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FIELD BULLETIN 
Migration patterns in the Central Tarai: Has an equilibrium been 

disrupted?1   
 

Background 

Shortly after the Jana Andolan II, or People’s Movement of 20062, the coalition of political3 and 
social forces that brought down the monarchy and reinstated parliament started to be challenged 
by people from the Madhesh4. Prompted by the interim legislature’s delay in addressing regional 
issues and major political parties’ perceived lack of interest in addressing their concerns5, 
Madheshi leaders called for protests which, rather unexpectedly, saw a significant turn out across 
the Tarai region and created a genuine Madheshi Andolan6; one which disrupted the existing 
social status quo in the Madhesh and changed the face of Nepali politics profoundly.  

This field bulletin examines the migration patterns in the Central Tarai7 after the Madheshi 
Andolan of 2007. It focuses in particular on the migration of Pahadis8 (people of Hill-origin) from 
the Central Tarai to the Hills or towns along the East-West Highway, still within the Tarai region. 
Furthermore, it looks at the migration destinations chosen by Madheshis (people of Tarai-origin) 

                                                 
1  

FCO Bharatpur interviewed migrants from the Central Tarai, local authorities, local political party members, NGO and local people 
in June/July of 2011 and from January to April 2012.  

2
  The April 2006 Jana Andolan or People’s Movement II lasted for 19 days and was supported by Nepali people from all over the 

country. For more accounts of this movement see the International Crisis Group Report Number 115 Nepal: From People Power 
to Peace (May 2006) http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-
asia/nepal/115_nepal_from_people_power_to_peace.pdf 

3
  The political forces included the parliamentary parties that made up the Seven Party Alliance (SPA); the Nepali Congress (NC); 

Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist, UML); Nepal Sadbhavana Party (Anandidevi, NSP (A)); Nepali Congress 
(Democratic, NC(D)); Janamorcha Nepal; Nepal Workers and Peasants Party (NWPP); and United Left Front (ULF) and the Maoist 
Party. 

4
  The use of the term ‘Madhesh’ in this Field Bulletin implies no position on the part of the United Nations as to the future 

structure of Nepal. It is used interchangeably with ‘Tarai’ to illustrate that there are various points of view in regard to the issues 
discussed herein. Furthermore, the term is used as a near synonym of Tarai but it, and “Madheshi” (used for people), have 
distinct political connotations. Madhesh generally denotes the plains of Eastern and Central Tarai, while Madheshis have been 
defined as non-Pahadis with plains languages as their mother tongue, regardless of their place of birth or residence. Source: F. 
Gaige, Regionalism and national unity in Nepal, op. cit., p. 15. 

5 
 Not simply demands for federalism, but also concerns around greater inclusion in the Nepali state, the conditions of Nepali 

citizenship and recognition of Madheshis as being equally as ‘Nepali’ as other communities and the electoral system amongst 
other concerns. 

6 
 The Madheshi Andolan took place during January and February of 2007. The protest only died down when the 

legislature‐parliament declared to amend the Interim Constitution to include that Nepal would be a federal state and that 
electoral boundaries in the Tarai would be reviewed. For more accounts of this movement see the International Crisis Group 
Report Number 136 Nepal’s Troubled Tarai Region (July 2007) http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-
asia/nepal/136_nepal_s_troubled_tarai_region.pdf and the chronology of key Madhesh events on p. 38 in this report.  

7 
 The Central Tarai consists of Chitwan, Parsa, Bara, Rautahat, Sarlahi, Mahottari, Dhanusa districts. 

8
  This field bulletin uses the term Hill-origin or Pahadi and Tarai-origin or Madheshi, as cultural identities that the interviewees 

assign to themselves, not as validation of any political or territorial claims. The term as Pahadi, people of Hill-origin or Hill people 
are used interchangeably in this field bulletin but refer all to the same identity group, namely people that originate from the Hills 
or Mountains of Nepal. 

http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/nepal/115_nepal_from_people_power_to_peace.pdf
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/nepal/115_nepal_from_people_power_to_peace.pdf
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/nepal/136_nepal_s_troubled_tarai_region.pdf
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/nepal/136_nepal_s_troubled_tarai_region.pdf
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and attempts to clarify what motivated people to relocate as well as some of the implications of 
this resettlement.   

A brief history 

Nepal’s mostly plain Tarai region constitutes about a quarter of the country’s total area. Once 
sparsely populated, in part due to its malarial jungles, the Tarai is now home to around half the 
country’s population. Starting in the 1950s the Government of Nepal (GoN) encouraged Hill 
people to migrate to the plains and, supported by malaria eradication programmes’, the clearing 
of forests and land resettlement schemes, the Pahadi proportion of the population has increased 
five-fold9 since then, with Hill-origin people now making up about one third of the Tarai’s 
population10. In general, the majority of the Pahadi community settled along the East-West 
highway in the northern part of the districts, although there has also been significant settlement 
by Pahadi people in urban centres, such as Janakpur and Birgunj, where they pursued trade and 
business interests or worked in the bureaucracy11. 

Migration patterns 

The Madheshi movement was initially based on perceived political and social exclusion12, but a 
small minority, mainly underground Madheshi armed groups, attempted to bring an ethnic 
‘Pahadi vs. Madheshi’ aspect to the discourse and, at times, pursued an openly anti-Pahadi 
agenda. Although, the mainstream Madheshi political parties made a point of not using anti-
Pahadi rhetoric - many of them actually reached out to include Pahadis in their parties - 
underground groups and ordinary individuals made numerous threats of violence demanding that 
Pahadis leave the Tarai. Occasionally, such threats were enacted and Pahadis, mainly businessmen 
or bureaucrats, became victims of extortion, abduction or had their office or residence targeted 
with IEDs13. These events did not directly cause a massive population displacement, which has 
always been more of a trickle than a wave, but they accentuated the rifts between socio-ethnic 
groups in this part of the Tarai. 

NGO workers and teachers of Hill-origin residing in the Tarai14 estimated that, as of June 2011, 
almost 80% of the Pahadis who had their permanent residence in Janakpur had left. Multiple 
interviewees15 cited similar numbers, but no official figure is available. Likewise, an analyst from 
Bara assessed that 140 Pahadi families from Bara’s district headquarters Kalaiya alone had left 
since the Madheshi Andolan, while another source in Birgunj16 estimated that over 100 families 
from a single ward of this  Tarai city had migrated between 2007 and 2009. Again, no official data 
to confirm these numbers is available. 

The preferred destinations for Pahadi migrants seem to be Hetauda17, Chitwan district and 
Kathmandu. The first two have a direct link between the Tarai and Kathmandu and comprise a 
majority Pahadi population and like the latter, Kathmandu, offer a wide-range of educational 
institutions and relatively good employment opportunities. Those who could not afford to settle in 

                                                 
9
    The 1951 census recorded 6 per cent Pahadi population in the Tarai, the 2001 census 33 per cent. See http://cbs.gov.np/  

10  
See http://cbs.gov.np/ 

11
  Source: 2001 Census data 

12
  There is wide evidence of socio-economic inequalities in the Tarai. As an example, the Gini coefficient for land in the Tarai is 

0.42 compared to 0.29 in Hill and 0.33 in Mountains. (Nepal Human Development Report, 2004, p. 164) 
13 

 See ‘Nepal’s Troubled Tarai Region’: International Crisis Group Asia Report N°136, 9 July 2007 Page 29 
14

  Pahadi NGO workers and teachers interviewed in Janakpur (Dhanusa) on 28 June 2011 
15

  NGO workers and teachers interviewed in Janakpur (Dhanusa) on 28 June 2011 
16

  Businessman interviewed in October 2008, Birgunj 
17

  District headquarters of Makwanpur 

http://cbs.gov.np/
http://cbs.gov.np/
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these locations, usually only moved a few kilometres north, typically to roadside bazaars on the 
East-West highway, which have seen a steady population growth since the Madheshi Andolan18. 
According to recent Pahadi migrants to Bardibas19, there are no ethnic tensions in these largely 
homogenous towns: “We migrated to Bardibas because the land was less expensive than in 
Hetauda or Kathmandu, we chose a settlement of Pahadi people as they are honest and support 
each other and started our life anew with their support, also we could more easily re-start a 
business here as we knew people”20.  

Less significant but still important numbers of Madheshis also migrated during this period. Among 
this group the trend seems to have been to relocate from villages and smaller towns of the 
Central Tarai such as Jaleswar, Malangwa and Gaur21 to larger cities and industrial hubs such as 
Janakpur and Birgunj that offer more opportunities22 and increasingly, to Kathmandu. A journalist 
from the Madhesh23 informed that Madheshis often migrate for similar reasons as Pahadis, 
namely a poor security situation and a perceived rise in crime and violence, but also in search of 
better opportunities24. 

Push factors: Fear, rising criminality and challenged traditional power relations 

Rather than direct and personal experiences of hostility, fear seems to be an important factor 
pushing families to leave the Central Tarai or relocate to towns along the East-West highway. 
Although reported cases of violence against Pahadis or forced displacements are surprisingly rare, 
in particular considering the intensity of the protests and the scale of communal tensions between 
2007 and 2008, it seemed that many Pahadi people no longer felt safe living in predominantly 
Madheshi areas south of the highway, simply because they were afraid that the situation might 
further deteriorate. A Pahadi interviewee25, who migrated to Hetauda from Saptari, mentioned 
fear of armed groups, a decrease in quality of education and an increase in corruption in 
government offices as other factors. According to another Pahadi residing in Janakpur26, the 
Madheshi Movement in general, but in particular part of its agitators, exacerbated anti-Hill 
sentiment by using ethnic slogans and asserting that all land south of the East-West highway 
should be theirs. A female Pahadi teacher27, who still resides in Janakpur, stated that: “A lot of 
migration happened after pamphlets were thrown in our settlement asking Hill people to leave 
the Madhesh. People broke our gates during the Madheshi movement. They tortured us 
psychologically, repeatedly cutting our telephone lines, abusing us verbally and humiliating us by 
saying ‘Pahade’”28.  

A recent migrant to Hetauda mentioned that a general rise in criminality after 2007 was another 
reason why Pahadi people decided to move out from the Tarai, saying: “We migrated from 

                                                 
18

  Information shared by local people and NGO workers interviewed in Bardibas on 24 August 2011 and in Jaleswar in February  
2012 

19 
 A roadside bazaar along the East-West highway of Mahottari district 

20
 Interview in Bardibas on 24 August 2011 

21 
 The district headquarters of Mahottari, Sarlahi and Rautahat respectively 

22
  Madhesi interviewed in Jaleswar and Malangwa on March 2012  

23 
 Interviewed in Janakpur on 28 June 2011 

24 
 Remittance money received from family members or relatives working overseas also contributes to the ability of Madheshi  

families to migrate to areas with greater access to employment opportunities, such as Janakpur, Birgunj and increasingly 
Kathmandu   

25 
 Interviewed in Hetauda on 30 June 2011 

26 
 Interviewed in Janakpur on 28 June 2012 

27  
Interviewed in Janakpur on 28 June 2011 

28
 ‘Pahade’ is a distortion from the term Pahadi and in a derogatory way connotes to ‘[….] are from the Hills, […] not from here 

[Madhesh]’, similarly the term Madheshi is often distorted as ‘Madheshiya’ and used pejoratively for any plains people.  
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Rangapur in Rautahat because of frequent rumours of kidnapping and looting, one cannot feel 
secure. It is not the same as it was in the past”29.  Residents30 of Mahottari and Dhanusa 
confirmed that criminal activities swelled in the aftermath of the Madheshi movement as 
criminals sought to profit from the post-conflict transitional fragility in the country  and the length 
of time it was taking the security forces to re-establish themselves in rural areas following the end 
of the Maoist conflict. However, they denied that the criminal activities were targeted at Pahadi 
people alone. According to businesses in Birgunj31 Pahadis may have initially been the most 
tempting target, but extortion and other criminal activities effecting both communities continue 
to be a serious problem at present. Other affluent groups within the Madheshi community, such 
as returned migrant workers32, also seem to be subject to similar threats. It should be noted, 
however, that many areas of the Central and Eastern Tarai have had a history of armed group 
activity long before the Maoist conflict and Madheshi movement33. Some observers attribute this 
to the historical exclusion of the Madheshi population by the Nepali State and its reluctance to 
expend effort and resources in establishing its authority over a population which it did not 
consider completely to be its own, as if the Madheshi population was ‘living in someone else’s 
country’34.   

Most Madheshi people interviewed perceive the Nepali state to be pro-Pahadi and systematically 
anti-Madheshi, which contributed to their feeling of resentment. A local Madheshi political 
leader35 complained of this historical state discrimination36 and marginalization towards Madheshi 
people and noted that Pahadis, as ruling class, were responsible for maintaining deep inequalities 
in the Tarai. A Madheshi intellectual37 from Janakpur also opines that out-migration by Pahadis 
may reflect their reluctance to share power and privilege with Madheshis. He noted that Pahadis 
were accustomed to being landlords, administrators, businessmen or politicians without any 
challenge from Madheshis and were not comfortable with the idea of compromise with people 
they had not previously considered their equals or even, in many cases, their compatriots.  

This lack of acknowledgement of perceived historical injustice was also a major source of 
frustration amongst Madheshi actors at the time of the Madheshi Andolan and it is comparatively 
rare to meet Pahadi commentators who acknowledge that while they themselves may have never 
discriminated against Madheshis, the Pahadi population in the Tarai did enjoy a comparatively 
advantaged position due to historical reasons and state policies, or that insinuations about their 
non-Nepaliness, language or even physical appearance could be a source of deep resentment 
going beyond the merely political.  

The Madesh Andolan and the State’s incapacity to ensure security for this region in general were 
without doubt among the principal reasons for many of the Pahadi community to leave the area, 
but at the same time it must be understood that the Madesh Andolan also challenged traditional 
power relations between Pahadis and Madheshis, calling into question traditional notions of who 
is and who is not Nepali, an experience that surely proved extremely uncomfortable for many 

                                                 
29 

 Interviewed in Hetauda on 17 June 2011  
30 

 Interviewed on 28 June 2011 
31

 Birgunj Chamber of Commerce, 20th March, 2012 
32

 Interviewed in Janakpur on 28 June 2011 
33

 Letter from British East India Company to the King of Nepal, 1798(now in British Library, London) demanding that he act to 
control cross border attacks on British farmers from stretching back nearly 200 years;  

34 
KB Mathema, ‘Madeshi Uprising’ 2011. 

35
 Interviewed in Jaleswar in February 2012 

36
 See ‘The Tarai’, Gunaratne September 2011, or ‘Madeshi Uprising’ chapter IV, KB Mathema 2011 for more detailed discussions 
on these issues. 

37
 Interviewed on Janakpur on 28 June 2011 
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members of the Pahadi community and may have contributed to their desire to move out of the 
Tarai.  

Migration dynamics in Hetauda Municipality 

Estimating the number of people who moved permanently or temporarily to Hetauda is 
confounded by the fact that many of the migrants either do not buy land or register with the local 
administration38. Many simply rent accommodation or stay with friends and relatives. The number 
of people who moved is therefore expected to be higher than what can be extrapolated from 
official figures, but it is difficult to know exactly how much higher. Nevertheless, for administrative 
purposes such as birth registration and applying for citizenship and passports migrants need to 
register their new residency. While most internal migrants do not change their residence officially, 
municipal records39 provide good trend indicators on the number and origin of new residents, 
such as the number of families migrating to Hetauda from Central Tarai districts. The proportion 
of registered migrants from the Central Tarai compared to migrants from nearby VDCs, 
neighbouring Hill districts or Kathmandu has increased steadily since 2007. While the data are not 
disaggregated by ethnicity or ancestral origin (Hill or plain), a look at the caste names suffices to 
realize that most recent migrants from Tarai districts are of Hill-origin.  

In the last four years the real estate business has been booming in Hetauda and, according to local 
real estate brokers40, of those who bought land in this city, 40% were Hill people from the Tarai, 
40% were diverse investors from Kathmandu and the remaining 20% from other parts of the 
country. As a consequence, the land price in certain areas of Hetauda reportedly tripled between 
the Madheshi Andolan and the start of 200841.  

It should be noted though, that land purchases do not necessarily equate to migration. Many 
Pahadi people reportedly bought land as a coping mechanism, in case they actually have to leave 
the Central Tarai, or for speculative profit. In comparison to the Pahadis, very few Madheshi 
people have purchased land in Hetauda despite expectations of increased economic opportunities 
related to the Kathmandu-Hetauda fast-track road. Madheshi people, as mentioned earlier, 
typically migrate to larger cities or industrial hubs within the Central Tarai which offer better 
employment opportunities.  

Implications of demographic and socio-economic shifts 

Although Madheshi and Pahadi interviewees expressed different and sometimes opposing views 
on the causes behind the migrations, all agreed that there has been a decline in the economic 
conditions of a number of business hubs in the Tarai42 over the past few years. Some consider this 
to result from the general economical situation of Nepal, while others would say that the 
migration of the comparatively affluent Pahadi population, both consumers and entrepreneurs, 
had a negative impact on the economy of the Central Tarai. “Motivated by this economic decline, 
rich and educated Madheshi families have also been seen migrating to Kathmandu”, said a Pahadi 
who migrated to Hetauda43.  

                                                 
38

 http://www.hetaudamun.gov.np/ 
39

 Municipal records, Hetauda: Not all new residents need to register. Many Pahadis left without selling their land or undertaking  
the official migration (basai sarai) process, which makes them invisible.  The data therefore show only a fraction of the families 
that arrived in Hetauda. Nevertheless, it is enough to provide insights about trends.  

40 
Interviewed in Hetauda on 17 June 2011 

41
 Research carried out in 2007/8 by UNMIN civil affairs indicated that in certain areas of Hetauda, land prices had tripled in one 
year, particularly in the Macha Palana area where many Pahadi have settled. 

42
 E.g. Janakpur and Birgunj 

43
 Interviewed in Hetauda on 30 June 2011 
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“The charm of a mixed community has gone away”, mentioned a Madheshi NGO worker44: 
“Almost all Hill people have migrated from here and almost all government offices which were 
only staffed by Pahadi are now staffed by Madheshis”. Local journalists45 noted that relationships 
between Madheshi and Pahadi communities used to be very good in Dhanusa, but pointed out 
that nowadays the two communities hardly intermingle. “Since new people filled all the houses 
which our neighbours left, we did not wish to stay here. “‘Pokharel tol’ has now turned into 
‘Yadav tol’”, said a Pahadi who migrated from Saptari to Hetauda46.  

Interviewed members of local civil society organizations and journalists47 also feel that tensions 
could re-emerge between Pahadis and Madheshis, either in the context of the ongoing debate on 
federalism and state restructuring, or due to competing claims over resources or access to 
government services. The latter already led to a number of protests in Janakpur48 and Bardibas49 
by Madheshi and Pahadi communities in early 2012 concerning the opening of a government 
Internal Revenue Office (IRO) service centre in Bardibas50. Madheshi-based political parties and 
industrialists in Jaleswar51 sided with protesters in Janakpur and staged protests and enforced 
bandhs, demanding not only the withdrawal of the IRO from Bardibas, but also the relocation of a 
number of government offices52 from Bardibas back to Jaleswar53. A Janakpur based analyst54 
pointed out that local protestors perceive the reshuffling of government offices along the highway 
as a ploy to weaken a future Madhesh province. A local Madheshi political leader55 went on 
hunger strike for 11 days and stopped only after the government announced the re-opening of 
the afore-mentioned offices in Jaleswar. This reversal, at its turn, triggered a transportation strike 
by Bardibas industrialists and entrepreneurs in February of this year, which ceased only after the 
Cabinet decided to set up an Integrated Service Centre (ISC)56 there per their demands.  

Conclusion  

The Madheshi Andolan was triggered by demands from the Madheshi community for federalism, 
inclusion and acceptance as being fully Nepali as well as the community’s frustration with the 
Nepali State in general. Fear and a general feeling of insecurity of Pahadi people that followed 
fostered a migration which has left the Central Tarai region with some visible and far reaching 
consequences.  

The protracted protest programmes by Pahadis and Madheshis regarding the relocation of 
government services at the beginning of this year illustrate a continued feeling of resentment 
between the two communities. The terrain is ripe for the dormant conflict to turn into a fierce 
competition for economic infrastructure and resources, or regarding environmental concerns, as 
noted by analysts57 from Bardidas: “People in the south are already voicing opposition to rapid 

                                                 
44

 Interviewed in Janakpur on 23 August 2011 
45

 Interviewed in Janakpur in February 2012 
46 

Interviewed in Hetauda on 17 June 2011 
47

 Interviewed in Janakpur and Bardibas on January 2012 
48 

 There is a majority Madheshi community in Janakpur.  
49 

 Pahadi community is dominant in Bardibas.  
50

  There is another IRO in Janakpur. Both IROs are located within a distance of 30 kilometers. 
51

  There is a majority Madheshi community in Jaleswar.  
52

  Soil Conservation Office, Drinking Water and Sanitation Office, District Forest Office and District Traffic Office 
53 

 In the past, these offices were transferred from Jaleswar to Bardibas.  
54

  Interviewed in Janakpur in February 2012 
55

  Interviewed in Jaleswar in February 2012 
56 

 These are the main services provided in these centres: citizenship certificates, land registration, revenue collection and payment 
of electricity bills.  

57
 Interviewed in Bardibas on 24 August 2011 and in Janakpur and Jaleswar in February 2012 
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deforestation in the north because it increases the likelihood of natural disasters such as floods in 
the south”. 

Tensions will likely be exacerbated by further discussion on the demarcation of provincial 
boundaries of a future federal setup. Madheshi people and political actors demand a Madhesh 
province that would include areas north of the highway, while many people of Hill-origin living 
north of the highway are against their inclusion in a possible Madhesh province. Although Pahadi 
and Madheshi communities are far from being homogenous entities themselves, a significant 
divide remains between them, which poses a challenge in making future federal units successful.  
 
The Madheshi Andolan and subsequent discussion on the future federal structure of Nepal have 
strengthened the sense of identity between and within Madheshi and Pahadi communities and 
there is risk of the two populations becoming geographically entrenched and resentful. The recent 
migrations have disturbed the equilibrium between the two communities and this may have an 
impact on how communal tensions develop in the near future. The Government and development 
actors need to be mindful of these tensions, work to retain their sensitivity to these and promote 
collaborative dialogue between Madheshi and Pahadi communities living in the Central Tarai to 
avoid future escalation.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Disclaimer: This field bulletin is prepared following a brief field study and also uses secondary data. The information 

presented in this field bulletin does not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Although 

the RCHCO aims to confirm all information independently, occasional factual inaccuracies can occur. 
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