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3.6 Impact of Seasonal Migration on 
Children

Background

Seasonal migration from the 
Himalayan region to places 

with livelihood opportunities has been a 
part of the history of the region. People 
moved to other places to escape the un-
favorable environments, low soil fertility 
and productivity, geographical remote-
ness, and natural disasters such as floods, 
landslides, earthquakes. The trend has 
not only continued in recent years but has 
also emerged as a major challenge for cli-
mate adaptation. 

Except when migrating for work, 
people have traditionally migrated to 
higher altitudes to escape the heat or 
moved to warmer climes during win-
ter. But the pattern has changed in re-
cent years, with entire families moving 
on to higher altitudes during the winter 
months to collect Yarsagumba (Ophio-
cordyceps sinensis) that is a high value 
medicinal herb.

The collection season of Yarsagum-
ba lasts for about three months and the 
seasonal migration that it triggers has 
adverse effects on the wellbeing of young 
children, including their physical and 
cognitive development as well as their 
education. This type of seasonal migra-
tion that involves children without assur-
ances of continuation of education, proper 
healthcare, and overall development has 
negatively impacted the children as well 
as larger society. Further, because people 

who migrate to the Himalayan region to 
collect Yarsagumba could face hardships 
and even death, taking children along 
on these trips is a violation of their basic 
rights.

The Constitution of Nepal 2015, 
under Article 31 (2), guarantees every 
child free and compulsory education at 
the basic level and free education up to 
secondary level from state. But many 
children in the province are forced to ac-
company their families on the annual 
Yarsagumba collection trips to help sup-
port the family. The government has is-
sued Guideline on Collection, Manage-
ment and Transport of Yarsagumba 2017, 
which bars underage children from being 
engaged in these activities, but its ineffec-
tive enforcement continues to endanger 
children every year. This study explores 
the impacts of the three-month migration 
of families, from Apihimal and Byas rural 
municipalities of Darchula district, on the 
rights of children.

Seasonal migration for Yarsagum-
ba collection, has hindered the planned 
and structural teaching-learning in ac-
cordance with the annual calendars in 
schools in the Himalayan region.  Accord-
ing to Birendra Saud, head of the educa-
tion unit of Apihimal Rural Municipality, 
the migration trip for Yarsagumba collec-
tion affected education of 4549 students, 
including 2044 students from the two 
rural municipalities. Other challenges 
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in ensuring the wellbeing of children are 
the absence of health check-up facilities 
to children coming back from those trips 
and managing alternative ways for ensur-
ing continuous education while they are 
on the trips.  

This study aims to understand the 
factors that allow and compel students 
in the Himalayan region to be engaged 
in Yarsagumba collection. This would 
allow and assist local governments, poli-
cymakers, and other stakeholders take 
necessary measures and explore methods 
to ensure the protection of the rights of 
children. 

This study focuses on two rural 
municipalities, Apihimal and Byas in 
Darchula district to understand the im-
pact of seasonal migration on the educa-
tion of children and their right to edu-
cation in the district. It is based on con-
sultations, discussions, and interviews, 
with members of the communities, office 
holders of local governments, and the 
heads of education sections. Both primary 
and secondary data have been used. The 
information analyzed are referred and 
collected from various reports, media re-
ports, data from the District Police Office, 
Api Nampa Conservation Area, and from 
the records of education units at the local 
governments. 

Additional Challenges against 
Assurance Child Rights: Seasonal 
Migration for Yarsagumba 
Collection.

As State party to the International 
Convention on Children and in accor-
dance with the rights guaranteed by Ar-
ticle 39 (3) and (4) of the Constitution of 
Nepal, the government is responsible for 
ensuring the basic aspects of child rights 
(to protection from hazardous employ-
ment, child development and child partic-
ipation). Article 39 (2) guarantees every 
child has the right to education, health, 
upbringing, proper care, sports, recre-

ation and entertainment, and all-round 
development as responsibilities of the 
families and the state. Similarly, Article 
39 (4) bars the engagement of children 
in factories, mines, or other hazardous 
works. These rights of children in Hima-
layan regions of Darchula district have 
not been assured. Every year they leave 
school and accompany their parents on 
Yarsagumba collection trips, a journey 
where some have also lost their lives.

Mahesh Singh Dhami, son of Ra-
ghu Bir Singh Dhami of Naugadh Rural 
Municipality, who was a student of grade 
12 fell from a cliff and died on June 6, 
2021, while on a Yarsagumba collecting 
trip to Lolu of Apihimal. He had gone 
on the trip to earn money to support his 
education. In another accident Jaya Mati 
Karki of Apihimal-3, Kataika, a mother of 
four daughters and one son, died on May 
31, 2021 when she fell off a cliff in the Mi-
chchha forest near the village while col-
lecting the herb. She had reached Patan 
on May 24 to forage for yarsagumba. Sim-
ilarly, Chundhari Dhami of Apihimal-5 
was killed in Patan in the third week of 
May 2021 while collecting Yarsagumba 
at the Satganga forest. Dhami, had com-
plained of stomachache and died before 
she could receive medical assistance. In 
yet another accident, Mohan Singh Thek-
are of Apihimal-4 was swept away by an 
avalanche at about the same time. Such 
deaths of guardians have resulted in seri-
ous challenges in the upbringing and pro-
tection of their children.

Data at the District Police Of-
fice (DPO) show that Babina Dhami, 15, 
from Apihimal-3 and Misan Bohara, 18, 
and Dhana Mahata, 20, from Marma Ru-
ral Municipality-4 were injured in May 
2019 while foraging for Yarsagumba in 
Dharamghar and Ghattekhola regions 
of Apihimal. According to the DPO data, 
one person had died and one was injured 
in 2016/17, four had died and 10 were 
injured in 2019/20; and two had died in 
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2020/21 on such trips. According to Dan 
Singh Bista of Byas Rural Municipality 
people are killed or go missing in ava-
lanches and while crossing rivers. They 
also face health problems that are compli-
cated by lack of proper facilities to seek 
treatment.

The study found that children are 
encouraged to engage in Yarsagumba 
collection. Parents take their children 
along on the trips because they have 
sharper vision and more agile compared 
to the adults. As result they are said to 
be quicker in spotting and collecting the 
herb. The guardians prefer to take their 
entire families along on the three-month 
trips because a good collection could re-
sult in income from sale that would be 
enough to cover the household expenses 
for a year. The schools in the region are 
closed for a month for the annual vacation 
and children stay away for another two 
months as they are on the trips to search 
for Yarsagumba.

Both education and the health of 
children have suffered after Yarsagumba 
collection has taken off in the district. A 
total of 4,849 students, 1,966 students 
including 966 girls at 24 schools in Api-
himal, and 2,883 students (including 
1,172 girls) at 25 schools in Byas Rural 
Municipality are directly affected by the 
seasonal migration.

Impacts on Education
The study found that education has 

been severely impacted as schools were 
closed with students and their teachers 
on the three-month trips to forage for Yar-
sagumba. Children are preferred for these 
trips because they are said to be better at 
spotting Yarsagumba compared to the 
adults, which explained their involve-
ment in large numbers. A good collection 
of the herb does help the families to earn 
sizeable incomes but it comes at the cost 
of the long-term impact the break in edu-
cation can have on the lives of children.

Social Behavior
According to stakeholders, the in-

creased income earned from the sale of 
Yarsagumba has also been accompanied 
by increase in alcohol consumption and 
gambling. The use of the money earned in 
consumption, and in alcohol and gambling 
instead of productive activities could also 
affect the livelihoods of the people in the 
long-term. The negative impacts of the 
changing social behaviors have also be-
come evident in the overall development 
of children. 

Impacts on Health
The extreme cold at high altitudes 

causes severe health problems for people 
on the Yarsagumba collection trips. Exist-
ing conditions such as asthma, blood pres-
sure, arthritis can result in severe prob-
lems. The lack of adequate medicines and 
emergency health care arrangements can 
complicate the situation for both children 
and adults.

Safety and Security Concerns
There have also been concerns 

about the safety and security of people, 
including children, involved in the Yar-
sagumba collection trips. Quarrels, con-
flicts and sometimes even riots during the 
trips have sometimes turned violent and 
claimed the lives of people. According to 
locals, these violent events directly im-
pact the psychological and physical well-
being of children as well.

Stakeholders’ Views
Mangal Singh Dhami, 
Chairman, Byas Rural Municipality, 
Darchula 

All schools of wards No. 2 and 3 of 
Vyas Rural Municipality are closed dur-
ing the Yarsagumba collection season and 
since its collection is the main source of 
income for the families, parents take their 
children with them on the trips. There is 
no arrangement for teaching-learning in 
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Patan – the main collection area. Extra 
classes and mobile schools are not orga-
nized even after the families return from 
the trips because of the eminent rain in 
rainy season and for other reasons. Since 
parents are also responsible for their chil-
dren’s future, they should be concerned 
about this problem. Besides, there should 
also be no shortage of resources, support, 
and initiative from the local government 
(to assist children continue their educa-
tion).

Bhagat Singh Thekare Bohra, 
Chairman, Apihimal Rural 
Municipality, Darchula

Most of the children of ward num-
ber 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6 of Apihimal Rural 
Municipality and teachers at local schools 
go to collect Yarsagumba. The collection 
and sale of Yarsagumba has contributed 
towards increasing incomes and if it stops 
suddenly, they will have no ways to earn 
an income. Parents take children because 
they can assist in the collection. There 
have been accidents such as people falling 
off the road and cliffs and getting injured. 
Yarsagumba collection interrupts school-
ing for about a month. We have asked the 
teachers to add classes to complete the 
courses. Although additional classes can-
not be organized, we have added addition-
al classes and have contributed towards 
completion of the education of children.

Jayaraj Panta, Head, Education 
Development and Coordination Unit, 
Darchula

For decades, people have been col-
lecting Yarsagumba in the Himalayan 
region and even the students from our 
school join their parents in the activity. 
On our part, we have been instructing 
the schools not to close down because it 
affects education of children as they can-
not complete the learning process. How-
ever, the instruction is not being fully 

implemented. Because of time spent away 
from school during the collection season, 
the educational attainment level of rural 
students is lower than those of urban ar-
eas. A month-long school closure can be 
compensated by conducting additional 
classes. Some schools have been making 
additional efforts and have been complet-
ing the courses on time. Since the right 
and responsibility of education up to the 
secondary level belongs to the local level 
government, extra classes should be con-
ducted at the local level to enhance the 
learning of students.

Many local governments have 
recruited dozens of teachers. Students’ 
learning can be improved if qualified 
teachers are hired. There is no shortage 
of teachers at the local level. The learning 
levels can be improved as soon as the local 
governments become aware of their rights 
and duties.

Birendra Singh Saud, Head, 
Education Section, Apihimal Rural 
Municipality, Darchula

Since classes are interrupted for 
three months, there has been an erosion 
in the educational attainment of students 
studying in schools in the Himalayan re-
gion. They cannot complete studies on 
time because of the time away during Yar-
sagumba collection, winter vacation, and 
festival holidays. Books do not reach the 
schools until the middle of the academic 
year. As soon as the academic year begins, 
the students go to the highlands to search 
for Yarsagumba and other herbs. There is 
no teaching-learning until June/July. In 
July and August, it becomes difficult for 
students to reach the school due to flood-
ing of rivers and streams. Schools have 
to be closed in September and October 
due to festival holidays such as Dashain 
and Tihar, and in January and February, 
due to snowfall. Therefore, the academic 
achievement of the students has not im-
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proved. Academic achievement does not 
reach even 50 percent in all subjects be-
cause all courses are not completed.

Narendra Singh Badal, 
Head, Education Section, Byas Rural 
Municipality, Darchula

We’ve been unable to improve the 
children’s education mainly because of 
the parents (behavior). During the Yar-
sagumba collecting season parents force 
the schools to shut down and take their 
children with them to the high Himala-
yan regions. Also, teachers go there for 
collecting the herb. The locals have to de-
pend on Yarsagumba and other herbs for 
income because they have no alternative 
sources for earning money. According to 
the annual data of Agriculture Knowl-
edge Centre, Darchula the food produced 
is barely sufficient for the people of Hi-
malayan regions of Darchula for three to 
six months. The production is low owing 
to the terrain. Since food production does 
not last the whole year, the locals manage 
the cost for food, clothes, and health, etc. 
from the income earned by selling Yar-
sagumba and other herbs they collect for 
three months in the highlands.

Gopal Singh Dhami, 
Apihimal Rural Municipality, 
Darchula

The daily lives of locals have 
changed after they began collecting Yar-
sagumba, khiraulo, panchaule, katuki, 
satuwa (all herbs). They have begun send-
ing children to schools. Three months of 
hard work (in herb collection) provides 
them income to cover expenses for the 
whole year; they have also become able 
to pay for medical treatment. Herbs of 
the Himalayan region have changed the 
lives of the people. However, there has 
also been a negative impact on children’s 
education.

Conclusion
Seasonal migration is a reason for 

the lifestyles and impoverished economic 
conditions of the people in the Himala-
yan districts. For lack of other sources 
of income, they have prioritized herb col-
lection. During the collection season of 
Yarsagumba and other valuable herbs – 
the main source of income – parent take 
their children with them to the Himala-
yan highlands. Migration during the herb 
collection season and during winter have 
had serious negative impacts on the edu-
cation and health of children. There are 
no provisions for enabling children to 
continue education and seek emergency 
treatment in their destinations.

Although there is a provision to 
organize mobile schools to make teach-
ing and learning more effective in the Hi-
malayan region, implementation has not 
been effective. Additional classes have not 
been conducted and there are very few 
employment opportunities for the locals 
of the regions. This is another reason why 
they are forced to migrate. Therefore, it is 
necessary for the local, provincial and fed-
eral governments to formulate and imple-
ment policies, programs, and plans to or-
ganize mobile schools, create income gen-
eration and employment opportunities, 
establish and operate emergency health 
centers, and provide special scholarships 
to students from the underprivileged and 
economically backward communities, and 
students who perform exceptionally well. 

Recommendations
a) Short-term

 � Organize awareness programs tar-
geting parents about the health and 
educational challenges of children 
involved in collecting Yarsagumba.
 � Have a special arrangement to 

provide warm clothes, tempo-
rary health care facilities, mobile 
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schools, and additional classes for 
the children who go to collect Yarsa-
gumba with their parents until per-
manent measures are established.

b) Long-term
 � Create alternative employment op-

portunities for people living in the 
Himalayan region.
 � Support special local level scholar-

ships to effectively enforce the Con-
stitutional provision of compulsory 
and free education to children from 
families with poor economic condi-
tions.
 � Organize mobile schools and extra 

classes for continuing teaching-
learning activities to complete 
courses in accordance with the an-
nual academic calendar.
 � Establish and operate well-

equipped health posts and hospitals 
locally to ensure quality health care 
for the residents of the Himalayan 
region.

 � Finally, enforce the provisions in 
the Yarsagumba Management Col-
lection and Transport Guidelines, 

2017, particularly the section that 
only people with citizenship certifi-
cates can go to collect yarsagumba. 
This would prevent the practice of 
taking children for herb collection 
each collection season.
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