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FIELD BULLETIN 
Causes of Landlessness in Kanchanpur and Dadeldhura Districts1 

Introduction 

The issue of landlessness - people without land registered in their or their family’s name - is recognized as a 
contributor to rural poverty, social injustice and local conflict2. According to a recent study, more than half of 
Nepal’s rural population does not own enough land to cover their day-to-day needs and about a tenth of the 
population has no land at all3. The unequal distribution of land is also considered one of the root causes of the 
decade-long conflict. The Maoists ‘40-Point Demands’ to the then-Government of Nepal (GoN) included for 
example that “land under control of the feudal system to be confiscated and distributed to the landless and 
homeless and for land belonging to certain classes of people to be confiscated and nationalized”4. 

In 2006, the signatories of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA)5 agreed “to implement a scientific land 
reform program [and abolish] feudal land ownership”6. These commitments were reiterated in the 2007 
Interim Constitution7 and various subsequent political agreements8. Moreover, both preceding Unified 
Communist Party of Nepal – Maoist (UCPN-M) and Communist Party of Nepal - Unified Marxist Leninist (CPN-
UML) led-governments established a land reform commission9 during their tenure. However, despite these 
efforts, no reform policies have been adopted to date. 

Continued lack of progress on land reform could pose a significant hurdle in the completion of the peace 
process and threat to peace and development in Nepal. There are still several thousand landless people who 
continue to demand equal distribution of land or adequate compensation for the loss of their land10, as 
reflected by a number of effective Bandhas and other kinds of protests called by landless groups11 in the first 
half of this year. 

Background 

                                                           
1 Kanchanpur (Tarai) and Dadeldhura (Hills) are districts in the Far Western Region. 
2 Nepal Peace and Development Strategy 2010-2015: www.un.org.np/thematicareas/pds . 
3 “Land Reform in Nepal: Information in Brief - - Land Reform Brief #1 What We Know About Rural Land Ownership in Nepal. 

Today” point 4, excerpted from “Land Reform in Nepal: Where is it coming from and where is it Going?”, by Dr. Liz Alden 
Wily, Dr. Devendra Chapagain, and Dr. Shiva Sharma, April 2009.  

4 The 40-Point Demands can be found at http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/document/papers/40points.htm .    
5 CPA is available at http://mofa.gov.np/nepalpeaceprocess/November%2021.doc . 
6 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) - 2006, Article 3.7. “Policies shall be formulated to implement a scientific land reform program by doing away 
with the feudal land ownership practice”. 
7 Interim Constitution of Nepal (2007); Art 19-Right to Property, Art 33 9 (f) & (i). 

http://www.worldstatesmen.org/Nepal_Interim_Constitution2007.pdf.  
8 23 points agreement by seven party alliance (23 December 2007), point 6 (d), Seven point agreement among political parties (3 November 2011), point 

6 a and b available at http://southasiarev.wordpress.com/2011/11/03/text-of-the-seven-point-agreement-on-nepals-pla-integration/ . 
9A high-level land reform commission was established under the Maoist-led government in December 2008. Its report was released in 2011. A   second 

commission was formed under the UML-government in October 2009. In May 2010, the commission submitted its report to the government for 
consideration. The 2008 report is available online at: http://www.molrm.gov.np/downloadfile/Report%20Final_1317547371.pdf.    

10 Shiva Dhungel, Mahaniban Research Group, Calcutta, Dec 2007 – ‘Studies in Forced Migration’. 
11 http://www.thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Bandh+hits+normal+life+in+Kanchanpur&NewsID=326421; And Basic Operating 

Guidelines Secretariat, July 2012. 
 

http://www.un.org.np/thematicareas/pds
http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/document/papers/40points.htm
http://mofa.gov.np/nepalpeaceprocess/November%2021.doc
http://www.worldstatesmen.org/Nepal_Interim_Constitution2007.pdf
http://southasiarev.wordpress.com/2011/11/03/text-of-the-seven-point-agreement-on-nepals-pla-integration/
http://www.molrm.gov.np/downloadfile/Report%20Final_1317547371.pdf
http://www.thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Bandh+hits+normal+life+in+Kanchanpur&NewsID=326421
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In a traditional agrarian society such as Nepal land remains a primary source of livelihood. This is particularly 
the case for the lesser developed Far Western Region (FWR), where many people still do not own land. In 
Kanchanpur district of the FWR, the issue of landlessness apparently involves thousands of people12 who live 
across the district in camps that occupy both public and private land. The phenomenon seems to be less 
widespread in Dadeldhura13, where it mainly concerns a relatively small number of former Haliyas and some 
residents of three VDCs14 where distribution of landownership certificates has been delayed. 

This Field Bulletin looks at the issue of landlessness in Kanchanpur and Dadeldhura districts of the FWR and is 
based on findings from our Field Office’s observations as well as interviews with local government officials, civil 
society representatives, land activists, landless people and the public between March and July of this year. It 
also aims to highlight some of the main reasons why people become landless and describe the Government’s 
local level efforts to address their needs. Finally, it provides some illustrations of how the issue has led to 
tensions or violence at the local level.  

An overview of the major causes of landlessness  

Former systems of bonded labour: The absence of alternative livelihoods for formerly bonded labourers 
contributed to the issue of landlessness in the Far Western Region. Feudal agricultural systems (Kamaiya and 
Haliya)15, wherein people worked to pay off debts to landowners, were abolished in 200116 and 200817 
respectively, but rehabilitation support by GoN has been limited18. Freed Kamaiyas and Haliyas face difficulties 
in sustaining their families, partly due to challenges in obtaining land and, according to a recent study, 
although nearly half of the freed Haliyas in Kanchanpur and almost all of them in Dadeldhura own a plot of 
land, the average size per household is very small19.   

Internal migration: Partly caused by land fragmentation20 and growing poverty, internal migration also 
contributes to the number of landless people in the FWR. Migrants, mainly poor families and people from the 
Dalit community, are often forced to live as ‘squatters’21 due to challenges they face in obtaining land. Those 
interviewed noted that they used to own very small plots of land back in their villages but that poverty, 
insufficient income from traditional professions, limited alternatives, social stigma and discrimination in the 
Hills, compelled them to sell their land and move to the Tarai22. There, again, they live below the poverty 
line23.                                                                                                                    

                                                           
12  Land rights activists and landless people interviewed in Kanchanpur on 20 March and a land rights activist interviewed in Dadeldhura on 2 July 2012. 
13  Interview with Land Reform Officer, 10 May 2012 in Dadeldhura. 
14  Land registration had not been carried out yet in the following three VDCs: Rupal, Bhageshor and Shrish VDCs. 
15  Kamaiya was a form of bonded labour prevalent in five Tarai districts of Far and Mid West. Kamaiya are overwhelmingly from the indigenous Tharu 

group, found in the Far and Mid Western Regions of the Tarai, while Haliya are primarily Dalits, found in the Far, Mid and Western Hill Regions. Pg; 26 
Land is Life, Land is Power”: Landlessness, Exclusion, and Deprivation in Nepal: Elisabeth Wickeri. See RCHCO Field Bulletin #7 “Freed Haliya in the Far 
West and their land concerns”, June 2011. 

16  ‘Kamaiya Labour Prohibition Act’ of 2001. 
17  Five points agreement between GoN and Federation of National Haliya Liberation Society signed on 5 September 2008 liberated the Haliya outlawing 

the practice.  
18 RCHCHO’s Field Bulletin # 7: Freed Haliya in the Far West and their land concerns (June 2011) 
19  Almost three Katta (2.1 Ropani, or 1248 square meters) in Kanchanpur and around one Ropani (or 509 square meters) in Dadeldhura;  Lutheran World 

Federation (LWF) Nepal, a Freed Haliya Survey carried out among 6,010 households in seven districts of the Far West (2009); Lila Nath Basyal, freed 
Haliya of Nepal waiting for rehabilitation (2009), p 35-37. 

20  Available land for cultivation is getting smaller as farmlands are divided among children. 
21 A squatter is a person who settles on land or occupies property without title, right, or payment of rent.  
22  Interview with landless people at Banara camp, 20 March 2012 in Kanchanpur. 
23  Interview with land rights activists in Kanchanpur, 20-21 March 2012. 
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Case study 1: Banara river bank, Kanchanpur 
Ten families, mostly from the Dalit community, live on the riverbanks below a 
bridge on the Banara river, along the highway in Kanchanpur. They originate 
mainly from traditional artisan communities (e.g. tailor or maker of bamboo, 
iron or cupper products) in Hill districts of the FWR, but diminishing demand 
for their skills, exacerbated by discrimination, impelled them to migrate. They 
currently earn their living as wage or agriculture labourers. One camp 
inhabitant described resistance their camp faced from local communities: 
“Between 2005 and 2006, around 1,600 people from across the region came 
and occupied this land along the Banara river, but the Community Forest User 
Groups, with support from the local administration, expelled most of them 
from the area”. He didn’t know where they went, but added: “The Forest User 
Committee allowed us to remain here when they realized we were truly 
landless.”  

 

 

A landless camp at the bank of the Banara river, Kanchanpur   

district 

 

 

 

Case Study 2: Dharampur, Kanchanpur 
Twenty-five landless families, also former migrants from Hill districts of the FWR, 
live in a camp in Dharampur. They have occupied this public land near the 
community forest since 2008 and earn their living as wage or agriculture 
labourers. They also migrated in the hope of better opportunities. “Nobody is 
serious about addressing our problem,” complained a camp resident, “We have 
filled out many forms and submitted applications as requested by previous 
Commissions, but nothing has happened so far. None of the Government 
agencies or I/NGOs support us in the temporary settlement and even the VDC 
office, which distributed mosquito nets to most other households in the VDC, 
did not provide even a single net for our camp.” The residents of the Dharampur 
camp organized a Land Right Movement Group and repeatedly held 
demonstrations demanding rehabilitation, but have received little support thus 
far26. Another concern of camp inhabitants was their limited say in local 
governance processes. Previously they were represented in the Forest User 
Group, which manages an important source of additional income for many rural 

households across Nepal, but their two representatives were recently expelled, 
because they are not permanent residents of the forest area. 

 
A landless camp at Dharampur, Kanchanpur district 

 

 

 

Natural disasters: Another reason why people lose their land are annually recurring natural disasters, such as 
floods and landslides, to which Kanchanpur in particular and the inner Tarai area of Dadeldhura are prone. In 
Dadeldhura district alone, roughly two thirds of all farmland in Jogbuda VDC (651 Ropani or 82 acres belonging 
to 262 families) was swept away in 201024.  

Expansion of Wild Life Reserves: In 2001, nearly 2,500 families were displaced during expansion of the Sukla 
Phanta Wildlife Reserve in Kanchanpur as their land was appropriated25. The government formed a 
Commission to address the issues of the displaced, but according to a District Administration Office (DAO) 
official, more than 25 subsequent government Commissions were needed to register all affected people in 
order to provide them with a Wild Life Reserve Victim Identity Card. Still, the majority of those holding this 
identity card are still waiting for compensation or an offer of relocation from the Government and living in  
makeshift camps26. Apparently, frequent changes in Commission membership and too-brief mandates are the 
main causes of continued delays in the process.  

Recent Government efforts to address the landlessness issue  

In January this year, the GoN established a Landless Squatters Problem Resolution Commission. Its main 
objective is to collect applications from landless people, issue identity cards to verified landless people and27

 

                                                           
24 Interview with Land Right Forum Staff in Dadeldhura, 18 April 2012. 
25 Sukla Phanta Wildlife Victim Struggle Committee member interviewed, 22 March 2012 in Kanchanpur. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Discussions with people living in Dharmapur camp, 20 March 2012 in Kanchanpur. 
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recommend possible solutions to tackle the issue of landlessness28. It is present in 25 of Nepal’s 75 districts, 
including Kanchanpur, through Landless Squatters Problem Resolution District Committees (LSPRDC) 29. 
According to the Ministry of Land Reform and Managment (MoLRM), already more than 400,000 families from 
25 districts had applied for recognition as landless by March 2012, of which 5,062 live in Kanchanpur30.  
However, various stakeholders interviewed in the region indicated that the overall effectiveness of the 
application process is a cause for concern. Some landless squatters explained that they were unaware of the 
existence of this Commission or any ongoing application process for obtaining verified landless status, 
although the Commission’s Chairperson maintained that information about the process was widely 
disseminated at the local level. Another complication is that, in addition to a copy of a citizenship certificate 
and passport sized photo, the application form requires a recommendation letter from the respective VDC 
confirming that the person does not own any land. The latter requirement posed difficulties for VDC 
Secretaries as many official documents, including land ownership records of those who migrated to 
Kanchanpur, are unavailable or very difficult to obtain31.  

While the LSPRDC Chairperson of Kanchanpur believed that the Committee’s work will enhance the GoN’s 
understanding of the problem and will support the provision of facilities such as social security to landless 
families32, some landless people deemed the Commission’s work ineffective33. They argued that many previous 
Commissions already collected their applications, but it is unclear what became of these34. A land rights 
activist35 claimed that this Commission too will fail, mainly due to its unclear working procedures and limited 
mandate36. A member of the Kanchanpur LSPRCDC also expressed reservations over the current Commission’s 
likelihood of success. He informed that a previous Commission, which had a mandate to distribute land, had 
failed not only due to its temporary nature, but also because of political interference. He further indicated that 
the Centre of Investigation of Abuse of Authority (CIAA) had ordered this Commission to stop distribution of 
land or land certificates, stating irregularities in the process, and that some records are still under investigation 
with the District Administration Office (DAO) or CIAA37. 

In Dadeldhura, the GoN formed a Land Problem Resolution Committee in March 2012 to carry out distribution 
of land ownership certificates in three VDCs38, where such cases had been pending for over 40 years. In 
addition, a District Task Force was formed in both Kanchanpur and Dadeldhura to implement the Haliya 
rehabilitation process, which will provide identity cards to Haliya citing ownership of a house, land, both or 
neither39. The Dadeldhura Land Reform Officer noted that interactions on the modality of rehabilitation are 
currently ongoing and in the meantime Land Reform Offices are providing skill development trainings (e.g. in 
tailoring, painting and carpeting) to Haliyas.  

Examples of local tensions or clashes linked to landlessness 

Tensions at the local level persist as thousands of landless people across Nepal continue to agitate for the 
implementation of land reform policies. The first half of this year witnessed a number of effective Bandhas and 

                                                           
28  The Government of Nepal (GoN), Nepal Gazette, part 61-number 30; 2 February 2012. 
29  The District Committee comprises members from the District Administration Office (DAO), the District Development Committee’s Office (DDC), the 

District Forest Office (DFO), the Survey Office and three political parties. The Chairperson is nominated by the Ministry of Land Reform and 
Management (MoLRM) and the Land Revenue Officer is the Committee Secretary. 

30  434,848 families altogether: http://ceslam.org/component/k2/item/1933-434848-families-apply-for-recognition-as-landless-squatters. 
31  Discussion and interview with various stakeholders, 20-21 March 2012 in Kanchanpur. 
32  Interview with Kanchanpur ‘Landless Settlers Problem Resolution District Committee’ Chairperson, 21 March 2012. 
33  Interview with landless people in Kanchanpur, 20-21 March 2012. 
34  Ibid. 
35  A land rights activist interviewed in Dadeldhura, 2 July 2012. 
36  The Commission’s mandate initially expired mid-July 2012, but was recently extended with another six months. 
37  Interview with a member of Kanchanpur ‘Landless Settlers Problem Resolution District Committee’, 21 March 2012. 

38  Rupal, Bhageshor and Shirsha VDCs in Dadeldhura district. 
39  Interview with the Land Reform Officer, 10 May 2012 in Dadeldhura. 
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other kinds of protest to this effect. Occasionally, these tensions develop into local conflicts between landless 
people and police or between landless people and local communities. For example, in Makwanpur district in 
2006, a clash occurred when police and police sought to evict landless people displaced by Chitwan National 
Park from public land on which they were squatting40. More recently, in Kailali district in 2009, landless people 
and local communities clashed over the Dudejahri forest area (also public land), resulting in the deaths of five 
people41. Whilst the dynamics of Kanchanpur and Dandeldhura may not mirror these incidents, the potential 
for conflict around these issues clearly exists.  

Conclusion   

The issue of landlessness remains an issue of concern as measures taken by the Government to reduce the 
number of landless people in the FWR have not yet delivered the desired results. First, the steps by the GoN to 
eradicate bonded labour need continued follow up and support to ensure successful implementation of the 
rehabilitation process for the former bonded labourers. Second, the key challenges that have hampered the 
effectiveness of subsequent Commissions and Committees, tasked with addressing the needs of landless 
people, such as limited mandate, lack of reliable data, absence of government land reform policies and 
political interference need to be dealt with, in order to avoid losing landless people’s trust and cooperation. 
Third, a clear policy to address the needs of families displaced by Government’s expansion of national parks 
and wildlife reserves42 and that offers sustainable resettlement opportunities43 is needed, to avoid compelling 
them to occupy public or private land. Lastly, the fact that being landless often leads to exclusion from 
governmental or non-governmental organization’s services, including access to forestry resources, may further 
exacerbate the plight of landless people and therefore needs investigation and remedy. Unless these wide-
range concerns of landless people are addressed, the potential for conflict, both with the State and other 
communities will continue to exist. 

 

 

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. 

  

 

 

                                                           
40  INSEC, private interview with UNMIN Civil Affairs, Makwanpur, January 2008. 
41  http://www.kantipuronline.com/2009/12/05/top-story/kailali-clash-death-toll-reaches-five/303872.html.  
42  The Bardia National Park (120 families), Rara National Park (331 families), Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserves (1,287 families) and Shukla Phant Wildlife 

Reserve (2,473 families). 
43  Bhatterai, Kathmandu 2001 –‘Protection of Community Forests: Options and Innovations in the Hills of Nepal’. Journal of Forestry and Livelihoods, 

1(1). Apparently, some of the land that was offered in compensation was of low soil quality and infertile and people were not able to remain there. 
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