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Human civilisation has undergone pertinent 

changes over the recent past years, one of 

the primary reasons for which is the migration 

of people from one place to another, thereby 

bringing about demographic and civilisational 

changes.  Thus, human migration is a crucial 

aspect to connect the past and future of a 

particular country or state.  

People are the most potent element of 

national power; their movement within the 

state can have significant repercussions, 

especially when it is along its border. This 

article therefore aims to address the issue of 

mass migration in the border district of 

Uttarakhand and studies as to how this 

migration can have an impact on the national 

security architecture of India in the near 

future, especially when the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is creating multiple flashpoints 

and also building ‘Xiaokang’ (well-off) border village along nearly the 4000 km long Line of 

Actual Control (LAC). 

 

Key Points 

 Migration in Uttarakhand is turning into a 

national security challenge, requiring a 

whole of government approach, comprising 

all states and center as stakeholders. 

 The poor development of health, 

education, and livelihood opportunities 

remain the critical proponents of Migration 

in the state; thus, it needs a holistic and 

sincere approach to tackle the menace. 

 Reviving traditional agricultural practices, 

developing the service sector, and 

promoting tourism is vital in reducing 

migration trends.  
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What is Migration and How It Impacts National Security? 

Migration is nothing but a simple movement of people from one place to another to settle 

permanently or temporarily in a new location. People can migrate individually, in family units, 

or large groups depending upon the purpose and nature of migration. According to Amnesty 

International, the people migrating due to risk of serious human rights violations and 

persecution are called ‘refugees’, but there is no internationally accepted legal definition for 

migrants. Therefore, those who are not refugees or asylum-seekers could be termed as 

migrants.1 Migrants, according to their movement can be classified into: 

 Nomadic. In nomadic migration people migrates not for permanent settlement but 

mainly in search of food, water, shelter, and better living conditions for both humans 

and animals. This type of migration is more prevalent in the Himalayan region and is 

generally done by the people whose livelihood depends on rearing cattle, as they 

require constant fresh grazing land. This migration is seasonal and usually done in 

the high-altitude areas of J & K, Himachal Pradesh, and Uttarakhand, where winters 

are inhabitable, causing people to migrate to lower regions.2 However, when seen 

from the prism of national security, nomadic migration is beneficial for three reasons. 

First, it improves the ecological balance at high altitude; second, they (the nomads) 

acts as intelligence gatherers in border areas and becomes a ‘helping hand’ of the 

security forces; and third, it helps the state to lay claim on the territory of strategic 

importance. In 1999, the first information about Pakistani infiltrators in the Kargil 

sector was informed by Tashi Namgyal, a local shepherd, which gave a cue of 

Pakistan’s infiltration.3 

 Permanent and Temporary Migration. Permanent migration is done with an intend 

to shift the permanent residence of the migrant to a new country, possibly obtaining 

the country's citizenship, or within the country in a different state or within the state. 

In contrast, temporary migration is limited to a time period, perhaps until the end of a 

work contract or particular program of study. However, both types of migrants 

significantly impact the economy and society of the destined country and also the 

country of origin.  
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As can be seen internationally, European countries are facing a colossal migrant 

crisis with the emergence of a geopolitical crisis in the Middle East.4 On a global 

scale, the number of migrants worldwide has reached 280.6 million in mid-year 2020, 

representing 3.6 percent of the world population. 5 Further, internal migration in India 

is also a crucial and essential feature, and is estimated to be 54.4 million inter-state 

migrants (as shown in Figure 1), according to the 2011 census. 6  

 Forced Migration/Displacement or ‘Demographic engineering’. Forced migration 

is involuntary and generally ‘conflict induced’ (caused by humans) or’ disaster 

induced’ (caused due to natural calamity).7 However, the concept of ‘Demographic 

engineering’8 is a deliberate act of state manipulating population figures for political, 

ideological, strategic, and economic reasons. These practices have been prevalent 

for ages. They are generally widespread in inter-ethnic struggles, wherein one group 

tries to increase population over others and attempts to gain control over territory and 

its resources. The settlement of Jewish communities in historic Palestine9 and forced 

migration in the Ottoman empire10 are exemplary examples in support of this 

argument. 

Further, demographic engineering can also be done by settling people along the 

contested area with an aim to claim land and resources. This justifies China’s motive 

of setting up 'Xiaokang' 11 (well-off) border villages close to India's boundary and 

approving the land border law12 that legislates civilian responsibilities in border 

security and management.  

Thus, two strong and strange trends of migration can be seen along the LAC. On the Indian 

side, people are migrating away from the LAC― which is generally an inhabitable area that 

remains closed for six months due to heavy snow, towards the plain areas for better 

livelihood and opportunities. Generally, forced migration is triggered by lack of opportunities 

and inhabitable climatic conditions. On the other side, China have established villages along 

the border to claim the territory and create a surveillance apparatus.  
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Figure 1: Showing the internal Migration in India 

 

Source: https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/Policy%20Brief%20 

%20Internal%20Migrationand%20Urbanization%20%20India%20Policy%20Brief%2012%20Feb%202

021.pdf 

The era of globalisation has, on one hand, led to socio-economic development, interlinked 

international politics, fostering economic relations, and on the other hand, also created an 

environment that threatens the development of individuals, society, and the state as a whole. 

Among all the possible dimensions of national security, implementing measures to combat 

migration holds essential value. The impact of migration on national security varies 

according to the nature and scope of the migration. In international migration, it depends on 

the country of origin of the migrant and their reasons for shifting from their parent country. 

The migrants from countries that have active terrorist activities are perceived as a potential 

threat to national security. 13 This notion of considering migrants as potential threats has led 

to tightening security related migrant policies across the globe especially in western 

countries.14 It often leads to subjugation of their basic rights — political, civil, economic, and 

https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/Policy%20Brief%20%20%20Internal%20Migrationand%20Urbanization%20%20India%20Policy%20Brief%2012%20Feb%202021.pdf
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/Policy%20Brief%20%20%20Internal%20Migrationand%20Urbanization%20%20India%20Policy%20Brief%2012%20Feb%202021.pdf
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/Policy%20Brief%20%20%20Internal%20Migrationand%20Urbanization%20%20India%20Policy%20Brief%2012%20Feb%202021.pdf
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social rights. The popular opinion on international migration is generally viewed from a 

security perspective after the global war of terror 15. Therefore, many western countries, 

including the US, are unwilling to receive migrants from war-torn Middle East countries, for 

fear of the proliferation of terrorism. 

 

Also, migration of people in large numbers with different social, cultural, economic, and 

religious backgrounds can pose severe challenge to the social cohesion of the receiving 

country.16 It can lead to a change in the region's demography, thereby causing competition 

for resources, especially land. India's northeastern states are vulnerable to such migration 

for various reasons, prominent being the nature of international borders, as they are porous 

and ill-defined. Second, the economic disparity among the people living across borders. 

Third, the fragile political environment prevailing in the neighbouring states especially 

Myanmar. These events have often led to insecurity among the local inhabitants, brought 

about an identity crisis, and has further led to mushrooming of political, social, economic, 

and communal tension in the region. According to the Group of Ministers Report on 

“Reforming the National Security System”, the Bangladeshi illegal migrants are in a position 

to affect the election of large number of constituencies of Northeastern states (32 percent 

alone in Assam).17 Despite having grave concerns about India's internal security, the 

response has been inadequate due to vote bank politics. 

An assessment of Harsil, Mana-Malari and Tawaghat Sectors of Uttarakhand 

The nature of migration that the Himalayan states face, especially Uttarakhand, is internal 

and possess a challenge to national security because of their proximity to the International 

Border. Migration in Uttarakhand is not a new phenomenon, however, the out-migration of 

people that started during the British era, mainly for gaining employment opportunities, 

started gaining momentum in the 1990s, especially after the carving out of Uttar Pradesh as 

a state. 18  

 

The migration of hill people mainly to plain areas and to other states is due to poor 

infrastructural development and lack of basic amenities in the region. The pull factor that 

attracts the youth comprises better employment opportunities, transport facilities, quality 

education, better healthcare facilities, and improved communication networks (Image 01) in 
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the plain areas. At the same time, the hardship of the Himalayan region— irregular terrain, 

low agricultural output, poor communication network, and remoteness— further contributes 

to the push factor for the local people .19 In reply to an RTI, the Government revealed that, 

over 5 lakh people have migrated out of Uttarakhand in the last ten years, 1,18,961 being 

permanent migration.20 Such permanent migration left many villages vacant, famously 

getting the title of ‘Ghost Villages’ 21 (Image 03). It leads to change in the region's 

demography and is a primary national security concern—the reason being the proximity of 

the state with Tibet, a territory occupied by China. It further adds to concern if it occurs along 

the International Border, and as also argued by Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) General Bipin 

Rawat, such migration is not suitable for India’s national security. 22 

 

Uttarakhand shares a 365 Km long International Boundary with Tibet (China) and is broadly 

categorised into three sub-sectors, namely Harsil (Uttarkashi), Mana-Malari (Chamoli), and 

Tawaghat (Pithoragarh). The middle sector (Uttarakhand and Himachal Pradesh) is the least 

contested, unlike western (Ladakh) and eastern (Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh), along the 

4,057 Km long Line of Actual Control (LAC) [as shown in Map 01]. 

Image 1: Showing Telecom Tower Density in Uttarakhand and Trend of Migration 

 

Source: Improvised by Author (Original Source-

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325398717_SITE_SUITABILITY_ANALYSIS_FOR_LOCATING_OPTIM

AL_MOBILE_TOWERS_IN_UTTARAKHAND_USING_GIS) 
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Map 1:  Showing India’s dispute along LAC and classification of the Central sector in Uttarakhand. 

 
 

Source: Improvised by Author (Original source-
https://twitter.com/sushantsin/status/1267309793116487681) 

 

Thus, assessing all the three districts Uttarkashi, Chamoli, and Pithoragarh- of Uttarakhand 

(as shown in Map 2) bordering China is crucial for understanding the migration dynamics in 

the region and addressing its implication on national security. These three border districts 

generally show a significant ‘out-migration tendency’ due to lack of proper infrastructure 

facilities, poor connectivity (road, air, internet), lack of opportunities, and harsh climatic 

conditions.  

The district and age-wise migration status of various panchayats of these districts put them 

among the highest migrating zones of the state (as shown in Table 1). The highest migration 

rate is in the age group of 26-35 years, and the state average for the same age group is 

42.25. It has become a trend in the state, and its most potent workforce to either migrate to 

plain areas or migrate to other states for employment opportunities, education, etc. For this 

reason, a dictum is quite famous among the locals “Pahadak Paani aur Jawani, Pahadak koi 

Kaam Ni Aaand” (The youth and water of the mountain are of no use to the mountain). 

 

 

https://twitter.com/sushantsin/status/1267309793116487681
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Map 2:  Showing three border districts of Uttarakhand and trend of Migration 
 

 

Source:  Improvised by Author (Original Source -  https://www.uttarakhand-tourism.com/uttarakhand/uttarakhand-map.php ) 
 

Table 1:  District and Age wise migration status from Gram Panchayat (In Percentage) 

S.No. District Less than 25 Years 26-35 Years 35 and above 

1. Chamoli 26.71 43.49 29.79 

2. Pithoragarh 28.32 42.58 29.01 

3. Uttarkashi 30.68 36.56 32.77 

Source: Rural Development and Migration Commission Report, 2019 
 

Further, among the various reasons ( as shown in Table 2) leading to out-migration from hill 

districts of Uttarakhand, unemployment and lack of opportunity are the major ones. The 

average rate of out-migration from the state is 50.16. Also, the ‘palayan Aayog’ or ‘Migration 

Commission’ that was constituted in 2018 to study migration in the state over the last ten 

https://www.uttarakhand-tourism.com/uttarakhand/uttarakhand-map.php
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year found an increasing number of uninhabited villages, and termed them as ‘Bhootiya 

Gaon (ghost villages)’.23 Again, it is interesting to note that all the three districts bordering 

China consist of many such villages and are among the highest in the state (shown in Table 

3). However, the highest number of such villages are found in the Pauri Garhwal district and 

stands at 186.  

Table 2:  Showing various reasons of Out-Migration in three districts bordering China (In 

Percentage) 
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1. Uttarkashi 41.77 6.04 17.44 2.29 7.14 2.1 4.04 19.17 

2. Pithoragarh 42.81 10.13 19.52 4.97 4.66 2.36 4.8 11.48 

3. Chamoli 49.3 10.83 19.73 4.93 4.73 2.51 3.09 4.87 

Source: Rural Development and Migration Commission Report, 2019 
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Table 3: Showing total number of uninhabited villages and villages with 50 % decline in 

population in three districts bordering China 

S. 
No. 

District Number of Uninhibited Villages Villages where Population decline 
more than 50 percent 

1. Uttarkashi 70 63 

2. Pithoragarh 41 18 

3. Chamoli 75 45 

Source: Rural Development and Migration Commission Report, 2019 

 

Further, Uttarakhand has no civilian settlement within 30-40 km (as shown in Map 03) of the 

LAC. The villages on the southern fringes of this line, generally at altitudes of 900-10000 ft, 

are also vacated in winter, as the local inhabitants move downward to the lower Himalayan 

permanent settlement. For instance, people living in Niti and Mana villages (can be termed 

as seasonal villages), shifts to Joshimath or Pandukeshwar during winters for almost six 

months with their cattle. However, during the summers, they go back to their villages in 

search of better grazing land and rare Himalayan fungus—Yarsa Gumba or Keeda Jadi. 

Though initially seasonal, these places are now showing the trend of permanent migration. 
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Map 3: No Human Settlement within 30-40 kms of LAC on the Indian side in three border 

districts of Uttarakhand 

  

Source: Improvised by Author and taken from different sources 

This trend of migration from hill districts of Uttarakhand to other parts of the state, generally 

in plain areas or to other states, is a sign of concern and a threat to national security in 

various ways.  

 First, such migration is increasing the population of plain areas, leading to water 

scarcity, excessive traffic jams, and a substantial socio-economic burden. Among the 

three plain districts of Uttarakhand, Uddham Singh Nagar recorded highest 

population growth rate with 33.45 percent, followed by Dehradun at 32.33 percent. 24 
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It may, in the future, lead to many national security crises like water security, 

environment security, food security, and energy security.  

 Second, there are many instances wherein Uttarakhand's 'ghost villages' have been 

occupied by people migrating from Nepal. 25 Although, these lands were initially 

leased out to Nepali labourers, as these villages were initially vacant, however, there 

is a surge in migrants from Nepal. It may change the region's demography in the 

coming year, causing an internal security crisis. Further, there are many instances 

where Nepali citizens are involved in criminal activities and use Uttarakhand state to 

hide or cross over Nepal. 26  

 Third, the People’s Liberation Army’ (PLA) repeated incursions across the LAC 

increased tension between both nations. In such a scenario, migration from the 

border area is a cause of worry for policymakers as the mere presence of people 

along the border is of great help to nations in upholding sovereignty. Further, there 

are incidents of sudden village construction along the LAC by China 27 which are in 

line with Xi Jinping’s new initiative to model ‘xiaokang’ (well-off) border defence 

villages. 28 Additionally, it is also claimed that these villages are built on Indian 

territory (as shown in Image 2); however, such claims have been debunked by the 

Indian Government repeatedly. 29 Such villages add more vows to the already 

disputed territory. There are possibilities of China building infrastructure on them for 

surveillance on the Indian side.30 Further, if migration on the Indian side continues to 

surge, China may assert claims on disputed land on Indian territory. 
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Image 2: Showing construction of villages along LAC, along Arunachal Border by China 

 

Source: Swarajya (https://swarajyamag.com/defence/why-china-is-building-hundreds-of-border-

villages-along-the-himalayan-frontier-with-india) 

Also, the Defence Minister of India Shri Rajnath Singh addressing the issue, called the 

people living in the border areas as ‘strategic assets of the country’, and promised 

infrastructure development and increase in funds for Border Area Development Programme. 

31 Though the government is taking the initiative, the rate of such growth is minuscule, and 

considering the pace of China’s assertiveness in the region, the project needs rebound 

thrust.  

 

Although the construction of villages by China (as shown in Image 2) is along the Arunachal 

border and on the eastern side; however, migration along the Indian side, especially in 

Uttarakhand, shows sharp contrast in the border management of both the nation. Therefore, 

it creates an opportunity to develop infrastructure closer to the border, especially in the 

seasonal villages. 

 

 

https://swarajyamag.com/defence/why-china-is-building-hundreds-of-border-villages-along-the-himalayan-frontier-with-india
https://swarajyamag.com/defence/why-china-is-building-hundreds-of-border-villages-along-the-himalayan-frontier-with-india
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Image 3: Showing Vacant village, ‘Ghost Village’ along the Niti pass in Chamoli district (Mana-

Malari sub sector) 

 

Source: Author’s visit to Niti Pass to understand the trend of Migration in the region 

 

Policy Recommendation 

Thus, after considering all the factors prevailing in the region that led to massive out-

migration from the state, the following points are pertinent in this regard. 

 The prevailing trend of Migration and growing China’s assertiveness along LAC 

necessitates a ‘Whole of Government’ approach, possibly involving the creation of a 

Joint Working Group including all stakeholders such as External Affairs, Home 

Affairs, Defence, Road and Transport, Tourism, Environment, Civil Aviation, 

Agriculture, Health, Education, Industry, along with the local people. 

 Connectivity projects must develop rapidly. The government must provide incentives 

and skills to youth in horticulture, hotels, adventure sports, and ecotourism. The out-

migration in the state is mainly because of lack of job opportunities. Thus, giving 

impetus to improve micro, small and medium enterprises (MSME) for generating 

livelihood. 
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 The development of health, education, and livelihood infrastructures are crucial to 

check migration. Also, internet facilities at the border are important to provide e-

commerce facilities. Further, the potential of IT based industry must be explored in 

the state.  

 Encourage tourism in the border area by relaxing the Inner Line Permit (ILP) norm for 

tourists and giving incentives to villagers living there. Also, Uttarakhand has a 

massive population of serving and retired Armed Forces personnel, including 

paramilitary forces. These trained, motivated, hardworking, and fiercely patriotic 

human capital has remarkable potential and have high hopes for post-retirement 

jobs.  

 In addition to relaxation of ILP, restrictive policies pertaining to the environment, land 

ownership and incentives to local population for encouraging settlement and 

economic activity, needs to be framed/reviewed. 

 Agricultural sector must be revived in the hill sector by providing low-cost high variety 

seeds and agricultural equipment, suitable to the hill region, at subsidised rate.  

 Promotion of organic farming and advertising the state as an important producer of 

organic products will help provide substantial employment to the locals in the region. 

 Promoting the handicraft industry of the state will generate employment opportunities 

and hence control out-migration to some extent. Moreover, government should 

undertake measures to provide care facilities to their cattles. Measures could be 

taken wherein during winters, cattles can be provided food, in order to avoid them 

from migrating downwards. 

 

Conclusion  

Uttarakhand is a crucial border state and has geostrategic importance. The migration issue 

prevailing in the state, especially in the border districts, is a grave threat to national security. 

Mere proper development of health, education, medical, and agriculture infrastructure can 

change the state's migration trend and help prevent a threat to national security.  
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