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FIELD BULLETIN  
Freed haliya in the Far West and their land concerns1 

Land issues raised in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, 2006 

 Policies shall be formulated to implement a scientific land reform programme by doing away with the feudal 
land ownership practice (Section 3.7). 

 Policies shall be pursued to provide land and socio-economic security to backward communities like the 
landless squatters, bonded labourers, tillers, bonded domestics, bonded cattle-tenders and such other groups 
(Section 3.10). 

Background 

Haliya pratha is an exploitative system of agrarian 

bonded labour practiced in the Far and Mid Western 

Regions of Nepal in particular. Haliya are those who 

served as agricultural bonded labourers for landlords to 

till the land and undertake heavy manual labour. 

There are three broad categories of haliya:  

 those who 

worked as 

ploughman for 

landlords and 

were bonded in 

lieu of interest on 

debts owed;  

 those obliged to work in lieu of interest on both 

debt and for land provided by landlords and;  

 traditional or hereditary haliya who worked in 

lieu of interest on debt and/or land received by 

their forefathers.6  
  

The practice has existed for many centuries. However, 

the movement by haliya to be liberated intensified only as of 2002 when groups began to organize at 

district level.  In 2008, the Federation of National Haliya Liberation Societies (RHMSF) in Kathmandu 
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Freed haliya in the Far West 

Out of a total of 20,058 identified freed haliya in 

Nepal, 17,122 (85%) live in the Far West. As per a 

survey carried out by LWF Nepal, 94% are dalit, 

5% are janjati and one percent are 

Chhetri/Brahmin. The average family size is 6.38 

and 79% are illiterate.
2
 

Nearly 98% face food insecurity - 80% of 

households face food shortages for more than six 

months of the year and only two percent are food 

sufficient year round.  48% have access to piped 

water, 19% have toilet facilities and only 10% 

have access to electricity.
3
 

Nearly 54% of freed haliya do not have citizenship 

certificates.
4
 Their access to VDC services and 

resources as well as community forests is only 

12% and 19% respectively.  Moreover, only 0.35% 

are involved in VDC resource allocation and 0.45% 

in community forest management processes.
5
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presented 11 demands to the Government of Nepal (GoN). On 5 September 2008, the GoN signed a five 

point agreement with the RHMSF that liberated the haliya, outlawing the haliya pratha practice.  It also 

erased debts held by haliya, committed the GoN to forming a task force to assess their situation and 

demands, and to implement the taskforce’s recommendations, as well as to provide security to freed 

haliya given the possible tension that might be a result of the haliya liberation announcement.7  

Government initiatives and concerns among freed haliya 

In line with the 2008 agreement, a task force comprising nine members was formed to address the 11 

demands.  It submitted its report to the GoN on 26 September 2008 with 10 recommendations.8  

The 11 Demands of Freed Haliya 

1. Formally declare emancipation and dismiss debt; 

2. Register land and houses occupied by haliya and provide 10 kattha land in Tarai or 10 ropani in the hills to each 

family; 

3. Establish a high-level Haliya Emancipation and Rehabilitation Commission; 

4. Enact  the ‘Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill; 

5. Provide NRs 100,000 to each family as compensation;  

6. Conduct a survey, categorize  freed haliyas on the basis of land holdings and issue identity cards accordingly;  

7. Provide alternative means of employment on the basis of ‘one house-one employment’ through public-private 

enterprise, company and foreign employment; 

8. Provide security after liberation given fears of possible incidents during rehabilitation;  

9. Provide proportional representation of haliya in every sector of the state; 

10. Incorporate the demands of haliya in GoN policies and programmes. 

11. Develop and implement comprehensive programmes for freed haliya addressing health, education, caste-based 

discrimination, etc.9 
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Summary of the Taskforce’s 10 Recommendations 

1. The Ministry of Home Affairs should direct District Administration Offices to implement the GoN decision 

to liberate haliya; 

2. A haliya survey should be carried out. There are no clear statistics on how much land is occupied by freed 

haliya. Thus, a team comprising VDC Secretary, RHMSF and other local level organizations should be 

formed to carry out the survey;  

3. A higher level commission with a presence at district level should be established;  

4. The ‘Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill should be enacted and this bill should cover the issues of some other 

similar groups like khaliya, kamara, kamari, haruwa, charuwa, hali, etc.; 

5. The local authorities should allocate budget to address current needs of freed haliya; 

6. Haliya should be categorized based on land holdings and the rehabilitation programme should be 

implemented based on their  identified priorities; 

7. The Ministry of Home Affairs should direct District Administration Offices to ensure the security of freed 

haliya as needed; 

8. The ninth demand is in line with the provision mentioned in Article 21 of Interim Constitution. Thus, the 

GoN should ensure representation of haliya in various sectors of the state;  

9. The GoN should incorporate haliya issues in programme and policies; 

10. The GoN should adopt policies for free health and education up to grade 12. Targeted programmes on 

health, education, WASH etc. should be implemented.
10 
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In 2010, the Ministry of Land Reform and Management (MoLRM) organised a consultative meeting with 

stakeholders and put forward a draft ‘Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill’. The draft bill sets out the rights of 

freed haliya, establishes a rehabilitation fund, a case litigation and appeal process as well as provisions for 

punishment.11 The draft bill also provisioned for central and district committees headed by the Secretary of 

the MoLRM and CDOs respectively (or by an officer appointed by them). The main roles and responsibilities 

of the district committee included keeping up to date information on the haliya, implementation of haliya 

rehabilitation programmes and a coordination role in regards to agencies which implement education and 

income generation programmes12.  

Although the RHMSF supports a ‘Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill’, they assert that the proposed draft is 

inadequate and has therefore raised various objections. They argue that some landlords have disguised 

debts as new loans and have issued IOUs (written acknowledgements of debt) which have rendered many 

haliya bonded. They call for the bill to contain provisions specifically prohibiting these types of loans. In 

addition, they consider some words in the draft bill discriminatory and have called for a caste and gender 

sensitive language.13 

A freed haliya from a dalit family in Nagarjun VDC (Baitadi District), had continued to serve as agriculture bonded 

labour for his former landlord in lieu of interest on a loan of NRs 700 taken by his grandfather many years ago. 

With the support of RHMSF, the freed haliya filed a case in the District Administration Office (DAO) against the 

landlord for not respecting the outlawing of the haliya system. The DAO decided in favor of the freed haliya and 

dismissed the debt based on the haliya liberation announcement by the GoN and Kamaiya Labour Prohibition Act 

(2001)
14

. The landlord however filed a case in the District Court claiming NRs 70,000 for interest on the loan.  

Whilst, the court upheld the DAO verdict in this particular case in December 2010, another freed haliya in 

Kanchanpur paid his debt as the landlord possessed an IOU. 

The Kamaiya Labour Prohibition Act (2001) which formally ended the practice of bonded labour in Nepal 

recognizes ‘Hali’ (another word for haliya) as bonded labour. Thus, the DAOs and Courts use the Kamaiya Act in 

cases brought by freed haliya. However, the RHMSF legal officer interviewed noted that the issues faced by freed 

haliya are different from those of former kamaiya. Freed haliya face discrimination on the basis of caste as well as 

being bonded labours and majority reside in remote hill and mountain villages with very limited livelihood options.  

Therefore these are not adequate legal provisions in support of freed haliya.  He called for the enactment of a 

haliya bill addressing these issues
15

.  

In May 2011, the GoN issued ‘Freed Haliya Rehabilitation and Monitoring Guidelines’ and established a 

taskforce to look into rehabilitation modalities and review the draft ‘Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill.’ The 

guidelines envisage temporary (six months) district level taskforces to update information on freed haliya 

and to distribute identity cards to them.16 However, the RHMSF has noted that government support to 

rehabilitate freed haliya has thus far been very limited and they have therefore demanded that the 

rehabilitation of freed haliya be accelerated.  
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Land Concerns among freed haliya 

An ILO survey published in 2010 noted that nearly 62% of haliya are landless or nearly landless whilst 38% 

own one ropani (5,476 square feet) or more of land.17  A similar survey in 2009 focusing on the nine Far 

Western Districts found that 57% of freed haliya are landless, while holdings among the remaining 43% 

average only 1.8 ropani. In Bahjang district, nearly 90% are landless. In Dadeldhura 95% of freed haliya own 

land, although the average size is low at only 1.01 ropani per household.18  

The draft “Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill” states 

that the former landlords should compensate the 

freed haliya by providing land.20 However, freed 

haliya and haliya organizations have raised 

objections to this provision as they fear it will not be 

implemented and if it is, that it will create conflict 

within the communities.  The RHMSF has therefore 

requested that the GoN provide 10 katta of 

government land in the Tarai or 10 ropanis in the 

hills to each household as an interim measure until 

the land reform called for under the CPA is 

implemented. In addition, activists note that some 

freed haliyas have inhabited houses and land for 

many years and are thus demanding that their 

situation be legalized.21   

The freed haliya have called for members to be 

categorized according to the amount of land they 

own.   

The three categories suggested are:   

 Category A-landless and those with up to three 

katta land in the Tarai or three ropanis in the 

hills;  

 Category B- those with up to seven katta land 

in the Tarai or seven ropanis in the hills; and  

 Category C- those with up to 10 katta land in 

the Tarai or three ropanis in the hills. 22  

They have requested that identity cards be issued 

noting these categories so that benefits targeted to 

freed haliya are not diverted to other groups. In 

addition, freed haliya request that services, 

subsidies, facilities and even land be provided 

based on these categories. 
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 Ram Bahadur Parki- First freed haliya, interviewed in Dadeldhura on 6 June 
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 Draft Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill, Section 2.8 
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 Haliya activist participated in Planning workshop on rehabilitation modalities for freed haliyas, held in Dadeldhura, 20 May 2011 
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 Haliya activists and RHMSF members interviewed in Doti on 19
th

 May and in Dadeldhura on 23 May 

Ram Bahadur Parki of Samaijee VDC (Dadeldhura 

District) is recognized as a ‘first freed haliya’. He 

worked for the same landlord as his father due to an 

outstanding loan. In 2003 his family followed the 

landlord to Kanchanpur when the latter moved to the 

Tarai. Mr. Parki, with the support of human right 

organizations, filed the case against landlord and the 

Kanchanpur DAO verdict freed him according to the 

Kamaiya Labour Prohibition Act in 2004, even before 

the GoN haliya liberation announcement.   

Today Mr. Parki is working with the RHMSF in 

Dadeldhura and although his salary cover the daily 

needs of his family,  he is worried about the future as 

he does not own land or a house. ‘I have nothing if my 

contract with RHMSF expires and that is why I want the 

GoN should speed up the rehabilitation process,’ he 

said. 

Mr. Parki also noted that many freed haliya in remote 

villages face difficulties to access food, health care and 

basic education for their children. In addition, most are 

landless and lack livelihood options.
19

 

A freed haliya interviewed in Doti noted that land is one 

of the key livelihood assets in an agrarian society. As 

most haliya are landless or nearly landless they cannot 

rely on agriculture and livestock for their livelihood. 

With no market for their traditional products like 

traditional baskets, sickles and spades, and with limited 

livelihood options in villages as well as at District 

Headquarters they face sever challenges. Thus, many 

freed haliya are forced to migrate toward India in 

search of work. 
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Ranking of the freed haliya demands23 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Land is at the top in pair-wise ranking among the demands of haliya. This is followed by shelter, 

employment, free education and health care, skills training, cash compensation, interest free loans, social 

security and an end to caste-based discrimination.  

Rank Demand Percentage 
1 Land, shelter and food 37.3 

2 Employment 28.3 

3 Free education and health 12.3 

4 Cash compensation 8.1 

4 Skill training 6.3 

5 Loan without interest 3.1 

6 Support for livestock  2.5 

7 Others 2.1 

Livelihoods and coping strategies among freed haliya 

Agriculture is the primary source of livelihood for a majority of people in Nepal.  However, only 46% of 

freed haliyas are involved in this sector as the majority of them are landless. Those with land face 

challenges due to the small size of their landholdings, the lack of irrigation and limited access to fertilizer 

and high quality seeds.  Many others have shifted to seasonal agricultural wage labour but argue that the 

wages are low and not uniform across the region, which affects the freed haliya in particular.  Some are 

involved in agriculture based on share-cropping. Under this system, landlords provide land for crop 

cultivation and the products are shared equally between landlord and freed haliya. However, even after 

three years of liberation, some freed haliya in remote parts of the Far West continue to be indebted to and 

work for landlords on what is an essentially bonded basis due to limited alternative options.24  There are no 

exact statistics to support this claim.   

Around 14% of freed haliya earn their living as daily wage labours and six percent by making traditional 

products made of copper, iron and bamboo. Similarly, four percent work as carpenters and masons. 27% of 

all freed haliya are said to be engaged in wage labour in cities across India.25  

Conclusion 

The GoN freed the haliyas in September 2008, marking an important step in ending this longstanding and 

exploitative system.  However, more is needed in order to ensure that the practice is fully and effectively 

eradicated and the needs within the community are met. The recommendations of the taskforce which 

came out of the freed haliya survey in 2009 are key steps in this regard. However, most are yet to be 

implemented. While the GoN has allocated a budget to address the needs of freed haliya, programmes 

targeting them are considered ineffective by haliya themselves. Although local authorities are generally 

aware of the GoN’s haliya emancipation attempts, they are not clear about how to implement the 

rehabilitation process. The creation of a second taskforce to review modalities for rehabilitation, and their 

outreach to the community to seek their input, is positive. However, this must be followed by concrete 

assistance. The situation of freed haliyas is still vulnerable given that very few have viable, alternative 

means of income. Reports that some have returned to what is effectively bonded labour are alarming. The 
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Rally organized by freed haliya in Dadeldhura 
 (Photo: LWF/Nepal) 
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draft “Haliya System (Prohibition) Bill” can also serve as an important step, if the concerns of the 

community are reflected and the bill is brought in line with international standards. Progress in serving the 

needs of the freed haliya will also depend on Nepal’s broader efforts to address long term social inclusion 

and economic growth.  
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