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Returnee migrants as agricultural innovators in Nepal

In recent decades, foreign labour migration has been a key source of income for as many as half of all rural Nepalese
families. Returnee migrants often bring dynamism, new ideas, and - if they are lucky - some capital to invest. This is
contributing to a revival of farming in the country's mid hills, using innovative practices and new crops.

By Jane Carter and Sudha Khadka

Rajesh Thapa Magar casts an eye over his trel-
lises covered in kiwi vines, and smiles. The
trellises stand on numerous terraces of his small
farm, while further below, there are also poly-
tunnels housing various varieties of chilly, to-
mato and aubergine plants. Cardamon bushes
green the banks of a small stream, shaded by
fodder trees that feed his goats, and various
other crops are being tested in small plots. But
it is the kiwi fruits that are proving to be the
most profitable. “I learned the basics of market
gardening when I was in Malaysia,” he says,
“and all through the years that I was there, I
dreamed of coming home and putting some of
my knowledge into practice on my own farm.”
This is exactly what Rajesh has done in his vil-

lage of Gogane in Diprung rural municipality.
He is perhaps exceptional in that his experience
as a migrant worker was relevant to his cur-
rent livelihood, but he readily admits that he
also learned many new things on his return. It
was the rural municipality that identified him
as an innovative farmer, encouraging him to
develop his skills and transform his farm into
what is termed an agriculture learning centre.
The municipality was supported in this by the
SDC Nepal Agriculture Services Development
Programme (NASDP), or Prayas by its Nepal
name (see lower Box on the right).

The cultivation of kiwi fruit is a relative-
ly recent phenomenon in Nepal, but a very
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Ganesh Kafle - posing here with his wife by a new and more efficient method
of cucumber cultivation - spent four years working in Dubai and Qatar. He has

turned his farm into an agriculture learning centre.
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promising one so far. Rajesh was careful to
investigate the market before he invested too
much. His enquires showed that the fruit was
and remains in high demand in the capital
Kathmandu — this is largely because of pub-
lic awareness of its high vitamin C content.
Facilitated and supported by the municipality
and Prayas, Rajesh attended a course on kiwi
cultivation in which he learnt about grafting,
pruning and the establishment of trellises. By
the second year, his vines were producing
fruit, and in 2020, he harvested 900 kilo-
grams from which he earned 140,000 Nep-
alese rupees (nearly 1,200 US dollars). This is
a handsome amount for a farmer in his posi-
tion. Rajesh is also demonstrating cultivation




methods to other farmers — not just regarding
kiwi vines, but other crops, too. As an inno-
vator, he believes in diversifying his options,
although he is also keen that other farmers
follow his example. The more his neighbours
produce, the easier it is to organise common
transport to market. When his kiwi vines be-
gan production, he and his family members,
sometimes aided by hired labourers, had to
rise before dawn each morning to headload
baskets of kiwi fruit to an awaiting vehicle.
This entailed a steep climb of over 30 min-
utes, each of them with 50 kilograms on their
backs. The dirt road running by their house
was in such a poor state that it was unpassable.
With others in the neighbourhood, Rajesh
requested the municipality to allocate funds
for road repair. Recognising the potential for
transporting agricultural produce (and the
eventual tax revenue from profits), the mu-
nicipality obliged. There is no longer a need
to carry heavy loads uphill; instead, a vehicle
comes to the farm gate.

Combining individual innovative
knowledge and municipal support

When one meets a farmer in rural Nepal who
is trying something different or has a partic-
ularly well managed farm, it often transpires
that there is a connection to migration (also see
upper Box). Maybe it is a man who spent some
time abroad and has returned to his ancestral
land with a wish to innovate. Maybe it is a
woman whose husband has sent back money

from his overseas job, giving her the chance to
invest. Sometimes it is the woman herself who
has travelled, although this is far less common.

The Prayas project team recognised the in-
novation potential of returnee migrants and,
as part of their advice to municipalities, rec-
ommended that special focus be given to such
individuals. In the first fiscal year that munici-
palities were established (2017 — 2018), Prayas
provided a small amount of seed money to
them to support agricultural activities — in-
cluding one budget line reserved for working
with returnee migrants. This sparked a variety
of activities that have expanded in subsequent
years, with the municipalities using their own
budgets. Examples of these activities — mainly
encouraged through the provision of training
but also some subsidised equipment — are out-
lined in the Table on page 32.

As can be seen from the table, Prayas has
aimed to encourage innovations that are cli-
mate-smart, as well as improving animal wel-
fare. At the same time, the development of
an appropriate marketing strategy has been
an essential part of most endeavours. Munic-
ipalities can play an especially important role
in this respect — from ensuring the necessary
physical infrastructure of rural roads, collection
points, and local market stands to networking
with buyers, identifying promising products
and organising appropriate training. Municipal
support for marketing went one step further
during the period of COVID-19 lockdown in
2020, when private transport providers were

FOREIGN LABOUR MIGRATION - INTERRUPTED BY COVID-19

Every day, some 1,500 individuals - mainly young men - used to file through Kathmandu’s airport
on their way to overseas employment. The Gulf countries and Malaysia were the prime desti-
nations. When the Covid pandemic took hold, flights halted - stranding some migrants abroad
against their will and preventing others from leaving. More recently, air travel has recommenced,
but there is considerable hesitancy in the overseas job market. Many would-be migrants - whether
first-time or “seasoned” travellers - are having second thoughts.

NASDP/ PRAYAS IN BRIEF

The Nepal Agriculture Services Development Programme (NASDP) operated from 2016 to 2020,
eventually covering 61 municipalities in different parts of provinces 1, 3 (Bagmati) and 6 (Karnali).
A bilateral project of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) and the Govern-
ment of Nepal, it was implemented with technical assistance from Helvetas. The project was de-
signed before Nepal's federalisation — a major political and administrative change that swept away
the former system of 75 (eventually 77) districts reporting to a central government and replaced

it with 753 municipalities, 7 provinces, and one federal government. Exclusive responsibility for
agricultural extension services, formerly organised through the districts, was devolved to munici-
palities. The implementation of federalisation meant that the approach adopted by Prayas also had
to change - to focus on supporting municipalities in their new role. This was no easy task, given
that they lacked appropriate policies, laws and systems as well as having inadequate numbers of
trained staff. However, the project was able to give substantial technical assistance.

More information: www.rural21.com/english/from-our-partners.html
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unable to operate; the municipalities them-
selves organised so-called agricultural ambu-
lances to transport produce to urban markets.

The ultimate objective: inclusive
agricultural services

The goal of Prayas was not simply to increase
agricultural production through better services
provided by diverse actors, it was to do so in
an inclusive manner, ensuring opportunities
for disadvantaged women and men with very
limited resources. In this respect, singling out
returnee migrants for support may be ques-
tioned. They are not, generally, the poorest
members of the community, and the very fact
that they often have some savings to invest
implies the opposite. It could be argued that
as individuals with an innovative disposition,
ready to take risks, they are the last people who
need support — they will probably manage to
make a livelihood anyway.

There are three counter arguments to this
viewpoint. The first is that, left to their own
devices, returnee migrants might invest in
something other than agriculture or (more
likely) invest in farming without thoroughly
assessing the options. Like any other business
venture, agricultural enterprises require sound
knowledge of production and marketing as-
pects as well as good financial planning. Ad-
equate technical support for the incubation
and nurturing of new ideas can be crucial to
success.

The second argument is that successful return-
ee migrants can serve as an inspiration and ex-
ample — taking risks that can be copied with
potentially less risk by other farmers. Rajesh
Thapa Magar illustrates this well; he is some-
one who comes from a very modest back-
ground and is respected both within his com-
munity and more widely for his hard work and
dynamism. Others have come to his farm to
learn from him and have followed his lead.
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Innovative agricultural activities adopted by returnee migrants

Type of activity

Innovation

Comment

Floriculture

* Marigold cultivation for making floral garlands, appropriate
cultivation techniques - especially ensuring as long a flowering
season as possible using different varieties.

e Development of marketing linkages, post-harvest manage-
ment, collection and transport strategy.

Marigolds are widely used for offerings at temples and for gar-
lands at festival times. Until recently, much of the demand was
met from Indian imports; floriculture was an innovative concept
for Nepalese farmers.

Kiwi production

¢ Introduction of different kiwi varieties, grafting techniques,
marketing support, etc.

As described in the example of Rajesh Thapa Magar.

Dragon fruit production

¢ Introduction of different dragon fruit varieties with appropriate
cultivation and management techniques.

¢ Use of rainwater harvesting for irrigation in arid areas (prac-
tised in Halesi Tuwachung municipality, in collaboration with
the local research station).

This relatively unknown fruit is increasingly demanded in urban
markets (notably Kathmandu) as a high value product. However,
its commercial development in Nepal is still at a pilot stage.

Vegetable production

e Construction of protected structures (plastic and net houses)
and associated cultivation and management practices including
protection measures.

¢ Modern, water-saving irrigation techniques (drip irrigation,
etc.).

¢ Development of marketing linkages, post-harvest manage-
ment, collection and transport plan.

Commercial vegetable cultivation in Nepal's mid hills only really
began in the last 20 years and has tended to be opportunistic
rather than strategic. Project support has focused on developing
a good marketing strategy alongside innovative technologies.

Sustainable mushroom
cultivation

e Construction of improved mushroom sheds.

e Management practices to minimise waste and ensure integrat-
ed pest and disease management.

¢ Development of marketing linkages, ensuring local market
demand, implementation of post-harvest management and
value addition (drying).

Mushroom cultivation for the urban market has boomed in recent
times but can result in poor environmental management (large
quantities of plastic waste, poor quality mushrooms that cannot
be sold, etc). Innovations focus on sustainable production.

Free range poultry

¢ Raising chickens in appropriate, open pens that favour bird
health.

e Ensuring quality feedstuff, unadulterated with antibiotics or
hormones.

¢ Climate-friendly management of dung for fertiliser ensuring
minimal nutrient run-off.

The intensive raising of chickens for meat and eggs has become
big business in Nepal but is marred by very poor animal welfare
and hygiene. Chicken eggs and meat produced under humane
conditions can fetch premium prices.

Turkey production

e Introduction of turkeys to farmers and appropriate raising
techniques.

¢ Development of marketing linkages, collection and transport
strategy.

Turkey meat is relatively unknown in Nepal, but there is a
growing seasonal demand from the expatriate community (for
Thanksgiving, Christmas) and from middle-class Nepalese.

Improved goat production

¢ Use of pedigree bucks for genetic improvement - rotated
between farmers.

e Cultivation of varied fodder plants for a mixed, healthy diet.

e Specially constructed climate-smart stalls to maximise the
capture of dung and urine for fertiliser.

e Strict animal hygiene and health check-ups.

Goats are very widely kept in rural Nepal; castrated males fetch
an especially good price for slaughter at festivals. However,
under traditional rearing methods, animal welfare standards can
be poor, and production limited by inadequate fodder and poor
breeding stock.

The third argument is that returnee migrants
generate opportunities for others. During the
peak season of three months a year, Rajesh
hires up to ten daily labourers. This valu-
able local employment, which often goes
to women, is replicated by many other re-
turnees. Municipalities can also insist that
subsidies provided to innovative farmers are
shared within farmer groups. For example, if
one farmer is subsidised in the purchase of a
power tiller or planting device, the munic-
ipality will oblige him or her to lend it at a
favourable rate to other group members who

thus gain access to equipment without having
the burden of making a capital investment or
taking a loan.

To conclude, we would like to stress that
working with returnee migrants is not simply
conceived in terms of “trickle-down theory”
— helping the most dynamic so that others fol-
low. Rather, it is one strategy amongst others
adopted by municipalities, with Prayas sup-
port, to foster agricultural opportunities. This
article simply focuses on one part of that over-
all approach.
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