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ABSTRACT: 

Shifting cultivation, a traditional agricultural practice in India, has profound environmental impacts. This review assesses its sustainability by analyzing soil erosion, 

biodiversity loss, carbon sequestration, water resource management, and deforestation. Traditional knowledge and governmental policies are examined, with a 

focus on innovative, sustainable practices like agroforestry and community initiatives. Challenges, including land tenure and livelihood security, are explored. Case 

studies highlight successful models. Recommendations include integrating shifting cultivation with conservation efforts, policy reforms, and promoting sustainable 

livelihoods. This review underscores the need for balanced approaches to maintain cultural heritage while mitigating environmental damage. 
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1. Introduction: 

Shifting cultivation, often referred to as "jhum" or "slash-and-burn" agriculture, has been a traditional farming practice in India for centuries, particularly 

prevalent in the northeastern  and central tribal regions. This agricultural system involves clearing land, cultivating crops for a few years, and then moving 

to a new plot once soil fertility declines. While it has sustained livelihoods for many indigenous communities, the environmental impacts and sustainability 

of shifting cultivation practices have come under increased scrutiny in recent decades. The environmental concerns surrounding shifting cultivation are 

multifaceted. The repeated cycle of land clearing and abandonment can lead to soil erosion, degradation, and loss of arable land. Biodiversity loss, 

deforestation, and carbon emissions due to land clearing contribute to ecological imbalances and climate change. Additionally, shifting cultivation's 

reliance on traditional knowledge systems raises questions about its adaptability to modern challenges. 

Government policies and interventions have attempted to regulate or replace shifting cultivation with more intensive, sedentary farming practices, often 

with mixed results. However, the unique socio-cultural context and economic dependence of many tribal communities on shifting cultivation make it a 

complex issue.This review article aims to comprehensively assess the environmental impacts and sustainability of shifting cultivation practices in India. 

It will explore the historical context, environmental consequences, socioeconomic aspects, government policies, and sustainable alternatives, drawing 

upon a range of scholarly sources and case studies. By examining the multifaceted dimensions of shifting cultivation, we hope to provide insights into its 

role in India's agricultural landscape and contribute to discussions on promoting environmentally friendly and culturally sensitive agricultural practices 

in the 21st century. 

2. Historical Evolution of Shifting Cultivation in India: 

Shifting cultivation, known locally as "jhum" or "podu," has deep historical roots in India, particularly among tribal and indigenous communities. Its 

origins can be traced back to ancient agricultural practices that harmonized with the forested landscape. Over centuries, shifting cultivation in India 

evolved in response to diverse geographical and cultural contexts. 

The practice's historical evolution reveals its adaptability and resilience. Early agricultural communities practiced shifting cultivation as a means of 

subsistence, taking advantage of the fertile soils resulting from the slash-and-burn process. The shifting cultivation system was often intertwined with 

traditional belief systems and communal land management practices. 

During colonial rule, the British administration attempted to regulate and control shifting cultivation due to concerns about deforestation and revenue 

collection. This period witnessed efforts to replace shifting cultivation with sedentary agriculture, leading to conflicts with tribal communities who resisted 

these changes. 
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Post-independence, shifting cultivation persisted, and the Indian government recognized its cultural significance while acknowledging its environmental 

drawbacks. Policies aimed to strike a balance between conservation and tribal livelihoods, leading to the establishment of forest-based communities and 

initiatives to promote sustainable practices. 

Today, shifting cultivation continues to be practiced in various states of India, with differing degrees of environmental impact and adaptation to modern 

challenges. Its historical evolution reflects a complex interplay of cultural traditions, colonial legacies, and contemporary conservation efforts, making it 

a subject of ongoing study and policy debate. 

3.The Environmental Impacts of shifting cultivation 

3.1 Soil Erosion and Degradation: 

Shifting cultivation involves clearing and burning a patch of forest to create agricultural fields. While this practice can be sustainable when done in 

moderation, it often leads to soil erosion and degradation when overused. The removal of vegetation cover exposes the soil to the elements, making it 

vulnerable to erosion by wind and rain. Over time, this can result in reduced soil fertility and loss of topsoil, making it difficult for farmers to maintain 

productive fields. 

3.2 Biodiversity Loss: 

Shifting cultivation can have significant impacts on biodiversity. The practice often involves clearing patches of forests, which can lead to habitat 

destruction and fragmentation. This can threaten plant and animal species that rely on these forests for their survival. Additionally, the frequent shifting 

of cultivation sites can disrupt ecosystems and reduce the diversity of plant and animal species in the region. 

3.3 Carbon Sequestration and Climate Change: 

Forests play a crucial role in carbon sequestration by absorbing carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere and storing it in trees and soil. When forests 

are cleared for shifting cultivation, this stored carbon is released back into the atmosphere, contributing to greenhouse gas emissions and climate change. 

Additionally, the burning of vegetation during the preparation of fields releases CO2 and other pollutants into the air, further exacerbating the 

environmental impact. 

3.4 Water Resource Management: 

Shifting cultivation can impact water resources in several ways. The removal of vegetation cover can reduce the ability of the land to retain rainwater, 

leading to increased runoff and soil erosion. This can result in reduced water availability for both agriculture and downstream communities. Additionally, 

the use of water bodies for irrigation in shifting cultivation areas can lead to the depletion of local water resources. 

3.5 Air Quality and Deforestation: 

The burning of vegetation during the preparation of shifting cultivation fields can have adverse effects on air quality. It releases particulate matter, carbon 

emissions, and other pollutants into the atmosphere, contributing to air pollution. Moreover, the deforestation associated with shifting cultivation not only 

reduces the availability of forest products but also disrupts the forest ecosystem, affecting the air quality and local climate. 

4.Traditional knowledge and indigenous practices  

4.1. Historical Significance:  

Indigenous communities in India have practiced shifting cultivation for centuries. Their methods are deeply rooted in the understanding of local 

ecosystems, soil types, and climate patterns. 

4.2.Crop Selection:  

Indigenous knowledge often dictates which crops to plant during specific seasons and in particular areas. This knowledge considers factors like soil 

fertility, moisture levels, and pest resistance. 

4.3. Crop Rotation:  

Indigenous practices typically involve crop rotation strategies that help maintain soil fertility and prevent soil erosion. Different crops are grown in 

different cycles to ensure sustainable land use. 
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4.4. Terracing and Contour Farming:  

Some indigenous communities employ terracing and contour farming techniques to manage water runoff and prevent soil erosion on hilly terrains. These 

methods are essential for sustainable land use in shifting cultivation areas. 

4.5. Seed Saving and Propagation:  

Indigenous farmers often save and exchange seeds adapted to local conditions. This preserves biodiversity and ensures the resilience of crops to 

environmental changes. 

4.6. Forest Management:  

Many indigenous communities have a deep understanding of forest management, including the sustainable harvesting of timber and non-timber forest 

products. This knowledge is vital for maintaining the integrity of forest ecosystems. 

4.7. Community-Based Decision-Making:  

Indigenous practices often involve community-based decision-making processes. This collective approach helps in the sustainable allocation of land and 

resources within the community. 

4.8. Adaptation to Climate Variability:  

Indigenous practices are inherently adaptable and can cope with climate variability. These practices may include adjusting planting times or choosing 

drought-resistant crop varieties. 

4.9. Preservation of Cultural Heritage:  

Traditional knowledge and indigenous practices are not just about agriculture but are also intertwined with the cultural heritage of indigenous 

communities. They play a crucial role in preserving cultural identity. 

4.10. Challenges and Preservation:  

Unfortunately, traditional knowledge is at risk of being lost due to modernization and changes in lifestyle. It is crucial to recognize the value of this 

knowledge and work to preserve it. 

5. Government Policies and Shifting Cultivation in India 

Shifting cultivation, also known as slash-and-burn agriculture, has been practiced by indigenous communities in India for generations. However, in recent 

years, concerns about its environmental and socioeconomic impacts have led governments at various levels to formulate policies to regulate or address 

this agricultural practice.  

5.1. Historical Perspective:  

Shifting cultivation has often existed outside formal government regulations due to its predominantly indigenous and remote nature. Historically, it was 

largely tolerated as a traditional way of life for many tribal communities. 

5.2. Recognition of Indigenous Rights:  

With the implementation of the Forest Rights Act (2006), there has been a recognition of the land rights of forest-dwelling communities, including those 

practicing shifting cultivation. This act aimed to protect the rights and livelihoods of these communities. 

5.3. Conservation Measures:  

In response to environmental concerns such as deforestation and biodiversity loss, governments have introduced conservation policies. These measures 

often conflict with shifting cultivation practices, leading to restrictions on land use and cultivation. 
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5.4. Promotion of Alternatives:  

Some states have initiated programs to promote alternative agricultural practices that are less damaging to the environment. These initiatives aim to shift 

cultivators towards more sustainable and sedentary farming methods. 

5.5. Research and Data Collection:  

Governments have also invested in research to understand the ecological and social impacts of shifting cultivation better. This data can inform policy 

decisions and help strike a balance between conservation and livelihoods. 

5.6. Challenges in Implementation :  

One significant challenge in implementing policies related to shifting cultivation is the vast diversity of practices across different regions of India. What 

works as a policy in one area might not be suitable for another. 

5.7. Livelihood Security:  

Effective policies need to address the livelihood security of those practicing shifting cultivation. This includes providing alternative income sources and 

agricultural training to transition towards more sustainable practices. 

5.8. Community Participation:  

Inclusive policies that involve local communities in decision-making processes are more likely to succeed. Engaging with indigenous communities to 

understand their needs and concerns is crucial. 

5.9.Balancing Conservation and Livelihoods:  

Striking the right balance between conservation goals and the needs of shifting cultivators remains a complex challenge. Policies must consider both 

ecological and socioeconomic factors. 

5.10. Future Directions:  

Future government policies should focus on sustainable land-use planning, supporting agroforestry initiatives, and integrating traditional ecological 

knowledge into conservation efforts. 

6. Sustainable Practices and Innovations 

6.1 Agroforestry Models 

Agroforestry is an innovative approach that integrates trees or woody perennials with crops and/or livestock, promoting sustainability in shifting 

cultivation practices. These models offer multiple benefits, including enhanced soil fertility, improved biodiversity, and increased resilience to climate 

change. 

6.2 Crop Rotation and Intercropping 

Crop rotation and intercropping are time-tested strategies that can improve soil health and crop yields while reducing the environmental impact of shifting 

cultivation. These practices enhance nutrient cycling, reduce pest pressures, and promote sustainable land use. 

6.3 Terracing and Conservation Agriculture 

Terracing and conservation agriculture techniques help prevent soil erosion, a common issue in shifting cultivation. Terraces control water flow and soil 

movement, while conservation agriculture minimizes disturbance to the soil, preserving its structure and fertility. 

6.4 Community-Based Initiatives 

Community-based initiatives involve local communities in decision-making and sustainable management of shifting cultivation practices. These 

initiatives often include knowledge sharing, resource management, and collective efforts to reduce environmental impacts. 

These sustainable practices and innovations offer valuable insights into how shifting cultivation can be adapted to minimize environmental impacts and 

promote long-term sustainability while supporting the livelihoods of local communities. 
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7. The Challenges and Constraints 

7.1 Land Tenure Issues: 

One of the prominent challenges in shifting cultivation is land tenure insecurity. In many cases, indigenous and tribal communities do not have clear 

ownership rights to the land they cultivate. This lack of tenure security can lead to disputes, displacement, and hinder investments in sustainable land 

management practices (Fernandes, 2008). 

7.2 Livelihood Security: 

Shifting cultivation is often viewed as a subsistence farming practice. The limited economic returns from these practices can result in low livelihood 

security, particularly in the absence of alternative income sources. This can perpetuate poverty among communities relying on shifting cultivation (Cramb 

et al., 2009). 

7.3 Economic Factors: 

Economic factors play a crucial role in the sustainability of shifting cultivation. The lack of access to credit, market information, and fair prices for 

agricultural produce can impede the economic viability of this practice. Additionally, the opportunity cost of not engaging in alternative income-

generating activities can be a significant constraint (Poffenberger, 1990).  

7.4 Education and Awareness: 

Limited education and awareness about sustainable agricultural practices can hinder the transition from traditional shifting cultivation to more sustainable 

approaches. Educating communities about soil conservation, agroforestry, and modern farming techniques is essential for sustainable land use (Blaikie 

et al., 2014). 

8.Case Studies: Successful Sustainability Models 

In examining the potential for sustainable shifting cultivation practices in India, it is instructive to explore case studies that have successfully integrated 

environmental conservation with traditional agricultural methods. Several initiatives have demonstrated promising models for maintaining the delicate 

balance between subsistence farming and ecological preservation. 

8.1. The Khonoma Model: Biodiversity Conservation through Community Efforts  

Located in Nagaland, the village of Khonoma serves as an inspiring example of biodiversity conservation within shifting cultivation. The Khonoma 

Village Council and the Angami Youth Organisation jointly spearheaded efforts to establish community-managed forests and regulate hunting and logging 

activities (Kohli, 2009) . By enforcing sustainable land-use practices and nurturing indigenous knowledge, Khonoma has been able to protect its rich 

flora and fauna while sustaining traditional agricultural practices. 

8.2. Mizoram's Bamboo Agroforestry  

In the state of Mizoram, bamboo agroforestry has emerged as a sustainable alternative to conventional shifting cultivation methods. By promoting the 

cultivation of bamboo alongside traditional crops, Mizoram has achieved several benefits, including improved soil fertility and increased income for 

farmers (Kumar et al., 2014) . This model not only enhances economic prospects but also mitigates deforestation and supports reforestation efforts. 

8.3. The Khasi and Jaintia Hills' Community Forests 

The Khasi and Jaintia Hills in Meghalaya have witnessed the success of community-managed forests and sacred groves (Barik & Tripathi, 2012) . Local 

communities have protected these forests, which serve as vital ecological reservoirs while practicing shifting cultivation on a rotational basis. These 

initiatives showcase the compatibility of traditional agricultural practices with conservation-minded efforts. 

These case studies highlight the potential for sustainability in shifting cultivation practices when community engagement, traditional knowledge, and 

ecological stewardship are prioritized. However, it's important to note that these models also face challenges, including issues related to land tenure and 

external pressures (e.g., market demands). Nonetheless, they provide valuable insights into harmonizing agriculture and environmental preservation. 
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9.Future Directions and Recommendations 

9.1 Integrating Shifting Cultivation with Conservation 

Shifting cultivation can be integrated with conservation efforts to mitigate its environmental impacts. Initiatives should focus on: 

➢ Biodiversity Conservation: Promoting agroforestry models that incorporate native tree species can enhance biodiversity. (Sahoo et al., 2019) 

➢ Protected Areas: Identify and protect ecologically sensitive areas where shifting cultivation should be discouraged. (Pandey et al., 2020) 

➢ Community Engagement: Involve local communities in conservation efforts to ensure their active participation. ( Shankar et al., 2018) 

9.2 Policy Reforms and Support 

To promote sustainable shifting cultivation practices, policy reforms and government support are crucial. Recommendations include: 

➢ Land Tenure: Implement land tenure reforms to provide secure land rights for shifting cultivators. (Reference: Government of India, National 

Land Records Modernization Program) 

➢ Financial Incentives: Provide financial incentives and subsidies for adopting sustainable agricultural practices. (Reference: Ministry of 

Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, Government of India) 

➢ Awareness Campaigns: Launch awareness campaigns to educate farmers about sustainable farming techniques. (Sivakami et al., 2019) 

9.3 Promoting Sustainable Livelihoods 

Ensuring the livelihoods of shifting cultivators while reducing environmental impact is vital. Suggestions include: 

➢ Diversification: Encourage diversification of income sources such as livestock rearing and non-farm activities. ( Roy et al., 2017) 

➢ Skill Development: Invest in skill development programs for alternative livelihoods to reduce dependence on shifting cultivation. ( Haokip 

et al., 2016) 

➢ Market Access: Improve market access and infrastructure for the sale of agricultural products. ( Deka et al., 2018) 

By implementing these recommendations, India can work towards a more sustainable future for shifting cultivation, benefiting both the environment and 

the livelihoods of its practitioners. 

Conclusion 

The practice of shifting cultivation in India is a complex and multifaceted agricultural system with both positive and negative environmental impacts. 

While it has been a traditional livelihood strategy for many indigenous communities, it has also contributed to soil erosion, deforestation, and biodiversity 

loss. Efforts to promote sustainability in shifting cultivation are crucial. This includes the integration of modern agricultural practices, such as agroforestry 

and conservation agriculture, with traditional knowledge to mitigate its adverse effects on the environment. Government policies and support systems 

need to strike a balance between conservation and the preservation of indigenous cultures and livelihoods. 

Addressing challenges related to land tenure, livelihood security, and education is essential for the long-term sustainability of shifting cultivation practices. 

Moreover, fostering community-based initiatives and sharing successful case studies can help spread sustainable models.In the face of climate change 

and increasing pressure on natural resources, the future of shifting cultivation in India depends on adaptive strategies that protect the environment while 

ensuring the well-being of the communities that rely on it. It is imperative for stakeholders, including government bodies, non-governmental 

organizations, and local communities, to work collaboratively to find innovative solutions that enable the coexistence of shifting cultivation and 

environmental sustainability. Only through such concerted efforts can we ensure a more sustainable and harmonious future for shifting cultivation in 

India. 
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