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Foreword 

The Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs (LBJ School) established interdisciplinary 
research on policy problems as the core of its educational program. A major element of this 
program is the 9-month policy research project, in the course of which one or more faculty 
members direct the research of 10 to 20 graduate students of diverse disciplines and academic 
backgrounds on a policy issue of concern to a government or nonprofit agency. This “client 
orientation” brings the students face-to-face with administrators, legislators, and other officials 
active in the policy process and demonstrates that research in a policy environment demands 
special knowledge and skill sets. It exposes students to challenges they will face in relating 
academic research and complex data to those responsible for the development and 
implementation of policy and how to overcome those challenges.  

The curriculum of the LBJ School is intended not only to develop effective public servants, but 
also to produce research that enlightens and informs those already engaged in the policy process. 
The project that resulted in this report helped to accomplish the first task; it is our hope that the 
report itself will contribute to the second. 

This project investigated challenges both for achieving ecosystem conservation and for 
improving the livelihoods of poor residents within the Uttarakhand State of India’s protected 
areas: parks, forests, wildlife reserves, and wilderness areas. This report outlines challenges for 
resettlement and wealth creation strategies for the Van Gujjar, a nomadic tribe active across 
several states of northern India. This report also incorporates data collected from field work in 
Uttarakhand in March 2019, including informal interviews with Van Gujjar families and heads of 
households living inside Protected Areas (PA) and in the settled village of Gaindi Khata. 
Fieldwork in India also included interviews with stakeholders regarding historical and current 
resettlement efforts, and wildlife conservation policies. Project recommendations address 
resettlement efforts, wildlife conservation policies, and possible sustainable wealth creation 
opportunities. Linking wildlife conservation and forest-dwelling community needs may be 
possible but is likely to require sustained political attention, institutional reforms, and adequate 
resource allocation, including financial and technical support. Coordinated collaboration among 
many public agencies and appropriate non-governmental organizations could enable the Rajaji 
National Tiger Reserve (RNTR) to become an example for effective community conservation in 
other protected areas in India and across the globe. 

Neither the LBJ School nor The University of Texas at Austin (UT-Austin) necessarily endorses 
the views or findings of this report.  

 

Angela Evans  
Dean  
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Summary 

This report outlines challenges for resettlement and wealth creation strategies for the Van Gujjars, 
a nomadic tribe active across several states of northern India. This report can serve as a framework 
for the Wildlife Institute of India (WII) and other stakeholders to determine a feasible and inclusive 
way ahead for the Van Gujjar tribe in the Uttarakhand State of India. There are both opportunities 
and barriers for tribal wealth creation in response to recent Indian federal and state conservation 
policies that have limited the Van Gujjars’ nomadic practices. This report’s recommendations align 
with the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 2030 (SDG), which includes 17 
areas of sustainable human and economic development.  

There are immediate short-term needs for the Van Gujjar, including primary education, access to 
healthcare and services, clarification of their legal status, and partnerships to increase value of 
traditional livelihoods. There are potential long-term wealth creation opportunities for the Van 
Gujjar in both forest management and ecotourism. These long-term opportunities align with 
conservation future goals—SDGs—and integrate with the Van Gujjars’ skills, attitudes, and 
cultural preferences. Van Gujjar resettlement could be more successful than previous resettlement 
iterations in Pathri and Gaindi Khata, India. If combined with sustainable wealth generation 
options. Resettling Van Gujjar families around the Rajaji National Tiger Reserve (RNTR) may 
create a pastoral buffer to insulate protected areas from increasing urbanization and development 
impacts on wildlife conservation. This concept aligns with current policy efforts in India toward 
ecosensitive areas but also integrates principles of community-centric conservation. Van Gujjar 
communities possess unique skills and strong traditional knowledge of the forest that can 
contribute to conservation goals through proper education, vocational training, mentorship, access 
to capital, and institutional support. This report’s findings and policy recommendations are listed 
in Table 6.1 and Table 6.2.  

This report incorporates data collected as the result from field work in Uttarakhand in March 2019, 
including informal interviews with Van Gujjar families and heads of households living inside 
protected areas (PA) and in the settled village of Gaindi Khata. Fieldwork in India also included 
interviews with stakeholders regarding historical and current resettlement efforts, wildlife 
conservation policies, and possible sustainable wealth-creation opportunities. Two case studies on 
successful strategies of pastoral resettlement from India and China enhanced the fieldwork.  

Improvement in the lives of the Van Gujjar tribes may benefit from creative efforts with 
resettlement policies. Previous resettlement efforts sought with limited success to achieve both 
conservation and human development goals. Linking wildlife conservation and forest-dwelling 
community needs may be possible but is likely to require sustained political attention, institutional 
reforms, and adequate resource allocation, including financial and technical support. Coordinated 
collaboration among many public agencies and appropriate nongovernmental organizations could 
enable RNTR to become an example for effective community conservation in other protected areas 
in India and across the globe. 
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Chapter 1. Background 

To sustain their livelihoods based on livestock and animal husbandry, the Van Gujjars—a pastoral 
tribe in northern India—migrated for as long as they can remember among India’s northern states, 
from the lowlands and Tarai to the Himalayan Highlands. Since the 1970s, India’s conservation 
policies to protect wild animals and natural ecosystems have made pastoral tribe resettlement a 
government priority. The Van Gujjars’ legal and citizenship status as a “seminomadic tribe” in 
Uttarakhand is a barrier to wealth-creation opportunities. This chapter presents information 
pertinent to the Van Gujjar tribe and their opportunities for wealth creation.  

Uttarakhand is a relatively new state in India in the foothills of the Himalayan mountain ranges.1 
Founded in 2000, when it split from Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand shares international borders with 
China (Tibet) in the north and Nepal in the east. With a total geographic area of 53,483 square 
kilometers (km2), 86 percent of the state’s terrain is mountainous, and 65 percent of the state is 
covered by forest.2 Its 10 million people live predominantly in the urban pockets of the sub-
Himalayan Tarai/foot-hills area of the state.3 While 69.7 percent of Uttarakhand’s population is 
rural, the state is urbanizing because its cities have increased in population by 18.2 percent from 
2001 to 2011.4 Uttarakhand’s economy is growing rapidly, parallel to the whole of India, at 7 to 
10 percent annually.5  

The Shivalik Foothills, the location of the Van Gujjar winter dwellings, remain one of the few 
places in the world where wild tigers and elephants co-exist with indigenous human populations 
(see Figure 1.1).6 Because its population has increased, India has modified its natural resources 
and ecosystems policies toward wildlife protection, driven by exclusionary approaches aimed at 
protecting large areas of land for key species and habitat. India has sought to increase tiger habitats, 
with global ecological, economic, and cultural ramifications.7 At the end of the 19th Century, there 
were between 50 and 100 thousand wild tigers in India.8 By 1971, only approximately 1,800 tigers 
remained, with India’s Tiger Task Force (TTF) forecasting extinction by the end of the 20th 
Century. In 1973, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi launched Project Tiger (PT), a comprehensive 
tiger conservation initiative aimed at doubling the tiger population by 2022. The initiative 
established nine tiger reserves, using a core-buffer strategy. “Core” areas would be free of all 
human activities, with the legal status of a national park or wildlife sanctuary. “Buffer” areas would 
be subjected to conservation-oriented land use. Figure 1.1 illustrates the location of the current 
protected areas (PAs) within Uttarakhand. Uttarakhand’s protected biodiverse land contains an 
estimated 340 wild tigers in 4 tiger reserves.9 According to the latest Tiger Census in 2014, there 
were an estimated 2,226 wild tigers in India.10 
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Figure 1.1 
Protected Areas of Uttarakhand 

 

Source: Map created by William Delgado and Corey Pohlmeyer, based on Wildlife Institute of India data. 

 
Conservation and land-use policies during the 20th Century influenced resettlement processes in 
India, including the Land Acquisition Act (LAA) of 1894,11 the Indian Forest Act (IFA) of 1927,12 
and the Wildlife Protection Act (WPA) of 1972.13 These policies have created pressure to relocate 
forest dwelling people living in the core and buffer areas of established PAs. Since the passage of 
WPA, the Van Gujjars have actively relocated from designated PAs in Uttarakhand. Priority for 
resettling Van Gujjars increased with the designation of Tiger Reserves (TR) in Rajaji and Jim 
Corbett National Tiger Reserve (JCNTR).14 Beginning in the 1990s, four Van Gujjar villages and 
other forest-dwelling people were resettled from JCNTR, offering early lessons for Rajaji National 
Tiger Reserve (RNTR).15 
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India passed the Forest Rights Act (FRA) in 2006, which conveyed rights to forest-dwelling and 
dependent people in response to exclusionary conservation polices. The FRA reinstated previous 
rights to control, use, and manage forests as common property.16 In February 2019, the Indian 
Supreme Court ruled that forest-dwelling communities with a rejected FRA claim must be 
removed and resettled outside parks.17 While this ruling was later suspended, it still affects Van 
Gujjar resettlement; Appendix A describes this ruling. 

During the last few decades, the Van Gujjars insisted on being granted a Scheduled Tribe (ST) 
status in India’s northern states at various international fora for indigenous peoples. Uttarakhand 
still considers the Van Gujjars as an “Other Backward Class” (OBC), a status lower than an ST.18 
The Government of India uses OBC to refer to the classes that are “educationally or socially 
disadvantaged peoples,” including Scheduled Castes (SCs) and STs.19 Although India embraced a 
secular government post-independence, de facto societal caste divisions persist. STs have 
traditionally been low in the caste hierarchy, even historically worse than SCs. 

The Van Gujjars are a Muslim and nomadic tribe, making them both an ethnic and religious 
minority group. While the Van Gujjars are recognized as an ST in Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and 
Kashmir classify the Van Gujjar as OBC. The State of Uttarakhand does not extend the same rights 
to them as the other two states. Without state impetus, the social and economic development of 
Van Gujjars in Uttarakhand has been left to the Forest Department (FD), whose other role involves 
enforcing restricted access to PAs.  

The 1965, the Lokur Committee created criteria for classifying a tribe, defining them along lines 
of distinctive culture, geographical isolation, limited community contact, and “backwardness.”20 
India’s 2001 Census listed nearly 700 tribal communities as STs, 75 of which the Ministry of 
Tribal Affairs recognizes as belonging to “primitive” tribal groups. The STs and Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers Act (FRA) of 2006 establishes forest people’s rights.21 However, after the creation 
of critical wildlife habitats within PAs, tribal rights can be modified or people displaced with their 
consent.22 The conservation laws mentioned earlier over-rule procedures and laws governing forest 
rights and legal classifications. The legal tension between the tribe and conservation policies 
render the Van Gujjars a marginalized and underserved group within Uttarakhand. Policies 
intended to preserve key wildlife habitats can conflict with traditional livelihoods of forest-
dwelling and dependent people.  

In 1985, 512 Van Gujjar families were living in Rajaji before the TR designation. By 1998, Van 
Gujjar numbers grew to 1,390 families. This increase in population prompted a FD strategy to 
remove and resettle Van Gujjars and other forest-dwelling people in Uttarakhand in advance of 
the TR designation. In 1984, the Uttar Pradesh government made initial efforts to resettle Van 
Gujjar families residing within Rajaji National Park. In 1998, a resettlement program sought to 
resettle the 512 families identified in 1985.  

The Van Gujjars’s seasonal migration to the Himalaya summer grazing areas became increasingly 
impractical because of access restrictions imposed by conservation policies aimed at limiting 
overgrazing in designating PAs.23 As Van Gujjars migrated less because of these barriers, 
overgrazing has led to overharvesting or “lopping” of tree fodder for buffalos in the winter grazing 
areas around Rajaji. Forest and conservation officials expressed concern about the over-harvesting 
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of fodder; as well as the potential for human-wildlife conflict, as increasing populations of 
elephants, tigers, and leopards conflict directly with traditional livelihoods. 

After the State of Uttarakhand was established in 2000, nearly 6,000 Van Gujjars lived in Rajaji 
National Park along with their 13,000 livestock—3,000 of which were buffaloes—before the 
establishment of the TR in 2006 (see Table 1.1). Beginning in 2000, 1,125 families relocated to 
Gaindi Khata, a newly established village owned and managed by the FD. Table 1.1 lists the 
number of families relocated from various the Rajaji Tiger Preserve between 1985 and 1998. 
Chapter 3 describes the pastoral resettlement process, drawing from research into both Van Gujjar 
resettlement periods, case studies from India and China, and fieldwork findings.  

 

Table 1.1 
Resettled Families from Rajaji Tiger Preserve Between 1985 and 199824 

 
Source: Joshi, Ritesh and Rambir Singh, “Gujjar Community Rehabilitation from Rajaji National Park: Moving 
Towards an Integrated Approach for Asian Elephant Conservation,” Journal of Human Ecology. 28(3): 199–206 
(2000). 
 

 

1 “State Profile,” accessed February 17, 2019, http://uk.gov.in/pages/display/115-state-profile 
2 “Uttarakhand at a Glance (2013–14),” accessed February 17, 2019, http://uk.gov.in/files/Uttarakhand_at_a_glance-
final_2013-14.pdf. 
3 “Management Information System on Himalayan Database Using GIS Interface,” ENVIS Centre on Himalayan 
Ecology 2014, accessed February 17, 2019, http://gbpihedenvis.nic.in/misgis.html#UA%20Population%20Density. 
4 “Uttarakhand Population 2011–2018 Census.” Uttarakhand Population Sex Ratio in Uttarakhand Literacy Rate 
Uttaranchal 2011–2019. Accessed May 15, 2019. https://www.census2011.co.in/census/state/uttarakhand.html. 
5 “Brand India.” IBEF. Accessed May 15, 2019. https://www.ibef.org/states/uttarakhand-presentation. 
6 Ritesh Joshi and Singh, Rambir. “Gujjar Community Rehabilitation from Rajaji National Park: Moving Towards 
an Integrated Approach for Asian Elephant Conservation.” Journal of Human Ecology, 28(3): 199–206 (2000). 
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7 “Why Should We save Tigers?” World Wildlife Fund. Accessed May 15, 2019. https://www.wwfindia.org/about_ 
wwf/priority_species/bengal_tiger/why_save_the_tigers/. 
8 Sharon Guynup, “A Concise History of Tiger Hunting in India.” National Geographic, March 10, 2014, accessed 
December 10, 2018, https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2014/03/10/a-concise-history-of-tiger-hunting-in-india/. 
9 Nihi Sharma, “Uttarakhand to Have Two New Tiger Reserves Soon,” Hundustan Times, June 15, 2018, accessed 
February 17, 2019. https://www.hindustantimes.com/dehradun/uttarakhand-to-have-two-new-tiger-reserves-
soon/story-IB0f6d0JvbIW1b1ub36pRJ.html. 
10 National Tiger Conservation Authority, “All India Tiger Estimation Results,” accessed July 14, 2019, 
https://projecttiger.nic.in/News/20_Newsdetails.aspx. 
11 Meenakshi Gogoi, “The Nexus between Sovereignty and ‘Eminent Domain’ under the Land Acquisition Act, 
1894, and the Land Act, 2013,” Social Change, 48(2): 173–187 (2018). 
12 Manshi Asher, “Van Gujjars: A repeat of historical injustice.” Down To Earth, September 17, 2018, accessed May 
15, 2019, https://www.downtoearth.org.in/blog/forests/van-gujjars-a-repeat-of-historical-injustice-61655. 
13 Ritesh Joshi and Singh, Rambir. “Gujjar Community Rehabilitation from Rajaji National Park: Moving Towards 
an Integrated Approach for Asian Elephant Conservation.” Journal of Human Ecology, 28(3): 199–206 (2000). 
14 Manshi Asher, “Van Gujjars: A repeat of historical injustice,” Down To Earth, September 17, 2018, accessed May 
15, 2019, https://www.downtoearth.org.in/blog/forests/van-gujjars-a-repeat-of-historical-injustice-61655. 
15 “Jim Corbett National Park and Tiger Reserve, Uttarakhand, India | EJAtlas.” Environmental Justice Atlas, 
February 18, 2019, accessed May 15, 2019. https://ejatlas.org/conflict/jim-corbett-national-park. 
16 O. Springate-Baginski, M. Sarin, S. Gosh, P. Dasgupta, I. Bose, A. Banerjee, K. Sarap, P. Misra, S. Behera, MG 
Reddy, and PT Rao. “The Indian Forest Rights Act 2006: Commoning Enclosures?” 1–33. Accessed May 15, 2019. 
17 Rahul Bedi, “Indian Supreme Court Orders Eviction of 1 Million Tribal Forest Dwellers.” The Telegraph, 
February 22, 2019, accessed March 4, 2020, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/02/22/india-evict-1-million-
tribal-forest-dwellers-campaign-wildlife/. 
18 Bengt G. Karlsson, “Anthropology and the ‘Indigenous Slot’ Claims to and Debates about Indigenous Peoples’ 
Status in India.” Critique of Anthropology 23.4 (2003): 403–423. 
19 Planning Commission, “Socially Disadvantaged Groups,” in Tenth Five Year Plan 2002–2007, Vol. 10, Planning 
Commission, Government of India, New Delhi, India (2001). 
20 The Report of the Advisory Committee on the Revision of the Lists of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 
Government of India, accessed April 3, 2019, 
https://tribal.nic.in/writereaddata/AnnualReport/LokurCommitteeReport.pdf. 
21 The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, accessed 
April 3, 2019https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1957149. 
22 Aatif Hussain, Sabyasachi Dasgupta, and Harendra Singh Bargali, “Conservation Perceptions and Attitudes of 
Semi-nomadic Pastoralist towards Relocation and Biodiversity Management: A Case Study of Van Gujjars Residing 
in and around Corbett Tiger Reserve, India,” Environment, Development and Sustainability, 18.1 (2016): 57–72. 
23 Unpublished interview conducted by project members with Forest Department staff in March 2019. 
24 Ritesh Joshi and Rambir Singh, “Gujjar Community Rehabilitation from Rajaji National Park: Moving Towards 
an Integrated Approach for Asian Elephant Conservation,” Journal of Human Ecology. 28(3): 199–206 (2000). 
 



 6 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(This page intentionally left blank.) 

 



 

 7 

Chapter 2. Methodologies and Fieldwork 

This chapter discusses observations from fieldwork in India based on background research, case 
studies, interviews with key stakeholders and notes from experts. Fieldwork in India was based 
largely on informal household interviews with both settled and forest-dwelling Van Gujjars. Those 
interviews add information not available through background research.1 Although there have been 
academic studies of the Van Gujjars, there is incomplete information regarding current migratory 
patterns of the group, the number of Van Gujjars still remaining inside and within the buffer area 
of Rajaji National Tiger Reserve (RNTR), and the extent of relocation. Table 2.1 describes the 
research process. Table 2.2 lists the stakeholders who provided information for this report. Table 
2.3 summarizes specific research goals. Table 2.4 lists interviewed stakeholders. Figure 2.1 
illustrates the Rajaji settlements visited during fieldwork. Figure 2.2 to Figure 2.5 are remote 
photographs of Van Gujjar villages, including respectively, unsettled Van Gujjar village #1 (Figure 
2.2), unsettled Van Gujjar village #2 (Figure 2.3), the settled Gaindi Khata Village (Figure 2.4), 
and the settled Pathri Village (Figure 2.5).  

 

Table 2.12 
Timeline and Schema for Project 

 
Before 
Fieldwork 

• Background research 
• Guest speakers in Texas 
• Lectures by the Wildlife Institute of India 

During 
Fieldwork 

• Interviews with settled and forest-dwelling Van Gujjars 
• Site visits to possible best practice examples for ecotourism 
• Interviews with stakeholders 

After Fieldwork • Data entry and analysis 
• Presentation of main findings and discussion with officials from the Wildlife 

Institute of India 
Source: Table created by participating students. 

Fieldwork interviews occurred in three Van Gujjar villages—two located within the RNTR 
boundary, with the third in the resettled area of Gaindi Khata. These sites are illustrated in Figure 
2.1 to Figure 2.5. Staff obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) permission to interview certain 
stakeholders in a manner that protected interviewee anonymity. The Wildlife Institute of India 
(WII) provided translators to the research team, who obtained verbal consent for interviews, as 
well as permission for every video and photo file. Van Gujjar families were hospitable and 
demonstrated an openness to discuss issues ranging from resettlement to household income and 
demography.  

Three teams, each assisted by a WII translator, informally interviewed households in each village. 
In most cases, Van Gujjar lambardar, or the head of the family, answered the majority of questions. 
There were separate discussions with female interview subjects. Interviews with each household 
lasted approximately from 35 minutes to 95 minutes and covered a range of topics, including the 
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resettlement process; Van Gujjar attitudes and preferences; current household income; revenue-
generating activities; access to services (e.g., healthcare and education); as well as access to water, 
energy and technology.  

The WII arranged interviews with two former Rajaji Park directors, who offered their perspectives 
as Forest Department staff. Additional discussions included officials from the Forest Research 
Institute, Wildlife Institute of India, Uttarakhand Renewable Energy Development Agency 
(UREDA). Two leading nonprofit organizations, Rural Litigation and Entitlement Kendra (RLEK) 
and the Society for the Promotion of Himalayan Indigenous Activities (SOPHIA), provided insight 
from their engagement with the Van Gujjars during the past 30 years. These stakeholder interviews 
enhanced the information quality of the Van Gujjars’ current conditions and filled information 
gaps. Chapter 3 discusses how the fieldwork evidence can be used to develop Van Gujjar 
resettlement options. 

 

Table 2.23 
Contacts Made Before Fieldwork 

 
Guest Speakers in Texas 

Michael Benanav: Van Gujjar profile and migration pattern 

Dr. Kalli Doubleday: Human-wildlife conflict in India 

Dr. Kishore Gwande: Economic development in India 

Dr. Nedhi Trehan: Research methodologies with nomadic communities 

Nitin Sethi: Forest Rights Act and legal rulings regarding the Van Gujjar 

Lectures at the Wildlife Institute of India 

Dr. Anil Kumar Bhardwaj: Ecodevelopment in India 

Dr. Malvika Onial and Ranju Lodha: The Van Gujjar 

Dr. Manoj V. Nair: Wildlife and biodiversity in India 

Source: Table created by participating students based on information provided by speakers and 
lecturers in Texas and India. 
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Table 2.34 
Information Sought During India Fieldwork 

Information gaps of background research 

Migration status and spatial distribution of Van Gujjars 

Extent of resettlement and current efforts and strategies 

Historical perspective and firsthand accounts from stakeholders 

Status of development and urbanization around PAs in Uttarakhand, specifically RNTR 

Source: Table created by participating students.  

 

 

 

Table 2.45 
Stakeholders to Van Gujjar Resettlement 

 

Source: Table created by participating students. 

 

 

Public Sector 

Forest Research Institute Dr. Manisha Thapliyal and Praven Rawat 

Forest Department Dr. Samir Sinha and Dr. Digvisay Singh Khati 
Uttarakhand Renewable Energy Development 
Agency Shri A.K. Tyagi and Abhishek Pandey 

Nonprofit and Advocacy Organizations 

Rural Litigation and Entitlement Kendra Avdhash Kaushal and Avdhesh Sharma 
Society for Promotion of Himalayan Indigenous 
Activities Praveen Kaushal, “Manto” 

Locally Owned Ecotourism 

Kumaon Maati  Naveen Upadhyay, https://www.kumaonmaati.com/ 

Jabarkhet Nature Reserve Dr. Sejal Worah, http://www.jabarkhetnature.com/ 
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Figure 2.1 
Rajaji Settlements Visited During Fieldwork 
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Figure 2.26  
Unsettled Van Gujjar Village #1 

Source: Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth. 

 
Figure 2.37 

Unsettled Van Gujjar Village #2 

Source: Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth. 
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Figure 2.48 
Gaindi Khata Village 

Source: Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth. 

Figure 2.59 
Pathri Village 

Source: Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth. 
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1 Arild Angelsen, Helle Overgaard Larsen, Jens Friis Lund, Carsten Smith-Hall and Sven Wunder, Measuring 
Livelihoods and Environmental Dependence Methods for Research and Fieldwork, Earthscan, 2011, p. 19. 
2 Table 2.1 illustrates the timeline for the research. Created by participating students. 
3 Table 2.2 illustrates the guest speakers in both Texas and at the WII before the team’s engagement with fieldwork. 
Created by participating students. 
4 Table 2.3 illustrates the information gaps from the background research that were to be filled by the fieldwork. 
Created by participating students. 
5 Table 2.4 lists the stakeholder interviews performed while in India. Created by participating students. 
6 Figure 2.1 illustrates the locations visited and discussed within this report, as well as all known Van Gujjar current 
or former villages inside RNTR. Village #1, 30.041520, 78.288592, Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth, 
May 4, 2019.  
7 Figure 2.3 displays the location of the second village located in the Rajaji buffer area outside of Hardiwar. Village 
#2, 29.943516, 78.185284, Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth, May 4, 2019.  
8 Figure 2.4 displays the location of the third village located in the Van Gujjar resettled area of Gaindi Khata. 
Village #3 (Gaindi Khata), 29.761101, 78.244279, Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth, May 4, 2019. 
9 Figure 2.5 illustrates the suspected location of Pathri village outside RNTR. Pathri Village, Uttarakhand, Satellite 
Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth, May 4, 2019. 
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Chapter 3: Resettlement Case Studies 

The conflict between the Van Gujjars’ traditional livelihood with India’s wildlife conservation 
policies has resulted in two periods of resettlement, first in Pathri and later in Gaindi Khata. Two 
former Rajaji and Jim Corbett National Park directors and Forest Department (FD) officials 
recalled their frustrations with both resettlement periods. Interviewed Van Gujjars expressed 
parallel frustrations with the economic and cultural challenges when resettled from a traditional, 
forest-dwelling lifestyle. This chapter presents interview findings from the unsettled and resettled 
Van Gujjars and draws on two relevant case studies from the Tibetan Plateau and Bhadra Wildlife 
Sanctuary to assess pastoral resettlement.  

Assessments of the Van Gujjar Settlement from Field Interviews 

The creation of Rajaji National Park in 1983, spanning more than 820.42 square kilometers (km2), 
signaled a change for the nomadic practices of Van Gujjars in Uttarakhand. According to the FD, 
permanent resettlement aimed to improve Van Gujjars’ livelihoods and ensure wildlife and species 
conservation in protected areas.1 The FD designated two main resettlement sites and relocation 
periods for the Van Gujjars in Pathri and Gaindi Khata.  

Pathri was the first Van Gujjar settlement created through a process reported to be based on a 
“carrot and stick” strategy, consisting of a mix of coercion and incentives. During the mid-1990s, 
approximately 64 families moved to Pathri and were later joined by others, thereby leading to the 
site increasing to 115 families by 1999. By 2000, more than 250 Van Gujjar families were in the 
process of relocating to Pathri. The FD cleared marginally productive plantation forests to create 
the village, consisting of 512 two-room buildings that were reported to be poorly designed and 
lacking cultural considerations of traditional Van Gujjar culture. In response, the Van Gujjars 
reportedly slept outside the housing units or constructed new units. Challenges faced by the Van 
Gujjars in Pathri included: a shortage of quality livestock fodder, unproductive land for cultivation, 
and insufficient agricultural technical assistance and mentoring. Van Gujjars resettling to Pathri 
transitioned to work as day laborers in nearby towns and villages 

A 2006 assessment criticized the living conditions in Pathri as decreasing the Van Gujjars’ quality 
of life and increasing poverty.2 The reported failures in Pathri prompted some families to retreat 
back into the protected areas despite restrictions in place. As a response, some Van Gujjars and 
advocates demanded another relocation site be established and refused to return to Pathri.3 
Successful Van Gujjars and non-profit organization (NGO) opposition to the Pathri resettlement 
resulted in an alternative site, Gaindi Khata. The negative perception of the problems and 
deficiencies in the resettlement process and conditions in Pathri were shared by some public 
officials. One former senior forest official and Rajaji National Tiger Reserve (RNTR) park director 
reported numerous challenges, including a lack of communication and inadequate planning and 
resources.4 The Pathri resettlement may have exacerbated tensions between exclusionary 
conservation policies and traditional livelihoods. Pathri failures were a motivation for a more 
equitable process that could improve both conservation and resettlement outcomes. 
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This chapter documents findings from fieldwork and interviews on resettlement in Gaindi Khata. 
Interviewed Van Gujjar households expressed diverse views on resettlement. Some Van Gujjars 
did not want to move from their current location in the RNTR protected areas. Others stated they 
are waiting for a government proposal that would apportion land so they could resettle, cultivate 
crops, and access public services. Households living further within the forest expressed fears of 
increased wildlife activity, especially leopards, citing the threat of attack as a reason for 
resettlement. The Van Gujjars reported animal husbandry remains the primary source of income, 
with some men intermittently engaging in day labor. Interviewees reported the high cost of dealing 
with middlemen who purchase buffalo milk for resale in area markets. The Van Gujjars use loans 
and other credit methods to manage cyclical financial downturns. These loans can become 
unsustainable because of high interest rates and limited repayment options. Many families 
expressed interest in other income-generating activities. 

In nearly all villages, the Van Gujjars reported uncertainty about current resettlement efforts and their 
future prospects. All interviewed Van Gujjars reported not having an official offer from the 
government to resettle, despite many households expressing willingness to accept a government 
proposal should it be extended. All households reported they had sought improved education for 
their children and access to medical facilities and healthcare. After learning about conditions in 
Gaindi Khata through family connections some households ranked a plot of land for agriculture 
among their top priorities. Some households reported having filed claims under the Forest Rights 
Act (FRA) with no response from the government. One particular family filed a claim more than 
7 years ago; when interviewed, they had not yet received an answer on their petition. This situation 
is consistent with the information provided by Uttarakhand to the Indian Supreme Court that 
indicates 90 claims have been filed by Scheduled Tribes (STs), and 119 claims were filed by Other 
Traditional Forest Dwellers (OTFDs). The Van Gujjars would be included in this category because 
they are not recognized as an ST in Uttarakhand. Of the previously described claims, 35 claims of 
STs and 16 claims of OTFDs have been rejected.5  

Households that did not want resettlement cited the uncertainty of an improved quality of life in 
Gaindi Khata as their primary concern. These respondents conveyed perceptions that family 
members who settled did not see quality of life improvements compared with life inside the forest. 
The Van Gujjars reported that instead of cattle herding, settled families relied on day labor for 
household income. They expressed that the lack of livelihoods and poor living conditions were a 
compelling reason not to settle. Some households reported 800 families were removed from the 
area in 2001, and the majority of them were allotted 10 bighas of land—approximately 4 acres per 
family. Families expressed concern they would not be granted the same land if they chose to 
resettle.  

Families began resettlement in Gaindi Khata in 2002 and continued the process until 2006.6 
Interviewed households estimated there are now approximately 880 families living in the village. 
Each family was allotted 10 bighas and permitted to construct their own house at the time of 
resettlement. The process was described as an “all or nothing” approach by former park directors, 
indicating that either all the families would accept the relocation or it would be offered to none.7 
These incentives differed from the policy before Pathri, where the Indian government provided 
two-room buildings; and there was no explicit relocation financial “bonus.” These structures were 
described by participants to be “culturally inappropriate” and subsequently abandoned by the Van 
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Gujjars. In Gaindi Khata, there was an observable disparity in quality of life and standard of living 
amongst settled Van Gujjars. Some Van Gujjars interviewed remained dependent on animal 
husbandry, living in deras, and with a similarly observed standard of living to forest-dwelling 
families. Other families transitioned to more modern housing and diversified their income through 
entrepreneurial activities. Many families supplemented their living with daily wage labor and 
agriculture. Some interviewees reported opening small convenience shops in the village.  

There were conflicting accounts about the sufficiency of agricultural training and support for the 
Van Gujjars in Gaindi Khata. Some Van Gujjars reported to have been trained while others were 
not aware of any training programs. According to NGO interviews, the Van Gujjars in the early 
years after resettlement leased their land to farmers to learn agriculture and they reported 
significant losses both of revenue and soil quality. Families expressed concern for insufficient 
space for herds of water buffalo, thereby forcing some livestock diversification and downsizing. 
The Van Gujjars established local institutions, such as a Gran Panchayat within Gaindi Khata. 
Although some interviewees reported their council lacked investment resources comparable with 
neighboring communities, caused by the fact that the Van Gujjars do not have title to the land on 
which they live.8 

The Van Gujjars reported uncertainty as to their inheritance process and anxiety about the ability 
of future generations to own land and secure a livelihood as families expand through marriage. 
The uncertainty regarding land ownership reflects the FD practice of residence without land title. 
Different households reported discrepancies regarding how households were defined by the FD, 
because each Van Gujjar family may be comprised of multiple generations; therefore, subdivision 
of the allotted land could affect larger families. 

Many interviewed families did state they were better off living in Gaindi Khata than within the 
forest. One of the interviewees noted they now have access to educational and health facilities and 
amenities, including toilets, water, energy, radios, and appliances like washing machines and 
televisions. At the time of interviews, available public education programs were offered up to the 
fifth grade. Families reported the lack of adequate public education was a concern. Some parents 
questioned the quality of public schools, citing the lack of accountability of teachers. Some 
preferred to enroll children in private or Muslim religious schools, madrasas.  

Case Studies on Settlement 

There are two case studies on pastoral resettlement from India and China that provide additional 
context regarding the lessons learned from Pathri and Gaindi Khata. Both case studies address 
conservation policy-driven resettlement of nomadic people that include factors that align with the 
Van Gujjars’ cases, such as geography, extent of resettlement effort, and herding-based 
livelihoods. Tibetan plateau pastoralists and the Bhadra reserve resettlement cases describe 
conditions comparable to the Van Gujjars’ case.  
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Tibetan Plateau Pastoralists Ecological Resettlement in China 

In Madoi County in the Sanjianangyuan region of the Tibetan Plateau, China has relocated 
pastoralist herders over decades. Resettlement followed a push for protection of the vast grasslands 
and headwaters of Asia’s major rivers that run through the region. The extent of land protection is 
comparable to the conflict between animal conservation and the Van Gujjar livelihood. China 
pursued several ecological resettlement initiatives, both a land co-management and supervision 
system, as well as a subsidy program to supplement pastoralist incomes required to relocate them 
off their traditional lands.9 The Tibet policies have parallels with the Indian government’s herder 
income policies.  

China resettled Tibetan pastoralists to improve grassland conditions through “village group 
resettlement” in which a village moves among counties, as well as “individual resettlement” in 
which individuals are moved within the same county. Restoring the region’s grasslands required 
resettlement of people residing on the land, as well as limits to and control of the number of grazing 
livestock. Upon grassland recovery, Madoi officials then allow the pastoralists to move back into 
the grasslands, using grazing bans and compensation to encourage sustainable grazing patterns. 
The Sanjiangyuan government resettled people through ecological protection, building 
infrastructure, creating new towns for resettled peoples, and supporting ecological protection and 
monitoring.  

The Chinese government did assist and compensate the Tibetan nomads by providing a small new 
home, taxi fare to move to their new town, and annual compensation for the 10-year grazing ban 
to offset the loss of earnings. Resettled Tibetan herders became dependent on government support 
in a manner similar to reports from the settled Van Gujjars. There was an expectation of improved 
quality of life and financial compensation for relocation. Government officials encouraged herders 
to fence in cattle, relocate to urban areas, and find employment in nonpastoral industries. Chinese 
officials conducted an isolated “test zone” and incorporated stakeholder feedback to modify 
policies before launching their general plan.  

Tibetan pastoralists who accepted village group resettlement as a basis for the annual 
compensation waived their land rights in the protected regions and were re-established in new 
towns. Those participating in individual resettlement were settled temporarily in a nearby town; 
they were permitted to return under a management system after grasslands recovered. Tibetan 
herders expressed concern at the lack of job opportunities and increasing costs of living in the 
region. Many herders relied on government subsidies to help cover living costs in the new urban 
developments. Despite the subsidies, many herders reported concern about the transition. One key 
resettlement factor was that Tibetan nomads looked forward to access to education for their 
children.  

There were reports of culture shock and generational challenges to overcome during the transition. 
Few pastoralists had experienced urban life and therefore lacked the skills to operate on a daily 
basis. The Chinese program did not incorporate strategies to manage marriage and new family 
formation in resettled community. While housing was provided for the initial families, it was not 
provided for newly married couples or new children, which would increase plot density.  

 



 

 19 

Plateau Perspectives and other NGOs assisted with design and implementing collaborative land 
management strategies in cooperation with conservation officials to ensure long-term 
sustainability (see Figure 3.1). Plateau Perspectives gave each community within the Tibetan 
Plateau Prefecture a “focal species” or focal habitat to manage and protect as a “community 
conserved area.”10 Upon assignment of a species or habitat, Tibetan pastoralists were trained to 
record each animal sighting and its location, as well as any other pertinent information for tracking 
species numbers and trends. Figure 3.1 is an example from recording comanagement practices in 
the Tibetan Plateau region. 

 

Figure 3.111 
Example of Community Management Data Sheet 

 

 
 

Source: Foggin Marc (2012). Pastoralists and wildlife conservation in western China:  
Collaborative management within protected areas on the Tibetan Plateau. Pastoralism.  
https://doi.org/10.1186/2041-7136-2-17 

 
 

 
 



 

 20 

Following a pilot period in 2007, the Sanjiangyuan government launched its Co-management and 
Biodiversity Protection Project (SCBPP). Under the SCBPP, Tibetan pastoralists are educated and 
trained to: record sightings of snow leopards and other animals, track wildlife patterns, and provide 
a platform for better conservation management decisions. 

India’s Bahdra Wildlife Sanctuary and Settlement of Tribes 

Southern India’s Bahdra Wildlife Sanctuary (the Sanctuary) is a rich biodiverse region12 with 
increasing instances of human-wildlife conflict between tigers and elephants and pastoral 
dependent communities. To reduce the conflicts of two resettlement villages, Kelaguru and M.C. 
Halli, and compensate for resettlement, the Indian government provided housing assistance and a 
plot of land for each household. The resettlement initiative began in 2001 and ended in 2006, with 
the full relocation of both communities outside the Sanctuary.  

Resettlement included village compensation and infrastructure support. The Bahdra process was 
also incremental and contingent on infrastructure construction by public agencies. The two 
resettlement destinations were identified through prior cooperation with local villagers. Land 
preparation and development occurred before village relocation. In the planning phase, public 
agencies identified viable agricultural livelihood options for the new locations, including the 
village design and development.  

Low-income households were fully funded to move to new homes. Wealthier households were 
required to construct their own houses, supporting an equitable arrangement and reducing overall 
cost. Though resettlement was not forced, the Indian government communicated the benefits of 
resettlement and built support within the village leadership. Investment in expanded social services 
and infrastructure improvements created new opportunities. Public agencies successfully 
outsourced work and tasks across stakeholders, which built trust and cooperation in the process. 
Villagers resettling from Bhadra did not have to alter or adapt their lifestyles and livelihoods 
significantly in the process, thereby reducing cultural shocks and stresses. While pastoral lifestyles 
remained in place, there were enhancements by design that increased opportunities for the next 
generation and aligned with conservation policies.  

Institutional coordination was possible by establishing and communicating shared end-goal 
priorities and milestones. Securing adequate land acceptable for villagers enabled resettlement 
program success. This institutional coordination mitigated inefficiencies and maintained 
continuity in the various resettlement, compensatory, and development programs. NGOs and other 
contractors worked to deliver support services during the resettlement period. Public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) provided infrastructure to the new villages—ensuring cost efficiency and 
reducing the role and requirement of governmental agencies.13  

Applications for the Van Gujjars 

Both case studies could serve as examples for a third Van Gujjar resettlement. Adequate planning 
and stakeholder participation from the beginning can improve the resettlement process to meet 
both conservation and community goals. Both the Tibet and Bahdra cases demonstrate that self-
sufficiency should be a primary goal of resettlement. Efforts that render the Van Gujjars reliant on 
government services for their livelihood could undermine community autonomy and can be 
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inefficient. Instead of being the source of livelihood, government institutions and NGO 
stakeholders could empower the Van Gujjars to enhance their livelihoods by providing access to 
education and healthcare, political autonomy, and a long-term plan for sustainable livelihoods.  

A participatory process that facilitates dialogue and mutual confidence between the Van Gujjars 
and government officials is likely to be more effective than either the Pathri or Gaindi Khata 
process. Consultations with the Van Gujjars regarding policies that might affect them could be part 
of this participatory process. Designation of specific government officials experienced with 
pastoral people to liaise between the FD and Van Gujjar communities could assist planning by 
enhancing access to up-to-date information, community needs, and potential community 
development solutions. The inclusion of all stakeholders, including the Van Gujjar, FD, the 
Wildlife Institute of India (WII), NGOs, and the private sector, would promote an integrated 
strategy that complies with human rights standards. 

There are significant disparities among current estimates of Van Gujjars living inside the RNTR. 
In 2015, according to the FD, 182 families remained inside the RNTR. According to the Van 
Gujjars, there are nearly 1,600 families. SOPHIA is working on a more accurate count to facilitate 
settlement negotiations. One independent estimate is that the Van Gujjar number is somewhere in 
the middle, between 600 and 700 families.14 A current census of the Van Gujjars—both within and 
outside relocated settlements—would reduce uncertainty among stakeholders, such as the Van 
Gujjars and supportive NGOs.  

After careful planning and stakeholder participation, incremental resettlement over a decade could 
enable long-term success. By including credible NGOs and other partners in the process, time and 
money may be saved by the government itself as the NGOs can provide highly specialized services 
that can improve resettlement efficiency. 

Key questions that require resolution during the planning process include: the amount of land each 
Van Gujjar would receive; whether or not land is viable for livestock grazing and cultivation; 
whether or not land is suitable for additional activities, such as ecotourism; any infrastructure to 
be provided; and a compensation package. If the Indian government incorporates by design-
specific conservation-based livelihoods in the resettlement (as was accomplished in Bhadra), it 
could build trust and support. Relocation outside the RNTR to somewhere proximate to the Rajaji 
buffer areas would ease the transition by allowing the Van Gujjars to maintain their livelihoods 
while also serving as a pastoral buffer against urbanization pressures. As with the Tibetan case, 
forest management and community conservation may be viable opportunities for linking 
conservation and community development. Background research on the Van Gujjars, as well as 
WII officials’ statements confirm the Van Gujjars hold skilled knowledge about the forest. With 
the proper education and training in recording data, communities or families could monitor 
elephants, tigers, leopards, or other animal or plant populations. Species documentation could 
provide the Van Gujjars with a source of income and allow them to use their expertise in a way 
that furthers the RNTR goals. These issues are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, regarding 
both ecotourism and forest management opportunities. 
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Chapter 4: Meeting Van Gujjar Basic Needs 

Interviews with the Van Gujjars revealed barriers limiting the living standards of both settled and 
forest-dwelling Van Gujjars (see Table 4.1). The research team’s interviews also identified a set 
of priorities for improving Van Gujjar livelihoods as well as Van Gujjar resettlement logistical 
elements. This chapter outlines specific Van Gujjar needs and provides recommendations on 
meeting these needs. The Van Gujjars’ highest priority is access to healthcare and education for 
their children. Other priorities include access to clean water and reliable energy. Table 4.1 lists a 
hierarchy of needs. This chapter also defines areas of opportunity congruent with United Nations 
(UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Uttarakhand government’s Vision 2030 that 
support a sustainable community for the Van Gujjars. In exploring these priorities, this section 
provides further cultural, geographical, and economic context about a way forward to meeting Van 
Gujjar basic needs. 

 

Table 4.1 
Hierarchy of Basic Needs  

 
Expressed Need Priority  

Access to education High 

Healthcare and health services  High 

Legal status clarification  Medium-High 

Political representation/local governance  Medium-High 

Water resources Medium 

Energy resources Low 

Source: Table created by participating students based on fieldwork and lectures attended in Uttarakhand. 

 
Education 

The Constitution of India states that education is a right of citizenship, with education free and 
compulsory for children ages 6 to 14.1 Citizens have a right to a primary school within 1.5 
kilometers (km) of their home.2 This law can assist the Van Gujjars who settle to lobby the 
government for more schools. Indian school enrollment rates are summarized in Table 4.2. 
Uttarakhand’s goal for 2030 is to have 100 percent net enrollment for primary and upper primary 
school with gender parity in education.3  
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Table 4.24 
Literacy Rates of Van Gujjar in Uttarakhand  

(in percent) 

 
 Adult Literacy (15+) Male Literacy Female Literacy 

Van Gujjar 9.97% - - 

Uttarakhand 79.63% 88.33% 70.70% 

India (2011) 69.30% 78.88% 59.28% 
 

Source: Tanuka Endow, Institute for Human Development, Uttarakhand Vision 2030 (Department of Planning, 
Government of Uttarakhand, 2018), accessed May 19, 2019, http://des.uk.gov.in/pages/display/154-uttarakhand-
vision-2030. 

 
Access to education remains a substantial barrier for the Van Gujjar community (Table 4.2 lists 
Van Gujjars and Uttarakhand literacy rates). Those living in Gaindi Khata have access to schools. 
Those Van Gujjars still living in protected areas have limited rights to education in their unofficial 
settlements.5 Non-profit government organizations (NGOs) and government agencies have 
attempted to provide temporary schools in the forest with varying degrees of success. One forest 
official reported that it is not possible to provide even temporary education to unsettled Van 
Gujjars because of the inconsistent access to their locations, as monsoon season can wash away 
roads or broken trees can impede access to the forest.6 Van Gujjar deras are spread out throughout 
protected areas, making it difficult for a teacher to access a large number of students 
simultaneously. Such schools are typically provided by NGOs, which can be problematic, because 
they rely on inconsistent sources of funding, and they do not have the same credibility or 
recognition as a government education.  
 
Rural Litigations and Entitlement Kendra (RLEK), which relies on volunteers, is an NGO that has 
operated mobile education efforts to reach unsettled Van Gujjar since 1997.7 It also manages 
functional literacy education programs and Van Gujjar dialects programs.8 Topics include cattle 
breeding, hygiene, conservation, family planning, immunizations, and milk marketing.  
 
In a settled village, such as Gaindi Khata, the Indian government provides schools for Van Gujjar 
children that include class one through class five. Van Gujjar residents must pay tuition for any 
education after the age of nine.9 In Gaindi Khata, the Van Gujjars can send their children to private 
schools to attain education past class five. One such school cost 180 INR monthly, with an 
additional 1500 Indian rupees (INRs) admission fee. Madrasas (Islamic schools) are growing as 
an alternative to public and private options. Unsettled Van Gujjar children may travel various 
distances to reach schools, some of which only operate approximately 6 months a year.10 While 
schools in India are expected to provide mid-day meals free of charge, some children reported that 
the free food was not nutritious or substantial. Some Van Gujjar children reported they would be 
served food only if they brought firewood with them. Teacher attendance remains a problem 
throughout India, partly caused by an overall lack of accountability.11 
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Increased access to education for the Van Gujjar community was expressed as a fundamental need 
as the Van Gujjars are economically disadvantaged and increasingly rely on low-paying, 
intermittent day labor work. A gender gap does exist in education and literacy level throughout 
India, but it is more pronounced within the Van Gujjar community.12 Uttarakhand has specific 
gender parity targets (see Table 4.2) that should include the Van Gujjar community. Any emphasis 
on girls’ education could over time lead to lower birth rates and women having shorter 
reproductive periods by waiting to have the first child until age 18. 

Communities that rely on milk production and agriculture as a primary income source are 
dependent on their knowledge of small business management and how to assess a fair market price 
for goods. Education and vocational training would allow the Van Gujjars to sell products without 
a middleman, and have a better knowledge of the market and fair prices. For example, packaging 
and processing training programs can help the Van Gujjars add value to their farm products.  

Literacy is a significant barrier to economic success facing the Van Gujjar community. While 
Uttarakhand’s literacy rates are relatively high at 89 percent, they are very low for Van Gujjar, 
estimated to be 10 percent (see Table 4.2). RLEK works primarily with adults whose increased 
knowledge drives the demand for educational opportunities for future generations. Through RLEK 
programming, approximately 21,000 Van Gujjars have attained literacy.13 This programming has 
allowed tribe members to travel to conservation seminars across the globe, improve education for 
children, and work toward increased legal rights, such as voting and forest access.  

Currently in Uttarakhand, 24 percent of youth ages 15 through 29 are not in school, training 
programs, or employment.14 Vocational training in settled Van Gujjar villages could increase their 
livelihood and income options. This training is especially important in the settlement process, 
because the Van Gujjar will encounter a change of lifestyle with less milk production and cattle 
farming because of reduced fodder availability. If India’s government could develop job training 
programs for adult Van Gujjars, they could acquire market-useful skills rather than solely 
performing daily wage labor. Such programs could be offered in settled villages like Gaindi Khata 
or in nearby cities such as Haridwar to reach a broader audience of Indians who are without 
training, employment, or education.  

Health 

The research team identified access to health care as a top priority among both settled and unsettled 
Van Gujjars. India treats health care as a basic human right, despite its exclusion from the 
Constitution.15 Uttarakhand has set specific health goals for 2030, including eliminating malaria 
within the state, achieving a child immunization rate of 95 percent, and reducing infant and under 
age five child mortality from 47 deaths to 25 deaths per 1,000 children. Insufficient numbers of 
medical professionals are an additional concern.16 Van Gujjars living in Gaindi Khata reported 
having doctors within the village.17 Currently, there are no appropriate medical facilities at a 
reasonable cost or distances from unsettled Van Gujjar communities. Unsettled Van Gujjars 
reported they travel to nearby major cities, such as Haridwar or Rishikesh, to reach hospitals and 
doctors. Transportation to health care facilities available to the Van Gujjars could improve access 
to health care services. Medical visits require payment for the consultation and medicines.  
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Van Gujjar informants reported that women’s health is a major concern. The maternal mortality 
rate (MMR) in Uttarakhand is currently 165 deaths per 100,000 births; Uttarakhand has set a goal 
to reduce the MMR to lower than 65 deaths per 100,000 births.18 In the Van Gujjar community, 
births typically occur at home, increasing the risk of death for both mother and child.19 In a survey 
of 50 Van Gujjar women in 2013, 64 percent of deliveries took place at home, with 6 percent 
taking place in a hospital. Uttarakhand is working to increase the number of in-hospital births to 
reduce its MMR.20 A Van Gujjar midwife training programs will help reduce MMR in home 
births.21 Programs that empower women can improve Van Gujjars life outcomes (see Table 4.3). 

 

Table 4.322 
Van Gujjar Statistics 

Source: Rubina Nusrat, “Unheard Voices of Van Gujjar Women” Sociology and Anthropology, 3, no. 11(2015): 
598-607. DOI: 10.13189/sa.2015.031104. 

Contraception is another aspect of women’s health that affects the Van Gujjar community. 
Affordable birth control methods help reduce family size, delay first births until age 18 or later, 
and increase the time period between births. Delaying the age of marriage and child birth in Van 
Gujjar women would decrease the number and frequency of children, allowing families to provide 
support for children as lifestyles shift away from animal husbandry. While Van Gujjar community 
fertility rates are unknown, the Society for Promotion of Himalayan Indigenous Activities 
(SOPHIA) estimates from its work that Van Gujjar families have nine children on average.23 In 
2015, the fertility rate in India was 2.326 children per woman; the government is considering 
implementing a two-child policy in response.24 Any introduction of contraception among the Van 
Gujjars could conflict with their religious beliefs because the Van Gujjars are Muslim; therefore, 
any use of contraception must comply with Islamic teachings. Despite these challenges, 
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Uttarakhand’s goal for contraception prevalence rate is 66 percent by 2030; and in 2016, the 
prevalence of contraception among married women ages 15 to 49 was 53.4 percent.25  

Nutrition is also a major component of Van Gujjar health. With a settled lifestyle, families keep 
fewer buffalo and cattle; therefore, milk production decreases. This decrease results in children 
having more nutritional deficiencies.26 There is a growing need for new programs that educate Van 
Gujjar communities on nutrition, including components of a balanced diet. Better nutrition in the 
community will decrease the MMR, reduce rates of infection and miscarriage, and decrease the 
prevalence of other health problems.  

Ensuring Access to Water 

A survey of 54 percent of Van Gujjars in both settled and unsettled villages expressed a concern 
regarding water access and water shortages.27 Despite proximity to rivers, Van Gujjars preferred 
groundwater from springs, bore holes, or wells as water sources. The Van Gujjars living in Gaindi 
Khata and Pathri settlements use mechanical pumps for irrigation and hand pumps for drinking 
water.28 Although governmental investments paid for the construction of these facilities, families 
that cannot afford to maintain irrigation pumps let them go out of service.29 Other Van Gujjar 
families have no groundwater access and must collect water from distant places. Unsettled family 
members may travel long distances in the early morning hours, in some cases up to 15 km, to 
collect water.30 Van Gujjar representatives, appropriate government agencies, and relevant NGOs 
could develop a long-term funding plan to ensure continuous maintenance of water infrastructure 
in settled villages.  

Separating drinking water from non-potable water is a Van Gujjar community concern. Many Van 
Gujjars reported a high prevalence of diarrheal illnesses, especially among infants and children. In 
some cases, families have to use the same water sources as their animals; this problem becomes 
more serious during water shortage periods. Boiling untreated water for drinking is not an extended 
practice in all Deras, which exacerbates the spread of diarrheal diseases. Although families receive 
a monthly supply of potassium permanganate and bleaching power to disinfect water, it is not clear 
how often they use disinfectants. One option to separate drinking water involves investing in 
rainwater harvesting systems. The Uttarakhand government has called for implementing rainwater 
harvesting to address water shortages during dry spells.31 The research team recommends 
developing rainwater harvesting programs as a means for separating drinking water from general 
water. Such a program could also communicate to Van Gujjar families the value of boiling water 
for drinking and improve existing water infrastructure. 

The Uttarakhand Government’s Vision 2030 report proposes providing running water to all rural 
and urban households by that year, for every resident to have safe drinking water and sanitation 
by 2030. The Swajal Project, endorsed by Vision 2030, educates communities to handle communal 
drinking water resources with the goal of transferring the management of these resources to 
communities. The Swajal Project also seeks to create water user associations to foster collaboration 
and knowledge exchange on water management approaches, allowing communities more control 
over their water and a greater sense of autonomy.32 Water rights are a challenge for pastoral 
minority communities, such as the Van Gujjar, and the Swajal Project could strengthen the Van 
Gujjar water autonomy.  
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Ensuring Access to Energy 

The Uttarakhand Renewable Energy Development Agency (UREDA) promotes renewable energy 
projects that could benefit the Van Gujjars.33 UREDA’s Senior Project Engineer and its Chief 
Project Officer provided further insight into the goals and policies of Uttarakhand’s renewable 
energy development goals as they relate to tribal peoples, such as the Van Gujjars. UREDA 
subsidizes renewable energy projects that include solar, biomass, and small hydropower  

(SHP) projects that can directly benefit the Van Gujjar through village electrification.34 For 
example, UREDA administers a program that installs rooftop photovoltaic (RTPV) solar systems 
on the tops of homes. To qualify for a solar energy system subsidy, an applicant must be a 
permanent resident of Uttarakhand and live in a rural area. Under the current standard, some settled 
Van Gujjars do qualify for this program. However, as a historically nomadic people, Van Gujjar 
families may not have proper documentation to prove they are permanent, legal residents. RTPV 
systems are a plausible solution for Van Gujjars to acquire or expand electricity access within their 
villages or future settlements. The rapidly declining costs and increasing efficiency of solar 
systems make RTPV systems a viable option for Van Gujjar electricity access.35  

Biomass represents a feasible Van Gujjar energy source,36 because animal dung and plants 
represent a consistent supply of biomass fuel. The abundant source of manure from water buffalos 
could power a biogas plant. No dedicated program for biogas infrastructure installation currently 
exists for the Van Gujjar.37 Uttarakhand does provide subsidies for Van Gujjar families who wish 
to install biogas facilities on their own accord, although only a small number of families in Gaindi 
Khata have taken advantage of this program. Biogas subsidies that develop and maintain biogas 
plants could be helpful to Van Gujjar communities. Other energy sources that the agency provides 
to forest-dwelling peoples include access to solar powered lanterns, family-size biogas plants, 
solar-powered cookers, and clean-burning cook stoves.38 Biomass also does not require extra 
investment in batteries, or a back-up energy source during cloudy days or at night. To qualify for 
a biomass energy subsidy, an applicant must have a minimum income of 10,000 INRs per year, or 
an equivalent amount of equity for each kilowatt (kW) capacity of their intended project. This 
policy could restrict Van Gujjar community energy access if the government requires extensive 
documentation of income and/or equity, because some communities rely on an informal economy 
and may not have written records. An alternative policy could involve NGO, government agency, 
or entrepreneur investment in communities that do not meet income requirements. 

UREDA oversees SHP projects up to a 2-megawatt (MW) capacity. Village-level SHP projects 
typically range from 50 kW to 100 kW in size. Some SHP facilities grind food products, such as 
wheat, in addition to generating electricity. If the Van Gujjars shift to a more agriculture-focused 
economy, a combined electricity-water mill SHP could enable new entrepreneurial opportunities 
in industries related to food and electricity production, which could provide income to Van Gujjar 
communities.  

According to UREDA, forest-dwelling peoples, such as the Van Gujjars, qualify for maximum 
electricity subsidies: under Uttarakhand electricity rates for fiscal year 2019 and 2020, they should 
pay 1.61 INR per kilowatt hour (kWh) for grid electricity access.39 However, a WII researcher 
disputed this statement and claimed the Van Gujjars do not benefit from a specific subsidy for 
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energy expenses. Instead, some very poor Van Gujjar families received free connections to the 
electricity grid but still pay normal electricity consumption rates. These conflicting accounts could 
indicate a lack of awareness among Van Gujjar communities about UREDA programs, which in 
turn illustrates the need for more communication between UREDA, the Wildlife Institute of India 
(WII), and Van Gujjar representatives. Limited access to reduced electricity rates, if true, could 
illustrate that UREDA could promote its programs more thoroughly. However, if the Uttarakhand 
government is denying the Van Gujjars access to government programs, NPOs, such as RLEK and 
SOPHIA, could encourage more equal program access. 

Proof of Identity 

It is common for only some Van Gujjar community members, usually the head of the family, to 
possess a so-called Aadhaar identity card–a 12-digit unique number issued by the Unique 
Identification Authority of India (UIDAI) using a person's biometric details, such as iris scan and 
fingerprints. Over time, the use of Aadhaar has become necessary for ration distribution, banking 
and internet services, international travel, marriage registration, and employment opportunities.40 
For the Van Gujjar community, Aadhaar identification may represent a barrier because Section 7 
of the Aadhaar Act of 2016 makes Aadhaar-based authentication a precondition to acquire of a 
variety of government subsidies, benefits, or services.41 Some Van Gujjar children lack not only 
an Aadhaar card, but may not have a birth certificate as well, thereby limiting their ability to obtain 
an identification. There have been reports of people having been deprived state services, such as 
food ration cards, even leading to deaths, because of implementation of the Aadhaar program.42 
However, a counter report from forest officials states that any Indian is entitled to an Aadhaar card, 
and birth records are not a requirement for card issuance. There needs to be a clear explanation of 
the benefits to the Van Gujjar population, so they can provide documentation and obtain Aadhaar 
identity proof from the Indian government. 

This chapter has discussed barriers to Van Gujjar wealth creation. Chapter 5 discusses future 
entrepreneurship opportunities for Van Gujjar communities. 
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Chapter 5: Van Gujjar Wealth-Creation Opportunities 

This chapter outlines potential mid- to long-term community wealth-generating opportunities for 
Van Gujjars that could improve the quality of life and promote wealth creation. The Van Gujjars’ 
current household economy is divided into traditional and contemporary occupations. While 
traditional occupations remain the mainstay income for most Van Gujjars, younger generations 
have begun to explore other avenues of employment to supplement family incomes. Traditional 
Van Gujjar occupations have centered on raising water buffalo and other livestock for milk 
production. This primary occupation historically constituted most of the Van Gujjars’ household 
income. Emerging contemporary occupations include agriculture cultivation, livestock 
diversification, and daily wage labor. There has been a trend among Van Gujjar populations to 
diversify their livestock away from water buffalo to include goats, cattle, and sheep to adapt to a 
shortage of quality fodder and increased costs of raising buffalo.1 Meeting the Van Gujjars basic 
needs serves as a foundation for future wealth-creation opportunities and as a basis for successful 
participatory resettlement efforts.  

Beyond dairy farming, Van Gujjar populations have sought wage labor largely within the 
construction trades to supplement their incomes. Unsettled and settled Van Gujjars reported that 
day labor jobs are intermittent and pay a flat rate for specific tasks, such as excavation, demolition, 
or material transportation. Some Van Gujjars have expressed difficulty earning higher paying day-
wage labor because of their lack of official documentation and legal status. Van Gujjars in settled 
communities work in small convenience shops or provide services. There were reports of Van 
Gujjars starting businesses in Gaindi Khata. Additional forms of day-wage positions include 
agriculture, milk sales, meat sales, textile crafts, and other forms of hand labor.  As restrictions 
limit the Van Gujjars’ migratory practices and resettlement continues, communities are reliant on 
more diverse income activities.2 

In the short term, Van Gujjars are likely to continue raising livestock and producing milk. The Van 
Gujjars are skilled and experienced with animal husbandry and well known across India for the 
quality of their milk products.3 Reduced migration has encouraged livestock diversification and 
daily wage labor among the unsettled Van Gujjars. Table 5.1 lists current and emerging Van Gujjar 
income-producing activities from dairy farming to ecotourism and forest management 
occupations; it documents that daily wage labor is increasingly popular among Van Gujjar 
communities (see Table 5.1). The Van Gujjars possess skills that may be suitable for ecotourism 
and forest management activities that align with conservation goals. Figure 5.1 illustrates the  
trajectory of change of Van Gujjar employment options (see Figure 5.1).  
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Table 5.14 

Van Gujjar Income Activities 

 
Livelihood Activities Then Now 
Labor work Rare Common 
In construction sites Rare Common 
In forests Less Common 
In apple orchards Absent Common 
On field of farmers  Increasing  
Cutting Bhabar grass Common Less Common 
Afforestation activities Rare Common 
Livestock activities Common Common but decreasing 
Milk sale Common Common but decreasing 
Milk product sale Common Common 
Livestock sale Rare Increasing  
Diversification in livestock composition for sale Rare Common 
Participation in wage scheme Rare Common 
Sewing quilts Common Increasing  
Embroidery and stitching garments Rare Increasing  
Craft manufacturing (rope, containers, hand fans, mats, etc.) Common Increasing  
Running a grocery shop Rare Increasing  
Sowing seeds Less Common Common 
Weeding Common Common 
Working in NGO Rare Increasing  
Traditional poultry, goat rearing Absent Increasing  
Traditional cattle rearing Common Common but decreasing 
Vending foods at markets Rare Increasing  
Cutting trees for timber and fuelwood Common Common but decreasing 

Source: Rubina Nusrat, Sustainability of Van Gujjars: A Transition of Muslim Pastoral Tribe in Himalayan Region 
(Kalpaz Publications, 2015).  
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Figure 5.15 
Potential Employment Opportunities for the Van Gujjars 

 
 

 
Source: Figure created by Dennis Kim. 

 
Dairy Farming 

The Van Gujjars’ seminomadic practices have been driven by the needs of water buffalo. 
Himalayan grasslands and forest-based fodder have until recently allowed Van Gujjars to produce 
high-quality milk as their primary income source.6 Restricted access to protected areas and 
decreasing migrations have made it increasingly difficult to access high-quality fodder and 
maintain the health of Van Gujjar water buffalo through sustainable practices. Limited supply of 
forest fodder and excess lopping has forced Van Gujjars to purchase expensive fodder for their 
water buffalo. While selling milk products is essential to current Van Gujjars’ livelihood and may 
continue to be a source of income, there could be improvements in the business operation to benefit 
the Van Gujjars. 

Non-profit organizations ((NGOs), such as the Society for Promotion of Himalayan Indigenous 
Activities (SOPHIA), provide services that support the Van Gujjars in marketing their milk and 
creating community ownership or cooperative models, which increases their ability to reach 
economies of scale and negotiate fair market value (FMV) prices with sellers.7 Van Gujjar families 
selling their buffalo milk may make anywhere between 30 Indian rupees (INR) to 45 INR per liter, 
selling 1 to 5 liters of milk a day.8  
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Resettlement provides an opportunity to continue dairy farming, but raising water buffalo in a non-
nomadic setting requires large quantities of fodder and land.9 A transition away from buffalo to 
other more diversified livestock, such as cows, goats, and sheep, and commodity agriculture likely 
requires significant capital, land, and technical training. To be successful in changing farming 
patterns, either the state or federal government agencies likely need to provide training, mentoring, 
and support for the Van Gujjars for a sustained period of time. Expansion into agriculture is a 
complementary practice to animal husbandry, because settled Van Gujjar communities can grow 
fodder, cultivate food crops, and continue to sell milk.10 Van Gujjar water buffalo represent a 
significant investment and asset of dairy farmers. Governmental agencies could continue the 
transition by subsidizing high-quality fodder, husbandry-related equipment, and storage space. 
Beyond public resources, microloans, and microcredit, options can enhance and diversify existing 
funding sources.11 Van Gujjar transitioning from water buffalo could benefit from technical 
horticulture training and small business support in dairy farming for their new livestock and 
sedentary operations. Some NGOs already extend low-cost technological services to rural farmers 
and pastoralists.12 With adequate support, livestock income generation could also expand to 
include secondary animal products, such as meat, wool, and eggs.   

Van Gujjars have developed animal husbandry skills of landrace and heritage buffalo varieties that 
could be preserved.13 At the same time, Van Gujjar livelihoods could be improved with livestock 
diversification and small business training and support. Shifting to other forms of dairy production 
and animal husbandry would adapt to their current changes in lifestyle and culture. These changes 
require long-term efforts to facilitate a successful transition. There are opportunities for wealth 
creation through dairy farming and animal husbandry, but such opportunities are not possible 
without access to education, capital, and responsive government institutions. 

Ecotourism 
According to the World Bank, in 2016 travel and tourism generated 7.6 trillion United States 
Dollars (USD) or 10.2 percent of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and an estimated 292 
million jobs worldwide.14 Tourism is India’s largest service sector, contributing 6.23 percent to 
the national GDP and 8.78 percent of total employment. Sustainable tourism development is 
consistent with the Uttarakhand (the State) goals of economic growth and wildlife conservation. 
These efforts are also aligned with United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically SDG-8 Decent Work 
and Economic Growth, which places emphasis on ecotourism as an option for developing nations 
to create community wealth.  

A UN-released Guidebook for Sustainable Tourism for Development is designed to enhance local 
tourism capacities in developing nations.15 Uttarakhand Vision 2030 articulates specific state 
tourism goals in alignment with SDG-8.16 The Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board (UTDB) 
published a 2017 Draft Tourism Policy that provides a framework for future tourism development 
based on successful case studies.17 Together, Uttarakhand Vision 2030 and the UTDB Draft 
Tourism Policy are aimed at shifting local policy priorities across Uttarakhand toward the 2030 
UN Agenda for Sustainable Development and associated SDGs.18 By 2030, Uttarakhand has set 
goals to: increase foreign and domestic tourist arrivals by a factor of 3, recognize the professions 
of existing mountain and destination guides, develop supplementary skilled guides, develop and 
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register 5,000 new homestays, facilitate the development of 500 gram panchayats for rural tourism, 
establish 13 new destinations, and form a total of 25 development authority/destination 
management committees. These long-term goals open opportunities to design, develop, test, and 
grow specific tourism ventures for the Van Gujjar and other forest-dependent rural communities 
across the region.19 

Interest and investment in tourism development around its national parks, particularly in Tiger 
Reserves, has been prompted by the success of protected areas (PAs) in India.20 Increasingly, 
Indian millennials escape urban centers to experience nature and view charismatic animals, such 
as the tiger, leopard, or elephant. This style of charismatic animal based ecotourism is supported 
by an Indian forest management strategy focused on tiger survival.21 

One source of ecotourism income is from entrance fees and revenue from tiger safaris through the 
core park area, often in six-person so-called “gypsy jeeps.” For example, Northern India’s 
Ranthambore Tiger Reserve collected nearly $300,000 USD in entrance fees from 324,000 visitors 
in 2014, 63 percent of whom were Indian nationals.22 From 2016 and 2017, the Pench Tiger 
Reserve generated roughly $430,383 USD and welcomed 78,235 visitors, 90 percent domestic.23 
In 2014 and 2015, tourism in the Jim Corbett National Tiger Reserve (JCNTR) jumped 16 percent 
from 211,000 tourists to 245,873 tourists, increasing JCNTR annual park revenue from $1,081,383 
USD to $1,197,039 USD.24  

These park revenues reflect entrance, vehicle, and gypsy-safari fees kept low to encourage 
visitation from Indian nationals (see Figure 5.2).25 Success in tiger conservation and increased 
demand for tiger-based tourism has generated a rush of investment into hotels and mega resorts 
around PAs.26 Investment-driven tourism development outside PAs increases land prices, converts 
agricultural land, increases urbanization pressures, and may create only low-paying jobs for local 
residents.27 Figure 5.2 illustrates increased urbanization around the Rajaji National Tiger Preserve 
(RNTR) near Haridwar and Rishikesh.28 This increased urbanism coupled with the growing 
interest in tourism may indicate that Rajaji could experience industrial tourism development 
similar to the JCNTR. In recent years, villages around JCNTR have sold land to outside investors 
in exchange for a one-time payoff from the sale, as traditional livelihoods compete with increased 
competition from industrial tourism.29  
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Figure 5.230 
Land Use Around Rajaji Tiger Reserve, 2012 

Source: Map created by William Delgado and Corey Pohlmeyer, based on data courtesy of Bhuvan Indian 
Geo-Platform Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) and the Wildlife Institute of India (WII).   

 

In 1983, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) adopted The 
National Wildlife Action Plan (2002–2016) that specified state governments should declare land 
falling within 10 kilometers (km) of the boundaries of national parks, tiger reserves, and wildlife 
sanctuaries as Ecological Sensitive Zones (ESZ) under the Environmental Protection Act, 1986.31 
The purpose of the ESZ was to provide additional park buffer and protection by acting as a 
transition zone. In practice, ESZs have restricted industrial tourism development around PAs 
promoted ecotourism and enhanced traditional livelihoods for communities. Figure 5.3 illustrates 
a potential ESZ around Corbett that could permit certain activities, such as regulated pastoral 
livelihoods and ecotourism. Based on both field observations and Indian case studies, alternative 
models of tourism are emerging to address these concerns.  
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Figure 5.3: 
Land Use Around Jim Corbett National Park, 2012  

 

 
Source: Map created by William Delgado and Corey Pohlmeyer, based on data courtesy of Bhuvan Indian 
Geo-Platform ISRO and the WII.  

 
As a relatively new tiger reserve, the RNTR could adapt strategies from both successful ecotourism 
models and challenges in other Indian PAs. Ecotourism seeks to align wildlife and ecosystem 
conservation with economic and human development of indigenous tribes and local 
communities.32 To enable job and wealth creation the UN, World Bank, and World Tourism 
Organization (WTO) emphasize ecotourism strategies for poverty eradication and overall 
improvement of rural communities.33 Ecotourism is defined by low-impact activities, such as 
nature walks, birdwatching, homestays, agricultural tourism, conservation and educational 
courses, and field research.34 Community-owned and -operated ecotourism enterprises are rare, 
but can be effective for host communities, particularly if the majority of benefits remain within 
local communities. More than a majority (55 percent) of community-owned enterprises receive 
support from a third party, such as an NGO or public agency that serves as a destination 
management organization (DMO). To enhance commercial viability for community-owned 
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ventures, owners and operators are likely to benefit from business training, planning, marketing 
research, and financial support.35 Access to capital investment can take the form of traditional bank 
loans, microfinancing, public or private grants, or social bonds tied to SDGs.  

In 2014, the World Bank and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) published a guide into both capital 
financing and business planning for ecotourism.36 There are few Uttarakhand ecotourism examples 
from which to draw.37 Appendix C contains a case study from Kyari Village ecotourism. 
Researchers visited Kyari Village to interview ecotourism practitioners, tour properties with 
homestay operations, and experience the JCNTR.  

As a relatively new tiger reserve, the RNTR could become a model of community-led ecotourism, 
wildlife conservation, and scientific research. The 2017 UTBD Tourism Policy Draft emphasizes 
tourism development for youth, women, underprivileged and disadvantaged sections of the state, 
which may include the Van Gujjar tribe as an eligible target group.38 The draft policy encourages 
capacity building workshops, outreach campaigns to potential ecotourism entrepreneurs and 
operators within communities, and skills training. Several case studies have reported on how 
cooperation across communities, NGOs, and public agencies could enhance Uttarakhand 
ecotourism programs 39 through: economic benefits-sharing among communities; shared 
governance and oversight, as well as local communities’ autonomy and management 
responsibilities. Although the Indian government oversees PAs, there are opportunities for new 
governing gram panchayats to form and work with public agencies. These gram panchayats could 
collaborate with Indian governmental agencies and include both Van Gujjar leaders and NGO 
stakeholders to design, organize, and direct new locally owned, ecotourism pilot programs.  

Demand for ecotourism is growing worldwide and within India; it is projected to accelerate during 
the next 10 years.40 Currently, few if any tourism ventures in India take advantage of Van Gujjars’ 
skill and knowledge of the forest. There is an opportunity to establish a pilot program to test ideas, 
collect feedback, and adapt the model to new conditions and emerging needs in the RNTR. 
Ecotourism and academic research activities are permitted inside the RNTR, opening the 
possibility for ecotourism to develop under joint management with park officials and other key 
stakeholders.41 This opportunity could link ecotourism and wealth generation to the resettlement 
and rehabilitation strategy of Van Gujjar. Although there is not an accurate accounting, there are 
approximately 160 to 1,000 Van Gujjar families still residing inside the RNTR living across the 
buffer and core areas of the park.42 

Negotiation with Van Gujjar to convert village sites into low-impact ecotourism sites within the 
core and buffer areas of the park could open a process toward equitable resettlement. Under this 
scenario, Van Gujjars remaining in the RNTR could agree to relocate outside the forest to nearby 
areas, under mutually beneficial economic opportunities through ecotourism at their former village 
sites. Village sites could be upgraded by public or private investment to accommodate both tourists 
and researchers under a low-impact ecotourism model. Van Gujjars would contribute in the day-
to-day management and incur long-term employment from the program over time, such as careers 
as nature and field guides or owners of ecolodges. The Forest Department (FD) could retain land 
ownership but allow for revenue sharing among the Van Gujjars. A joint-venture ecotourism 
project would ideally emphasize training for younger generations that could promote generational 
wealth creation and integration. This potential partnership between Van Gujjar and the FD could 
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build on diverse institutional arrangement, such as a lease, management contract, or a concession 
managed over time.  

Figure 5.4 displays a satellite image of a Van Gujjar village inside the RNTR that could be 
converted and upgraded into an ecotourism and research destination with the assistance of Van 
Gujjar (see Figure 5.4). Ecotourism program development around and inside Rajaji may include 
an initial feasibility assessment, including attitudes, preferences, and capabilities of Van Gujjar 
toward ecotourism; alignment with Rajaji conservation policies and economic goals; linked 
economic and human development goals for Uttarakhand; and the capabilities of public agencies, 
NGOs, community entrepreneurs, and institutions. Table 5.2 lists additional policy 
recommendations based on case studies, associated interviews, and focus groups (see Table 5.2). 

 

Figure 5.4 
Van Gujjar Village Within the Rajaji National Tiger Reserve43 

 

 
Source: Satellite Imagery Courtesy of Google Earth. 
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Table 5.2 

Policy Recommendations for Ecotourism Establishment 

 
Action Goal 

Develop Rajaji Van Gujjar Gram 
Panchayat 

Officially recognized Van Gujjar governance and decision-making 
body that can interface with the FD toward resettlement around 
conservation-aligned livelihoods 

Identify suitable resettlement areas outside 
the buffer area of the RNTR 

Potential resettlement areas around the RNTR that can serve as a 
pastoral buffer from urbanization and industrial development  

Determine suitable Van Gujjar villages 
inside Rajaji for ecotourism development 

Complete inventory and map of village sites suitable to convert for 
ecotourism pilot programs inside the core and buffer area with the 
assistance of Van Gujjar 

WII sponsored and run ecotourism 
vocational training program 

Institutional support for aligning community wealth creation 
opportunities with wildlife conservation policies around protected 
areas 

Formulate ecotourism agreements with 
Van Gujjar leadership and NGOs 

Established ecotourism pilot program based on available case 
studies, aligns with Van Gujjars’ preferences and skills, and 
enhances conservation goals 

Feasibility study for Rajaji ecotourism Multisector report that determines viable strategies for ecotourism 
development in the RNTR and emphasizes equitable Van Gujjar 
participation 

Form agreement with tourism departments 
including UTDB  

Development of financial and in-kind support for the RNTR 
ecotourism development and Van Gujjars’ training at WII  

Identify financing strategies and key 
partnerships 

Database of funding sources, including public and private capital, 
to support the RNTR ecotourism development 

Rajaji Ecosensitive Zone and Ecotourism New policies from MoEFCC to permit and regulate some pastoral 
activities and residence outside the RNTR for Van Gujjar that 
align with conservation goals  

Source: University of Texas at Austin researchers.  

 
Rajaji ecotourism could succeed if state and local institutions exhibit strong leadership and a 
commitment to collaboration and success. Although the Van Gujjars possess detailed forest and 
wildlife knowledge, they may lack formal education or available financial resources and therefore 
are at a relative economic disadvantage. Continued illegal settlement inside Rajaji is not beneficial 
for the Van Gujjars or FD. A third method toward rehabilitation is possible under the right 
conditions. The Wildlife Institute of India (WII) can play a factor in ensuring this type approach 
is studied and considered as an option moving forward. 

Forest Management 

Forest management occupations represent a long-term goal for Van Gujjar and would promote 
high social integration. Van Gujjars’ knowledge of the forest cultivated from herding water 
buffalos could be used in the areas of forest research, conservation, and management. Staff at the 
WII and the Forest Research Institute (FRI) reported the Van Gujjars have important skills and 
knowledge of the forest that can contribute to conservation goals.44 A senior WII staff member 
indicated that six Van Gujjars have worked with the WII for last 15 years, and their knowledge of 
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the forest has contributed to the success of research. He noted that the Van Gujjars are skilled and 
intelligent, and can “beat any top list wildlife biologist inside out.” Van Gujjars could benefit from 
formal education and training supporting the development of their traditional knowledge into long-
term wealth-creating opportunities.  

For the short term, Van Gujjars could be further employed by the WII and FD for unskilled and 
semiskilled positions not requiring formal education. With access to formal education and 
specialized training, Van Gujjars have the potential to become India Forest Service Officers within 
the next generation. One limiting factor previously discussed is the legal classification as Other 
Backward Class (OBC) and not Scheduled Tribes (ST) that limits Van Gujjar reservation 
opportunities.45 As a part of All India Service, the Indian Forest Service (IFS) is a premier civil 
service career that is prestigious and highly competitive. A candidate must submit a birth 
certificate, hold a Bachelor’s degree, and pass a series of examinations.46 Candidates must satisfy 
physical and medical standards, along with passing a walking test. Uttarakhand had 69 total cadre 
posts, as well as 112 employees as of January 1, 2018.47 A Van Gujjar IFS officer could represent 
the apex of full future social integration. There are certain barriers that need to be addressed for 
Van Gujjars to be employed in forest management, such as legal status and access to reservations, 
as well as investments in education and health services.  

As reported by several agency officials, indigenous knowledge of forest-dwelling communities 
has been an underutilized asset by conservation institutions within India’s public sector. The Van 
Gujjars have extensive knowledge of the forests and PAs where they lived for generations.48 Van 
Gujjar tribal knowledge includes a deep understanding of various species of flora and fauna, 
navigational skills, and uses for medicinal plants and nonforest products.49 This tribal knowledge 
could enhance the capacity of the FD, World Wildlife Federation (WWI), FRI, and other federal 
and state government units to preserve the forest ecosystem and protect key species, such as the 
tiger and elephant. One strategy to integrate this traditional knowledge would be to create 
designated positions within each institution to work with indigenous communities.  

One idea that surfaced in discussions was an option for a so-called “gap” program for Van Gujjars 
who have not completed formal education to prepare them for competitive exams, such as the civil 
service exam, IFS exam, and in the Indira Ghandi National Forest Academy. Scholarships could 
be offered to young Van Gujjars showing promise and wanting to work in forest conservation, as 
they continue their formal educations through grade 9. The Van Gujjars’ knowledge would also 
enable them to work as guides in PAs, because their forest expertise could contribute to a positive 
visitor experience and academic research.  

Van Gujjars are likely to benefit from policy reform that supports reservations and lowers barriers 
to attaining careers within forest management and conservation. In other Indian states, the Van 
Gujjars have been declared either an OBC or ST, thereby enabling them to qualify for the reserve 
system, which entitles them to a certain number of seats in governmental bodies, and greater access 
to education and jobs.50 This system could be adapted in Uttarakhand to promote equitable access 
to employment in management positions, to use their skills to contribute to conservation goals. 
Incorporation of Van Gujjar into the conservation bureaucracy could promote greater 
understanding and collaboration among conservation officials and forest-dependent communities 
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in the long term. Institutional reform toward generating a strong community stake in conservation 
holds potential for successfully increasing the percentage of land under PAs. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The Van Gujjars represent an unrealized asset for wildlife conservation. To maximize their 
potential contributions in Uttarakhand, they could benefit from a strategy that would include access 
to education, health, and social services in the short term. Long-term vocational training programs 
in ecotourism and forest management are potential areas linking conservation goals with 
community wealth creation. The Wildlife Institute of India (WII) could be an integral stakeholder 
in establishing these long-term programs and could conduct research with non-profit organization 
(NGO) partners to understand the effects. 

Leading conservation groups and scientists have stated that 30 percent of the globe must be 
protected areas (PAs) by 2030 to preserve biodiversity and prevent species extinctions.1 India leads 
this conservation effort as it aims to increase protected areas from 5 percent to 17 percent by 2030 
to protect its 60 percent of global biodiversity.2 India is also home to the greatest number of tigers 
(630 tigers at the time of the last census) and a major contributor to the global goal of doubling 
tiger populations by 2022.3 

One challenge is that the Uttarakhand and Indian human population continues to grow and 
challenge conservation efforts. Exclusionary policies have historically protected rebounding 
Indian tiger populations. The displacement of forest-dwelling and dependent tribes without 
creating a community stake in conservation goals has been less successful.  

This report is concerned with strategies that promote increased protected areas and link wildlife 
conservation with community wealth creation. Uttarakhand has previously relocated Van Gujjars 
from PAs, including national parks and reserves. The WII and other interviewed stakeholders 
recognize that the Van Gujjars are skilled people and their forest lifestyles, traditional knowledge, 
and culture can support and contribute to conservation efforts. Van Gujjars could contribute more 
effectively if they could educate their children access healthcare, utilities, and services and be 
recognized legally as a Scheduled Tribe (ST). Uttarakhand’s actions allowing for the Van Gujjars 
to improve their lives are likely to enhance both the Van Gujjars’ permanent resettlement and their 
professional integration to support wildlife conservation.  

In the short term, many Van Gujjars are likely to continue dairy farming as a primary source of 
income. However, they could augment incomes through livestock diversification to other animals 
beyond water buffalo. They would benefit from small-business training and marketing support. 
Through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), NGOs are extending low-cost technological 
agricultural services to rural farmers and pastoralists that could be an area of focus.4 Van Gujjars 
require sustained and direct support from public agencies and NGOs when transitioning from 
nomadic livelihoods to agricultural cultivation and livestock diversification; some elements would 
be technical training programs, access to equipment, and seed capital.  

Van Gujjar families were resettled previously in Pathri and Gaindi Khata. Both resettlement efforts 
were challenging, presenting significant cultural and economic shocks to Van Gujjar families. 
Despite some successes, mistrust and uncertainty among all stakeholders remain key barriers for 
a third resettlement. For effective voluntary resettlement to occur, a new and accurate census of 
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the Van Gujjars could provide information to support equitable outcomes. The last known census 
was collected in 1997, one generation ago.5 A census could be conducted through a joint effort 
between the Forest Department and Van Gujjar leadership to build trust, transparency, and 
credibility in the resettlement process. To be successful, resettlement should be paired with a 
strategy for long-term wealth creation, preferably one that aligns community development with 
conservation efforts and is compliant with human rights standards. 

Forest management and ecotourism represent opportunities for Van Gujjars to develop a 
community stake in wildlife conservation goals while building wealth, awareness, and 
collaboration. These two activities are directly aligned with the skills and tribal knowledge the 
Van Gujjars possess and would support priority wildlife conservation efforts. Vocational training 
can position the next generation to contribute to forest management and institutional research. 
Adult Van Gujjars with their knowledge of the forest can provide management activities in 
protected areas that enhance their livelihoods and build trust with forest institutions and officials 
over time.  

Increased urbanization and industrial tourism development around the RNTR and other protected 
areas poses significant challenges to wildlife conservation efforts. Industrial-scale tourism around 
tiger reserves is increasing because of urbanization and rebounding populations but may be 
creating adverse impacts.6 Involvement of local communities in tourism and conservation is an 
increasing global trend with many successful case studies. These examples of community-owned 
ecotourism have a potential to generate sustainable wealth for communities around Rajaji through 
homestays, machan-based tourism, agricultural tourism, nature guides, and ecolodges. Van Gujjar 
villages could be preserved and improved as ecotourism sites, with joint management from forest 
institutions and the Van Gujjar leadership. Revenue sharing could enable both the Forest 
Department and Van Gujjars to benefit from visitors who could be educated properly regarding 
the sensitivity of protected areas. Pilot programs could train Van Gujjars to become qualified 
ecotourism practitioners serving as guides or consultants. Proper education, training, and capital 
are resources that could enable long-term success; there are available models to draw from in the 
Kyari Village Case. (see Appendix C.) 

Findings from this report are consolidated into two tables for concision and clarity. Table 6.1 lists 
15 policy recommendations with key milestones over an estimated timeline from 2019 through 
2030 (see Table 6.1). Table 6.2 lists several Van Gujjar opportunities with estimates of required 
financial investments and key barriers for opportunity (see Table 6.2). These targets for 2030 align 
with many conservation and human development goals expressed in Uttarakhand Vision 2030 and 
internationally through the United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Despite challenges, 
the strategy outlined in this report appears to be a realistic time horizon to work with the Van 
Gujjars and a multitude of stakeholders to determine a way ahead for both conservation and 
community-wealth creation.  
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Table 6.1 
Van Gujjar Policy Recommendations 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Developed by The University of Texas at Austin participants. 
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Table 6.2 
Van Gujjar Wealth-Creation Scoring Matrix 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Developed by The University of Texas at Austin participants.  
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Appendix A: Supreme Court Ruling on Van Gujjar Settlement 

In response to a petition filed by environmental groups against the validity of the Forest Rights 
Act of 2006, India’s Supreme Court (the Court) ordered the eviction of the households in which 
forest claims have been denied before February 13, 2019. The Court also ordered that “where the 
verification/reverification/review process is pending, the concerned State shall do the needful 
within four months” and a report must be made to the Court of the results.1 It mandated the Forest 
Survey of India (FSI) to make a satellite survey and place on record the encroachment positions, 
and also state the positions after the evictions. Nearly 1,127,446 tribal and other forest-dwelling 
households have seen their petitions of forest rights rejected based on the information provided to 
the Court by 16 of the 21 states where the procedures were implemented. Indian states have yet to 
provide the information and have been asked by the court to do so. This number of rejected claims 
could lead to the eviction, “depending on the size of the families […] to about 5-7 million people 
[…] by 27 July 2019.”2 The numbers could surge once other states submit data.3 Groups 
campaigning for the tribal people—among the poorest, most neglected, and marginalized of 
India’s communities—say that many of them would not have understood the need to produce 
relevant documents proving their right to the land to the assessing committees.4 Table A-1 lists 
estimates of the number of state evictions derived from information provided by the states in their 
affidavits sent to the Court before its February 2019 decision. Later that month, because of growing 
tensions over what was seen as a flawed claim process, the Court stayed its eviction order.  

The information provided by the State of Uttarakhand to the Court indicates that 90 claims have 
been filed by Scheduled Tribes (STs) and 119 claims have been filed by Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers (OTFDs). Of the claims, 35 claims of STs and 16 claims of OTFDs have been rejected.   

The United Nations Special Rapporteurs on the rights of indigenous peoples; to adequate housing; 
and of human rights obligations relating to the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment issued a statement on the matter claiming that “while the Supreme Court’s four-
month suspension of its order was a reprieve for those who had already been notified of eviction, 
[…] they were gravely concerned about the precarious situation of millions of forest dwellers who 
may be displaced and lose access to their habitat, livelihoods and spiritual culture.”5 

They further stated that “governments must seek free prior and informed consent from the 
indigenous people affected, ensure compensation is adequate and that any resettlement plans are 
determined through a process of meaningful consultation.”6 
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Table A-1 
State Evictions with the February 2019 Supreme Court’s Decision 

 
State Claims 

Andhra Pradesh 66,351 claims rejected 

Assam 22,398 Scheduled Tribes claims and 5,136 Other Traditional Forest Dwellers’ 
claims rejected 

Bihar 4,354 claims rejected, 2,976 Scheduled Tribes claims, and 1,720 Other 
Traditional Forest Dwellers’ claims rejected 

Chhattisgarh 20,095 claims rejected; action has been taken against 4,830 claims 

Goa Did not present information with regards to rejected claims but only of filed 
claims 

Gujarat Did not present information with regards to rejected claims but only of filed 
claims 

Himachal Pradesh Did not present information with regards to rejected claims but only of filed 
claims 

Jharkhand 27,809 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 298 claims of Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers rejected 

Karnataka 35,521 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 141,019 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Kerala 894 claims rejected 

Madhya Pradesh 20,4123 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 150,664 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Maharashtra 13,712 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 8,797 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Odisha 122,250 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 26,620 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Rajasthan 36,492 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 577 claims of Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers rejected 

Tamil Nadu 7,148 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 1,881 claims of Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers rejected 

Telangana 82,075 claims of Scheduled Tribes rejected 

Tripura 34,483 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 33,774 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Uttarakhand 35 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 16 claims of Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers rejected 

Uttar Pradesh 20,494 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 38,167 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

West Bengal 50,288 claims of Scheduled Tribes and 35,856 claims of Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers rejected 

Manipur Did not provide information7  

Source: Arpan Chaturvedi, “Supreme Court Orders Eviction of More Than 10 Lakh Tribals,” Bloomberg, 
February 20, 2019. Project members completed the articles data with information from the Courts Ruling 
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Appendix B: Class Speakers in Texas 

Kishore Gawande, PhD – Century Club Professor of Business, Government and Society at the 
University of Texas at Austin’s McCombs School of Business. 

Summary: A discussion on the conflict within state government in India, as well as conflict 
between state and central government. A brief on case studies of resettlement of landed populations 
without title. The “squatter” (squatter referring to noncitizen and nonlandowning populations) 
colonies in southern Delhi were offered the option to move elsewhere and given a title of land. 
Further information was given in accordance with the logistics surrounding resettlement as it 
pertains to access to education and basic amenities. Resettled populations need the help of non-
profit organizations and other external institutions to assert themselves politically through 
collective action. 

Michael Benanav – Writer and Photographer for The New York Times, Sierra, and other 
publications, Author: Himalaya Bound, One Family’s Quest to Save Their Animals1—And An 
Ancient Way of Life and Men of Salt. 

Summary: A discussion on his book, Himalaya Bound, One Family’s Quest to Save Their 
Animals—And an Ancient Way of Life, which covered the Van Gujjars’ annual spring migration 
into the Himalayas in 2009. Contextualizing the attitudes and perspectives of the Van Gujjars on 
the topic of resettlement and consolidating traditional livelihoods. Further information was given 
on how attitudes of the Van Gujjars may have changed since his reporting on this subject in 2009, 
and how interests and money of stakeholders has shifted in that decade.  

Kalli Doubleday, PhD – Evelyn L. Pruitt National Fellow, American Association of University 
Women Doctoral Fellow, University of Texas at Austin Department of Geography and the 
Environment. 

Summary: A presentation titled Rewilding Expectations: Human-Environmental Relations in 
Context of Apex Predator Reintroduction in Rajasthan, India provided information on tigers, 
gender, and the hidden costs of human dimensions of wildlife conflict and rewilding. Rewilding 
refers to the reintroduction of species, ecosystem restoration, and restored human-wildlife 
interactions as it pertains to its influence over human behavior and decision making. Her research 
emphasizes “local peoples and narratives” and their willingness to live with reintroduced apex 
predators and accept conservation strategies implemented by the Indian government.  
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Appendix C: Ecotourism Case Studies 

Kumaon Maati, founded by villager Naveen Upadhyay in 2000, Kumaon Maati is an umbrella 
brand for several locally owned tourism ventures both around Jim Corbett National Tiger Reserve 
(JCNTR) and in the northern Himalayan region. Upadhyay grew up in rural Kyari village in a 
pastoral family reliant on dairy farming and agriculture as sole income sources. Beginning in the 
1980s, conservation success in neighboring JCNTR increased the incidence of human-wildlife 
conflict in Kyari and surrounding villages, both through predation of livestock and crop damage. 
Combination of urbanization migration pressures and lack of compensation from the Forest 
Department for lost cattle and crops, threatened the traditional livelihoods in Kyari and 
surrounding villages. With financial support from his family, Upadhyay completed formal 
education and later apprenticed in a tourism operation, gaining the necessary foundational skills 
for launching his own entrepreneurial venture. Upadhaya secured a 5-Lakhs Indian rupee (INR) 
loan to construct Camp Hornbill, the flagship operation, which feature safari tents, 1 large 
dormitory, and 10 lodges constructed with natural, earthen material. The loan was repaid under the 
repayment terms and since that time, there has been a second 10 Lakhs INR loan to expand Camp 
Hornbill and the supporting operations. Upadhaya views locally owned ecotourism both a 
sustainable conservation-based livelihood but also a means of survival for the rural villages around 
JCNTR.  

  

Mxd assembled by Corey LaMar, Content may not reflect National Geographic's current map policy.
Sources: National Geographic, Esri, Garmin, HERE, UNEP-WCMC, USGS, NASA, ESA, METI,
NRCAN, GEBCO, NOAA, increment P Corp., Sources: Esri, Garmin, USGS, NPS
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Camp Hornbill’s core business model focuses on four specialty areas: experimental learning 
camps, responsible family holidays, course in wildlife conservation, and gap year projects. 
Upadhyay uses cheap, international digital platforms, such as AirBnB and Instagram to connect to 
both domestic and international travelers. Beyond hosting guests, Kumaon Maati works directly 
in the villages of Kyari and Raata to establish community-sustainable development program, such 
as women self-help groups, research into human-wildlife conflict, and unique homestay programs. 
Kumaon established Machan tourism, a unique concept that provides a low-cost opportunity for 
guests to experience night guarding of crops. Tourists support farmers by assisting them in 
guarding crops at night while at the same time observing and watching wildlife. This assistance 
serves to supplement farmers’ income but also mitigates human-wildlife conflict and supports 
community stake in conversation efforts. These “machans” are an integral component of a rural, 
farmland buffer around JCNTR. Kumaon Maati features a diverse team of 11 working with the 
community to support local employment, seed new locally owned tourism ventures, and preserve 
cultural traditions and ways of life. Most staff come from traditional, pastoral backgrounds. The 
group aims to use its expertise to “revolutionize nature travel through the medium of conservation 
and rural development.” Main Kumaon Maati success can be attributed to the education, 
mentorship, and access to capital. However, the vision and impact by the founder is an essential 
component to the local responsible nature travel and experiential learning. Several additional 
ecotourism case studies support collaboration across state agencies, local communities, and 
additional stakeholders to a develop successful program

1 Michael Benanav, Himalaya Bound: One Family's Quest to Save Their Animals--And an Ancient Way of Life 
(Pegasus Books, 2018). 
 
 
 

 
 






