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Abstract
Migration is a significant factor in the organization of regional and urban space in 
India. In India, migration has been dominated by people from Eastern and Central 
regions moving to western and northwestern regions. On the other hand, Northeast 
has been known for in-migration and the conflicts arising from influx of migrants, 
but studies are lacking on the out-migration from the region. This study makes an 
attempt to study both inflow and outflow from the region and covers both internal 
and international migration. In this study, the Northeast India consists of the seven 
states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland 
and Tripura. Each state of the region shares an international boundary. The paper 
uses data from Census 2011 and has tried to study the magnitude of inflows to the 
region as well as the outflows from the region at the state level and also the reasons 
for migration. The state of Manipur is unique in the entire Northeast as outflow is 
three times higher than the inflow in the state. Assam is losing population due to 
internal migration to other states of India but compensated by international migra-
tion. The state of Assam presents a balanced ratio of inflow and outflow as stands 
in 2011 contrary to the popular perception that the state is gaining population inun-
dated by immigration. The rest of the states of Northeast are gaining population pre-
dominantly due to internal migration, whereas Tripura gained population more from 
international compared to internal migration. The paper throws light on the com-
bined impact of internal and international migration in the Northeast region which is 
generally lacking in migration studies on Northeast relevant for economic policy and 
political decision making. It also makes an assessment of reverse flows during the 
pandemic and lockdown.
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1  Introduction

Migration from one area to another in search of improved livelihood is a key fea-
ture of human history. While some regions and sectors fall behind in their capacity 
to support populations, others move ahead and people migrate to access emerging 
opportunities. Migration has become a universal phenomenon in modern times. Due 
to the expansion of transport and communication, it has become a part of worldwide 
process of urbanization and industrialization. In most countries, it has been observed 
that industrialization and economic development have been accompanied by large-
scale movements of people from villages to towns, from towns to other towns and 
from one country to another country.

From the demographic point of view, migration is one of the three basic com-
ponents of population growth of any area, the other being fertility and mortality. 
But whereas both fertility and mortality operate within the biological framework, 
migration does not. It influences size, composition and distribution of population. 
More importantly, migration influences the social, political and economic life of the 
people.

Indian Constitution provides basic freedom to move to any part of the country, 
right to reside and earn livelihood of their choice. Thus, migrants are not required to 
seek permission or register either at the place of origin or at the place of destination 
(Bhagat 2008). A number of economic, social, cultural and political factors play an 
important role in the decision to move. The effects of these factors vary over time 
and place.

Analysis of migration pattern is important to understand the changes taking 
place in the people’s movement within the country. It is the most volatile compo-
nent of population growth and most sensitive to economic, political and cultural fac-
tors (Singh 1998). Proper understanding of the patterns of migration would help in 
the estimation of future population redistribution. The reliability and dependability 
of these estimates depend much on the consideration of all the temporal factors of 
birth, death and internal migration on which population grows in its finest precision 
(Chakravarty 1997). Several studies (Davis 1951; Bose 1977; Premi 1990; Zacha-
riah 1964; Srivastava 2011; Bell et al. 2015; Kone et al. 2018) found that intensity 
of interstate migration in India was low but pointed the fact that it is a significant 
component of labor mobility. Demographically when regional fertility and mortal-
ity differentials decline, migration becomes the foremost component influencing the 
redistribution of population as well (Beck 1985). The major concern of this paper is 
to examine the inflow and outflow of people from Northeast India which has been 
in the center of political turmoil surrounding the issues of migration. Researchers 
hardly examine the internal and international migration data together, and this has 
also happened in respect of Northeast India. Further, census data are ignored or 
looked upon as doubtful without carrying out detailed and rigorous analysis. This 
study examines internal and international migration in the Northeast, reasons of 
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migration and also analyses outflow from the region, and the reverse migration in 
the wake of COVID-19 and lockdown in the country.

2 � Migration Data and Methodology

Migration is defined as a move from one migration defining area to another, usu-
ally crossing administrative boundaries made during a given migration interval 
and involving a change of residence (UN 1993). The change in residence can take 
place either permanent or semi-permanent or temporary basis (Premi 1990). Internal 
migration involves a change of residence within national borders. Until 1951, dis-
trict was the migration defining area (MDA), implying that a person was considered 
a migrant in India only if he or she has changed residence from the district of birth 
to another district or a state. Since 1961, data on migration have been collected by 
considering each revenue village or urban settlement as a separate unit. A person is 
considered as a migrant if birthplace is different from place of enumeration.

In 1971 census, an additional question on place of last residence was introduced 
to collect migration data. Since then, census provides data on migrants based on 
place of birth (POB) and place of last residence (POLR). If the place of birth or 
place of last residence is different from the place of enumeration, a person is defined 
as a migrant. On the other hand, if the place of birth or place of last residence and 
place of enumeration is the same, the person is a non-migrant.

Migration can be measured either as events or transitions. The former are nor-
mally associated with population registers, which record individual moves, while 
the latter generally derived from censuses compare place of residence at two points 
in time. A survey shows that census is the largest source of information on inter-
nal migration at the cross-country level. A study shows that 138 countries collected 
information on internal migration in their censuses compared to 35 through registers 
and 22 from surveys (Bell 2003). Apart from census data on migration, this also 
incorporates various other studies carried out in more recent years to highlight the 
emerging trends to and from Northeast region.

3 � Methodology

The Northeast is defined states consisting of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura in this study. These states form a 
gateway from India into South Asia, bordering Bhutan, China, Bangladesh and 
Myanmar.

To simplify the analysis, the states and Union Territories of India have been 
divided into six regions. The regions are:

(a)	 North India: consisting of states and Union Territories, namely Jammu and 
Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, Uttaranchal, Haryana, Rajasthan, Delhi 
and Chandigarh.
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(b)	 West India: consisting of states and Union Territories, namely Gujarat, Maha-
rashtra, Goa, Daman and Diu, Dadra Nagar Haveli and Lakshadweep.

(c)	 Central India: consisting of states and Union Territories, namely Chhattisgarh, 
Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh.

(d)	 South India: consisting of states and Union Territories, namely Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry.

(e)	 East India: consisting of states and Union Territories, namely Bihar, Jharkhand, 
Orissa, Sikkim, West Bengal and Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

(f)	 Northeast India: consisting of states, namely Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, 
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura.

Inflow to Northeast represents the in-migration to the defined states and outflow 
stands for out-migration from the region to various other states of India. In addi-
tion, immigration to Northeast has been also studied. Due to non-availability of data 
on emigration from the census, this is relatively a little known area of migration 
research for the Northeast. Data on reverse migration during the nationwide lock-
down in the wake of COVID-19 were collected from different media and govern-
ment sources.

4 � Migration in Northeast India

The history of Northeastern part of India has been a history of migration. Before 
written history, the flow was mainly from the eastern direction, so that most of the 
ethnicities that today claim to be the autochthons can trace their ancestries to the east 
of India, mostly to Southeast Asia. Subsequently, people from the western direction 
also began coming in and the communities like the caste Hindu Axamiya—speaking 
population of Assam often trace their origin back to parts of mainland India (Gos-
wami 2007). There has been a consistent flow of migration in this region because 
of employment opportunities in tea garden, availability of cultivable land and other 
related factors (Bandyopadhyay and Chakraborty 1999). Studies also revealed that 
these states are experiencing higher influx of migration, both internal migration 
and international migration. Mukherjee (1982) has found substantial in-migration 
in Northeastern states. Census 2011 recorded 14.9 million migrants in the North-
east, which constitute about 33% of the total population in the region. This shows an 
increase of about 5.0 million migrants from census 2001.

Northeast India has been the significant receiver of migrants in the past being 
the frontier region with low density of population. Table 1 gives the magnitude of 
migration in the Northeast states based on the definition of place of birth and place 
of last residence. There is not much difference in migration based on the two defini-
tions. Expected under-estimation of migration by place of birth definition could not 
be seen in the region as well as for the country as a whole. In the country about 450 
million people, constituting 37% of the population are migrants. It is observed that 
there is less mobility in Northeast region as compared to the country average. About 
one-third of people in the region are migrants as compared to about 37% country 
average. Arunachal Pradesh is the only state having a higher percentage of migrants 
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than the country average with about 45% of population as migrants. The lowest 
mobility is observed in the states of Manipur, Meghalaya and Nagaland, where just 
about one-fourth are migrants.

Table 2 shows the streams of migration in the Northeast states based on the defi-
nition of place of last residence. It is seen that migration within the same district 
dominates in all the states. About 60% of migrants in the country have moved within 
the same district. Among the Northeast states, Nagaland and Mizoram Arunachal 
Pradesh have less proportion of migrants moving within the district of enumeration. 
In the states of Manipur, Meghalaya and Assam, about two-thirds of the migrants 
have moved within the district of enumeration. The three states of Arunachal 
Pradesh, Nagaland and Meghalaya indicate a large inflow of migrants from other 
states. Interstate migrants contribute as much as 22% in Arunachal Pradesh as 

Table 1   The migration intensity in NE by place of birth and place of last residence, 2011

Source: Table D-1 and D-2, Census of India 2011

States Place of birth Place of last residence

Total migration 
(000 s)

% of total migration 
to population

Total migration 
(000 s)

% of total migra-
tion to population

Arunachal Pradesh 612 44.2 631 45.6
Assam 10,394 33.3 10,642 34.1
Manipur 655 22.9 687 24.1
Meghalaya 727 24.5 759 25.6
Mizoram 376 34.3 387 35.3
Nagaland 504 25.5 549 27.8
Tripura 1273 34.6 1299 35.4
Northeast 14,540 32.2 14,955 33.1
India 446,997 36.9 455,409 37.6

Table 2   Percentage distribution of migrants by streams of migration bases on place of last residence, 
2011

Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States Intradistrict Interdistrict Interstate Immigrants Total

Within NE Rest of India

Arunachal Pradesh 61.2 15.5 14.9 6.7 1.7 100
Assam 74.2 20.1 1.3 3.3 1.0 100
Manipur 76.9 19.8 1.7 1.2 0.4 100
Meghalaya 74.8 10.0 9.9 4.3 1.0 100
Mizoram 54.7 30.6 9.3 2.8 4.0 100
Nagaland 49.7 29.5 13.0 6.6 1.2 100
Tripura 65.4 10.7 3.9 2.8 17.1 100
Northeast 71.7 19.2 3.2 3.5 2.5 100
India 60.9 25.9 11.9 1.2 100
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compared to a meager 3.0% in Manipur. Assam is the only state where the share of 
interstate migration from rest of the country is higher than share of interstate migra-
tion within the region. It is observed that international migration to the Northeast 
India constitutes about 2.5% of total migrants in the region. The share of interna-
tional migrants in the state of Tripura is 17% of total migrants, much higher than the 
share of interstate migrants.

Table 3 gives the sex-wise distribution of migrants in the Northeast states by the 
streams of migration. The sex ratio is calculated as the number of female migrants 
per 1000 male migrants. The national figure shows feminization of migration irre-
spective of streams of migration. There are 2120 female migrants for each 1000 
male migrants in the country, with greater dominance in migration within the state 
of enumeration. Compared to the country average, there is less dominance of female 
migration in Northeast region. Dominance of female migrants in the state of Assam, 
Manipur and Tripura pulled up the region migrant sex ratio to 1681. In all states of 
the region, it is observed that male migrants dominate the flow of interstate migra-
tion from states outside the region. Sex ratio of interstate migration from rest of 
India is 866 female migrants per 1000 male migrants, with the highest 949 in Assam 
and lowest 494 in Mizoram. The states of Meghalaya and Nagaland have more male 
migrants than female migrants. Meghalaya with a migrant sex ratio of 874 showed 
dominance of female migrants only among interstate migrants from within the 
region. In contrast, Nagaland has more of female migrants only among intradistrict 
migrants.

5 � Interstate Inflows into Northeast

Northeast region has a plethora of small ethnic communities, each fiercely protect-
ing their respective identities. In recent times, there has been apprehension of being 
overwhelmed by huge inflows of migrants. National Register of Citizens has been 

Table 3   Sex ratio (female/male) of migrants, place of last residence, 2011

Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States Population Intradistrict Interdistrict Interstate Immigrants Total 
migrants

Within NE Rest of 
India

Arunachal 938 1244 1087 875 631 823 1097
Assam 958 1927 2126 1510 949 1158 1899
Manipur 985 1719 2725 1637 730 1119 1847
Meghalaya 989 841 883 1149 870 911 874
Mizoram 976 1039 1043 753 494 1135 1003
Nagaland 931 1039 982 824 625 732 955
Tripura 960 1921 2196 1518 780 1043 1683
Northeast 960 1746 1894 1127 866 1063 1681
India 943 2346 2224 1273 1185 2120



1131

1 3

The Indian Journal of Labour Economics (2020) 63:1125–1141	

ISLE

conducted in Assam. Many states have demanded that Inner Line Permit be estab-
lished to restrict and manage inflows of migrants to the region.

Table 4 shows the percentage distribution of migration to Northeast states from 
various regions of the country. The contribution of migrants from each region of the 
country has also been given for comparison. It is seen that more than one-fourth of 
the migrants in the country have originated from the states of Uttar Pradesh, Mad-
hya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh. East India and North India have each contributed 
about one-fifth of total migrants. The remaining one-third of migrants have origi-
nated from South India, other countries, West India and Northeast India combined. 
The contribution of Northeast is a minimal 1.7% in the total migration of the coun-
try. Taking the Northeast as a region, it is seen that 42% of migrants have origi-
nated from other countries. Another 42% of migrants to the region have originated 
from the states of Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal, Odisha, Sikkim and Andaman & 
Nicobar Islands. The remaining regions have contributed just 16% of migrants to 
Northeast India. State-wise differentials of migrant inflows can be observed from the 
table. In all states but Tripura and Assam, majority of the inflow of migrants have 
been from other states of Northeast India. In Tripura, about 72% of migrants have 
come from other countries and just 16% from other Northeast states. In Assam, 23% 
of migrants have come from neighboring states of Northeast and 43% have migrated 
from states of East India. Except Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya and Nagaland, in 
the rest of the states of Northeast, the contribution of international migrants has 
been higher than the national average. It is highest in Tripura followed by Mizo-
ram, Assam and Manipur. The share of international migration has been found to 
be higher than the share of migration from regions of India, but East India, in all the 
states of Northeast.

Table 5 gives the percentage distribution of the reasons for migrating to North-
east region. In the table, only migration from other states and countries has been 
considered. Reasons for migration have been presented by originating regions. 
Northeast total is the aggregate of migrants from all region, while the national aver-
age indicated the reasons for migration among interstate and international migrants. 
The national average shows marriage as the most important reason for migration, 

Table 4   Distribution of migrants to Northeast states by regions, 2011

Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States North West Central South East Northeast Immigrants

Arunachal Pradesh 2.6 0.4 4.4 1.6 19.7 63.9 7.4
Assam 7.4 0.7 6.4 1.4 42.9 23.0 18.2
Manipur 8.8 1.7 4.4 2.5 18.1 52.6 11.8
Meghalaya 4.8 0.8 3.1 1.7 18.0 65.0 6.6
Mizoram 1.4 0.3 1.0 1.0 5.8 63.5 27.1
Nagaland 4.3 0.6 3.9 2.2 20.9 62.5 5.6
Tripura 0.5 0.1 0.6 0.3 10.3 16.4 71.8
Northeast 7.1 0.8 6.4 1.9 41.7 0.0 42.1
India 19.2 8.0 26.8 13.6 21.6 1.7 9.2
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followed by moved with household and work. Migration to Northeast has mainly 
moved with household and for work. Marriage is the third important reason for 
migrating to Northeast. About one-third of migrants from East, South and Cen-
tral India have moved for work, as compared to just 9.0% of international migrants 
stating work as reason for migration. Forty percent of international migrants have 
moved with family.

The percentage distribution of rural urban status of interstate migration flow 
to Northeast is given in Fig.  1. It is observed that about 68% of interstate migra-
tion to Northeast have originated from rural areas, as compared to about 32% from 
urban areas. Greater proportion of migrants from East and Central regions of India 
have moved from rural areas. Rural to rural migration has been observed to be the 
dominating stream of migration. It is seen that about 62% of interstate migrants to 

Table 5   Reasons for migration to Northeast by regions, 2011 (in %)

*Includes only interstate and international migration
Source: Computed from Table D-3, Census of India 2011

Regions Work Education Marriage Moved after 
birth

Moved with 
household

Others

North 27.8 1.6 18.2 2.8 25.6 23.9
West 21.6 3.1 13.7 2.4 33.3 25.9
Central 32.3 1.1 24.0 1.5 24.3 16.8
South 33.4 3.9 15.4 1.9 25.6 19.7
East 36.5 0.8 26.2 1.7 19.8 15.1
International 8.9 0.5 17.6 0.8 40.2 32.1
Northeast Total* 24.5 1.3 23.3 1.4 28.1 21.5
India* 23.5 1.3 30.4 4.5 24.9 15.5

31.4

36.8

25.7

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

North East West South Central Total

Rural-Rural Rural-Urban Urban-Rural Urban-Urban

Rural Urban Status of Interstate migration flow to 
Northeast

Fig. 1   Interstate inflows into Northeast by rural urban status. Source: Table D-2, Census of India 2011
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Northeast have moved to urban areas. It is seen that irrespective of rural and urban 
status of place of origin, interstate migration to Northeast has been urban centric.

6 � Immigration in Northeast India

Studies on international migration have gained more importance lately with the 
improvement in trade and infrastructure. It assumes greater importance in Northeast 
India as all states in the region share border with another country. Many neighbor-
ing countries are much closer in distance than many of the other regions in India. It 
is not possible to study the magnitude or characteristics of people moving from the 
region to other countries using data from Census. However, the characteristics of 
people migrating to Northeast states can be analyzed.

Table  6 gives the distribution and magnitude of international migration in 
Northeast region based on the place of last residence. The number of international 
migrants in Northeast India has declined to 376 thousand in 2011 from about 444 
thousand in 2001. There has been 18% decline in the inflow of international migrant 
to the region in 2011 as compared to 2001. About 59% of international migrants in 
the region have moved to the state of Tripura. Another 29% migrated to Assam and 
the remaining 12% are divided among the remaining five states. About three-fourth 
of international migrants in the Northeast moved from Bangladesh, 6% from Nepal, 
4% from Myanmar and the rest from other countries. Migration from Bangladesh 
constitutes the major contributor of international migration in the states of Tripura, 
Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. International migration in Nagaland, Arunachal 
Pradesh and Meghalaya is dominated by Nepali migrants, while migration from 
Myanmar dominates the international flow in Mizoram.

Table 7 explores the reasons for international migration in the Northeast states. 
Moved with household (40%) emerged as the most important reason for migrating 
to Northeast India followed by ‘others’ reason (32%). About 9% of the international 

Table 6   Distribution of immigrants by place of last residence (in %)

Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States Bangla-
desh

Nepal Myanmar Else-
where in 
Asia

Americas Africa Europe + Oce-
ania

Total (in 
000 s)

Arunachal 36.9 47.8 3.3 7.5 3.3 0.5 0.6 11
Assam 58.1 7.9 0.3 13.8 11.2 7.8 1.0 110
Manipur 15.0 20.9 12.3 19.9 6.8 17.8 7.3 3
Meghalaya 30.4 46.8 0.2 13.2 4.8 2.4 2.3 8
Mizoram 5.2 6.4 83.6 1.2 1.1 0.3 2.0 15
Nagaland 2.1 72.9 5.3 9.7 3.8 2.5 3.7 6
Tripura 96.8 0.1 0.0 0.8 1.5 0.4 0.4 222
Northeast 76.4 6.4 3.8 5.3 4.5 2.7 0.8 376
India 42.0 14.2 1.0 25.0 7.3 6.9 3.6 5491
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migrants have moved for work reasons, while around 18% have moved for the reason 
of marriage. Migration for work is observed highest in the state of Nagaland (38%), 
followed by Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram (28% each) and Meghalaya (17%). The 
limited availability of data in the Census does not allow the analysis of reasons for 
migration by the country of origin. Yet, the finding seems to indicate more migrants 
from Nepal and Myanmar have migrated for work related reasons than migrants 
from Bangladesh.

7 � Interstate Outflows from Northeast

The following section discusses the magnitude and characteristics of out-migration 
from Northeast India. Census 2011 recorded a little over one million out-migrants 
from the seven states of Northeast India. Out-migrants constitute 2.2% of North-
east population. The distribution of out-migrants from Northeast states is given in 
Table 8.

Table 7   Reasons for migration among immigrants in Northeast India (in %)

Source: Computed from Table D-3, Census of India 2011

States Work Education Marriage Moved after 
birth

Moved with 
household

Others

Arunachal 27.8 1.2 9.0 0.5 35.8 25.7
Assam 8.7 0.4 22.8 1.3 32.2 34.6
Manipur 8.7 1.4 24.5 1.8 30.7 32.9
Meghalaya 17.2 2.8 17.4 2.5 29.4 30.8
Mizoram 27.4 0.7 11.7 0.7 35.7 23.8
Nagaland 37.8 3.6 13.0 0.9 23.3 21.4
Tripura 5.7 0.3 15.9 0.5 45.6 32.0
Northeast 8.9 0.5 17.6 0.8 40.2 32.1
India 11.2 0.9 22.8 2.8 33.1 29.1

Table 8   Distribution of interstate outflows from Northeast states, 2011 (in %)

Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States North East West South Central Northeast

Arunachal Pradesh 13.5 10.7 2.8 10.1 3.8 59.0
Assam 11.7 29.5 7.3 7.2 5.9 38.4
Manipur 13.6 5.9 4.8 11.2 2.5 62.0
Meghalaya 8.8 11.9 3.5 4.9 2.3 68.5
Mizoram 6.4 2.8 1.8 3.5 1.9 83.7
Nagaland 10.6 10.7 4.0 7.3 2.8 64.6
Tripura 5.4 25.3 2.6 3.4 1.6 61.6
Northeast 20.9 45.3 11.4 13.4 9.0 0.0
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An understanding of out-migration from Northeast to different regions of the 
country would facilitate a better understanding of the inflow to Northeast India. 
A state-wise comparison shows that a large percentage of out-migrants migrated 
to other states within the Northeast region. Except Assam, interstate migration 
within the region constitutes the majority for all states of Northeast. Migration 
to states within the region ranges from about 84% from Mizoram to 38% from 
Assam. States of East India are observed to be the preferred destination with 
more than one-fourth of migrants from Assam and Tripura moving to this region. 
Migrants from other states like Meghalaya, Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh 
have also moved to East Indian states. North Indian states have been observed 
to be the next preferred destination for migrants from Northeast, with signifi-
cant migration from the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur and Nagaland. 
South India is the next destination with significant migration from Manipur and 
Arunachal Pradesh. Migration from Northeast states to West and Central Indian 
states has been minimal.

To better understand out-migration from the Northeast, it is necessary to study 
the different reasons for out-migration from the region. Table  9 provides the 
distribution of the reasons of interstate out-migration by the states of Northeast 
India. ‘Moved with household,’ work and marriage have emerged as the impor-
tant reasons for out-migrating from Northeast region. About 28% of out-migrants 
from the region have moved with household and about 25% each for work and 
marriage. About 4% have moved out for education, and 17% have moved out of 
the region for ‘others’ reasons. A state-wise comparison reveals that 28% of out-
migrants from Assam have moved for work related reasons followed by Manipur 
with about 25%. The remaining states have lesser percentage of migrants moving 
for work related reasons. The least is observed for the state of Mizoram with a 
meager 9.0% moving out for work related reasons.

Figure 2 gives the percentage distribution of rural urban status of out-migra-
tion from the Northeast. It has been observed about 52% of the migrants mov-
ing out from the region have originated from urban areas. Urban to urban migra-
tion has emerged as the most important stream of migration from Northeast to 

Table 9   Reasons for interstate outflows from Northeast states, 2011 (in %)

Source: Computed from Table D-3, Census of India 2011

States Work Education Marriage Moved after 
birth

Moved with 
household

Others

Arunachal Pradesh 13.5 10.4 21.9 2.2 32.3 19.8
Assam 27.6 2.3 25.4 1.9 27.1 15.6
Manipur 25.0 12.8 12.4 1.2 31.4 17.2
Meghalaya 17.5 4.2 32.6 1.7 27.6 16.3
Mizoram 8.9 5.6 7.0 0.6 21.3 56.6
Nagaland 16.4 6.0 20.7 2.6 35.8 18.5
Tripura 22.1 3.1 30.2 1.3 27.1 16.3
Northeast 24.7 3.9 24.4 1.8 27.9 17.4
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other regions of the country. Urban centric migration from the Northeast has been 
observed as about 68% of total out-migrants have moved to urban areas.

Table 10 gives the percentage share of migration from Northeast to selected urban 
agglomerates. Migration within the region has not been considered in the table. It 
is observed that about 526 thousand migrants have moved out of the region, with 
Assam contributing about 406 migrants. More than one-fourth of migrants from the 
region have migrated to the six urban agglomerates. About 47% of migrants from 
the states of Tripura and Manipur have migrated to the six urban agglomerates. 
Among urban agglomerates, Kolkata has attracted the highest number of migrants 
from Northeast, followed by NCT of Delhi, Bangalore and Greater Mumbai. 

Table 11 provides out-migration ratio for Northeast. The ratio has been calculated as 
the number of outflows divided by inflows. A value of one signifies a balance between 

23.3

24.9

43.0

0.0
0.1
0.2
0.3
0.4
0.5
0.6
0.7
0.8
0.9
1.0

North East West South Central All

Rural-Rural Rural-Urban Urban-Rural Urban-Urban

Rural urban status of Interstate Outmigration from Northeast

Fig. 2   Interstate outflows from Northeast by rural urban status. Source: Table D-2, Census of India 2011

Table 10   Migration from Northeast to selected urban agglomerates, 2011

Source: Computed from Table D-3UA, Census of India 2011

NCT Kolkata Greater 
Mum-
bai

Hyderabad Bangalore Chennai Total % of 6 
UAs

Total 
migrants (in 
000 s)

Arunachal 9.1 3.7 1.3 0.7 3.4 1.1 19.1 15.3
Assam 6.4 8.4 3.3 0.7 3.7 0.8 23.2 406.1
Manipur 21.3 2.7 4.1 1.6 14.0 2.6 46.4 28.8
Meghalaya 11.6 12.9 3.1 1.4 5.8 1.0 35.7 22.1
Mizoram 13.7 4.7 2.4 1.7 7.3 1.8 31.6 4.9
Nagaland 11.8 5.7 2.3 1.0 6.0 1.3 28.1 16.2
Tripura 4.5 35.8 1.9 0.6 4.6 0.5 47.9 32.9
Northeast 7.6 9.7 3.1 0.8 4.5 0.9 26.6 526.4
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out-migration and in-migration. A value lesser than one would indicates net-migration 
to states and region. The ratio of interstate migration within Northeast considered the 
interstate flows between the states within the region. Similarly, the ratio of interstate 
flows between Northeast states and other states outside the region has been presented 
as rest of India. Ratio of total inflows has added international migration to interstate 
flows in the computation. It is observed that Manipur and Assam are the out-migrating 
states, while the remaining states gained migrants. The state of Manipur depicted the 
largest number of outflow per inflow. On an average, more than three migrants moved 
out of Manipur for every migrant that moved into the state. Assam has a ratio of 1.82 
for interstate migration within Northeast and 1.14 for interstate flows with rest of the 
country. The ratio declined to about one if international migration is considered. The 
state of Arunachal Pradesh, with a value of 0.23, 0.36 and 0.25, showed that for every 
hundred migrants that moved to the state, only 25 to 36 moved out of the state. Tripura 
has a balanced inflows and outflows if interstate migration has been considered. With 
the inclusion of international migration, it is seen that the state showed a huge gain 
of migrants. Similar conclusion is observed for the region as a whole. Considering 
interstate migration only, Northeast region lost about nine thousand migrants. With the 
inclusion of international migration, the region gained about 367 thousand. With the 
unavailability of data on migration from the region to other countries, the figure could 
be overestimated. However, such findings continue to highlight the importance of inter-
national migration in the region.

8 � Recent Flows, Reverse Flows and the Pandemic

Since the conduct of census in 2011, there have been various studies that indicate 
the shift of Northeast migration from the north to the south. Migration from North-
east to NCT of Delhi has declined by 26% (Singh and Gandhiok 2019). There has 

Table 11   Outflows, inflows and outflow ratio for Northeast states, 2011

*Includes interstate and international migrants
Source: Computed from Table D-2, Census of India 2011

States Outflows (in 000 s) Inflows (in 000 s) Outflow to inflow ratio

Within 
NE

Rest of 
India

Within 
NE

Rest of 
India

Interna-
tional

Within 
NE

Rest of 
India

Total*

Arunachal 22.1 15.3 93.9 42.1 10.9 0.23 0.36 0.25
Assam 253.6 406.1 139.2 356.5 110.3 1.82 1.14 1.09
Manipur 47.0 28.8 12.0 8.1 7.6 3.91 3.56 3.32
Meghalaya 48.1 22.1 75.1 32.8 2.7 0.64 0.67 0.61
Mizoram 25.4 4.9 36.0 5.4 15.4 0.71 0.92 0.54
Nagaland 29.6 16.2 71.5 36.5 6.4 0.41 0.44 0.40
Tripura 52.9 32.9 50.8 36.5 222.4 1.04 0.90 0.28
Northeast 478.6 526.4 478.6 517.9 375.8 1.00 1.02 0.59
Net Migrants (in 000 s) − 8.5 367.3
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been significant flow of Northeast migrants to Kerala (Narayana and Venkiteswaran 
2013; Arya 2018), Chennai (Deori 2016; Kiruthiga and Magesh 2017; Douminthang 
and Xavier 2020) and Bangalore (Marchang 2018). South India has experienced fast 
industrialization, has higher wage rate and a relatively more tolerant community. 
This has attracted migrants from the Northeast in recent years.

With the announcement of national lockdown on March 25, 2020 due to Covid-
19 pandemic, the migrants have been hit the hardest. Most of the migrants from 
Northeast are engaged in unorganized sectors. Shutting down of industries and busi-
ness left the migrants with no source of income in places far away from their native 
place. The limited prospect of economic revival left the migrants with no choice but 
to turn back to their native places. With active participation from respective state 
governments, there has been mass return of migrants to their native places. Migrants 
from Northeast are not an exception. More than 138 Shramik Special trains trans-
ported nearly 1,88,000 stranded people to various states of Northeast (The Sentinel 
2020). There also people who returned arranging their own transportation. In all, 
total return migrants during the period of lockdown were estimated to 512 thousand 
migrants have returned to Northeast from various states of India (see Table 12). This 
constitutes about half of out-migration from Northeast in 2011. This mass return 
migration to the Northeast was unprecedented. About 390 thousand migrants have 
returned to the state of Assam only—a state beleaguered due to immigration poli-
tics. Similar mass return of migrants could be seen for all states. The number of 
return migration in the month of June could not be known for Manipur. The huge 
inflow of return migrants to the Northeastern states has challenged the state govern-
ments, yet offers a window of opportunity to capitalize on the skills and experience 
of the returned migrants.

9 � Summary and Conclusion

In recent times, migration from one place to another has emerged as an important 
component of population composition and change. Migration has influenced every 
aspect of life in the origin as well as the destination. The impact of migration has 
been felt particularly in the Northeast region of the country. In recent times, there 
has been apprehension of small ethnic communities of the region being over-
whelmed by huge inflows of migrants and subsequent demand for restriction and 
management of migration.

The present study analyzed migration intensity in Northeast India using data 
from Census 2011. National average, wherever possible, has been provided for com-
parison. There is a low mobility within the states of Northeast region as compared 
to the rest of the country. Arunachal Pradesh is the only state having percentage 
of migrants higher than the country average. The lowest mobility within the state 
is observed in the states of Manipur, Meghalaya and Nagaland. While intradistrict 
migration dominates migration in the region, states like Arunachal Pradesh, Naga-
land and Meghalaya have a significant interstate migration as well. The share of 
immigrants in the state of Tripura is higher than the share of interstate migrants. 
Female migration dominates migration in the country as well as most of the states 
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in Northeast. The states of Meghalaya and Nagaland have more male migrants com-
pared to females.

States of Central India contributed more than one-fourth of migrants in the coun-
try. On the other hand, the contribution of Northeast is a minimal of 1.7% of total 
migration in the country. Taking the Northeast as a region, it is seen that majority of 
migrants have originated from other countries and the states of Eastern India. The 
contribution of immigrants has been observed to be relatively higher in Northeast 
India.

Marriage is the most important reason for migration in the country as a whole. In 
contrast, migration to Northeast states has been mainly moved with household and 
for work.

Census 2011 recorded a little over one million out-migrants from the seven states 
of Northeast India. Out-migrants constitute 2.2% of the population of Northeast. 

Table 12   Return migration amid 
Covid-19 pandemic (Northeast)

a https​://www.outlo​okind​ia.com/newss​croll​/swab-tests​-quara​ntine​
-stay-no-longe​r-free-for-aruna​chal-retur​nees/18841​04 accessed on 
June 30th, 2020
b https​://www.faceb​ook.com/natio​nalhe​althm​issio​nassa​m/photo​s/
pcb.40963​72687​07071​0/40963​71477​07083​1/acces​sed on June 30th, 
2020
c https​://www.thesa​ngaie​xpres​s.com/Encyc​/2020/5/31/Impha​l-May-
31-DIPR-Chief​-Minis​ter-N-Biren​-Singh​-has-annou​nced-that-the-
lockd​own-would​-be-exten​ded-till-June-30-in-the-State​-Speak​ing-to-
media​-perso​ns-at-the-Chief​-Minis​ter-s-Secre​taria​t-today​-.htmla​ccess​
ed on August 2nd, 2020
d http://megha​layao​nline​.gov.in/covid​/login​.htmac​cesse​d on June 
30th, 2020
e https​://www.outlo​okind​ia.com/newss​croll​/over-11500​-migra​nts-
retur​ned-to-mizor​am-since​-april​/18723​25acc​essed​ on June 30th, 
2020
f https​://www.morun​gexpr​ess.com/17157​-retur​nees-arriv​ed-in-nagal​
andac​cesse​d on June 30th, 2020
g https​://tripu​rainf​o.com/Tripu​raNew​s/State​-gover​nment​-draws​-detai​
led-plan-of-emplo​yment​-relie​f-to-migra​nt-retur​nees-from-other​-state​
s7105​.htmla​ccess​ed on June 30th, 2020

States No. of returnees As on % of interstate 
out-migration 
2011

Arunachala 16,000 July 2nd, 2020 42.8
Assamb 390,189 July 29th, 2020 59.1
Manipurc 28,000 May 31st, 2020 37.0
Meghalayad 24,150 July 30th, 2020 34.4
Mizorame 11,541 July 20th, 2020 38.0
Nagalandf 17,157 July 7th, 2020 37.5
Tripurag 25,566 June 18th, 2020 29.8
Northeast 512,603 50.1

https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/swab-tests-quarantine-stay-no-longer-free-for-arunachal-returnees/1884104
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/swab-tests-quarantine-stay-no-longer-free-for-arunachal-returnees/1884104
https://www.facebook.com/nationalhealthmissionassam/photos/pcb.4096372687070710/4096371477070831/accessed
https://www.facebook.com/nationalhealthmissionassam/photos/pcb.4096372687070710/4096371477070831/accessed
https://www.thesangaiexpress.com/Encyc/2020/5/31/Imphal-May-31-DIPR-Chief-Minister-N-Biren-Singh-has-announced-that-the-lockdown-would-be-extended-till-June-30-in-the-State-Speaking-to-media-persons-at-the-Chief-Minister-s-Secretariat-today-.htmlaccessed
https://www.thesangaiexpress.com/Encyc/2020/5/31/Imphal-May-31-DIPR-Chief-Minister-N-Biren-Singh-has-announced-that-the-lockdown-would-be-extended-till-June-30-in-the-State-Speaking-to-media-persons-at-the-Chief-Minister-s-Secretariat-today-.htmlaccessed
https://www.thesangaiexpress.com/Encyc/2020/5/31/Imphal-May-31-DIPR-Chief-Minister-N-Biren-Singh-has-announced-that-the-lockdown-would-be-extended-till-June-30-in-the-State-Speaking-to-media-persons-at-the-Chief-Minister-s-Secretariat-today-.htmlaccessed
https://www.thesangaiexpress.com/Encyc/2020/5/31/Imphal-May-31-DIPR-Chief-Minister-N-Biren-Singh-has-announced-that-the-lockdown-would-be-extended-till-June-30-in-the-State-Speaking-to-media-persons-at-the-Chief-Minister-s-Secretariat-today-.htmlaccessed
https://www.thesangaiexpress.com/Encyc/2020/5/31/Imphal-May-31-DIPR-Chief-Minister-N-Biren-Singh-has-announced-that-the-lockdown-would-be-extended-till-June-30-in-the-State-Speaking-to-media-persons-at-the-Chief-Minister-s-Secretariat-today-.htmlaccessed
http://meghalayaonline.gov.in/covid/login.htmaccessed
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/over-11500-migrants-returned-to-mizoram-since-april/1872325accessed
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/over-11500-migrants-returned-to-mizoram-since-april/1872325accessed
https://www.morungexpress.com/17157-returnees-arrived-in-nagalandaccessed
https://www.morungexpress.com/17157-returnees-arrived-in-nagalandaccessed
https://tripurainfo.com/TripuraNews/State-government-draws-detailed-plan-of-employment-relief-to-migrant-returnees-from-other-states7105.htmlaccessed
https://tripurainfo.com/TripuraNews/State-government-draws-detailed-plan-of-employment-relief-to-migrant-returnees-from-other-states7105.htmlaccessed
https://tripurainfo.com/TripuraNews/State-government-draws-detailed-plan-of-employment-relief-to-migrant-returnees-from-other-states7105.htmlaccessed
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While 526 thousand have migrated out of the region, the remaining 428 thousand 
have migrated within the region. Except for the state of Assam, majority of out-
migration has been within the states of Northeast. States of Eastern India is the next 
preferred destination for migration from Northeast, with Kolkata emerging as the 
most preferred urban agglomerate. ‘Moved with household,’ work and marriage 
have emerged as the important reasons for out-migrating from the region.

Rural to urban streams has been the important stream among interstate migra-
tion to Northeast. In contrast, out-migration from the region has been dominated by 
urban to urban migration.

Manipur and Assam are out-migrating states, while the remaining states gained 
migrants. While the states of Manipur depicted the largest number of outflow 
per inflow, Assam depicts a balanced outflow and inflow if international migra-
tion is considered. The state which has gained the maximum inflow per outflow is 
Arunachal Pradesh. If international migration is considered, the state of Tripura 
shows a huge gain of migrants. Similar conclusion is observed for the region as a 
whole. If international migration is not taken into consideration, the region is an 
out-migrating region. But including international migration, the region gained about 
367 thousand. With the unavailability of data on emigration, the figure could be 
overestimated.

There has been decline in the inflow of immigrants to the Northeast in 2011 as 
compared to 2001. Majority of immigrants have moved to the state of Tripura and 
Assam. About three-fourth of immigrants in the Northeast moved from Bangladesh. 
Among immigrants, moved with household emerged as the most important reason 
for migrating to Northeast India followed by ‘others’ reason. Only a small propor-
tion of immigrants have moved to the region for work reasons.

An assessment of the reverse flow in the wake of pandemic and nationwide lock-
down imposed in the month of March shows that about half a million of interstate 
out-migrants returned constituting about 50% of interstate out-migrants from North-
east India. This opens up enormous challenges as well as a window of opportunity 
for the states of Northeast to capitalize on the skills and the experiences of the return 
migrants.
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