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JOY STEPHENSTakam village of Myagdi District. While the mountains melt due to global warming, Nepal's petroleum imports rise sharply.

Covid 
overshadows 

climate

If it was not for the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the climate emergency would have been 
the main topic of discussion the world 

over in 2020. In Nepal, politics would have 
still dominated the headlines, but erratic 
weather and receding snows would be 
much more prominent in the collective 
consciousness.

The Himalaya is warming between 0.3-
0.7°C faster than the global average, causing  
extreme weather and water shortages.  

The 2015 Paris Climate Agreement 
pledged to reduce carbon emissions to 
cap global warming at ‘well below’ 2°C of 
pre-industrial levels. Countries agreed to 
voluntary carbon cuts under Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs).

Nepal is among 196 countries submitting 
its NDC on 12 December, the fifth 
anniversary of the Paris accord. The draft 
proposal is being circulated for comments, 
but it has met with lukewarm response from 
activists who say it either does not go far 
enough in some areas, or is too ambitious in 
others.

At 0.29 tons of annual carbon emissions 
per capita, Nepal has one of the smallest 
footprints in the world (the US is 16 and 
Qatar is 37). But it is rising sharply and 
Nepal’s growth in CO2 emission is highest 
in South Asia, mainly because of increasing 
petroleum imports (see page 12). But the 
lockdowns in 2020 proved that fossil fuel 
use can be 
reduced, and 
air pollution 
cleaned up.  

Nepal’s 
‘Enhanced NDC’ 
has set a target 
of turning 25% 
of all private vehicles sales, including two-
wheelers, to electric in the next five years. It 
also aims to make 20% of all new four-wheel 
public transport battery-powered by then. 
Planners hope to increase these numbers to 
90% and 60% by 2030.

The NDC also pledges to generate 
15,000MW of electricity by 2030, more than 
ten times today’s capacity. There will be 
200km of an electric rail network, and 25% 
of all households will use electric stoves. 
Installing an additional 50,000 household 
biogas plants and 500 large scale plants will 
shrink Nepal’s carbon footprint further.

Says Manjeet Dhakal, adviser to the 
Least Developed Countries support group 
at the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC): “We cannot 
have economic development at the cost of 
nature. It is now time to lead the charge by 
committing to net-zero by implementing the 
targets set.”

Activists say Nepal has a poor track 
record in implementing plans, and the 
NDC does not go far enough, for example in 
non-fossil transport. Sajha Yatayat’s Chair 
and environmentalist Bhushan Tuladhar 
says: “Motorcycles make up 80% of all 
vehicles, if we can convert them to battery 
power, and electrify public transport, 
we can cut emissions drastically. It will 
require subsidies and investment, but if the 
government wants to do it, it can.”

READ MORE:

Blueprint for a 
net-zero Nepal
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Indeed, if Nepal could act so decisively with 
lockdowns to deal with the Covid-19 pandemic, 
it could take the urgent action necessary to meet 
Paris climate targets. In fact, with its low carbon 
footprint and clean hydropower potential, 

Nepal can lead the way.
Secretary at the Ministry of Forest and 

Environment Bishwo Nath Oli says the NDC 
outlines Nepal’s plans to reduce its carbon 
footprint, and also adapt to the changes 

already altering the Himalaya. He adds: “We are 
among the countries most at risk from climate 
change, so our main concern is how to prepare 
communities to adapt to the impact.”
Sonia Awale
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Remembering the last surviving foreign member of the first expedition to climb Mt Everest in 1953

SO FAR SO GOOD
Lisa Choegyal

A postcard from Jan Morris 1926-2020

Writer, reporter, historian, traveler, and trans pioneer, Jan Morris died on 20 Nov 2020.

Tribute 27 NOVEMBER - 3 DECEMBER 2020 #1037

The last surviving foreign 
member of the first victorious 
Everest expedition died at the 

ripe age of 94 just prior to midday 
on 20 November 2020 at her home in 
North Wales.  

Jan Morris was unrecognisable 
from the heavily bearded, Oxford 
educated, ex-army journalist who 
strode across Advanced Base Camp 

for a congratulatory handshake in 
a typically British fashion with the 
triumphant Edmund Hillary and 
Tenzing Norgay Sherpa. Now, only 
Kancha Sherpa from Namche is still 
with us from the historic 1953 British 
team.

With an exclusive commission 
from The Times of London, James 
Morris was embedded as a member 
of the John Hunt-led expedition, but 
never ventured far up the mountain 
on his arduous assignment. 

‘I was no climber, was 
not particularly interested in 
mountaineering. I was there merely 
as a reporter.’ Terrified that someone 
might leak the glorious news of the 
first ascent, his Base Camp message 
was concealed in a pre-arranged 
code carried by Sherpa runners 
then telegraphed from the British 
Embassy in Kathmandu: ‘Snow 
conditions bad stop advanced base 
abandoned yesterday stop awaiting 
improvement.’ 

Back in The Times’ newsroom, 
they knew what he meant and the 
glad tidings ricocheted around the 
globe on the auspicious morning of 
Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. The 
world’s highest mountain had been 
conquered, Sir Ed was knighted and 
Tenzing Norgay put Nepal firmly on 
the map. For the first time the Sherpa 
name resonated worldwide, just as 
the hidden kingdom of Nepal was 
unlocking its secrets and beginning 
to allow foreign visitors.

At the time of his Sagarmatha 
scoop, James Morris was already 
happily married to Elizabeth 
Tuckniss, daughter of a tea planter 
who both confirmed mutual love 
at first sight. Their 70-year love 
story would produce five children, 
including their son the poet musician 
Twm Morys, and the partnership 
survived the death of an infant and 
James’ transition into a woman. 

Elizabeth said: ‘I never stopped 
loving James or Jan. It did not make 
any difference to me. We still had 
our family. We just carried on.’ 
Forced to divorce, they remained 
together in a ‘civil union’.

Author of over fifty books 
including British histories, an empire 
trilogy, travelogues and personal 
reminiscences, the irrepressible and 
articulate Jan Morris transitioned 
from James during the unsympathetic 
1970s. 

transition the previous year was not 
our focus. We consulted Jan Morris 
about our route and particularly the 
intricate details of ancient Venice, 
one of her most popular books and 
home to Marco Polo, the peripatetic 
13th century trader whose Travels 
about journeys to China had first 
revealed the orient to avid European 
readers. I remember Jan as strong, 
straightforward, enthusiastic and 
helpful, lots of hair and heavy 
jewellery.

Baring her soul, Conundrum 
was published the following year in 
1974. In response to my no doubt 
naïve gushing fan letter about the 
book’s profound effect, admiration 
of her bravery and reminder of our 
Marco Polo meeting, Jan’s hand-
written postcard to me arrived dated 
30 October 1974 from their home in 
Bath. 

Recently I retrieved her card 
during a Covid clear out, a precious 
reminder of a long-gone encounter, 
although the casual multiplicity of 
our respective travels struck me as 
completely extraordinary in these 
static times. Despite the sentiments 
in her card, Jan and I did not meet 
up on her return from ‘S Africa 
and Australia in the New Year’. I 
had already returned to Nepal, and 
stayed.

The next and last time that I 
would meet Jan Morris was at Sir 
Edmund Hillary’s funeral in 2008. In 

the well-kept hallowed grounds of 
Auckland’s Government House, the 
great and the good of New Zealand 
and world mountaineering were 
gathered to mourn the national hero’s 
passing. 

Under the spreading trees of the 
gently sloping garden, the sun shone 
weakly on the Governor General’s 
reception that followed a rare state 
funeral in the cathedral, led by Prime 
Minister Helen Clark. Jan attended 
as a government guest along with 
the bare handful of surviving 1953 
members.

I was there with Elizabeth 
Hawley and the five officiating 
Sherpa leaders, although by the time 
we arrived from the crematorium the 
shadows were lengthening and the 
crowd was thinning. The day before 
we had been sitting with the family 
around Lady June’s Remuera kitchen 
table when Jan arrived down the 
carpeted staircase directly from her 
London flight, a booming presence 
bearing flowers, slightly awkward 
and wonderfully untidy with wild 
white hair and another chunky 
necklace. 

A prolific and eclectic writer, 
in her 2018 ‘thought diary’ In My 
Mind’s Eye, Jan explained that 
her daily exercise was a thousand 
steps a day down the narrow green 
Welsh lanes lined with stone walls 
with distant views of the sea. ‘The 
thousand paces is my self-imposed 
basic discipline, rain, shine or 
earthquake,’ she wrote. As I trudged 
in dutiful circles during the worst 
of the lockdown, I remembered her 
regimen.

Jan Morris has reached the end 
of her ‘tangled life’ and set off on her 
greatest journey. But even in death 
she plans never to be separated from 
Elizabeth, the love of her life. When 
buried together on a small island on 
the River Dwyfor, their headstone 
will read: ‘Here are two friends, at 
the end of one life.’ 

nepalitimes.com

Go online to watch Jan Morris, legendary travel writer, 
in animated conversation with Recce editor Don 
George on May 8, 2013, at The New York Times Center.

An ostensibly highly successful 
man’s man, he had in fact felt all his 
conscious life that at heart he was 
female. Her ground-breaking memoir 
Conundrum, written 46 years 
ago about risky and experimental 
surgery, is an elegant classic of the 
gender genre and still in print, a 
slender volume that poetically and 
comprehensively addresses today’s 
transsexuality debate. 

Reflecting on her transition, Jan 
said: ‘I would never use the word 
change, as in “sex change” for what 
happened to me. I did not change 

sex, I really absorbed one into the 
other. I’m a bit of each now. I freely 
admit it.’

I was delighted to be introduced 
by London publishing connections 
to this highly accomplished, cerebral 
and exciting writer during our 
1973 research on Marco Polo — I 
had wangled my way as the only 
female member of a British film team 
driving overland from Venice to 
Central Asia. 

A daring reporter and tireless 
traveller who had crossed deserts 
and scaled mountains, her gender 

COLIN MONTEATH

James Morris, on commission for the Times of London, congratulating Edmund Hillary as he arrives back at Advanced Base Camp from the summit of Everest 1953. ALF GREGORY

At the 2008 funeral of Sir Edmund Hillary in Auckland, Jan Morris chats with Lydia Bradey, New Zealand’s most successful female mountaineer. 









8

Chitwan can be promoted 
as a completely ride-
free, chain-free area for 
elephants

Humans and elephants have 
shared environments for 
thousands of years, but 

what might surprise readers is 
that a quarter of the world’s Asian 
elephants live in captivity.

These elephants are a vital and 
vibrant part of Nepal’s history, and 
their use has been documented 
since at least the fifth century in 
areas as diverse as war machines, 
living monuments to regal power 
and wealth, rewards for service and 
currently as tourist transport. 

Elephant tourism has become 
a major financial windfall for 
businessmen in the Chitwan 
National Park area, and photos of 
elephants on the streets of Sauraha 
have become synonymous with 
the location. Visitors to the area 
often mention their desire to ‘see 
elephants’ in both the wild and in 
captive settings. Tourism vendors 
must keep up the appearance of 
happy animals in idyllic settings in 
order to maintain a steady flow of 
income. 

However, there is no ‘sound 
science’ supporting elephant-
backed tourism, and no studies that 
provide data that shows anything 
but substandard conditions in the 
majority of stables within the area.

In fact, I have spent the last 
four years as a rhino and elephant 
researcher in Nepal, and have just 
completed an assessment of the 
stables in Chitwan.  

In a series of articles, Brown, et 
al found that elephants in tourism 
venues varied in weight, fecal 
glucocorticoid measurements (a 
sign of stress), and other hormonal 
studies depending upon their 
management techniques and 
expected performance of duties.

In a few studies, the elephants 
used in safari rides showed better 
weights and lower concentrations of 
certain stress hormones than those 
used in exhibition-only venues. 
However, while these analyses were 
conducted by reputable sources, the 
Nepali Times article misrepresents 
their results. Rather than 
conclusively exonerating elephant 
captivity, these studies called for 
further research, acknowledging that 
the weight differences may be due 
to the practice of overfeeding sweet 
treats such as bananas and sugar 
cane to elephants kept in exhibition/
visitation stables.  

In addition, being chained or 
kept in one place impacts exercise 
habits of these individuals, and 
increasing their activity via non-
riding activities may be needed. 
Further studies showed that simply 
being exposed to humans was a 
stressful event, causing spikes in 
the stress hormones of captive 
elephants.

Hopefully, new measures such 
as an examination of secretory 
hormones, will allow researchers 
to assess positive or negative 
experiences in elephants. 

Other oft-quoted studies used 
by tourism agencies to promote 
elephant rides include those which 
say that the bullhook is not a danger 
in and of itself. This is a very true 
statement, just as any weapon 
is essentially harmless when 
disconnected from a human.

Sadly, much traditional 
mahout knowledge regarding safe 
elephant handling has been lost, 

Michelle Szydlowski

Set the elephants free

and bullhooks are now used nearly 
exclusively for fear and beating-
based training, along with nails, 
knives, and sticks.

Experienced mahouts have 
moved on to better jobs to escape 
the stigma of being low-caste or 
poorly-paid, researchers have found, 
leaving younger or inexperienced 
men to handle elephants using 
dominance and violence. Beatings 
often take place in view of visitors, 
and present tourists with a negative 
view of Nepal. There are no laws 
specifically protecting elephants in 
Nepal, and this lack of legislation 
puts an uncomfortable spotlight on 
the country.

A reality that animal welfare 
advocates must acknowledge is that 
one cannot simply expect elephant 
rides to stop overnight. Those of us 
working in elephant research and 
welfare acknowledge the need for 
a gradual change which provides 
training and better employment 
opportunities for mahouts, 
financial stability for owners, and 
opportunities for local community 
members who rely on elephant 
tourism for their survival. 

By pushing for better elephant 
standards, we are not clamouring 
to immediately eradicate elephant 
tourism. In fact, most researchers 
realise that government-owned 
elephants are a necessary part of 
anti-poaching, emergency rescue 
and wildlife census activities. 
During the monsoon season, these 
elephants remain the only way to 
enter the park.

Happy elephants
The elephants at Tiger Tops Tharu 

Nature

Village, who were participants 
in my study, have significantly 
different lives than most elephants 
in Nepal. These elephants are kept 
in chain-free enclosures, and have 
a large number of well-trained and 
experienced mahouts to care for 
them and are allowed more agency 
in their daily activities. 

In addition, the staff of Tiger 
Tops has agreed that they will no 
longer purchase elephants once 
this herd passes. But these humane 
conditions are aberrant for captive 
elephants in Nepal.

Surveys into the health and 
welfare of privately-held elephants 
have shown nutritional deficiencies, 
physical deformities and injuries, 
wounds from abuse and abscesses 
from saddles, death from 
preventable disorders, stillbirth and 
near-constant reproductive issues. 

The majority of elephants in 
the Sauraha area are not allowed to 
recline for rest, get dirty or dig (a 
necessity for foot and joint health), 
but are instead chained by front and 
back legs. Recumbancy for sleep is 
incredibly important for elephant 
health, as is digging.  Simple, 
inexpensive changes to stables 
— such as providing dirt for the 
expression of natural behaviours or 
more appropriate nutrition — would 
be a game changer for the elephants 
of Nepal.

Look, don’t touch
The captive elephants of Nepal 
also represent a population which 
may impact the life span of wild 
elephants in the area. Because 
they carry diseases such as TB, 
found in at least 23% of the captive 
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population and has recently resulted 
in the deaths of two government-
owned elephants, they risk passing 
along a variety of bacteria to wild 
populations. 

Furthermore, studies have 
shown that the pressure placed on 
forest resources by captive elephants 
impacts the availability of resources 
for wild elephants. Preserving these 
endangered species in their natural 
habitats should be a priority for the 
government of Nepal, and allowing 
the keeping of captive elephants in 
shared spaces is a risky practice.
        Because Nepal is a CITES 
signatory, the trade and sale of these 
endangered species is illegal. No 
amount of description of peaceful 
jungle walks or ‘ethical’ activities 
will change the fact that the use 
of these animals for commercial 
purposes is illegal.  

Owners should refrain from 
buying or selling elephants in the 
future, as a sign of their commitment 
to creating lasting changes in 
Sauraha. Visitors to the area should 
be aware of the laws surrounding 
elephant trade, and consider this 
fact when booking travel to areas 
advertising elephant tourism. 
      Currently, there are multiple 
plans in place to create a non-riding 
sanctuary in the Chitwan National 
Park area of Nepal, and NGOs such 
as Jane Goodall-Nepal and World 
Animal Protection have been in talks 
for years with the local elephant 
owner’s cooperative group about 
this issue.

If all owners agreed to stop 
tourist elephant riding, these 
organisations, and others, have 
indicated that there would be a 
great deal of financial support 
available. But because there have 
been holdouts among cooperative 
members, talks have stalled for the 
time being.  

There is now discussion of 
a cooperatively-owned facility 
housing a few of the members’ 
elephants which will provide 
viewing of elderly individuals and 
riding of younger ones. However, 
this hardly fits the definition of a 
true sanctuary.

Instead, Sauraha has the 
unique opportunity to become a 
completely ride-free, chain-free 
venue due to the relatively small 
number of captive elephants, 
and the acknowledgement by 
owners that these elephants now 

require a change in treatment and 
management.

These owners have the chance 
to establish Sauraha as a more 
ethical tourism venue, while still 
creating income for themselves 
and maintaining employment 
opportunities for marginalised 
communities of mahouts. This 
is a once-in-a-lifetime chance for 
Nepal, and the elephant owners, to 
create a world-recognised facility. 
Hopefully, owners will embrace 
this opportunity and create lasting 
changes in the elephant industry.

Luckily, there is already one 
smaller NGO in the Chitwan area 
working with local stakeholders to 
purchase elephants out of riding 
situations, and quietly transfer them 
to true sanctuaries. In addition, 
other organisations are working with 
hotel owners to lease elephants, 
keeping them off safari. 

In addition, there are other 
ethical venues open for tourist visits. 
One way to ensure your destinations 
are animal-friendly or ethical is 
look at the access offered to living 
animals. If the venue allows human 
touching of animals, then it is best 
to avoid. Use your tourist dollars 
to support facilities that care about 
animal health and welfare. Look, but 
don’t touch.

The bottom line
No one wishes to ban tourism in 
Nepal. It is a beautiful location 
with much to offer, and has set a 
high standard in preserving natural 
habitats for wildlife. 

What must change, however, 
is for tourists to take responsibility 
for their own impacts on both wild 
and captive elephants as well as 
local communities. This endangered 
species deserves our respect and 
better treatment in return for their 
years of hard work.

They deserve a life with proper 
nutrition, agency, and space. Well-
informed tourists will continue to 
visit the area, and should use their 
tourist dollars to support ethical 
activities and stay in hotels that 
promote chain-free corrals and well-
nourished elephants.   

Michelle Szydlowski is a PhD 
candidate with the University of 
Exeter Anthrozoology Department. 
Her research focuses on 
pachyderm-people relationships 
in Nepal, captive elephant 
welfare, and sustainable tourism.

Safari elephants on the streets of Sauraha.  ISAZ

Elephants frolic on the Rapti River during a monsoon downpour. LUCIA DE VRIES
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Mukesh Pokhrel 
in Chitwan

Climate change: new threat to Nepal’s rhinos
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They endured habitat 
loss and poaching, now 
endangered rhinos are at 
risk from the climate crisis

Nepal’s  population of one-
horned rhinoceros that 
survived hunting, a shrinking 

habitat and wildlife trafficking 
are now faced with a new threat: 
changes in their living environment 
due to a rapidly-warming 
atmosphere.

Eight rhinos have been found 
dead inside Chitwan National Park 
since 11 July – half of them due 
to unprecedented floods on the 
Narayani River that submerged their 
grassland habitat.

The latest rhino to be washed 
up on the river bank on 7 October, 
followed two days later by a rhino 
that fell into the Balmiki-Gandaki 
irrigation canal and drowned.

One of the rhinos is believed 
to have been shot on 10 September 
by poachers taking advantage 
of the lockdown, the first such 
instance after four years of zero 
rhino poaching in Nepal. Rhinos 
have been rescued from the brink of 
extinction in Nepal’s Tarai plains, 
Chitwan alone has 605 of them, with 
a dozen more in Bardia National 
Park.

“The rhinos have overcome 
many threats, but climate change 
has brought about a new challenge,” 
explains Shantaraj Gyawali, who 
did his PhD on rhino conservation. 
He says erratic weather, including 
heavy rains and floods during the 
monsoon and prolonged drought 
in the dry season have altered the 
rhino’s riverine habitat.

Rhinos, tigers and other species 
that need watering holes in the 
dry season are suffering because 
many of them have gone dry. Part 
of the reason is increasingly erratic 
weather with too much rain in the 
monsoon, and too little in spring. 
The water table has also gone 
down due to over-extraction of 
groundwater by farmers outside the 
park.

The Department of National 

Parks and Wildlife Conservation has 
dug 500 ponds in the Tarai parks, 
with another 200 being readied for 
coming dry season. It has also tried to 
restore native grass in the floodplain 
grazing area of rhinos, and other 
ungulates that are prey for tigers and 
other carnivores. 

The drowning deaths of rhinos 
this monsoon season has worried 

Chitwan National Park authorities, 
who blame unprecedented heavy 
rainfall probably due to climate 
change. 

Eight rainfall measurement 
stations across Nepal this year 
registered record-breaking 
precipitation. Of these, seven 
were in the upper reaches of the 
Narayani River watershed in Kaski, 

Baglung, Syangja, and Parbat.
Kaski district registered a 

record-breaking 4,519mm of rain 
in July-September, 33% higher 
than normal. Lamjung and Kusma 
district also saw highest-ever rainfall 
ever recorded. Chitwan itself had 
3,130mm of rain this year, much 
higher than the annual average of 
2,450mm.

All this rain was funnelled down 
to the Narayani through tributaries, 
to inundate the grasslands and 
forests of Chitwan National Park, 
catching many wild animals 
unaware.

“When rhinos die of natural 
causes, we are not overly worried,” 
says Ashok Ram of Chitwan 
National Park. “But when rhinos 
drown, or are washed down to India 
by floods then it raises alarm bells.”

Indeed, in 2017 a sudden flood 
on the Rapti and Narayani rivers 
swept away wildlife, including 
rhinos, across the border to the 
Balmiki Tiger Reserve in India. 
Nine of the rhinos were repatriated 
to Chitwan a few months later. 
Another rhino that had been missing 
was finally traced, tranquillised and 
returned to Nepal in August.

There is no indication if whether 
this year’s floods also washed 
rhinos to India, but the increasing 

frequency and intensity of floods is 
worrying Nepal’s conservationists, 
who blame climate change

In addition, new invasive plant 
species have replaced the favourite 
grass fodder for rhinos, wallows 
have gone dry, driving rhinos out 
of the park into Chitwan’s tourist 
towns like Sauraha and Meghauli.

In fact, the sight of rhinos 
roaming through streets have 
become a tourist attraction. With 
it, there have also been instances 
of rhinos being electrocuted or 
poisoned by buffer zone farmers 
fearing loss of crops.

Ashok Ram of Chitwan National 
Park says he has noticed rhinos now 
moving from the east to the western 
edges of the park: “We do not know 
why this is happening, but they 
could be searching for better grazing 
or watering holes.”

The tall grass along the 
floodplains and oxbow lakes along 
the Rapti and Narayani Rivers are 
being replaced by invasive species 
like mikania vines, banmara, 
and new plant varieties that are 
favoured by rising global average 
temperatures.

Adds Ram: “Climate change 
threatens to undo Nepal’s 
success story in rhino and nature 
conservation.” 

KUNDA DIXIT

SAGAR GIRILoss of their favourite grass due to the spread of invasive vines have forced rhinos to venture outside Chitwan National Park, like this juvenile in Sauraha last year.

A rhino washed down to India in a fl ood in 2017, being tranquilised and returned to Chitwan National 
Park three years later in August (above).  After watering holes inside Chitwan National Park started drying 
up in spring, rhinos loitered around Sauraha for a drink in the river (right). 
The rhino’s favourite grasses are being over-run by invasive mikania vines(below) . 

CHITWAN NATIONAL PARK
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As Nepal’s economy takes a 
nose dive due to the global 
pandemic and faces a 

looming unemployment crisis, what 
is often missing in the discourse 
are the special needs of women 
who depended on income from the 
informal sector.  

The Covid-19 crisis does not 
come with a single set of challenges, 
and nor can its effects be tackled 
by a one-size-fits-all policy 
intervention. This is especially true 
of the impact on Nepal’s women 
who were either in the pink-
collar labour sector, or did unpaid 
household work.

Estimates show that about 70% 
of Nepalis were employed in the 
informal economy in pre-Covid 
days. Most of them have now been 
rendered jobless, and among them 
the percent of women that are less 
likely to return to such work is 
higher than for men. 

Nepal’s working population 
above the age of 15 in 2018 was 
71.5% of the total 30 million 
population. Of them, the proportion 
of working-age females was actually 
higher with 11.53 million – as 
opposed to 9.2 million males. 

Only 8.5 million Nepalis of 
working age were in the labour 
force, either employed or in search 
of employment. And among them 
only 2.8 million (22.5%) of the 
women in the labour force had jobs. 
The informal sector was the highest 
employer of workforce (62.2%) of 
which 66.5% were female while 
59.7% were male.

These numbers have been 
severely skewed during 2020 with 
the onset of pandemic, especially 
for those employed in the informal 
sector. A World Bank Report 
projects Nepal’s economy to grow 
by a meagre 0.6% after an average 
growth of 7.3% for last three years. 

Those employed in the informal 
sector in towns and cities are more 
vulnerable to such a sharp economic 
slump, with many of them at a 
higher risk of falling into extreme 
poverty – compared to those in rural 
areas who can rely on subsistence 
farming for sustenance. 

As more young Nepali men leave 
for the cities or employment in India 
and overseas, it was projected that 
the domestic labour force would be 
feminised. However, the problem in 
such sectors, apart from the lack of 
availability of jobs for women, was 
that they lacked basic facilities to 

Women impacted more
by pandemic economy
But the Covid-19 crisis is also an opportunity to increase female participation in the labour force
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accommodate female workers. 
Similarly, women were more 

likely to cede regular employment 
opportunities to male members of 
the family, while they concentrated 
on household work. 

Traditional norms have deprived 
many Nepali women of agency 
in decision-making about their 
education or careers. Often, this 
results in young women dropping 

out of school or college, quitting 
their jobs, or even opting for 
positions below their preference or 
qualifications. 

Conventionally, women 
working outside their homes are 
still considered frivolous. Some 
are judged to be pursuing a hobby, 
rather than making an incumbent 
career move like their male 
counterparts. 
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woman to give up salaried work 
or studies when traditional gender 
roles demand. For many, the 
choice comes down to financial 
independence or conforming to such 
roles and ‘taking care’ of the family. 

As a consequence of these 
perceived gender roles and 
traditional societal structures, 
women are trained in certain sectors, 
often regarded as ‘pink-collar’ jobs. 
They are then dissuaded from 
exploring other opportunities which 
might have better pay scale and 
growth.

Entering into an industry 
traditionally dominated by men is 
a whole other challenge for women 
with limited experience, and these 
work spaces lack the infrastructure 
for female employees and are 
usually hostile towards them. 

With additional burden posed 
by the pandemic, it is crucial to 
understand why Nepal needs to 
increase its female labour force 
participation rate. Small and 
Medium Scale Enterprises have 
been crucial in driving the economy, 
and with more women employed in 
such sectors, both consumption and 
production are likely to increase.

Such growth can pave the 
way for creation of more jobs. An 
increase in the financial status at 
both micro and macro levels would 
mean the spending would rise, in 
turn, amplifying the demand for 
goods and services – leading to a 
surge of money circulation in the 
economy. 

Employment of women outside 
their homes would generate 
opportunities for domestic 
workers as well. One of the 
biggest challenges women face for 
abstaining work is the burden of 
unpaid household work. 

Converting the unpaid 
labour into an active household 
employment industry would not just 
increase the workforce participation 
rate, but add value to ‘menial’ chores 
and liberate women from societal 
shackles. This would further expand 
the job market.

With the pandemic bringing 
additional challenges and new 
uncertainties, it is essential for 
Nepal to pursue policies and inject 
appropriate stimulus to avail all 
such opportunities. 

Nepal has roughly 35 years 
before transiting into an aged 
society. There is no time to waste if 
Nepal is to harness its biggest asset: 
its people. The Covid-19 crisis may 
be the impetus to encourage great 
female participation in the work 
force.

Depending on their socio-
economic background, women are 
either encouraged or discouraged 
to work outside their homes. 
Surprisingly, surveys have shown 
that more women from poorer 
households are encouraged to bring 
in income to support their families 
compared to women in the higher 
socio-economic brackets.

Typically, it is expected of a 

Isha Sharma is an ACCA (Association of 
Chartered Certifi ed Accountants) student in 
Kathmandu.
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A tale of two viruses

Nepal is facing a rapidly 
spreading Covid-19 
contagion somewhat similar 

to the surge of HIV/AIDS during 
the 2000 decade, and the country’s 
success in reducing the scourge has 
important lessons for fighting the 
current pandemic.

Given the epic dimensions of 
this emergency, there is a need 
for the kind of national unity and 
solidarity for concerted action that 
we saw 20 years ago to tackle the 
socio-economic challenges of the 
coronavirus pandemic. 

Just as with HIV, SARS-CoV-2 is 
having a severe impact on the most 
vulnerable communities. While 
one virus is air borne, and the other 
spreads through the exchange of 
bodily fluids, getting the message 
out on prevention and safety 
measures are important for both 
diseases.

In addition, the current 
pandemic crisis threatens to undo 
a lot of the progress that Nepal has 
achieved in reducing the prevalence 
of HIV/AIDS from 0.3% of the adult 
population in 2007-8 to 0.13% 
today.

Nepal’s AIDS response worked 
because of effective partnership 
with civil society which was crucial 
to find local solutions while we 
waited for the anti-retrovirals 
to become available. The free 
distribution of this therapy also 
set an important precedent for 
Covid-19 in providing Nepalis with 
access to vaccines and treatments 
when they are ready.

As in HIV/AIDS, Covid-19 
response should place affected 
communities at the centre. More 
importantly, it should be a rights-
based approach grounded on 
equity and justice. These lessons 
from the HIV response provide 
critical insights for governments 
and development partners to build 
resilient health system which will 
be as effective, accountable and 
inclusive. 

The first HIV case in Nepal 
was diagnosed in 1988. After 
this, the epidemic evolved from 
low prevalence to a concentrated 
epidemic. Key populations such as 
sex workers, injecting drug users, 
migrants, prisoners, transgender 
people, and gay men and other men 
who have sex with men are at high 

Jhabindra Bhandari

The Mahabahrat Range in Dadeldhura where a tiger was 
sighted in April at 2,500m. Conservationists want the area 

protected since it is an important wildlife corridor. 

27 NOVEMBER - 3 DECEMBER 2020 #1037

Lessons for tackling the 
Covid-19 crisis from 
Nepal’s successful effort 
to reduce HIV/AIDS 
prevalence 

are still limited in remote districts. 
People living with HIV still do not 
have easy access to treatment and 
care in health facilities.  

There is a need to reduce 
disparities in access to treatment 
and care by addressing human 
rights, gender-based violence, stigma 
and discrimination which continue 
to hinder access to HIV services for 
key populations. The United Nations 
General Assembly adopted the 2016 
Political Declaration on a fast-track 
to end AIDS epidemic by 2030. This 
requires an accelerated expansion of 
comprehensive HIV services across 
the country.

The global 90–90–90 targets 
aim for 90% of people living with 
HIV knowing their HIV status, 90% 
of people who know their status 
receiving treatment, and 90% of 
people on HIV treatment having a 
suppressed viral load. 

However, there are significant 
gaps in Nepal to access treatment 
services that need robust health 
sector response. And those targets 
can only be met with strong 
political commitment, community 
engagement and resilient health 
system. And on top of this 
challenge, we now have the public 
health crisis caused by Covid-19.  

Both epidemics require a 
sustained multi-sector response to 
mitigate its adverse socio-economic 
impacts on individuals, families 
and communities. Meaningful 
engagement of people living with 
HIV and evidence-based actions can 
significantly reduce the burden of 
HIV in developing countries. 

The role of civil society networks 
and media has been instrumental 
in spreading awareness, reducing 
stigma and ostracisation, and they 
have shown it is possible to break 
the silence that surrounds HIV, and 
practice safe behavior.  

Over the years, national 
networks of people living with 
HIV and other key populations are 
playing critical role to empower 
poor and vulnerable populations in 
accessing essential health services. 
In Nepal’s remote communities, they 
have been delivering antiretroviral 
medicines to the homes of people 
living with HIV during the 
coronavirus pandemic. Community 
ownership is cornerstone of the 
civil society response which is 
why strengthening civil society 
response is crucial to reaching out 
the people living with HIV and 
other marginalised communities 
for the services they need. It is also 
equally important to enhance social 
accountability of local governments 
in order to ensure sustained 
provision of comprehensive HIV 
services in the communities. 

Political commitment for 
universal health coverage is 
therefore crucial to ensure no one 
is left behind and the rights of key 
populations are protected. This is 
instrumental in enabling legal, social 
and institutional environments for 
Nepal to reduce the prevalence rate 
even further.  

On World AIDS Day on 
1 December, we also have to 
remember that gender inequality and 
HIV risks are inextricably linked. 
Adolescent girls and young women 
face particular challenges that can 
leave them at high risk of unwanted 
pregnancy, violence and HIV. 

Many are still unable to access 
the sexual and reproductive health 
services they need. Sexual and 
gender minorities face even more 
difficulty in accessing health and 
other social protection services. 
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risk of acquiring HIV infection. 
Discrimination and social exclusion 
makes them more vulnerable.

Despite global progress, millions 
of people around the world are still 
at risk of contracting HIV infection, 
and AIDS remains a leading 
cause of death among women 
of reproductive age and young 
adolescents. 

Nepal has made remarkable 
progress in its HIV response over 
the past decades. According to 
National Centre for AIDS and STD 
Control (NCASC), an estimated 
29,503 people are currently living 

with HIV in the country. Despite 
the reduction in the prevalence rate, 
much more needs to be done. 

In order to further reduce 
the incidence of HIV infection 
among key populations, a range 
of development partners and 
civil society organisations are 
reaching out to key populations 
with prevention, treatment 

and care services across the 
country. Community-based HIV 
interventions are largely guided by 
National HIV Strategic Plan (2016-
2021) that focuses on scaling up 
innovative prevention services to 
young key populations. 

Despite impressive progress, 
HIV still continues to be a public 
health challenge because services 

Jhabindra Bhandari is a senior 
doctoral research fellow in global 
health, is presently national 
consultant with UNAIDS. HIV/AIDS awareness campaign poster, and another one depictive preventive measures for Covid-19. 
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