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Abstract

Mizoram’s trajectory of rural development reflects a complex historical evolution shaped by colonial
legacies, post-independence policies, periods of conflicts and modern interventions. This paper examines
the phases of rural development in Mizoram from the pre-independence era through post-independence,
including the disruptive insurgency period (1966-1986) and the transformative post- Peace Accord era
after 1986. The paper analyze key government programs- notably the Integrated Rural Development
Programme (IRDP), New Land Use Policy (NLUP), Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), and the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM) — and assess their
impact on poverty alleviation, livelihood patterns, and socio-economic change. Institutional and policy
reforms, such as the abolition of chieftainship, the introduction of Village Councils and District
Councils, special development packages are discussed in relation to Mizoram’s unique geographic and
socio-cultural context. The paper presents statistical data on rural poverty rates, employment generated
under MGNREGA and the formation of Self-Help groups (SHGs) to illustrate development outcomes.
The analysis finds that while Mizoram has achieved significant progress- including high literacy,
improved rural infrastructure and declining poverty, challenges persist. Geographic remoteness, the
legacy of shifting cultivation, infrastructure gaps and dependence on central funding remain hurdles. The
paper concludes with reflections on how historical experiences have shaped current rural development
strategies and the need for sustainable, community driven approaches in Mizoram.
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Introduction

Rural development is a pivotal component of overall development in india, where majority of the
population lived in villages. In the northeastern state of Mizoram, rural development assumes special
significance due to the state’s hilly terrain, dispersed settlements and agrarian based economy. Despite
rapid urbanization, according to 2011 census, rural population in Mizoram accounts for 47.89%, while
urban population remains 52.11% (2011 census). Recent survey indicates that the state has achieved a
fully literate state (Times of India, 21 May, 2025) and with its unique social institutions, provide a
strong foundation for development initiatives. Yet, rural communities in Mizoram have faced persistent
challenges including poverty, reliance on subsistence agriculture and limited connectivity.

This paper provides an academic review of the historical evolution of rural development in Mizoram.
The paper traces the timeline from the pre-independence and colonial periods, through post-
independence phases, the insurgency years, and into the post- 1986 Peace Accord era. Each phase
brought distinct policy responses and development programs. The paper focuses on major government
schemes- Integrated Rural Development Programme, New Land Use Policy, Mahatma Gandhi National
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Rural Employment Guarantee Act, National Rural Livelihood Mission- evaluating their objectives and
impacts. Institutional changes such as the abolition of the traditional chieftainship system and the
creation of new governance structures are examined for their influence on rural society. The role of
geographic factors like rugged terrain and isolation, socio cultural factors (communal organization,
Christianity, and the Mizo ethos of ‘tlawngaihna’ or mutual aid) in shaping rural development outcomes
is also discussed.

Throughout, the paper draws on academic studies, government reports and credible sources to ensure a
comprehensive and evidence based analysis. By examining Mizoram’s case, which is often cited as a
development success story in the post-conflict setting, the paper also sheds light on broader themes of
how history, policy and community resilience interact in the pursuit of rural development.

Historical Context

Pre-colonial and Colonial periods

The roots of Mizoram’s rural economy can be traced to its pre-colonial social structure. The Mizos, an
ethnically distinct people, lived in village communities under the leadership of hereditary chiefs. Land
was communally owned and allocated by the village chief, and nearly the entire population engaged in
agriculture, mainly jhum (shifting cultivation) of rice on hill slopes. The pre-colonial economy was
simple and subsistence oriented alongside shifting agriculture, ancillary activities like hunting, fishing
and small scale handicrafts supplemented livelihoods (Mate, 2014). Exchange was based on barter; a
form of currency existed in the ritual value of sial (mithun cattle) used for trade and bride price, but
coinage was absent (Khawlhring & Singh, 2021). Social life was characterized by cooperative labour
(hnatlang) and a strong code of ethics emphasizing community welfare.

British colonial rule in the late 19" century brought the isolated Lushai Hills (as Mizoram was then
known) into wider economic networks. Initially, the then Lushai Hills after the British annexation were
divided into North Lushai Hills and South Lushai Hills. The Northern Lushai Hills was put under Assam
from 3™ June 1890. The South Lushai Hills was attached to Bengal and plced under the Lieutanant
Governor. On 27" January, 198, the British Government of India accorded its approval for the transfer of
South Lushai Hills to Assam. So, the whole Lushai Hills came under the charge of the administration of
Assam with effect from 1% April, 1898 (J Zorema, 2013). They introduced a monetized economy by
imposing house taxes payable in cash, which forced villagers to engage in the cash economy
(Khawlhring & Singh, 2021). Colonial administrators and missionaries also established the first formal
schools and health outposts, laying a foundation for Mizoram’s later high literacy and human
development. Economically, while jhum cultivation remained predominant, the colonial period saw
expansion of trade and new crops. The British set up periodic markets (bazaars) at foothill centres and
along river outlets, enabling Mizos to trade forests products and crops with plains merchants (Mate,
2014). Barter trade continued (rubber, ivory, timber and bamboo were bartered for salt, cloth and metal
goods) but gradually cash trade emerged (Khawlhring & Singh, 2021). The British also built
rudimentary infrastructure such as bridle paths and forts for administration and troop movement.
Culturally and institutionally, colonial rule had profound effects. The traditional chieftainship was
initially maintained under British indirect rule, but the colonial administration began to curtail the
absolute powers of the chiefs overtime. Missionary influence, starting with the arrival of Christian
missionaries in 1894, led to rapid conversion of the population to Christianity and brought new values
and education. By the early 20" century, Mizoram’s society had one of the highest literacy rates among
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tribal areas, owing to missionary schools using Roman script for the Mizo language. The combination of
British administration and missionary activity thus significantly changed the rural landscape: ending
inter village raids (which had been common in the 19" century), promoting settled village life, and
introducing the concept of development albeit in a limited colonial sense focused on law and order,
revenue collection and evangelization rather than welfare.

Early Post-Independence (1947-1960s)

After India’s independence in 1947, the Lushai Hills became the Mizo District of Assam. Early post
independence years saw an extension of nation building programs to this remote hill region. The
traditional chieftainship was abolished in 1954 following India’s new policy of democratizing tribal
governance. In place of chiefs, elected Village Councils were established under the Assam Lushai Hills
District (Acquisition of Chiefs’ Rights) Act, 1954, empowering villagers in local decision making.
Furthermore, under the Sixth Schedule of the Indian Constitution, the Mizo District Council was created
in 1952, granting a measure os autonomy in local matters (National Information Centre, Mizoram).
These institutional reforms were critical: they dismantled feudal structures and laid the groundwork for
modern local governance, although they also disrupted traditional leadership networks.

Development planning entered Mizoram in the form of Community Development (CD) programme, a
nationwide rural development initiative launched in 1950s. Community Development Blocks were
established in the Mizo Hills from 1953 onward (Rural Development Department, 2022). Each
Community Development Block, headed by a Block Development Officer, aimed to promote
agriculture, animal husbandry, rural crafts, education, health and rural infrastructure in an integrated
manner (Rural Development Department, 2022). By the early 1960s, there were 9 CD blocks covering
the district. However, the difficult terrain and sparse communications limited the reach of these
programs. Additionally, resources were meagre- development largely meant small projects like
introducing better paddy seeds, building village footpaths and encouraging poultry or piggery as
supplementary income. Nevertheless, some progress was evident: for example, by the 1960s, there were
modest improvements in health and education indicators, and nascent cooperative societies were formed
for marketing of cash crops like ginger.

A major upheaval struck Mizoram’s rural society in 1959, when a calamitous famine known as Mautam
occurred. The flowering of bamboo forests led to a rat population boom that devastated crops, resulting
in widespread food shortages. The Assam government’s failure to provide timely relief created deep
resentment among the Mizo people (SATP). This event became a catalyst for political mobilization. The
Mizo National Famine Front, formed to help famine victims, later evolved into the Mizo National Front
(MNF), a political organization demanding greater autonomy. The famine’s impact on rural development
was two fold- it exacerbated rural poverty and hardship, and it sowed the seeds of insurgency that would
soon engulf the region, thereby stalling development efforts for two decades.

Phases of Development in Mizoram

The Insurgency Period 1966-1986 and its impact

On February 28, 1966, the simmering discontent in Mizoram erupted into a full fledged insurgency
when the MNF launched an armed uprising against the Indian government, aiming for independence
(Tora Agarwala,2021) . The ensuing conflict, lasting from 1966 to 1986 has a devastating impact on
rural development. During these two decades, development activities took a backseat to security
concerns. Almost all organized development work came to a halt as the focus shifted to quelling the
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insurgency (Vanlalhruaizela, 2019). Many rural areas effectively became war zones, and government
presence in the interior villages was minimal.

A particularly consequential strategy adopted by the Indian security forces was the “grouping” or
regrouping of villages as a counter insurgency measure. Beginning in 1967 under “Operation
Accomplishment,” hundreds of smaller villages were forcibly evacuated and consolidated into a few
large, fortified villages along main roads which were termed “Protected and Progressive Villages.”
Within a few years, about 80% of Mizoram’s population were relocated into 102 grouping centres by
1972 (SATP). Out of 764 villages existing in the mid 1960s, over 500 were emptied and erased. This
policy aimed to cut off insurgents from food and support bases in the villages, but it caused immense
disruption to rural life. Families were given mere hours or days to abandon their ancestral villages and
farms, homes and granaries left behind were often burned by the army to prevent their use by insurgents
(The Mizos, 2021).

The social and economic consequences of village regrouping were catastrophic. Uprooted from their
land, villagers lost their jhum fields and experienced food insecurity and trauma. Many had to live in
makeshift huts in overcrowded grouping centres under military guard, dependent on rationed food aid
(The Mizos, 2021). Traditional community bonds and the self-sufficient village economy were severely
eroded. The grouping strategy dismantled the closely knit rural Mizo community. Furthermore, the
drastic relocation accelerated urban migration; when eventually allowed, many displaced people chose
to settle in larger towns like Aizawl and Lunglei rather than return to remote villages, resulting in an
unusually high urbanization rate in Mizoram in the later years. Mizoram’s current demographic profile is
directly linked to these upheavals of the 1960s (The Mizos, 2021).

With regard to formal development programs, the insurgency period saw near paralysis. Government
staff and extension workers could not safely operate in most rural areas. Any infrastructure built earlier
like schools, roads, water schemes was neglected or destroyed in the conflict. By the mid 1970s,
Mizoram which was then a Union Territory since 1972 lagged behind in rural development indicators
compared to peaceful regions. There were no new major development schemes introduced locally during
the height of insurgency, aside from humanitarian relief. It is telling that the Planning Commission’s
Seventh Five Year Plan (1985-90) which coincided with the end if insurgency and Mizoram Attaining
statehood in 1987 was considered the first real development plan for Mizoram, as meaningful planning
and implementation had been impossible earlier due to civil strife (K Das, 2004). In short, insurgency
era resulted in a lost generation of development, the effects of which included entrenched poverty,
infrastructure deficits, and social dislocation that Mizoram would have to address in the subsequent
peace period.

Post Peace Accord and Statehood (1986-2000): Reconstruction and New Initiatives

Mizoram’s insurgency was resolved with the signing of Mizo Peace Accord on June 30, 1986 between
the Government of India and Mizo National Front. This historic accord paved way for Mizoram to
become a full fledged state of India in February 1987. The return of peace ushered in a renewed focus on
development to win the hearts and minds of the people and rebuild the war ton economy. Indeed, peace
was seen as the bedrock of development in the state, and successive government both in the state and
central treated Mizoram as a special case for development assistance (Hansindia, 2025).

One immediate outcome of the Peace Accord was an infusion of resources. The Indian government
offered a significant economic rehabilitation package, often referred to as the peace bonus to facilitate
reconstruction. Notably, in 2000 the central government under Prime Minister Vajpayee granted

IJFMR250556834 Volume 7, Issue 5, September-October 2025 4



https://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Mizoram a special Rs 182.45 crore package as a reward for being the most peaceful state in the
northeast. This was popularly called the peace bonus reflecting the belief that peace pays (Tora Agarwal,
2021). Even earlier, in the late 1980s, special plan allocations were made to Mizoram for infrastructure,
housing and welfare schemes aimed at rehabilitating former militants and affected villages.

The late 1980s and 1990s thus saw accelerated development efforts in rural Mizoram. A priority was
given to restoring connectivity and basic services in the villages. Roads that had fallen into disrepair
were rebuilt; new rural link roads were constructed to connect villages to main roads. Electrification of
villages gained momentum with central funds — by 1995, most large villages had electricity, and by 2011
over 96% of villages were electrified. Likewise, efforts were made to improve drinking water supply and
sanitation in rural areas, with three-quarters of rural households having access to safe drinking water and
sanitary latrines by the early 2010s (Vanlalhruaizela, 2019).

Institutionally, Mizoram built up its rural development administrative machinery after statehood. A state
Department of Rural Development was formally organized evolving from the earlier Community
Development Directorate. By the 1990s, the RD Department administered various centrally sponsored
schemes through a network of District Rural Development Agencies (DRDA) at the district level and
Block Development Offices at the block level. Mizoram has now expanded to 28 rural development
blocks in total ensuring even the remote corners had a local development office (Rural Development
Department, 2022). Notably, Mizoram is somewhat unique in not having a standard Panchayati Raj
system due to its Sixth Schedule areas; instead, Village Councils and three Autonomous District
Councils for minority tribes in Chakma, Lai and Mara areas serve as the local self-government bodies.
These local institutions became partners in implementing rural schemes.

Key Development Schemes of the 1980s to 1990s

During this phase, Mizoram implemented major nationwide rural development programs, adapting them
to local needs. One landmark program was the Integrated Rural Development Programme (IRDP) which
was launced nationally in 1978-80. Mizoram began implementing IRDP during the Sixth Five Year Plan
(1980-85), marking the first concerted poverty-alleviation drive in the state (Vanlalhruaizela, 2019).
IRDP provided asset grants and subsidized loans to the poor rural families to enable self-employment in
agriculture, animal husbandry, cottage industries etc. in Mizoram , IRDP fubds helped thousands of
families purchase piglets, poultry, pump sets for wet rice cultivation, or loom for weaving activities
aligned with local livelihoods (Vanlalhruaizela, 2019). While IRDP suffered from leakages and variable
success countrywide, in Mizoram it had some positive effects such as expanding pig-rearing because
pork is a staple in Mizo diet and a source of income and it enables a section of farmers to shift from pure
subsistence jhumming to semi-commercial farming. However, evaluations noted that the impact on
poverty was modest- many beneficiaries remained near the poverty line. Mizoram’s remote location and
lack of markets meant that simply providing an asset did not guarantee sustained income.

Another state scheme, BAFFACOS ( Bamboo Flowering and Famine Combat Scheme), was launched in
2005 as a proactive measure when the next bamboo flowering (Mautam) cycle approached. BAFFACOS
provided funds for buffer-stock grain storage, income diversification (similar to NLUP’s aims) and
rodent control, it successfully mitigated famine impacts in 2006-2007.

By the end of the 1990s, Mizoram’s rural economy had made strides in recovery. The peace dividend
resulted in improved road connec tivity, better access to education and health (rural literacy climbed to
88% by 2001, reflecting heavy mission and government investment in education) and poverty reduction.
While precise figures vary, it is estimated that the rural poverty headcount ration fell significantly from
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the high levels of earlier decades to roughly one-third of the rural population by the early 2000s. this was
partly due to development programs and partly due to substantial inflows of public funds (Mizoram , as
a small special category state, received large central grants per capita). That said, rural Mizoram was still
not self-sufficient in basic needs. The state continued to import most of its rice and commodities from
outside which was a pattern persisting from colonial times. Economic self-sufficiency remained elusive
as the productive base in villages was narrow. This realization led to a reinvigorated approach in the
2000s, coupling poverty alleviation with livelihood promotion and rural infrastructure building under
new flagship schemes.

Contemporary Period (2000s-2020s): Modern Schemes and continued development

The early 21% century saw Mizoram aligning with national flagship programs aimed at inclusive rural
growth, as well as reviving its own land-use reform policies. Several major schemes define this modern
phase: MGNREGA for wage employment, NRLM for self-employment via SHGs and a revamped
NLUP for land use and livelihoods. These have been complemented by improvements in rural
infrastructure and social services, all contributing to the current rural development scenario.

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA)

Implemented in Mizoram since 2006, MGNREGA guarantees uo to 100 days of paid unskilled work per
year to every rural household. This scheme has become a pillar of support for rural livelihoods. Initially
rolled out in the most backward districts of Lawngtlai and Siaha in 2006-07, MGNREGA was extended
to all districts of Mizoram by 2008. The program typically involves labor-intensive works like road
construction, soil conservation, water harvesting and afforestation —activities which are well-suited to
Mizoram’s terrain and needs. The response in Mizoram’s villages has been enthusiastic: as of 2025,
about 2.11 lakh job cards had been issued in the state. MGNREGA has injected much needed cash into
the rural economy, for many villagers, it provides a fallback income during lean agricultural seasons. For
example, in fiscal year 2010-2011, 1.21 lakh households (69% of all eligible) were provided
employment under MGNREGA in Mizoram, generating 57.2 Lakh person days of work. Overtime, the
program’s coverage expanded and its implementation improved. By 2020-21, Mizoram emerged as one
of the top performing states in India in terms of work provided- averaging 86 days of employement per
registered person for that year, far above the national average which is usually below 50 days (India
Development Review, 2023). This high uptake indicates strong local demand for wage labor and
effective mobilization by local agencies. Notablyy, MGNREGA in Mizoram also boasts a high
participation of women, around 505 of person days are by women, since many men engage in jhum or
other jobs (Ministry of Rural Development).

National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM): Launched nationally in 2011 as “Aajeevika” NRLM
aims to reduce rural poverty by mobilizing poor women into Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and federating
them for microfinance and livelihood support. Mizoram adopted NRLM by creating the Mizoram State
Rural Livelihoods Mission (MzSRLM) in August 2011. In the initial years, NRLM was implemented in
a phased manner, starting with two districts namely Serchhip and Kolasib as intensive pilot areas. These
SHGs engage in saving and credit activities and receive revolving fund grants and skills training to start
micro-enterprises — such as pig breeding units, tailoring shops, or horticulture processing. Although
initial coverage was limited, NRLM has since expanded statewide. As of the mid-2020s, Mizoram
reports over 3,300 SHGs formed under NRLM, encompassing more than 31,000 women members
(Ministry of Rural Development). These SHGs have enabled poor households to access low-interest
loans and partake in livelihood projects, ranging from small retail businesses to collective farming. The
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mission in Mizoram also works in convergence with other programs; for example, SHGs have been
linked to the MGNREGA for creating community assets and to banks through the national SHG-bank
linkage program. While still a work in progress, NRLM’s institution-building approach has gained
traction in Mizoram’s rural society, traditionally known for its cooperative ethos. The challenge remains
to ensure the sustainability and scale-up of these groups in all villages, especially in remotest blocks
where market linkages are weak.

New Land Use Policy (NLUP): Perhaps the most defining initiative in Mizoram has been the New
Land Use Policy by the state government in 2011. After electoral victory in 2008, the state government
then led by Chief Minister Lalthanhawla of the Congress made NLUP the flagship agenda to transform
the rural economy. NLUP (2011) was launched as a five-year, 32,800 crore project with central support,
explicitly aimed at “weaning farmers away from shifting cultivation and providing sustainable
livelihoods”. The scale of NLUP was unprecedented in Mizoram: approximately 133,000 beneficiary
families (about 76% of all households in the state) were selected (Gurvinder, 2018). Each family was to
be given 100,000 (1 lakh rupees) in installments, along with technical assistance, to take up a trade of
their choice from a menu of alternatives to jhum. These included permanent agriculture (terrace rice
farming or horticulture plantations like orange, arecanut, oil palm, rubber), piggery and poultry,
fisheries, sericulture, carpentry, weaving, and small businesses. A special NLUP Implementing Board
(NIB) was constituted to coordinate across departments and to facilitate marketing of the products
(through a Marketing Cell) (Gurvinder, 2018).

The implementation of NLUP saw mixed experiences and reactions. On one hand, the government
touted significant achievements. By 2016, officials claimed that nearly all eligible farmers were covered
and funds disbursed. They reported measurable environmental gains: area under jhum cultivation
dropped from 40,792 hectares (2008-09) to 19,851 hectares in 2015-16, almost a halving of slash-and-
burn area (Gurvinder, 2018). Likewise, the number of families practicing jhum reportedly fell from
68,433 in 2010-11 (just before NLUP roll-out) to 48,417 by 2015-16(Gurvinder, 2018).
Correspondingly, Mizo farmers were adopting new livelihoods — for instance, thousands of hectares of
oil palm and rubber plantation were established under NLUP, and many farmers shifted to broomgrass
cultivation (for broom-making) or pig breeding in stall-fed systems. Rice production in the state also
showed an uptick: from about 47,200 metric tons in 2010-11 to 62,000 metric tons in 2015-16, which the
NIB attributed partly to permanent farming promoted by NLUP. They noted that 15.7% of the state’s
rice cultivation area in 2015-16 was contributed by NLUP activities (Gurvinder, 2018).

The government thus portrayed NLUP as a panacea for shifting cultivation, claiming a “huge success” in
moving Mizoram towards settled cultivation and diversified livelihoods. Indeed, many beneficiaries did
experience tangible improvements — for example, press reports highlighted farmers who could afford
assets like two-wheelers or expanded their farms due to NLUP grants.

On the other hand, critics of NLUP pointed out several issues. There were complaints of delays in fund
disbursement; some farmers reported waiting long periods for promised installments, which disrupted
their new venture. Additionally, lack of market linkage plagued certain trades — e.g., a farmer who took
up broom-making under NLUP found no stable market to sell brooms, leading him to consider returning
to jhum when the scheme support ended (Gurvinder, 2018). The opposition parties alleged that NLUP’s
benefits were distributed along partisan lines favoring supporters of the ruling party and that it did not
truly uplift the poorest farmers. By 2018, when a new state government led by the Mizo National Front
took charge, the NLUP was effectively wound down and replaced by a differently structured Socio
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Economic Development Program (SEDP). Nonetheless, even critics concede that NLUP brought an
unprecedented environmental awareness and began a transition — albeit incomplete — in Mizoram’s rural
land use. The visible reduction in jhum burning and regrowth of fallow forest in some areas are credited
in part to NLUP interventions.

Other Schemes and Infrastructure: In addition to the above, Mizoram’s rural development in the
modern era has been supported by schemes like Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana — Gramin (PMAY-G),
which has provided housing to BPL rural families. For instance, as of 2023, 2,967 houses have been
sanctioned and a total of 6986 houses are completed (Press Information Bureau, 2023). The Border Area
Development Programme (BADP) has funneled resources to remote villages near the Bangladesh and
Myanmar borders since the 1990s, improving infrastructure like roads, schools and health centers in
those strategic but underdeveloped locations. The state has also utilized watershed development
programs (e.g., IWMP) to restore degraded jhum lands and enhance water security. By leveraging funds
from the North Eastern Council (NEC) and other central grants, many rural development projects such
as small-scale irrigation, rural electrification, telecommunication connectivity, and horticulture
promotion have been undertaken.

As of the 2020s, Mizoram’s rural areas have better connectivity and services than ever before. All
district headquarters and most villages are connected by motorable roads; some interior villages still rely
on jeep tracks or footpaths, but road density has improved markedly. Telecommunications and internet
have reached even rural youth via mobile networks. High literacy has enabled villagers to engage with
new technologies and information. For example, many farmers have now been using smartphones to
obtain market prices or agronomy tips. These advances create a favorable environment for contemporary
development schemes to take root.

Current Scenario of Rural Development in Mizoram

Today, Mizoram presents a case of significant achievements in rural development tempered by ongoing
challenges. On many socio-economic indicators, Mizoram’s rural population fares better than the all-
India average. For instance, rural literacy is virtually universal — 100% literacy by 2025, reflecting
consistent investment in education across rural and urban areas. Basic infrastructure in villages has
improved: nearly every village is electrified (over 95% by 2011) and by now presumably 100% under
the central Saubhagya scheme (Vanlalhruaizela, 2019). Over 70% of rural households have access to
safe drinking water and sanitary toilets, indicating progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals
for clean water and sanitation. Rural health services, although still rudimentary in remote places, have
expanded through sub-centers and primary health centers; as a result, health indicators like infant
mortality rate in rural Mizoram (46 per 1000) are better than many other states’ rural averages
(Vanlalhruaizela, 2019).

Economically, the rural landscape is diversifying. While agriculture including shifting cultivation and
horticulture remains the mainstay for a large share of rural families, there is a gradual shift from sole
dependence on jhum to multiple sources of income. Horticulture and cash crops have grown — Mizoram
is now a significant producer of oil palm fruit and bamboo, with emerging industries around these.
Livestock rearing piggery and poultry is very common, often supported by bank credit or government
schemes, providing cash income alongside crop farming. The reach of institutional finance in rural
Mizoram has improved; rural banks and cooperative societies have proliferated micro-loans through
SHGs and cooperative banks help entrepreneurship. Self-Help Groups under NRLM and other NGOs are
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active in many villages, engaging women in savings, credit, and small businesses like pickle making,
handicrafts, tailoring, etc. According to recent data, Mizoram had about 3,363 SHGs with 31,702
members and a cumulative savings of over 221 crore by 2023(Ministry of Rural Development, 2025).
These community institutions strengthen social capital and financial inclusion at the grassroots.
Employment and poverty: A large proportion of rural workers are still “cultivators” by census
classification, but the share of those exclusively doing jhum is declining. Census data show that between
2001 and 2011, the percentage of rural main workers classified as cultivators dropped significantly
(from 46% to 9%), while those in other occupations rose, implying occupational diversification and
possibly reclassification of jhum farmers as other workers. MGNREGA has become an important source
of wage employment; in peak agricultural off-season, tens of thousands of rural Mizo laborers work on
MGNREGA projects. This has not only raised rural incomes but also created durable assets such as
irrigation channels, village roads that aid agriculture and connectivity. Rural poverty has consequently
declined. Still, pockets of poverty and inequality remain, especially in far-flung western and southern
districts (e.g., Mamit, Lawngtlai) where infrastructure and literacy lag slightly behind state averages
(Nair, 2013).

One striking aspect of Mizoram’s current rural scenario is the high degree of community organization
and social cohesion. The legacy of tlawmngaihna, an ethos of selfless service is still evident in village
life — local YMA (Young Mizo Association) branches and church groups often partner in community
development activities. This social capital has been a critical, though informal, asset in implementing
government programs. For example, during the NLUP implementation, village-level NLUP committees
involving church leaders and YMA representatives were formed to select beneficiaries and monitor
progress, which helped in areas where government presence was thin. Similarly, the responsiveness of
the rural population to education and health campaigns (like immunization drives or hygiene campaigns)
can be attributed to these close-knit community structures.

However, several challenges persist for Mizoram’s rural development, which we discuss in the next
section. In summary of the current state: Mizoram’s villages are on a path of transition — from isolated
subsistence hamlets to more connected, semi-urbanized communities with diversified livelihoods. Gains
in literacy, basic needs, and social development are commendable, yet sustainable economic
development (jobs, markets, productivity) has lagged. The state’s experience underscores that while
peace and good governance have enabled rapid social progress, the structural transformation of a remote
agrarian economy is an ongoing, long-term process.

Challenges in Rural Development Over Time

Mizoram’s journey, from a pre-modern tribal society to a developing state, highlights numerous

challenges that had to be addressed, and some that remain to this day:

e Geographical Isolation and Difficult Terrain: Mizoram’s topography — a land of steep hills, deep
valleys, and limited flat land — has been a fundamental impediment to rural development. The terrain
makes building infrastructure costly and maintenance difficult due to landslides that frequently
damage roads and jhum fires can destroy utility lines. Even today, many villages are several hours’
drive from the nearest town, affecting access to markets, hospitals, and higher education. During the
early development phases, isolation meant that technologies and ideas were slow to diffuse; even
now, it inflates the cost of delivering services and erecting industries in rural areas. Remoteness also
perpetuates market linkages issues — farmers find it hard to get their produce such as ginger, fruits,
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vegetable to large markets outside the state, resulting in post-harvest losses or reliance on
middlemen. Overcoming geography requires continuous investment in transport. The completion of
projects like the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Project, which could link Mizoram to Myanmar’s
port, is eagerly anticipated for its potential to boost trade.

o Shifting Cultivation Legacy: Shifting cultivation (jhum) is both a cultural practice and an
environmental challenge. Historically, jhum ensured food security for Mizo communities, but as
population grew and jhum cycles shortened, it led to deforestation and soil erosion. The challenge
has been how to transition thousands of farmers to sustainable alternatives without causing undue
hardship. As discussed, programs like NLUP have made dents in the practice but not eliminated it.
Many rural families still practice jhum partly because permanent farming on terraces requires more
labor and inputs, and partly because jhum’s produce like rice, vegetables still feeds them with
minimal cash outlay. The environmental costs of jhum have manifested in water scarcity (drying
springs) and biodiversity loss. Thus, rural development efforts in Mizoram must persist in balancing
livelihoods with environmental restoration — through continued promotion of agro-forestry, wet rice
cultivation, and forestry-based livelihoods .

o Infrastructure Gaps: Despite progress, certain basic infrastructure deficits hamper development.
For example, irrigation coverage in Mizoram is very low — the state’s agriculture is predominantly
rain-fed. Only about 20% of the potential arable area is under wet rice cultivation or other irrigated
farming (Gurvinder Singh, 2018). Expanding minor irrigation projects like check dams, spring tanks,
drip irrigation is crucial to increase cropping intensity and yields. Electricity supply, though
extended to most villages, can be unstable, and many remote habitations still face outages or depend
on solar solutions. Furthermore, digital infrastructure and internet penetration in rural areas need
enhancement to leverage e-governance and digital markets. Though many youths use mobile
internet, bandwidth and reliability in villages are issues.

e Limited Industrial and Job Opportunities: Mizoram’s economy has a narrow base — there is
almost no large industry due to the absence of minerals, the long distance from raw materials and
markets, and environmental constraints. Rural Mizoram therefore cannot rely on factory jobs to
absorb labor; the main non-farm employer is the government including schools, rural health workers,
etc., which itself is limited. A challenge is to stimulate rural entrepreneurship and small industries.
Food processing units for fruits, handicraft centers, eco-tourism initiatives, etc., have potential but
need capital and skilled human resources. So far, most educated rural youth tend to migrate to cities
(Aizawl or even outside Mizoram) in search of white-collar jobs, leading to a rural “brain drain”.
Retaining talent in villages by making agriculture remunerative and rural life attractive is an ongoing
challenge. The high urbanization of Mizoram reflects this dynamic: younger generations often prefer
the comforts and opportunities of town life over arduous farming in a village.

o Financial Dependency and Sustainability: Mizoram’s rural development is heavily funded by
central schemes and grants. The state’s own revenue is minimal, making long-term financial
sustainability a concern. Many rural schemes (like NLUP or MGNREGA) rely on government
funding cycles; whenever there are delays or cutbacks (for instance, if central funds are late),
projects stall and workers remain unpaid. This can breed dependency syndrome, where communities
await government aid rather than taking initiative. The challenge is to convert these external inputs
into self-sustaining local development — e.g., using the infrastructure and skills imparted to generate
independent economic activity. A related aspect is ensuring maintenance of assets. Numerous rural
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road segments, water supply schemes, etc., built in recent decades require upkeep; without local
ownership or adequate maintenance budgets, there’s a risk of deterioration. Encouraging
community-based maintenance (through Village Councils or user groups) is one way being tried to
tackle this.

e Social Issues and Inclusion: While Mizo society is relatively homogeneous (over 95% are
Scheduled Tribe and share the Mizo/Zohnathlak identity), there are still vulnerable groups. The rural
poor include landless or land-poor households, particularly those who might have been displaced or
who live in the small cluster of non-Mizo (like Chakma) villages. Mizoram must ensure its
development schemes reach all ethnic sub-groups and remote hamlets equitably. Additionally, the
issue of Bru (Reang) refugees — a group displaced from Mizoram in the late 1990s — had
implications in the western border areas; their protracted settlement process and humanitarian needs
posed unique challenges for local development in those pockets. Gender-wise, Mizoram does well in
female literacy and workforce participation, partly thanks to the culture and partly Christian
missionary influence; however, economic empowerment of rural women through SHGs and
entrepreneurship needs continuous support. Another challenge that emerged in recent years is
dealing with the influx of refugees from neighboring Myanmar (due to political turmoil there since
2021) — the presence of thousands of Myanmarese (Chin) refugees in Mizoram could strain local
resources and complicate rural demographics if the situation prolongs.

o Climate Change and Disaster Risks: As a hilly state with significant forest cover, Mizoram is
vulnerable to climate-related risks. Erratic rainfall can lead to drought spells affecting jhum yields, or
conversely, intense rain can cause floods and landslides damaging fields and village infrastructure.
Strengthening disaster preparedness through water conservation and integrating climate adaptation
into rural development planning is imperative going forward.

In summary, Mizoram’s rural development faces the dual challenge of consolidating gains (ensuring that
improvements in education, health, and basic needs are sustained and not reversed) and addressing
structural issues (creating livelihoods that are productive and resilient to environmental and market
shocks). The historical context shows that Mizoram has overcome great adversity — from colonial
neglect to post-independence conflict — through resilience and effective interventions. The remaining
challenges, while significant, are being approached with the same community spirit and policy
innovation that characterized earlier successes.

Conclusion

The historical evolution of rural development in Mizoram offers rich insights into how a society can
progress through adversity with targeted interventions and strong community participation. From a
traditional subsistence economy under local chieftains, Mizoram’s rural landscape has transformed
dramatically over the past century. The colonial period, while introducing new economic elements,
largely left the rural base intact but set the stage for modernization through literacy and monetization.
Post-independence, initial efforts like Community Development Blocks laid a framework for grassroots
development, though their impact was limited by the tumultuous insurgency era that followed. The
insurgency (1966—1986) proved that peace and security are prerequisites for any development — it
caused immense setbacks, the effects of which lingered in social fabric and infrastructure.

The signing of the 1986 Peace Accord was the inflection point that allowed Mizoram to redirect its
energies to development. In the three and a half decades since, the state — with substantial central
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support — has made commendable strides. Key government programs such as IRDP, which provided
asset-based support to the poor, and later the nationwide MGNREGA and NRLM, have been effectively
utilized in Mizoram to reduce poverty and improve livelihoods. Meanwhile, Mizoram’s own bold policy,
the New Land Use Policy, stands out as a case of a region attempting to solve a fundamental
environmental-economic problem (shifting cultivation) with a comprehensive strategy. NLUP’s mixed
outcomes hold important lessons: it underscores that transforming agricultural practices is a long-term
process requiring not just financial incentives but also mindset change, market development, and
continuous support.

One of the salient themes in Mizoram’s story is the role of institutions and governance. The abolition of
chieftainship and introduction of elected councils early on democratized the rural power structure,
aligning it with development objectives. The capacity-building of the state’s Rural Development
Department and local agencies (DRDAs, Village Councils, etc.) over time enabled better delivery of
schemes. Additionally, informal institutions like the church and community organizations have
complemented formal efforts be it in disseminating new farming techniques or mobilizing labor for
community projects. The high literacy rate (100% in 2025) is a testament to successful social
development, which in turn facilitates further economic development.

Mizoram’s experience also highlights the importance of context-specific approaches. What worked for
rural development in the Indo-Gangetic plains would not directly work in the hills of Mizoram. The
adaptation of schemes — for example, designing MGNREGA works that suit hill ecology, or forming
SHGs in a society with no caste system but strong church networks — has been key.

Looking forward, Mizoram stands at a relatively advanced stage of human development among Indian
states, yet its rural economy still needs strengthening for self-sufficiency. The paper’s analysis suggests
several broad directions: sustainable agriculture intensification, by continuing to replace jhum with
settled cultivation and high-value crops, is crucial — and this must be done in a participatory manner
respecting local knowledge. Skill development and market linkages for rural youth can help shift the
underemployment in villages to entrepreneurship and value addition (for instance, food processing units
for Mizoram’s famed fruits like pineapple and orange can be promoted with proper training and credit
facilities). Decentralized planning, through empowered Village Councils and community input (akin to
the Gram Sabha model elsewhere), can ensure that development projects meet local needs and have local
ownership.

Mizoram’s development trajectory also underscores that peace and inclusive governance yield
dividends. The “peace bonus” of stability since 1986 has allowed multiple generations to grow up
without fear of conflict, focusing instead on education and improvement — a stark contrast to the
troubled decades prior. This stability must be preserved by addressing any emerging discontent (for
example, ensuring that all ethnic communities feel represented and benefit from development).

In conclusion, the historical and contemporary analysis of rural development in Mizoram demonstrates a
journey of resilience: from the ashes of insurgency and the challenge of difficult geography, Mizoram
has built a society that is educated, largely equitable, and increasingly ready to embrace modernity. The
development trajectory has not been linear or without missteps, but each phase provided lessons that
informed subsequent policies. Rural Mizoram today is at a crossroads where traditional practices meet
modern livelihoods; managing this transition harmoniously is the task ahead. If the past is any guide, the
combination of community solidarity, targeted government interventions, and adaptation to changing
circumstances will enable Mizoram to surmount its challenges. Mizoram’s case thus offers a valuable
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model for integrated rural development in a difficult environment, highlighting that historical context
matters, and that development is as much a social process as it is an economic one — requiring patience,
cultural sensitivity, and steadfast commitment from all stakeholders.
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