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Abstract: Shifting cultivation is a type of agricultural system where a patch of vegetation is cleared by the
slash-and-burn method and assorted varieties of crops are grown in the cleared land after few seasons of
cultivation on that land a new patch of land is selected for cultivation. Shifting Cultivation has been often being
deemed as a harmful and a wasteful technique. important consideration about balance between its benefits and
ecological consequences. Yet, the farmers of North- East Region of India continue to produce their crops using
this method raises. The main aim of this paper is to analyze Shifting Culture, in the North- East Region of India
(NER), as well as to examine its effects on the environment. The paper, first, provides a trivial introduction to
the process and the concept of Shifting Culture. Furthermore, it traces the history of Shifting Culture in NER. 4
short introduction giving the current scenario of farming in NER and how the state perceives Shifting
Cultivation as a farming system to frame its policy discourses- further adds to the argument. In addition to this,
it also analyses the overall environment as well as economic implications of Shifting Cultivation. This paper
studies the question: What are the changing perceptions about Shifting Cultivation? Finally, the research
concludes by exploring and developing alternative models of farming. This research will help to understand
how the socio-cultural life in the north-east is dependent on this genre of farming system. It will also help to
study the political economy of Shifting Cultivation in NER.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Although Shifting Cultivation has been discouraged and discontinued in several parts of India, it is still being
practiced rather predominantly by the indigenous communities® of the North East Region of India® (NER). Shifting
Cultivation® is a primitive method which originated in the Neolithic period* during the 8000 B.C. It has been given
names such as Roca in Brazil, Milpa in Central America, Masole in Congo. In NRE, it is referred to as Jhum, Dabi,
Bewar, Podu etc. Shifting Cultivation is a type of farming system where the farmers produce variety of crops using
the slash and burn technique on the agricultural lano®. After harvesting the crops, the farmers then move on to a new
piece of land. Hence, Shifting Cultivation is done on rotational basis. The land of the North-East Region of India is
suited for the practice of shifting cultivation since it is a biodiversity hotspot, enveloped with dense forested, hilly
areas with heavy rainfall as well as regeneration of vegetation. A 2018 NITI Aayog, Government of India, report
mentioned that approximately 8,500 square kilometers is still being used for shifting cultivation in NER®. About
86% of the total cultivated area of NER India is under shifting cultivation, mainly practiced in the hilly areas’. Shifting
cultivation is extensively practiced across the North-East Region (NER) of India, Known by different indigenous
names among the different tribes of the area. Nagaland accounts for the highest proportion of land under jhum
cultivation, followed by Manipur, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura, and Mizoram. Nagaland also records the
largest number of families engaged in shifting cultivation®’. There have been multiple debates about the
practice of shifting cultivation'®. The growing market competition, consumerism as well as the
increasing population makes shifting cultivation a fast and easy method of producing crops. A section
of intellectuals believes that continuance of shifting cultivation with necessary and effective*reforms
can do little damage to soil erosion as high humidity and heavy rainfall in the region do not permit
the soil to remain uncovered for long*>*®, A 1997 report of Ministry of Environment and Forest argued
that shifting cultivation in the NER region of India did not always negativity affect the ecological
system®. In fact, shifting cultivation added approximately 17,00 sq km land which consisted of
abandoned or scrap vegetation. However, the dominant argument has always regarded it as a wasteful
technique which has contributed to loss of biodiversity, soil erosion and more. The policy makers of the
country have also deemed shifting cultivation as a primitive and an unproductive method and hence,
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discouraged it in their policies and programs. Still being a prominent part of agricultural process and farming
system, shifting cultivation has been closely related to the cultural and social identity of the people of NER.
The community as a whole carries out the process of shifting cultivation. The tribes of the region associate this
farming system with a sense of communal responsibility™. Since the lands used for agriculture are owned by
their respective tribal communities, farming requires communal participation. Shifting cultivation has also
played an important role for traditions and customs carried out by people of NER. It can be seen as a way of
life, merging the cultural identities of the farmers practicing this process.
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2. MATERIALS
This research is based on empirical approach. The data collected is secondary data from:

1. Articles and reports of institutions such as Niti Aayog, Government of India etc.

2. Avrticles published in various journals;

3. Reports of researchers on Shifting Cultivation and the North-East Region of India;
4. Papers published by various organizations on the subject;

Internet Websites.
3. METHODOLOGY

Field surveys and Data collection: Ground-based surveys are essential particularly to understand the
socio-ecological context of this practice. Due to the difficult topography in NER, many areas lack
cadastral surveys, making traditional data collection methods unreliable, however remote sensing
images'®,'” are widely used to map shifting cultivation areas in contrast to the labour-intensive field
survey'®. Satellite imagery (like Landsat-8 and Sentinel-2) and GIS provides more consistent and updated
data to monitor accurately shifting cultivation, especially in hilly regions where traditional agricultural

statistics are weak.
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
4.1. State on Shifting Cultivation

The Government of India has implemented multiple programs as well as policies to discourage the
method of shifting cultivation. It has been evident that the Forest Department of the Government of India
has condemned shifting cultivation as it emanates multiple ecological problems®®. It is deemed unfit for
farming purposes. One of the policies introduced by the department was Social Forestry and National
Afforestation Program for tree plantations on Jhum lands in 1998% %!, Social Forestry aimed for:

1. Environmental stability,

2. Restoration of ecological,

3. Checking Soil Erosion,

4. Efficient utilization of forest resources and massive afforestation, etc.
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In order to stop shifting cultivation, this program also advised alternative avenues of income harmonized
with right lands practices. Furthermore, it stated that “efforts should be made to contain such cultivation
within the area already affected, by propagating improved agricultural practices. Area already damaged
by such cultivation should be rehabilitated through social forestry and energy plantations” ?>%, This
program-initiated tree plantation on the areas of shifting cultivation. However, these plantation schemes
only lasted for approximately 4 years, without fully addressing the food security needs of the NER
farmers. Therefore, the farmers went back to shifting cultivation after these plantation schemes were
over. Apart from Social Forestry and National Afforestation Program, the government also encouraged
the use of fertilizers, settled agriculture with the promotion of proper irrigation facilities to secure the
methods of horticulture as well as sericulture instead of shifting cultivation®®. Furthermore, a special task
force” on micro-irrigation®® was constitution by the government under the chairman N. Chandra babu
Naidu with the aim to “seek guidance on improved technologies, appropriate policy. interventions and
strategic institutional supports”®’. However, even after implementing their respective suggestions,
shifting cultivation still very much prevailed. In addition to policies and programs, there were multiple
schemes into play, such as; Soil conservation and land reclamation for permanent agriculture in hills,
providing variety of post rehabilitation incentives as assistance for purchasing power tiller, setting
Jhummias on wet terraced land or valley?®. The Jhum settlement was, however, opposed by the tribes.
Hence, it failed to meet the excepted success. It can be argued that even though the programs and
policies undertaken by the government had compelling vision, they fell short at the implementation
level. Recent data show a decline in the total area under shifting cultivation in the NER; However, it
continues to remain widely practiced, with nearly 8,500 sq. km still in use, particularly in states such as
Nagaland and Manipur.
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4.2. Cost- Benefit Analysis
4.2.1. Environmental

It is evident that Shifting Cultivation is not an isolated process. The aspects of the method affect
socio-economic®, political, ecological as well as cultural lives of people. It is an important source of
livelihood for the growing population in the NER communities. This traditional process of farming has
affected the biodiversity of the region to a large extent. Various surveys conducted by researchers
indicate that the farmers practicing the method are certainly aware of its environmental and ecological
effects. They acknowledge that over the time, shifting cultivation has led to depletion and degradation
of soil, loss of forest covers and wildlife in the area as well as increasing fire accidents. Its impact does
not only stop here. The clearing of trees and bushes further depletes fuel wood, fodder for animals and
therefore, results in shortage of food. Even with adequate awareness about the harmful effects of shifting
cultivation, the farmers continue to use this method. Therefore, the question of sustainability of shifting
cultivation arises. “Understanding the sustainability of shifting cultivation system requires the
understanding of factors, which are local in nature” *
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4.2.2. Economic

There are multiple indicators of sustainability which help to understand the Cost- Benefit analysis of
shifting cultivation®. One important factor is employment; i.e. the total number of people of NER that
are accommodated in this agricultural system. An Employment Based Analysis argued that the net
returns are higher in shifting cultivation. It supports three times as many people. For a developing
economy, larger subsistence support would be an important criterion for choice of land use32. Another
factor to measure the sustainability is the total population shifting cultivation feeds. For how long can
it accommodate the people of NER? This factor also includes the total capacity of the land.
Traditionally, the land was abandoned and left to regenerate after the slash and burn technique for a
period of one or two decades. However, with the increase in demand for produce due to the growing
population, the time period has now been reduced to 2-3 years. The continuous increase of population
adds pressure on the land which reduces and intensifies the shifting cycle for the farmers33. Recent
reports have shown that more than 20% of the population of the region is engaged in the process of
shifting cultivation. This includes both commercial cultivation as well as private cultivation done by
tribal communities. Kluwer, W., & Trust, A. in their recent report stated that the virtual total revenue
from shifting cultivation was approximately 70% percent of the price of total yield of crops.

4.3. Alternate Models to Shifting Cultivation

There have been multiple alternative methods advised by various researchers and government officials
as a more sustainable method of farming than shifting cultivation. In 1976, D.N. Borthakur along with
R.P. Awasthi and S.P Ghosh advocated the agricultural method of horticulture to increase the
productivity of farming lands. They also suggested a plan which was two- staged i.e. short term till the
permanent settlement of Jhumias and long-term permanent settlement®*. Horticulture is closely related
to domestic gardening, producing fruits and vegetables®. It yields higher returns from the land while
simultaneously developing and conserving the natural resources. Since the switch to horticulture is a
extensive settlement, they also advised starting poultry farming as well as fisheries as a subsidiary
income source®. Another alternative method to shifting cultivation is terracing plantation. Since the
North- East Region of India is a hilly region, terrace farming could be seen as an efficient method for
agriculture. It not only prevents the erosion of soil, but also contributes to the conservation of soil.
Various researchers such as Saradindu Bose and A.K Agarwal argued that the shift could only be done
in a planned manner with intensive research, demonstration as well as policy of persuasion. This could
only be done if the local farmers and the indigenous communities are included in the planning as well
as the decision making. The remedies for the problems need to come from the local inhabitants®”- Husain
Majid, an Indian geographer believed that since the process of shifting cultivation is deeply rooted in
the history and identity of the people of NER, it cannot be completely removed or eliminated. Therefore,
there is a need for technology and process to innovate shifting cultivation®. The innovative process
needs to work so there is minimum ecological disturbance and there is a balance between the recourse
utilization and the ecological management. For instance, adopting organic manures as well as
fertilizers. Ratna Bhuyan argues that the shifting lands can be transformed into sedentary farms
where they can cultivate crops and derive profits permanently. Sedentary farming, unlike shifting
cultivation does not require rotation of fields. It is practiced by a settled farmer in an assigned or selected
land®. As mentioned, when discussing the state and its relation with shifting cultivation, some of these
alternative methods advised were a prominent part of the policies and programs laid out by the
government. However, it is important to note that these alternative methods can only be implemented
with proper planning done by the government. Not only is the implementation of the policies crucial
but the evaluation is also essential in order to understand the drawbacks or benefits of those policies
and programs. The decision-making committees for these policies should include the locals and the
indigenous tribes for developing proper guidelines and measures. Furthermore, incentives need to be provided
to the farmers for switching from shifting cultivation to any of the other methods of farming™. Significant effort
also needs to be made for regeneration of the soil and land. Since the recent studies argue that there is an
inequality in the distribution of land by the indigenous communities, policies on land ceiling and transfer is
desirable. In addition to this, proper irrigation facilities, more employment opportunities for the NER as well
as a consumer market need to be established to better assist the implementation of new methods of farming*.

5. CONCLUSION

Since the process of shifting cultivation is practiced by the indigenous communities of the NER region
of India, criticism of this process indirectly meant criticism of the tradition and culture of the
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community. Being an old and a primitive method of farming which has often been seen as a part of their
tradition, the ingenious people largely disapproved the usage of new and modern farming practices.
Balancing both tradition and environment, the alternative models need to be introduced and
implemented in such a way that benefits the farmers in terms of profits but also preserves the natural
resources and the eco-system at the same time. The process of shifting cultivation continues to affect
multiple disciplines of lives. It is a ground- level reality which needs to be dealt with proper decision-
making i.e. legislative as well as financial power. It requires an effort to understand how the indigenous
communities and the farmers are dependent on shifting cultivation. The fragile interconnectedness of
traditions and identity along with economy and environment needs to be kept in mind while new policies
and programs are implemented and analyzed.

REFERENCES

[1] Karlsson, Bengt G. 2001. “Indigenous Politics: Community Formation and Indigenous Peoples’ Struggle
for Self-determination in Northeast India.” ldentities Global Studies in Culture and Power 8(1): 7-45.

[2] Das, Bidita. “Environmental Intimacies from India’s North East.”

[3] Bhuyan, Ratna. 2019. “Review Note on Shifting Cultivation in Northeast India amidst Changing
Perceptions.” Dhaulagiri Journal of Sociology and Anthropology 13: 90-95.

[4] Herva, Vesa-Pekka, Kerkko Nordqvist, Antti Lahelma, and Janne Ikdheimo. 2014. “Cultivation of
Perception and the Emergence of the Neolithic World.” Norwegian archaeological review 47(2): 141-60.

[5] Tiwari, B K. 2014. “Policies and Alternative Options to Shifting Cultivation in Northeast India-a Review
2004-2014.” North-East Hill University, Shillong.

[6] Aayog, NITI 2018. “Shifting Cultivation: Towards a Transformational Approach.” Report of Working
Group Il1, NITI Aayog, Government of India, 30p.

[7] Mishra, Gaurav, and Rosa Francaviglia. 2021. “Land Uses, Altitude and Texture Effects on Soil Parameters.
A Comparative Study in Two Districts of Nagaland, Northeast India.” Agriculture 11(2): 171.

[8] Pasha, SV, and Vinay Kumar Dadhwal. 2024. “National Analysis on Variations in Estimates of Forest Cover
Dynamics over India (2001-2020) Using Multiple Techniques and Data Sources.” Spatial Information
Research 32(4): 451-61.

[9] Singh, Varunendra Vikram. “About the Centre for Rural Studies.”
[10] Chauhan, B S. 2001. “Shifting Cultivation in Perspective.” Nagaland University.

[11] Sati, Vishwambhar Prasad. 2019. Economic and Ecological Implications of Shifting Cultivation in Mizoram, India.
Springer Nature.

[12] Bhuyan, Ratna. 2019. “Review Note on Shifting Cultivation in Northeast India amidst Changing
Perceptions.” Dhaulagiri Journal of Sociology and Anthropology 13: 90-95.

[13] Conklin, Harold C. 1961. “The Study of Shifting Cultivation.” Current Anthropology 2(1): 27-61.

[14] Jhariya, Manoj Kumar, Arnab Banerjee, Ram Swaroop Meena, and Dhiraj Kumar Yadav. 2019. Sustainable
Agriculture, Forest and Environmental Management. Springer.

[15] Swami, Sanjay. 2018. “Shifting Cultivation: A Tribal Way of Life in North East India and Alternative
Approaches for Increasing Productivity.” The Pharma Innovation Journal 7(3): 380-85.

[16] Das, Pulakesh et al. 2021. “Automated Mapping for Long-Term Analysis of Shifting Cultivation in
Northeast India.” Remote Sensing 13(6): 1066.

[17] Roy, Parth Sarathi, and Mukunda Dev Behera. 2005. “Assessment of Biological Richness in Different
Altitudinal Zones in the Eastern Himalayas, Arunachal Pradesh, India.” Current science: 250-57.

[18] Charania, Imran, and Xinrong Li. 2020. “Smart Farming: Agriculture’s Shift from a Labor Intensive to
Technology Native Industry.” Internet of things 9: 100142.

[19] Ranjan, Rajiv,and V P Upadhyay. 1999. “Ecological Problems Due to Shifting Cultivation.”” Current Science 77(10): 1246-50.

[20] Wouters, Jelle J P, and Tanka B Subba. 2022. The Routledge Companion to Northeast India. Taylor & Francis.

[21] Yuhlung, Cheithou. 2014. “Social Ecology and Rural Development in Northeast India: Challenges &
Opportunities in Manipur.” IOSR-Journal Of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-JHSS) 19(8): 8-16.

[22] Siril, S, A R Aiswaryalakshmi, G Shukla, and S Chakravarty. 2023. “The Need for New Forest Policy:
Comparing 2018 Draft Forest Policy and 1988 National Forest Policy.” Journal of Agriculture and
Technology 10(1): 49-54.

[23] Evans, Julian. 1992. Plantation Forestry in the Tropics: Tree Planting for Industrial, Social, Environmental,
and Agroforestry Purposes. Oxford University Press, USA.

[24] Mishra, Gaurav, and Rosa Francaviglia. 2021. “Land Uses, Altitude and Texture Effects on Soil Parameters.

International Journal of Political Science (IJPS) Page | 17



Political Economy of Shifting Cultivation in North-East Region

[25]
[26]

[27]
[28]
[29]
[30]
[31]
[32]
[33]
[34]
[35]

[36]

[37]
[38]
[39]
[40]

[41]

A Comparative Study in Two Districts of Nagaland, Northeast India.” Agriculture 11(2): 171.

Steen, Anthony D. 1968. “Task Force.” Public health 82(2): 91-93.

Singh, H P et al. 2000. “Micro-Irrigation.” In Proceedings of the International Conference on Micro and
Sprikler Irrigation Systems, 8-10.

Kemp, René. 2000. “Technology and Environmental Policy—Innovation Effects of Past Policies and
Suggestions for Improvement.” Innovation and the Environment 1(3): 35-62.

Deka, P Kr, and Dinesh Sarmah Dinesh Sarmah. 2010. “Shifting Cultivation and Its Effects in Regarding of
Perspective in Northern India.”

Patel, Thaneswer et al. 2013. “Socio-Economic and Environmental Changes with Transition from Shifting
to Settled Cultivation in North-Eastern India: An Ergonomics Perspective.”

Jyotishi, Amalendu, and R Parthasarathy. 2005. “The TAWA Reservoir Fisheries Management: Experiences
and Options.” Working Paper No. 28.

Jyotishi, Amalendu. 2005. 163 Transcending Sustainability beyond CBA: Conceptual Insights from
Empirical Study on Shifting Cultivation in Orissa. Gujarat Institute of Development Research.

Jyotishi, Amalendu, and M Manjula. 2021. “Alternative Approaches to Measure Sustainability in a
Subsistence Economy: Empirical Insight from Shifting Cultivation in Odisha.” In Environment,
Development and Sustainability in India: Perspectives, Issues and Alternatives, Springer, 263-86.

Ninan, K N. 1992. “Economics of Shifting Cultivation in India.” Economic and Political Weekly: A2-6.

Lalengzama, C. 2016. “Shifting Cultivation to Settled Agriculture: Agrarian Transformation and Tribal
Development in Mizoram.”

Sharma, Sunny et al. 2025. “Strategies for Sustainable Land Management Through Climate-Resilient
Horticulture: A Systematic Review.” Land Degradation & Development.

Krithi, M R, and P Mahendra Varman. 2024. “Is Preference for Horticulture Crops Growing Over the Years?
An Analysis of the Trend in Consumption, Production and Area under Horticulture Cultivation in India.” In
Responsible Production and Consumption, CRC Press, 66—76.

Malik, Bela. 2003. “The ‘Problem ‘of Shifting Cultivation in the Garo Hills of North-East India, 1860-197.”
Conservation and Society 1(2): 87-115.

Tiwari, B K, and R M Pant. 2018. “Shifting Cultivation: Towards Transformation Approach.”

DZOKOM, Alexis, and Darman Roger Djoulde. 2024. “Environmental Stress on Sedentary Livestock
Farming and Adaptation Strategies in Urban and Peri-Urban Areas of the Cameroonian Sahel.” The Lancet
403(10423): 10-1016.

Kerkhoff, Elisabeth, and Eklabya Sharma. 2006. Debating Shifting Cultivation in the Eastern Himalayas:
Farmers’ Innovations as Lessons for Policy. International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development.

Sekhar, M et al. 2024. “Exploring Traditional Agricultural Techniques Integrated with Modern Farming for
a Sustainable Future: A Review.” Journal of Scientific Research and Reports 30(3): 185-98.

AUTHOR’S BIOGRAPHY

Riya Parashar is an Assistant Professor at Deshbandhu College, University of Delhi, and a PhD
scholar in the Department of Political Science at the University of Delhi. Her doctoral research
examines the politics of mercenaries, and the role of international organisations in contemporary
conflict. Her broader academic interests span international security, political economy, agrarian
and environmental politics, postcolonial theory, historical sociology, and global governance. She
has taught undergraduate courses on democracy, political theory, international relations, and
personality development. Her work adopts interdisciplinary approaches to understanding power,
conflict, and political-economic transformations.

Citation: Riya Parashar. "Political Economy of Shifting Cultivation in North-East Region”. International
Journal of Political Science (IJPS), vol 11, no 3, 2025, pp. 13-18. doi: https://doi.org/10.20431/2454-
9452.1103003.

Copyright: © 2025 Authors. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original author and source are credited.

International Journal of Political Science (IJPS) Page | 18



