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The present report provides an overview of the situation of the semi nomadic Van Gujjar tribal community in Uttarakhand, India, their challenges and initiatives.
INTRODUCTION TO TRIBES  UTTARAKHAND – VAN GUJJARS 
Uttarakhand is a state in northen India crossed by the Himalayas. Dwellers of the forest, Gujjars, they live in specific places allotted for them by the forest department in ranges of forest divisions. Gujjars live in this way since the time of Britishers.  At present, forest of Uttarakhand is divided in two zones –Garwal and Kumaon. The Gujjar or Van Gujjar, forest dwellers, in Uttarakhand inhabits the forest of Shivalik and the Bhabar region of Garhwal and Kumaon Some families are still living in Rajaji National parkand some are in the buffer zone of Corbett Tiger Reserve. Besides, Gujjars rehabilitated from reserve parklands, live in two colonies—Gaindikhata, established by clearing the forest, and Pathri. The different geographical conditions and forest resources affect overall life style of Gujjars, i.e., structure of the settlement, style of huts, livehood and communication pattern etc. They live without internet and electricity. Source of Drinking water: spring, holes dug, well
Gujjars live in huts or Chhans made by wood, grass or mud depending on the availability of soil. Gujjar have their own language known as Gojri.
The Gujjars inhabit in 11 states in India. In Jammu & Kashmir and Himachal Pradesh they have got the status of scheduled tribe while in Rajasthan they are in OBC (other backward caste) category.  The Van Gujjars in Uttarakhand are under OBC category.
VAN GUJJARS, TRANSHUMANCE PHENOMENA AND THREATS
The Van Gujjars, once completely nomadic, but 1983 after the declaration of Rajaji National Park, things started to change, and restrictions on Gujjars started. They had to vacate the area they inhabited seasonally, which was covered under the national park so with the creation of the park they lost the right to live that area. Continuous struggle started since the creation of the park with the park authorities. Actually, The Van Gujjars, forest dwellers, are semi nomadic pastoral peoples in the states Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh, in north India, who engage in rotational grazing and seasonal migration with their indigenous ‘Gojri’ buffaloes.  The onset of summer makes conditions unbearable for their livestock in the warmer climate of the Shivalik and Terai. Furthermore, the depletion of grass cover coupled with the dry weather makes these regions vulnerable to forest fire. The transhumance practiced by the Van Gujjars is important for the survival of their buffaloes, their livelihood and their fodder management.These buffalo herders live among the dry deciduous forests of the Shivalik hills in the winter season. For summer grazing, they travel to high mountain pastures located at 8,000-12,000 feet above sea level. In April, with the oldest female buffalo leading the herd, they start walking towards the colder Himalayan region. The scenario repeats itself when they descend in late September. The migratory approach has changed since they are not leaving the residential areas in the foothills like the Gujjars did in the past; instead, some families remain in those areas permanently in order to maintain their claim to continued usage of the land. 
 Van Gujjars also make milk products such a butter and ghee. Selling them in nearby towns comprises their economy. 
 The Van Gujjar Tribal Yuva Sanghatan is a registered trust, functioning as a collective amongst the community that is keen to facilitate interests of the Community under the Forest Rights Act, 2006 as well as in fields of education, land management, breed conservation, sustainable livelihood and conservation activities. Since 2017, the Sanghatan as a collective has primarily contributed to several activities towards conserving and preserving the forest pasture. 
The Gujjar community faces several challenges, such as poverty, lack of access to quality education, lack of access to grazing and discrimination which have led to a lower literacy rate among them. At present time, Gujjars are truly worried about the future of their children since the traditional way of livehood is becoming harder because of diminishing resources and believe that without education their children cannot subsist in the coming time. However, in recent years, there have been efforts to improve the educational opportunities and increasing awareness to education. . The literacy ratio is 24%. The Van Gujjars have no access to adequate healthcare, employment opportunities, sanitation and other essential services.

LAND AND RESOURCES RIGHTS
Van Gujjars population is approximately 70.000, 56% is under 30 years old and 34% is under 15 years old. Van Gujjars have approximately 100.000 gojiri buffaloes. They depend upon forest grazing for their animals. The families are traditionally depending upon live stock rearing for their livelihood; Van Gujjars sell the milk and milk-products like butter, ghee and mawa in the city.
Lack of land rights and livehood challenges. Limited access to grazing lands. This nomadism has been disapproved of by the forest department from time to time within the state. The Van Gujjars do possess legitimate permits across their summer and winter homesteads but the forest department had made it an informal arrangement to procure permission and prescribe cattle limits on grazing year after year.
Several Van Gujjars were frequently made to pay penalties and fines for violating such pre-conditions set forth by the forest department. However, the advent of the Scheduled Tribes and other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 or Forest Rights Act (FRA)  have guaranteed that pastoralists have the right to access grazing pastures in addition to the Community Forest Resource right for which they are qualified. Section 2 (a) prescribes for the rights of pastoral communities on customary common forest land within the traditional or customary boundaries of a village. It also prescribes the seasonal use of a landscape in case of pastoral communities. Unfortunately, despite being aware of the law, the inability to assert their legitimate land claims, coupled with the disregard for the legislation by the forest department has resulted in poor recognition of rights for these forest dwellers.
Throughout the last decade, numerous attempts have been made by the forest department to restrict entry for the Van Gujjars on the pretext of their pastures being declared as protected area or on the ground of encroachment. During migratory season, Van Gujjars do not receive any protection and are extremely vulnerable, especially children.
Displacement and evictions. Several tourism development projects built in the state are having a significant impact on migratory routes, without offering many options. In some settlements, Van Gujjars have left summer migration to hills because old halting places are no more there due to the construction of roads. The Van Gujjars have not been consulted about tourism projects and roads that have a direct impact on the transhumance phenomenon.
Since some families do not vacate the residential place in the foothill to do not lose their calim over continuous use, Van Gujjars are facing regular threats from forest department and eviction notices. Lack of formal recognition of their land and forest rights makes Van Gujjars vulnerable to eviction and limits their access to resources essential for their traditional way of life.
Buffalo Herd Management
The Livehood of Gujjars is mainly dependent on animal husbandry. Gojiri buffalo has a significant role in securing the livehood for Gujjars. Van Gujjar Yuva Sanghathan had the mandate to get the breed registered in Uttarakhand state in 2021. The breed got the registration on last February. These animals do not get regular deworming vaccionations, and other healthcare services because the Van Gujjars do not utilize the services of the Husbandry Department. The Veterinary officers do not find time to regularly visit the Van Gujjars families, as the families live in deep forest. The Van Gjjars has to use their traditional knowledge of animal husbandry-acquired through inter-generational knowledge transfer-to manage the health issues of their animals. Van Gujjars do not accept the cross-breeding strategy for their animals because it would men accepting a settled life outside of forests and giving up nomadism. Van Gujjars do not get any adequate compensation from forest department when an animal is death due to wildlife conflict in forest areas or due to an accident.

POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS
Lack of representation. The India Constitution recognizes the rights to indigenous people. The Constitution of India categorizes certain groups as Scheduled Tribes (STs) or indigenous peoples, and provides for their representation and protection. The Constitution also provides for special provisions for the advancement of Scheduled Tribes. The Panchayat Act (1996)PESA, this law empowers tribal communities with rights over natural resources and local governance. The Van Gujjars in Uttarakhand are under OBC category and are not categorized as STs lacking any benefit from reservation quotes as social welfare schemes and any adequate representation in decision-making processes that affect their lives and livehoods. Their marginalized socio-economic status, makes it challenging for them to actively participate in electoral politics and engage with mainstream political parties. The illiteracy, lack of awareness about their rights, and discrimination among other factors prevent them from exercising their political agency and have no representation in Panchayats.
The Van Gujjars' cultural and linguistic differences with the majority community could act as challenges to their participation in mainstream political processes. Discrimination and prejudice based on cultural differences increase their marginalization and limit their representation in decision-making bodies.
Limited access to healthcare services, including primary healthcare, maternal care, and emergency medical assistance. There are limited awareness among the Van Gujjars about preventive healthcare practices, hygiene, and nutrition. Lack of health education and literacy may contribute to the prevalence of preventable diseases and health issues within the community. In the community, maternal and child health are major concerns. Pregnant women and children often face specific health challenges. Limited access to maternal and child healthcare services increases the risk of maternal mortality, infant mortality, and neonatal complications. Lack of antenatal care, skilled birth attendants, and postnatal support further exacerbate these challenges, leading to poor maternal and child health outcomes.
Limited Bargaining Power: As marginalized communities, the Van Gujjars often have limited bargaining power when negotiating milk prices with dealers. Dealers may take advantage of their vulnerable position to offer lower prices for their milk, knowing that the Van Gujjars have few alternative options for selling their produce The Van Gujjars have limited access to formal dairy markets due to factors such as lack of infrastructure, language barriers and discriminatory practices..
Lack of alternative livehoods. The Van Gujjars often lack alternative livelihood options that are compatible with their skills.. Limited access to education and vocational training further restricts their ability to explore alternative income-generating activities outside of pastoralism.
Lack of acces to education. Children and youth do not have access to education due to their semi-nomadic nature of living/forest-dwelling, and most of them living inward the forest.

IDENTITY, RECOGNITION AND CULTURE
Van Gujjars fulfill all the criteria to be identified as a Scheduled Tribes: distinctive culture, shyness of contact with community at large, geographical isolation and backwardness.  The lack of recognition Schedule Tribe status for the Van Gujjars deprives them from any political, economic and social right and they are not represented in policy formulation processes related to forest conservation, land rights, and tribal welfare. Their exclusion from these processes had lead to policies that do not address their specific needs and concerns, perpetuating their marginalization. The lack of Scheduled Tribe status for the Van Gujjars has also implications for their access to certain benefits and protections provided by the government to ST communities, such as reservations in education, employment, and political representation. This absence of official recognition contributes to their marginalization and limits efforts to address their socio-economic needs and protect their rights as a distinct ethnic group.
Challenges to Cultural Preservation: The traditional way of life and cultural practices of the Van Gujjars face threats from various factors such as forced displacement, encroachment on grazing lands, and socio-economic changes. These challenges pose a threat to the preservation of their unique identity, language, and cultural heritage.

GOOD PRACTICES
Management of grassland
The Van Gujjars are barefoot botanists who are familiar with every plant and herb in and around their forest dwelling. Whenever the tribe migrates from Himalayan meadows, the land regenerates, helped by the animal dung left behind that acts as a fertiliser for the meadows ecosystem. .
The Sanghatan has demarcated the grassland into areas namely Meeya Bazaar, Naharkepeeche compartment and Majhada (Islands on the floodplains of Ganges). All these three areas are utilized as per seasonal variation to ensure there is timely regeneration of grass and other vegetation. In Summer, majority of the buffaloes either migrate to Khadar, Bijnore district to eschew the grass in the Ganges floodplain therein or to the Bugyals amidst the Himalayas in Uttarkashi, RudraPrayag and TehriGarhwal district. In the remaining two seasons a pattern of grazing is practised across the Chaud.
In winter, the community utilises the compartments beyond the canal for lopping and grazing activities. To ensure there is sustainable management of the grassland, the Sanghatan has created a consultative mechanism to ensure the grassland, islands within the Ganges and wooded areas beyond the canal to utilize the pastures effectively. In rainy season, the community primarily relies upon utilization of the grassland in Meeya Bazaar as it refurbishes due to the rainfall. Thus, in this season, the grazing is managed by dividing the said area within the interval of 15 days. In July and August, the community also conducts an annual festival of plantation, SailaParv, wherein Gutel seeds are dispersed and planted for the regeneration of the pasture. Gutel (scientific name – TrewiaNudiflora) as a tree is preferred since it is not only useful for lopping but also of high medicinal use for the buffaloes to feed upon to ensure high nutritional value of the milk produced. But there is a threat of wildlife often consuming these plants when at tender age.
The Van Gujjar Tribal Youth Sangathan (Van Gujjar Youth Movement) has developed a plan to expand the amount of forest cover and plant native trees species that are beneficial for lopping and pastoral livehood. They have started to plant trees at the self-declared annual Sela Parv (Green Festival), every year in July reviving a customary afforestation practice. On these days, the Van Gujjar community plants trees in the forest where they live. A total of 300 seeds of Gutel were dispersed and planted on 20th June 2017, out of which 189 Gutel plants have germinated today. In 2018, a total of 275 seeds were dispersed and planted on 8 July, out of which 43 Gutel plants germinated and survive today. In 2019, a total of 318 of Gutel and Lusada seeds were dispersed and planted on 14 July, out of which 128 plants germinated and survive today. On 28th July 2020, a total of 188 saplings of Gutel were planted out of which 131 plants survive till date. These efforts of reforestation since 2017 coupled with greater dispersal by the livestock have enabled the growth of dense canopy of Gutel trees, approximately around 1000. Apart from Gutel, the Sanghatan has engaged in plantation of Lusada, Malotus, Kargaal and Kharbat during the annual SailaParv festival. 
IN 2023-2024 the total number of trees is around 1130. The species of trees are Bahera, Sadhan, Gutel, Sain, Bakhali, Kada, Kusum, Kumma, the above trees are found in Shivalik region. These are here. Which also protects the soil from erosion and plays an important role in the conservation of local biodiversity and is also the favorite food of Gojri buffalo. Natural trees are planted every year by Van Gujjar Tribal Youth Organization
The Sanghatan keenly engages in safeguarding water bodies and wetlands within the grasslands. The Sanghatan has engaged in fervently opposing the growth of plantations within the landscape in order to protect its pristine habitat. It has frequently opposed the measures undertaken by the Forest department under CAMPA to prevent unnecessary plantation of alien and non-useful species in the grassland habitat. The Sanghatan values diversity within the grassland vis a vis species regeneration by promoting forestry activities that are beneficial for building sustained supply of fodder. This exercise builds resilience of the community to pursue pastoralism in a sustainable manner as well as maintain a viable livelihood.
The Sanghatan is keen to promote the natural growth of forests in the region to ensure the indigenous Gojri breed need not have to rely upon purchased fodder from the market. With the use of such natural fodder, the Van Gujjars are able to maintain the nutritious value of their milk. The Sanghatan believes by adopting such sustainable processes for ensuring high quality of milk is enhancing the identity of their produce which has benefited several members to procure a reasonable and equitable market price for their commodity. The Sanghatan is keen to build on the goodwill of producing unadulterated and nutritious milk, unlike commercial dairy, which has additional health benefits for populace consuming them.
However, there has been an infestation of lantana within the landscape in the recent decades due to lack of adequate actions to prevent the growth of the invasive species by the Forest department. The occurrence of lantana continues to threaten the pastoral livelihood of the Van Gujjars as it reduces the carrying capacity of the grassland and is extremely poisonous for the buffaloes. Thereafter, the Van Gujjars frequently clear out the lantana in spaces where they undertake lopping to ensure there is no intermixing of the leaves which the buffaloes feed upon. Furthermore, since the Van Gujjars recognise Lantana to be extremely prone to forest fire, the Sanghatan has time and again with volunteers tried uprooting and cutting the invasive plant to prevent its growth. Till date, there have been drives in 2017, 2019 and 2020, wherein a total of 22 bighas were covered by the volunteers in uprooting the invasive species.
Forest department in association with Forest Gujjar Tribal Youth Organization is taking of regeneration of grass land during October to March. 
During this period animals were stall fed with grasses and tree leaves. Besides this, at different locations of grassland, natural water sources are developed by the Gujjar community, which helps in maintaining the micro environment and provides the drinking water for the livestock and water birds. These birds live in and around these water bodies. Other wild animals like Reindeer live around these water sources and they too migrate along with Gojri buffaloes towards Khadar Bhairaj area. 
They have rich traditional knowledge using medicinal plants for treatment of human and animal diseases.
Working on the future.
The Sanghathan is also working in other different initiatives to face the challenges. In the last years, thera are some community based education and training centers. Teachers of the community are trained to teach their students according to their livehood contexts and instilling in them the love for their traditions and culture. In those education learning centers, community committees are created where different community topics are managed. 
Awareness programs on maternal, care, family planning and prevent health care topics are organized by the Sanghathan.
Van Gujjar Youth Sanghthan sponsor workshops lead by women where success stories are shared. In those worshops also a collaborative opportunities are created that inspire to take leadership roles. Tribal women have unique experiences so their leadership has a positive impact in the community.  
Women's active participation in community development activities is essential for the Sanghathan to create economic prospects through entrepreneurship and long-term projects, strengthening their leadership potential.
Gujjars need more education. They need to be uplifted and supported in animal husbandry and agriculture. They can be provided with good housing facilities, recognition of tenure and some facilities to make easier their nomadic behavior.

Uttarakhand, 15 March 2024,

Ameer Hamza 
Founder of Van Gujjar Tribal Yuva Sanghathan
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