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CHAP'TER EIGHTT

Out- Migration and Ghost Villages: 
A Case Study of Uttarakhand 

D. K. P. Chaudhary & Kamala ID. Bhardwaj 
Introduction: 
Human mobility and migration is not a recent phenomenon rather 

it is one of the survival strategies adopted since the dawn of human
civilization. Migration has emerged as one of the important 
determinants in constructing population dynamics in any region. It 

is often the results of numerous multi-dimensional factors. They 

might be economic, physical, socio-cultural political factors or mix 

of one or more. Also, migration has a direct impact on the population 

size of areas of origin and destination. The entire Himalayan region 
is completely affected by migration and the state of Uttarakhand is 
no exception to this, which has shown a constant increasing trendin 

intra rural- urban migration since its formation in November 2000 
It witnessed a peak in the 1980s and fuelled the demand for a separate 
state, which everyone expected would lead to economic growth and 

check migration. But census reports and other recent documents 
show that the rate of migration from the hilly areas of the state has 
increased after its formation in 2000. Only the terminus of migrants

has changed and the phenomenon has turned intoa self-propagating 
cycle. It is an accepted notion that migration leads to abandonment 
of villages which causes degradation of land, makes villages unliveable, 

and further fuels migration. 
Migration has emerged as one of the biggest issues in the nine hill 

districts of Uttarakhand. The most astonishing information is the 
increasing number of uninhabited villages, or as Uttarakhand terms

them, "Bhootiya Gaon (ghost villages)". These depopulated or 
uninhabited villages are often referred to as Ghost Villages'. 1,18,981

people have migrated permanently from its 3,946 gram panchayats 
in Uttarakhand.in the last ten years, as per a report of the state's

Migration Commission. Of these, 28.72% have moved outside
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Uttarakhand, 0.96% have gone out of the country, and the remainjng 
have moved from their place to another within the state. The 
governmcnt itself had revealed that 160 villages were abandoncd 
berween 1991 and 2001 and the worst hit districts are Almora and 
Pauri. The recent census data reveals thirty three villages no longer
exist in the state's map. From 16,826 villages in 2001, the number
dwindled to 16,793 as per the 2011 census. However, another data 
compiled by the statistics department suggests that more than one 
thousand or precisely 1065 villages have turned into ghost villages 
Uttarkashi has seen 70 new ghost villages in the last seven years while
there are 4l such villages in Chamoli, 186 in Pauri, 75 in Pithoragarh, 
77 

in Bageshwar, 57 in Almora, 64 in Champawat, 20 in Rudraprayag, 
58 in Tehri, 07 in Dehradun, 22 in Nainital, 19 in Udham Singh 
Nagar and 38 in Haridwar. The demographic features clearly show 
out-migration becoming a widespread phenomenon in the Hill 
Region of the state, more so in recent decade 2001-2011. The 
magnitude is so large and widespread that there are about 375 villages
representing 2.75 per cent of total villages in hill districts which have 
been almost abandoned in the wake of out-migration. These villages 
have turned into "ghost villages" in the hill districts of Uttarakhand. 
In Pauri Garhwal districts, a highest 122 villages (representing about 
4 per cent of total villages) have been left with a population of single
digit in 2011.

Migration and its Expanse

Migration is a common phenomenon as old as history itself however 
a number of migrants has increased expeditiously in the last few 
decades. The figure of international migrants is estimated to be almost
272 million globally, with nearly two-thirds being labour migrants. 
Also, migration growth was observed 200% higher than previous 

decades globally. An increasing number of people worldwide are 
migrating to ameliorate or secure their livelihoods as remittances from 

migrants are an important source of income in many developing 

nationsat both country and household levels. 
Migration movement, both in and out migration, has been observed

as the major socio-economic driver in hilly regions of the world.
However, mountain regions of developing countries including the 
Himalaya characterise a large-scale out-migration, causes to low 
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population and decreasing agricultural activities in rural arcas and 
rapid and haphazard urban growth in urban centres. Rural-urban 

migration plays a significant role in the process of urbanization as 
India got 30% urban growth and 326 million internal migrations 

(28.5%of the total population) during the recent past. Migration has 
been one ofthe survival strategies for rural poor. As a result of unequal 
growth, people from agriculturally and industrially undeveloped
states migrate to more developed states in search of job opportunities. 
Domestically, migration can be categorizing through four streams: 
rura-to-rural, rural-to-urban, urban-to-rural, and urban-to-urban. 

Among the inter-state migrants, a majority migrate from rural to 

urban settings. 
Migration has been an old practice in Uttarakhand region. During 

11th and 12th century A.D. and later years, it received a large in- 

migration from other parts of the mainland. However, out-migration 
has been a long-standing socio-economic issue in Garhwal region 
which was witnessed for inter-state migration in the second half of 
the 20th century and now characterises intra-state migration. It largely 

began after independence and was in the peak during the 1980s which 

fuelled the demand for a separate state. Further, the magnitude of 

migration was higher after 2000 when Utarakhand got statehood 
and an exodus population out-migrated from rural to urban areas. 

Earlier, remittances from the migrants had substituted the family 
income; it has now negative socio-economic implications. 
Uttarakhand is ranked one of the top states for rural migration. There 
are various reasons for migration. Among them, a desire for better 

livelihood, employment, education and medical facilities are 

prominent. There is a common belief that the public resources 

provided at the urban level outweigh those in the rural areas. This 
lack of access is what probes many to migrate, but the break-up of 

families and the idea that one can only be successful through 
urbanization gives a troublesome approach to development. In fact, 

many Indian cities are built on the hard labour and exploitation of 
migrant workers. When a rural person has to migrate to the city they 

are doing it out of a necessily for income and this desperation leads

to unfair and unequal treatment hecause it puts both men and wonmen 

in vulnerable situations 
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Although in order to pursue better opportunities many are able to 
migrate from their villages, it is the quality of life they live that is 
alarming. The process of urbanization from a rural setting leads to 
an unequal distribution of wealth. Resulting in a large number of 
migrants finding work as solely unskilled labourers with no room for 
upward mobility. As unskilled labourers they are only privy to low- 
paying, hazardous, and informal market jobs in urban destinations. 
These jobs fall under categories such as: construction, hotel, textile, 
manufacturing, transportation, services, and domestic work. 
Although helpful in the short run, they do not alleviate or solve the 
institutional poverty that these marginalized groups face. Further, as 
unskilled workers they are subject to many other forms of 
discrimination and unequal treatment because they are not working 
within their own area and do have the same safety net as those from 
more privileged circumstances. 

The economy of the region is based on practicing subsistence 

agriculture, output from which is quite low and thus a number of 
people cope with food insecurity and malnutrition. Further, people 
are devoid from the fundamental right of Jal (water), jungle (forest) 

and Jameen (land) and as a result; livestock farming which was a 
supplementary source of livelihood has decreased. Forest Act of 1980 
has minimized the rights of rural people to use substantial forest
products mainly fodder and fuel wood. These factors have largely
contributed to out-migration from the region. 

Uttarakhand has recorded the highest increase in the share of urban 
population in any of the Himalayan states of the country while its 
rural decadal growth rate has been the lowest. It is victim of over-
exploitation of its natural resources and of development resulting in 
socio-economic dislocation. Uttarakhand has witnessed alienation of 
the village people, increasing workload on women, and culrural

encroachment endangering the folk heritage and indigenous lifestyle 
under colonial and post-colonial regimes.

Understanding Drivers of Migration 
Uttarakhand was carved out of the state of Uttar Pradesh on 

November 9, 2000 as the 27th state of the Republic of India. It 

occupies 53,483 sq. km. of total land area out of which 86% is 

mountainous. As per the Census of India the rural population of 
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Uttarakhand was 74.33% in 2001 and it decreases to 69.45% in 2011. 
It has recorded a high rate of out-migration in the recent past. There 

are several causes of out-migration, the nature of which 

predominantly depend on the conditions prevailing in a houschold 
or a region. Major reasons are: regional backwardness, small 

landholding size, unemployment and under-employment. Over 90 
per cent ot out-migration can be attributed to abysmally low levels of 

agriculture productivity coupled with increased fragmentation of 
land holdings as one of the important reasons for migration. As the 
result of migration 33 villages no longer exist in the state's map and 
about 1053 villages are completely abandoned and uninhabited and 
have turned into ghost villages. 

Migration in the Uttarakhand hilly region is intra-regional (i..,

from remote rural locations to developed urban centres in the hills) 

as well as inter-regional (i.e, from the hill regions to the developed 
plains). Earlier the rate of out migration has accelerated due to nmale-

out migration in search of employment, in contrast to the earlier

pattern of only men going out, now entire families are migrating form 

hilly rural area to urban areas in plains. Out of the 13 districts of 
Uttarakhand, migration has hit 9 hill districts over the last decade; 
this is reflected in the 2001-2011 decadal population growth data.
Pauri and Almora districts witnessed negative rural population 
growth rates during the decade. Among the Tehri Garhwal and 

Rudraprayag districts, population growth was near zero, and among 

SLNo. INDIA/UTTARAKHAND/D PERCENTAGE DECADAL GROWTH 
ISTRICTS (PERSONS) 2001-11 

RURAL 
12.18 
11.34 
-3.24 

4.76 

URBAN TOTAL 
17.64 
19.17 

-1.73 
5.13 
5.60

31.80 
41.86 
14.36 

16.51 
16.54 
13.52 
39.90

INDIA 
UTTARAKHAND 

Almora 
Bageshwar 
Chamoli 
Champawat 
Dehradun
Haridwar
Nainital
Pauri
Pithoragarh 
Rudraprayag 

Tehri Garhwal 
|UdhamSingh Nagar

3.87 
15.49 15.83 

32 2.48 
33.16 
25.20
-1.51
5.13 
4.14 

|1.93 
33.40 
11.75

Chamoli, Bageshwar, and Pithoragarh regions, growth rates were low, 

24.13
19.80 

18.10 
-5.49 

3.47 
0.99 

0.27 
.53 

12.27

63.11
38.22 
25.37 
|16.26 
263.05

17.06
45.53 
5.67 13 Uttarkashi 



. 

D32- Migration and Ghost Villages: A Case Study... 

Depopulation of the Garhwal and Alnmora districts and the 
significantly low population growth rates in other hill districts is the 
result of rural to urban migration of peoples. 

Percentage Decadal Growth of Districts of Uttarakhand (Persons) 
2001-11

(Source- Census of India, 2011) 
The main reasons for migrating, in order of importance, are desire 

for better livelihood or employment, education and medical facilities. 
Together, these three reasons account for almost three-fourths of the 
reasons for migrating at the state level. In individual districts search 
for better livelihood/ employment remains the most important reason 
with its share ranging berween 41 and 76 per cent. Desire for better
livelihood and employment opportunities remains the dominant

reason for migration. This is followed by lackof education facilities, 
lack of medical facilities and depredations of wild animals in that 
order, cited respectively by 15 per cent, 9 per cent and 6 per cent of 
the respondents in the state as a whole. Not surprisingly, the share of 

these reasons in the predominantly plain districts of Udham Singh
Nagar and Haridwar is much lower than in other districts. Other 
reasons include decline in fertility of land or reduction in agricultural 
production, or following the footsteps of relatives, acquaintances who 

have migrated and 'sundry' reasons. The share of the last-mentioned 
reason is as highas 24 per cent in Bageshwar, 19 per cent in Uttarkashi 
and 18 per cent in Dehradun. 

Migration in Uttarakhand is � common phenomenon, particularly 

in the hilly districts. Migration out-flows in the state can be 

conceptualized using the underdevelopment theory framework and 
the structuralist postulation that analyze the social relations that 
influence decisions to migrate. Both these theoretical strands on 
migration are closely related to each other and are helpful in explaining 
the causes of out-migration from this region. It demonstrates that 
out-migration is not an unusual event, often being a response to the 

fragile resource base (land and forest), environmental degradation and 

livelihood insecurities in Uttarakhand. It has been argued that the 
relationship between the uplands (hills) and lowlands (urban areas/ 
plains) puts the former in a disadvantageous position because the 
resources from the highland are pulled into the lowland, with little 
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or no value additions to the former. Such an uncqual highland-
lowland relationship tends to create a low cconomic base for the 

former, resulting in limited employment and livelihood opportunities 
(mostly in agriculture), for the growing labour force in this region. 
With limited livelihood opportunities outside agriculture in the 

highlands, out-migration becomes an important livelihood 
diversification strategy. Relatively higher literacy rates and higher 
educational attainments in the hills have not helped in restrictingout 
migration. Rather, the process has been accentuated due to lack of 
employnment opportunities in the region. 

The causative factors are generally categorised into two groups in 
Lee's (1966) framework of push' and pull' factors. Push factorsrefer

to the state of unemployment and low incomes at the source area 

whereas pull factors are linked to better economic prospects, better
educational facilities and the availability of jobs at the destination.In 

Uttarakhand, the reasons for out-migration can primarily be 
attributed to a combination of push factors like lack of employment, 
low income, subsistence agriculture and pull factors like better 
opportunities for employment, ability to successfully get employment 

and children's education etc. Both these factors concentrate only on 
labour market related migration. In case of migration in developing 
countries like India such framework is inadequate to capture the 

complex interplay of variations in the labour market (both expanding 
opportunities and failure of the rural labour markets in providing 

jobs), social and political reasons, the living environment (housing, 

sanitation and access to basic infrastructure such as education and 
health). In the context of the Hill Region in Uttarakhand, push 

factors predominate the decision to migrate since most of the 

households have marginalland holdings with abysmaly low levels of 
farm income-mainly attributed to traditional farm practices and 

extremely limited employment opportunities outside agriculture for 

increasing population. 
Paucity of drinking water due to the dwindling natural water 

resources, lack of electricity, scarcity of basic amenities, low standard 

of education, poor health services, unemployment and 
disenchantment with marginalised farming due to menace of wild 
boars and monkeys and shortage of irrigation facilities are reasons 
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