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3.5 Food Security in Humla District

Both food production and con-
sumption patterns in the Hi-

malayan regions of Nepal have begun 
changing rapidly, owing to the combined 
effects of global warming, climate change, 
and globalization and the encroachment 
of imported products. The influences have 
now begun creating new challenges of 
food security in regions that were once 
self-sufficient in basic supplies.

Humla District is among Nepal’s 
five least developed districts in terms of 
the UNDP Human Development Index. 
The economy comprises of animal hus-
bandry, traditional agriculture, seasonal 
migration for work, herb production, and 
trading. Agriculture on the   4267 hectares 
of arable land in the district comprised of 
growing millet, buckwheat, chino, foxtail 
millet, maize, beans, peas, barley, wheat, 
paddy (Marsi, Lathe, high-altitude va-
rieties), potato, nafal, apples, chuli, 
and khamu. But there are now changes 
taking place in traditional agriculture 
and food production, consumption, and 
management of markets. A general dis-
taste for local produce and increasing reli-
ance on imported foods has increased the 
dependency of once self-reliant communi-
ties on imported goods. 

According to the District Agricul-
ture Office, every year the district produc-
es 5,587 quintals of food grains. The per 
capita food requirement in the Himalayan 
district is 50 kg. Therefore, for the popu-

lation of 55,762, about 0.5 percent of food 
production is required.

Importing food grains from other 
parts of the country to the region started 
in 1965/66. According to data at the Dis-
trict Agricultural Development Office, 
Humla, food import has increased to 45 to 
50 percent annually. Even though there 
has been increased participation in agri-
culture in the district, the reliance on im-
ported food grains has resulted in a com-
placency that is lowering production and 
increasing food insecurity. Only about 5-7 
percent of the food produced in the dis-
trict is exported to other parts of Nepal. 

Increasing temperatures has cre-
ated both new opportunities and chal-
lenges in agricultural systems and pro-
duction cycles of the Himalayan region, 
which has given rise to a new concern of 
climate justice for impacts climate change 
is having on the lives and livelihoods of 
the people. Concerns about food security 
and sovereignty are intertwined with cli-
mate justice, globalization, and changing 
food habits. This change is evidenced by 
new food production patterns in low alti-
tude areas that have begun paddy cultiva-
tion because of higher temperatures, and 
shifting of apple farming to higher alti-
tudes and the introduction of other cash 
crops. 

The continuous increase in the 
import of food worth millions by traders 
and the Nepal Food Corporation is con-
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tributing to food insecurity, particularly 
because this disincentivizes local pro-
duction. Food security is a major human 
right, which is reason why this Yearbook 
has attempted to briefly summarize the 
situation in Humla District. The purpose 
is to draw attention of those working on 
food security and other stakeholders on 
the problem.

Food Security in Himalayan Districts
News about food shortages, hun-

ger, and poverty in Humla District has 
been published in newspapers almost ev-
ery year, but the problem is far from go-
ing away. Further, even consolidated data 
on the severity is not available from dif-
ferent agencies. Generally, the concerns 
about food shortage and insecurity are 
framed in the context of poverty and en-
vironmental harshness of the Himalayan 
districts, and that has been the dominant 
narrative. In the process the real concerns 
about climate justice and environmental 
protection that should have been magni-
fied in the context of food security remain 
largely ignored.

The Government of Nepal has pro-
mulgated various policies and laws priori-
tizing the well-being of Nepali citizens in 
accordance with its vision of a prosperous 
Nepal. Even the provincial government 
has a similar vision: Prosperous Karnali, 
content residents of Karnali. This study 
has been done with the objective of con-
tributing to disrupting the vicious cycle of 
food insecurity in seven rural municipali-
ties and 44 wards of Humla District by as-
sessing existing government policies and 
programs for the purpose.

Karnali is the richest region of Ne-
pal in terms of biological diversity. Along 
with the production of apples, the differ-
ent varieties of grains and crops produced 
here are the marsi rice (red high-altitude 
rice), foxtail millet, latte, beans, corn, 
millet, buckwheat, barley, herbs, potato, 
yam, and chino. However, the farmers 
have been unable to benefit from this pro-

duce because it takes three to four days to 
transport the produce from one part of the 
district to another.

The government’s subsidies for ag-
ricultural development plans farmers and 
climate change impact mitigation pro-
grams have yet to reach the general pub-
lic of the mountainous regions, effectively 
limiting the commitments to the paper on 
which the policies and plans have been 
printed. As result it has become difficult 
to incentivize the promotion and conser-
vation of indigenous crops. This study is 
important for drawing attention on how 
imported foods have contributed to chang-
ing food habits threatening food sover-
eignty in the context of the economic, so-
cial, and cultural rights of citizens.  

Food Import in Humla District
About 30,000 to 32,000 quintals of 

food grains are sold from the depot and 
sales center of the Food Management and 
Trade Company Limited’s branch office 
in Humla. In Fiscal Year (FY) 2022-2023 
(ending-mid July), the company sold food 
grains worth about Rs. 200 million. The 
company had sold 24921 quintals of rice 
across the district in FY 2021/22. This 
was valued at around Rs. 156.7 million 
was sold from six outlets in Simikot, Sri-
nagar, Sarkegad, Chheprela, Yanchu, and 
Yalwang.

So far, there are six sales offices in 
this district: Food Arrangement and Trad-
ing Company Limited Branch Office, Sri-
nagar and Sarkegad depot office, Chhap-
rela, Balukuna, Deuli, Kharpunath, Yal-
wang, and Limi. In the FY 2021/22 the 
demand for food grains at the six outlets 
was 31000 quintals, and a total of 14,726 
quintals was airlifted and transported to 
the district by surface transport.

In all 625 quintals of food grains 
were transported from the regional office 
Surkhet, 499 quintals from the branch 
office in Bajura, 360 quintals from the 
depot at Kolti, or a total of 1484 quin-
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tals was transported, even though there 
was no transport from the regional office 
in Dhangadhi. Similarly, 561 quintals of 
food grains were transported from the 
provincial office in Surkhet to the depot 
in Sarkegad.

Similarly, 722 quintals of food 
grains were transported to the sales cen-
ter to Chhaprela from the Provincial Of-
fice in Surkhet, and 819 quintals, 271 
quintals were transported from the Pro-
vincial Offices in Balukuna and Yangchu 
in Surkhet; and an additional 451 quin-
tals from Nepalgunj. The contracting for 
transport for 2022/23 had been prepared 
but not completed and therefore none 
of the 23500 quintals of food grains had 
reached the district. According to the 
Food Corporation food grains could not 
be transported to the sales offices in Limi 
and Yalwang owing to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Food grains are transported 
to Humla by air from Surkhet and Nepal-
gunj and over land from Kailali, Bajura, 
Bardia, and Mugu districts.

Food Dependency
About 85 percent of the land in 

7 rural municipalities and 44 wards of 
Humla District is under cultivation but 
local farmers complain that they do not 
get adequate profits from their crops de-
spite the diverse varieties they produce. 
At the local level, every farmers are facing 
problems in finding a market for apples, 
walnuts, and other fruits they produce 
and fear they would go to waste. How-
ever, with increasing access to communi-
cation and public awareness, some farm-
ers have begun receiving better deals for 
their produce. Chhiring Lama of Ward 
No. 3 of Simkot Rural Municipality has 
been earning Rs. 45, 00,000 annually 
from fruits and vegetables. He said it was 
possible after he came in touch with the 
media.

Students living in the Himali Bal 
Samaj dormitory in Yalwang, Namkha 
Rural Municipality, have been facing 

food shortages since December 2021. The 
hostel has 225 children and 15 teachers. 
“There have been food shortages for three 
years after the closure of the Hilsa border 
crossing to China due to COVID-19,” said 
Kumar Lama, who runs the hostel. He 
has been writing to the District Admin-
istration Office about the food shortage 
since June 3, 2022.

Similarly, locals of Tanjakot Rural 
Municipality-3, Maspur said they have 
not received subsidized food grains from 
the Food Management and Trade Com-
pany Limited for the past four years. 
They said that it takes a day to reach the 
grain sales depot and the majority of the 
residents are not informed when food be-
comes available for distribution, resulting 
in food insecurity. 

The residents of Maspur have been 
demanding that the company arrange 
transport of subsidized food grains to re-
mote villages for distribution. The resi-
dents here have been travelling to Kabadi 
on the border of Humla and Bajura dis-
tricts, which takes them more than two 
days to transport food home from the bor-
der.  In August 2022, two employees, in-
cluding the head of the Humla branch of 
the company that distributes food grains 
were suspended for irregularities in the 
sale of subsidized food. The employees 
were suspended because investigators 
were unable to find evidence that they 
had been providing the 20 percent dis-
count underwritten by the government.

The Food Management and Trad-
ing Company’s branch office in Simkot 
had sold rotten Japanese rice during Das-
hain in 2021. Locals had been complain-
ing that the branch had been selling rot-
ten rice held in its warehouse for over 18 
months to residents of Simkot Rural Mu-
nicipality since September 30, 2021. 

There had been a shortage of food 
in Limi and Namkha Rural-Municipal-
ity-6 in October 2022, following which 
the Ward Chairperson Paljor Tamang 
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had requested for alternative arrange-
ments at the Simkot Branch Office for 
food supplies, which was not addressed. 
The residents traveled to Kathmandu on 
November 21, 2020 to make the request 
to the government. The rural municipal-
ity bordering China produces only barely 
and potatoes and has been facing severe 
food shortages.

Climate Change and Food Insecurity
A recent – and visible – impact 

of climate change in Humla District has 
been a decrease in snowfall which has 
created problems in agriculture. Until a 
few years ago, Humla had high snowfall 
during the winter months. Many districts 
in the Karnali Province – Humla, Mugu, 
Dolpa, Jumla, and Kalikot received heavy 
snowfall in winter, which was good for the 
production of local food crops.

Declining snowfall has affected ag-
riculture in Humla District. When there 
is little snowfall the snow melts quickly 
and by March the fields become dry and 
uncultivable. The declining precipita-
tion has therefore been a major concern 
of locals. With good snowfall in winter, 
Humla’s farmers produce higher yields of 
millet, buckwheat, chino, marche, latte, 
soybean, paddy, beans, foxtail millet, and 
potatoes.

The snow is also important for the 
production of medical herbs like Yarsa-
gumba, Jatamasi, Atish and White Sugar. 

Until not long ago, the residents 
of Humla were unaware about the sub-
sidized rice offered by the government. 
They used to travel to Doti, Achham and 
Bajhang districts with 50-60 goats to sell 
them and buy food. The use of lowland 
rice increased after the shepherds began 
exchanging that with salt brought over 
from Tibet with rice in Doti and Achham. 

Even the district headquarters 
Simikot used to face food shortages. Pro-
duction of the crops was low owing to the 
extreme cold and locals faced difficulties 

in growing two crops each year. Because 
of low production of food grains Simikot 
residents used to travel to nearby villages 
to purchase chino, buck wheat, millet and 
other grains. Those were the days when 
the “interest” for a loan of 20 kgs of grain 
was 10 kgs. With increasing food short-
ages, the people from the district began 
looking for alternative ways to ensure ad-
equate supply of food rather than rely on 
neighboring districts. 

In the mid-1960 a request was 
made to the government to make subsi-
dized good available. Kharpynath Rural 
Municipality settlements of Lali, Thali 
and Raya Gaon were convenient food dis-
tribution points. Production of crops was 
also slightly different there compared to 
Simikot. The locals of Humla also used 
to travel to Rughin of Bajura District to 
buy food. Even though lowland rice was 
not available these villages had abundant 
production of other crops, while the soil in 
Simikot was unsuited for agriculture. 

The government fixed a food quota 
for Humla in response to the request for 
support by the locals. It also arranged for 
an aircraft to ferry food to the district. 
The service began sometime in 1969, 
which was when Humla’s reliance on 
food imports began. There was air service 
available in Nepalgunj but Humla did not 
have an airfield in Simikot and first at-
tempts to airdrop supplies in Simikot had 
been unsuccessful. The loads that fell out-
side the limits of Simikot was grabbed by 
locals and therefore the supply was inad-
equate for the district. 

Import of food to Humla contin-
ued and outlets and sales depots were 
also established in several places where 
the food was transported for distribution. 
Even though food became available, there 
was extreme shortage and starvation in 
Humla in 1981. This was when the gov-
ernment purchased maize/corn in other 
parts of the country and distributed it to 
the locals.  Two locals of Simikot are also 
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said to have lost their lives after eating 
the corn supplied by the government. 

Potato and wheat are two main 
crops of Namkha Rural Municipality. 
Since the locals of this place travelled to 
and from Taklakot in China frequently, it 
was easier for them to manage food and 
clothes. Two to three individuals from 
each household were involved in wage 
work there and the earning was enough 
for ensuring food supply. Further, some 
locals from Halji, Tili and Jang settle-
ments of Mankha Rural Municipality also 
had houses in Taklakot. Since 2003, not 
just the locals of Namkha but about 25 
percent of residents from six other rural 
municipalities of Humla have been work-
ing for a living in Taklakot. 

Food shortage in Humla has also 
forced many to seek foreign employment, 
which did not remain an option after the 
outbreak of COVID-19. The shortages 
have specifically impacted residents of 
three settlements in Limi because the 
COVID-19 related closure of the Hilsa 
border with China prevented them from 
travelling to Taklakot for work. The 
farmers of Limi produce only barley and 
potato, which is harvested once in three 
years.  Even the food transported to the 
settlements from time to time by the gov-
ernment is not sufficient to meet the local 
needs. 

Even when the Company sells 
food it has been difficult for all people 
of Simikot Municipality to procure food 
grains. For over 12 years – 1998 to 2012, 
people had to wait for major festivals to 
be able to purchase food from the Food 
Corporation. Availability for subsidized 
grains also led to dependency. Farmers 
began waiting for lowland rice instead of 
growing crops. So, during the COVID-19 
related shortages the people did not get 
external supplies and also had no food 
grown locally. In 2015 a coupon system 
was introduced for food grain distribution 
and one coupon cost Rs. 200. The Ward 

office now charges Rs.100 per coupon. To-
day, other than the branch offices, no food 
is distributed from the depots and other 
sales outlets.

Efforts to Ensure Food Sovereignty 
According to Sita Pariyar, the 

Chief District Officer of Humla, the diffi-
cult terrain, lack of irrigation, road access 
and the difficulty in importing food from 
other districts, lack of fertile land and 
favorable climate, dependency created 
by subsidized food, delays in transport-
ing, delays in procurement, etc. are some 
reasons that have caused food shortages. 
Another reason is delay in transporting 
food by contractors after the fuel prices 
change, as that affects their quoted costs.

In November 2022, the Food Man-
agement Company’s branch in Humla 
had only 300 quintals of food grains. 
The available food is being distributed 
through coupons and decisions made 
by the District Food Management Com-
mittee have been communicated to high 
ranking officials, including ministers, at 
the Industry, Commerce and Supply min-
istry, Nepal Food Corporation and the 
Ministry of Home Affairs to find a lasting 
solution to food shortages in the district. 

According to Chief of the District 
Coordination Committee and District 
Food Management Committee, Shivraj 
Sharma like previous years it has been 
the contractor’s non-performance that has 
prevented the distribution of food from all 
outlets in the seven municipalities of the 
district. 

Locals are deprived from the food 
due to its untimely transportation. People 
shared that the district has been facing 
food scarcity at times, due to the unavail-
ability of airplane and at times, because of 
the negligence of the contractor. Accord-
ing to Sharma, some parts of the district 
rely on air transport to bring the supplies. 
Food grains are not readily available even 
in areas accessible by road because of 
non-performance and neglect of contrac-
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tors. Another reason for the shortages, 
is the dependency on imported foods and 
the decline in local agriculture. He added 
that the long-term solution would be to 
promote cultivation of indigenous crops 
and using modern Agri-technologies to 
enhance production.

Food Security as a Right
Acute food shortages in Humla 

District are violations of both the Consti-
tutional provisions relating to the right 
and basic human rights. The inability 
of the state to assure steady food supply 
and/or take measures to increase local 
production are also against Nepal’s inter-
national commitments, particularly Reso-
lution 3348 (29) adopted by the World 
Food Assembly (16 December 1974) and 
the declaration to end hunger and mal-
nutrition [Resolution 3180 (28)] of 17 De-
cember 1973. 

Conclusion & Suggestions
The reasons for food shortages in 

Humla include low productivity and the 
harsh climate where production from 12 
months of work barely lasts for six months 
in a family; excessive use of food grains for 
making alcohol, reliance on imported rice 
and declining production of indigenous 
crops. Other reasons include negligence of 
both government in timely procurement 
and transport companies (including air 
transport) to ensure timely supply. There 
is also a declining interest among local 
youths to engage in agriculture, which 
is also an outcome of non-availability of 
agricultural inputs on time and lack of ac-
cess to markets for the produce. Increased 
fragmentation of land and improper/ non-
transparent distribution of government 
subsidies in agriculture by the District 
Agriculture Development Office to indi-
viduals and groups with influence rather 
than genuine farmers, also contributes to 
the waning interest in agriculture. To cap 
all these reasons are the effects of climate 

change, whose long-term impacts are still 
unknown. The increasing dependency on 
external food supplies will but continue 
until there is major effort towards sus-
tainable agriculture in the district. 

Suggestions 
Short term
�� Form a task force at the Federal level 

for initiating actions for ending food 
shortages in Humla District.

�� Continue food subsidies to the district 
and make both transport and distribu-
tion efficient until both local produc-
tion and imports from neighboring 
markets provide people access to daily 
necessities.

�� Require the Food Management and 
Trading Company Ltd. Humla branch 
to hold annual public hearings on food 
supply and consumption.

�� Engage relevant bodies at the district 
level to continuously monitor food sup-
plies and distribution.

Long-term 
�� Develop a national plan aligned to in-

ternational commitments to address 
the challenges faced in food security 
owing to global climate change.

�� Prepare and implement plans to raise 
local production and the marketing of 
local products.

�� Organize awareness campaigns on 
the importance of local production to 
address the concern about changing 
food-habits and external dependen-
cies.
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