to other backward classes, three to most backward

classes and eleven to other communities. Thirty three of these families possessed land, while the

remaining 28 did not. Of those who were landless, all depended on wage labour in tea estates

except eight, which were cattle grazers, and one which depended on non-timber forest produce.

Of the thirty three cultivating families, while the dominant crop was tea (a fact true of the district

in general), other crops such as pepper, coffee, and vegetables were also grown. Fifty one of the

families  that  were  interviewed  had  members  who  had  migrated,  and  eleven  families  had

members who had migrated and returned.

In Uttarakhand, a total of 26 families were interviewed, five of which were Dalits. The remainder

were from the forward castes. All of the families possessed land but all also had family members

engaged in wage or salaried labour. In wet areas, the primary crop is rice, while in dry areas a

sequence of twelve crops - including lentils, grains, etc. - are grown. All of the families that were

interviewed  had  members  who  had  migrated,  though  two  of  those  who  had  migrated  had

returned. Reflecting the realities of migration, more than 60% of our interviewees were above the
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age of 50.

Background

Our field areas have several features that are broadly representative of forest and mountain areas

across the country, along with, of course, unique characteristics of their own. These features in

turn shape both migration and its impacts in these areas.

From the colonial period, Uttarakhand was well known as a state with a long and committed

tradition of struggle for control over natural resources and livelihoods, famously epitomized by

the  Chipko  movement.  The  statehood  movement  that  eventually  led  to  the  creation  of

Uttarakhand also repeatedly raised the issue of local control over natural resources - especially

the State's forests, rivers and land. After the state was formed, however, mainstream political

parties focused their mass appeals in a different direction - on the need to provide employment,

particularly to youth, and to curb the increasing migration out of the state. Both the Congress and

the Bharatiya Janata Party- the only two electoral parties of substantial size in the state at present

- compete heavily on the issue of youth employment. But this issue is construed in a very narrow

fashion, with employment creation being restricted to only two avenues - incentives to private

investors to set up infrastructure and industrial projects in the state, and employment generation

in the public sector. Both avenues are in turn essentially ineffective at generating reasonable

employment opportunities, a point that we return to in the conclusion.

Meanwhile, migration out of the state appears, by all accounts, to be accelerating. According to

the 2011 Census, out of 16,793 villages in the State, 1,053 were empty of all residents - they had

been reduced to ghost villages, with abandoned houses and fields - and 405 have a population of

less than 10. In the hills today, large numbers of villages have no residents except the elderly and

the very young, along with a small number of women who stay behind to take care of both

groups. This fact is even reflected in our sample,  which,  as noted above, is heavily tilted in

favour of the elderly. The emptying of the hills is a common topic of discussion in the state,

inspiring literature, poetry and political debates in the media.

Where  do  the  migrants  go?  Our  fieldwork  did  not  attempt  to  examine  this  question  on  a

comprehensive basis - which would have been impossible without a large-scale field survey - but
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clear tendencies were visible both from our conversations and from the prior experience of some

of the researchers.3 Migration from the state largely follows three tracks. The first is to the cities

of the terai region - Dehradun, Rishikesh, Haldwani, Kotdwar, etc. The second is to the cities of

Delhi and Mumbai, both for working class employment - often in restaurants and hotels, which

employ  large  numbers  of  Uttarakhandis  -  and,  for  those  from  a  wealthier  background,

professional  employment  of  various  kinds.  Finally,  a  significant  number  of  Uttarakhandis

migrate to other countries,  including Europe and Japan. This migration often occurs through

networks of recruitment for, once again, Indian restaurants and hotels in those countries.

The Nilgiris  face somewhat similar  dynamics.  This mountain region -  at  the junction of the

borders of three States, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka - has long been a melting pot, with

different waves of migration bringing in new communities over the past century and a half (see

Gopalakrishnan  (2010)  and  People’s  Union  for  Civil  Liberties  (2002)  for  more  details).

However, particularly over the past two decades, migration has reversed, with large numbers of

people leaving the hill region (for reasons that will be discussed below). The predominant flow

of such migrants appears (with the caveat, once again, that we do not have the data for a rigorous

claim on this point) to be to the industrial areas of Tirupur, Karur, Salem, Erode and other cities

of the state.  Reflecting the different social  and political  context of the State of Tamil Nadu,

migration  out  of  the  Nilgiris  also  tends  to  be  more  gender  balanced  than  migration  from

Uttarakhand, with significant numbers of women migrating individually for industrial work as

well.

Meanwhile,  both  of  our  field  areas  share  certain  basic  structural  features.  Both  are  heavily

forested. Forest lands account for 65% of the area of Uttarakhand and 81% of the area of the

Nilgiris.4 This  is  not  only  a  natural  or  geographical  feature  -  the  presence  of  the  Forest

Department, as discussed below, is a major political and social factor in these areas. Both areas

are, by the standards of India as a whole, relatively 'prosperous', without the extreme poverty and

3 Trepan Singh Chauhan is himself from Kepars, a village in Bilangana Block, Tehri Garhwal District, and both he
and Shankar Gopalakrishnan are affiliated to Chetna Andolan, a people's organisation in the State.

4 It should be noted that the Uttarakhand figure refers to recorded forest area - or land recorded as forest on 
government records - while the latter refers to the "forest cover" assessed by the Forest Survey of India. The 
former may or may not have actual forests on it, while the latter figure is likely to include many forms of 
plantations and tree crops.
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marginalisation that characterise central and eastern India. Educational levels are higher than the

all India average - for instance, the 2011 Census recorded literacy rates of 78.82% and 85% for

Uttarakhand and the Nilgiris respectively, as compared to an all India figure of 74%. Finally,

both are ecologically crucial regions, both for their inherent ecological value and for their role as

catchment areas for major river systems (the Kaveri basin in the case of the Nilgiris and the

Ganga-Yamuna basins in the case of Uttarakhand). All of these factors affect both the dynamics

of migration out of these areas and the impacts of that migration; they also mean, as discussed in

the conclusion, that these impacts have consequences well beyond these areas and can potentially

affect tens of millions of people.

Findings of the Survey

Despite  the  historical  and socioeconomic  differences  between these  two regions,  there  were

strong parallels in the findings of the surveys conducted in both. These indicate that the common

narratives around migration may at best be incomplete, and at worst simply incorrect.

Reasons for Migration

As in  all  such situations,  reasons  for  migration  were  diverse,  but  certain  themes  repeatedly

emerged in both areas.

The first was the search for 'secure' employment. Many equate this with "wage employment" (as

opposed to agriculture), but, as discussed in the next section, this is a misleading impression. But

in both areas agriculture faces a crisis, leading to a sense that any alternative would be better than

continuing dependence on either agricultural work or self-cultivation for survival.

However, the reasons for this crisis in agricultural work are not inevitable. In both areas, factors

were repeatedly cited that are clearly rooted in current state policies. These included:

 A climate of fear: Perhaps the most surprising result of our surveys was the role played by

widespread, pervasive fear as a driving factor for migration. This is one factor that has

received no attention whatsoever in policy discussions. In Uttarakhand, this fear is driven

by the annual disasters that hit one or the other hill region in every monsoon season and

that have done so like clockwork for the last decade. Flash floods and landslides kill
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people and destroy houses, roads and farms every year (with the 2013 disaster, which

killed several thousand people, being the worst till date). In the Nilgiris, the fear is driven

by a less glaring but much more frequent phenomenon - attacks by wildlife, particularly

elephants. Killings by wildlife are reported almost every week in the hills. For those who

are not residents of these areas, the "small" numbers killed by floods and wildlife (except,

as noted, in 2013) might seem to be a minor factor. But for those who live in these areas,

the fear of sudden, unpredictable death has often become a symbol of what seems an

inherently precarious existence.

 Poor management of wildlife - agriculture conflicts: Wildlife does not only attack people,

of course - in both areas there are constant and widespread attacks on livestock and crops.

These  are  generally  dismissed  as  the  result  of  "encroachment"  or  "humans  invading

animal habitats", but such macro narratives do not address the reasons behind specific

and sudden spikes in attacks. Many of these are anecdotally related, according to our

interviewees, to the proliferation of inedible invasive plant species in forest areas - in the

Nilgiris in particular - or to shifts in prey populations.5 Both shifts in turn reflect poor

forest management.  In the Nilgiris, elephants were the most common problem in this

regard,  and  in  Uttarakhand  wild  boar,  monkeys  and  other  animals  were  similarly

problematic.

 Forest  management  regimes:  These two problems are both,  in  turn,  closely linked to

regulatory regimes that are focused on protecting the interests of powerful actors - private

corporations and the forest bureaucracy itself. In Uttarakhand, this manifests itself as a

neglect of all regulatory controls of large hydropower projects, road construction or the

tourism industry (see for instance the discussion in Chauhan and Gopalakrishnan (2015)).

In the Nilgiris, particularly in areas such as Gudalur with large areas of lands that are

contested between cultivators and the Forest Department, this takes the form of evictions

and constant harassment of smallholders by the Department (People’s Union for Civil

Liberties 2002). In both areas, the overwhelming presence of the Forest Department and

the complete non-implementation of the Forest Rights Act (with no titles provided in

either region) makes this autocratic bureaucracy a key threat to both lives and livelihoods.

5 The researchers will be undertaking a more detailed study on these phenomena in 2016 - 2017.
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 Agrarian crisis: Out of the factors identified by our interviewees, this was the only one

that overlapped with most policy commentaries. In the case of Uttarakhand, where many

families  practice  cultivation  for  self-consumption,  this  was  identified  as  a  lack  of  a

"future" in agriculture and the fact that land was no longer enough to generate an income

for  a  family.  In  the  Nilgiris,  the  crisis  has  a  much more  specific  shape  -  constantly

changing prices for tea, the mainstay of cultivation in the hills, and resulting indebtedness

have driven people to seek a more stable source of income.

All of these factors - "push" factors that drive people out of the hills - are combined with the

"pull" of the possibility of secure employment outside the hills. We consciously use the term

"possibility" here, for reasons discussed in the next section. The impression that there is "no

future" in staying in the hills was expressed across the board by our interviewees. As one elderly

woman in Rudraprayag explained, "no one who doesn't have a government job wants to stay in

the hills" - and many of those who do also send their families to the plains for education and

other reasons.

Income Dynamics Around Migration

From the point of view of mainstream commentary, while some of the factors outlined above

may be  new,  the  overall  picture  of  a  'beneficial'  migration  from 'stagnant'  rural  or  agrarian

situations to 'dynamic' industrial and urban situations still appears to be intact. But this is in turn

shaken by our findings  about  the most  expected 'impact'  of migration -  improvement  in  the

incomes of those who stay behind.

In practice, though none of our interviewees were able to assign a quantitative figure to these

changes, most agreed that the migration of family members had not led to a significant increase

in their family income. Indeed, in Uttarakhand, more than 90% of our interviewees reported that

migrants sent money home on a sporadic or irregular basis. In the Nilgiris, most interviewees

agreed that families or individuals who migrated experienced a net loss of income and a net drop

in standard of living - a point that was also confirmed in Uttarakhand. Indeed, in Uttarakhand,

most interviewees reported that they sent food or rations to those who had migrated - primarily to

enable them to save money.
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It is not difficult to understand why this might occur. In both hill areas, people typically live in

their own homes - even those who are otherwise landless. They also tend to rely on cheaper food.

The  contrast  is  particularly  sharp  in  Uttarakhand,  where  significant  portions  of  agricultural

produce are for self-consumption and many forms of fruits, vegetables and herbs are taken from

forests rather than bought. Both areas also have working public distribution systems that provide

some cushion on the prices of staples.

After leaving the hills, however, those who migrate are confronted by a different reality. They

have to live on rent. If they migrate to urban centres - as the majority of the migrants from both

these  regions  appear  to  do -  they have  to  contend with  the  higher  cost  of  daily goods  and

essential items. Education and health care costs are also higher. In turn, incomes are often lower.

Most  of  our  interviewees  reported  that  migrants  had  taken  up work  as  contract  workers  in

factories (in the case of the Nilgiris) or as workers in the hotel industry in Delhi and Mumbai (in

the case of Uttarakhand). Such work pays low wages and often is highly insecure.6 The net result

is that those who migrate may experience a net drop in living standards.

Naturally,  this  begs  the  question  -  why  do  people  migrate  in  such  circumstances?  Our

interviewees (and the prior experience of the researchers) indicated that there were two broad

responses to this question. The first was the combination of the increasing precariousness of life

in the hill areas - as discussed above - with the apparent hope of better lives outside. The choice

appears to be one between a life with no options and one with at least the possibility of options.

The second set of responses - which we only received in the Nilgiris - was that people, indeed,

simply tried to come back. Out of the 50 families we interviewed who had migrated, eleven had

tried to return. But in the Nilgiris, unlike Uttarakhand, insecurity of land is a major problem. All

the returning families had lost their land, as a result of takeover by either land mafias or the

Forest Department. All were forced to take up employment as daily wage labourers. We discuss

this further in the next section.

6 See for instance Chauhan, Gopalakrishnan, and Selvaraj (2013) for the conditions experienced by migrant 
industrial workers from these two areas.
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Impacts of Migration on Agriculture

When discussing the impacts of migration on areas of origin, one of the first points raised in both

areas was the impact of migration on agriculture.

In Uttarakhand, all of our interviewees across districts reported certain common characteristics.

First, all said that the 'younger generation' (which appeared to mean anyone under the age of 30)

did not want to engage in agriculture and was eager to do other work. Simultaneously - and

unlike in the case of the Nilgiris, as discussed below - agriculture and agricultural land retained a

sense of value. Older people and family units as a whole were reluctant to abandon or sell their

lands. The result was that every family we interviewed had adopted a division of labour, where

typically elderly people remained behind to take care of the land and youth migrated. In families

where this was not possible, a division was nevertheless attempted; for instance, in one of the

families  we interviewed in Tehri  Garhwal,  following the death of  their  parents,  one brother

migrated and another stayed behind. This discussion also highlighted an important intersection

between patriarchy and migration, which we discuss in the next section.

But in families where this division was not possible or failed, the land would most often become

'banjar' (wasteland). This phenomenon has been reported in numerous articles and reports on

migration out of Uttarakhand, resulting in a net loss of security for the family and an overall drop

in agricultural productivity for the community.

In the Nilgiris, the dynamics worked out somewhat differently. Though our data does not permit

conclusive arguments on either side, the impression of our researchers was that families were

more likely to migrate as a unit in the Nilgiris. Given the precarious nature of land rights in the

area  (see  preceding  sections),  this  may  result  in  the  land  simply  being  lost  entirely  (see

discussion below on the land mafia as well). Out of the 11 families we interviewed who had

migrated and then attempted to return, all faced difficulties in accessing their lands. In this sense

the impact on agriculture in the Nilgiris is much more stark - the land itself is seized by the

Forest  Department  or  the  mafias  and  taken  out  of  agriculture  entirely.  The  results  for  the

community and the individual families are, if more stark, also similar to those in Uttarakhand - a

loss of security and of productivity.
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Impacts of Migration on Gender Relations

The impact  of  migration  on  gender  relations  has  often  been discussed (see  for  instance  the

discussion in Mazumdar (2013)). Unlike the other points discussed here, this was one area where

dynamics in Uttarakhand and the Nilgiris were quite different.

In Uttarakhand, family after family - particularly in Rudraprayag and Bageshwar, though this is

unlikely to be a geographically specific phenomenon - reported the importance of women in both

agriculture and in generally holding the family together after migration. For families themselves,

the role of the bahu (daughter-in-law) as the caretaker of agriculture was repeated by several of

our interviewees. In most of these situations, the son has migrated, leaving his parents, the land,

and the children to be taken care of by his wife, who remains behind. However, in all of our

interviews that touched on this point, the woman in question was also hoping to migrate, or had

already done so. This was not only the result of the oppression of daughters-in-law in general - it

also reflected the reality, mentioned by a few of our woman interviewees, that women in such a

situation had to bear the triple workload of agricultural work, childcare and taking care of the

elderly.  Migration  should  not,  however,  be  understood  simplistically  as  a  journey  from  an

oppressive  environment  to  a  liberated  one;  after  migration,  women  become  much  more

dependent on their husbands, lacking in the local support structure and partial independence that

they are able to rely on in the hills. Thus migration can simply mean exchanging one form of

oppression for another.

Given their role as the lynchpin of their households, however, the migration of women in turn

triggers  a  cascade  of  other  developments  -  highlighted  by  our  interviewees  in  Bageshwar.

Continuing agriculture becomes much more difficult for the elderly family members who remain

behind, and the land is then abandoned. The elderly then come under pressure to migrate as well,

as their  children are unable to take care of them in the hills;  in turn the elderly resist  these

pressures as it means giving up their independence and identity. In every family we interviewed,

this dynamics was already operational. Where the elderly do migrate, the result can be the above-

mentioned "ghost villages" where nothing but abandoned houses and fields are present.

In the Nilgiris, two factors lead to a different dynamic operating. First,  given the large-scale

presence of women in industrial workforces in centres such as Tirupur and Karur, women may be
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the first family members to migrate. Second, the entire family then often migrates as a unit.

When asked to discuss the impact of such migration locally, our interviewees gave an interesting

set of answers. They noted that women play an important role in the organisational processes of

the community - such as the organising of festivals, the collective maintenance of the village and

community resources, etc. When women migrate out, however, it is usually the women in their

20s, with higher levels of education or better networks outside, who do so first. These in turn

tend to  be the  most  dynamic  and active  women in  the  community.  As  a  result,  community

organising declines and village cohesion also reduces. Similarly, certain collective activities -

such as the collection of non-timber forest produce- also rely on such organic leadership, which

declines with the departure of these women. As more and more women leave, the impact on

community action can be imagined.

In  both  the  Nilgiris  and  in  Uttarakhand,  that  takes  a  very  specific  form when  it  comes  to

community natural resources. We turn to this issue next.

Impact on Management of Common and Collective Natural Resources

As discussed above, both the Nilgiris and Uttarakhand are ecologically rich, heavily forested and

environmentally sensitive areas. They are also areas with rich traditions of community action and

struggle to protect and defend these ecologies.

Migration has a deep and disturbing impact is on these structures -and on the struggles that

underlie them (which we discuss in the next section).  In our interviews, we focused on this

aspect, and the resulting findings were, at the least, deeply disturbing.

In  the  case  of  Uttarakhand,  vibrant  community management  institutions  have  been  severely

impacted by migration. In Akhori, one of the villages in Tehri Garhwal that was part of our study,

the traditional practice of employing a forest chowkidar (guard) and paying him in kind - usually

through grain -  had continued until  recently.  In this  traditional  institution of the village,  the

women pool grain from all the village households and this is then given to the guard. Those who

violate the village's forest rules have their sickles and other implements confiscated and sold, and

the revenue from this sale is also given to the guard. However, as migration has reduced the
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number of people and particularly the number of women in Akhori, in 2003 the payment was

switched from grain collection to cash. In turn even this amount kept dropping as fewer earning

family members remained in the village. The transition to cash also resulted in the arrangement

passing into the hands of men, many of whom in turn migrated. The net result is that the guards

no longer patrol very much and forest destruction has accelerated. In the neighboring village of

Kepars (which also happens to be the home village of one of the present researchers, Trepan

Singh Chauhan),  a similar dynamic resulted in the guard abandoning the work entirely.  This

pattern  repeats  itself  in  village  after  village  where  we  conducted  interviews,  and  anecdotal

evidence indicates that it has occurred across the hills.

In the Nilgiris, while community protection is less institutionalised, we observed very similar

phenomena.  In the village of Lower Nadgani  (Keel  Nadgani),  in  Gudalur taluka,  twenty six

families with holdings of between half an acre to an acre of land each were living and also

protecting the forests  around their  village from mafia attacks.  After eleven of these families

migrated to Kerala some years ago, the land mafia moved in and drove the other families out of

their  homes,  taking  over  both  their  lands  and  the  forests  around  the  village.  Similarly,  in

Marapalam, also n the O'Valley area of Gudalur taluka,  a village leader named Selvaraj  (no

relation to the researcher of the same name) led the community in protecting the forest around

the  village  against  both  land  grabbers  and  the  Forest  Department.  Unable  to  make  his  tea

cultivation viable, Selvaraj left Marapalam about five years ago to try to make a living as a trader

in the town of Kotagiri. Following his departure, the remaining members of the village were not

able to stand up to the Forest Department and were forced to leave as well, with five of these

families losing all of their land and their homes as well. When Selvaraj and the other families

attempted to return later, they were not able to do so.

There are ecological impacts from these changes as well. In the Masinagudi area of Ooty taluka,

we were told that a large number of cattle earlier used to graze in and around forest areas. This

grazing kept the growth of invasive species such as Lantana and Parthenium under control. With

migration, the ability of the community to maintain this practice in the face of Forest Department

opposition reduced, and the result was that the remaining cattle were also evicted. As invasive

species  choked  the  forest  undergrowth,  elephants  and  other  wildlife  have  been  driven  into
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farmlands, causing the cycle of human - wildlife conflict noted above.

In this sense, the migration-triggered collapse of community institutions has an impact on the

balance of power in the area - and, as we discuss next, this is perhaps the longest-lasting impact

that migration is going to have.

Impact on Community Struggle And Other Political Institutions

As we noted, the institutions of community control over natural resources are not merely neutral

arrangements resulting from communitarian spirit. They often reflect a history of struggle against

the state machinery and private interests attempting to displace and exploit these communities.

Migration, naturally, undermines such struggles. The results were more starkly visible in the case

of the Nilgiris, since so much of the district is still witnessing contests between state agencies,

mafias and local communities over land. Several examples of the resulting process were narrated

by our interviewees.

For instance, an area of almost 16,000 acres of land in O'Valley, in Gudalur taluka, was occupied

and under cultivation by various smallholders who lacked secure title. As many of these people

migrated,  the  Forest  Department  took  over  this  entire  area  over  the  past  five  years,  using

harassment and threats to evict those who had remained. Similarly, in Amaikulam, a village also

in Gudalur, continuous protests had stopped Department efforts at monocultural tree plantations

on people's lands for the preceding two decades. In the last six years, approximately 50 out of

128 families in the village migrated. The Department promptly began plantations on their lands,

even though these lands did not belong to the Department. In the Glenmark area of Ooty taluka,

an area of almost 1,000 acres that had been used as grazing land and for collection of non-timber

forest produce by adivasi communities was gradually taken over by the Department over the past

decade after some of these families migrated.

It should be emphasised that Forest Department takeover does not mean that these lands were

going to be protected. On the contrary, the Department has a long history of connivance with

land mafias in the Nilgiris (see detailed discussion in People’s Union for Civil Liberties (2002)

for some examples). Monocultural plantations and invasive species that result from department
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management  also  cause  extensive  ecological  damage.  These  significant  environmental

consequences are thus exacerbated by the process of migration.

In  the  case  of  Uttarakhand,  two  parallel  but  distinct  dynamics  occur.  First,  while  Forest

Department takeover is not a direct issue in most of the state, displacement by private interests

does occur -  in the form of takeover by large projects and private contractors.  Struggles for

protecting forests and natural resources against these takeovers were once the dominant mode of

popular  movements  in  the  State.  Today,  migration  and lack  of  employment  have  become a

vicious cycle, leading to employment being the primary demand of many movements in the state

- and the weakening of struggles for defending natural resources.

The second  dynamic  that  occurs  in  Uttarakhand is  not  directly  related  to  natural  resources.

Unlike Tamil Nadu, whose state agencies are relatively more effective (reflecting a long history

of struggles over welfare entitlements), in Uttarakhand struggles over state capacity are relatively

more recent. Indeed, the neglect of infrastructure - such as hospitals and schools - was one of the

key issues of the Uttarakhand andolan.

Yet,  following the formation of  the state,  this  infrastructure has  actually declined -  and one

reason, discussed by many of our interviewees, was the prevalence of migration. In both the

Nilgiris and Uttarakhand, migration in most areas began with the better off and more powerful

families. Since these were much more often at the forefront of demanding public facilities, their

disappearance  contributed  to  the  decline  in  facilities.  This  decline,  in  turn,  triggers  further

migration, as education and the need for health facilities drive people to leave (as discussed in

the first section). This results in another vicious cycle, which has severely eroded state capacity

and the effectiveness of public institutions in the hills.

Conclusions

Our study indicates that the basic descriptions of migration that abound in public discourse are

incomplete. The most dominant policy discourse - that assumes that migration is both inevitable

and progressive - appears the most severely deficient. Similarly, assumptions that migration is

merely a question of employment, or that migration improves environmental management, also

appear incorrect.
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Rather, our findings indicate that migration out of hill areas is driven by a feedback loop of

weakening  public,  community  and  family  institutions,  leading  to  implicit  and  explicit

expropriation,  leading  to  further  weakening  of  institutions,  and  so  on.  The  result  is  not

necessarily  "improved  standards  of  living"  but,  rather,  a  strong  tendency towards  increased

insecurity - both in areas of destination and areas of origin.

In turn, in the areas of origin, this cycle creates a decaying institutional environment where state

institutions  and community structures both collapse.  The vacuum created by this  collapse is

occupied  by expropriatory  agencies  -  whether  private  or  state  in  character  (with  the  Forest

Department in the Nilgiris being a prime example). This has implications for the security and

viability of local livelihoods, for the security of migrants, and - perhaps the most striking of all -

for  the ecological  and environmental  security of  these hill  areas  and the plains  regions  that

depend on them. This is not a dynamic that yields benefits for anyone.

In this view, migration need not be viewed as either a xenophobic or humanitarian problem.

Rather, explicitly protecting and strengthening democratic community and local institutions - and

rooting  them in  productive  processes  that  generate  employment  -  emerge  as  an  unexplored

potential response to migration. In areas like Uttarakhand and the Nilgiris, the provisions of the

Forest Rights Act as well as policies that claim to promote cooperative production - such as

Uttarakhand's policy of promoting panchayat owned micro hydroelectricity projects - are key

methods by which such an agenda could be taken forward.  Such policies,  rather  than facile

attempts at promoting private capital in the name of "employment generation", are more likely to

address both the roots of the "migration cycle" and the key problems it is generating.
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