
The whole topic concerning the enhancement of farmers’ 
sustainable livelihoods in rural areas is without doubt a very 
complex one. How is it possible for relevant stakeholders to 
WDNH�UHVSRQVLEOH�GHFLVLRQV�LQ�D�ÀHOG�ZKHUH�YDULRXV�GLͿHUHQW�
IDFWRUV�DQG�DFWRUV�DUH�LQYROYHG��DͿHFWLQJ�HDFK�RWKHU�LQ�VR-
metimes unpredictable ways? Being aware of this comple-
xity and the interconnectedness of socio-cultural, ecological 
DQG� HFRQRPLF� LQÁXHQFLQJ� IDFWRUV�� WKLV�ZRUN� WULHV� WR� VKHG�
light on certain dynamics of agricultural land-use change 
from a local perspective. 

The work argues, following (LAMBIN ET AL 2001:266), that 
general patterns may play an important role in understan-
ding agricultural land-use change, but that an understanding 
of an unique local context and its variables is essential in get-
ting a more detailed and precise picture of land-use change.

Being part of a research project (BC-CAP) with the aim to 
enhance livelihoods in Bhutan through improved adaptation mea-

sures to climate change and increase carbon stocks, this work 
wants to contribute in a way to provide an additional per-
spective using a qualitative methods approach. The overall 
aim of this undertaking can be shortly framed with a look at 
the“[…] lived experiences of peasants in Bhutan as human 
agents at the nexus of social, political, economic and ecolo-
gical forces […]” (Wangchuk, T. 2000:1).

What are current dynamics of agricultural land-use in a vil-
lage in southern Bhutan with a focus on farmers’ sustain- 
able livelihoods?

–  What are main livelihoods strategies of farmers living in 
    Tashithang village in order to sustain their living?

²��:KLFK�SURFHVVHV�RI�FKDQJH�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�DJULFXOWXUDO�
    transition in the area and how do they materialize at 
    the community level?

²��:KDW�LV�WKH�UROH�RI�QDWLRQDO�SROLF\�VWUDWHJLHV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�
    of agricultural land-use change and how do they emerge 
   at the community level? 

%HIRUH�VWDUWLQJ�WKH�ÀHOGZRUN�LQ�%KXWDQ��P\�ÀUVW�VWHS�ZDV�WR�
FRQGXFW�D�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ�DERXW�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�LQWHUHVWV��)RU�
WKH�HPSLULFDO�ÀHOGZRUN�,�VSHQW����ZHHNV�LQ�D�UXUDO�DUHD�LQ�
southern Bhutan where I focussed on 1 chiwog (village). 

)RU� DQVZHULQJ�P\� UHVHDUFK�TXHVWLRQV� ,�GHFLGHG� WR�XVH� DQ�
ethnographic approach. This integrated qualitative research 
approach included participant observation on a farm-house-
hold-level, the procedure of semi-structured interviews  
(9 interviews with farmers on a community level, 5 expert 
interviews), ad-hoc ethnographical interviews with com-
munity members and PRA-methods such as transect walks 
and a seasonal calendar.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed using a 
YRLFH�UHFRUGHU�DQG�WKH�FRPSXWHU�VRIWZDUH�Å)�´��)LHOG�QRWHV��
interviews and documents got analyzed following the the-
matic analysis approach after BRAUN and CLARKE (2006), 
using MaxQDA for Qualitative Data Analysis.

Agricultural land-use change was observed as being a com-
plex process between various interplaying actors and dri-
ving forces manifesting on a local level.

The livelihoods strategies and living conditions of farmers 
in Tashithang were noticed as changing in a rapid pace with 
far-reaching implications.

Modernization and development:
Current processes of Modernization in the region were 
perceived by farmers and representatives as leading to an 
increased living standard. 

The construction of roads, provision of electricity among 
others appear to be big steps towards a looming process of 
development and modernization in the region.

Cash-crops and subsistence change:
It begins to show that money gets an ever-increasing import-
ance in this formerly subsistence-based economy. Thereby, 
Cash-crops and the associated need for farmers to earn mo-
QH\�DUH�UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�FKDQJH�RI�FURSSLQJ�SDWWHUQV�
and implications for the land-use system.

Subsistence agriculture, food habits and living conditions 
are changing. In an ongoing process, staple crops such as 
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maize, paddy, and even kitchen gardens, get replaced by 
cash-crops such as black cardamom, mandarin or hazelnut. 

As a consequence, the diet is increasingly based on impor-
ted food from India, raising questions of local and national 
food sustainability in relation to cash-crop production.

Education, migration and labour shortage:
Education and associated rural out-migration seem to play 
an important role concerning questions of land-use change 
and labour shortage.

The role of traditional farming knowledge and associated 
bonds of young people for agriculture seems to lose weight 
due to the permanent physical absence and seperated living 
realities of children.

'LͿHUHQW�IRUPV�RI�LQ��DQG�RXW�PLJUDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�YLOODJH�VHHP�WR�
contribute strongly to a lack of labour force which thereupon 
DVNV�IRU�GLͿHUHQW�NLQGV�RI�IDUPLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�ODERXU�VDYLQJ�
strategies such as modern farm inputs or mechanization.   

6RFLR�HFRORJLFDO�FRQÁLFWV�
'LͿHUHQW�VRFLHW\�QDWXUH�FRQÁLFWV�ZHUH�SHUFHLYHG��0RVW�SUH-
YDOHQW� WKH�KXPDQ�ZLOGOLIH� FRQÁLFW� DQG�SUREOHPV�RI�ZDWHU�
availabilty especially for irrigation purposes of cash-crops 
during the winter season.
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„While we are talking about the topic of jungle and cowboys he is frying 

WKH�EXͿDOR�VNLQ�LQ�WKH�HOHFWULF�SDQ�VD\LQJ�WKDW�KH�OLNHV�WKLV�NLQG�RI�OLIH�LQ�
the jungle. When he was 15 until he was 32 years he used to go up. He 

told me that there is no tension. They only have to cut grass once a day 

and to do milking. But apart from that, they are free to do whatever they 

like. [...] In 1992 he started going to the jungle until the year 2010. When 

I asked him who has done all the work while his absence his said that the-

re was no problem at that time. Two of his sisters, the one from the Dokan 

[local shop] and one who lives in Thimphu now, stayed at home together 

with his parents and his wife, so there was no problem concerning that. 

His wife and him got married in 1994. His father and himself they both 

went up to the jungle always changing. When there was heavy work at 

KRPH�WKDW�KDG�WR�EH�GRQH��KH�FDPH�EDFN�IRU�SORXJKLQJ�WKH�ÀHOG��FROOHFWLQJ�
ÀUHZRRG�HWF��'XULQJ�WKLV�WLPH��KLV�IDWKHU�ZHQW�WR�WKH�MXQJOH´��

Rai, D.R. (2015, 3rd of October). Personal interview. 

——

Then, with the opening of the road, more cash-crops like cardamom and 

WKHQ�RUDQJH��SHRSOH�VWDUWHG�SODQWLQJ�RUDQJHV�LQ�WKH�0DL]H�ÀHOG�LQVWHDG�RI�
cultivating, growing Maize, instead of growing Paddy. Instead of 

cultivating paddy they have cardamom, they have oranges. Because from 

that there is higher income and less work, it is less tedious. 

*XUXQJ��)�����������th of September) Personal interview.

——

Å>���@�,I�\RX�JR�RQ�P\�ÀHOG�\RX�VHH��WKHUH�LV�QR�PXFK�PRUH�DJULFXOWXUH�WKLQJV��
just now I am just new to agriculture. Though I was brought up with agricul-

ture, practically I am new to them. thoroughly I have an idea, but practically 

,�DP�QHZ�WR�WKHP��,Q�VPDOO�DUHD��EXW�,�DP�IRFXV�RQ�JRRG�TXDOLW\´��

Moti, S. (2015, 10th of October) Personal interview. 
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Head of farm (HOF): D.R. Subbha

–  3 people living permanently on the farm: grandmother, her son 
�� ��+2)��DQG�VWHSGDXJKWHU

–  Private land ownership: 9.5 acres on mostly slopy terrai

–  Extension of land-use types
� GU\�ODQG����DFUH�ZHW�ODQG�������DFUH�RUFKDUGV�������DFUH

Main crops (approx.):

Livestock:

&DWWOH�����*RDWV������&KLFNHQ��

Subsistence change:

²��)DPLO\�ZDV�FRPSDUDEOH�ULFK�LQ�WKH�SDVW

²��/LYHVWRFN�UHDULQJ�ZDV�WKH�PDLQ�OLYHOLKRRG��PLWKXQ��EXͿDORHV��FDWWOH��

–  Most animals were sold due to lack of labour and 
    changing circumstances 

Rushing for the black gold:

²��)RUPHU�PDL]H�DQG�SDGG\�ÀHOGV�KDYH�EHHQ�FRQYHUWHG�LQWR�
    cardamom orchards in the last two years. 

–  Alainchi (black cardamom) gives a high economic return 
   comparing labour invested (hired labour and service exchange) 
    related to money income

²����PRQ�����NJ��RI�FDUGDPRP�FRXOG�EH�VROG�EHWZHHQ��������%71�
���������И��DQG���������%71�������И�

–  Lack of labour force on the farm contributes to the focus 
    on black cardamom

Education, migration and agriculture

–  Children return home during their vacation (2 months in winter, 
     2 weeks in summer season) 

–  3 younger kids attending the newly introduced Gesarling central 
    school with bording facilities

–  In central schools everything is provided by the government and 
    free for the families (clothes, books, food, hostel, caretakers, etc.)

–  Eldest son (19) attending a private college in Gelephu after not 
����SDVVLQJ�WKH�H[DP�WR�FRQWLQXH�LQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�V\VWHP��)DPLO\�KDV�
�� �WR�SD\��������%71������И��\HDU�

–  It is still unclear whether one of their children will return to 
    continue the farm work

Crop   Acreage   Harvest       Income/Year (BTN)

Cardamom  5,15, acre  90 kg   100.000

9HJHWDEOHV� � �����DFUH�� � "� � � � DSS��������

Maize   1,5 acre   1200 kg   3.000

Potato   0,25 acre   200 kg   subsistence

Paddy   1,35 acre   500–600 kg  subsistence

7DEOH���0DLQ�&URSV�DSSUR[���(85���%71��������


