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Abstract: The Kumaon division of Uttarakhand comprises six districts spanning roughly 21,034 square kilometres of the central
Indian Himalaya and is home to some 4.23 million people. The region embodies a developmental paradox: it is rich in natural
resources, biodiversity and cultural heritage, yet it continues to trail national averages on the principal indicators of economic well-

being. This paper offers a macro-economic analysis of the determinants of economic development in Kumaon, examining
agriculture and horticulture, tourism and hospitality, micro- and small-scale industry, forest and natural-resource-based
livelihoods, labour migration, infrastructure and the institutional and policy environment. The analysis adopts a mixed-methods
design that combines secondary quantitative data—drawn from the Census of India (2011), the Economic Survey of
Uttarakband, National Sample Survey material and departmental statistics—with qualitative field observations and a

structured synthesis of the empirical research literature. The findings indicate that tourism, horticulture and micro-enterprise offer
substantial and largely untapped growth potential, whereas chronic outmigration, a structurally imbalanced labour market,

inadequate infrastructure, climate vulnerability and weak institutional capacity constitute binding constraints. The paper
concludes with evidence-based policy prescriptions for sustainable and inclusive development, centred on value-chain development
in agriculture and horticulture, cdlimate-resilient infrastructure, skill development linked to local demand and the digital
integration of rural economies.
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Economic Drivers of Kumaon: Status, Issues,
Challenges and Scope for Development

1. Introduction

he Kumaon division of Uttarakhand, setin the central
Indian Himalaya, occupies a distinctive place in the
developmental geography of the country. Bounded by
Nepal to the east, Tibet (China) to the north, the Garhwal
division to the west and the Terai plains to the south, its six
Nainital,
Pithoragarh and Udham Singh Nagar—together constitute

districts—Almora,  Bageshwar, ~Champawat,
both a strategic frontier zone and an ecologically sensitive
highland economy.

Since the formation of Uttarakhand as India's twenty-
seventh state on 9 November 2000, the region has attracted
renewed policy attention. Yet more than two decades on,
Kumaon's developmental trajectory remains markedly uneven.
While the foothill district of Udham Singh Nagar has benefited
from sustained industrial investment and Nainital has emerged
as a tourism hub, the hill districts of Almora, Bageshwar,
Pithoragarh and Champawat continue to contend with
demographic decline, low agricultural productivity, sparse

industrial activity and inadequate connectivity.

This paper approaches the question of economic
development in Kumaon through a macro-economic lens. It
asks two related questions: what are the fundamental drivers
that determine the pace and character of economic growth in
the region and what structural, geographic and institutional
factors constrain or enable those drivers. Drawing on recent
empirical literature, government data and survey-based
research, the analysis constructs a comprehensive picture of
Kumaon's economic landscape—its currentstatus, the issues it
confronts, the challenges ahead and the scope that exists for
transformative development.

Underlying much of this unevenness is alabour market that
no longer offers hill households a dependable route out of
poverty. Migration from the Kumaon hills, once a selective and
often aspirational movement, has become a constrained
response to shrinking local opportunity; and in the plains to
which migrants move, an oversupply of unskilled labour has
depressed wages to little more than subsistence level. The
resulting dilemma—whether to endure precarious, poorly paid
urban work or to return to hill villages where employment is
scarcer still—frames the human stakes of the region's
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development challenge and recurs throughout the analysis that
follows.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section
2 sets out the geographic and demographic context. Section 3
describes the data and methods. Section 4 profiles the macro-
economic structure. Sections 5 to 7 examine the principal
productive sectors—agriculture and allied activities, tourism
and industry and enterprise. Section 8 analyses outmigration
Section 9
infrastructure, connectivity and natural resources. Section 10

and labour-market  dynamics. addresses
synthesises the policy environment and advances strategic

recommendations. Section 11 concludes.
2. Geographic and Demographic Context

Kumaon covers approximately 21,034 square kilometres, or
about 39 percent of the total area of the state of Uttarakhand.
Its terrain is extraordinarily diverse, ranging from the
Terai-Bhabhar plains in the south (150-300 metres above sea

level), through the mid-Himalayan ranges (1,500-3,500
metres), to the high-altitude trans-Himalayan zones bordering
Tibet (above 5,000 metres) in the Pithoragarh and Bageshwar
districts. An altitudinal variation of more than 6,000 metres
within a single administrative division creates profound agro-
climatic diversity, complicating both agricultural planning and
the provision of infrastructure.

According to the Census of India (2011), Kumaon's total
population stood atapproximately 4.23 million, with a decadal
growth rate of 18.61 percent—slightly above the national
average. This aggregate figure, however, conceals stark spatial
unevenness. Udham Singh Nagar, the plains district, accounts
for nearly 39 per cent of the division's population and has
grown rapidly. By contrast, Bageshwar, Champawat and
Almora have recorded some of the lowest growth rates in
Uttarakhand, reflecting the twin pressures of low fertility and
heavy outmigration. As Table 1 shows, this divergence is
mirrored across density, urbanisation and sex-ratio indicators.

Table 1: District-wise Demographic and Area Profile of Kumaon Division (Census 2011)

District Area Population Population Density Sex Literacy Rate | Urban Pop.
(Km?) (2011) (Persons per Sq. Km.) | Ratio (%) (%)

Almora 3,144 622,506 198 1,139 80.5 10.01
Bageshwar 2,241 259,898 116 1,090 80.0 3.49
Champawat 1,766 259,648 147 980 79.8 14.77
Nainital 4,251 954,605 225 934 83.9 38.94
Pithoragarh 7,090 483,439 68 1,020 82.3 14.40
Udham Singh Nagar 2,542 1,648,902 649 920 73.1 35.58
Kumaon Total 21,034 4,228,998 234" 1,014* 79.9* 19.30*

Note. Asterisked totals are divisional averages. Source: Census of India (2011); District Factbook, Uttarakband: Kumaon Division (2023); Directorate of

Economics and Statistics, Uttarakhand.

A notable feature of the demographic profile is the elevated
sex ratio in the hill districts: Almora records 1,139 women per
1,000 men, against a national average of 943. This is best read
not as an indicator of gender equity but as an inverted signal of
heavy male outmigration. Literacy rates are relatively high
across the division—Nainital leads at 83.9 percent—
suggesting that human capital is not, in itself, the primary
constrainton development.

3.Dataand Methods

This study adopts a mixed-methods, macro-economic
approach that triangulates three complementary strands of
evidence. The firstis secondary quantitative data. District-level
demographic, income and sectoral indicators are drawn from
the Census of India (2011)—the most recent comprehensive
enumeration available—supplemented by the Economic
Survey and Statistical Diary of Uttarakhand, National Sample
Survey material and the sectoral reports of the state's
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horticulture, tourism and industry departments. Where
official series are incomplete or lag the present, the paper relies
on documented author estimates, which are identified as such
in the relevant table notes.

The second strand is qualitative. It comprises field
observations and typed working notes on agriculture,
horticulture, livestock, cottage industry, skill development and
the migrant labour market in the Kumaon hills. These
observations are treated not as a substitute for statistical
evidence but as a means of grounding the aggregate data in the
lived economic conditions of hill households and of surfacing
dynamics—such as the bargaining position of migrant
labour—thatare poorly captured by published statistics.

The third strand is a structured synthesis of the peer-
reviewed and grey literature on the region, spanning
agricultural economics, tourism studies, migration research
and natural-resource governance. Together these strands allow
the analysis to move between the macro-economic profile of
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the division and the sectoral and household-level mechanisms
that drive and constrain it. Two limitations should be
acknowledged. First, the absence of a post-2011 census means
that several demographic indicators are more than a decade old
and are best interpreted as directional rather than precise.
Second, a number of sectoral figures are estimates synthesised
from multiple sources; they are presented to illustrate order-of-
magnitude relationships and structural patterns rather than to
furnish exact measurements. When the next census is
published, it is likely to reveal demographic shifts of
considerable significance, including changes in the social
composition of the division and these will warrant systematic
re-examination of the patterns described here.

4. Macro-Economic Profile and Structure

As a state, Uttarakhand has recorded one of the fastest
economic growth rates in India since its formation. From 2011-
12 to 2024-25 at current prices based on 2011-2012 series, the
state's GDP increased significantly from <1,15,328 to
%3,78,245, reflecting an overall growth of approximately 228%.
The compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of around 9.5%
per annum highlights a steady and sustained economic
expansion. Although a temporary decline was observed in
2020-21, the state demonstrated a strong recovery thereafter,

reaching its peak in 2024-25. That growth, however, has been
driven overwhelmingly by the industrial corridor running
through Haridwar, Dehradun and Udham Singh Nagar,
which benefited from Special Category Status incentives that
attracted large manufacturing investments in pharmaceuticals,
fast-moving consumer goods and electronics. Kumaon's hill
districts have remained largely peripheral to this industrial
transformation.

Per capitaincome data for 2021-2022 from the Directorate
of Economics and Statistics (DES), Uttarakhand reveals
notable regional disparities across districts. Districts such as
Almora (X100,844) and Bageshwar (X98,755) have per capita
incomes around 50-52% lower than the state average
(X205,840).  Similarly, ~Champawat (X116,136) and
Pithoragarh (X118,678) are also significantly below the state
average. This inequality was proved, even in 1958 as studied by
NCAER inits techno-economic studies of Indian states.

In contrast, Udham Singh Nagar (3269,070) has a per
capita income about 31% higher than the state average, while
Nainital (3190,627) remains slightly below the state average
but performs better than most other districts. This intra-
divisional inequality is a defining feature of Kumaon's
economic geography.

Table 2: Estimated Per Capita Income on Net District Domestic Product and GDP Sectoral Structure of
Kumaon Division in Uttarakhand {(At current prices based on 2011-2012 series) (2021-2022)}

Per Capita Sectoral Structure

District Income Agriculture & Industry Services Dominant

(InX) Allied Sectors (%) (%) (%) Sector
Almora 1,00,844 25 16 53 Services
Bageshwar 98,755 22 14 59 Services
Champawat 1,16,136 19 18 57 Services
Nainital 1,90,627 10 30 55 Services
Pithoragarh 1,18,678 21 17 56 Services
Udham Singh Nagar 2,69,070 9 52 33 Industry

Source: Directorate of Economics & Statistics, Govt of Uttarakhand.

The structural composition of the economy reflects the
dominance of subsistence and semi-subsistence agriculture in
the upper hill districts alongside a growing but shallow services
sector, with industrial activity concentrated in the Terai zone
only. The absence of a vibrant secondary sector in the hills is a
critical gap. It perpetuates low value additions, income
volatility and seasonal unemployment and it is a recurring
theme of the field observations that inform this study, in which
respondents repeatedly link the decline of local production to
the want of dependable markets, transport and processing
capacity.

5. Agriculture, Horticulture and Allied

Sectors

5.1 Agricultural Characteristics and Constraints
Agriculture remains the primary occupation for more than 65
per cent of Kumaon's hill population, yet it contributes a
disproportionately low share to district incomes. Hill
agriculture is characterised by fragmented landholdings, steep
terraced cultivation, dependence on monsoon rainfall,
subsistence cropping patterns and low use of modern inputs.
The average farm size in the hill districts is less than 0.5 hectares,
againstanational figure of 1.08 hectares.

The principal food crops—paddy at lower elevations, together
with wheat, maize, buckwheat and millets such as mandua
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(finger millet)—command relatively low market prices. Yields
remain below national averages owing to limited irrigation, soil
degradation, crop damage by wildlife (particularly wild boar
and monkeys) and the abandonment of terrace agriculture by
outmigrating households, a phenomenon researchers have
termed  “involuntary fallowing” (Sati, 2013). Field
observations corroborate this picture: hill villages that were
once largely self-reliant now retain production geared chiefly to
household consumption, with little marketable surplus, as
labour for the maintenance of fields and orchards grows
steadily scarcer.

A study of the Bhabhar region of Kumaon found that
farming communities face acute problems of labour shortage
during peak seasons, restricted access to institutional creditand
an absence of agricultural extension services (EPRA
International Journal of Research and Review, 2025). The
situation in  the Kali-Kumaon zone, along the
Pithoragarh—Bageshwar border, is particularly severe: a 2025
houscehold survey of five villages at altitudes ranging from 1,100
to 3,200 metres found that many families live below the poverty
line and struggle to meet daily food requirements despite rich
natural endowments (Sati, 2025).

Around three decades ago, the inhabitants of these hilly
terrains were almost self-reliant in  agricultural and
horticultural produce, importing only a small portion of their
food grains and other provisions from the Terai region. That
self-sufficiency has since been eroded by an unchecked increase
in crop-raiding wildlife, principally rhesus macaques and
Himalayan langurs by day and wild boars by night. The damage
occurs at every stage of the cropping cycle: seed grain is dug up
within hours of sowing, seedlings are trampled or uprooted and
standing crops, raw fruits and vegetables are eaten or destroyed
before they can be harvested. Cultivators in the surveyed
villages report that the realised output is at times less than one-
fifth of what the sown area should yield. The cumulative loss
has undermined the local farm economy, discouraged
continued cultivation and contributed to the abandonment of
terraced land and to outmigration from the region.

Residents widely attribute the growth in macaque numbers
to the capture and release of troops from towns in the plains,
believing that animals are transported into the hills by road at
night and released without any co-ordinated plan for their
management. This belief is strongly and consistently held
across the study villages, but the authors were not able to verify
it against official records and it is reported here as local
perception rather than as established fact. What is not in
dispute is that the affected households consider the existing
institutional response inadequate to the scale of the losses they
sustain.

5.2 Horticulture: A Transformative Driver

Horticulture represents perhaps the most significant untapped
economic driver in Kumaon. The region is well suited to
temperate and sub-temperate fruits—including apple, pear,
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plum, peach, apricot, walnut and citrus—across its range of
altitudes. Commercial horticulture, though less developed
than in neighbouring Himachal Pradesh, has now been
expanding in Pithoragarh, Bageshwar and upper Almora.

The Uttarakhand Horticulture Department reports state
horticultural production of approximately 1.2 million metric
tonnes in 2022-23, of which Kumaon contributed roughly 40
per cent. Orchard area under fruit cultivation in Kumaon
expanded from about 45,000 hectares in 2010 to an estimated
58,000 hectares in 2022. Yet post-harvest losses estimated at 25
to 35 per cent, arising from poor cold-chain infrastructure,
together with a shortage of processing facilities and weak
market linkages, severely erode farmer incomes (Joshi, 2023).
The wild animals indicated above also aggravate this problem.
Table 3 summarises the area, production and farm-gate prices
of the division's major horticultural crops.

Table 3: Area, Production and Yield of Major
Horticultural Crops in Kumaon Division (2022-23)

Area Under Yield (In Key
Crop Cultivation |Production Tonne/ Districts
(Ha) (MT) Hectare)

Apple 1,906 6,155 3.23 Nainital

' Citrus 4,747 21,204 447 | Pithoragarh|
Walnut 2,142 3,209 1.50 Almora

' Peach 3,647 30,655 841 | Nainital |
Plum 1,651 9,455 5.73 Nainital

' Pear 2,116 14,086 6.66 | Nainital |
Potato 6,697 86,907 12.98 Nainital

Source: Horticulture Department, Govt. of Uttarakband.

The scope for horticulture-led growth is considerable.
Studies suggest that the adoption of scientific horticultural
practices, combined with farmer producer organisations
(FPOs), could double farm incomes within five to seven years.
Geographical-indication products such as Uttarakhand honey,
pahadi (hill) lemon and Munsyari rajma (kidney beans) from
Pithoragarh hold particular promise for premium-market
access and export.

5.3 Livestock, Dairy and Fisheries

Livestock rearing is integral to hill farming systems, supplying
dairy products, manure, draught power and supplementary
income. The region supports substantial populations of cattle,
buffalo, goat and sheep, with yaks and their hybrids reared at
higher altitudes. Bardhan and Sharma (2021) find that,
although dairy farming is widespread, low productivity per
animal, inadequate veterinary services and weak cooperative
infrastructure limits the economic returns. The Uttarakhand
Milk Federation and self-help-group-based dairy initiatives
show potential but remain under-scaled. Field observations
reinforce the point: livestock, dairy and fisheries are widely
recognised as promising, yet a shortage of scientific technique,
capital, training and assured markets prevents them from
becoming sufhiciently profitable to arrest outmigration.
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Fisheries offer an underexploited livelihood source,
particularly in the Terai foothills. Irrigation canals, rivers and
ponds in Udham Singh Nagar and lower Nainital create
opportunities for freshwater aquaculture that remain largely
undeveloped, chiefly for want of technical training and cold-
chain infrastructure.

6. Tourism: The Emerging Economic

Locomotive

6.1 The Economic Significance of Tourism

Tourism is widely regarded as Kumaon's most dynamic sector
and its greatest near-term development opportunity. The
region offers an exceptional portfolio of tourism products,
including wildlife and nature tourism centred around Jim
Corbett National Park and Askot Wildlife Sanctuary;
adventure tourism featuring trekking, paragliding at
Naukuchiyatal and mountaineering; religious tourism

associated with Naina Devi Temple, Kainchi Dham, Purnagiri
and Jageshwar; heritage tourism showcasing the colonial
architecture of Almora and the medieval temples of
Champawat; and wellness and leisure tourism in the hill
stations of Nainital, Ranikhet, Kausani and Munsyari.

Uttarakhand attracted approximately 39 million domestic
tourists and more than 158,964 international visitors in 2019,
before the COVID-19 pandemic, generating an estimated
T15,000-18,000 crore in tourism revenues for the state.
Kumaon accounts for roughly 58 per cent of domestic arrivals,
with Nainital, Jim Corbett and Kainchi Dham the leading
destinations. Post-pandemic recovery has been rapid; data for
2023-24 suggest that tourist numbers have surpassed pre-
pandemic levels (Uttarakhand Tourism Department, 2024).
Table 4 traces domestic, foreign and total visitors of Kumaon
region across selected years, including the sharp pandemic
contraction and subsequent rebound.

Table 4: Number of Domestic and Foreign Tourist Visits in Kumaon Division of Uttarakhand (2015 to 2024)

Domestic Tourist Foreign Tourist Total Tourist Visits

Year Kumaon Growth | Share in Kumaon Growth Share in Kumaon Growth Share in

(In Nos.) % State % (In Nos.) % State % (In Nos.) % State %
2015 1829474 6.24 19584 17.63 1849058 6.29
2016 1909173 4.36 6.03 20113 2.70 17.83 1929286 4.34 6.07
2017 2171778 13.75 6.28 23602 17.35 16.61 2195380 13.79 6.32
2018 2175143 0.15 5.93 25413 7.67 16.45 2200556 0.24 5.97
2019 2311936 6.29 5.92 28338 11.51 17.83 2340274 6.35 5.97
2020 659212 -71.49 8.41 6907 -75.63 17.82 666119 -71.54 8.46
2021 1110380 68.44 5.55 8038 16.37 52.16 1118418 67.90 5.59
2022 1780545 60.35 3.30 11117 38.31 17.24 1791662 60.20 3.32
2023 2324119 30.53 391 18566 67.01 12.51 2342685 30.75 3.93
2024 2911547 25.28 4.90 27040 45.64 15.33 2938587 25.44 4.93

Source: Department of Tourism, Gout. of Uttarakhand.

6.2 Issues and Challenges in Tourism Development
Despite its potential, Kumaon's tourism sector faces structural
challenges that limit its economic multiplier. Singhal and
Agrawal (2024) identify five principal constraints: unplanned
development and carrying-capacity breaches at popular
destinations; inadequate public transport linking tourist
nodes; limited inter-agency in
governance; low community participation in planning and

coordination tourism
benefit-sharing; and the underdevelopment of digital
infrastructure for tourism promotion.

Ishteyaaq and Sikha (2024) argue that the socio-economic
activities of greatest tourist interest—handicrafts, organic
food, cultural performances and traditional skills—remain
largely invisible in tourism planning, causing significant value
to leak to operators based outside the region. The benefits of
tourism, in consequence, do not sufficiently reach local
communities. If everything — food grains, vegetables and all
consumer goods, are produced elsewhere, the returns will reach
them only. The marketeers in the hills are only commission
agents of these products. A study of homestay owners in

Kumaon found that, while homestay tourism creates welcome
income diversification, institutional support, training and
access to booking platforms remain inadequate (Pandey et al.,
2024).

6.3 Emerging Tourism Niches

Several higher-value niches are beginning to emerge. Geo-
tourism draws on the region's distinctive geological
formations—glacial landscapes, river gorges and rock-art
sites—as a latent but largely undeveloped catalyst. Agri-
tourism and wellness tourism, leveraging Kumaon's organic-
farming traditions and Ayurvedic herb cultivation, likewise
represent high-value opportunities. Research also documents
how initiatives such as the Kumaon Grassroots University are
creating knowledge-based livelihood links between tourism
and local culture (Mittal South Asia Institute, 2017). Field
observations echo a consistent theme across these niches:
tourism, pilgrimage tourism and homestays are most durable
when developed in a manner attentive to local culture and
ecology rather than imposed upon them.
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7. Industry, Micro-Enterprise and
Workforce Development

7.1 Industrial Structure

Kumaon's industrial economy is bifurcated. A relatively
developed industrial base in Udham Singh Nagar—including
the SIDCUL Rudrapur,
Sitarganj—coexists with a micro and small-enterprise eco-
system in the hill districts. Udham Singh Nagar has attracted
major investment in pharmaceuticals, consumer goods,

estates at Pantnagar and

automobile components and agro-processing, driven in part by
the now-lapsed Special Category Status fiscal incentives. The
hill districts present a very different profile, dominated by
cottage industries, handloom and handicrafts, food processing
and construction-related activity. The share of registered
factories in Kumaon's hill districts is less than 3 per cent of the
Uttarakhand total (Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation [MOSPI], 2021), a figure that captures the
scale of the industrial deficit.

Field observations point to the fragility of the hill cottage-
industry sector in particular. Governmental attitudinal
indifterence, shortage of training, the limited availability of raw
material and persistent marketing difficulties—compounded
by outmigration—have caused many traditional skills to
atrophy. Yet these same skills, if linked to markets and
supported by design improvement and recognition of local
products, could become an importantsource of employment.
7.2 Women's Entrepreneurship and Self-Help
Groups
Women's economic participation in Kumaon has been
stimulated in part by the self-help-group (SHG) movement.
The Mahila Samakhya programme and NABARD-supported
SHGs have enabled rural women to engage in milk
cooperatives, handloom weaving, organic farming, eco-
tourism and food processing. A study of the role of District
(DICs) in
entrepreneurs in Kumaon found that, although DIC schemes

Industries Centres empowering women
provide training and seed capital, awareness remains low,
procedural barriers are high and post-training market linkages
are weak (International Journal of Scientific Research in
Engineering and Management [IJSREM], 2023). Digital
entrepreneurs and social enterprises are beginning to appear,
particularly in hospitality, organic food and tech-enabled rural
services (Joshi, 2021), though start-up density remains far
below that of comparable hill economies in Himachal Pradesh
or Sikkim.

7.3 Skill Development and the Labour Market

Skill Development and the Labour Market The skill-gap
literature identifies pronounced demand-supply mismatches
across healthcare, construction, tourism and hospitality, retail
and information-technology-enabled services (Institute of
Rural Development and Technology [IRDT], 2018).
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Kumaon's workforce is reasonably well educated, yet
vocational competencies aligned to market requirements
remain scarce. The region’s Industrial Training Institutes are
handicapped by outdated curricula, inadequately trained
faculty and weak linkages with industry. Field observations
sharpen this diagnosis. Skill schemes and training programmes
exist in number, but information about them seldom reaches
the intended beneficiaries; many remain "on paper,” and a
considerable proportion of trainees fail to secure either
employment or self-employment on completing their courses.
The lesson is that training must be anchored in local raw-
material-based industries, in demonstrated market demand
and in practical livelihood opportunities. Without that
anchoring, skilling produces certificates rather than incomes
and contributeslittle to sustained economic development.

8. Outmigration and Labour-Market
Dynamics

8.1 The Scale and Character of Migration
Outmigration from the Kumaon hills is perhaps the single
most consequential economic phenomenon shaping the
region’s prospects. The Uttarakhand Palayan Aayog (State
Migration Commission), in its Almora district report,
estimated that roughly 1,792 villages across the state had
become “ghost villages,” with zero or very few resident
households, a disproportionate share of them in Kumaon's hill
districts; Bageshwar and Almora recorded the highest rates of
village abandonment (Government of Uttarakhand, 2019).
Even inhabitants of these districts have shifted to their district
headquarters of the same districts, due to better educational
and health amenities.

The principal push factors are a want of economic
opportunities and employment, poor educational and
healthcare infrastructure, regular natural disasters such as
floods and landslides and the menace of wildlife to agriculture.
The pull factors are higher wages, better amenities and the
social aspirations associated with urban centres (Sati, 2025).
The migration pattern is predominantly male-led and
permanent in character (Bardhan, 2020), producing what
scholars describe as a “feminisation of agriculture,” in which
women remain as the primary cultivators with reduced
resources and declining productivity in last three decades
ironically the foot-hills areas of Kumaon (and elsewhere also).
Kumaon hills are overpopulated and it is very difficult for local
municipalities to arrange the basic needs.

8.2 The Economic Consequences of Outmigration

The economic consequences of migration are complex and
bidirectional. Outmigration generates remittances that form a
significant part of household income in the hill districts;
surveys suggest that remittances account for 30 to SO per cent
of household income in heavily migrant-sending villages. Set
against this are substantial macro-economic costs—abandoned
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agricultural land, reduced community labour for forest
management and terrace maintenance, sometime insufficient
labour force for agriculture and horticulture cultivation and
the loss of locally embedded knowledge—that are difficult to
quantify. Migration and economic underdevelopment thus
form a reinforcing cycle: poor economic conditions drive
migration, while migration depletes the human capital needed
to drivelocal development (Bardhan, 2020). Breaking this cycle
requires demand-side interventions that create credible
economic opportunities in situ, rather than supply-side
measuresalone.

8.3 The Labour Market and the Migrant's Dilemma

The economics of outmigration are ultimately mediated by the
labour market that migrants enter. For much of the twentieth
century, migration from the Kumaon hills was selective—an
aspirational movement of those with particular skills or
education. That selectivity has since eroded. Migration is now
governed largely by the balance of labour supply and demand
and in the densely populated plains to which hill migrants
typically move, that balance is decidedly unfavourable to the
worker. Where the demand for labour is weak, an abundant
supply confers little advantage on those who possess it; and
across much of northern India the supply of unskilled labour
far exceeds the available skilled work, leaving employers in a
strong bargaining position. The consequence is that many hill
migrants and the unskilled in particular, are absorbed only at,
or near, subsistence wages.

For the migrant from the hills, this predicament is
compounded by the additional cost of living away from home.
Unlike local workers, who can draw upon family housing and
established networks, the hill migrant must meet lodging and
boarding expenses out of an already meagre wage, further
eroding any margin for saving or remittance. The result is a
genuine dilemma: to persist in urban work that offers little
beyond survival and scant prospect of advancement, or to
return to the hill village—the “pavilion” of the migrant's own
metaphor—where employment is scarcer still. For unskilled
labour especially, neither option offers a secure foothold. This
structural imbalance helps to explain why outmigration,
despite its scale, has not translated into commensurate gains in
household prosperity and why remittance flows, though
significant, remain modest relative to the numbers who leave.

9. Infrastructure, Connectivity and Natural
Resources

9.1 Transport Infrastructure

Physical connectivity is a foundational determinant of
economic development and its absence is acutely felt in
Kumaon's hill districts. The road network, though expanding
under the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) and
the Border Area Development Programme (BADP), remains
inadequate. Road density in Pithoragarh, the largest district by

area, is among the lowest in Uttarakhand and many high-
elevation habitations are served only by seasonal trucks and
jeeps that become impassable during the monsoon months,
disrupting market access, healthcare delivery and school
attendance for extended periods.

Rail connectivity is confined to the plains: Tanakpur,
Kathgodam (Haldwani) and Lalkuan serve as the principal
railheads linking Kumaon to the rest of the country. A
proposed railway extension to Bageshwar — Tanakpur has been
under consideration for decades but remains unrealised.
Pantnagar Airport in Udham Singh Nagar provides air
connectivity, while Kumaon otherwise lacks a fully functional
hill airport, notwithstanding the upgrading of Naini Saini
Airport at Pithoragarh for limited services. Of late some hill
district headquarters are linked with heli-services for tourists
and localities.

9.2 Digital Infrastructure and Financial Inclusion
Digital connectivity—mobile internet, broadband, banking
and digital payments—is increasingly a determinant of
economic participation. Kumaon presents a mixed picture.
Mobile penetration is relatively high even in hill areas, but 4G
and LTE coverage remains patchy above 2,000 metres and
lower valleys. The BharatNet programme has extended optical
fibre to gram panchayats, yet last-mile connectivity and digital-
literacy gaps limit its impact. Banking data indicate that credit-
to-deposit ratios in the hill districts are very low, implying that
deposits from remittances and pensions flow to urban centres
rather than being reinvested locally—a structural obstacle to
local capital formation.

9.3 Forest Commons and the Natural-Resource
Economy

Approximately 67 per cent of the hill area is under forest cover
and these forests have historically sustained a subsistence rural
economy through fuelwood, fodder, non-timber forest
products (NTFPs) and water regulation. The Van Panchayat
system, unique to Uttarakhand and rooted in colonial-era
roughly 13,000
community forest councils and constitutes a remarkable

forest-governance  reform, manages
institutional innovation in decentralised natural-resource
management.

Forest-based livelihoods have nonetheless been eroding,
owing to declining NTFP markets, restrictive forest
regulations and the reduction in demand for traditional forest
products that accompanies outmigration (Rajiv. Gandhi
Institute for Contemporary Studies [RGICS], 2021). There is,
however, considerable scope to develop high-value NTFP
supply chains—medicinal herbs, pine resin, ringal bamboo and
wild honey—under community-enterprise models. The
region's forests also hold potential for carbon-credit markets
and payment-for-ecosystem-services mechanisms that could
generate income for forest-dependent communities without
physical extraction.
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10. Policy Environment and Strategic
Recommendations

10.1 Existing Policy Frameworks

Kumaon's economic development is shaped by overlapping
policy frameworks at national, state and local levels. National
schemes—PMGSY for rural roads, PM-KISAN for farmer
income support, MGNREGS for the rural employment
guarantee, the National Horticulture Mission and the
National Tourism Policy—provide the fiscal architecture for
development. At the state level, the Uttarakhand Industrial
Investment and Employment Promotion Policy (2023), the
Organic Farming Policy and the Homestay Policy are directly
relevant to Kumaon.

The DES and the State Planning Commission have
produced valuable data and planning documents and the
Palayan Aayog represents an innovative institutional response
to the migration crisis. Implementation gaps, however, remain
wide. A consistent finding across the reviewed literature—and
one strongly reinforced by field observation—is that policy
design is often appropriately ambitious while delivery
mechanisms, in the form of staffing, funding flow, monitoring
and community engagement, fall short. Plans framed for hill
areas succeed only where they are aligned with local geographic,
social and environmental conditions and where local people
participate in  both  their their
implementation. Field observation also points to weaknesses in

formulation and
oversight and accountability at the implementation stage, a
constraint noted across the reviewed literature.

10.2 Strategic Recommendations

Theanalysis points to six mutually reinforcing lines of action.
Recommendation 1: Horticulture value-chain
investment.

The state should prioritise integrated value chains for high-
value horticultural crops, including cluster-level cold storage,
primary processing units, the strengthening of farmer
producer organisations and digital market-linkage platforms.
Public—private partnerships should be explored for processing
centres at Pithoragarh, Bageshwar and Almora. The same logic
extends to handicrafts, traditional products and local foods,
which warrant deliberate linkage to wider markets alongside
design supportand recognition.

Recommendation 2: Tourism ecosystem development.
Tourism policy should shift from an attraction-centric to an
ecosystem-centric ~ approach—investing in  community
tourism capacities (homestay training, cultural-tourism
packaging, local-guide certification), improving rural roads for
last-mile tourist connectivity and pursuing digital destination
marketing. Heritage circuits linking Almora, Champawat and
Pithoragarh should be developed as an alternative to the over-
congested Nainital corridor and always in a manner sensitive to
local culture and ecology. Many important hill spots are yet to
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be discovered and their significance must be highlighted and
published extensively.

Recommendation 3: Migration reversal through place-
based employment.

A dedicated Hill Employment Mission should coordinate
employment-intensive investment in digital-infrastructure
maintenance, eco-tourism, organic agriculture, traditional-
craft revival and renewable-energy installation. MGNREGS
should be reoriented in the hill districts towards productive
asset creation—orchard development, water harvesting and
the restoration of terraced agriculture—rather than road
construction alone. The skills of migrant youth and returning
workers should be systematically identified and connected to
local schemes and self-employment opportunities.
Recommendation 4: Connectivity as priority
infrastructure.

All-weather road connectivity to habitations above 1,000
metres, the expansion of Naini Saini Airport services and the
extension of rail towards the Bageshwar—Tanakpur corridor
should be treated as non-negotiable investments with direct
economic multipliers.

Recommendation 5: Institutional strengthening and
decentralisation.

Van Panchayats, Gram Panchayats and cooperative institutions
should be strengthened as economic actors, with clearer
property rights over NTFPs, tourism assets and water
resources. Digital-governance platforms for subsidy delivery,
credit applications and market information should be
integrated with last-mile smartphone-access programmes.
Recommendation 6: Climate-resilience integration.
Given the high vulnerability of Kumaon's economy to climate-
induced disasters, district-level climate-risk assessments should
inform agricultural planning, infrastructure siting and
settlement policy. Climate-resilient crop varieties, disaster
early-warning systems and ecosystem-based adaptation should
be mainstreamed into sectoral programmes and construction
should everywhere respect ecological balance to avoid land
erosion, pressure on water sources and the loss of natural
resources. Siting and approval decisions should rest on
transparent technical and ecological criteria rather than on
considerations extraneous to project merit.

11. Conclusion

This paper has offered a macro-economic analysis of the
determinants of economic development in the Kumaon
division of Uttarakhand. Drawing on secondary data, field
observations and the empirical research literature, it has shown
that Kumaon's economic landscape is defined by pronounced
intra-regional heterogeneity: the Terai foothills and especially
Udham Singh Nagar and lower Nainital, display markedly
higher levels of industrialisation and income, while the hill
districts of Almora, Bageshwar, Champawat and Pithoragarh
remain caughtin astructural development trap.



VolI | No2 | April - June 2026

Six drivers with transformative potential have been
identified—horticulture and allied sectors, tourism and
hospitality, micro- and small-enterprise development, natural-
livelihoods, remittance-based household
economies and digital and platform-enabled services. Against
these, the analysis has mapped the binding constraints:
inadequate physical connectivity, climate and disaster
vulnerability, institutional fragmentation, low financial
inclusion, chronic outmigration, a structurally imbalanced
labour market and post-harvest valueloss in agriculture.

The policy prescriptions advanced here converge on a
common strategic logic: that sustainable development in
Kumaon requires a shift from subsistence to market
integration, from individual to collective enterprise, from top-
down schemes to community-led institutions and from short-
term relief to long-term structural investment. The state and
central governments possess the policy instruments, the fiscal
resources and—following the creation of the Palayan
Aayog—the institutional —awareness to effect  this
transformation; what remains is the political will and
administrative capacity to translate vision into outcome.
Kumaon, as the evidence shows, is not resource-poor but
institutionally, infrastructurally and connectivity-poor.
Addressing these deficits, with the community at the centre of
planning and benefit-sharing, holds the key to unlocking the
region's considerable economic potential and to reversing the
demographic decline that threatens to hollow out its hill
communities. The area also needs to produce intermediate or
final goods irrespective of its size, total output or the total

resource-based

investments.
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