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The term "frontier" generally refers either to the political division
between two states or to the division between the settled and unsettled
regions of the state. In essence, the frontier implies a "transition zone,
which stretches inwards from the [state] boundary and merges imper-
ceptibly with the state core."1 Development of the frontier generally
results from a combination of techniques designed to overcome the
adverse physical environment generally found at the frontier and from
various incentives. Incentive factors can be divided into forces of at-
traction emanating from environmental attributes and forces of pres-
sure exerted from the already settled areas. They include the discovery
of mineral deposits and other valuable natural resources, land short-
ages, and strategic needs.

While in the past frontier migration and subsequent settlement
were haphazard, often unplanned and characterized by lawlessness,
most contemporary frontier settlements are systematically planned al-
though, increasingly, there is spontaneous or "squatter" settlement.
Frontier land settlement as a policy has been quite popular in contem-
porary underdeveloped societies, as it is viewed as an expedient agrar-
ian development strategy—more desirable and safer to execute than
aggressive land reform measures.2 While landowners regard such a
policy as a way to avert land reforms and potential redistribution of
their land, as well as an opportunity to further expand their landhold-
ings, land-hungry peasants view it as a means to acquire land in newly
opened frontier areas and as a new start in life. Accordingly, the policy
anticipates that both groups will achieve upward mobility in terms of
landholdings and hence improve their socioeconomic chances. There
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is no agreement, however, among researchers about the causes of
migrant success or failure at the frontier.

The primary objective of this study is to investigate how frontier
migration affects migrants' socioeconomic improvements in the Tarai,
which is regarded as Nepal's land frontier as well as agricultural back-
bone. This is an important issue from both theoretical and policy per-
spectives as it directly investigates migrants' adaptation as well as the
operational nature of settlement schemes at the frontier. This investi-
gation is based on personal observations and field survey data collected
in Nepal's two Tarai frontier districts of Chitwan and Nawalparasi, in
the fall of 1988 (fig. I).3

This article has four sections. The first one provides a conceptual
overview of the relationship between frontier migration and upward
mobility that, for the purpose of this analysis, is defined as migrants'
comparative socioeconomic improvements over their previous condi-
tions. This is followed by a brief historical discussion of frontier migra-
tion and settlement in Nepal's Tarai region. Analysis and interpretation
of the field data collected in 1988 form the content of the third section.
Concluding remarks deal with implications of the findings for Nepal's
local and national development.

A Conceptual Discourse and Framework
The phenomenon of frontier migration and settlement is not new; it
has been an integral component of most societies' demographic and
economic history. Though occupying a peripheral position in the na-
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tional space economy, the frontier is usually viewed as a region of
great resource potential. The central authority (the core) has through-
out history sought to incorporate the frontier (the periphery) into its
wider geographical domain, thus controlling its resources to achieve
various state goals. In contemporary contexts, state attempts to utilize
the frontier's land resources frequently have been promoted as a policy
of population redistribution and agrarian development. As a result,
frontier migration and settlement currently constitute a prominent de-
velopment feature in many parts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America.4

It is noted that "in some countries the establishment of new communi-
ties was viewed as a more promising route to rural development than
the reform or modernization of old communities. This was particularly
true in many Latin American countries where development of new
lands on the frontier was technically feasible. It also seemed a promis-
ing alternative in some areas of Southeast Asia—in Malaysia, the outer
islands of Indonesia, and the Cayagan Valley and Mindanao in the
Philippines."5

Given such policy emphasis, most studies of contemporary fron-
tier settlement—both planned and spontaneous—have generally con-
centrated on "the potential of the frontier for absorbing excess and
discontented elements of the rural population, thus raising the living
standards of the impoverished masses and simultaneously alleviating
the social and economic bases of revolt."6 The focus is on the degree
to which a frontier serves as (1) a safety valve to population pressure
in older communities, that is, the demographic consideration, (2) an
agrarian development strategy to redistribute land and boost agricul-
tural production, that is, the economic consideration, and (3) a defus-
ing and pacification of potentially explosive peasant revolts through
geographical dispersion and relocation of discontented elements of the
rural population, that is, the sociopolitical consideration. These three
major considerations are not, however, mutually exclusive; they often
go hand in hand.7

Frederick Jackson Turner, a leading promulgator of the safety
valve thesis, argued that frontier migration served as a means of "es-
cape from the bondage of the past."8 The frontier was viewed as a
place of abundant opportunity (e.g., land) for settlers. The embedded
logic of this paradigm suggests that the frontier, first, permits a gradual
release of potentially explosive population pressure in already-settled
rural areas and, second, provides individual migrants with means (e.g.,
land) of achieving upward mobility. According to Lenin's analysis of
the Russian economy in the late nineteenth century, frontier settlement
leads to "the development of capitalism on 'new land.' "9

These views have formed directly as well as indirectly the general
foundation of most Third World states' land colonization schemes. In
general, the policy of land colonization entails two interrelated as-
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sumptions. First, land is available in abundance on the frontier, a situa-
tion that enables migrants to acquire land and improve their socioeco-
nomic standing. Even impoverished migrants who previously occupied
the lowest position in the social relations of production can obtain land
and with it opportunities to start a new life. The second assumption is
in fact an extension of the first assumption and constitutes the core of
the upward mobility thesis. Namely, migrants are expected to make
socioeconomic progress through land acquisitions at the frontier, thus
potentially reducing social class disparities in land distribution. Fur-
thermore, as a mechanism of labor transfer from densely settled areas
to the sparsely populated virgin region, frontier migration leads to
agricultural and regional development.

Opponents of the safety valve and upward mobility theories, how-
ever, dispute such assertions, for both theories overlook the fact that
frontier migrants come from different social classes.10 They contend
that because of their differential class positions, migrants' ability to
obtain land at the frontier generally varies, meaning the rich often end
up acquiring more than the poor. Hence, land settlement does not
necessarily diminish social disparities. Moreover, regional parity in the
distribution of labor and land resources through spatial mobility does
not automatically mean that the migrants' labor power is productively
absorbed into the frontier's land-based economy. In the absence of
gainful employment or engagement in agricultural production, migrants
are unable to improve their economic conditions and thus do not con-
tribute to regional development. Opponents of the safety valve theory
therefore postulate that migrants from well-to-do classes generally
achieve upward mobility as they are endowed with both capital and
social connections. For the majority, who come from deprived classes
with few resources, prospects for socioeconomic improvements at the
frontier are limited.11

We discern two common and interrelated themes from the con-
temporary studies of frontier migration and settlement. First, there
appears to be a trend of decreasing land availability on the frontier,
a development that both constrains migrants'—especially poor mi-
grants'—ability to acquire land and to move up the socioeconomic
scale. Second, the decreasing availability of land in the face of increas-
ing frontier migration has led to increased spontaneous or squatter
settlement, that is, encroachment of common lands such as forest
fringes and pasture lands. As a consequence, near landlessness is per-
petuated, or even increased, at the frontier.12

However, lingering near landlessness should not be construed as
a sign of peasant resistance to capitalist penetration into the frontier's
land-based economy. Near landlessness is a symptom of subsistence.
Consequently, wage-laboring becomes integral to the frontier's subsis-
tence economy, supplementing income and hence sustaining the viabil-
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ity of family reproduction. As such, wage-laboring is a necessary fron-
tier adaptation strategy for those migrants who remain landless or near
landless; it is not necessarily an articulation of capitalist agriculture in
a conventional sense, as depicted by Lenin.13

As shown in the above discussion, there are differing views re-
garding the role of frontier migration on upward mobility. To gain a
better understanding of the relationship between frontier migration and
upward mobility, it is imperative to conduct a detailed analysis of the
dynamics of frontier migration, including such factors as the timing
of migrants' relocation to the frontier, their previous socioeconomic
positions, and their adaptive strategies such as wage-laboring. Specifi-
cally, the focus should be on the question of why some migrants obtain
land and succeed and others fail to improve their socioeconomic condi-
tions at the frontier.14

In the context of Nepal, the proposition we advance is that socio-
economic mobility or adaptation at the frontier is largely predicated
on: (1) the timing of migration and settlement, (2) migrants' previous
socioeconomic positions, and (3) the availability of employment oppor-
tunities, especially for those who remain landless or near landless.

1. Timing of migration and upward mobility. Timing of migra
tion is critical for upward mobility at the frontier. Migrants who arrive
in the early phases of frontier settlement enjoy a better prospect of
upward mobility than do latecomers. In the early stages, migration
involves only a small number of pioneers, and land is generally plenti
ful at the frontier. As a result, migrants, irrespective of their previous
socioeconomic or class background, enjoy tremendous opportunities
to accumulate large tracts of land. During these early phases, land
acquisition is chiefly a function of personal labor investment. As such,
early migrants have a preemptive advantage.

Later migrants, on the other hand, encounter increasing land scar-
city because, contrary to the assumption of abundant land supply un-
derlying the safety valve thesis, land "constitutes a natural monopoly,
marked for ever with the stamp of shortage."15 In the later stages of
frontier settlement, land scarcity intensifies as the frontier population
continues to grow due to both in-migration and natural increases
among earlier settlers, placing higher demands on the rapidly shrinking
supply of land.16 As a result of such worsening human-land ratios—
sometimes referred to as the second generation problem of land settle-
ment—late-arriving migrants' ability to acquire land is largely tied to
capital availability. For latecomers, land invariably has to be obtained
through purchase rather than government grants or physical endeav-
ors—the two common mechanisms of land acquisition during the early
stages. Due to the shortage of land the poor and landless in particular
have to face the formidable obstacle of high land prices.

2. Previous socioeconomic position and upward mobility. Mi-



792 Economic Development and Cultural Change

grants' previous socioeconomic position also plays an important role
in upward mobility. The better the migrants' socioeconomic position
was in the hills, the greater their chances are of achieving upward
mobility. This is directly related to the social class-based argument
provided by the opponents of the safety valve thesis. The assumption
underlying this proposition is that migrants from well-to-do families
not only possess land and capital but also have access to necessary
political connections and information about land settlement as a result
of their higher positions in the social relations of production. In addi-
tion, the level of educational attainment tends to be higher among such
migrants. Large family size, as a source of labor, also serves as an
extra asset. In general, well-to-do migrants are in a better position to
augment their socioeconomic conditions, whereas the poor and land-
less are disadvantaged.

3. Wage laboring and frontier adaptation. For those migrants
who either remain landless or obtain only small amounts of land (i.e.,
near landless), wage laboring is crucial in order to adapt to the frontier
setting and to sustain family survivability. Hence, landless and near-
landless migrants are expected to be engaged in wage laboring. Thus,
the smaller the amount of landholding is, the greater is the dependence
on wage laboring as a frontier adaptive strategy.

An empirical analysis of these propositions is based on both pub-
lished sources and on primary field survey data and observations that
were acquired in 1988. Below, we provide a contextual framework
with a brief description of the Nepalese economy and a short historical
treatment of the systematically planned resettlement schemes in
Chitwan and Nawalparasi, focusing on their institutional operation and
changes in land distribution mechanisms.

Frontier Migration and Upward Mobility in Nepal
The Nepalese Economy
The World Bank's 1988 Development Report ranks Nepal as the fourth
poorest country in the world, with a per capita income of $160. The
World Bank's 1988 country report on the status of the Nepalese econ-
omy concludes that even after 3 decades of planning (first implemented
in 1956), Nepal has yet to achieve sustained economic growth in excess
of population growth.17 The country remains predominantly agrarian,
with well over 90% of its population of nearly 20 million living in
rural areas. While land is still the most important means of economic
viability, it is becoming increasingly scarce due to physiographic limi-
tations and rapid population growth (2.6% per year).

The average per capita holding of farm land is 0.16 hectare. Since
the average family comprises six persons, the landholding size is 1
hectare per household. True, 1 hectare of farm land may prove to be
adequate to support a family of six where farmers can grow highly
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lucrative crops, such as vegetables, and market them in nearby urban
areas (e.g., urban markets like the Kathmandu Valley). But most rural
areas do not enjoy such accessibility to urban markets. Additionally,
indigenous farming technology has undergone little tangible improve-
ments over the years, with the possible exception of the introduction
of some new varieties of seeds and fertilizers. The vast majority of
Nepali farmers still use the same kinds of implements and oxen-driven
wooden plows that have typified their farming for centuries. Because
of such prevailing conditions, 1 hectare of land is hardly enough to
support an average household, especially in the hills. What is more,
about 60% of the households in the hills possess no more than 0.5
hectare and another 15% between 0.5 and 1 hectare. Compounding
these problems is the fact that extension services and farm credits are
rarely available to cultivators with small landholdings. Their holdings
are considered too small to qualify for official or formal loans. All of
these forces greatly contribute to low and stagnant farm productivity.18

Given the degree of land hunger that exists in the face of a rapidly
growing population, limited technology, and the lack of off-farm jobs,
it is not surprising that migration has become a mainstay of agrarian
life, especially in the hills.19 One form of migration that has emerged
as a formidable demographic force is frontier migration. At the core
of this migration stream lies a large-scale relocation of people from the
highland villages in the hills to the Tarai frontier in the plain, stretching
east-west along the Nepal-India border (fig. 1). It accounts for nearly
80% of Nepal's internal migration. According to the 1981 census, the
number of internal life-time migrants increased from 445,000 in 1971
to almost 930,000 in 1981. The total net population loss of the hill and
mountain regions (and the Tarai's corresponding net gains) climbed
from approximately 400,000 in 1971 to more than 685,000 in 1981.20

Harka Gurung states that while growing out-migration from the
hills is largely related to population pressure in the region, in-migration
into the Tarai is directly tied to land settlement schemes.21 Central to
both, however, is the accessibility to land in that the former signifies
the shortage of land in the hills and the latter the general availability
of land in the Tarai. Land is thus the key motivator of frontier migra-
tion in Nepal. Following is a historical account of land distribution in
the frontier districts of Chitwan and Nawalparasi, where the 1988 field
survey was conducted (fig. 1).

Land Settlement in the Tarai: Chitwan and Nawalparasi The history
of land settlement in Nepal dates back to the late eighteenth century,
following the country's political unification in 1769. Successive rulers
prior to 1951 viewed the Tarai region as a colonial possession.
Because of dense forests and endemic malarial conditions, the region
was deployed as a defense frontier against British India.



794 Economic Development and Cultural Change

Periodically they also encouraged their hill subjects to resettle in the
Tarai in order to bring virgin land under cultivation and boost state
revenues. Chitwan was one of the major areas where the government
attempted to develop land through resettlement. Large tracts of the
Tarai land were granted freely among royal family members, members
of the nobility, and high-level government officials for their personal
enrichment as well as to develop farm communities by attracting
settlers.22

Despite these incentives, government efforts largely failed to meet
with much success largely because of the Tarai's repulsive environ-
ment, namely, the prevalence of virulent malaria. The malarial condi-
tion was so dreadful that the region was commonly known as kala-
pani, which means "poisoned water" or "death valley."23 It deterred
hill migration into the region. The failure to attract hill residents to
settle permanently in the Tarai led the rulers to encourage Indian citi-
zens to resettle in the region. Despite the relocation of many land-
hungry peasants from the Indian border states of Bihar and Bengal,
the region remained thinly populated.

In the mid-1950s, the policy of resettlement was launched again,
this time on a much larger scale and a systematically planned basis.
The stated objectives of the new resettlement policy can be summa-
rized as follows: rehabilitation of natural disaster victims and landless
hill migrants through their resettlement in the Tarai; enhancement of
agricultural output by bringing more land under cultivation; and reduc-
tion of population pressure in the hills.24

In 1954, the first modern resettlement scheme was planned in
Chitwan (also known as the Rapti Valley),25 and some hill residents
slowly and cautiously started moving into parts of Chitwan. The first
2 years (1954-56) can be characterized as the "pioneering" phase. The
volume of migration was small, mainly consisting of pioneers willing
to risk the environmental vagaries posed by the subtropical Tarai, then
a very dense, malaria-infested jungle. Since the land reclamation and
distribution process had not been fully institutionalized, the settlers
had the opportunity to claim as much land as they could clear from
the jungle. Land acquisition was thus more a function of personal
endeavor than of caste affiliation or class position.26

Two years later, in 1956, the pioneering phase was replaced by an
"organized" phase following the establishment of the Rapti Valley
Development Project (RVDP). This project was executed as an impor-
tant component of Nepal's first 5-year plan (1956-60). The RVDP was
vested with full power to regulate land distribution in accordance with
policy goals stated earlier. Migrants had to apply to and were screened
by the RVDP. Approved applicants were given land, ranging from 4
bighas (1 bigha = 0.68 hectare) to as many as 100 bighas (68 hectares)
even though the official ceiling was 50 bighas (34 hectares). Altogether,
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5,233 households were settled in Chitwan, and they were granted a
total of 27,900 hectares.27

Available reports reveal that during the organized phase, when
free land distribution was controlled by the RVDP, migrants' previous
socioeconomic positions came to play a paramount role in their ability
to obtain land. In other words, the RVDP's handling of land allocation
was marked by widespread malfeasance: nepotism and patronage.
Land, reclaimed in the name of the landless and flood victims, was
customarily channeled to influential officials and their patrons in Kath-
mandu and other resourceful migrants who had privileged access to
RVDP officials and information concerning land availability in
Chitwan.28

As the information about land distribution and malaria eradication
spread in the surrounding hill villages, Chitwan experienced a phenom-
enal annual population growth (6.8%) due to migration. The number
of migrants greatly exceeded the capacity of land set aside for resettle-
ment. Many migrants, particularly those with little capital and few
social links, failed to receive land from the state. Their hope of ob-
taining any land from the state was further dampened when the project
effectively ended in 1961. Encroachment of public lands, that is, squat-
ter or spontaneous settlement, thus emerged as a trend among those
who were unable to acquire land.29

The government's response to the continuing land encroachment
and pressing needs to resettle more hill migrants was to implement
other resettlement projects as a spatial solution to growing agrarian
demographic and development problems. V. B. S. Kansakar writes:
"Realizing the alarming devastation of forest resources and the lack
of social equality entailed in the Rapti Valley Development Project,
the government decided to establish an autonomous body under its
control to run the rehabilitation programme." Following a recommen-
dation by A. Kadem, an Israeli advisor, the Nepal Punarvas Company
(Nepal Resettlement Company) was created in 1964.30

The same year, the Nepal Resettlement Company (NRC) launched
its first project in Nawalparasi, where migrants' land procurement ex-
perience, that is, the life-cycle of frontier settlement, was quite similar
to that of Chitwan resettlers. Those who arrived in the very early
phase had little difficulty obtaining land from the government because
there were fewer applicants than the project could accommodate. But,
"within 3 years . . . the situation changed dramatically. Even the
landholders . . . began to come to the project in disguise. Then, there
were many more applicants than there were plots to assign. Many
families began to gather and wait for weeks or even months near the
project office in the hope of receiving land in the project."31

Similar to Chitwan, as the volume of migration increased and the
demand for land intensified, the process of migrant selection and land
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allocation became stringent. In 1973 the government instituted a new
selection procedure. It required applicants to be certified as landless
or as natural disaster victims by their chief district officers and zonal
commissioners.32 This arduous selection procedure was a bureaucratic
nuisance to the landless and disadvantaged migrants. Since most were
unaware of this procedure prior to their arrival at the frontier, they
were not prepared to deal with it. This meant essentially that they
would have to return to their districts of origin and go from one office
to another seeking necessary documentation, an ordeal few could en-
dure or accomplish as they had no social connections and only insuffi-
cient economic resources.

Such bureaucratization of the selection process resulted in the
corruption of land distribution. Additionally, it exacerbated squatter
settlement as those who could not pursue this channel resorted to land
encroachment. Most squatters, however, occupied only small plots of
land. Because of its political connotation, action by squatters periodi-
cally forced the state to either legitimize occupied land or resettle
squatters elsewhere by giving them some land, thus setting the wheels
of land encroachment in rapid motion. Land encroachment emerged
not only as an expression of economic desperation but as a political
force as well.

At the same time, with respect to the policy of official land distri-
bution for settlement, the state decided to curtail the allotment size
from 4 to 3 big has (from 2.7 to 2 hectares) in order to accommodate
more migrants. Again in the mid-1970s, the land ceiling was further
reduced to 1 hectare. Those who were settled after 1984 in Nawal-
parasi's Kukurmara settlement were actually allotted merely 0.5
bigha (0.34 hectares). Incidentally, the Kukurmara settlers (59 in the
present sample) previously had been land encroachers in other areas
of the Nawalparasi district. During fieldwork, the project officer in
Nawalparasi informed us that those settled in 1987 were actually given
only a homestead plot of 0.1 hectare. Furthermore, they were settled
in one of the poorest areas in terms of soil quality and water availabil-
ity. As of early 1988, the number of official settlers in Nawalparasi
totalled 4,026 on 4,045 hectares of land.33

It is apparent that recent resettlement of land encroachers on such
miniscule plots of poor-quality land was not designed to achieve ag-
ricultural development. The haphazardness of the state action suggests
that it was a political move, intended to appease or neutralize land
encroachers who constitute a large, politically volatile force.34

Although the above historical account does not necessarily serve
as a barometer of the future course of frontier settlement in the Tarai,
it sheds valuable light on how past policy actions have affected the
present trend. First, it shows the biased distribution of land, generally
favoring relatively well-off hill migrants and disadvantaging the poor.
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Second, it documents how biased land distribution in the past has led
to widespread land encroachment and subsequent near landlessness
and land fragmentation at the frontier. Although officially deprived,
many of the disadvantaged migrants were not without capabilities to
circumvent or adapt to the situation of unequal land access. They took
matters into their own hands by embarking on public land encroach-
ment as a mode of land acquisition. As land encroachment by the
landless became widespread, the historical sketch presented above
underwent changes. Today, Tarai land settlement essentially revolves
around land encroachment, which has become a proven instrument of
the landless not only to display their political power but also to express
unequivocally that they have as much right to public land as others.

Field Data Analysis and Interpretations
This section provides an analysis of the field survey data collected in
1988,35 with the express purpose of answering questions concerning
migrants' socioeconomic improvements and adaptation at the Tarai
frontier. To provide a structure to this analysis and to pursue an in-
depth interpretation of the microlevel responses, we begin this investi-
gation by offering a brief background into migrants' status with respect
to both their hill landholding (i.e., landownership) and land acquisition
modes at the Tarai frontier. This sets the stage for estimation of a
multiple regression model, depicting the relationship between mi-
grants' Tarai landholdings and a set of predictor variables. We then
expand on the regression results by incorporating the qualitative aspect
of the frontier reality. Also included in the qualitative analysis is a
brief discussion of migrants' subjective evaluation of their economic
conditions at the frontier vis-a-vis the objective criteria used here.

Frontier Migrants: Hill Landholding and Tarai Land Acquisition The
sample comprises 407 migrant households, all from the hills. In table
1 these migrants are classified based on their hill landholdings and
frontier land acquisition modes. In terms of land acquisition, they are
grouped into government grantees, purchasers, self-occupiers
(squatters or spontaneous settlers), and landless. In terms of hill land-
holding, they are separated into five classes: landless, near landless
(1-15 katthas or 0.01-0.5 hectares), subsistence (16-30 katthas or
0.5-1.0 hectares), small peasants (31-90 katthas or 1-3 hectares), and
relatively well-off farmers (91+ katthas or 3+ hectares). Admittedly,
this land-based class division is qualitative, but it is not without foun-
dation given the fact that the average landholding in Nepal is very low,
about 1 hectare per household (or six persons per hectare), a situation
very similar to the two neighboring South Asian countries of Bangla-
desh and India.

There were 84 migrants (21%) who were landless in the hills and
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166 (41%) near landless. Together, they made up 62% of the migrants.
On the other hand, 47 were small peasants and only 12 were well-off
farmers. In the Tarai, 56% of the landless received land from the gov-
ernment and 14% through self-occupation, whereas 22% remained
landless. Only 8% managed to purchase land. Within the well-off class,
17% became landless, and the rest received land through purchase
arrangements. In total, at the time of settlement 191 of the households
(47%) had obtained land through purchase and 56 (14%) through self-
occupation. Government land recipients constituted 108 families
(26%), including 59 settled in the Kukurmara settlement between 1984
and 1988. The Kukurmara settlers who were previously land encroach-
ers and participants in the 1979 landless movement were allotted only
10 katthas (0.33 hectares) each (table I).36 Fifty-two migrant families
(13%) were still landless in the Tarai.37

Regression Model Estimation
We have used the regression procedure to model migrants' Tarai land-
holdings (TLAND), owned as well as self-occupied, as the dependent
variable. The classical regression approach is considered appropriate
because all the variables used to depict migrant household attributes
are of continuous nature.

Our reliance on landholding as the key indicator of upward mobil-
ity at the frontier is guided by two important facts. First, since land
acquisition is the principal motivation for hill migrants to relocate to
the frontier, Tarai landholding constitutes a logical basis of the present
analytical design. Second, in an agricultural society like Nepal, land
is not only the main source of social status and power but also the
most important economic asset, which invariably determines one's
other assets such as capital and livestock (including draft animals). As
such, landholding generally represents a composite index of migrants'
overall socioeconomic standing.

The variable TLAND was regressed against a set of predictor
variables: the year of settlement (SETTLE), capital assets in the hills
(ASSET), family size (FAM), education (ED), wage earning (WAGE),
and Tarai settlement experience (INTERACT). Tarai landholdings
were expected to be positively correlated with the first four variables
but inversely with WAGE and INTERACT.

For the timing of settlement, as the variable itself suggests, the
actual year of settlement was used. Capital assets were derived by
adding up the actual amount of money the migrant brought with him
or her at the time of migration and the monetary value of the hill
landholding. For this variable, it would have been desirable to include
other assets, for example, livestock and equipment, but this could not
be accommodated for two reasons. First, very few hill farmers used
advanced machines and equipment; even today they rely almost ex-
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clusively on simple tools for farming. Second, the vast majority of
migrants could not recall the livestock situation in the hills because
of the time elapsed. The WAGE variable was calculated in terms of
total income earned through wages by the respondent and other
family members (e.g., sons, daughters, and wife) living in the same
household.

Education represented the respondent's (i.e., the household
head's) education, including nonformal schooling. Education was im-
plicitly assumed to signify human capital because not only would it
broaden the migrants' overall horizon but it would also locate the
migrants in a better position to gain a wide range of information regard-
ing land availability and distribution at the frontier and thus enhance
their chances of land acquisition. Family size was also viewed as an
asset because in the agrarian context a larger family would normally
translate into a larger labor pool and therefore a greater ability to
acquire land at the frontier through forest clearance, especially in the
early phases.

The migrant's Tarai settlement experience (INTERACT) was
measured as an interaction variable, that is, product of the year of
settlement (SETTLE) and the migrant's residence in other parts of the
Tarai prior to settling in the present location. The INTERACT variable
indicates migrants' movement in search of land (or wage labor) be-
cause of their inability to obtain adequate land on arrival at the frontier.
In short, the longer it took for settlers to settle after arrival in the Tarai
(i.e., the more they moved around within the region), the less land
they would be expected to acquire.

Stepwise regression was applied to arrive at a more parsimonious
model than the full regression model. This model lends itself to simple
yet intuitive interpretation. To further explain the mechanics of arriv-
ing at the final (reduced) model, we also might note that no multicollin-
earity among the predictor variables existed. In addition, the outliers,
that is, those observations whose standardized residuals were three or
larger, were removed sequentially. The results presented in table 2 are
therefore based on 390 observations, and the order of variables reflects
the order in which the variables entered in the stepwise regression. In
order to verify the model for its basic assumptions, diagnostic checks
were performed based on residuals. If the data did not confirm the
model assumptions, usually we would have been able to detect the
inadequacy through various residual plots. The residual plots did not
exhibit significant deviations from the assumptions of the model. The
model was satisfactory.38

In general, the regression results support the propositions. All of
the predictor variables were significantly correlated with TLAND and
had the expected directions of relationships. The year of settlement
(SETTLE), as anticipated, emerged as the dominant variable in ex-
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plaining land acquisition (or TLAND) in the Tarai. The next important
factor was migrants' capital assets in the hills (ASSET). These two
variables explained 40% of the variance in the dependent variable,
TLAND. The remaining variables—FAM, WAGE, ED, and INTER-
ACT—explained additional 14% of the variance. In total, 54% of the
variance of TLAND was explained by six variables (table 2).

To summarize, we find the predictive validity of the model to be
reasonably good because the model was found satisfactory based on
a thorough analysis of residuals. Certainly, the model could be im-
proved by incorporating other factors operating to create migrants'
success (failure) on the frontier. For example, during the field survey
our attention was drawn to some other factors such as the degree of
gambling and its effect on the migrant's success or failure. Migrants
who had been given large tracts of free land (commonly known as birta
land) well before the modern settlement scheme was implemented in
Chitwan had done very well. Similarly, businessmen who moved to
Chitwan from the hill town of Bandipur had become landlords-cum-
businessmen. We also encountered migrants who had escaped from
hill money lenders' debt bondage in which they had been held because
their parents had passed away before paying back their debts. Those
migrants had failed to obtain any land. Furthermore, there seemed to
be a close relationship between the timing of frontier migration and
migrants' social status or class position. Unfortunately, we could not
incorporate these factors into the field survey because we became
aware of them only after the survey got fully under way. Given the
constraints of time and cost, it was not feasible to redesign the survey
and start it all over. The significance of these factors will be considered
in other field survey endeavors and in the qualitative studies of the
frontier migration and settlement phenomenon we plan to conduct in
the near future.

In order to paint a fuller picture of the relationship between fron-
tier migration and upward mobility, we now elaborate on the regres-
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sion results by providing a discussion of the qualitative data, specifi-
cally in conjunction with the study's three propositions dealing with
migrants' adaptation and socioeconomic improvements through fron-
tier land acquisition.

Timing of frontier settlement and land acquisition. As exhibited
by the regression analysis, the timing of settlement is the most impor-
tant variable in terms of land acquisition or upward mobility (table 2).
One can observe a definite temporal pattern in land acquisition at the
frontier. Table 3 shows that early migrants have fared much better
than those who arrived later. This is true among all three groups of
land recipients: government grantees, purchasers, and self-occupiers.

During the early period the average land acquisition was largest
among the government grantees with 79 katthas (2.63 hectares), not
a surprising finding given the fact that land was relatively abundant
compared to the number of migrants. This was followed by the pur-
chasers (49 katthas or 1.63 hectares) and self-occupiers (47 katthas or
1.56 hectares). During the middle and recent periods the purchasers
obtained 45 and 30 katthas (1.5 and 1 hectares), respectively, whereas
the government grantees averaged 39 and 15 katthas (1.3 and 0.5 hect-
ares) and the self-occupiers 21 and 17 katthas (0.7 and 0.56 hectares).
Among all three groups the findings clearly display a declining trend
in land acquisition, with the sharpest drop posted by the government
grantees: from 79 to 15 katthas. This drop is directly attributed to
the fact that the amount of land available for free distribution by the
government has already reached a threshold in the Tarai.39

As previously cited, most of the migrants settled by the state since
1984 were allotted only 10 katthas (0.34 hectares)—in some cases as
low as 3 katthas (0.1 hectares), essentially a homestead lot. This de-
creasing availability of common land has also constrained squatter
migrants' land acquisition through self-occupation (table 3). These
qualitative findings corroborate the regression results and lend cre-
dence to our proposition that early migrants fare better than later mi-
grants in terms of land acquisition.

In addition to declines in land acquisition over time, table 3 dis-
plays a diminishing trend in average Tarai landholding, a trend that is
bound to continue as land shortages increase. For instance, the early
migrants within the government grantee group received, on average,
79 katthas (2.63 hectares) at the time of settlement (TS), but their
current holding (C) is only 52 katthas (1.73 hectares). For the middle
period, the figure dropped from 39 to 33 katthas (from 1.3 to 1.1 hect-
ares). A similar pattern can be observed among the purchaser as well
as self-occupier groups. The purchasers, however, seemed to possess
the greatest ability or inclination to cling to what they acquired. Their
number has also consistently increased indicating that it is the surest
way to obtain land in the Tarai. The temporal declines in migrants'
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landholdings were mostly associated with land sales and family sepa-
ration.

The only exception to these trends was observed among the well-
off migrant class (3 + hectares) that managed to boost their average
holding from 112 katthas (3.73 hectares) at the time of settlement to
126 katthas (4.2 hectares) at the survey time in 1988 (table 4). This
may indicate some land consolidation in the hands of a few well-off
migrants at the frontier. The data in table 4 also demonstrate a notice-
able rise in near landlessness at the frontier over time. If the landless
are added to the near-landless population, the increment in this disad-
vantaged class is all too evident.

Hill socioeconomic position and Tarai land acquisition. The sec-
ond important variable in explaining the variance in TLAND is mi-
grants' hill socioeconomic position. The positive relationship between
pre- and postmigration landholding sizes does not necessarily imply
that migrants acquired more land in the Tarai than they had (and may
still retain) in the hills. It reveals a broad tendency that the higher the
landholding in the hills, the greater the land acquisition in the Tarai
(table 5). On the whole, relatively well-off and small-holding migrants
appeared to be in a better position than the landless and near-landless
migrants. Almost 80% of them had at least a subsistence-level holding
whereas 60% of landless and near-landless migrants were in the same
position they had in the hills. Despite this reality, the data show that
in absolute terms the majority of land gainers were found in the latter
two groups of migrants.

Informal discussions with villagers in settlement areas revealed a
few rags-to-riches (and riches-to-rags) stories among hill migrants, but
they hardly reflect the common experience of frontier settlement.
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Among the 407 migrant households sampled, 84 were landless in the
hills and 15 of them were still landless in the Tarai. Fifty-two (62%)
had managed to receive 1-15 katthas (0.01-0.5 hectares) of land in the
Tarai, thereby slightly elevating their economic status—from landless-
ness to near landlessness. Another 18% had acquired 16-30 katthas
(0.5-1.0 hectares). For the landless migrants even the slightest amount
of acquisition meant an automatic gain. Among the 166 near-landless
migrants, 15 had ended up landless; 68 (41%) had acquired the same
amount as before; and the rest more than their hill holdings. Within
the subsistence class, 36% of the 98 households had less land than in
the hills; 31% maintained the same amount; and the rest posted some
gains. Of the 47 small hill peasants, 54% had the same amount as
previously, and 44% had less. More than 90% of the well-off migrants
seemed to have owned less land in the Tarai than in the hills (table 5).
This could lead one to conclude that well-off migrants actually lost
land, but the seeming declines in their comparative holdings need to
be carefully interpreted. The reality is different.

For most migrants in this class, the smaller holdings relative to
their hill holdings do not necessarily translate into actual reduction.
For the majority of them, land acquisition in the Tarai, though smaller
than their hill holdings, represents real gains, a geographical expansion
of economic (land) opportunities, for they still retain their land in the
hills (unlike landless and near-landless migrants). Such a strategy of
land expansion at the frontier not only might have prevented a poten-
tial deterioration in their hill economic conditions as a result of growing
family size but also opened a new window of investment opportunities
for capital that was underutilized or not utilized at all in the hills,
where such opportunities are virtually nonexistent. One more caveat
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regarding well-off migrants' landholdings at the frontier: our field ob-
servations indicate that their lands tend to be of much better quality,
usually with access to irrigation, whereas the land occupied or settled
by landless and near-landless migrants is frequently found in physically
poor areas, initially declared as unsuitable for agricultural settlement.
Overall, it appears that well-off migrants have fared better, or were in
a better position, than landless and near-landless migrants.

Table 6 shows that, overall, in absolute terms, 271 migrant house-
holds (66%) in the sample had more land and 122 (28%) less than their
hill holdings. There were 24 migrants who experienced no change;
most of them were landless in the hills and remained landless at the
frontier.

Once again, it is clear from table 6 that the timing of frontier
migration and settlement played a significant role in land gains, as 84%
of the early migrants had acquired more land in the Tarai than they left
behind in the hills, compared with only 64% for the recent migrants.
Actually, while 45% of the early migrants posted gains of more than
30 katthas (1 hectare) of land, only 7% of the recent migrants were
able to do so. In sum, most absolute land gains were small or modest
and resulted largely from government distribution of land or spontane-
ous settlement initiatives.

Employment opportunities and frontier adaptation. Besides
land, employment is another element on which socioeconomic adapta-
tion at the frontier is predicated. In the Tarai settlement areas, this is
largely characterized by wage laboring, mainly in the farming sector.
Wage laboring is a critical source of income and hence sustenance,
particularly for landless and near-landless settlers. With this premise,
the data on wage laboring and earning were regressed against the de-
pendent variable, TLAND. As expected, it was negatively correlated
with TLAND and was statistically significant.

A total of 192 respondents (47%) were engaged in wage laboring
(table 7). In addition, 177 (43%) had family members doing wage labor.
As expected, within the landless class, almost 80% of the respondents
relied on wage labor for survival, and close to 70% of them stated that
they had family members who were also engaged in such work. For
both "respondent" and 4 'family member" wage laboring, as landhold-
ings increased, the percentage of wage laborers decreased. As shown
in table 7, within the well-off migrant class, the respective figures were
merely 17% and 8%.

This finding clearly establishes that wage laboring, although lack-
ing in status and not as stable as landholding as a source of livelihood,
has definitely played an important role in migrants'—especially land-
less and near-landless migrants'—socioeconomic adaptation to a new
life at the frontier. For the landless it was the sole source of survival
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whereas for the near landless it most likely acted as a vehicle of supple-
mentary incomes, needed to support their families.

Migrants' assessment of their Tarai economic conditions. The
final step in this qualitative data analysis concerns hill migrants' per-
ceptual assessment of their economic conditions at the frontier. Albeit
this examination of migrants' perception does not in any way change
the picture portrayed by the above findings, it does provide some in-
sight into how migrants in the Tarai view their personal and household
economic status (upward mobility) relative to that in the hills. It may
indeed serve as a qualifying indicator of how well they have adjusted
to the frontier setting.

It is apparent from the above findings that there were twice as
many absolute gainers as those whose holdings diminished at the fron-
tier relative to hill holdings. Objectively therefore, we might conclude
that frontier migration has been a positive experience for the majority
of hill migrants in the Tarai. Overall, many are definitely better off in
the Tarai than in the hills. Nonetheless, it is difficult to overlook the
other side of the picture, that is, almost 50% of the migrants are still
landless or near landless, living under the condition of what one may
consider economic dependence and deprivation.40 Their family land-
holding is no more than 0.5 hectares. With such a small holding, it is
difficult to imagine how a migrant household procures enough from
the land to support the family and is in a position to contribute to local
as well as national development.

On the other hand, it should be borne in mind that this seemingly
objective condition of poverty, which looks quite grim to an outsider,
does not necessarily reflect how hill migrants, from their own perspec-
tive, feel about their situation at the frontier, especially compared to
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what they faced in the hills. In order to shed light on hill migrants'
assessment of their present economic status in the Tarai, they were
asked how they had benefited from frontier migration and to compare
their present conditions with those in the hills prior to departure.

More than 85% of the households stated that they had benefited
from frontier migration. Only 13 percent said they had not benefited.
Among the affirmative respondents, 23% mentioned "land grants" as a
major benefit, 40% "overall economic improvements," and 24% other
benefits such as "transportation" and "better educational opportuni-
ties" (table 8). Concerning their comparative perspective, 85% felt
their overall economic situation was better in the Tarai than in the
hills; 8% said it was about the same. Those who believed that the
situation in the Tarai was worse than that in the hills constituted only
a tiny fraction: 5% (table 8).

How can one dispute migrants' perceptual assessments of their
personal economic situation and benefits at the frontier? After all, they
have lived and experienced both origin and destination conditions. The
findings presented in table 8 suggest that in an agrarian context most
peasant migrants, particularly those from the lower echelons of the
social class hierarchy, seem to consider even minor improvements in
their economic conditions meaningful, even when such improvements
are not enough to raise their position in the social relations of produc-
tion. This perceptual qualification is not without significance, espe-
cially for those rural poor who felt that the hill conditions they left
behind were those of punitive destitution and of few or no prospects
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for advancement. Moreover, it appears that most rural poor and disad-
vantaged migrants are most concerned about their immediate situa-
tions, for example, survival and social reproduction, rather than long-
term benefits. For them, upgrading their position in the social relations
of production via large land acquisition is beyond the realm of every-
day existence.

Conclusions
Our 1988 field observations generally substantiate the proposed theo-
retical framework that the ability of frontier migration to serve as a
vehicle of upward mobility is largely contingent on the timing of migra-
tion and settlement and on migrants' previous socioeconomic posi-
tions. Generally, for relatively well-to-do migrants the Tarai frontier
has meant a spatial expansion of economic opportunities. On the other
hand, the landless and near-landless migrants from the hills have com-
monly adopted a different approach to frontier adaptation. They have
relied on public land encroachment, even though the availability of
wage-labor opportunities remains critical for their survival on the fron-
tier. Overall, in absolute terms, as a result of frontier migration the
majority of hill migrants have certainly achieved some gains in land-
holding, though modest or small. Their margin of livelihood and surviv-
ability appears to have somewhat expanded as attested by 85% of the
respondents, who stated that they were better off in the Tarai. In this
sense one can assert that the majority of hill migrants have attained
some upward socioeconomic mobility. This is one dimension of the
Tarai frontier reality exposed by the present findings.

But there is also another side to the argument that affects society
as a whole. One critical finding from the viewpoint of development
policy is an increasing trend toward near landlessness at the frontier.
Even when it is defined in a very strict sense, taking into account only
those with a holding of 0.5 hectares or less, the near landless make up
40% of the settlers in Chitwan and Nawalparasi. Eight percent are
landless. Together, they constitute 48%, a figure that is very close to
the percentage of the landless and near-landless population for the
whole Tarai region—46%.

Increasing near landlessness at the Tarai frontier is chiefly attrib-
uted to continued hill migration and the diminishing supply of land.
These two phenomena, along with the periodic crises of political au-
thority, have led to widespread—and growing—public land encroach-
ment, resulting in fragmented holdings.41 Since land encroachment in-
volves an unauthorized occupation of small land areas—cleared of
standing trees—and is often carried out jointly by several migrant fami-
lies, most encroachers in the past several years have been able to
occupy only tiny plots, thereby propagating near landlessness.

It is this growing near landlessness that poses a serious challenge
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to policymakers, for it has both political and development repercus-
sions. There seems to be little doubt that near-landless holdings have
sustained a large number of migrant peasants at the Tarai frontier, but
this sustenance appears very precarious as even a minor economic
imbalance can send them reeling from bare subsistence toward starva-
tion. So far it has also acted to keep the volume of rural-to-urban
migration in Nepal fairly small and consequently has helped to mini-
mize many typical Third World urban problems by keeping these po-
tential urban migrants tied to their small landholdings at the frontier.

However, near landlessness as an agricultural development issue
emerges as a legitimate concern. Played out on the Tarai frontier, it
seems to be little more than a holding action—more a means of family
sustenance than a tangible contributor to progressive agricultural de-
velopment. Indeed, it may well incur high costs in the long-run because
infinite land fragmentation often tends to lead to its inefficient utiliza-
tion and possibly even degradation. We are not implying that small-
scale farming is necessarily less productive than large-scale farming.
But the landholdings under discussion are simply too small to be pro-
ductive and contribute to agricultural development in terms of in-
creased productivity. Expansion of cultivable land through encroach-
ment, often of marginal lands and in the form of near landlessness, is
not agricultural development. If this is all that frontier settlement can
offer, as seems to be the case at present in the Tarai, then it has
probably reached the last stage in its life-cycle, close to the point of
diminishing return. Under such circumstances, it is hard to increase
land productivity, an essential first step toward attaining agricultural
development.

The ability of near-landless holdings and other holdings of about
1 hectare or less to make meaningful contributions to agricultural de-
velopment is further stunted by other factors. First, since these hold-
ings are barely sufficient to support families, most migrants within
these minimal holding categories have, as noted in table 7, no choice
but to rely on wage laboring to earn supplementary incomes. Con-
sequently, they are not likely to devote full time to their own cultiva-
tion work. This means their farm output is less than what it should or
could be.

Second, our field observations and discussions with numerous vil-
lagers revealed that settlers with small holdings received little help
from government agencies with regard to land or agricultural develop-
ment. In the early period, hill resettlers, especially those settled by
the government, received government credits from or through the re-
settlement agency to purchase necessary tools and even draft animals
to improve land quality and productivity (however, frequently these
credits were abused by resettlers). There are few such state provisions
available to the settlers in the recent period, particularly to those with
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small holdings as described above. It is not that there are no formal
agricultural credit agencies and extension services. The problem is that
most of the near-landless settlers are unable to have access to official
credit because their landholdings, invariably the only asset of reason-
able monetary value, are too small to be used as collateral. (In the
case of self-occupiers they cannot even mention their lands, for they
are not legalized.) Agricultural extension agents rarely visit cultivators
of such small plots; they are not considered to be in need of extension
services because of their limited farming activities and potential.

This discussion implies that if Nepal's frontier (agrarian) economy
is to be developed on a long-term, progressive basis, there is a need
for a new land reform strategy (not just land redistribution), that is,
consolidation of fragmented, near-landless holdings at the frontier—
whether self-occupied or officially distributed—into viable sizes, per-
haps 2-4-hectare plots. But the difficulty is that the government has
neither the will nor the ability to execute such a drastic agrarian policy.
The new, democratically elected Nepali Congress government may
find such a policy even more problematic to implement because of the
fear of alienating a large segment of the peasantry, which forms an
important electoral constituency. Furthermore, from a moral perspec-
tive, it may be difficult to justify such a measure of land enclosure
unless employment can be provided for the expropriated population.
It is not an easy task to create sufficient employment in an agrarian,
land-locked society like Nepal without first developing its agriculture,
which currently supports 93% of the population. In essence, the wide-
spread existence of near landlessness at the frontier can be viewed as
a catch-22. In the contemporary context, it is both a cause and an
effect of Nepal's agrarian underdevelopment.
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crepancy does not alter the historical reality of the organized phase of land
settlement in the Tarai, presented earlier. Rather, frontier settlement has
evolved to a more restrictive situation for all. In other words, this apparent
contradiction between the historical account and the 1988 evidence presented
in table 1 can be attributed to two factors. First, the number of well-off hill
migrants has always been very small compared to the volume of landless and
near-landless migrants—probably no more than 5%-10% of the total. Their
number has been further overshadowed by a large and continuing influx of hill
migrants since state-organized land settlement reached its peak in the late
1950s in Chitwan and in the mid-1960s in Nawalparasi. A substantial portion
of recent hill migration, our field observations indicate, is overwhelmingly
composed of the landless and near landless (for a detailed discussion, see
Shrestha, Landlessness and Migration in Nepal). In addition, as asserted in
our first proposition, later migrants—those who arrived after the peak of the
state-organized settlement activity—have had to rely, regardless of their previ-
ous socioeconomic positions, either on personal assets (capital) or on land
encroachment (self-occupation) as a means of land acquisition at the frontier.
Land distribution for agricultural development-based settlement had essen-
tially ceased. Throughout frontier settlement, therefore, the number of well-off
migrants receiving land from the state remained small. Given such a small size
of well-off migrants, it is not at all surprising that government grantees do not
show up in the highest landholding category in our 1988 sample survey. Sec-
ond, the relatively large number of government grantees in the landless and
near-landless categories is accounted for by the fact that our panchayat sample
included the Kukurmara area where in 1984-88 the government had settled a
large number of land encroachers on small plots of marginal land. While there
is little doubt about their status as government land grantees, their haphazard
settlement indicates that it was a political move on the part of the state in
an effort to neutralize them because they had participated in the Sukumbasi
(landless) movement. Their settlement was not planned to stimulate agricul-
tural development. Such a growing politicization of public land by both the
state and migrant land encroachers has become a serious problem of frontier
settlement in the Tarai. It has increased the chances of land degradation, on
the one hand, and decreased the prospect of progressive agricultural develop-
ment, on the other. Moreover, despite the stated goal of settling landless hill
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migrants at the frontier, only 56% of the landless migrants were given land by
the settlement agency, and that includes those settled in Kukurmara for politi-
cal reasons (table 1).

37. At the time of this survey, 18 of these 52 landless migrants had become
squatters, all but two of them occupying 2 katthas (less than 0.1 hectare) each;
one had held 5 katthas (0.16 hectares) and another 30 katthas (1 hectare).
Correspondingly, the number of self-occupiers had jumped to 74.

38. D. Cook and S. Weisberg, Residuals and Influence in Regression
(New York: Chapman & Hall, 1982).

39. NRC, Nepal Punarbas Company (n. 27 above).
40. For a detailed portrayal of landless and near-landless migrants' eco

nomic conditions, see P. F. Kaplan and N. R. Shrestha, "The Sukumbasi
(Landless) Movement in Nepal: The Fire from Below," Journal of Contempo
rary Asia 12 (1982): 75-88.

41. A recent report on deforestation in Nepal reveals that during 1990—a
year of dramatic political upheaval and change resulting from a massive demo
cratic movement that forced the country's absolute monarch to restore multi
party democracy and accept the role of a constitutional monarch—nearly
35,000 landless settlers illegally squatted on forest land in the Tarai. They took
advantage of the political turmoil and the crisis of political authority. It has
been estimated that during this period some 24,000 hectares of forest were
destroyed; presumably some of these destroyed forest areas had been occupied
by land encroachers or squatters (see "Deforestation: Trees Don't Vote," Far
Eastern Economic Review [July 4, 1991], p. 28).


