ENHANCING THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF JHUMIAS IN MIZORAM THROUGH LIVELIHOOD DIVERSIFICATION STRATEGIES
ABSTRACT
Mizoram, one of the eight sister states in India’s North Eastern region, has an agrarian economy that remains underdeveloped. The predominant agricultural practice, jhum (shifting cultivation), is characterized by low productivity and limited returns, yet continues to serve as the primary livelihood source for a significant portion of the population. This practice has a profound influence on both the agricultural output and the socio-economic conditions of the jhumias (shifting cultivators). The present study was undertaken to assess the socio-economic profile of ethnic tribes in Mizoram, explore potential livelihood diversification strategies, and identify constraints to their adoption. Conducted in Siaha district, the research employed a pre-tested interview schedule for data collection. The findings revealed that most jhumias fell into the ‘medium’ category in terms of monthly income (Rs. 3227 to 17982) and landholding size (0.31 to 3.83 ha of 82 % populations). Respondents expressed strong agreement with diversification strategies such as fruit orchard development, establishment of small-scale primary processing units, vermicomposting, and adoption of integrated farming systems. The major constraints identified included inadequate transport subsidies, poor road connectivity, unavailability of high-yielding varieties (HYVs) suitable for jhum land, and lack of individual capital for investment. Given that jhum cultivation is deeply intertwined with the cultural identity and land tenure systems of the Mizo tribes, any livelihood diversification initiatives aimed at socio-economic upliftment must align with the socio-cultural context of the Mizo Hills.
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INTRODUCTION

The North-East India fondly called the land of seven sisters is a land of splendid beauty. With it’s rising and falling hills, rolling grassland, contoured slopes, it comprises eight states namely Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura, Nagaland and Meghalaya. The region is home to over 200 ethnic tribes.  For them Agriculture is the primary source of their livelihood. Land cultivation in the region is classified into two distinct patterns—settled farming on the permanent and developed land in the plains and valley areas and shifting cultivation or ‘Jhumming’ on the hills slopes. (Deka, 2010) and (Tiwari, 2007) described the spatial-temporal patterns and processes of shifting agriculture in North Eastern India. They categorized the shifting agricultural system of soil mapping in the north-eastern region into four types i.e. traditional, distorted, innovated and modified shifting agriculture (Hussain et al., 2025). The term ‘shifting cultivation’ refers to ‘slash and burn’ agriculture and nomenclature as ‘Jhum’ or ‘Jhuming’ cultivation in North East Hill Region of India. Jhum cultivation is variably termed as rotational bush fallow agriculture, swidden cultivation and is an ancient form of agriculture still common in many parts of the humid tropics (Raman, 2001; Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2020). It is highly diverse land use which involves cutting of trees, bushes, etc. on the hill slops up to stump level in winter, drying it and finally burning the debris to clear the land for cultivation of different crops and minor and major fodder crops before the onset of rains (Hedayetullah and Zaman, 2018a; Hedayetullah and Zaman, 2018a). After one crop season or two the area is abandoned in favour of a new site within a definite area, while the hutments of the village generally remain permanent. The challenging topography, uncongenial terrain, water resources, persistent rains and harsh climatic conditions in the hilly regions led the people to adopt this age old practice Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2022). It is their cordial response to the difficulties in establishing an agro-ecosystem in the difficult tropical forest ecosystem. It seeks to identify viable alternative income-generating opportunities, reduce dependence on traditional jhum cultivation, and foster improved living standards, economic security, and long-term community development. The study objectives to assess and promote sustainable livelihood diversification strategies that can enhance the socio-economic status of the jhumias (shifting cultivators) of Mizoram.
Objectives of the Study
1. To analyze the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents with respect to age, marital status, family size, education, gender, caste, and housing condition.
2. To examine the landholding patterns (type and size) of the respondents and their distribution.
3. To assess the income and expenditure patterns of the respondents to understand their economic status and spending priorities.
4. To identify the relationship between socio-economic factors and livelihood practices of the respondents.
5. To provide baseline information that may be useful for policy makers, researchers, and extension agencies in designing strategies for improving livelihood and resource management among tribal households.
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY AREA
Mizoram state is one amongst the eight sister states of NEI and also one of the most sparsely populated states of India (Plate 1). It is bounded on the north by states of Assam and Manipur, on the east and south by Myanmar and on the west by Bangladesh and the state of Tripura. There are eight districts and 26 administrative blocks in the state. Mizoram has a total population of 10.97 Lakhs (census 2011). Literacy rate stands 91.33% while Sex ratio stands 976 (Fig. 1).
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Plate 1: Map of Mizoram and habitat of Jhumias
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Fig. 1 State profile
Mizo are part of the great wave of the Mongolian race. Mizo is not just one tribe as normally presumed but the term represents several tribes taken together. The term Mizo means the “Men who live in the hills”. (Mi-men; Zo-hills). Mizo comprises of five major tribes and eleven minor tribes, speaking Tibeto-Burman languages mostly. The five major tribes are Pawi, Lushai, Ratle, Hmar and Paithe. The economy of the state is pre-dominantly agrarian with more than 80% of the total work force engaged either directly or indirectly in agriculture. However, agriculture still remains under-developed and the primitive practice of Jhum (shifting cultivation) predominates with low production and low productivity. The economic life of the Mizo tribes has always been centered on jhum cultivation. For ethnic tribes of Mizoram “jhum is not just a means of their livelihood but is considered as a way of life. In this backdrop, the present study was undertaken with the aim to study the vivid socio-economic profile of ethnic tribes practicing jhum, expected livelihood diversification strategies of the tribes and constraints faced so that the findings could be utilized to diversify their livelihood prospects and making them less dependent on jhum. 
15

MATERIALS AND METHOD
The present study was conducted in Mizoram State. From the eight districts of Mizoram, Siaha District was chosen purposively based on maximum density of Jhumias family and from the chosen district two RD blocks were selected based on area under Jhum. Out of 92 villages in Shia and Tipa RD block a total of five villages were selected randomly for the study. Ten numbers of jhumias from each of the villages were considered randomly for the study purpose, thus making a total sample size of 50. The data was collected under empirical methodology. The primary data was collected by means of questionnaire while secondary data was gathered from Panchayat office, BDO office, State Agriculture/Forestry department, research. Frequencies, percentage, and mean were primarily used for interpretation of the data.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Socio-economic characteristics of farm households play a crucial role in determining their livelihood strategies, agricultural practices, and adoption behaviour. Factors such as age, education, landholding size, family structure, and income directly influence the decision-making capacity of farmers, while social aspects like caste, housing condition, and expenditure patterns reflect their standard of living. Understanding the socio-economic profile of respondents is therefore essential to analyze their resource availability, constraints, and potential for improving productivity and livelihoods (Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2025). In the present study, an attempt has been made to assess the socio-economic profile of respondents belonging to Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities. The analysis covers important parameters including age, marital status, family size, education, gender, caste, housing type, landholding pattern and size, income, and expenditure. This background information not only provides an overview of the living conditions of the respondents but also helps in identifying the socio-economic determinants that influence their agricultural and livelihood practices(Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2025c).
The socio-economic profile of the respondents (n=50) is presented in Table 1. The results revealed that a majority of the respondents were in the old age group (above 50 years) constituting 48 percent, followed by those in the middle age group (36–50 years) with 46 percent, while only 6 percent belonged to the young age group (below 35 years). All respondents (100%) were married.
	Table1. Socio-economic profile of the respondents n=50

	Sl. No.
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	1.
	                                                       A. Age

	
	(i)     Young (below 35 Yrs)
	3
	6 %

	
	(ii) Middle (36 to 50 Yrs)
	23
	46 %

	
	(iii) Old (Above 50 Yrs)
	24
	48 %

	
	Total
	50
	100%

	2.
	                                                      B. Marital Status

	
	(i) Married
	50
	100

	
	Total
	50
	100

	3.
	                                                      C. Family Size

	
	(i) Small  (<4 members)
	3
	6

	
	(ii) Medium (4 to 8 members)
	38
	76

	
	(iii) Large (>8 members)
	9
	18

	
	Total
	50
	100

	4.
	                                                     D. Educational Status

	
	(i) Illiterate
	9
	18

	
	(ii) Primary
	26
	52

	
	(iii) Above high school
	15
	30

	
	Total
	50
	100

	5.
	                                                     E. Gender

	
	(i) Male
	50
	100

	
	Total
	50
	100

	6.
		                                         F. Caste Category

	
	(i) ST
	50
	100

	
	Total
	50
	100

	7.
	                                                     G. House Type

	
	(i) Pucca
	1
	2

	
	(ii) Kutcha
	49
	98

	
	Total
	50
	100

	8.
	                                                     H. Type of Land Holding (a)

	
	(i) Own Jhum only
	23
	46

	
	(ii) Own Jhum and settled land
	27
	54

	
	Total
	50
	100

	
	                                                    I. Size of Land Holding in Ha. (b)

	
	(i) Small  (< 0.31 Ha)
	-
	-

	
	(ii) Medium  (0.31 to 3.83 Ha )
	44
	88

	
	(iii) Large (> 3.83 Ha)
	6
	12

	
	Total
	50
	100

	9.
	                                                   J. Monthly Income (Rs.)

	
	(i) Low  (< Rs. 3000)
	-
	-

	
	(ii) Medium (Rs. 3000 to 20000)
	43
	86

	
	(iii) High (> Rs. 20000)
	7
	14

	
	Total
	50
	100

	10.
	  K. Annually
	Expenditure (Rs.)
	

	
	Particulars
	Rs./Annum
	Percentage

	
	(i) Food
	73728
	33.71

	
	(ii) Education
	81264
	37.16

	
	(iii) Clothing
	22080
	10.11

	
	(iv) Religious Ceremony
	20496
	9.37

	
	(v) Festival
	5520
	2.52

	
	(vi) Maintenance of vehicle
	3840
	1.76

	
	(vii) Livestock
	5760
	2.63

	
	(viii) Repairing of house
	720
	0.33

	
	(ix) Others
	5280
	2.41

	
	      Total 
	218688
	100



The findings showed that majorities (48.00%) of the respondents were above 50 years, 46.00 per cent were between 36 to 50 years and 6.00 per cent were below 35 years. The table also revealed that all (100%) of the respondents were married. 



Regarding family size, the study revealed that 76.00 per cent of the respondents had medium family size, 18.00 per cent had large family size and 6.00 per cent had small family size. The data also showed that majority (52.00%) of the respondents had primary level of education followed by 30.00 per cent was above high school while remaining respondents (18.00%) were illiterate. 



With respect to caste, the study revealed that 100.00 per cent of the respondents belonged to Schedule tribe category. Again with respect to gender, 100.00 per cent of the respondents were male.



        
According to house type the data showed that almost all (98.00%) of the respondents owned kutchha type of house while the remaining 2.00 per cent owned pucca type of house. Further, it was observed that 54.00 per cent of the respondents owned both Jhum and settled land and others 46.00 per cent owned Jhum land only.



 Based on size of land holding majority (86.00%) of the respondents were medium farmers. Only 12.00 per cent of them were categorized to be large farmer. The findings also stated that most (86.00%) of the respondent were having monthly income between Rs. 3227 to Rs. 17982 while only 14.00 per cent of them were having monthly income more than Rs. 17982.

                 

Further presentation of the data revealed that 37.16 and 33.71 per cent of the respondents would spent on education and buying additional food products respectively followed by 10.11 and 9.37 per cent spending on clothing and religious ceremony, while the remaining 2.63, 2.52, 2.41, 1.76 and 0.33 per cent would spent on livestock, festival, medication, urgent needs, maintenance of vehicle and repairing of house respectively. 








Table 2. Expected livelihood diversification strategies of the respondents			
	Sl.
No.
	Expected Livelihood Diversification Strategies
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Undecided
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree
	References

	1.
	Agro-forestry development (Tree bean, fodder, Subabul, Wild fruit crops, broom grass, guinea grass, mulberry, Multipurpose Trees, etc.)
	-
	29 (58%)
	7 (14%)
	14 (28%)
	-
	Barik and Hedayetullah (2018); Bulbul and Hedayetullah (2018)

	K a2.
	Fruits Orchard (Banana, Papaya, Citrus, Kiwi fruit, Guava, Pomegranate, Pineapple, Plum, Amla, etc.) development
	6 (12%)
	36 (72%)
	7 (14%)
	1 (2%)
	-
	Mitra and Roy (2013)

	3.
	Low cost bamboo poly house with high value cash crops (Nonconventional legume, Capsicum, King chilli)
	1 (2%)
	21 (42%)
	19 (38%)
	9 (18%)
	-
	Zambre, 2023; Mukherjee & Hedayetullah, 2018

	4.
	Integrated Farming System (Rice based cropping)
	8 (16%)
	30 (60%)
	10 (20%)
	2 (4%)
	-
	Zaman and Hedayetullah (2019); Rahaman et al., 2022

	5.
	Integrated Mushroom Cultivation
	-
	6 (12%)
	22 (44%)
	22 (44%)
	-
	Ashem et al., (2021)

	6.
	Integrated Apiary
	-
	7 (14%)
	15 (30%)
	27 (54%)
	1 (2%)
	Haldhar et al., (2021)

	7.
	Vegetables Cultivation (Tomato, Brinjal, Chilli, Cabbage, Cauliflower, Broccoli, Leek, Cucurbits, Beans, urd, Pea, Carrot, Radish, Leafy vegetables, etc.) either sole or intercropping under fruit crops
	24 (48%)
	20 (40%)
	3 (6%)
	3 (6%)
	-
	Hedayetullah et al., (2023)
Singh et al., (2014); Senguta and Hedayetullah, 2018’ 

	8.
	Spice Production (Turmeric, Ginger, King chilli, etc.) either sole or intercropping under fruit crops
	20 (40%)
	27 (54%)
	1 (2%)
	2 (4%)
	-
	Devi and Raj (2021)

	9.
	Intro of Rabi crops under Zero/minimum tillage (Rapeseed mustard, lentil, grass pea, chickpea etc.)
	1 (2%)
	18 (36%)
	20 (40%)
	11 (22%)
	-
	Sadhukhan et al., 2018; Hedayetullah et al., (2024) Hedayetullah et al., (2016)  Singh et al., (2025)’ Seth et al., (2022)’ Meenambigai et al., (2023) Hedayetullah et al., (2018)  

	10.
	Intro of cover crops (e.g. Rice bean)
	-
	16 (32%)
	19 (38%)
	15 (30%)
	-
	Bhagyasri et al., (2023)

	11.
	Small scale primary processing unit (pickle jam/jelly, RTS beverage, squash, candy, etc.) based on produces from the Jhum land
	3 (6%)
	37 (74%)
	8 (16%)
	2 (4%)
	-
	Deka and Sarmah (2010)’ Dutta et al., (2014)

	12.
	Sericulture (if mulberry is included under agro-forestry)
	2 (4%)
	2 (4%)
	13 (26%)
	31 (62%)
	2 (4%)
	Singh et al., (2021)

	13.
	Composting/Vermi-composting (using crop residues or leaf litter from agro-forestry component)
	6 (12%)
	31 (62%)
	9 (18%)
	4 (8%)
	-
	Tripathi et al., (2009)

	14.
	Live fence (e.g. perennial pigeon pea) for protection from wild animals as well as for additional income generation
	2 (4%)
	9 (18%)
	25 (50%)
	13 (26%)
	1 (2%)
	Zambre, 2023

	15.
	Diversification through intercropping of pulse in Agro forestry system
	1 (2%)
	6 (12%)
	25 (50%)
	18 (36%)
	-
	Hedayetullah et al., (2025)




In the context of the agreement and disagreement of the respondents on expected livelihood diversification strategies, table 2 revealed that majority of the respondents agreed on primary processing unit (72.00%), Fruits orchard development (72.00%), Composting (62.00%), integrated farming system (60.00%) and Agro-forestry development (58.00%) (Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2025b). While more than half of the respondents showed disagree on sericulture (62.00%) and integrated Apiary (54.00%) respectively. With respect to intercropping of pulse in agroforestry system, integrated Mushroom Cultivation, low cost bamboo poly house 50.00 per cent, 44.00 per cent and 38.00% of the respondents remained undecided (Zaman and Hedayetullah, 2025c). None of the respondents showed strong agreement or strong disagreement on any of these strategies. The findings were similar with the results as reported by (Jayasree Datta, N.R. Gangadharappa and G.S. Biradar, 2014).
Table3. Constraints in livelihood diversification of the respondents		      	             n=50
	Sl. no
	Constraints in livelihood diversification
	Major Constraint
	Minor Constraint
	No Constraint

	
	Infrastructural Constraints

	1.
	Lack of market access
	41 (82%)
	5 (10%)
	4 (8%)

	2.
	Lack of transport subsidy for  the products
	47 (94%)
	2 (4%)
	1 (2%)

	3.
	Lack of value addition unit
	21 (42%)
	29 (58%)
	-

	4.
	Lack of proper road
	42 (84%)
	2 (4%)
	6 (12%)

	5.
	Lack of power supply
	8 (16%)
	19 (38%)
	23 (46%)

	6.
	Absence of small scale enterprises
	38 (76%)
	12 (24%)
	-

	
	Resource Constraints

	7.
	Insufficient natural resources (especially water scarcity during winter months)
	42 (84%)
	4 (8%)
	4 (8%)

	8.
	Lack of individual property for capital building
	48 (96%)
	2 (4%)
	-

	9.
	Lack of individual ownership of land
	8 (16%)
	25 (50%)
	17 (34%)
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	Lack of loan facility
	34 (68%)
	14 (28%)
	2 (4%)

	
	Technological Constraints

	11.
	Lack of organic weed control method in Jhum field
	46 (92%)
	3 (6%)
	1 (2%)

	12.
	Lack of High Yielding Varieties for Jhum land
	40 (80%)
	8 (16%)
	2 (4%)

	13.
	Lack of access to extension service
	27 (54%)
	20 (40%)
	3 (6%)

	
	Social Constraints

	14.
	Inadequate experience in expected livelihood
	25 (50%)
	22 (44%)
	3 (6%)

	15.
	Primary livelihood activities not leaving enough time to pursue diversification strategies
	22 (44%)
	22 (44%)
	6 (12%)

	16.
	Lack of role model entrepreneur in my village
	37 (74%)
	11 (22%)
	2 (4%)

	17.
	Lack of family encouragement to venture in new income generation activity
	9 (18%)
	29 (58%)
	12 (24%)

	18.
	Feeling shy in doing new work
	-
	1 (2%)
	49 (98%)

	19.
	Fear of taking risk
	41 (82%)
	3 (6%)
	6 (12%)

	
	Economic Constraints

	20.
	Unavailability of credit facility due to common property land resources
	23 (46%)
	21 (42%)
	6 (12%)

	21.
	Lack of good market price for the produce
	42 (84%)
	4 (8%)
	4 (8%)

	22.
	Others, if any
	
	
	

	i.
	No support or facilities provide by the Central or State Govt. like Agri/Horti Dept
	15 (30%)
	-
	-

	ii.
	Lack of information for a better Jhum cultivation 
	2 (4%)
	-
	-

	iii.
	Lack of maintenance
	5 (10%)
	-
	-



With respect to Constraints in livelihood diversification, the findings of Table-3 revealed that the Infrastructural constraints namely Lack of market access, Lack of transport subsidy for the products, Lack of proper road, market access and Absence of small scale enterprises were reported by 94.00 per cent, 84.00 per cent 84.00 per cent, 82.00 per cent and 76.00 per cent of the respondents respectively as major constraints. Further it was clear from the tabulated data that 96.00 percent, 84.00 per cent and 68.00 per cent considered lack of individual property for capital building, insufficient natural resources and lack of loan facility respectively as major resource constraints. Again 92.00 per cent and 80.00 per cent considered lack of organic weed control and lack of high yielding varieties for jhum as the major technological constraints respectively. While 82.00 per cent and 74.00 per cent considered fear of taking risk and lack of role model entrepreneur in the concerned village as major social constraints. While 84.00 per cent respondents considered lack of market price for the produce as major economic constraint.
CONCLUSION 
Jhum cultivation remains a distinctive agricultural practice in the hilly regions of Northeast India. Despite criticism for its low productivity and associated environmental challenges, its persistence is deeply rooted in the ecological setting, socio-economic realities, cultural identity, and land tenure systems of tribal communities. In traditional Mizo society, the absence of alternative occupational opportunities has made jhuming a way of life for nearly 80% of farmers in the state. To reduce sole dependence on this system, the adoption of sustainable livelihood diversification strategies is essential. Importantly, for such interventions to be effective in promoting socio-economic upliftment, they must be designed in harmony with the socio-cultural fabric of the Mizo Hills.
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