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Migration, Climate Change, and
Adaptive Capacity in Bhutan
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Introduction: Intersecting Climate Change and Migration

Rural - predominantly agrarian - areas in Bhutan are experiencing two
concurrent trends, namely: 1) extensive out-migration, particularly among
the youth, either to urban centres such as Thimphu or Phuentsholing, or
to international destinations like Australia, and 2) anthropogenic climate
change that adversely affect agricultural returns, or that require innovation
in terms of crop selection and farming techniques.

Migration and climate change are usually studied separately in Bhutan,
with migration rarely appearing in climate reports and vice versa. The
National Adaptation Plan (2023) mentions “migration” just once, focusing
on wildlife, with no reference to human migration. A government report
on migration mentions climate change only once, linking it to urban

sustainability goals (NSB, 2018).

However, fresh research examines how climate change increasingly drives
migration patterns, and its effects on both origin and destination places.
Migration driven by climate change is estimated to increase as the effects
of climate change become more pronounced. This is particularly relevant
for Bhutan, which is particularly susceptible to the adverse impacts of
climate change.

Emerging evidence shows that migration can improve adaptive capacity,
challenging the view that it is a problem to be managed (Adger et al.,
2020; Vinke et al., 2020). By adaptive capacity we mean the potential of
individuals, institutions and systems to adjust to the impacts of climate
change, to take advantage of opportunities, or to respond to the adverse
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effects of climate change (IPCC 2023).

Unlike adaptation, which refers to actualised responses to climate change in
the present, adaptive capacity stresses the future ability to act in conditions
of continuing, potentially escalating, climate change (Cohen et al.,2016;
Tebboth et al, forthcoming).

A key policy concern, then, is how to support migration-related activities,
so that the benefits of migration, such as livelihood opportunities and
diversification, climate resilient development, and the delivery of social
and financial remittances, can be realised by the migrants and origin
communities themselves.

Bhutanese migrants do not necessarily pinpoint climate change as the
direct reason for their migration. However, decreasing agricultural returns,
increasingly erratic rainfall patterns, and rising human-wildlife conflicts
related to climate and broader environmental issues, affect their decisions.

Moreover, climate change influences the context of migration and its
socio-economic effects, necessitating deeper consideration of migration’s
relationship with climate change. In view of these considerations, this
article offers an intersectional approach of climate change and migration
in relation to the adaptive capacity of two origin places, namely Denchuka
Gewog in Samtse and Kurtoe Gewog in Lhuentse.

The Dwindling Charm of Cardamom in Samtse

Denchuka gewog (block), bordering Haa dzongkhag (district), is
characterised by villages situated on hill slopes. The agricultural landscape of
Denchuka is diverse but primarily consists of subsistence farming practices,
with efforts underway to enhance commercialisation. Cardamom, however,
is cultivated as a cash crop.

Large cardamom (Amomum subulatum) or “alaichi”, as it is called locally,
was introduced in Bhutan through Sikkim in India, around the early 1970s
(Mehta et al., 2015), and has since emerged as one of the principal cash
crops in Southern Bhutan. The latest Agriculture Survey Report (2021)
indicates that Samtse dzongkhag boasts the largest area dedicated to
cardamom production.
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Cardamom has become deeply rooted in the economic consciousness of
Denchuka farmers. While it is not the sole cash crop, cardamom stands
out as the primary crop, due to its substantial socio-economic benefits for
farming households. For decades, the income derived from cardamom
cultivation has improved the socio-economic conditions of families in
Denchuka, enabling investments in education, housing and land acquisition.

In recent years, the adverse effects of changing climatic conditions have
significantly reduced cardamom production. Key contributors to this
decline, as reported by cardamom farmers, include rising temperatures
and delayed and erratic rainfall. Furthermore, the proliferation of pests,
locally referred to as “phurkey”, along with various other diseases, also
afflicted cardamom crops. These factors corroborate similar experiences in

cardamom growing areas in adjacent Sikkim (ICIMOD, 2014).

As yields and economic returns decline, household economies are shifting.
Farming households find it increasingly difficult to continue earlier
investments in assets and to maintain their savings. This undermines their
adaptive capacity, as the accumulation of capital and assets serves as a
protective buffer during times of crises.

Conversely, a lack of these resources increases the vulnerability of farmers
and diminishes their ability to effectively respond to emerging challenges,
particularly those related to climate change. In a discussion about growing
difficulties in their livelihoods, a middle-aged farmer shared: “We could
afford sweets and simple luxuries when cardamom was thriving; we cannot
anymore now.”

First-generation cardamom cultivators directly experienced the benefits
associated with this cash-crop. However, for their oftspring, who are
currently in their prime working years, the allure of cardamom farming is
insufficient to encourage them to remain. As the challenges of cardamom
cultivation intensify due to climate change induced factors, migration has
become an adaptation strategy for some. In this way, out-migration from
Denchuka is linked to climate change impacts, although other factors also
influence migration decisions.

A period in Denchuka’s history, characterised by the thriving cultivation of
cardamom and associated rises in socio-economic conditions, and in which
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cardamom was the “retaining factor” for its people, is seemingly coming
to an end. Its youths are increasingly migrating to urban and industrial
centres in pursuit of employment outside agriculture.

Savings from earlier cardamom production and education obtained, largely
through cardamom cultivation profits, are enabling this migration. A
farmer whose two children have migrated in search of job opportunities
said: “When cardamom yields were abundant, most in the village chose to
stay, and migration only began when the yields started to decline. During
that period, people invested in purchasing land and constructing houses,
even if they were modest in size. Now many are on the move.”

However, for those who remain behind, mostly elderly, the absence of village
youth places further strains on their adaptive capacity. For one thing, it has
made the agricultural fields - some now left fallow because of an absence
of labour - more susceptible to intrusion by wildlife, which compete with
tarmers for sustenance. Few are available to protect the crops, and farmers
lament the quantities of crops they have lost to animals. The interplay of
climate change, diminishing livelihoods, rising out-migration and human-
wildlife conflict, intensifies the challenges posed by each of these factors.

For migration to be an effective adaptation strategy, it needs to reduce
precarity, increase well-being, and enhance adaptive capacity both for
the migrant and the household in the place of origin, as well as for the
community at large. This could potentially ensue from a steady flow of
financial and social remittances.

However, those who have migrated from Denchuka have mostly found
low-level jobs in other parts of the country, and while their salaries are
generally sufficient to secure their own livelihoods in the destination, they
are often not enough to enable substantial remittances to be sent back to
Denchuka. The partial exception is during festivals, when migrants try to
send money home to facilitate celebrations.

In the current scenario, migration is an adaptation strategy primarily for
the migrants who can secure jobs elsewhere, and does not (yet) enhance the
adaptive capacity in the origin, but which could happen if migrant workers
are enabled to secure higher future wages.
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Increasing Gungtongs and Decreasing Adaptive Capacity in
Lhuentse

Moving to Kurtoe gewog in Lhuentse, we now explore the impacts of rural
de-population on the adaptive capacity of those who remain. Spread across
Kurtoe are a large number of houses that are empty and in various stages of
disrepair. These houses are known as “gungtongs” or absentee households and
seen as the material manifestation of experienced rural de-population. That
out-migration is radically changing the conditions of existence in Kurtoe
was emphasised by the dzongkhag administration. A senior government
officer shared: “Out-migration has become a grave existential threat to
Lhuentse.” (Consultative Meeting, October 2024).

Gungtongs have become markers of the rural landscape not only in Lhuentse,
but across the country. Sangay Wangchuk traces how gungrongs were first
identified as a national concern during the fifth annual gups (heads of
blocks) conference in 2009. Wangchuk presents various interpretations of
gungtongs, noting that local governments connect it to challenges such as
the decline in rural tax revenues.

Additionally, gungtongs are linked to issues of rural de-population, labour
shortages, the ageing population of those who remain, the rise in fallow
lands, the neglect of family houses and increasing conflicts with wildlife
(Wangchuk et al. 2023). This case-study adds to this scholarship a
reflection on the relationship between gungtongs and adaptive capacity
under conditions of present and future climate change.

While rural out-migration is conventionally associated with an absence
of development and government services in rural areas, what stands out
in Kurtoe is that, over the past decades, the government has undertaken
significant development initiatives and vastly expanded the reach
of government services to support local livelihoods. But while these
developments have contributed to the overall well-being in Kurtoe, they
have not curbed the trend of out-migration.

This observation mitigates convictions that local development curbs out-
migration. Data from the dzongkhag webpage show that Kurtoe has 226
registered houses. Based on our household survey conducted in 2024, we
found that, of these, only around 111 are presently inhabited. This indicates
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that more than half of the houses in Kurtoe are currently gungzongs, or in
the process of becoming one.

Drivers of migration are various, including agricultural challenges further
exacerbated by climate change. However, what stands out in our interviews
is the relationship between education, new aspirations, and out-migration.

Agay Pemala, a father of six, reflects on his own life-course, noting that
during his youth, schools, hospitals, and even the country’s capital, Thimphu,
were unheard of. Today, his children have all been educated. The skills and
knowledge they acquired led them to aspire for lives outside of agriculture.
As such jobs were not available within Kurtoe, they opted to migrate.

Doriji, 58, reflects on a time when education was perceived negatively in
the community. It was felt that it would disable children from farming and
household work. Fast forward several decades, and Dorji’s apprehensions
have come to fruition, as most educated youths exhibit a reluctance to
engage in agricultural labour and move away. An elderly woman articulates
this sentiment: “Even if our children return, they wouldn’t know how to
work in the fields. They spend their whole lives in schools, so we can’t
expect them to settle here.”

As these snapshots indicate, education and new aspirations are primary
drivers of out-migration in Kurtoe. In Denchuka, family homes typically
continue to exist in the place of origin, with one or two household members
migrating. What stands out in Kurtoe is the out-migration not of individual
household members, but of parents joining their children in destinations.
Agay Pemala, who is waiting to join his children in Thimphu, turning his
house into yet another gungtong, worries about the future of some of his
neighbours who do not have children to rely on and will be, in a sense, left

behind.

The growing numbers of gungtongs in Kurtoe herald all the socio-economic
consequences identified by Wangchuk (2023a; 2023b). It also adversely
affects the adaptive capacity of the remaining population to cope with
present and future effects of climate change, including natural disasters, to
which Lhuentse is deemed particularly vulnerable.
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In Jasabi, in Kurtoe, a flash flood in 2022 claimed the lives of five villagers
and destroyed houses, agricultural fields, irrigation channels, and stored
grains. Survivors received government relief, while also relying on their
social ties in nearby villages for shelter. In 2024, some continued to live with
their relatives. It is this social support network that enabled them to begin
the arduous process of rebuilding their lives and livelihoods. However, as
more households migrate, the potential of such support networks in the
face of natural disasters is under strain.

The adaptive capacity of a community is partially determined by its ability
to act collectively (Adger, 2023),a dimension that is being challenged by the
escalating numbers of gungtongs. A shortage of labour is already hindering
the adaptive capacity of those displaced by the Jasabi flood. Aum Sonam,
who lost her house to the flood, says that due to the absence of labour, the
completion of her house may “take forever”.

Meanwhile, farmers who continue to cultivate their land report challenges
in preventing wildlife from encroaching upon their fields. As in Denchuka,
the expansion of fallow land, which is gradually being reclaimed by forest,
has led to wildlife venturing closer to villages. This is exacerbated by a
perceived decline in forest resources for their animals, resulting in increased
competition between animals and farmers over crops.

Additionally, out-migration has left many households with insufficient
members to safeguard their crops. Consequently, out-migration adversely
impacts agricultural adaptive capacity in two significant ways: First, by
bringing wildlife nearer, due to the proliferation of fallow lands, and second,
by reducing the number of individuals available to protect the crops.

While discussing the declining adaptive capacity of households who
remain in Kurtoe, it must be noted that education in the area has improved
the adaptive capacity of those who migrated as it ensured them secure
livelihoods elsewhere.

The dwindling of adaptive capacity raises pertinent questions about the
future of Kurtoe, against the backdrop of climate change vulnerability.
Sangay Wangchuk (2023a: 34) speculates that rural de-population may
ultimately lead to a withdrawal of government services, potentially
prompting further out-migration. This point becomes all the more poignant
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against the observation that increased government services have, at least in
Kurtoe, not led to a decline in out-migration. Such a withdrawal would
turther limit the adaptive capacity of those who stay behind, and potentially
lead to further out-migration. Could this be the future for Kurtoe?

Concluding Remarks

Through two case-studies, from Samtse and Lhuentse, this article engaged
the complex inter-linkages between climate change, migration, and
adaptive capacity.

Scientific literature indicates that migration can serve as an effective
strategy for adapting to climate change in various contexts, benefitting
both migrants and those who stay in their places of origin.

However, our research findings from Denchuka and Kurtoe suggest that,
at present, migration primarily serves as a successful adaptation strategy
for the migrants themselves, while undermining the adaptive capacity of
those who remain. In Kurtoe, this is because migration takes the form of
collective households moving out,leading to gungtongs and a corresponding
decline in social capital, community networks, and collective action among
those who remain. In Denchuka, it is because a considerable number of
migrants are engaged in low-wage employment which limits their ability
to send substantial remittances back to their families in the village.

In this context, a critical policy inquiry arises regarding how to facilitate
migration as a viable adaptation strategy to climate change in such a way
that it increases the adaptive capacity of both migrants and those who
choose to remain in places of origin.
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