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Introduction 

In 2011 the Danish Foreign Ministry funded a four year (2012-2015) four country 

comparative studies on climate change and rural institutions (CCRI) led by the 

Danish Institute of International Studies (DIIS). The research has been carried out in 

Vietnam, Nepal, Uganda and Zambia and this document is the final report of the 

Nepal country team1. The justification for the research was that much of the debate 

around climate change policy implementation has exclusively addressed national 

level policy and governance issues and there had been little focus on the challenges 

that would be faced by meso or district level institutions that are responsible for the 

implementation of national climate change policies. The Nepal component of the 

research was designed and implemented in partnership with ForestAction and SIAS 

in Nepal, and through active consultation with stakeholders in the country2.  

Three core research questions were identified and addressed by each of the 

national teams: 

 How and to what extent are adaptation measures reflected in the frameworks 

and practices of meso-level institutions? 

 What are the processes and drivers of meso-level institutional change/lack of 

change in response to climate change? 

 What are the impacts of meso-level institutional change (or lack thereof) on 

rural adaptation? 

The research was structured around specific case study of climate change events. 

These have been used to help explore and track over time the effects of these 

climate change events on rural households, their short and long term responses to 

these events and the actions of district level officials and government to these 

events. These studies have considered both what might be termed as extreme 

climate change events such as floods and landslides and more gradual change due 

to shifting patterns in rainfall and temperature or other biotic factors. 

In Nepal three districts were selected for these studies
3
. The basic features of these 

three districts—Dolakha, Lamjung, and Rupandehi—are outlined in Table 1. Two of 

the districts, Dolakha and Lamjung lie in the Mountain and Mid-hills region and have 

                                                        
1  The Nepal country team has been drawn from ForestAction and SIAS (Southasia Institute of Advanced Studies) 

2  District level government and non-government organizations were consulted during series of field visits conducted 
in the three districts. Key national level actors were consluted throgh two national level events; inception meeting 
organized in May 23, 2012 and a research-policy workshop organized in May 2015 in Kathmandu.  

3  For more detailed discussion of the reasons for selection of district and characteristics see CCRI Nepal Team (2013) 
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been ranked as having a “very high” vulnerability to climate change (MOE 2010b). 

The third district (Rupandehi) has been ranked as having a very low vulnerability to 

climate change risk.  Lamjung and Dolakha each have snow-fed rivers and have 

glacial lakes. Dolakha has received prominence in the disaster risk reduction (DRR) 

agenda mainly because of the several years of work by ICIMOD, UNDP and others 

on Tso Rolpa glacial lake. Lamjung however is also perceived to be under threat 

from glacial lakes in neighbouring Manang district to the north. But Rupandehi lies 

in the Terai and does not have snow-fed rivers. However, the Tinau River in 

Rupandehi and other rivers emerge from the Mahabharat range or Churia hills and, 

river flow is affected by the intensity of rainfall and is frequently the cause of 

flooding problems in the plain areas. 

Table 1.1: Basic features of the three districts covered in this study. 

Parameters  District 

Dolakha Lamjung  Rupandehi 

NAPA climate vulnerability rank  Very high Very high Very low 

Geographical region Mountains Mid-hills Terai 

Major river system/s Tamakoshi Marsyangdi 

& Chepe 

Tinau 

Area (sq. km.) 2164 1658 1346 

No. of VDCs 48 52 69 

No. of Municipalities 2 3 2 

Source: MOE, 2010b; CBS, 2008; DRRMC Lamjung 2010 

Within each district three types of case study were undertaken (see table 2). First, 

there was a specific study of an extreme event such as landslide or flood examining 

in detail the event, its consequences and district level responses. Second, in each 

district a specific project intervention designed to address climate change responses 

was investigated exploring both the aims, assumptions and modalities of working as 

well as the projects engagement with district level processes and practices. Third, 

drawing in part on the first two types of study, specific studies were undertaken in 

each district on local government and its actions and engagement with extreme 

events, climate change and projects. Reports on each of these case studies are 

listed in Annex A and are available on the Forest Action and SIAS websites 

(http://www.forestaction.org/ , http://www.sias-southasia.org/ ). 
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Table 1.2: Summary of CCRI Nepal Field Sites  

District studies Case characteristics 

Dolokha  

Bhirkot  Landslide case study  

ECARDS  UNDP funded Comprehensive Disaster Risk 

Management Project (CDRMP) 

District Governance District institutions and climate change 

Lamjung  

Dhamilikuwa  Landslide case study 

Bhoje  Landslide case study 

Hariyo Ban  USAID funded project on climate change  

District Governance District institutions and climate change 

Rupandehi  

Tinau River  Flood case study 

MSFP  Multi Stakeholder Forestry Program (MSFP)FP 

District Governance District institutions and climate change 

 

The research started with a focus on the extreme event case studies and, then in 

the second and third years undertook research on the climate change projects and 

district level governance practices. Detailed methods are described in the case study 

reports but in summary, the case studies required repeated visits by the research 

teams to field sites. Methods included interviews with key informants at district and 

village level, field observation and document analysis.  

This report summarises the overall findings from the four years of research and 

various case studies. It proceeds by first (section 2) setting the context and the 

positioning of the climate change agenda in Nepal’s political and social environment 

before examining (section 3) the potential effects of climate change in Nepal. It then 

goes on to examine (section 4) the processes in climate policy making in Nepal 
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arguing that global technical approaches have taken precedence over national 

policy processes. The negligence of the significance of landslide events (section 4) 

underscores the limits of national processes.  Projects designed to address climate 

change (section 5) have been found to be largely driven by external funding and 

usually operate in parallel and separate from district government. They also poorly 

address climate change vulnerabilities. Finally, (Section 6) draws on these lessons in 

examining district government and its actions in relation to climate change, paying 

specific attention to the relations between informal political processes, bureaucratic 

action and a general lack of accountability and representation. A short conclusion 

summarises the core findings of the research in response to the main research 

questions. 
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The context of climate change 
and local institutions in Nepal 

Nepal, a mountainous country lying in the Himalayan range, is a hotspot for climate 

change and earthquake risks
4
. A combination of landscape features characteristic of 

mountainous countries, a largely subsistence agrarian economy and high poverty 

levels are considered as the key factors behind the ranking of Nepal as the fourth 

most ‘vulnerable’ country according to one Climate Change Vulnerability Index 

(CCVI)
5
.  The vulnerability to the disasters (i.e. landslides, flood and earthquake) is 

not only because of the bio-physical and social factors, but more importantly 

because of the poor capacity of the state to respond to disaster risks.  

Nepal is landlocked, located in the central Himalayas and has three distinct 

ecological zones – the Mountain, Hills and Terai (plains) with more than 6,000 rivers, 

most of which drain from the north to the south. There is an estimated forest cover 

of about 44 percent. Historically, the bulk of Nepal’s population has lived in the hills, 

but since the 1960s there has been significant migration of hill and mountain people 

into the Terai where just over 50 percent of Nepal’s population is now located. 

Nepal in comparison with its regional neighbours has performed poorly with 

respect to economic development and growth, ranging from 4-7 percent annually, 

ranking lowest in the region since 1990. While the economy has traditionally been 

agrarian, the agricultural share of GDP has fallen from 51 percent in 1985 to about 

40 percent in 2000 and to 33 percent in 2007. The contribution of industry has been 

more mixed and has shrunk during the conflict years contributing 16.3 percent in 

2007. Remittance flows are estimated to contribute somewhere between 25-30 

percent of GDP coming from the three million (MOF, 2015; CBS 2011) Nepali men 

and women working predominantly in India, Malaysia and the Middle East. The 

contribution from services to GDP were nearly 50 percent in 2007 linked to the 

tourism industry, trade and transport and communication. 

The agrarian economy particularly of mid-hills of Nepal is in poor health. As Blaikie 

et al. (2002) noted in a revisit to a panel set of households in the mid-hills first 

surveyed in the 1970s agriculture had remained at subsistence level. They 

commented on (ibid: 1268-69) the effects of a global labour market in providing 

                                                        
4  7.8 magnitude earthquake of April 25th 2015 killed more than 8,800 people and injured over 16800 people which 

was follwed by May 12 a major aftershok that caused a further 200 deaths and 2500 inuuries.  

5  http://maplecroft.com/about/news/ccvi.html (accessed in February 07 2012) 
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work and remittances  to the mid hills had reduced the role of agriculture in rural 

livelihoods. This has led to not only improvement in living standards but also to 

social and cultural changes (Nightingale, 2003), while agriculture has remained 

stagnant. A government report suggested that about 55 households receive 

remittance mostly from the foreign labour (from India, Malasiya and Gulf countries) 

(CBS 2011). Yet, a significant percentage of population still rely on subsistence or 

semi-commercial with only 15 per cent of gross farm output being sold in 2003/04.   

Political dynamics  

Nepal is still experiencing difficult processes of transition from war to peace, from a 

monarchy to a republican state and ever-evolving social and economic relations. 

Underlying these difficulties and central to a view of Nepal as a state with limited 

capabilities is the ongoing challenge to its legitimacy, the failure of the state to 

perform in terms of delivery of basic public goods and reduce poverty, all 

underpinned by the persistence of an old political elite based on old social 

hierarchies and practices leading to enduring patterns of social exclusion. 

Nepal has recently emerged from ten years of an armed conflict (1996-2006) 

between the government and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) which 

seriously challenged the state and caused significant death, destruction and 

displacement. Since 2006, when the comprehensive peace agreement was signed, 

there has been a long drawn-out process of developing a new constitution. The first 

Constituent Assembly (CA) formed through election in 2008 could not agree a new 

constitution because of disagreements among political parties and social groups. 

The constituent assembly was dissolved in 2012 after failing to develop a new 

constitution even after four extensions of the deadline. The Second Constituent 

Assembly formed through election in November 2013 finally agreed on a new 

constitution on September 20, 2015. But there has been a strong disagreement over 

this by the Madhesi and Tharu ethnic communities from the southern plains of 

Nepal, bordering to India giving rise to a political stalemate. There has since October 

2015 been a strike in Terai for about six months and obstruction at the Nepal-India 

border blocking supply of fuel and other goods.  Due to the open border with India 

the cross border flow of culture, political power and economic interdependency 

means that local institutions and national policy dynamics are strongly influenced 

by geopolitics. Nepal’s international governance increasingly linked to the way India 

and China exercise global influence and compete with each other on regional 

influence. Although, such geopolitical context is outside the scope of this research, 

we recognize this as an important context of institutional responses to climate 

change in Nepal.  
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Crowded policy space and shifting institutional landscape  

Although the policy talk around climate change activities may speak of climate policy 

integration or climate mainstreaming with assumptions of government coherence 

(Ahmad 2009) this is far from reality. The state and government are internally 

complex and incoherent, as is the institutional landscape around climate change at 

national and district levels. First, the governance of climate change is spread across 

several ministries and departments, with their own mandates, legacies, expertise, 

capacities and weaknesses, as well as interagency tensions about resource control 

and coordination. Second, the mandate and authority of many of these 

ministries/departments have been transferred to varying degrees – under 

devolution, or administrative, fiscal or political decentralization – to sub-national 

(especially district or meso-level and local) levels with various degrees of autonomy 

for subnational action. Third, there is significant involvement of donor agencies and 

international organizations on government policy, and particularly in climate 

change. These often engage bilaterally with multiple local actors and promote ‘role 

play’ around their priorities. Fourth and linked, the climate change agenda has had 

significant take up at national/sub-national levels by non-governmental actors as 

diverse as non-governmental organizations  (NGOs), consulting firms, civil society 

organizations (CSOs) and  movements, the media, researchers and academics. Last 

but not the least, the post-1990 political order in Nepal has provided civic rights and 

liberties with which individual citizens and their associations have the opportunity to 

air views and make demands on the government, even if these are not met. These 

factors add complexity to how district institutions operate, and how they link 

themselves to those above and below them. 

As discussed in the next section, Nepal’s mountainous and complex landscape 

makes it difficult to make wide generalizations about climate change impacts, risks 

and effects. Related to this, effects of climate-linked disasters and change may 

often, although not always, be localized and is small scale with respect to human 

impact in the mountains and hills although not in the plains.  
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Climate change scenarios in Nepal 

Nepal’s unique physiographical and topographical distribution gives rise to 

enormous climatic and ecological variation. About  83 percent of Nepal is 

mountainous, and the remaining 17 percent lies in the northern part of the Ganga 

Basin plain or Terai (MOHA 2009:5). The hottest part of the country is the southern 

Terai belt and the coldest parts lie in the high mountain and the Himalayas in the 

north (Practical Action 2009:5; 19, Agrawala et al. 2003:11). The climate types within 

Nepal range from subtropical in the south to arctic in the north. The climate is 

essentially dominated by the South-Easterly monsoon, which provides most of the 

precipitation during the rainy summer months in June until September. Depending 

on the location, about 70-85 percent of the annual precipitation in the country falls 

during this period (Shrestha and Aryal 2011: 66-67). 

Key climate change impacts on Nepal will most likely include significant warming, 

particularly at higher elevations, leading to reductions in snow and ice coverage and 

thus flow of snow fed rivers. There are projections of an increased frequency of 

extreme events, including floods and droughts, and an overall increase in 

precipitation during the wet season (MOE 2010b), shorter monsoon seasons 

(typically June, July, August), more intensive rainfall patterns, and drought 

(Sudmeier-Rieux et al. 2012:123).  

The risk of natural disasters in Nepal is likely to be exacerbated by the increase in 

the intensity and frequency of weather-related hazards, induced by climate change. 

One area which will probably be exacerbated by climate change, is the frequency of 

water-induced disasters (MOHA 2009:25-26). Floods and landslides take their toll 

every year, resulting in loss of human life, crops and infrastructure (MOHA 2009:21). 

Since 80 percent of Nepal’s rainfall occurs during the monsoon period (June-

September), more intense monsoon rainfall periods are likely to lead to landslides 

and floods, especially in fragile environments near the mountains and mountain 

valleys (Sudmeier-Rieux et al. 2012:121, Agrawala et al. 2003:16; see Dhungana et al. 

2013 for an elaborated discussion patterns of disaster events in Nepal and the study 

sites).   

Another consequence of increasing temperature is the loss of snow and ice in the 

mountains. Glaciers in the Himalayas have shrunk in size over the past few decades, 

with many of the glaciers retreating faster than the world average. Estimates 

conclude that the glaciers are thinning at a rate of 0.3-1 meter per year (Jianchu et 

al. 2007: 49). Significant areal expansion of several glacial lakes has also been 

documented in recent decades, with an extremely high likelihood that such impacts 

are linked to rising temperatures (Agrawala et al. 2003:13). The catastrophic 

consequence of such melting is the creation of glacier lakes with risk of causing 
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“glacial lake outbursts floods” (GLOFs). GLOFs have the potential to flood large areas 

and destroy infrastructure. Currently, there are 2315 glacier dammed lakes in Nepal 

and 20 are considered dangerous (Jianchu et al. 2007:50, Bartlett et al. 2010:5). 

Though there is a general agreement on rising in temperature, the increment varies 

across the mountain landscape and reports about such changes are not consistent. 

The Nepalese National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) prepared by the 

Ministry of Environment reported that there has been an annual, non-uniform 

increase in temperature, of 0.04-0.06°C, with higher altitudes warming at a faster 

rate than the southern, lower plains (MOE 2010a). In a similar line, the Inter-

Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report concludes that Nepal’s annual 

temperature has increased by 0.04°C in the Terai region, more in the winter 

months, and 0.09°C per year in the Himalayas (Cruz et al. 2007:475). However, these 

reports contradict those of McSweeney et al. which reported that the mean annual 

temperature has not increased in Nepal, in the observed climate period of 1960 to 

2006 (McSweeney et al. 2008:1) (see Dhungana et al. 2013 for more examples and 

inconsistencies).   

Reports on the rainfall patterns show significant decrease in the precipitation recent 

years. According to McSweeney et al. (2008) a decrease in precipitation, averaging 

3.7mm per month per decade, has been observed in annual precipitation in Nepal 

in the last few years, mainly due to average decreases in the summer rains (June, 

July and August) (McSweeney et al. 2008:2-3). The IPCC report however concludes 

that there are no distinct long-term trends in precipitation, based on the existing 

records between 1948 and 1994 (Cruz et al. 2007:475). Either way, future projections 

indicate that mean annual rainfall will increase in the country, largely due to 

increases in rainfall during the wet season (June until November). The proportion of 

total rainfall that falls in heavy events is projected to increase as well (McSweeney et 

al. 2008:2-3; MOE 2010b). Nepal’s NAPA suggests that the summer months will see 

an increase in rainfall for the whole county of 15-20 percent (MOE 2010b). This 

trend in general indicates that Nepal can expect increases in mean annual rainfall 

during the wet season, with decreases in rainfall during the winter months. 

Monsoon and post-monsoon rainfall and the intensity of rainfall will increase (MOE 

2010b). Yet, the complex topography in Nepal will mean that local precipitation 

variations in response to global warming will be large and many areas will vary from 

the regional trend (McSweeney et al. 2008:2-3). 

There is some evidence of national-level gradual change in temperature and rainfall 

environments but given the complexity of Nepal’s geography, the specific effects of 

these cannot be easily assessed. There is yet no evidence of such changes leading to 

tipping points in agro-ecological systems, and these, if they are happening, are likely 

to be location-specific rather than generalisable. That said, communities in the study 

districts reported gradual changes in climate patterns which they stated were 

affecting their lives directly or indirectly.  
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Informants in both Dolakha and Lamjung reported warmer weather, changing 

rainfall patterns and longer drought periods. These, they reported, have caused 

decreased availability of water for both drinking and irrigation and reduced 

agricultural productivity. The Programme Officer of DDC Lamjung for example 

reported that local communities from northern Lamjung, Ghale Gaun had told him 

that agriculture productivity has declined in recent years due to decreased 

precipitation including snow- fall. The Chairperson of the Irrigation Federation of 

Dolakha stated that: ‘water sources are drying and availability of water for irrigation 

has declined’6. Rupandehi has also been experiencing change in weather pattern, 

for example prolonged winter cold waves and prolonged drought. There have also 

been reports that the availability of water for irrigation is gradually decreasing. For 

example the DADO of Rupandehi commented (Interview Notes 2012) that “rainfall 

patterns have been changing over recent decade. During my childhood (30 years 

back), we could see very heavy and continuous rainfall for even a week. However, 

these days there is very short duration of heavy rainfall and then prolonged 

drought. This has affected agricultural productivity.” Such decreased water 

availability could also be attributed to increased demand for water due to rapid 

population growth and the commercialization of agriculture.  

 

 

 

                                                        
6  Interview with, Chairperson of the Irrigation Federation of Dolakha, 2012. 

Box 1. Changing agricultural practices in Rupandehi and Dolakha 

In Rupandehi fertilizers, improved/hybrid seeds, and pesticides are available 

in the Agro-vet shops and farmers are switching into new practices. One 

major change in the rice- wheat system has been to favour a high yield 

shorter duration rice varieties, in place of traditional varieties. The change is 

partly a response both to market needs and declining demand for higher 

priced traditional varieties. These may help offset stresses related to 

temperature and precipitation. This process has been primarily facilitated 

through community groups – the farmer groups/cooperatives in Rupandehi. 

In Dolakha, on the other hand, local NGOs such as Tuki promote leader 

farmers who serve as resource persons to diffuse agricultural technology. 

Tuki officials mentioned that these resource persons are helping communities 

to introduce crop varieties that are suited to specific climatic and socio-

economic contexts. 
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Informants at the district level consistently commented on gradual change and did 

not refer to any particular ‘extreme event’ or tipping point, although the perception 

of extreme events may be more pronounced in the hills/mountain districts of 

Dolakha and Lamjung, perhaps because of the fears of GLOF. The flooding in 

Rupandehi, however, occurs at some scale almost every year, and there has been a 

big flood every decade or so. Similarly foggy days in the winter in Rupandehi plains 

last for one to a few weeks every year, and the longest was in 1995, when the 

district experienced 52 continuous foggy days. Such winters result in the damage of 

the onion crop in particular, and reduction of productivity in other crops, in addition 

to the difficulties of extended cold periods for the old, sick and children. (See 

Dhungana et al. 2013). 
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Climate change policy processes: 
technocratic control and limited 
representation of climate 
vulnerable people  

Introduction7 

At a time of a growing urgency to adapt to the climate related risks outlined in the 

previous section, Nepal has developed climate change adaptation policies i.e. the 

National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) in 2010 and a Climate Change 

Policy in 2011. Given the high level of risks foreseen, one might justify the 

expediency of policies even if that involves compromising full participation by 

climate-affected communities. However, in the context of a heightened demand for 

the inclusive restructuring of the Nepalese state (Lawoti 2008; Tamang 2011), and a 

history of repeated political upheavals triggered by practices of social exclusion 

(Deraniyagala 2005), whether and to what extent climate policy processes have 

become inclusive and fair to climate-affected people becomes a crucial issue. 

Indeed, Nepal’s own history of environmental policy making suggests that policies 

that ignore the concerns of the affected people are likely to fail, irrespective of 

whether or not there is immediate resistance to policies at the time of formulation
8
. 

It is far from clear that the internationally and scientifically framed climate policies 

such as the NAPA or Climate Change policy have recognized the unfolding political 

mobilizations in Nepal around the demand for a representative state and equitable 

adaptation to climate risks. This is particularly important in Nepal, given the political 

unrest in the post-conflict transition. Vulnerability to climate risk is produced in 

conjunction with social and political conditions and not everyone in the same 

locality is equally vulnerable.  

  

                                                        
7  This section draws heavily from Ojha et al (2015) 

8  Several examples can be identified: the failed hydro-electricity project (Arun III) in eastern Nepal in the mid- 1990s, 
the failed Bara Forest management plan in the central Terai region in the mid-1990s, the failed attempt to amend 
the Forest Act 1993 (twice, in 1998 and 2010), and so on. 
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Evolution of climate change policies 

Nepal developed its climate change related policies under the broader framework 

of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

negotiations and with assistance from major bilateral and multilateral donors. 

These policies and frameworks emerged during 2008–2012, a period when the 

country also elected its first Constituent Assembly tasked with rewriting the 

Constitution. However, the two major policies have emerged through different 

coalitions of climate policy making the former being supported by the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the latter by the World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF), rather than through the national and local political deliberations among the 

affected people and political representatives. 

Integral to these climate policy development initiatives are some notable 

institutional responses. At the time of the study (2011–2013) there were two major 

institutional structures operating at the governmental level for coordination and 

climate change policy making in Nepal: the Climate Change Council (CCC) and the 

Multi-stakeholder Climate Change Initiatives Coordination Committee (MCCICC). The 

CCC is the highest-level body, chaired by the Prime Minister and with members from 

various ministries and independent experts, the private sector, and NGOs9. It was 

instituted in July 2009. It aims to provide long-term policy and strategic guidelines 

for climate change activities in the country. The MCCICC was formed under the 

Ministry of Environment during the NAPA process in July 2010, with the aim of 

contributing to climate change-related programmes in Nepal.
10

 It includes 

representatives from various line ministries, local government, donors, and civil 

society.  

The NAPA was the Nepal government’s first policy document which was developed 

following the requirement of the UNFCCC for Least Developed Countries (LDCs) to 

secure international funding for adaptation (particularly the LDC fund)11. The 

document essentially ensured eligibility for funding, and was structured according 

to the UNFCCC international guidelines (UNFCCC 2002). The process was steered by 

international agencies from the beginning. The process was delayed in contrast to 

many other countries (i.e. Bangladesh which developed NAPA in 2005) because of 

                                                        
9  Deputy Prime Minister–Vice Chair members include ministers from eleven line ministries, a Vice Chair and a 

member from the National Planning Commission (NPC), Chief Secretary of the Government of Nepal (GoN), and 
eight experts nominated by GoN. The Secretary of the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment is 
Member Secretary. 

10  MCCICC members include six NAPA thematic working group coordinators, representatives from NPC, the Ministry 
of Finance and the Prime Minister’s office, two national project directors from climate change related projects, 
three academics, three representatives from local government, and donor representatives. 

11  The Marrakesh Accord, agreed at the 7th UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COP 7) in 2001, pledges international 
support for instituting NAPAs and also for their subsequent implementation in LDCs. 
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lack of understanding among the donors i.e. Global Environment Facility (GEF), 

facilitator of the process (i.e. UNDP) and Nepal’s Ministry of Environment (the 

implementer) on the modalities for funding and consultancy services (Khadka 2009). 

The climate policy of 2011 on the other hand was initiated by WWF Nepal, which 

began the formulation of the policy in February 2007 and submitted a draft policy in 

2008 as part of a WWF project output (WWF Nepal 2008: 18). It was later discussed 

and approved in a meeting of a newly formed coordination committee chaired by 

the Secretary of the Ministry of Environment. WWF Nepal provided the financial and 

technical support to the Ministry. The policy was endorsed by the Council of 

Ministers of the Nepal Government on 17 January 2011. These delays and shifting 

constellation of actors and institutions engaged in the policy process has been 

characteristic of the political transition period.  

Government officials and international agencies involved in the NAPA preparation 

process claim that it was participatory and inclusive, but commentators argue that 

this has been largely a ritualized, top-down endeavor, with no consideration of 

genuine channels of representation (Ghimire 2011; Helvetas and RRI 2011). 

Likewise, the Climate Change Policy (2011) was also developed in relation to Nepal’s 

commitment to the UNFCCC. The document states that such a policy was urgently 

needed in order to inform the parties of the UNFCCC about the institutionalized 

implementation of the convention and response to climate change through formal 

policy processes in Nepal. These policy formation processes in Nepal, therefore, did 

little to move beyond the generic global guidelines for their completion and relied 

heavily on scientific and technological definitions of climate change vulnerabilities 

and solutions.  

When the NAPA was being developed, managers of the climate change related 

projects in Nepal realized the need for a Local Adaptation Plan of Action (LAPA) to 

implement the NAPA priorities. A National Framework for LAPA was then 

formulated with the involvement of donor projects and consultants and NGOs 

working on climate change issues in Nepal. As the secretaries of two ministries 

related to local government and climate change highlight in the preface to this 

document, the LAPA was developed to ‘implement NAPA priorities [. . .] and provide 

adaptation services under NAPA (GoN 2011). Despite the intention to anchor LAPA 

with local governments, LAPA projects failed to understand the political questions 

surrounding institutional ownership. This was further complicated by a lack of 

elected local governments since 2002. Moreover, as researchers on LAPA have 

observed, the local process was framed nationally.  
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Vulnerability science in adaptation policy 

It is clear that experts and external actors (i.e. donors and managers of the climate 

change related projects) prevailed in the climate change policy making in Nepal. 

Those actors largely followed the global narratives of biophysical effects of climate 

change in framing climate policy. Any opportunities created for participation were 

predetermined according to the standard and technocratic framing of the policy 

problem and possible solutions. For example, in a meeting of NAPA actors in Nepal’s 

capital of Kathmandu in early 2013, a question was raised about how the NAPA 

actors understood climate vulnerability. The answer came from a noted climate 

policy expert who was also sitting on the panel in the meeting: ‘We need to be 

serious on understanding the biophysical impact of climate change’. Another 

participant also added, ‘We are talking about climate policy and their 

implementation. Without local governments, who is going to own these policies at 

the local level? I suspect we are just wasting money.’
12

 The fact that these two 

statements were given in response to the question about how Nepal’s policy makers 

understand climate vulnerability is telling. They flagged up the need for more 

science on the one hand, and the empowerment of local government on the other. 

Very little appreciation was given to the need to understand the interaction between 

climate and society, and in particular the experience of groups vulnerable to climate 

change.  

Another example of how generic climate vulnerability science was dominant in 

framing adaptation to what and with what means can be seen in the policy 

documents. A reading of the NAPA shows that what characterizes the discussion, 

analyses, and proposed responses to climate change is a view of vulnerability that 

firmly frames it as ‘outcome vulnerability’ (O’Brien et al. 2007). From this stance, 

vulnerability is seen as a property of locations or districts and not people, in relation 

to what are seen to be the main climate hazards. In this case, GLOFs and landslides 

feature prominently in the weighting and ranking procedures for district 

vulnerability. The NAPA process conducted what was termed a ‘vulnerability 

assessment’ using transect walks by professionals in three major geographic 

regions, complemented by a GIS (Geographic Information System) based 

assessment. The assessment estimated that almost 1.9 million of Nepal’s population 

were highly vulnerable and 10 million were at risk in relation to climate change. The 

assessment identified nine districts13, which were labelled as highly vulnerable to 

climate change.  

                                                        
12  Dr J. C. Baral, former official of the Government of Nepal. 

13  These are Kathmandu, Udaypur, Ramechhap, Lamjung, Mugu, Bhaktapur, Dolakha, Saptari, and Jajarkot. 
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Evidence from the field, however, suggests that the NAPA’s vulnerability assessment 

is too limited, partial, and even neglectful of actual climate risks faced by vulnerable 

groups. For example, Dolakha district (central Nepal) was identified as one of the 

most vulnerable districts based on the threat of Tsho Rolpa GLOF. However, the 

local communities and stakeholders see landslides as the priority climate-change-

induced hazard in the district given their recent experiences. Such a technocratic 

narrative of vulnerability is less likely to do justice to the many smaller 

socioecological regions and communities from across the diverse ecological zones 

and social groups as discussed earlier.  

The dominance of a technocratic approach to vulnerability research also has effects 

on policy outcomes through written texts, with political representation being 

contingent upon who writes, produces, and interprets the policy text. The Nepalese 

climate policy texts have addressed experts, donors, and international actors, hardly 

speaking to vulnerable groups at all. For instance, the ‘Framework for Adaptation’ 

programme presented in Chapter 2 of the NAPA document completely misses out 

the social and political conditions contributing to vulnerability, as the task of crafting 

policy moved through the sequential analysis of ‘observed climate variability and 

change’, ‘projected climate change’, ‘climate change and vulnerability’, and ‘impacts 

of climate change’. Nowhere in the document is the recognition of Ribot’s widely 

accepted view that vulnerability is produced as much on the ground (i.e. within 

society) as in the sky (Ribot2010). 

External influence on climate policy making in Nepal  

Climate policy processes in Nepal, as with other environment and development 

policy making, have not been determined entirely from within the country (Blaikie 

and  Muldavin 2004; Ojha et al. 2014). For Nepal and more generally in the 

developing world, it is donors and their ‘service providers’ who shape and construct 

spaces for participation, negotiation, and research around climate policy. Studies 

have shown, for example, how Nepalese forest policies have been driven by global 

environmental discourses (Ojha 2008). The role of development agencies has often 

been decisive in climate policy making, through the use of financing and privileging 

the western and scientific world views on climate change.  

Such influence of the aid environment and culture is evident in Nepal’s climate 

change policy development (particularly NAPA). The GEF, which is managing the 

LDCs’ Fund for climate change adaptation, initiated Nepal’s NAPA preparation 

process in 2007. The UNDP Nepal office took responsibility for the implementation 

of the project, but it took almost two years before the process began because of a 

‘fight for supremacy’ between the UNDP and GEF (Khadka 2011). The process finally 
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kicked off in 2009 with financial support from some other donors.
14

  The NAPA 

document was drafted by a team of consultants hired by the project (as facilitators). 

The NAPA project structure had an advisory board of eight Joint Secretaries (from 

line ministries), two donor representatives, and one representative each from 

academic and civil society. The five-member NAPA project executive board 

consisted of two senior government officials and three donor representatives. There 

was an absence of social scientists, activists, and politicians in the team. There was 

also an apparent lack of representation of local voices (including the local 

government) in the NAPA development process, as there was limited demand for 

representation on the part of civil society and politically mobilized groups.  

Consultation meetings for NAPA document preparation were held across different 

levels and with diverse actors. The document claims that about 3000 people and 

200 organizations were consulted during the NAPA development process. However, 

the question is whether the voices of the most affected people were reflected in the 

NAPA document and how that was achieved. Most of the consultation workshops 

took place in Kathmandu and were attended by government officials, donor 

representatives, experts, and few Civil Society Organizations. This suggests that the 

climate-affected people had very limited chance to participate in the process. Their 

voices in the document are faint and, where present, appear ‘ventriloquised’ in 

Cornwall and Fujita’s term (Cornwall and Fujita 2012).  

Climate change policy process disconnected from 

national politics 

Key climate policies including the NAPA and LAPA framework were formulated at a 

time when the country was moving through one of the most painful political 

transitions in its history (between 2008 and 2011), yet the ‘climate agenda’ received 

little political attention in the sphere of party politics. While other policy processes 

like the agricultural development strategy (2012–2013) and decisions about the 

extension of protected area (2010) have remained highly contested by various 

actors and were debated by the political parties, climate policy processes escaped 

such debate. Due to the technocratic framing of the agenda, there was little 

connection between the major political mobilization happening in the country and 

the climate policy process. From agenda setting through crafting and final decision, 

the NAPA and Climate Change Policy (2011) were couched in an insulated technical 

language opaque to political debate, and were legitimized through orchestrated 

                                                        
14  The total fund for the NAPA project is US$1.325 million. The Global Environment Fund provided $200,000 and the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) provided $50,000 to implement it. Other funding agencies 
include DFID ($875,000) and the Embassy of Denmark in Kathmandu ($200,000), among others (Shahi 2010). 
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spaces of participation for selected stakeholders. The fact that climate policy 

processes have escaped the messy politics which have stalled other policy issues in 

everyday public life indicates a crisis in political representation, although it may be 

interpreted from a technocratic perspective as a successful policy outcome without 

‘political interference’. 

Summary of policy responses 

This exploration shows how politics has played out in climate policy development in 

Nepal in the context of an international aid regime pushing for policies based on 

global climate science, at a time of high in-country demand for inclusive public 

policy processes. The technocratic framing of climate change vulnerability and 

adaptation underpinned the formulation of the NAPA and related climate policies in 

Nepal, effectively preempting the space for democratic representation of vulnerable 

groups in climate policy processes. The dominant biophysical framing of ‘climate 

change’ has served to avoid meaningful debates over what it might mean for Nepal 

to adapt to climate change. While the global scientific framings of climate policy 

have remained extremely relevant in international policy debate, such framings 

have become too simplistic, generic, and out of context at the national level. The 

technocratic, top-down, and aid-driven adaptation policy is not sufficiently capable 

of capturing locally specific – and often contested – realities of biophysical change, 

social dynamics, and the vulnerability of people on the ground. 

  



Climate change, local politics and institutional responses in Nepal | 19 

Landslides as complex disasters 
and the limits of response  

Introduction 

The earthquake that hit Nepal in April 2015 had the effect of highlighting the 

significance of landslides in Nepal’s mid hills. According to ICIMOD15 the earthquake 

triggered over 3000 landslides across 19 of Nepal’s 75 districts, 94% of them in the 7 

most earthquake affected districts. However, there is a longer history of landslides 

in the Nepalese mid hills (Aryal 2007). Petley et al. (2007) reported that 397 fatality 

inducing landslides in Nepal between 1978 and 2005 had caused 2179 deaths. The 

cumulative death toll due to landslides over time in Nepal is therefore likely to be 

comparable to those caused by the infrequent earthquakes. But the frequent, 

generally localised and therefore small scale nature of landslides has rendered 

them relatively invisible in the Nepalese government disaster risk management 

planning framework.  

However the frequency of landslides is rising in Nepal (Petley et al. 2007). The 

causes are likely to be multiple and interrelated, including an increasing frequency 

of extreme rainfall events (Li and Zeng, 2003; Petley et al. 2007) but rural road 

construction is likely to have been a significant contributory cause. Between1998-

2007 the road network has nearly tripled from 4,740 to 12493.94 km (Dungana et al. 

2013). 

The study of three specific landslide events draws attention to the complex histories 

of landslides and their differentiated effects. It shows how limited the response of 

government has been to these landslides, reflecting both a vacuum in mandates for 

action, a competence and authority to respond and a persistence in seeing a 

response to landslides at requiring simply a minimal technical response or 

tokenistic relief.   

Above all the evidence shows that the relatively small-scale landslides are a key 

cause of risk and uncertainty in the daily lives of many poor Nepalese rural 

households. These are not the large extreme events that stir the Nepalese 

government into action, attract international response or drive climate change 

action plans. But rather than separating extreme events from low intensity events 

and disaster risk management from climate change adaptation, the case is made 

                                                        
15  http://www.icimod.org/v2/bull3/index.php/cms4/magic/?q=18072 Accessed August 18th 2015 
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that landslides should be seen as long wave events with episodes of intensive and 

extensive risk (Lavell and Maskrey 2014).   

There is also in the pathology of many landslides a strong anthropogenic factor. 

They don’t just happen and in that sense they are events that can be foretold. 

People’s vulnerability to landslides does not, to borrow from Ribot (2014), just rise 

from the ground or flow down the hill but is a product of human actions and in the 

case of Nepal, these are closely bound up with power inequalities. 

Three Landslides in the Mid Hills of Nepal 

Key summary details on each of the landslide case studies are provided in Table 5.1 

the full accounts of which are published elsewhere (Khatri et al. 2015a; Adhikari et al. 

2015 and Ojha et al. 2015b).  

Table 5.1 Three landslide Case Studies 

 Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 

District Dolakha Lamjung Lamjung 

VDC Bhirkot  Bhoje Dhamilikuwa  

Landslide name  Bhirkot Bhoje Simpani  

Household directly affected 6 60 11 

First Recorded landslide 1995 1988 1954 

Major Landslide Event 2012 2013 2001 

Trigger Heavy rainstorm Previous landslides Heavy rainstorm 

Proximate Cause Unplanned road 

construction 

Geological 

structure, poorly 

managed irrigation 

River cutting, 

geological structure 

and poorly 

managed irrigation 

canal 

Deaths None None None 

Injured 2 None None 

Land losses 5 ha 10-15 ha paddy 3 ha 

Houses 3 destroyed, 

several cracked 

Several cracked 3 destroyed 
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Key Findings 

Landslides are long term events with complex causes 

In all three case studies a specific landslide event with particular effects on 

households was identified. This was sometimes, but not always, linked to a heavy 

rainstorm. But in all cases a longer history of the landslide was reported and this 

could be traced back many years. In one case (Bhoje in Lamjung district) a small 

landslip at the base of a terraced and irrigated slope had occurred more than 20 

years ago and in fits and starts, left unchecked, it had grown in scale and effect. 

Now it threatens the physical existence of a village and is all but untreatable. 

In a second village (Dhamilikuwa in Lamjung district) the longer history of landslide 

event could be linked to long term seepage from an irrigation canal and poor water 

management practice even though a particularly heavy storm triggered the most 

severe event. In the third village (Bhirkot in Dolakha district) a poorly aligned and 

constructed road by a contractor in the early 1990s taking a short cut for reasons of 

profit, undercut the stability of the slope in an already structurally unstable area. 

This set in chain a gradual process of land slippage. Twenty years later a second 

feeder road put in by the VDC at the top of the slope was poorly aligned and 

constructed leading to concentration of run off when it rained. A heavy storm 

simply provided the trigger to stimulate a major landslip.  

Inherent structural instability of the Himalayas underlies the risk of landslides 

occurrence. The earthquake may have triggered landslides that had no previous 

history. Equally landslides can induce floods downstream and have wider spatial 

effects. Accordingly, landslides must be regarded as complex phenomena and not 

just as one-off emergencies. They are, like climate change, long wave events with 

uncertain trajectories and outcomes.  They also require long term strategic 

responses. 

The impacts of landslides on communities are localised, socio-

economically differentiated and there are both short and long term 

effects 

In all three case studies there were no fatalities from the specific landslip, in 

common with many landslides. Landslides rarely affect all households in a village, 

which is why fatalities from landslides on average are quite low. Rather landslides 
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effects are concentrated on particular parts of a slope and affect specific 

households.  Given the socially differentiated nature of Nepalese villages poorer 

people tend to live in the landslide prone areas. These are likely to be the Dalit 

populations or ethnic minorities. Landslides can damage or destroy their houses 

and damage standing crops and even destroy their land. Destroyed fields in 

contrast to flooded land cannot be recovered.  

The findings from the cases studies show that, in the immediate aftermath of the 

landslide, the villages provide strong support to the affected households providing 

evidence of a community level social contract. They provide shelter, assistance in 

recovering goods and in some cases food. This helps affected household survive.  

But recovery by households to even pre-landslide economic status is difficult. In 

extreme cases the total loss of land means that poor households are forced to 

migrate, and move to Kathmandu
16

. In others case households take loans which are 

difficult to pay off. In Dhamilikuwa three poor households were forced to squat on 

common land on which 15 years later they had still not got security of tenure. Many 

are pushed through debt into deeper poverty as their one remaining asset of land 

has fallen in value due to the landslide as was found in the case of affected Dalit 

families in Bhirkot. 

In contrast richer households who are affected are likely to have greater resources 

to draw on. They may have larger landholdings, not all of which has been affected 

by the landslide. They are likely to have members of the household who are more 

educated and working in urban areas or overseas from which they can draw 

remittances. In many cases they are the early migrants out of the landslide area to 

towns and elsewhere as was found in Dhamilikuwa.   

Village level action in responding to a landslides varies but in the short 

term provides more assistance to affected households than the 

government response 

Villages not only provide immediate relief but also provide some support to 

households to help them recover. In one case, the Community Forest User Group 

provided free timber to help house reconstruction. A local cooperative provided a 

grant to affected households. This level of provision is greater than that provided by 

government for relief and recovery to affected households.    

                                                        
16  A recent study of the reasons for migration to one informal settlement in Kathmandu found that 10% of the 

informants cited the loss of land due to a landslide as the reason for migration. 
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Villages differ however in their ability to seek and demand government assistance in 

dealing with the landslide and its effects. In the strongest case in Bhoje, a cohesive 

and relatively homogenous community was through political connections able to 

lobby a Minister in Kathmandu to provide a response. More often village level action 

is limited and little external support is generated.    

Interventions to support village level action in relation to landslides are limited to 

formulaic committee formation, training for emergency response and immediate 

disaster relief. It appears to ignore existing village practices of immediate support 

and does not address context specific risk management. Further its technical nature 

ignores the fundamental need for political accountability to motivate effective 

government response 

Landslide Risk Management and Response: existing practices and 

implications for the future 

What can we draw from the accounts of these three landslides? First these are 

complex long wave events, episodic in nature combining extreme and low-impact 

events, with site specific histories and socio-geological conditions whereby a 

sequence of events incrementally and inexorably lead to increasing landscape 

instability. These events are largely human induced and relate to the inappropriate 

location, poor planning and construction and inadequate maintenance of 

infrastructure such as rural roads and irrigation structures. Moreover the risks are 

known but what is missing is accountable local institutions to respond to them. Both 

past and recent politically driven decisions particularly since 2001, on road location 

combined with inappropriately engineered road construction are key culprits (Petley 

et al. 2007). Climate change has contributed to the hazard risk (Kelman 2015) but is 

poorly addressed in the existing government planning and decision making system.   

Second, although many of these landslides are small events and do not give rise to 

casualties, they have differentiated and devastating effects on the wellbeing of 

specific households who can lose all their assets (Sudmeier-Rieux et al. 2012). What 

is worse, the effects persist – as seen in Dhamilikuwa 13 years later the family was 

still suffering. These often poor households are both socially and spatially 

marginalised to the most precarious positions in the landscape, and have limited 

resources. The loss of land can force outmigration. 
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Third, the greatest level of relief and assistance comes from community action and 

support. In contrast while there is a government mechanism for relief provision it is 

limited and short term. Support for recovery is almost entirely absent. While this 

might be seen to support community action as an effective way to disaster 

management, our case evidence clearly shows the limit of community as well.   

Fourth, efforts to attract support and assistance depend largely on personal 

connections and patronage linked to political networks, and in the case of Nepal 

contentious politics debilitate any efforts to ensure fair and responsive disaster 

rehabilitation assistance. District government is bureaucratic, difficult to access and 

has little to offer. Any effort to attract or support depends on the ability to tap into 

central government through personalised connections but there are limits to what 

even these can achieve. Indeed, Nepal’s major agency addressing landslides (i.e. 

Department of Soil Conservation and Watershed Management) has limited 

capability and mandate to respond to the many and growing landslides.  

Fifth, interventions to address the landslide are entirely technical, small scale, 

responding to symptoms rather than causes and a case of usually too little too late. 

The operations of district soil conservation offices are deeply constrained by budget 

and technical skills, and the development work of local government does not take 

landslide risks into account. 

On paper the Local Adaptation Plans of Action (LAPA) developed at the VDC level are 

seen to be the key planning tools for addressing response to climate change 

including landslides (Regmi et al. 2014). In addition many externally funded projects 

have also moved into developing Community Adaptation Plans (CAPs) or Local 

Disaster Risk Management Plans (LDRMPs). These fall outside the formal climate 

change planning framework but are seen by these projects to be the direct means 

to engage village households in climate change adaptation activities. An 

examination of the contents of both LAPAs, CAPs and LDRMPs (Khatri et al. 2015; 

Jones et al. 2013) shows that in many of them landslides feature strongly as a risk. 

But as (Khatri et al. 2015) found much of the content of these LAPA’s and CAPs 

developed by projects are formulaic in structure and content, questioning who and 

what is driving the development of these plans. This is not surprising given the 

limited political deliberation in formulating climate change policies such as NAPA 

(Ojha et al. 2015a). Moreover, where solutions are offered in relation to landslide 

risks the same standard and limited technical repertoire of gabion boxes and bio-

engineering is listed.  
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However, the evidence from the case study landslides discussed here makes evident 

that these simple technical measures are inadequate to address the long wave 

event nature of landslides and their complex causes. At best they will be ineffectual, 

at worst they will exacerbate the problem. The evidence would also question 

whether the LAPA or CAP planning processes can really resolve the patterns of 

social inequality at the village level (Regmi et al. 2014). But the challenges that 

landslides produce are well beyond the risk horizons of poor people who have to 

heavily discount the future to survive in the present and the insecurity of their 

agency (Wood 2007). It is equally clear that they are beyond the financial and 

technical capacities of district authorities.   

There certainly are low cost warning systems that could be put in place in landslide 

prone areas (Cherry, no date) that would offer more than the community group 

formation and disaster response training that is what is currently provided. There is 

most certainly room to require much more stringent planning procedures including 

environmental impact assessment in relation to key rural infrastructure 

development such as roads and irrigation structures. The recognition that landslides 

are a significant disaster risk to the daily lives of poor rural households and of at 

least equivalent status to earthquakes would certainly help. The creation of an 

organisational structure within government that focused specifically on landslides 

would be a step in the right direction. But there are fundamentally political issues - 

the absence of accountable political institutions - which are at the root of poor 

households’ vulnerability to landslides and these cannot be addressed by technical 

means. A key step to building accountability would be the holding of elections at the 

district level.  
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The design of climate change 
related projects and their 
implementation in the districts  

Introduction  

As discussed in section 4, climate change policies in Nepal have largely been driven 

by international actors who use global frameworks to devise climate change policies 

at national levels. There has been limited representation of those most affected by 

climate change in the policy debate (Ojha et al. 2015). So how have these policies, 

both international frameworks and national policies, been translated into practice 

and with what effects? This question is particularly relevant to Nepal where donor 

funding plays an important role in shaping national policies and local actions.   

This section draws from a comparative analysis of three different climate change 

projects in adaptation and disaster risk reduction in three districts in Nepal 

(Dolakha, Rupandehi and Lamjung). The analysis, drawing from project 

documentation, interviews and field level observations, focuses on the design 

processes of these projects, the mechanisms of implementation including the 

partnerships established, the activities undertaken and the claims made about 

impact and relevance (see Khatri et al. 2015 for discussion of methods).   

Brief overview of projects  

All the three projects studied were funded by international donors but were 

administered either by an INGO or in a direct bilateral relation with a donor. Each 

project has a national or district NGO partner and provide contrasts in terms of 

approaching climate change issues, project design and engagement of government 

and interventions. Two projects (from Rupandehi and Lamjung) were forestry 

projects with climate change adaptation as major focus. The project in Dolakha was 

primarily a disaster risk management focus. Table 6.1 provides an overview of the 

three projects.  
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Table 6.1: Brief overview of the three climate change related projects studied 

  Donor/s Budget and 

geographical 

coverage  

Implementing 

agency/s 

Climate 

change related 

objective  

Multi 

Stakeholder 

Forestry 

Programme 

(MSFP) with a 

major focus on 

climate change 

adaptation 

(Rupandehi)  

Three 

prominent 

forestry 

sector 

donors in 

Nepal  

150 million for 

10 years 

covering 

about half of 

districts in 

Nepal  

Ministry of Forest 

and Soil 

Conservation and 

national and local 

NGOs  

Climate change 

adaptation 

through 

development 

and 

implementation 

of CAP and LAPA  

Hariyo Ban 

forestry project 

with climate 

change 

adaptation as 

one of the 

components 

(Lamjung)  

United States 

Agency for 

International 

Development 

(USAID) 

30 million for 

5 years 

covering 15 

districts (in 

two 

geographical 

areas)  

Led by INGOs 

(with prior 

experience of 

implementation 

of projects in the 

field of 

conservation and 

development) 

with two national 

NGOs as partners  

Climate change 

adaptation 

through 

development 

and 

implementatio

n of CAP and 

LAPA   

 Comprehensive 

Disaster Risk 

Management 

Program 

(CDRMP)  

implemented by 

a district NGO 

(ECARDS) in 

Dolakha  

Program 

managed by 

UN agency 

and funded 

by multiple 

donors  

$ 75000 for 14 

months to 

cover a 

catchment (in 

Northern 

Dolakha)  

Outsourced to 

district a 

prominent 

district NGO  

Focus on 

community 

based disaster 

risk 

management  

Sources: (MoFSC et al. 2011; USAID 2010; UNDP 2011; ECARDS and UNDP 2013) 
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Key findings  

Design and implementation structure: dominance of international 

organizations and donors and limited engagement of government 

organizations  

Though all three projects were funded by international donor agencies, they 

differed in the design process and their engagement with national and district 

organizations. At one end of the spectrum of stakeholder involvement, the MFSP 

was designed through a government led process involving views of different actors 

(i.e. donor agencies, major civil society groups and private sector). The Hariyo Ban 

project was at the other end and was designed in a donor led process with no 

involvement of national and district organizations. The CDRMP fell somewhere in 

the middle and was designed by UNDP along with a government agency. However, 

in Dolakha some activities under the CDRMP project were implemented by a district 

NGO. Such differences in design have implications in terms of whose interests or 

influence prevail in the project interventions.   

The projects also differed in terms of implementation structures including the 

involvement of government organizations at both national and district levels. The 

MSFP was governed by a multi-stakeholder and project activities were implemented 

through both government structures (on-budget) and outsourced to non-

government service providers (off-budget). District level government organizations 

(i.e. DFO) were involved in both project governance and implementation of activities 

at a local level. Hariyo Ban however was off-budget system of the government and 

implemented through a dedicated project structure led by an INGO. The project 

activities were implemented by the consortium members, INGOs and national 

organizations. The district level government organizations DFO, DISCO, DDC were 

not directly involved in project implementation but sat on a project monitoring 

committee with a limited a role, joining field monitoring and yearly workshops.  

District organizations were not involved directly in the ECARDS activities either. Yet, 

CDRMP provided support to the district disaster risk management committee to 

develop a district disaster risk management plan. The DSCO also provided technical 

support to communities to whom CDRMP provided some grant (i.e. Sorung Khola].  

Framing of climate change problem: driven from external agenda and 

past experiences  

There are commonalities and differences among three projects in terms of how the 

climate change related problems were framed and interventions argued for. Out of 

three projects, two framed climate change problems through a forestry lens. The 
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third project was designed within a disaster risk management framework. The 

specific way in which the climate change problems were framed was influenced by 

the mandate of donors (commitment to support specific sectors i.e. two forestry 

projects and mandate provided by national risk management consortium to UNDP 

in case of disaster project). The project interventions were also influenced by the 

interest or past legacy of the implementing agencies. For example, the MSFP 

primarily build on past projects implemented by three donors. Similarly, the Hariyo 

Ban built its activities and approach (i.e. corridor approach) on its past projects 

implemented by two of the major implementing agencies of Hariyo Ban project.  

The MSFP and Hariyo Ban projects were similar in this regard as both projects 

looked at climate change problems through a forestry lens and focused on climate 

change adaptation. Both projects assumed that improved forest management or 

ecosystem conservation gave better provision of forest resources and supported 

diverse livelihood opportunities to 'poor and marginalized people' thus helping 

reduce their 'vulnerability to climate change impact'. For example, the MSFP in a 

briefing note stated that improved forest conditions ensures 'climate resilience, 

enhance carbon sequestration, biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction 

(MSCFP 2013:1). Similarly, the Hariyo Ban document asserted that climate change is 

posing additional threats to the degradation of ecosystem and biodiversity in one 

hand and vulnerability of people due to 'sustained and widespread poverty' (USAID 

2010). Therefore the project interventions aimed to address those problems.  

However, there are some differences between two projects the ways in which 

specific forest management approach are taken. The MSFP primarily focused on 

optimizing the economic potential of the forests (MFSC et al. 2011). On the other 

hand, Hariyo Ban focused on conservation of biodiversity assuming that it helps to 

reduce 'vulnerability of people to climate change'. The project argument runs as 

follows: ''[t]hrough effective management of ecosystems, it is possible to 

concurrently help to mitigate the effects of climate change, and conserve 

biodiversity. Opportunities to decrease the vulnerability of human and ecological 

system to the impacts of climate change and further integrate climate change 

adaptation measures will likely be important elements' (USAID 2010:3)."      

The project implemented by ECARDs in Dolakha had a specific focus on disaster risk 

reduction which appears to have been primarily driven from the assumed risk of 

Tsho Rolpa GLOF following 'vulnerability assessment' conducted by NAPA (MOE 

2010a). The UNDP had implemented a disaster preparedness project in Tsho Rolpa 

catchment area during 2009-2010 to establish an early warning system to replace 

the one established in 1990s which was dysfunctional. The ECARDS implemented 

activities in northern Dolakha covering Suri-Khare catchment and some settlements 

along the Tsho Rolpa catchment.  
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In summary, it is evident that the two forestry projects framed climate change 

problems from a forestry perspective whereas, the CDRMP project implemented 

through ECARDs in Dolakha focused on climate related disaster risk management.  

Technocratic approaches and formulaic practices 

Both MSFP and Hariyo Ban supported the development of local level adaptation 

plans called Community Adaptation Plans (CAPs). After government developed a 

framework for LAPA both projects have also started to develop LAPAs for VDCs. The 

CAPs were developed using local forest user groups as the planning unit. CFUGs 

were the common institutional unit used for adaptation planning except in 

Southern Rupandehi. Here CAPs had been developed using Public Land 

Management Group (PLMG). On the other hand, CDRMP in Dolakha supported the 

development of local disaster risk management plans by forming new committees 

called local disaster risk management committees at VDC and settlement level.  

The CAPs were primarily developed following the LAPA guidelines. However, the 

specific projects develop their own formats and templates. The Hariyo Ban 

developed a manual for preparation of CAPs and LAPAs drawing from CARE Nepal's 

manual of 'vulnerability assessment' and LAPA framework of government (CARE 

2014).  In contrast the MSFP and its partner agencies did not have a standard 

manual but the field staff reported that they used the framework and process 

provided in LAPA manual (GoN 2011). The disaster risk management plans in 

Dolakha were developed following the local disaster risk management guidelines 

developed by Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development. As reported by 

ECARDS staff in Dolakha, "the local committees were formed under the mandate 

provided by guidelines (MOFALD 2012).  

From a review of three CAPs and one LAPA from Rupandehi, three CAPs and one 

LAPA from Lamjung and two disaster risk management plans from Dolakha it was 

found that the adaptation or disaster plans prepared by the projects contain 

identical climate related risks and similar interventions. The CAPs and LAPA 

developed under MSFP in Rupandehi follows exactly same format and much of the 

text seemed to be copied and pasted. The plans identified identical risks i.e. 

drought, forest fires, flood and river cutting, cold waves, pests and diseases. 

Similarly, the CAPs and LAPAs developed in Lamjung under the Hario Ban project 

also had identical climate risks identified i.e. identified as flash floods/landslides, 

drought, invasive species and forest fire as the climate threat. The plans included 

activities like plantation of tree and grass species, construction of small structure 

like gabion boxes and bio-engineering, introduction of drought resistant crop 

varieties, construction and maintenance of the irrigation cannel as the adaptation 

measures. The LDRMP developed by ECARDS in Dolakha again appeared to simply 
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copy and paste the risks and disaster responses in the plans of all VDCs. The 

similarity of the plans not only reflected pre-existing frameworks and assumptions 

but it is also suggestive of externally driven process with little substantive 

consultation and participation. 

Project interventions in both MSFP and Hariyo Ban used the CFUGs and other forest 

management groups (public land management groups in Southern Rupandehi) as 

local organizations for adaptation planning. They found those groups useful even 

for climate change adaptation planning at the local level. The underlying logic 

behind using those forest groups for adaptation planning seemed to have been to 

benefit from the established institutional structure and availability of resources. It is 

mentioned in the MSFP program document that the project used the CAP developed 

within local forest user groups and mobilize project resources to support 'the 

climate vulnerable households'. A Hariyo Ban staff member in Lamjung reported 

that the "CFUGs have a well-established institutional structure and they also have 

mechanism to target the poor people. Hariyo Ban wants to capitalize on those 

structures and mechanisms to reach the most 'vulnerable households' and support 

them to adapt with climate change impacts"
17

.    

Understanding and addressing vulnerability:  a failure to differentiate 

generic poverty and climate change risk specific vulnerabilities – and 

seeing vulnerability as external   

The interventions of the donor funded projects not only suffer from technocratic 

and formulaic design but they also conceive vulnerability in a narrow sense (i.e. as 

only an outcome of   disaster risks) and they often fail to differentiate between 

generic poverty and the climate risk specific vulnerabilities and treated them as 

equivalent. The USAID RfP for example states that 'the economically disadvantaged 

(particularly subsistence farmers) are often the most vulnerable to temperature 

change, and increased variability in weather patterns and severe climate events' 

(USAID 2010: 3).  Such a muddled understanding of vulnerability makes it unlikely 

that projects’ interventions will address the vulnerability of local people to climate 

related risks. The project interventions were to a large extent a repackaging of 

conventional conservation and poverty reduction activities for climate change 

relevance. The interventions from the projects as part of CAP implementation 

clearly sees planning centred around community action as the core of adaptation 

response and on-farm income generation and water provision as the core 

adaptation activities. This begs the question as to whether or not those with land 

are necessarily the most poor and if simply undertaking these activities was 

sufficient in itself to reduce vulnerability to climate change. 

                                                        
17 Interview  with  a Staff of a donor funded project on conservation and climate change, 20th November 2014 
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ECARD’s activities in Dolakha were primarily driven from the framing of vulnerability 

as the outcome of the climate change (or disaster triggered by climate change) 

rather than contextual vulnerability (O'Brien et al. 2007). The activities outsourced to 

ECARDs were focused on prevention of the Tshorolpa GLOF risks i.e. establishment 

of early warning system, preparedness for disaster risks due to GLOF ( Khatri et al. 

2015). Hence, there is reason to doubt that whether the interventions under the 

project addressed the vulnerability of local people to climate related disaster risks 

i.e. landslides, flashfloods, which local people perceive as a major risk they are 

facing (ibid).  

Summary of external interventions  

Climate change funding initiatives have generated new opportunities for 

international agencies. However, their old activities in conservation and 

development have simply been repackaged into new climate change adaptation and 

disaster risk reduction relevance and new and old organizational networks 

reconfigured to respond to the new funding opportunities. Donors or implementing 

agencies have heavily influenced the design of the projects and there has been 

limited involvement of government in project design. The projects, particularly those 

driven by donor led processes (i.e. Hariyo Ban and CDRMP) were implemented 

through parallel structures to those of government that has had limited authority 

over them. But irrespective of the design process, the three cases clearly 

demonstrate that the framing of the climate change problem and interventions to 

address this are primarily driven by donor or implementing agencies. The 

development of local adaptation or disaster risk management plans are based on 

externally driven templates with limited account of local climate related risks and 

institutional capacity. Moreover, the community organizations are mobilized in 

instrumental ways for this planning process to fulfill the project achievements. It is 

unlikely that these externally driven projects implemented with limited involvement 

of the local government will meet local adaptation or disaster risk reduction needs. 

But is there accountable local government which can effectively coordinate local 

development processes and align the donor funded projects with local needs and 

priorities? In the following section, we examine the politico-administrative 

organization of the local government and explore why the capability of the local 

government / institutions has remained limited.   
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Local politics of state and 
response to climate change 

Introduction 

As has been made clear in the previous two sections district government, and 

particularly the DDC, has responded very poorly to disasters and climate change 

impacts. It’s response to disasters such as landslides had been extremely limited 

and it has not been able to effectively coordinate the donor funded external 

interventions aimed at reducing climate change risks people are facing (Khatri et al. 

2015). This has reflected a lack of capacity (see the discussion on landslides) and the 

absence of accountable political institutions at the district level. There have been no 

district level elections since July 2002. As a result new power arrangements with a 

membership of unelected local party leaders and government officials have 

occupied the political vacuum, blocking representational space and thwarting 

accountability mechanisms.   

This section examines district level capacity and efforts to undertake local 

development planning, climate change adaptation and disaster risk management. 

These are undertaken through what are term politico-administrative institutions or 

bodies (PABs in short) which are defined as formal and informal organisations or 

processes in which both local political leaders and government officials engage in 

order to make and implement decisions.  The analytical framework draws on four 

key concepts: representation, authority, knowledge and accountability—to frame 

the research findings (see figure 1). 

Figure 1: Key concepts for examining politico-administrative organizations in the districts  

  
Authority: constitution and 

engagement 
Accountability: Mechanism and 

Processes 

 

 

Evidence and Knowledge: ability to 
gather, analyze and use 

 

Representation: Mechanisms and 
processes for the articulation of 

the voice of the vulnerable 
communities  

Politico-administrative 
institution: Adaptive capacity 
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The patterning of PABs and the parties involved in the three case study districts of 

Nepal were mapped. We also documented how those PABs engaged in district 

governance processes with particular reference to decision making on issues 

related to climate change and disaster risks reduction. The representativeness of 

the PABs was examined particularly with respect to the ways in which the voices of 

the most vulnerable communities were reflected in district development planning 

and decision making processes. The research also explored the evolving forms and 

mechanisms of authority and accountability in the PABs and examined how district 

government has organised, collated and used evidence related to the future risks of 

climate change and disaster.  

The research draws from in-depth interviews with district level stakeholders 

including political parties, government officials and NGOs, ethnographic 

observations of planning forums and review of documented evidence. The relevant 

PABs were first mapped and three types of PAB bodies were selected for this study. 

They are the All Party Mechanism (APM); District Road Coordination Committee 

(DRCC); and District Disaster Relief Committee (DDRC). The rationale for choosing 

these three PABs was their relevance to meso-level politics in terms of development 

and disaster risk reduction. 

Key findings   

In the absence of elected local government, major development related 

decisions in the districts are made jointly by representatives of major 

political parties and government officials 

From the mapping of PABs it was found that political parties and government 

agencies (bureaucrats) are the two major key players in shaping district level 

development planning and decisions, especially in relation to public financing of 

development (their role is often limited in the development funding that is 

channeled through NGOs and bilateral development projects). In the (16 years) 

absence of elected local government, decisions related to development planning 

have been made through a process where government officials seek agreement 

from the representatives of major political parties. During 2008-2012, there was a 

formal mechanism called APM. The AMP however was dissolved in 2012 due to a 

widespread criticism about collusive politics and corruption in the process of 

developmental planning and disaster management response.  But even after its 

formal dissolution, it has informally remained with officials seeking agreement of 

the political parties in major decisions related to development planning.  
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The representatives of political parties are not only involved in DDC decisions, but 

they are also involved in many sectoral committees i.e. District Environment Energy 

and Climate Change Coordination Committee, District Disaster Relief Committee, 

District Forest Sector Coordination Committee among others.  

Limited representation of vulnerable people in local level decision making 

processes relating to the allocation of development resources including 

response to climate change and disaster risks 

A 14-step planning process
18

 is generally followed in local government planning 

processes in Nepal. In the absence of an elected local government, decisions in at 

every step in these planning processes have been heavily influenced by the 

representatives
19

 of political parties and climate vulnerable people are not 

represented. (MOFALD) had however created institutional mechanisms to involve 

citizens in the planning process by establishing forums such as the Ward Citizen 

Forum (WCFs) and Citizen Awareness Centres (CACs) within VDC and 

Municipalities20. These mechanisms were specifically developed to include voices of 

local people of different backgrounds in planning processes, and the prioritizing and 

monitoring of projects in order to increase government accountability. The WCFs 

were in particular intended to be made up of representatives from different social 

groups—with specific requirements for Dalit and female representation. They 

specifically excluded any government employees or those holding a post in political 

parties. The CACs were explicitly established for the disadvantaged groups (i.e. Dalit, 

women and other marginalized community) who have been traditionally excluded 

from public forums.  

However, from observations of the planning forums and from interviews with 

various informants, it was found that such forums have been strategically mobilized 

by political parties and bureaucrats to gain political support in the planning process 

instead of using them to mobilise the voice of the vulnerable people in the planning 

process. Despite the original intention of excluding intervention by political parties, 

those forums are largely influenced by the major political parties. Such practices 

have clearly compromised their objective and the ability of citizens to represent 

their interests in the selection of development projects, disaster response planning 

and decision making at local level.  

                                                        
18  Local governemnt planning process under Local Self Governance Act (1999).  

19  Usually, politically representatives refer to the chairpersons of political parties in the district level.  

20  These are the institutional mechanisms devised during 2011-2012to fill the gap of electoral representation in local 
govenremnt planning process since 2002.   
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Despite the bureaucracy having authority to make development planning 

decisions, it seeks agreement from the informal APM in every major 

decision  

In the absence of elected local government, the Local Development Officer at the 

DDC and secretary at the VDC level have formal authority to make decisions relating 

to development planning and resource allocations at a local level. However, the 

LDOs cannot reach a final decision without agreement from the major political 

parties (mainly Nepali Congress, Communist party of Nepal Unified Marxist and 

Leninist (UML) and  Maoist Central), which is termed ‘consensus politics’ in post-

conflict Nepal (Shneiderman 2009). An official from the DDC Lamjung noted, 

“although the formal APM was dissolved in 2012, representatives of major political 

parties still have an influential role in each and every major decisions regarding the 

allocation of development projects. The LDO cannot make any decision without 

prior informal agreement among the political parties”. On the other hand, political 

parties claim authority in local level decisions as they assume that they know better 

the context than the bureaucrats who are assigned from the central government. A 

political party representative from Dolakha noted “The problem is how can a person 

from Khotang district make a good decision about Rupandehi”
21

. The leader blamed 

the LDO who sometimes does not consult political leaders as the politicians did not 

have a formal mandate in terms of district planning processes and decision-making 

after APM was dissolved”22. 

This lack of clarity of authority in local government has affected district level 

development planning. As reported by the interviewees in Lamjung and Dolakha, 

the district representatives of the political parties influence the planning process 

and identify the projects to meet their interests. Such influence has often been 

driven by their personal interest in pleasing their supporters, potential voters, and 

also for gaining financial benefit from the execution of the projects. On the other 

hand, the bureaucrats i.e. LDO have a tendency to take no risks and please the local 

politicians. If the bureaucracy tries to exercise authority, they are blamed for 

bypassing the political parties. One district political leader from a major political 

party stated, "We do not have formal authority to make decision about district 

development plans and bureaucrats involve us for political legitimacy only"23 

whereas the Local Development Officer claimed that "the political party 

representatives are guided from narrow private or party interests and this has 

affected the coherence of development planning in the district".   

                                                        
21  Interview with  Dolakha, Local Political Leader, 2nd November 2015. 

22  Interview with local leader of Dolakha, 3rd feb 2015. 

23  Interview with local leader of Dolakha 23rd Novemver 2015. 
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Vertical accountability of bureaucracy and the absence of mechanisms to 

make district politicians accountable    

The absence of elections for local government has left the key decision making 

authority with the bureaucracy and there has been growing practice of gaining 

political agreement to this. This raises question of accountability in the PABs. There 

are two specific problems. First, bureaucrats (i.e. LDO) are appointed directly from 

the Ministry with a more upward accountability to the MOFALD or Commission for 

Investigation of Abuse of Authority (CIAA). For example, the LDO from one of the 

districts noted, “we are loaded with authority and resources, but equally blamed for 

corruption by CIAA. We don’t know at what time the CIAA comes and takes us into 

its custody, as there are number of such instances that people complain against us, 

and put complaints to the CIAA. Based on the complaint, the CIAA starts 

investigation, which makes us terrified”24.  

Second, there is no effective mechanism to make the political representatives 

accountable to their constituencies in the absence of elections. There is an 

expectation that the political parties should be accountable to their constituencies, 

not the bureaucrats. The government representatives i.e. LDO accuse the leaders of 

being guided by self or narrow party interest rather than larger interest of their 

constituency. This has resulted in the distribution of resources along party line 

instead of local needs. The leaders of political parties also do not deny this. One of 

the local leaders, for example reported, “Parties are taking the development 

activities to secure their vote bank”25.  

The lack of mechanisms to hold the political leaders and bureaucrats accountable to 

the citizen provides grounds for each blaming the other. The leaders blame the 

bureaucrats as being only accountable towards their own ministry and not to the 

public. As one local leader put it, “the CDO is accountable to the Home Minister 

rather that the local level interest”
26

. On the other hand, the bureaucrats point the 

fingers at the politicians not being accountable to the public and being driven by the 

narrow personal interest. The consequence is limited democratic space at the local 

level, which affected development planning and delivery.  

                                                        
24  Interview with Administer in Lamjung District, 4th feb 2015. 

25  Interview with local leader of Lamjung, 2nd feb 2015. 

26  Interview with local leader of lamjung, 3rd feb 2015. 
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Limited use of evidence and knowledge in local level planning including 

response to climate change impacts  

The question of how knowledge is generated, disseminated and utilized in district 

level development planning is pertinent particularly in relation to response to 

climate change impacts and disaster risks. We explored this question linking to how 

much the politically driven interests affect these decisions and their technical 

suitability in the local levels. 

In case of district level strategic planning, knowledge for the sectoral agencies 

generally comes from their respective departments and ministries. The line 

agencies officials such as LDO and District Soil Conservation Officer asserted that 

different plans developed in the District are also important forms of knowledge for 

the district level planning and decision making. Inter-organizational platforms and 

meetings also act as forum to share knowledge. Normally, there is provision of a 

monthly meeting where the Chief District Officer (CDO) invites all district level chiefs 

of government institutions. The discussion plays a crucial role in coordination, 

cooperation and sharing of knowledge among the district line agencies. However, 

our findings and observations suggest that the knowledge issue is often ignored at 

district level as major decisions related to development planning since those 

decisions are primarily driven from narrow interest of political parties and 

bureaucrats. We found that the 14-steps planning process has been used in more 

instrumental way and major decisions are made at VDC and district level through 

APM. Once the informal decisions are made in APM, they are endorsed from the 

formal planning process i.e. district council for endorsement.
27

  

As we noted above political parties influence and interests largely drive the district 

level development planning, limiting the use of evidence and knowledge in relation 

to all types of development and environmental planning. There are no effective 

mechanisms at the district to collate, analyse and use relevant scientific information 

in development planning and assessment of climate related risks. Besides the 

sectoral top-down approach, the other sources of knowledge in district level 

planning have been the different workshops, seminars, and training sessions 

organized by NGOs28. One of the political leaders29 stated that the knowledge is 

gained from development organizations, however, it would be more effective if it 

could come through government sector considering local priorities because 

development organizations knowledge is more focused on donor driven objectives 

rather than local contexts.  

                                                        
27  Interview with local leader of Dolakha, 2nd Nov 2015. 

28  Interview with local leader and administrator of Lamjung and Dolakha, 23rd Nov 2015.  

29  Interview with local leader of Lamjung, 3rd feb 2015 2/3/2015. 
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Summary of local politics  

Failure to hold local elections for over more than a decade has weakened the 

authority of local government and reduced the accountability of political parties. 

Democratic space at the district level has been constrained. The accountability of 

district government to the centre, the lack of local democracy and unrestrained 

donor directed focus on community level interventions has undermined the role of 

district level government in effective planning and development delivery. This has 

also limited their ability to respond to the emerging threats of climate change. 

Equally, the current intervention practices of NGOs and aid projects in response to 

climate change problems and disaster risk management based on policies and 

plans crafted in Kathmandu have not been effective in addressing the needs and 

aspirations of local people (Ojha et al. 2015).  

In this discussion we have examined local political-administrative capacity in terms 

of representation, authority, knowledge and accountability. We found that although 

there are mechanisms such as CACs, WCFs etc. to include voices of the most 

vulnerable, disadvantaged and the poor in the policy planning and decision making, 

little space is actually provided to their voice in the final decision. There is in Lund’s 

(2006) sense a twilight authority where bureaucracy which has formal decision 

making authority has to rely on agreements with political representatives. It was 

found that LDOs and other bureaucrats derive authority from a vertical hierarchy 

and are accountable to the central departments and ministries. The APM, on the 

other hand which plays a key role in local level decision making has been 

functioning without any means of accountability to the public. There has been very 

limited effort to generate and make use of evidence and knowledge in the local 

planning and assessment of the climate related risks.  

The absence of democratic space at the local level and the limited ability of local 

politico-administrative bodies to undertake relevant and effective development 

planning, delivery and response to the climate change related risks (Agrawal et al. 

2009), indicates that local government in its current form is incapable of effectively 

coordinating or responding to climate related risks. This undermines the prospects 

of equitable and effective adaptation to the emerging climate change risks. There is 

a need to re-orientate the focus of attention on analysis of Kathmandu-centric 

national planning and policy processes. These practices and development 

interventions including those sponsored by foreign aid and addressing climate 

change adaptation and disaster risk management focus insufficiently on local, 

bottom-up approaches. 



 
 40  | Climate change, local politics and institutional responses in Nepal 

Key findings and implications  

Nepal is exposed to many disaster risks reflecting its location in the Himalayas. 

These risks are diverse and include those that are triggered by climate change as 

well as by earthquakes. The climate change risks include warming in the higher 

mountains giving rise to snow melt, raising the risk of glacier lake outburst floods. 

Changes in rainfall patterns are expected to increase the frequency of extreme 

climate events such as floods and landslides. Since a major portion of the Nepalese 

rural population is largely subsistence and with high levels of poverty, it is 

vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. However, this vulnerability is 

differentiated and depends on the position of people in the hierarchical social 

structure with regard to caste/ethnicity, gender and geography (Nightingale et al. 

2015).   However, this vulnerability is not only because of the country’s geographical 

and socio-economic features, but is also because of the state’s limited capability to 

take effective action to mitigate or respond to these vulnerabilities and disasters. 

The Nepalese state is currently undergoing complex political changes and lacks 

legitimacy and remains unaccountable for its lack of effective response.   

Climate change policy processes in Nepal have been largely driven by a technocratic 

agenda in which donors and their service providers including the consultants have 

been influential. There has been limited representation of the people affected by 

climate change in these processes. This technocratic, top-down and aid-driven 

adaptation policy has effectively constrained the space for democratic 

representation of vulnerable groups in climate policy processes. It has also not been 

capable of capturing locally specific realities of biophysical change, social dynamics, 

and the vulnerability of people on the ground.  

The great attention paid to the existential risk of GLOFs and relatively limited 

attention of policies to landslide related risks and measures to address them 

evidences this. The findings from this study show (Pain et al. 2015; Khatri et al. 2015; 

Ojha et al. 2015) that being vulnerable to disaster related risks is more an outcome 

of poverty, livelihood insecurity and patterns of systemic exclusion – what has been 

termed ‘contextual vulnerability’ (O’Brien et al. 2007)  in which social processes 

underlie the specific vulnerabilities to risk.  The technical solutions offered by the 

donor funded projects and government organizations i.e. District Soil Conservation 

Office under the rubric of climate change adaptation and disaster risk management 

have been insufficient or inappropriate for addressing these risks and climate 

change vulnerabilities.  
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District government i.e. District Disaster Committee and other line agencies have 

shown very limited response to the increasing risks of disasters and climate change 

and it can be concluded in response to the first of the three research questions, that 

adaptation measures are poorly reflected in the district level development planning 

process.  There is a separate committee to address disaster response i.e. DRMC but 

its role has been largely limited to providing tokenistic relief to landslide victims and 

there have been limited efforts either to minimize or to address the vulnerability of 

people to such risks (Pain et al. 2015; Khatri et al. 2015). A committee within the DDC 

has been set up to look at the climate change related issues. However, it is largely 

defunct because of lack of a clear mandate and capable human resources. Instead, 

donor funded projects play the major role in implementing climate change or 

disaster risk management related activities, which in part accounts for the lack of 

change in response to climate risks. 

But the design of these donor funded climate change related projects in the three 

districts are also largely driven by the donors or their service providers and 

implemented in parallel to district government. The project interventions are mainly 

drawn from an existing repertoire of interventions and there has been a 

considerable level of re-packaging of conventional conservation and development 

activities to climate change relevance. Accordingly, these project interventions did 

not address context specific climate related risks and vulnerabilities and showed 

little understanding of contextual vulnerability to climate change risks. Project 

design is either influenced by a bio-physical framing of climate change risks and 

conceives vulnerability as an outcome of these or vulnerability is simply equated to 

poverty and low income. This is not surprising given the limited political 

deliberations in formulating climate change policies such as NAPA (Ojha et al. 

2015a). There has been limited engagement by district government in the design 

and implementation of such projects, partly due to the poor capabilities of district 

government.  

The failure to hold district level elections for 16 years has weakened the authority of 

local government and limited the accountability of political parties. The centralized 

accountability of district government and unrestrained donor directed focus on 

community level interventions by the donor agencies has undermined the role of 

district level government in effective planning and development delivery. There is 

clear gap of effective and functional local institutions with strong accountability 

mechanisms.  
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How might a more accountable and capable district government be developed to 

help build response to climate change risks? First, there needs to be a more 

analytically robust analysis of climate change vulnerabilities that not only takes 

account of the bio-physical dimensions but also the context specific socially 

determined nature of climate change vulnerabilities. 

Second, there needs to be local leadership on the development and implementation 

of policies. The donor driven and technocratic policy process have undermined the 

possibility for representation of climate vulnerable people in policy processes. There 

can be different approaches to represent citizens in policy processes. One might be 

to engage elected local political representatives in the policy debate as this has been 

absent so far. This was not only because of the pressing political agenda of 

constitution building, but also because climate change policy processes have been 

heavily influenced by technocratic perspectives.  

Third, the design and implementation of donor funded projects addressing climate 

change needs to change. These projects need to be more clearly aligned with local 

priorities to make them more relevant. The engagement of local government and 

actors in the design and implementation of these projects will help but they needed 

to be supported to do this as local government capability and resources are limited.  

Finally, it is evident that local government lacks authority, accountability and 

ultimately legitimacy to effectively coordinate the local development planning 

processes and enforce compliance to environmental standards. A key step for this 

would be holding local elections, but it is not certain that this will happen in Nepal in 

the near future.   
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Annex A: List of CCRI case study 

1. The Production of Landslides Risks and Local Responses: A Case Study of 

Bhirkot, Dolakha District of Nepal, CCRI case study 1  

2. The Production of Landslides Risks and Local Responses: A Case Study of 

Bhoje Landslide, Lamjung, Nepal, CCRI case study 2 

3. Climate Change Project Implementation in Lamjung: A Case of Hariyo Ban 

Project, CCRI case study 3 

4. The Production of Landslides Risks and Local Responses: A Case Study of 

Dhamilikuwa, Lamjung District of Nepal, CCRI case study 4 

5. Disaster Response from a Donor Funded Project in Nepal: A case of a NGO 

implemented project in Dolakha district, CCRI case study 5 

6. Disaster Risk Management and Meso-Level Institutions in Nepal: A Case 

Study of Floods in Tinau River in Western Terai, CCRI Case Study 6  

7. Climate Change Projects: A case study from Rupandehi, CCRI case study 7 

8. Politico-Administrative case Dolakha: An assessment of local politics and 

administrative institutions of Dolakha with respect to disaster response 

capacity, CCRI case study 8 

9. Politico-Administrative case Lamjung: An assessment of local politics and 

administrative institutions of Lamjung with respect to disaster response 

capacity, CCRI case study 9 




