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Message from the president of NCWA

It is with great honor and pleasure that the publication of the Nepal Council
of World Affairs (NCWA) Annual Journal has come out on the occasion of
its 78th Anniversary. On behalf of NCWA and myself, I extend my heartfelt
congratulations and warm wishes to our esteemed members and well-wishers on
this significant occasion.

Itis a great pride that NCWA continues to stand as one of the foremost independent
centers of excellence dedicated to research and dialogue. The Council remains
committed to fostering analytical discussions on policy issues and international
relations, providing a distinguished platform for experts, diplomats, academicians,
policymakers, and professionals to exchange views and insights.

This year’s publication is thoughtfully centered on the theme: “International
Scenario and Its Implications for Nepal.” In line with this theme, we sought
contributions from our valued members and other prominent writers, who have
graciously addressed many pressing issues related to international conflicts
and related matters. Their insights have enriched this edition and contributed
significantly to our understanding of complex global dynamics.

We would like to express my sincere gratitude to all the contributors for taking
time to share their valuable perspectives despite their busy schedules. We eagerly
anticipate feedback from our readers, which will inspire us to enhance the quality
and impact of our journal in the years ahead.

Suresh Malla, PhD
President
Nepal Council of World Affairs
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From the Editorial Board

Nepal Council of World Affairs (NCWA), the oldest think-tank in Nepal, has
been publishing its journal regularly, highlighting various aspects of Nepal’s
foreign policy and diplomacy since its establishment. This year we are celebrating
NCWA’s 78th Anniversary with great enthusiasm. To mark this milestone, the
NCWA Executive Committee invited research articles on the theme “International
Scenario and Its Implications for Nepal” for inclusion in our annual journal.

The articles featured in this publication address diverse topics within this theme,
focusing on their content and relevance. We hope these contributions will
enhance our readers’ understanding of the evolving dynamics of Nepal’s position
in international relations. Additionally, articles published in this journal, with
Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs), will be accessible at the TU Central Library
and NepJOL (https://www.nepjol.info/index.php/ncwayj).

We extend our sincere gratitude to the Rt. Hon’ble President of Nepal and Hon’ble
Minister for Foreign Affairs Mr. Sishir Khanal for their valuable messages on
this special occasion.

The editorial board thanks all the contributors for their valuable insightful
articles.

Editorial Board
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Nepal-Japan Relations and Implications
for Nepal

Suresh Malla*
Abstract

Nepal-Japan relations are crucial for both countries. The socio-cultural
relations between Nepal and Japan are rooted in over a century of friendship.
Nepal-Japan relations are significant and provide a rationale for studying them
in the contemporary foreign policy of Nepal, given Japan’s increasing role in
economic development and cultural prosperity. As Japanese aid to Nepal has no
political agenda, it also supports Nepal’s cultural development. This article is
intended to highlight Nepal’s socio-cultural relations with Japan. This research
deals with Nepal-Japan relations as significant for cultural development. Based
on secondary sources and employing descriptive and analytical methodologies,
this study examines the historical evolution, political foundations, economic
and educational cooperation, and socio-cultural dimensions of Nepal-Japan
relations. It highlights both similarities and dissimilarities between the two
nations while identifying emerging opportunities for enhanced bilateral
cooperation. The study concludes that Nepal-Japan relations represent a stable,
multidimensional partnership with strong potential for further expansion in
political, economic, educational, and cultural spheres.

Keywords: Nepal-Japan relations, economic development, socio-cultural
relations, education, similarities and dissimilarities

Introduction

Nepal’s relations with Japan are one of the important aspects of contemporary
Nepali foreign policy. Nepal has maintained good friendly relations with
countries of the world, including Japan. As Japan is the third-largest economic

* Dr. Malla is the President of Nepal Council of World Affairs (NCWA)
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power in the world, Nepal’s relationship with Japan is one of the important
aspects of its foreign policy and diplomacy. In the context of the 21 century,
it is essential to view Nepal’s relations with Japan in a more realistic and
practical manner based on the aspirations and expectations of the people in
both countries in the changed national, regional, and global context. Japan is
one of the few countries in the world that has played a significant role in the
economic development of Nepal in several ways, including providing a large
amount of economic aid and assistance to Nepal. Japan’s economic support to
Nepal is without any political interest attached to it.

Japan holds a unique position and distinctive characteristics in the
contemporary world. Efforts have been made here to explore its role in further
promoting and strengthening existing bilateral relations, so that new areas of
cooperation can be identified and developed (Malla, 2014). Democratic peace
theory believes that democracies do not go to war with each other (Aryal,
Subedi, & Thapa, 2010). Nepal and Japan believe in cooperation, negotiation,
compromise, and peaceful conflict resolution globally. Both countries apply
these same values in dealing with other democracies.

The political and diplomatic relations between the two countries have always
been cordial since the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1956. Both
countries have shared common political aspirations in many sectors, including
a firm commitment to the principle of peaceful coexistence, sovereign equality
of states, and faith in the UN. In international relations, both countries have
also shared a common approach on most issues, including the restructuring

of the United Nations (UN). The two countries have shared common views in
many areas and intend to strengthen good, friendly relations based on mutual
understanding and respecting each other’s aspirations, interests, and needs
(MoFA, 2025). The political relations between the two countries, during the
periods of King Mahendra and King Birendra, have always been very cordial.
Such relations during the short reign of King Gyanendra and later under the
current republican era have also been marked as excellent ones (Malla, 2014).

Nepal-Japan friendship was strengthened during the time when B. P. Koirala
was the Prime Minister of Nepal (Adhikari, 2010). So, it may be said that
the foundation of the developmental relations of Nepal with Japan was laid
by Koirala. As a result, Nepal was able to receive support from Japan for

2 )
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infrastructure development in Nepal. The support from Japan continued since
then, and Nepal was able to build one of its dream projects in development.
Nepal continued to get kind support from Japan. The foundation stone of the B.
P. Highway was laid by the then Minister for.......... Dr. Suresh Malla and the
then Ambassador of Japan to Nepal (Kunihiro, 2015).

Nepal and Japan are members of a number of regional and international
organizations, including the UN, the World Bank, and the Asian Development
Bank. Nepal and Japan established diplomatic relations in 1956. In 1968, the
Embassy of Japan was established in Nepal, which strengthened the existing
ties of friendship between the two countries (Pandey, 2005). The Japanese
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) office was also established in
Kathmandu in 1978, which played a very significant role in the socio-economic
development of Nepal. Japan has also been supporting Nepal in its socio-
economic development since 1969. It is one of the major donors of Nepal,
playing a significant role in the socio-economic development of the country.
In the present context, the Japanese aid and assistance have covered almost all
aspects and dimensions of the Nepali economy. The Japanese loan assistance
and grant assistance started in Nepal in 1969 and 1970, respectively. Since
1970 onwards, Japan has started providing Technical Cooperation with the
dispatch of Japan Overseas Volunteers (JOCVs) (JICA, 2025).

As one of the countries in the world with a Buddhist tradition and culture,
Japan has always demonstrated the most liberal attitude towards Nepal and
its people. The socio-cultural relations between the two countries are also
gradually becoming closer. Nepal, as the birthplace of Lord Buddha, is a
pilgrimage center for all Japanese people. The religious and cultural relations
between the two countries are also particularly notable. Japan has also played
a significant role in the beautification of Lumbini by constructing beautiful
statues of Lord Buddha (Lumbini Development Trust, 2020).

Japan is one of the most advanced and prosperous countries in the world. Its
strong education system and remarkable progress in science and technology
have attracted people from all corners of the globe. The Japanese way of life,
along with its rich and diverse culture, natural beauty, and many geographical
and socio-cultural attractions, adds to its appeal in today’s world. In the last
few years, the educational relationships between the two countries have
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also been particularly notable and are gradually becoming warmer. Through
JICA and direct grants, Japan has helped to build and rebuild many schools,
especially after the 2015 earthquake. Japan has also provided money for the
School Sector Development Program to improve school management, teaching
quality, and the learning environment for students (JICA, 2023).

Japan has played a very significant role in the development of human resources
in Nepal by providing financial support to the students who are pursuing
higher education in different universities in Japan. The Japanese government
also provides scholarships for Nepali students and teachers to study in Japan
(TIT, 2025). It also supports teacher training and helps improve skills and
knowledge. Japan’s support focuses on better classrooms, increasing student
attendance, and improving the quality of education for the long term without
any political conditions. Because of this sincere support, Japan has become
one of Nepal’s most trusted partners in education. Besides government-level
formal relations, the people-to-people informal relations are also substantially
increasing in the contemporary world.

Methodology

This article is primarily based on secondary sources, which include published
and unpublished research, journals, periodicals, books, research reports,

and official websites. In the course of analyzing collected secondary data, a
descriptive and an analytical approach were adopted. The political relations
between the two countries have been analyzed from historical perspectives
following the descriptive and analytical approach.

According to Creswell (2023), the descriptive research approach is a systematic
method used to gather information about existing conditions, detailing the
characteristics of a population, situation, or phenomenon. So, this study
focuses on analyzing the socio-cultural perspectives of Nepal-Japan relations.
The primary goal is to provide a detailed description of the socio-cultural
phenomenon of Nepal’s relations with Japan.

Similarities and Dissimilarities between Nepal and Japan

Nepal and Japan have many similarities, commonalities in several dimensions,
including in similarities in history and characters, as well as dissimilarities in
the dimensions of geography, politics, economy, and socio-culture (Kaminaga,

N
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2015). Geographically, Japan is a country of islands. Economically speaking,
Japan is an advanced country (next to the US and China) and is one of the
industrialized nations with rich mineral/natural resources. Politically, Japan
has a multiparty parliamentary system with the oldest and most respected
institution of monarchy in the world.

There is a constitutional provision of an independent judiciary, and Japan

has nearly seven principal political parties operating within the political and
constitutional framework (Kishimoto, 1997). The Constitution of Japan (1947)
clearly states:

“We, the Japanese people, acting through our duly elected representatives

in the National Diet, determined that we shall secure for ourselves and our
posterity the fruits of peaceful cooperation with all nations and the blessings of
liberty throughout this land, and resolved that never again shall we be visited
with the horrors of war through the action of government, do proclaim that
sovereign power resides with the people” (Ministry of Justice, Japan, 1946).

The Constitution of Japan (1947) reflects Japan’s democratic and pacifist
principles after World War II. It expresses the core values on which modern
Japan is founded. “We, the Japanese people” clearly establishes the principle
of popular sovereignty. This new constitution shifts ultimate authority

to the people. The government derives its legitimacy from citizens, and
political power is exercised “through our duly elected representatives in the
National Diet.” (Ministry of Justice, Japan, 1946). This confirms Japan as a
representative democracy where elected officials act on behalf of the people.
Moreover, the commitment to “secure for ourselves and our posterity the fruits
of peaceful cooperation with all nations” highlights Japan’s dedication to
internationalism and global peace. This principle is also employed by Nepal.

After experiencing militarism and aggressive expansion before and during
World War 11, Japan renounced such policies. The emphasis on cooperation
rather than conflict reflects a deliberate transformation of national identity—
from imperial power to peaceful partner in the international community.
Furthermore, the phrase “the blessings of liberty throughout this land”
underscores the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms. The
Constitution guarantees civil liberties, human rights, and democratic values.
It suggests that liberty is not a privilege granted by the state but a right to be

&
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protected and enjoyed by all citizens. Similarly, the commitment “never again
shall we be visited with the horrors of war through the action of government”
expresses strong pacifism. This idea is further institutionalized in Article 9 of
the Constitution, where Japan renounces war as a sovereign right and rejects
the use of force to settle international disputes (Matsui, 2011). This reflects the
collective determination to prevent the return of militarism and authoritarian
rule. Finally, the declaration that “sovereign power resides with the people”

is the core democratic principle of the Constitution. It firmly rejects absolute
monarchy and establishes constitutional governance, accountability, and the
rule of law. These values reflect the national interest of Japan that matches the
core values of Nepal as well.

There are several dissimilarities between the two countries. Politically, Japan is
a stable democracy and is heading towards a process of political modernization.
Nepal is still in a transitional period, attempting to institutionalize democratic
politics, human rights, and civil liberties. Socially speaking, the Japanese
society is one of the modern, westernized, and cultured societies internalizing
the global social values into practice. Nepali society is more traditional and
transitional, struggling to become modern. Economically, Japan is the third
largest economic superpower in the world, whereas Nepal is one of the least
developed countries in the world, attempting to become a developing country
of the world within a few decades.

Geographically, Japan is an island country in the Pacific, having different
geographic, climatic, and ecological features. Nepal is a landlocked country
facing several problems in practice. Socio-culturally, religiously, ethnically,
and linguistically, both countries have many dissimilarities. Historically, both
countries have different but unique characteristics and experiences.

Socio-cultural Factors in Nepal-Japan Relations

The socio-cultural factors play a crucial role in international relations. Based
on Nepal-Japan relations, the social and cultural relations significantly have

an impact on bilateral relations. According to Dunchak (2024), the modern
globalized sphere requires well-established and diverse perspectives to interact
effectively in an interconnected world. The socio-cultural characteristics of
nations also play significant roles in shaping, conditioning, and determining
socio-cultural relations between two nations. The understanding of socio-

6 )
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cultural characteristics between the two nations would help to understand the
nature of existing relations and also to explore new areas of cooperation in the
future.

Basically, the concept of culture, as UNESCO defines it, is a set of distinctive
spiritual, material, intellectual, and emotional factors of society or a social
group, and it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of
living together, value systems, tradition, and beliefs (UNESCO, 2025). In brief,
culture studies the spiritual, material, intellectual, and emotional characteristics
of society or social groups. In addition to these factors, it also studies the art,
literature, lifestyles, traditional values, beliefs, and norms of social groups,
their living styles.

The society and its values, norms, and characteristics are not static. They

are always changing according to time, need, and situation. The society

tries to change, transform, and modernize itself, crossing the traditional

and transitional stages. The modernization (in most cases understood as
westernization) and transformation process, thus, become important aspects of
social changes in every society. The concept transformation, as Marsch (1967,
p. 30) views, can be understood as “the emergence of new forms of integration,
evolutionary upgrading and increasingly adaptive capacity of societies.”

Japan is one of the few countries in the world that has been blessed with a
rich nature, showing a great variety throughout the seasons. Japan, during
different periods of history, has adopted culture from foreign countries besides
developing its own culture rooted in the sensibility nurtured by the colors of
nature. Japan is rich in cultural heritage.

Japan has a rich cultural heritage that has attracted the whole world (Karan,
2005). Japan, a rich country in the Far East, has been blessed with rich nature
and astonishing cultural properties. The country holds more than twenty sites
recognized by UNESCO as World Heritage Sites, many of which are supported
by Japan’s diverse natural environment and its four-season climate (Agency for
Cultural Affairs, 2023). Among the sites of historical cultural heritage, there
exist many buildings influenced by the unique sensitivities of the Japanese
people, reflecting great insights into the roots of the rich cultures of Japan.

In line with UNESCO’s wishes to protect and preserve such heritage sites
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considered to be of universal value to humanity, Japan is preserving these sites
for future generations, intending to share them with people all over the world
(InfoJapan, 2014).

Culturally, Japan is regarded as one of the richest countries in the world. Japan
has a long history of cultural development. Its culture is rich and diverse, going
back to 10000 BC when the Jomon people settled in this country (Henshall,
2012). It has unique social customs attracting the world at large. It has its
unique characteristics related to art, religion, ceremony, music, traditional
clothing, etiquette, literature and language, and pop culture.

Nepal too has certain specific socio-cultural characteristics and is regarded as
one of the countries with rich socio-cultural heritages. Every ethnic group in
Nepal has a rich socio-cultural heritage, which is found in very few countries
in the world. The Newari and Mithila cultures, in particular, are regarded as

the richest cultures in the world, having some unique features. In Japanese
society, some specific and unique characteristics are found in several areas,
including the criteria of group formation, the internal structure of the criteria of
group formation, and the characteristics and value orientation of Japanese men
(Nakane, 1972).

Cultural change is a continuous process over time. It is the process through
which a society changes from one form to another. It includes changes that
may happen slowly or quickly in a society’s political system, family and social
institutions, and patterns of settlement. It also involves changes in beliefs

and values, tools and technology, and the way goods are produced and used

in the economy. In a broad sense, cultural change is a major force in human
civilization. It happens everywhere and all the time (Acharya, 2000).

Conclusion

Nepal and Japan have strong cultural ties. Both countries are connected

with their diverse cultural phenomena from the late 19" century. Nepal is

the birthplace of Lord Buddha, and Japan has been deeply influenced by
Mahayana Buddhism. This shared spiritual background has created mutual
respect between the two countries. These historical links have led to close
people-to-people relations. Many Japanese tourists visit Lumbini and the
Himalayas, while Nepal hosts Japanese cultural programs like ikebana flower

)




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

arrangement, tea ceremonies, and traditional music. There are also educational
exchanges between the two countries. As a result, Nepal and Japan enjoy a
strong friendship. They better understand each other’s values, discipline, and
harmony.

Japan has been a true and selfless friend to Nepal for many decades. The
government and people of Japan have continuously supported Nepal in areas
such as education, health, infrastructure, disaster management, and rural
development without any political or economic interest. Japan’s assistance is
focused on the welfare of the Nepali people, capacity building, and long-term
sustainable development. Whether it is building schools, hospitals, roads, or
supporting after earthquakes and natural disasters, Japan has always stood by
Nepal as a reliable development partner. This shows that Japan supports Nepal
with a spirit of friendship, cooperation, and mutual respect rather than self-
interest. Furthermore, Japan is Nepal’s most impartial and reliable friend. It
has always helped Nepal based on friendship, mutual respect, developmental
assistance, and humanitarian concern. Japan has supported Nepal in many
areas, such as infrastructure, education, health, environment, and disaster
management. It never interferes in Nepal’s internal affairs. Japan’s support is
always transparent, fair, and focused on Nepal’s long-term development — not
for any political or economic benefit.
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Global Order in Crisis and Its
Implications for Nepal

Mohan Lohani”
Abstract

The global order that emerged after the Second World War was built upon multilateralism,
respect for sovereignty, collective security, and rules-based economic cooperation.
Institutions such as the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary

Fund (IMF), and later the World Trade Organization (WTO) were designed to prevent
large-scale wars, stabilize economies, and promote development (UN, 1945). Despite
repeated setbacks and inter-state asymmetrical relations, countries were able to maintain
the order under this system to ensure peace and stability. Today, however, rupture in

the global order has placed the world at a critical juncture. Geopolitical rivalries are
intensifying, multilateral institutions are weakening, economic protectionism is asserting
itself, democratic values are eroding, and climate change has posed a threat to the global
ecosystem. For a small, landlocked, and strategically located country like Nepal, paradigm
shifts in the global order have ominous implications. This article argues that understanding
this evolving landscape is essential for safeguarding Nepal’s sovereignty, economic
stability, and developmental aspirations.

Keywords: global order, multilateralism, climate change, ecosystem,
landlocked Nepal, sovereignty and protectionism

Introduction

The end of the Cold War in 1991 was also the end of a bipolar world, as it
witnessed the disintegration of the Soviet Union and dissolution of the Warsaw
Pact. The US, representing the unipolar world, remained a dominant world
power. However, as Dinesh Bhattarai (2025) points out, the terrorist attacks on

* Prof. Dr. Lohani is a former President of Nepal Council of World Affairs and is also former

Ambassador.
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the United States (US) on 11 September 2001 changed the post-1990 scenario.
The attacks shattered the unquestioned supremacy of the US and the unipolar
post- Cold War period (Bhattarai, 2025). One of the most visible signs of crisis
in the global order is the resurgence of great power competition. The strategic
rivalry between the US and China has profoundly influenced global geopolitics,
affecting trade, technology, security alliances, and development finance. The
ongoing Russia-Ukraine war, now in its fourth year, has further deepened the
chasm between Western powers and Russia, reviving bloc politics reminiscent
of the Cold War (SIPRI, 2023).

Fragmentation or rupture in the global order has weakened the effectiveness of multilateral
institutions. The UN Security Council has often been paralyzed by veto politics, a lack

of firm and assertive collective responses to conflicts, and insular mindsets of the Cold
War era. The WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism has been considerably weakened,
undermining the rules-based trading system (WTO, 2023). As global governance structures
become fragile, smaller states plunge into greater uncertainty.

For Nepal, which has historically pursued a policy of non-alignment and
balanced diplomacy between major powers, fast ongoing geopolitical
competition presents both opportunities and risks. On the one hand, competing
powers may offer infrastructure financing and development partnerships.

On the other hand, Nepal risks being drawn into strategic rivalries that

could compromise its independent foreign policy and the policy of strategic
autonomy.

Economic Uncertainty and Developmental Imperatives

The global economic environment has become increasingly volatile. The
Covid-19 pandemic exposed vulnerabilities in global supply chains and
triggered economic recessions worldwide. Recovery has been slow and uneven,
with developing countries facing high debt burdens, inflation, and a rise in
fiscal imbalance (IMF, 2023).

Revival of protectionism, threatening export-led growth economies, stringent
global financing, and rising interest rates, increase the cost of borrowing

for developing countries like Nepal, which rely heavily on remittances,
tourism, and external trade. Global economic instability directly affects
domestic growth. According to the World Bank (2023), remittances constitute
a significant share of Nepal’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), making the

12)
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country vulnerable to economic slumps or slowdowns in labor-receiving
countries that need both skilled and unskilled manpower from poorer countries
with abundant but unemployed manpower.

Besides, restricted development finance and rising interest rates increase the
cost of borrowing for developing countries like Nepal, which are required to
overcome these challenges. Nepal is hoping to graduate from Least Developed
Country (LDC) status by the end of this year (Nepal Economic Forum, 2026).
In a recession-hit global economy, both concessional finance and stable
markets are not easily available.

Crisis of Multilateralism and Small-State Vulnerability

Small states have long been comfortable with multilateralism, which has
provided these states with a platform to articulate their voices. Through
international law and global institutions, smaller countries have found a rule-
based system palatable and congenial to their interest. However, as major
powers increasingly revert to unilateral approaches, multilateralism is not as
responsive to developing country needs as it used to be.

Nepal has found it much easier to present its case in multilateral forums such as
the United Nations, SAARC, BIMSTEC, and the Non-Aligned Movement, and
other specialized agencies, including the WTO. Regional cooperation, however,
in South Asia has remained stagnant in recent years due to geopolitical
tensions, particularly between India and Pakistan. Nevertheless, in an article
published in The Rising Nepal on December 8 last year on the 40™ anniversary
of SAARC, it was pleaded for revitalizing SAARC as all countries in the
region, including India and Pakistan, need regional cooperation (Lohani, 2025).

In a world dominated by power politics, Nepal’s options are limited. It has
to reaffirm its commitment to multilateralism while strengthening bilateral
relations with major development partners like India, China, the United
States, and the European Union. Needless to say, strategic autonomy cannot
be maintained without diplomatic agility, acumen, resilience, and clarity of
national interest and purpose (Bhattarai, 2025).

Another dimension of the global order in crisis is the erosion and decline of
democratic norms. Reports indicate that democratic norms have been ignored
in many regions due to increasing authoritarianism and erosion of civil

(13




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

liberties. When democratic values start weakening globally, the normative
environment that supports human rights and the rule of law also suffers a
setback.

Climate Change and Its Adverse Consequences

Climate change has become an issue of global concern, particularly for LDCs
like Nepal highly vulnerable to the impact of climate change on the living
conditions of people and their livelihoods based on natural resources (Lohani,
2024). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2023) has
warned that global warming is accelerating, intensifying extreme weather
events, and threatening ecosystems. UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres,
who visited Nepal in October 2023, saw with his own eyes the adverse
consequences of climate change and categorically stated, “Nepal contributes a
minimal fraction of a percent, 0.04 percent, to global emissions. But monsoons,
storms, and landslides are growing in force and ferocity, sweeping away crops,
livestock, and entire villages, decimating economies and ruining lives. What is
happening in this country as a result of climate change is an appalling injustice
and a searing indictment of the fossil fuel age (Guterres, 2023). Later, in Dubai,
Mr. Guterres, addressing COP 28, briefed the international community about
Nepal’s problems, such as receding glaciers, landslides, and floods induced by
climate change (Guterres, 2023). For Nepal, climate change is a grim reality
and no longer an abstract concept. Melting glaciers, erratic monsoons, floods,
and landslides directly threaten livelihoods and infrastructure.

In a ruptured global order, climate cooperation has remained increasingly
sluggish. There is no option for Nepal but to actively pursue its climate
diplomacy, raise its voice for climate justice, and strengthen domestic
adaptation strategies without further delay. As a climate-vulnerable
mountainous country, Nepal enjoys the moral right and authority to raise its
credible voice in global environmental and climate negotiations (Lohani,
2025).

Strategic Location of Nepal

Nepal’s strategic location between India and China has immensely influenced
its foreign policy. In the current geopolitical climate, this location becomes
even more sensitive. Initiatives such as China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
and the US’ Indo-Pacific Strategy reflect broader strategic competition in the
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region. While Nepal has signed an MoU on BRI and is waiting for its effective
implementation, Nepal has refused to become a core member of the Indo-
Pacific Strategy (IPS). Nepal should accept all international commitments and
engagements, provided there is no departure from its principled stand on all
burning international issues. Maintaining a balance in relations does not mean
equidistance in all matters, but rather a principled approach rooted in national
interest. Clear communication and institutional coordination are essential to
avoid policy inconsistency (Bhattarai, Bista, & Adhikari, 2022).

Nepal, having transitioned from monarchy to a federal democratic republic,
has invested immense political and social capital in building democratic
institutions. However, democratic consolidation remains fragile. A weakening
global commitment to democratic norms could reduce international support for
governance reforms and accountability mechanisms. At the same time, Nepal
must recognize that democratic resilience begins domestically. Strengthening
institutions, ensuring judicial independence, promoting press freedom, and
addressing corruption are essential not merely to align with global norms but to
protect national stability.

Escalating Conflict in the Middle East

February 28 this year saw a complex and difficult turning point in the political
and security landscape of the Middle East, attracting world attention with
mixed reactions. Gen. Kenneth F. Mackenzie Jr., the 14th commander of

US Central Command, welcomed the death of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei as an opportunity and opined that the US should not squander this
moment, when Iran is uniquely weak and vulnerable. In his opinion published
in The New York Times on March 4, the future dialogue between the US and
Iran should not be a dialogue of equals. It should be between the victor and
the vanquished, requiring Tehran to accept an end to its nuclear program;
limitations on ballistic, cruise, and land-attack missiles; limits on proxy
forces; and, lastly, a declaratory policy that recognizes Israel’s right to exist
(McKenzie, 2026).

Similarly, foreign policy expert Thomas L. Friedman, writing in the same
issue of The New York Times, is critical of both Trump and Netanyahu and
states, “We must not let this war to bring democracy and the rule of law to Iran
distract us from the threats to democracy and the rule of law posed by Trump
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in America and by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel.” If the war
in Iran enables Netanyahu to win the Israeli elections, Friedman is afraid, the
Israeli Prime Minister might annex the West Bank, cripple the Israeli Supreme
Court, and make Israel an apartheid state, which would be a major blow to
American interests in the region beyond Iran (Friedman, 2026).

The recent escalation follows airstrikes by the US and Israel on Iran, which
prompted retaliatory attacks by Iran on US military bases in various Middle
Eastern countries, creating heightened tensions in the region. The ongoing war
has become a matter of global concern. Countries like Nepal in South Asia are
affected by the war in West Asia. Nepali migrant workers, numbering between
15 to 20 lakhs, who are employed in the Gulf countries like Qatar, Kuwait,
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, feel threatened by Iran’s retaliatory strikes in the
Gulf in response to the US and Israeli attacks (Adhikari, 2026).

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Government of Nepal, in an advisory to
Nepalis residing and working in the Gulf countries, has urged them to monitor
developments closely and follow precautionary measures recommended by
local authorities, urging them to stay safe amid escalating tensions. Nepal’s
embassies in Qatar, UAE, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, and Kuwait
have urged Nepali nationals to avoid unnecessary travel, remain vigilant,
follow host country security guidelines, and maintain regular contact with the
missions to ensure timely support and guidance (Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
2026).

Meanwhile, Nepal, which pursues a non-aligned foreign policy based on the
principles of Panchsheel and is committed to the UN Charter, has expressed
concern over the recent developments in the Middle East. It has urged all
parties involved to exercise maximum restraint, avoid actions that could
escalate tensions, and ensure the safety of civilians. Nepal would like to see
differences resolved through diplomacy and dialogue. Nepal has emphasized
the importance of respecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity of

all states in keeping with the UN Charter and international law. Precisely
speaking, Nepal believes in a rules-based international order (The Annapurna
Express, 2026).

As a result of soaring oil prices in the world market, Nepal has been forced to
reduce consumption of petroleum products, apart from introducing a two-day
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weekend. The new schedule applies to all government offices and educational
institutions nationwide. The extended weekend is expected to curb fuel use.
Nepal is also planning to facilitate the conversion of fossil fuel-based vehicles
to electric ones (EVs) (Nepal Energy Forum, 2026). Shortage of cooking gas
has already made residents of Kathmandu panicky. Hoarders, black marketers,
and profiteers have been warned not to exploit the critical situation arising from
the war in the Middle East.

Critics of the Iran war have blamed the US for underestimating the strength
and resilience of Iran and for American miscalculations on Iran. Brahma
Chellaney, a professor of strategic studies at the Center for Policy Research in
New Delhi, writes, “The future of the Middle East and the future of American
power seem to depend on whether America learns from its miscalculations

on Iran. If it does not, it will continue to be embroiled in wars that it cannot
decisively win, cannot wage cheaply, and cannot strategically justify
(Chellaney, 2026). A similar assessment is made by another professor of
Political Science at the University of Toronto, Carla Naerlef, who states, “The
current crisis in the Strait of Hormuz has made clear how power works in

the 21* century. It is a reminder that the greatest threat to America is not the
military expansion of China or the aggression of Russia, but rather the gradual
disintegration of the alliance system it has built since World War II”’ (Naerlef,
2026).

President Trump, who had threatened to completely ruin and destroy Iran and
its civilization if it did not reopen the Strait of Hormuz within the deadline,
agreed to a ceasefire for two weeks and negotiate with Iran to reach a definitive
agreement (Pager, 2026). Trump’s tone in the statement announcing the
ceasefire was conciliatory. Nepal has welcomed the ceasefire (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Nepal, 2026). If the US and Iran
could sit together and thrash out a peace deal, it would avoid the disastrous
consequences of war, as is evident from the four-year old Russia-Ukraine war,
the end to which is still not within sight. Likewise, the genocide in Gaza is a
shocking and horrible tale that defies human comprehension.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The global order is unquestionably fragile and volatile. It is too early to predict
whether a new global order will be in place following the fragmentation of
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the old order. The crisis of global order directly shapes economic prospects,
security considerations, democratic development, and environmental survival.

Due to the ongoing Russia-Ukraine War, Israel-Hamas confrontation in Gaza,
and the US-Israel-Iran War recently, the world is faced with a crisis of alarming
proportions. Commenting on the disintegration of the international order, Ikrem
Emamoglu, former Mayor of Turkey, states, “The basic assumptions of the

past three decades-that economic interdependence prevents war, that global
governance strengthens, and that technology expands freedom- are no longer
credible. Diplomacy is not dead, but its focus has shifted. As competition
between great powers intensifies, the responsibility for reducing tensions has
shifted to middle powers. If these powers work together, a new and balanced
international order can be built. The Iran crisis has shown that if we fail to
build such a new order, the world will be driven towards a world governed
solely by power. But, even in difficult circumstances, there is hope: such a
balanced and just order is possible (Emamoglu, 2026).

In times of global turbulence, small states must rely on strategic foresight,
diplomatic prudence, and domestic resilience. Nepal’s history demonstrates
an ability to navigate complex geopolitical landscapes. The present moment
demands the same wisdom, reinforced by institutional strength and clarity

of purpose. Nepal is required to continue its policy of nonalignment while
pursuing its national priorities and strengthening its multilateral engagements
through active participation in both the UN and regional forums, including
climate negotiations. Other relevant conferences and meetings focused on
enhancing Nepal’s capacity for economic growth would also reduce its over
dependence on remittances with renewed focus on export promotion and
regional connectivity, and strengthen institutions for democratic governance,
rule of law, and effective measures for curbing corruption. Nepal’s challenge is
not only to adapt to change but also to move forward with a sense of direction
in a rapidly changing world.
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Global Trend of International
Cooperation and Its Implications for
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Abstract

International cooperation is a very important tool in addressing global
challenges, like poverty reduction, increasing economic growth, addressing
climate change, pandemics, infectious diseases, migration, conflict, cross-
border financial crimes, energy and food security, terrorism. Solving these
issues is beyond the capability of any single country and call for joint efforts
of the international community. The latest figure shows the composition of
official assistance disbursement to Nepal; loans dominated with 86.85 percent
of total aid, reflecting a growing dependence on debt-led financial aid. Grants
accounted for about 14 percent, indicating limited non-repayable support.
Nepal needs to maximize efforts to seek foreign assistance in grants and
ensure that all loans are invested in productive sectors. Nepal needs to improve
governance system for effective service delivery, to control rising corruption
and slow aid delivery, which threatens donors’ willingness to continue and
increase support.

Keywords: international cooperation, global challenges, Nepal, overseas
development assistance, governance

International Cooperation

International cooperation is strategic voluntary collaboration between
sovereign states, international organizations, and non-state actors to address
shared challenges, achieve mutual goals, and manage global affairs. Such

* Mr. Kharel is the immediate past president of NCWA.
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support is essential for managing economic stability, prosperity, conflicts, and
climate change.

International cooperation emphasizes the following aspects:

o This is a framework or process where nations and actors work together,
ranging from bilateral agreements to multilateral organizations, e.g., UN,
IMF.

o While it promotes shared benefits, it is often fundamentally based on
aligning national interests to gain greater advantage through collective
action rather than individual action.

o The mechanisms of international co-operation involve treaties, international
dialogues, and treaties such as the United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS), and United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD).

While some experts’ views emphasize realistically that states prioritize
national interests and security, the growing complexity of challenges makes
co-operation necessary for the long-term prosperity of the country (UN, 1982);
(Keohane, 1984).

The following are key actors of international cooperation:

e Sovereign states: National governments
o International organizations: UN, WTO, IMF, etc.
e Regional organizations and regional banks: EU, BRICS, AIIB.

o Non-State actors: Multinational corporations, INGOs, NGOs, and
International Human Rights Organizations

The Importance, Trends, and Challenges of International Cooperation

Economic globalization has resulted in multiplier effects on the successes

and problems of individual states (Global Economics Institute, 2024). As we
know, advances in communication and technology have made the international
environment very interconnected. Global challenges include those issues that
have become so interwoven across the international arena that they require
collective action by the world community in order to be effectively resolved.

It is important to note that while some problems require collective action, all
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states enjoy prerogatives to act in their national interest within the framework
of international law. It is also essential to ensure that international responses
are fully consistent with the rule of law. In fact, international cooperation,
through positive practices, becomes a force for something good and substantial,
instead of allowing the nation-state to slide into chaos, and ultimately sink into
a condition of international anarchy.

Terrorism and political violence, as well as climate change and resource
scarcity, are other burning examples of global challenges. Conflict and security
challenges include terrorism, political violence, nuclear weapons proliferation,
and transnational organized crime (Maerli, 2007). Some other issues relate to
economic and social challenges, including trade, poverty, and drug abuse. It is
also prudent to include and suggest the need for international environmental
policy and cooperation (UNICJ, 2022). Governments should always seriously
think and act on how these global challenges can be tackled with effectively
and intime.

Some issues require international cooperation because these are so serious

that they are threats to the very existence of social, economic, and political
systems. Therefore, international cooperation is essential in addressing

global challenges, like poverty reduction, economic growth, climate change,
infectious disease, pandemics, migration, conflicts, terrorism, corruption, cross-
border financial crimes, and energy, water, food, and other critical resources, as
well as security issues, which are beyond the capability of any single country to
handle (Falk, 2024). These global challenges can never be solved without the
joint efforts of the international community.

The success of international cooperation requires practical articulation and
implementation of effective rules, timely decision-making and governance
mechanisms to bring all the stakeholders together and balance different
interests to achieve mutually beneficial results. Although the importance

of effective international cooperation in dealing with global challenges

is generally admitted, there are domestic and external factors hindering
international cooperation. Domestically, interdependence and external influence
of other countries threaten national interest and sovereignty uppermost in the
minds of citizens and politicians. In the short term, tackling global challenges
may be associated with domestically unpopular reforms, requiring trade-ofts
in terms of redistribution and protecting vulnerable groups, and immediate
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obstacles that are difficult to overcome. Globally, international cooperation
mechanisms with the participation of too many diverse interest groups and
sidelining the role of the United Nations and global economic governance
structures are being increasingly challenged and questioned by superpowers
and rising powers. The reform of international cooperation and governance
mechanisms is slow because of the vested interests of key stakeholders.
Therefore, responses to global challenges are possible only with (and are best
addressed through) coalitions of the willing.

There are some case studies of successful international cooperation efforts,
e.g., UN activities. Many examples of UN success and partial successes can be
cited. Some of the most significant concrete achievements are:

a. Disarmament: Efforts towards disarmament and arms control.

b. Achievements in health: Every major achievement in the health sector,
from the total eradication of smallpox under the WHO to the present
international efforts to control AIDS, has been developed and led by the
UN.

c. Development work: UNDP has developed MCH (Maternal and Child
Health) programs accepted by all developing countries.

Human Rights: in this respect, the UNCHR has had some successes. At the
national level, activities to bring offenders to court have increased due to the
UNCHR’s active involvement (UN, 1982).

The rapid globalization, increasing international interconnections, and
persisting global challenges require a strategic new approach to international
cooperation. National interests that have often been the dominant factors
shaping international cooperation need to be reconsidered because increasing
globalization gradually pushes national interests closer to the rules and
requirements of the global (rather than only national) economy or society.

It is true that failures of international cooperation are indeed considerable

and persistent, as exemplified by significant threats from climate change,
debt-induced financial crises, military conflicts, pandemics, nuclear security,
poverty, and global income disparities that require global solutions but
solutions to every issue are not easily available. Most effective international
cooperation traditionally stems from a dominant global power. After the Soviet
Union collapsed, the United States has been the strongest global power in terms
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of military capability, with the constellation of economic power including

the group of what has been called the G7 and G20. With the rise of economic
power of countries such as China and India and the dilution of economic power
within strong regional groups, the US and Europeans realize that democratic
elections and accountable governments alone do not guarantee political
stability, social peace, economic development, and freedom from corruption
(Acharya, 2018).

Therefore, it is believed that everyone is better off if countries work together.
By addressing global challenges, reducing risks, combining strengths, and
seeing our goals, which are shared goals in many areas, it is possible to
promote peace, order, and good governance. By doing so, it expands economic
opportunity and unlocks human potential, removing obstacles to commerce,
trade, investment, research, entrepreneurship, and innovation. It also helps
assure that those eager for prosperity have the opportunity to combine it with a
sense of humanity, modernization, and prosperity.

Global Situation of International Cooperation

Considering the positive and negative aspects of international co-operation
discussed in the previous chapters, the accepted view of international
cooperation is that it is a lifeline for millions of people worldwide. It is also
a key source of support for underdeveloped and developing countries. Over
the years, there has been a significant increase in Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA) globally.

In 2024, member countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) contributed over $212 billion in ODA globally, with a
fall of 7.1 percent. The US continued to be the largest Development Assistance
Committee (DAC) provider of ODA at around USD 63.3 billion, accounting
for 30 percent of total DAC ODA in 2024, followed by Germany (USD 32.4
billion), the United Kingdom (USD 18 billion), Japan (USD 16.8 billion),

and France (USD 15.4 billion). Gulf Economic Cooperation Council (GCC)
members, emerging economies such as India, South Africa, Brazil, and China
have also become a significant source of aid, but only four countries have
reached the UN-set target of a minimum overseas development aid (Parajuli,
2025).
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International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank, Regional
Banks, United Nations systems, Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank
(AIIB), and BRICS are also major sources of the ODA. Additionally, there
are other windows for development support, such as climate funds, peace and
security fund, and health-related funds.

In the present situation, development assistance focuses on a wide range of
areas, from good governance to fiscal policy adjustment, market liberalization,
sustainable development goals, life-saving humanitarian responses which

are based on key national interests of donor countries, with a substantial

rise among some donors; from 9 percent of ODA in Sweden, Norway and
Switzerland to 43 percent in UK supporting refugees in donor countries.
Further, bilateral aid has substantially risen, which means development aid
continues to be influenced by donor interests. There is also remarkable support
of NGOs, spending USD 50 billion in aid in 2023, with specific sectorial
priorities (Acharya, 2018).

The latest changes in US policy have resulted in a drastic decline in foreign
assistance, potentially close to 40 percent. Most of USAID’s activities and
MCC programs worldwide have been suspended or stopped. Many other
traditional donors, such as the UK, Germany, France, and others, have also
announced cuts in aid (Parajuli, 2025). These trends all indicate a changing
shift in the foreign aid landscape, immediately impacting development and
humanitarian funding for developing countries. The latest US policy shifts
and a large decline in its support also significantly impact the UN system,
with major cuts in programs and some agencies have already announced
retrenchment amounting up to 50 percent in staffing (Devinit, 2024). The
ongoing war such as Russia and Ukraine, as well as the one between the US-
Israel and Iran including missile and rocked attacks have caused widespread
deaths and destruction of individual homes, schools, hospitals, and businesses,
and energy infrastructures across those countries, as well as in Gulf countries.
Such war events also definitely cause a large decline in overseas development
support to developing and underdeveloped countries (Liu, 2023).

Nepal and Overseas Development Assistance (ODA)

Published data and different information details about international cooperation
in Nepal clearly indicate that Nepal has long benefited from overseas
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development assistance for its development programs. In 2010-11, foreign aid
in Nepal which was about USD 1.1 billion, which increased to USD 2 billion
in 2019-20, and rose to $2.4 billion in 2023-24. The latest amount constitutes
some 20 percent of Nepal’s development budget. It is reported that a significant
portion (65.7 percent) are loans, with 20 percent as grants and 10 to 15 percent
in technical assistance. The latest figure published by Nepal Rastra Bank
shows the composition of ODA disbursement to Nepal in FY 2024/025 AD
(2081/82 BS). Loans dominated with 86.85 percent of the total aid, reflecting
growing dependence on debt-financed aid. Grants accounted for 13.15 percent,
indicating limited non-repayable support (Ministry of Finance, 2026). Data on
technical assistance, however, was not available in Nepal Rastra Bank records.
It is commonly understood that increased loans mean increased fiscal burden
due to high debt servicing costs.

Nepal’s largest donor is the US, followed by China, India, Japan, the UK,
Germany, the EU, and other OECD members, as well as the IFIs and the
UN system (Ministry of Finance, 2026). Funding support from IFIs is also
influenced by their board members, who are mostly OECD donor countries.

Since 2019, the US government has provided over USD 700 million in aid
focusing on health, economic growth, democracy, governance, and food
security, and an additional USD 500 million in August 2023 for infrastructure
development in the energy and transportation sectors, with significant
contributions to Nepal’s growth and prosperity (Ministry of Finance, 2026).
US aid cuts have severely impacted Nepal’s development, with a slowdown
in sectoral development in several areas. It necessitates alternative methods of
financing development activities.

According to the statistics provided by the Ministry of Finance from 2010 to
2022, the US has provided 1 billion 607 million, 522 thousand dollars in grants
to Nepal. Similarly, China has given 1 billion 112 million 431 thousand dollars,
and India has provided 994 million 107 thousand dollars to Nepal. According
to the development report 2020-21, published by the Ministry of Finance,
China has become the largest donor by providing approximately 15 billion
rupees annually to Nepal (Ministry of Finance, 2026). Given the twelve years
of aid, the US is ahead of China and India due to the large grants that come
through MCC and USAID.
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With more and more resources being demand in Nepal to cope with poverty
reduction and to achieve prosperity, the decline in foreign assistance is likely to
threaten Nepal’s ambition to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals and
to graduate from the Least Developed Country status.

It is said that international cooperation and coordination of policies can reduce
the leakage and distortion of country-level measures. It can also provide
execution support in areas where countries have weak or inadequate capacity,
such as high volume and disease transfer under crisis response protocols in the
public health system. As a result, international cooperation can complement
national policies and promote global public goods among nations.

Conclusion

Nepal needs to improve its governance system for effective service delivery,
to control rising corruption and slow aid delivery, which threatens donors’
willingness to continue and increase support. It is also essential to maximize
efforts to seek foreign assistance in grants and ensure that all loans are
invested in productive sectors. Similarly, Nepal should prudently prioritize
its development programs with increased domestic funding and minimal
dependence on foreign assistance.

Increased remittances have resulted in a surge of liquidity in banks, but these
resources are mainly used for consumption, not as productive investments.
The Nepal government has the opportunity to help direct these funds to
finance productive sectors with attractive incentives and returns. For a win-win
situation, the government can encourage new measures such as debt swaps to
finance specific projects in the agriculture, health, and education sectors. The
government should honestly impose bold restrictive measures on unnecessary
expenses such as fringe benefits for politicians and bureaucrats, study tours,
purchasing expensive vehicles, and investment in unproductive infrastructure.
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Small States in the Shadow of Great
Power Politics

Dinesh Bhattarai”
Abstract

This article examines how small states navigate an international system
increasingly marked by a shifting geopolitical landscape and shaped by
intensifying great power rivalry, strategic competition, and a move toward
multipolarity. Moving beyond consideration of small states as passive actors
or mere objects in international affairs, the study argues that they can exercise
their influence through diplomatic agility, normative positioning, consensus-
building, and strategic multilateralism as purposeful partners. Drawing on
cases from regions such as the Indo-Pacific, Europe, and the Global South, the
article demonstrates how small states employ strategies of hedging, healthy
balancing, niche diplomacy, and international law to safeguard sovereignty and
expand policy options and space amid pressures from larger powers. It attempts
to discuss the condition of small states in a rapidly changing geopolitical
landscape and the rise of the middle power. It examines how small states,
drawing on their internal capacity and strong domestic foundations, balance
relations with emerging middle powers and sustain engagements in the UN
peacekeeping operations. Engaging with realism and liberal institutionalism,
the article explains how vulnerability can be transformed into leverage.

It highlights how small states use international organizations, economic
interdependence, and normative commitments—such as peaceful coexistence,
nonalignment and neutrality, and rule-based order—to resist coercion and
maintain strategic autonomy. The article discusses the possible perspectives
for a weak and vulnerable country like Nepal, perennially trapped in political
transition and located between two huge neighbors, India and China, in a
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rapidly changing geopolitical landscape. It briefly touches on how Nepal
conducts its foreign policy with its large neighbors and remains constructively
engaged with great powers and the broader international community. It argues
that in an era of renewed great power competition, the survival and relevance
of small powers depend less on material capabilities and more on their capacity
to institutionalize external relationships, diversify partnerships, and build
domestic capacity to influence international norms and standards to their
advantage.

Keywords: United Nations, multipolarity, small states, middle powers, geopolitics,
non-alignment, rule of law, Nepal, China, India, Russia, United States

Background

The domain of International Relations (IR) has always been challenging for small
states. Despite apparent equality of opportunity in the global arena, small states
are rarely treated as equal participants due to their limited foreign policy options,
security resources, and market size and leverage to influence. “The world has
never been structured to facilitate the survival of small states,” and “treating them
as disposable has been the norm through most of recent history” (Sarkissian,
2023). Power disparities have been a part of international politics from the very
beginning. Realists emphasized that power disparities left little space for the
weak to pursue their own positions. The ingrained assumption in IR is that lack
of autonomy is such a recurring feature of small states that it essentially defines
them (Goetschel, 1998).

They are often overlooked by the international community until security threats
begin to affect major powers. In an increasingly interdependent and interconnected
world, where connectivity has become a lifeline of nations, and great power
rivalry is being intensified, problems in one corner of the world quickly travel to
other parts. A distinctive line between domestic and international issues is getting
blurred. To quote late United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan, “problems
without passports” require greater attention to the foreign policy planning and
strategic roles of smaller states.

Though small in size and population, small countries have all the features of a
modern state, their own language, currency, central bank, an airline, ambassadors,
and a fine body of literature (The Economist, 1998). They have their own
independent foreign policy. According to The Economist, “For not only are there
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many more countries today than there were at the start of the 20™ century; the
forces of fragmentation are growing.” It further argues, “Small states are nothing
new, of course. The city-states of ancient Greece had a population smaller than
Iceland’s (population 270,000) today. Athens, at its peak in the age of Pericles,
had perhaps 200,000 people, slaves included. Renaissance Italy was also a world
of tiny city-states: Florence, that cradle of so much art, had some 70,000 citizens
in its heyday; Venice, the Hong Kong of the medieval world, had 115,000 (The
Economist, 1998). History is a witness that the city-states of ancient Greece have
been the cradle of civilization and art, like Florence, Venice, and Hong Kong of
the medieval world.

At times, small states went out of fashion in the 19" century as they were
considered too small to be economically viable. Giuseppe Mazzini, one of the
founding fathers of a unified Italy, thought that a dozen states were quite enough
for Europe. He dismissed the nationalism of the Scots, Welsh, and Irish on the
ground that their economies were too small to go it alone (The Economist,
January 3, 1998). 15 countries in the European Union (EU) have a population
under 10 million, jointly making up just 14% of the bloc’s 448 million (The
Economist, 2023).

Small states may possess deposits of rare earth minerals and precious natural
resources that great powers want. They even have comparative advantages in
some sectors, giving them a profitable niche business sector. This attracts the
attention of rich and powerful countries. Big powers prey on their resources,
making small states vulnerable. This makes small states “choose to be unaligned
or neutral (The Economist, 1998). Iceland is in NATO (North Atlantic Treaty
Organization), but outside the EU (European Union). It has no army; it never built
one. Itis to hold a referendum by 2027 on joining the EU (The Economist, 1998).
Norway is also in NATO and outside the EU. Until a few years ago, all these
small states thought they had the best of all worlds. In the course of time, large
states have turned into predatory global powers with imperialistic ambitions, and
little ones become their prey. As a NATO member, Iceland relies heavily on the
US for its security. But with US President Donald Trump backtracking on NATO
commitment and threatening to even withdraw from this “paper tiger,” the EU
and Iceland recently had talks about more defense cooperation (The Economist,
1998).
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The UN has 41 microstate members with a population of less than a million. At the
end of World War II, there were only two such states, Iceland and Luxembourg.
The number of small countries in the world has grown over the years. The UN
had 51 sovereign member states at the time of its formation in 1945, whereas it
is now composed of 193 sovereign member-states. A quick look at world history
reveals that states came into existence, grew, broke, and disappeared. Similarly,
great powers have emerged, risen, and declined.

State System in International Affairs

The modern state system is generally traced back to the Treaty of Westphalia
in 1648. Although political entities existed long before 1648, they operated
on different foundations. The ancient world witnessed expansive dynastic
empires, small city-states, and the vast Roman Empire, which included much
of the Western world (Ault, 1946). The Treaty of Westphalia is assumed to have
formalized the nation-state system by acknowledging that imperial authority
no longer commanded the allegiance of its constituent territories and the papal
authority could not be enforced everywhere, even in spiritual matters. Historian
Warren O. Adult summed up the results of the Peace of Westphalia as follows:
“By 1648 the state system was fully established in Europe. The Empire was an
empty shell. The claim of the pope to temporal sovereignty in Europe was, as an
effective force, a thing of the past” (Ault, 1946).

Small powers, in the words of Martin Wright, “are powers with the means
of defending only limited interests, and of most of them it is true that they
possess only limited interests” (Wright, 1946). Increasingly, small powers have
demonstrated a universality of interests and a breadth of vision that often go
beyond those of great powers. Power is an amorphous concept that is neither
measurable nor quantifiable, but has to be judged on the ability of individual
actors to influence the actions and behavior of others. Being weak, smaller
powers have less of a chance in conditioning the responses of other nations,
particularly since international systems are shaped by great powers who have
sought to ensure the systems’ survival as they reflect the stronger powers’ values
and capabilities (Khatri, 2001).

The concept of small states has evolved over time. The small state refers to physical
attributes, and small power is defined by behavior and the capability to play a
bigger role. A state can be small without being passive, isolationist, or inward-
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looking. Generally, a combination of factors has been used to define the term
“small state”: first, population size and geographical location, second, the ranking
scale of a state in terms of its capability; third, the relative influence exercised
by these states; and fourth, identifying characteristics through hypotheses on
what differentiates small states from other classes of states (Barston, 1973).
The UN is composed of many small nations. The number of UN member states
with populations fewer than 500,000 is about 20-25. The list of microstates with
fewer than 500,000 people includes Vatican City, Nauru, Tuvalu, Palau, San
Marino, Monaco, Liechtenstein, Seychelles, etc. (The Economist, 1998).

In the latter part of the 20™ century, there was a growth of independent countries
after the end of the Cold War in 1990. Small states are nothing new today.
According to The Economist, the proliferation has been due to the end of
colonial rule. 48 independent states came into existence in Sub-Saharan Africa.
This number was more than any other continent. Between 1960 and 1964, 25
new African countries came into being. The collapse of the Soviet Union alone
gave rise to 15 independent states known as the Commonwealth of Independent
States. This also witnessed the split of Eastern European countries, once under
the influence of communist Moscow. Slovaks seceded from the Czechs. After
the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Iron Curtain, East and West
Germany reunited, but Europe as a whole went from a continent of 32 countries
to one of 48. With populism both at the left and right at its peak, the rise of
identity politics has proliferated the number of small states (The Economist,
1998).

US Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan made a prophetic statement in 1993 that
ethnic conflicts promised to be savage. He said, “The defining mode of conflict
in the era ahead is ethnic conflict. It promises to be savage. Get ready for 50
new countries in the world in the next 50 years. Most of them will be born in
bloodshed” (Moynihan, 1993). Fault lines based on ethnic divides are deepening.
Forces of fragmentation in multiethnic, multicultural, and multireligious states
have grown. Prominent among them being Yugoslavia disintegrating into
Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro, and
Kosovo. The termination of the Soviet Union gave birth to Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Ukraine (Kazakhstan and Ukraine are no smaller
states). They have one thing in common- their journey from bipolar to unipolarity

34)




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

and then to multipolarity, along with a new set of challenges. Because of their
inbuilt vulnerabilities, with a few exceptions, they have been the worst victims
of their big neighbors’ design. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 is one such
example.

Changing Landscape of Geopolitics

The current geopolitical atmosphere is defined by profound instability, fluidity,
uncertainty, and deeper structural shifts. This changing zeitgeist (mood of the
moment) demands a strategy that precisely aligns with national interests and
navigates a rapidly transforming international system. The Cold War lasted from
1945 to 1990. At the end of the Cold War, political scientist Francis Fukuyama
famously proclaimed the “end of history,” meaning the onset of a liberal era with
no alternative (Fukuyama, 1992). More and more countries in Europe, Asia,
Africa, and Latin America have opened up and become more democratic. The
center of gravity of world politics started to shift towards Asia, once described as
the “killing fields,” has emerged as the world’s brightest spot. Asian economies
are growing. Today’s major news headlines come from Asia.

With the end of the Cold War came the primacy of geo-economics over geo-
politics. Countries began to look for markets for their products. Unipolarity
confirmed the unquestioned supremacy of the US. The acceleration of
globalization transformed the landscape in which institutions, states, and the
international community interacted, and introduced the new context, dimensions,
and dynamics in the conduct of foreign policy (Abbasi, 2024). Some countries
immensely benefited from globalization, became rich, while others became
impoverished. Globalization disproportionately widened political, economic,
and social inequality, generating a sense of “us versus them,” creating several
flashpoints.

The progression of the rules-based liberal international order has experienced
significant challenges. The UN seat of multilateralism is often bypassed, and the
UN Security Council has been paralyzed due to the frequent use of veto power
by the P5 nations. The multilateral system that was once practiced at the UN has
become shaky and fragile. With the rise of non-traditional security threats such
as climate change and the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, there has been a
proliferation of challenges described as “problems without passports” (Annan,
1999).
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With the preoccupation of the US with the global war on terror in Afghanistan
and the “disastrous” US invasion of Iraq in 2003, following the 9/11 terrorist
attacks on the US in 2001, combined with the globalization in retreat, the 2008
global financial crisis, and the reemergence of China as a great power, led to
the decline in the supremacy of unipolarity. Then began the inward-looking
tendency of nations taking shelter under protectionism, parroting the rhetoric
of patriotism, populism, and atmanirbharta (self-reliance), raising questions on
the superiority of Western economic and political models. This “led to a world
of three great powers: not only the US but also China and, to a lesser extent,
Russia” (Shidore, 2023).

The US under President Barack Obama proclaimed its “pivot” or “rebalance”
to Asia primarily in terms of geopolitics and foreign policy (Clinton, 2011).
Asia-Pacific, later rechristened as Indo-Pacific, became the centerpiece of the
regional security strategy of the US. It was basically what was called to cope
with challenges with a rising and more assertive China. Based on the impressive
growth of China, followed by India, the center of geopolitical gravity is rapidly
shifting to Asia. They have shown their preference for the middle way and are
actively exploring the “third space,” or “the middle ground,” and are developing
their own counter-narratives, such as the Asian Century, Chinese Century, the
African Century, and the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.

The US continued its turn to attention eastward. In 2021, President Joe Biden
declared, “I’m now the fourth United States President to preside over American
troop presence in Afghanistan: two Republicans, two Democrats. I will not pass
this responsibility on to a fifth” (Rondeaux, 2021). A senior administration
official was quoted as briefing reporters that one of the reasons for the
drawdown in Afghanistan was to “free up the time and attention and resources
from our senior leadership and our military to focus on what we believe are
the fundamental challenges of the 21st century. And they lie, fundamentally,
in the Indo-Pacific” (Waldman, 2021). This has led to devoting more military
and diplomatic resources to the Indo-Pacific region. Reports are in circulation
that Washington is considering allying with the Asia-Pacific a la NATO (Fong,
2026). The US grand strategy has consistently been to prevent the emergence of
rivals and regional hegemons.

President Trump’s instinctive preference appears to be a spheres-of-influence
arrangement with Russia and China (Shidore, 2023). He spoke of G-2
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arrangements with Beijing in Busan, South Korea, last year. This was seen as an
acceptance of reality. China and Russia share their hostility towards the US. They
entered into a “friendship without limits” agreement on February 4, 2022, and
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine followed on February 24, (Julienne, 2025). Taken
together with the October 7, 2023, Hamas terrorist attacks on Israel, they have
almost erased the concept of the rules-based liberal international order (RLIO),
which is composed of three main components: international rules and norms,
economic liberalism, and the universality of liberal democracy and human rights
among sovereign nation-states (Ikenberry, 2011). The RLIO enables some of
the world’s smallest and most resource-poor countries to attract the attention of
global elites and provides them with a cushion for survival.

At a time when big and powerful members in the international community are
mocking the UN Charter’s ban on seizing another state’s territory by force,
Russia, by brazenly doing it on Ukraine, and America’s talk of “annexing
Greenland and absorbing Canada as its 51st state,” there is a scary situation for
small and weak countries. The absence of the rule of law can be compared to an
intersection or crossroads without traffic lights, where reckless driving leads to
frequent accidents becoming the order of the day. In a world without rules, small,
weak, and developing countries have no chance of defending their national honor
and space, let alone bettering the lives of their people. This was manifested
on January 3, when the United States Special Forces carried out an operation
and picked up Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife from their
residence in Caracas. This was, in the words of the UN Secretary General, “in
contravention of the international rules” (The Economist, 2026).

In the ongoing US-Israel war on Iran since February 28, Tehran has shown
a remarkable resilience amidst major blows, firing missiles and drone salvos
on Israel, US regional bases in the region, and Gulf Arab states. The ongoing
Gulf crisis and tensions in the critical waterways of the Strait of Hormuz have
disrupted energy and food security globally. Countries far and wide are adversely
impacted socially, economically, and geopolitically. Singapore’s foreign minister
has termed it as an “Asian crisis” as around 80% of the oil and 90% of the gas
that usually pass through the Strait of Hormuz are bound for Asian countries
(The Economist, 2026).

Tehran’s chokehold on the Strait of Hormuz is a stark demonstration that control
of a critical waterway, technology, or even a company can give a government
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enormous sway in an interconnected global economy (Douglas, 2026). It reminds
us of the importance of physical geography in this era of hyperconnectivity.
China’s use of rare-earth minerals in its trade relations with the US is a case in
point. Beijing used its control of roughly 90% of the world’s supplies of rare-
earth magnets to checkmate the US in trade negotiations. By cutting off access to
metals used in cars, weapons, and electronics, Beijing forced US factories to idle
and Washington to soften its demands (Kantchev & Emont, 2026).

South Asia is an important region of the world. With three landlocked states-
Afghanistan, Bhutan, and Nepal- the Himalayan region is increasingly becoming
contested. The region is Indo-centric, with India being the largest country in the
region. Any discussion of the region begins and ends with India. The region’s
geopolitics and geo-economics appear to be greatly diverted from the path of
peace and prosperity. The largest regional cooperation organization, the South
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), has been sidelined by
the enduring rivalry between India and Pakistan. As Time Marshall observes,
both sides can agree on one point: “neither wants the other around” (Marshall,
2015). While the region is labeled as unstable and in turmoil, India stands as
an exception. According to The Economist (November 6, 2025), “India has not
always been as stable as it is today.” Taken together, this makes Asia’s economic
fundamentals stronger, projecting it as a bright spot. Amidst such positivity, there
are also potential political, economic, and social flash points and the longest
boundary disputes in the region that could unravel in Asia, making the Indian
subcontinent a potential center of conflict for the foreseeable future. A historian
and geopolitical expert, Michael Auslin has titled his book “The End of Asian
Century”, even before it begins. His discussion revolves around war, stagnation,
and the risks to Asia (Auslin, 2017). There are rival power blocs in the making,
indicating the potential return of spheres of influence, what Thucydides said
some 2500 years ago, “The strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what
they must” (Graham, 2018).

The Global South, once neglected and marginalized, is becoming increasingly
visible. Of the 193 countries in the UN, around two dozen qualify as middle
powers. The majority of them are in the global south, and some are in the global
north. If the global north is tied to military alliances, whereas countries in the
global south are nonaligned and pursue strategic autonomy/hedging. The middle
powers in the south have become stronger and richer than they were before, when
the NAM (Non-Aligned Movement) formally came into being in September
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1961. That was the height of the Cold War between the US and the Soviet Union.
Following the end of the Cold War and the onset of globalization, the global
south embraced the US global leadership overtly. Global North became the rule
setter, and Global South became the rule taker. The Global South also faced
some intrusive demands from the North on democracy, human rights, and good
governance.

There is a growing tendency for rich and powerful countries to have developed a
blatant disregard for the rule of international law. Their foreign policy choices are
seen to be increasingly driven by internal compulsions, and less and less relevant
to others’ concerns and to the principles and purposes of the UN Charter. Foreign
policy is becoming more transactional. There is an inward-looking tendency in
international relations. This was manifested in 2016 in Brexit in England, and
is further reflected in popular domestic slogans such as ‘Make America Great
Again’, ‘Build Back Better’, ‘China’s Rejuvenation’, and ‘Taking Centre Stage’,
which help to mobilize people and rouse their nationalist sentiments.

The pace of change creates a variety of new challenges, particularly for small
states. In the whirlpool of the rapidly changing geopolitics, challenges also
create opportunities. It is up to the concerned state to work carefully, critically,
consistently, and comprehensively on strategies that overwhelm challenges while
seizing emerging opportunities. After all, the success remains grounded in a
realistic and practical understanding of the international and regional environment
and a visionary leader’s single-minded pursuit of policy goals. Small states
are important actors in international relations. They are neither irrelevant nor
impotent. Yet they have been relegated to a second tier of international relations
scholarships, which deprives them of recognition for the strategic autonomy that
has been a recurring feature of their behavior. A quick look at the conduct of
small states shows that small states pursue a wide range of foreign policy goals
shaped independently of external pressures (Trends Research & Advisory, 2025).

Today, it seems that for the rich and powerful, no rules apply, and diplomacy,
debate, and dialogue remain sidelined in the conduct of foreign policy. It is
natural for any power to insist on its own interest. We must understand that
our neighbors are not alone in behaving the way they have been behaving to
advance their national interests, often at the expense of their neighbors. This
reality demands strengthening our domestic foundations and core capacities to
better withstand emerging challenges.
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Realities and Challenges of Small States in the Global System

Questions are raised on whether small countries can grow faster than big
ones. Kenichi Ohmae, the author of The Borderless World, discussed it in an
increasingly interlinked and interdependent world economy. Talking about
Singapore, he says, “Three million people, without their own sources of food or
water, have grown from a per capita GDP of $1,000 at independence to $24,000
today, and are host to 500 multinationals. What matters is leadership and vision”
(Trading Economics, 2026).

The world is run by the strength of ideas, not by size. Prosperity does not
come from the size of a country. Having a large market alone does not ensure
prosperity. In this age of advanced technology, the drawbacks of being small are
shrinking, and smallness should not automatically equate to helplessness. What
counts today is how much research the country is engaged in and how creative
and innovative it is to understand the complexities of the evolving international
situation, and the scale of its institutional strength. What marks have they been
able to make in international politics? Countries like Singapore, Qatar, Estonia,
and Luxembourg, with rather small populations, have effective governments
and skillful diplomatic establishments as the most valuable resource to confront
significant geopolitical and environmental challenges, transnational challenges
such as climate change, transnational crime, and rising geopolitical tensions
between China and the West.

Former Armenian President Armen Sarkissian argues that small states’ survival
can scarcely be taken for granted in an increasingly multipolar world whose
order, institutions, and norms are being torpedoed by the velocity of political,
geopolitical, social, and technological transformations. He insists that small states
can prosper and offer their citizens peace and stability even in an era of great-
power competition and widening geopolitical fault lines. Israel and Singapore
are cited to have ensured a harmonious relationship between leadership and
populace and won the trust and confidence of their people. He also claims that
large states desire dominance and small states seek stability” (Sarkissian, 2023).

The international system is dominated by big and powerful states. Multilateral
forums like the UN allow small states to present their diverse worldviews,
though big powers set the rules. Globalization, increased mobility, and rapid
technological advances have enabled countries once considered peripheral to
voice their concerns and claim a meaningful and stronger place in the global
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economy. Sarkissian argues that power no longer resides solely in the large states
but with small ones as well (Sarkissian, 2023). Investment in health, education,
and technology helps create safeguards to confront an adversarial environment,
as has been seen in the survival of Israel and its progress and prosperity.

Sarkissian lists three ingredients as fundamental to defining the character and
determining the fate of small states. They include: 1) a strong foundation of
identity and purpose premised on history, traditions, and culture, a sense of
belonging and unity among citizens, 2) national mission and strong leadership
playing a pivotal role in guiding citizens towards a shared purpose, and 3)
articulated vision and strategic planning to strategically navigate the complex
web of international diplomacy, leveraging relationships to their advantage.
He adds to these principal ingredients a coherent state structure, maintaining a
balance of power with strong institutions such as an independent judiciary and a
capable legislature to prevent the abuse of authority” (Sarkissian, 2023).

In the UN General Assembly, all members have an equal voice and vote.
Sarkissian suggests “small states to unite in a Small States Club that can
protect their interests, serve the common good of humanity, and act as an
inspiring model for others” (Sarkissian, 2023). Then only they can protect
their national space and protect their citizens even in an era of intensifying
great power competition, unsettling global order, and fast eroding rules-based
international order by bypassing the seat of multilateralism, aided and abetted
by geopolitical machinations, conflict, and war. Taken together, these are the
very factors that pose risks for smaller states.

Several small countries—such as Singapore, Botswana, Switzerland, Ireland,
Estonia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Israel—have achieved
remarkable success despite limited size by relying on strong identity, strategic
vision, prudent governance, smart foreign policy, investments, and investment
for the future to pursue clear national missions. Sarkissian argues, “big states
suffer problems of cohesion, small states suffer the consequences of weakness”
(Sarkissian, 2023). Recent records show smaller states losing territory to big
and powerful neighbors. Big and powerful states have failed to impose their
will on weak and smaller states, as reflected in Russian experiences in Ukraine
and American experiences in Afghanistan. Singapore became Singapore thanks
to the leadership of Lee Kuan Yew. Botswana is “a diamond in the rough”, as
Sarkissian puts it, “a model of economic prudence and efficient governance in
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Africa”. A trio of European countries makes it into his collection: Switzerland,
which has made a virtue out of neutrality; Ireland, formidably well-connected
as well as “compassionate, open and global”; and impressively pragmatic
Estonia, which has changed beyond recognition since its Soviet days to become
a pioneer of simplified taxation and e-government (Sarkissian, 2023).

In a political landscape that is full of uncertainties, contradictions, and challenges,
the message is to govern well, develop a set of strong institutions such as an
independent judiciary and a capable legislature, let national institutions operate
as per the rule of law to prevent abuse of power, develop a strong foundation of
national identity and purpose with a national mission and vision. It is equally
necessary to have a leader whom people trust. By actively demonstrating a
commitment to ensuring good governance and combating corruption, small
states earn the trust and confidence of their citizens. Tom Long concludes that
small states’ interests, actions, and ideas must be given greater weight for their
part in constituting great powers’ international positions, shaping the web of
international relationships, and making up much of the content of international
politics (Long, 2022).

How Small States Keep the UN Peacekeeping Going

Article 33 of Chapter VI of the UN Charter encourages member states to seek
solutions by negotiation, enquiry, mediation, conciliation, and arbitration to
settle their disputes by peaceful means of their own choice (United Nations,
1945). When parties to the dispute seek to settle their disputes by such means as
mediation, monitoring, and disarmament under the aegis of the UN, such efforts
have found acceptability across the world.

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is entrusted with the most
important function of primary responsibility for the maintenance of international
peace and security. It was never intended to have its own fighting force and
realize this goal militarily. Instead, it vows to promote social progress and better
standards of life in greater freedom. Peacekeeping has evolved into one of the
main instruments used by the UN to ensure the maintenance of international
peace and security. In the post-Cold War era, UN peacekeeping operations have
become more complex. As the complexities grew in peacekeeping operations,
the traditional form of peacekeeping arrangements proved to be insufficient in
dealing with the realities on the ground.
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The beauty of working under the UN is that there is burden-sharing, and all
troops contributing countries send their missions under the aegis of the world
body. Countries become ready to shoulder the responsibility for the maintenance
of international peace and security around the world under the principles of
sovereign equality.

UN functions as the “protector of the weak and voice of the small.” In his State
of the Union address on January 30, 1961, US President John F. Kennedy made
a plea to the smaller nations of the world, “to join with us in strengthening”
the United Nations, “which is far more essential to their security than it is to
ours-the only body in the world where no nation need be powerful to be secure,
where every nation has an equal voice, where any nation can exert influence not
according to the strength of its armies, but according to the strength of its ideas.
It deserves the support of all (Kennedy, 1963).

Small states have a great role to play in the UN. Addressing the Irish Parliament
in Dublin on June 28, 1963, President Kennedy spoke to remind “the small
nations that they, too, can and must help build a world peace. They, too, as we
all are, are dependent on the United Nations for security, for an equal chance to
be heard, for progress toward a world made safe for diversity.” He appreciated
the commitment and dedication to world order and said, “The peacekeeping
machinery of the United Nations cannot work without the help of the smaller
nations, nations whose forces threaten no one and whose forces can thus help
create a world in which no nation is threatened” (Kennedy, 1963).

The then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said of small states that they “are
more than capable of holding their own,” and that “their contributions are the
very glue of progressive international cooperation for the common good.” He
referred to “Nepal among the stalwart nations” consistently ready to contribute
troops, police, and observers, and to take other steps to improve the UN’s overall
readiness (Annan, 1998).

Rise of Middle Powers

In recent years, the landscape in geopolitics and geo-economics has structurally
altered. India, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Indonesia, Brazil, Mexico, Turkey,
and South Africa are members of the G-20 (with the addition of the African
Union, it has become G-21). Middle powers object to the watering down of the
“common but differentiated responsibilities” principle on climate change. During
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the heydays of G-77 and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), the Global South
demanded redistributive justice under the rubric of ‘new international economic
order at the UN in 1974. The G-4 coalition (India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan)
is at work to further consolidate the role of middle powers.

At a time when the world is confronting a disorienting reality, and the architect
of the rules-based international relations is discarding the old rule book and
bypassing all accepted norms and standards, Canadian Prime Minister Mark
Carney came out boldly at the annual meeting of the World Economic Forum in
Davos, Switzerland, in January 2026, and said the world “is at a rupture, not in
transition.” He said that intermediate powers like Canada are not powerless, as
they have the capacity to build a new order that honors values such as respect
for human rights, sustainable development, solidarity, sovereignty, and the
territorial integrity of various states. He emphasized that, “The power of the
less power starts with honesty” (Carney, 2026). He added, “We live in an era of
great-power rivalry, where the rules-based order is fading, and the strong can
do what they can, and the weak must suffer what they must. And this aphorism
of Thucydides is presented as inevitable, as the natural logic of international
relations reasserting itself” (World Economic Forum, 2026).

States pursued value-based foreign policies and prospered under the rules-
based international order, acting within the limits set by institutional rules and
principles. They benefited from the order and its predictability. But lately,
the “might is right” has returned, and great powers are using their strength as
coercion against the weak, with tariffs as leverage, financial infrastructure as
coercion, and the exploitation of vulnerabilities. Connectivity has become a
source of subordination to the powerful.

Of the ten countries with populations of over 100 million, only the US and Japan
are prosperous (The Economist, 1998). Several small countries have also achieved
their highest Gross Domestic Product. A set of rising nations in the Global South
is working together and posing a challenge to the supremacy of Washington’s
supremacy. Several economic groupings of middle powers indicate the collective
strength of the Global South as manifested in groups of G-77 and China within
the UN. G-20, BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa), initially of
five large countries, is now expanding, and MINT (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria,
and Turkey) is yet another economic grouping in the making.
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Alasdair Roberts, in his book Superstates: Empires of the Twenty-First Century,
describes the growing dominance of the world’s largest political entities-China,
India, and the US (Roberts, 2023). He argues that by 2050, about 40 percent of
the global population will live in these countries. “The international order that
is emerging in the twenty-first century,” Roberts writes, “is distinguished by
dramatic differences in the scale of states.” “Superstates,” he says, are “hybrid
polities, governing vast territories and diverse populations, and having important
features of both empires and states, and they are vulnerable to a host of threats:
external attack, rebellion, climate change, disease, growing internal disparities,
shifts in economic competitiveness, and uneven technological development”
(Menon, 2024).

Middle powers are acquiring self-confidence and a sense of entitlement, and
do not want to be patronized by the West. Indeed, middle powers are the new
architects of the world order (Djalal, 2024). They are “having a moment”
(Shidore, 2023). Their common interests lie in defending multilateralism,
which they think is an essential part of statecraft. Multilateralism is considered
the most ideal forum for solving systemic problems like climate change and
pandemics. It is multilateralism that provides space for middle powers and
the global south to step in and contribute to stabilizing the world order. At a
time when the seat of the rule-based international relations like the UN, World
Trade Organization (WTO) and related architectures of the collective problem
solving and respecting sovereignty; territorial integrity, the prohibition of the
use of force, is under threats, Carney insists that middle powers “must develop
greater strategic autonomy, in energy, food, critical minerals, in finance, and
supply chains. A country that can’t feed itself, fuel itself, or defend itself has few
options. When the rules no longer protect you, you must protect yourself.” We
need to be both principled and pragmatic. He says, “the middle powers must act
together, because if we’re not at the table, we’re on the menu” (Careny, 2026).

A Yam between Two Boulders: Nepal as Anchor of Peace

Judged by conventional measures of size, power, influence, and compared to
its immediate neighbors, India and China, Nepal has been described as “small,
weak, and one of the least developed states” (Dahal, 2001). Nepal is 23 and 68
times smaller than India and China, respectively. Nepal’s population of about 30
million is almost 46 times smaller than India’s and 47 times smaller than China’s
(Panday, 2026). Nepal is considered small when viewed through the lens of
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its neighbors. By present-day global standards, however, Nepal is not a small
country in terms of population or landmass.

When World War I broke out in 1914, there were only a small number of
recognized sovereign countries in the world, and Nepal was one of them. With
a sound foreign policy in place and relations with the British on an excellent
footing, Nepal’s Prime Minister Chandra Shumsher Rana paid an official visit to
England in 1908. He was the first to do so since Prime Minister Jung Bahadur
Rana visited in 1850 (Sever, 1993). In August 1914, Prime Minister Chandra
Shumsher wrote a letter to be transmitted to the Viceroy in London, in which he
stated, “In the event of a continental war, the whole military resources of Nepal
are at His Majesty’s disposal. We shall be proud if we can be of any service,
however little that may be. We have spoken of our friendship on many occasions.
Should time allow, we hope to speak in deeds” (Sever, 1993).

Remarkably, Nepal has never lost its independence throughout its long history.
The Treaty of Sugauli of 1816, though it cost Nepal some territory, established
defined borders and laid the foundation for its continued independence in
the present-day Nepal. Nepal remains a rare example of an Asian nation that
maintained its freedom and identity amid the great geopolitical upheavals of
the 19" and 20™ centuries. While much of Asia yielded to European colonial
domination, Nepal skillfully preserved its sovereignty through a combination
of diplomatic prudence, military strength, and strategic engagement with both
British India and China. Prime Minister Juddha Shumsher Rana offered to
provide a Gurkha contingent to the Allied cause at the time of the Munich crisis
of September 1938. He underscored the independence of Nepal and reinforced
the distinction between Nepal and the Indian princely states by making his offer
of help directly to the British government in London (Sever, 1993).

Nepal prides itself on maintaining an independent foreign policy and sovereignty.
Addressing the 15" UN General Assembly in September 1960, Nepal’s Prime
Minister B. P. Koirala said, “Nepal is a small country in terms of economic
and military resources and strength, but it is fully conscious of its responsibility
and the role it has to play in the deliberations of the United Nations as one
of its members. We believe in the independent exercise of our judgment in
considering international issues.” He added, “My country is fiercely proud of its
independence, which we have never wholly lost” (Koirala, 1960). Nepal pursues
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an active, independent, and balanced foreign policy based on the Five Principles
of Peaceful Coexistence (Panchsheel), nonalignment, and international law, and
has been making immense contributions to the maintenance of international peace
and security under the aegis of UN peacekeeping missions. Nepal’s constructive
and positive role in the maintenance of world peace and security has been widely
acclaimed by the international community. Nepal currently stands as the largest
troop contributing country to UN peacekeeping missions. It has also been sending
the largest number of female peacekeepers to these missions. Our contributions
to peacekeeping are a source of national pride. Nepali peacekeepers are widely
regarded as both desirable and reliable in UN missions. So far, 74 peacekeepers
have made their ultimate sacrifice for the cause of peace, and 77 have been
disabled (Nepali Army, 2026).

One of the most influential diplomats of the modern era, Henry Kissinger, offers
a compelling insight in his book “World Order.” He writes, “For centuries, Nepal
skillfully balanced its diplomatic posture between the ruling dynasties in China
and those in India- offering letters and gifts that were interpreted as tribute in
China but recorded as evidence of equal exchanges in Nepal, then holding out
a special tie with China as a guarantee of Nepal’s independence vis-a-vis India”
(Kissinger, 2014).

The world is witnessing an intense rivalry between the US and China. China’s
unprecedented economic progress since its “economic reforms and opening up”
in 1979 has witnessed dramatic and transformative forces that have propelled the
emergence of Asia as the global center of gravity. This has been the economic
and geopolitical reality. China’s rise is reflected in the launching of the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI)-described as the “project of the century”- as a centerpiece
of its rise in Asia and beyond (Callebs, 2017). India is already the world’s
fourth-largest economy. Based on the impressive growth of China followed by
India, the center of geopolitical gravity has thus arrived at Nepal’s doorstep.
In the changing geopolitical landscape, Nepal confronts balancing relations
with rapidly rising power China, its traditional neighbor India, and the only
superpower, the US. Nepal thus finds itself at the heart of a triangular contest
unfolding on its own soil.

With immediate neighbors India and China having reached the global top table
and gained prominence, Nepal risks being on the menu, though not at the main
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table. Its geography places it in a delicate position. As the only superpower, the
US looks to every corner of the world for friends and carves a space to deny its
possible adversaries any chance. In the present context, China is the only country
that can challenge the US. Nepal and China share a common border. The US
considers Nepal “as a neighbor on the other side of the globe” (Reagan, 1983).
Nepal faces a difficult and delicate task in managing its foreign policy, security,
and national interests without being pressured, dominated, or drawn into rivalry
between its neighbors and the US.

How Nepal calibrates its foreign policy with this in mind is essential to Nepal’s
historic independence, sovereignty, and prosperity. Nepal will have to integrate
strategic foresight into its foreign policy to manage its relations with New
Delhi, Beijing, and Washington. While seeking to balance its desires to maintain
strategic autonomy with the need to secure material benefits, without upsetting
development partnerships with any of them.

Nepal pursues an independent foreign policy with non-alignment at its core. The
principles of rules-based international order premised on the foundations of the
Panchsheel- five principles of peaceful co-existence, are of prime importance
for all nations like Nepal for their existence. Kathmandu has remained truly
nonaligned on security issues. Nepal’s nonalignment is not a passive neutrality,
but a dynamic one, where each issue is judged on its own merits and positions
are taken to protect its national interests. This approach is manifested in Nepal’s
engagements in its neighborhood, the wider region, and beyond. It remains
economically engaged with all its traditional friends and donors seeking their
goodwill, support, and cooperation to improve the living standards of its people.

An effective foreign policy demands a strong domestic foundation. Strength
abroad comes from strength at home. Nepal’s society suffers from eroded
moral norms, poor governance, and weak accountability, as manifested in the
violent Gen Z revolt of September 8 and 9, 2025. This was an explosion of
public grievances rooted in persistent political instability, short-term politicking,
and patronage at the cost of meritocracy. The country needs transparent, ethical
leadership, trust in public institutions, and a stronger democratic bond between
leaders and citizens. Moral integrity must guide not only the public but, above
all, those in government.

Seated between two large and rising global powers, China and India, Nepal finds
itself at a strategic crossroads. At this critical point and time, Nepal must mind the
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century-old aphorism in terms of governance and parliamentary politics, “Where
you stand depends on where you sit.” It is equally true of geopolitics. King
Prithvi Narayan Shah’s notion, “Nepal is a yam between two stones,” derives
from this geographical analogy (Shaha, 1973). Nepal’s geography, history, and
culture are tied with that of its neighbors and the region as a whole. Nepal has
relied on its neighbors for its international trade and economic development. It
is time to accept reality, be pragmatic, and stop pretending that everything is
hunky-dory. The pressing need is to fix the domestic front and build strength at
home to gain strength abroad.

Though geographically far apart, Nepal remains vulnerable to the ongoing Gulf
crisis. As Nepal imports all its petroleum products, there has been an immediate
impact at home with oil prices going up and impacting transport, agriculture, and
manufacturing, and increasing overall consumer prices. With the Gulf region
in tension, a significant portion of Nepali workers are threatened with their
employment and remittances. A prolonged crisis will impact its trade and supply
chains. If the crisis persists, Nepal will have to evacuate its citizens, possibly
in coordination with multilateral organizations, and engage them at home. This
appears to be the most significant challenge facing the new government.

Conclusion

Nepal should always act in what is in Nepal’s interests and align itself with
time-tested principles. Nepal’s interests must come first, and never hesitate to
uphold the long-standing principles and positions consistently, and objectively
so as not to allow any powers, no matter how close or big or small, how friendly,
to dictate to us. Foreign policy should be respect-centric and trust-based. That is
possible only if we conduct ourselves in a principled and credible manner. The
founding prime minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, opined that the survival of
small states “depends upon world conditions. It doesn’t depend on [small states]
alone. It depends on whether there is an international environment that says that
borders are sacrosanct and there is the rule of law” (Yew, 2013).

Great powers are increasingly seen as unpredictable. The US is retreating from
its long-standing role as the leader of an international rules-based order. It is
using its economic and military power to coerce other nations into toeing its
line. The rule of law is at its weakest point. Small powers/states are fragile actors
and suffer from multidimensional vulnerabilities and remain exposed to outside
influences. They need to be pragmatic, balanced, and dynamic, not driven by
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ideological considerations. Thorough homework and sound preparation will only
produce resilience in these turbulent times to weather the storm. The leadership
backed by skilled, dedicated, and patriotic professionals with knowledge of
foreign languages can steer their nations skillfully, even amidst their lack of
material resources and hard-power capabilities.

Small powers should go vocal to project their positions, and be incredibly
persuasive, who “could sell ice to Eskimos,” to survive in the anarchical
international system and avoid being maneuvered in international relations
dominated by great powers. There is a popular Nepali saying - “Bolne ko pitho
bikchha, nabolne ko chamal pani bikdaina,” which roughly translates as “the one
who eloquently speaks can sell flour while the one who cannot talk cannot even
sell rice.” It matters more how you say or present something than what you say.
The wisdom of this traditional Nepali saying applies as powerfully to diplomacy
and statecraft, where the ability to communicate or articulate persuasively often
determines success.

Nepal has been unable to leverage its rich natural resource base, strategic location,
and its immense contributions to the maintenance of international peace and
security under the aegis of the UN peacekeeping mission to project its position.
Lee Kuan Yew said, “A nation is not great by its size alone. It is the will, the
cohesion, the stamina, the discipline of its people and the quality of their leaders
which ensure it an honorable place in history” (Yew, 2013). What matters most
is visionary leadership for the nation.
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Foreign Policy and Geo-politics
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Abstract

Collective desire of people, national interest and economic prosperity are the
basic factors behind defining foreign policy of most of the countries. Nepal’s
foreign policy too, in principle, gives emphasis on meeting the aspirations of
people and preserving the national independence and territorial integrity. In
the light of emerging geo-political realities, Nepal needs to develop dignified
relationship with the two immediate neighbouring countries on the win-win
basis formula. However, in the present globalized world, it is not sufficient to
confine our priorities to achieving a balance only with our nearest partners at
a time when global powers are expanding their interest overtly or covertly to
expand their sphere of influence. It is necessary to ensure that their assertive
behaviour does not upend our basic principles that guide our national interest.
So, framing a unanimous policy among the major parties is vital to safeguard
the sovereignty of the country. This paper mainly focuses on the need of drastic
change in our foreign policy approach and perspective to resist the unfriendly
pressure and provocation that go against our national interest.

Keywords: Policies, global power, national interest, and mutual understanding.
Introduction

We are living in a world that is marked by a series of turmoil because of the
conflicting interests of the powerful countries, evoking the fear of third world
war that will, most likely, be the nuclear war culminating into a havoc not
experienced in the first and Second World War. Apart from the armed conflict in
the Middle East, Africa and the war between Russia and Ukraine, the hardening
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positions of the powerful countries on trade tariffs could also ignite a major
war anytime if the concerned parties do not apply wisdom and prudence taking
lesson from the previous wars. This is just not a speculation if we analyze how
the great wars in the past were triggered due to the arrogant and narrow blind
nationalist outlook of certain leaders, to satisfy their egos by thrusting the
world into a catastrophic quagmire. We have seen the end of the cold war could
not eliminate the possibility of the hot war because of yesterday’s ideological
rivalry has been replaced by economic hostile competition. Though idealism

is arguably the founding tradition of the international relation theory (Walker,
1993), in reality idealism is no more pursued by the relevant centres of power.
In this regard, Waltz writes:

The locus of the important causes of war is found in the nature and
behaviour of man. War results from selfishness, from misdirected
impulses, from stupidity...If these are the primary causes of war, then
elimination of war must come through uplifting and enlightening men or
securing their psychic social adjustments (Waltz, 1959).

Waltz reminds that we have to raise our awareness and then eschew the narrow
selfish nationalism to create a civilized world free from war. The high level of
awakening is required also in the framing of foreign policy as the following
lines suggest:

Foreign policy assumes that foreign relations constitute an area requiring
practical knowledge and experience, just as a blacksmith’s shop is an
area of requiring practical knowledge and experience (Jones, 1970).

Jone is trying to impress the readers that foreign policy is a specific area of
political activity. In Nepal’s case, we should not lose sight of our historical
background, particularly the era of then king Prithivi Narayan Shah who
foresaw the rationality of being cautious while dealing with overseas countries
and adopting a win-win policy in the dealing with the two immediate
neighbours. Without realizing our historical background, we cannot assess
whether our present policy is appropriate to meet the challenges in the light of
the domestic and international events. This is what the former Iraqi president
says:
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To abandon the past is expressive of a formal adherence and superficial
affiliation to contemporaneity, whilst to relinquish the forward moving
present with its requirements and laws is to formally adhere to the past in
a manner which is neither human nor revolutionary (Iskandar, 1980).

Saddam Hussein’s views imply that countries past should not be overlooked
while confronting grave situations in the present. Similar views are expressed
by an Indian diplomat:

Whether or not our response to the challenge that we faced in the arena
of international relations met our national interest. Were they adequate,
or could we have chosen appropriate for our requirement and aspirations?
Did we go wrong and, if so, why? (Dixit, 1998)

Dixit’s views reinforce the idea that we should turn to the past to assess the
present and act accordingly. History should be a school of life experience and
struggle too. Similar opinions are echoed by an Indian leader:

My fascination for history was not in reading about old events that
happened in the past but rather in its relation to the things that led up to
the present. Only then did it become alive to me, otherwise it could have
been an old thing unconnected with life or the world (Nehru, 1982).

Nehru’s perspective on history highlights a profound shift from viewing the
past as a static archive of dead events to seeing it as a vibrant map of human
evolution. For Nehru, the value of history lies strictly in its “relation to the
things that led up to the present,” suggesting that disconnected facts are
secondary to the underlying narrative of cause and effect. This philosophy
transforms the historian from a mere record-keeper into a bridge-builder who
connects ancestral struggles to modern realities. By making history “alive,”
Nehru argues that we can better navigate our current world, treating the past as
a repository of lessons rather than a collection of dusty relics.

Analysis/ Discussion

If the former Soviet Union had not embarked on rapid industrialization

and agricultural revolution after the end of Zars’ rule, it would have been
impossible to defeat Hitler army in the Second World War, and soon after
become super power by 1949 (Cheremukhin, 2013). No countries can survives
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unless they become politically independent, free form the influence of the outer
forces in their internal affairs, and economically self-dependent in a relative
sense on the strength of revolution in agriculture along with industrializations.
Similarly, Chinas rise a super power is the consequence of its political and
economic independent after 1949 that enabled the country to pursue the goals
of all-round development (Lin, Cai, & Li, 2003). Nepal should take lesson
form the example and accelerate economic development exercising

In the light of the importance of historical perspective and principles of non-
alignment, it is still relevant in the case of Nepal’s diplomacy and foreign
relations. This does not mean that non-alignment policy should be defined
something as passive or unjust neutrality; it is just to make an introspection
whether our past international behaviours were in accordance with the basic
spirit of non-alignment principles. For example, our policy to the ongoing war
between Russia and Ukraine have come under criticism because of Nepal’s

tilt to Ukraine in the voting in the UN. The crux of the criticism lies behind
the notion that Nepal perceived the war just between two countries ignoring
the fact it was a proxy war between two blocks represented by American led
NATO countries and Russia (Shrestha, 2023). It was a war triggered by the
geopolitical factors between two power centres for expanding their sphere of
influences. The USA tried to mediate between the two countries to end the war
even by pressurizing Ukraine to concede the demand of Russia even at the cost
of territorial sacrifices, by reversing the earlier stance of isolating Russia to
prevent it from achieving its war objectives.

Nepal should have been cautious enough to foresee the future development that
now validate the argument why Nepal should have remained neutral over the
war between the two dominating power centres. The case of Ukraine has given
a clarion call that no country can preserve its territorial integrity and national
independence by blindly relying on other countries. It is historically proven
fact that superpowers do not lend support to any country without their own
long term geopolitical interest. America has not hidden its agenda of fulfilling
its business interest by playing the role of a mediator between the two countries
after having seen that the war did not go as desired by it and its European allies
even after having given massive economic and military support to Ukraine
(Adhikari, 2024).
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Superpower countries geopolitics is further exemplified by the recent American
action against the Venezuela government led by Nicholas Maduro who is

now in the custody of American government. The Venezuelan episode is a
continuation of America’s overt policy of taking unilateral action to serve

its economic interest, with no disguise and pretence, ever since the first Gulf
war in 1991 (House of Commons Library, 2026). It shows how vital is to
understand the world politics with full caution and care as it is not easy as we
think. The following remark is quite relevant:

If we seek to understand changing global conditions, it is important

to be humble in recognizing limitation of our understanding of world
politics, and at the same time, inquisitive about its character. The task of
interpretation is complicated because the world is complex (Blanton &
Kegley, 2017)

The example should serve as reminder for countries like Nepal that if we do
not pursue our policy of international relations prudently, we may have to
confront the fate of Ukraine and Venezuela as Nepal is located strategically
from geopolitical point of view. The aftermath of gen Z movement and the
successive chaotic politics in the country leave no doubt that alignment with
any power will invite further ruin and destabilization of the country. If we

fail to assert our independent policy and continue the policy of appeasing

big power, our very survival will be in jeopardy. We cannot simply absorb
everyday relations without giving theoretical meaning to it. The following lines
are apt in this regard:

Rarely are the question of contemporary international relation as clear cut
as this. Nor is it generally a simple case of either or when it comes to the
machination of actors on the international scene. More often them not,
we are concerned with multiple shades of grey when making judgment
about complex foreign policy and security issues. Political realism
demands the policymakers to consider the specific historical and political
factor in making judgement about the working of their objective laws
(Devetak, George, & Percy, 2017).

Devetak and Percy mean to say that realism has been the dominant theory of
international relation. Accordingly, efforts should be made to maintain working
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balance among the countries of great power. The rise of the nonstate actors

has become a reality of the present world, and it has changed the nature of
diplomacy and system of international relations. In such a context, Nepal’s
diplomacy should incorporate a clear conception of national purpose, prudence
and skill in the use of tools of statecraft. In the given background Nepal cannot
remain aloof and indifferent to the emerging trend of geopolitics. The lesson
Nepal must draw is that change is the only constant element in politics. So,
prudence demands to act according to the changed situation as suggested
below:

The new geopolitics has also made a considerable impact outside Europe
and North America, and since 1980’s, much interest has been shown in
it in the two most popular countries in the world, India and China. The
most significant development in India has been the establishment of

the centre for the study of geopolitics at the University of Chandigarh
(Groom, 1994).

The gen Z episode in Nepal is a signal how geopolitics can impact the
internal state of politics if not handled properly before it takes its devastating
roots. Had the political leaders taken a unanimous stand on issues of far
consequences, such developments could have either been checkmated or
foiled beforehand. Our past is a testimony how political parties are have
shown lack of farsightedness and sense of accountability. Whether regarding
treaties with neighbouring country or the agreement with overseas country,
we have abandoned the common understanding of not entering any alliance
that may impact our national security and sovereignty (Simkhada, 2024). Past
record amplifies that our ‘mainstream’ political party leaders are more scared
of foreign power than the wrath of people of our country. Now the emerging
development in the world and current event in the country should awaken
the political party leaders to change their political behaviour if they want to
prevent Nepal from becoming another Ukraine. It is time to realize that the
country cannot move forward by being more concerned about other countries
interest than our own.

Conclusion

In the context of the emerging geopolitical trend, the only safe way out for
the country is to embark on the path of relative self-reliance in this era of
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interdependence. Stalin has rightly said:

No one denies that there exists a dependence of our national economy
on world capitalist politics. No one denies this or has denied it, just as
no one denies that there exist a dependence of every country and every
national economy, not excluding the American national economy, on
international capitalist economy. But this dependence is mutual. Not only
does our economy depend upon the capitalist country, but the capitalist
countries, too, depend upon our economy, upon our oil, our grain, our
timber and, lastly our boundless market. We receive credits, say, from
Standard Oil. WE receive credits from German capitalists. But we
receive them not because of our bright eyes, but because the capitalist
countries need our oil, our grain and our market for the disposal of their
machinery (Stalin, 1975).

What Stalin means to say is not absolute independence of countries, rather he
means that our country depends upon other countries just as other countries
depend on our national economy. It is possible to accomplish the goal of
relative economic independence by changing our policy and perspective
particularly in the field of international relation. More focus should be given
on industrial and agrarian revolution to generate job opportunities for our
youth who have been compelled to go abroad in thousands number in a day
because of the government’s insensitivity to their needs. Given the countries
abundant natural resources, it is an urgent task to utilize them in favour of
absorbing youth in our own country and then develop infrastructure to lead
the country to massive in the industrialization. History is a testimony to the
fact that economically weak and politically semi-Colonial countries are the
victims of suppression and oppression. Dominant powers of the world exploit
the vulnerability of the weaker countries unless they become strong enough to
resist such powers on their own strength. Recent conflicts in the Middle East
are eye opener to self-respecting countries whether big or small in size. If we
do not correct our policy even after such consequences and repercussions the
country has faced, the only alternative left is annihilation of the country itself.
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Eastern Ideas on Governance: Can it
Inform Nepali Policy Makers?

- Dev Raj Dahal”
Abstract

This article explores how Eastern philosophical traditions and worldviews
can inform and enhance governance practices in Nepal. It emphasizes

the multifaceted nature of human existence—biological, societal, and
cosmological-—and advocates for a holistic approach rooted in Eastern
thought, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and other indigenous
philosophies. The piece contrasts the East’s systemic, interdependent
worldview with the West’s binary, conflict-oriented paradigm, highlighting
the importance of cosmic harmony, moral virtues, and the golden mean in
governance. It underscores the role of knowledge, wisdom, and culture in
shaping just, sustainable, and participatory governance at multiple levels. The
article also discusses the significance of philosophers as advisors, the need for
contextualized policies, and the importance of integrating indigenous values
with modern governance frameworks. Ultimately, suggested that embracing
Eastern philosophical insights can help Nepali policymakers foster justice,
social cohesion, and resilience amid structural and political challenges, paving
the way for a more equitable and sustainable future.

Keywords: Eastern philosophy, governance, Nepal, holistic approach, cultural
values, social cohesion, resilience, indigenous knowledge, moral
virtues, systemic worldview.

Introduction

The telos of philosophy is darshana, the worldview or reflective thought about
the human nature, living condition, and application of wisdom affirming yug
* Mr. Dahal is a former Reader of Political Science at Tribhuvan University..
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dharma, the Spirit of the Age. Human beings’ desire to know the meaning
and purpose of life and the nature of the world is aimed at living a fulfilling
life in a good society and polity. These traits of philosophy follow more
metaphysical, comprehensive, and systemic roots. They purport to civilize
people by awakening them to inner vigilance and the external world through
the light of reason and informed faith, and cultivate just and good governance
at local, national, regional, and global levels for a long-term vision of human
survival. The classical notion of governance presupposes not only the process
of formulation and execution of public policies but its just outcomes for the
people. Johan Galtung rightly says that the West is governed by Aristotelian-
Cartesian rule of “either-or” while the East seems to have “both-and” extolled
its standard (Galtung, 1995). The binary worldview and inevitability of conflict
between opposition forces can hardly shape national, regional, and global
governance that can free people and nation-states from fear and ensure the
psychology of safety and stability. This essay sheds light on the dimensions
of human existence, the cosmic view of life, coherence of knowledge and
wisdom, multi-sided acculturation, cross-spheric scale of justice and peace,
the golden mean, the tradition of different paths, philosophers as advisors, and
conclusion.

Dimension of Human Existence

Eastern philosophy, like its Western counterparts, finds three dimensions

of human existence: a biological one rooted in the physical survival and
continuity of offspring, a societal one based on the socialization of people for
coexistence in a political community, the state and a cosmological one acting
on the conscience of humanity. They provide three springs of knowledge-
-scientific, rational, and spiritual. Russ Mittermeier, like Charles Darwin,
says, “Nature is brutal. It is a system of conflict, stress, and adaptation, where
different species of plants and animals are beating the hell out of each other
in a dynamic struggle to reproduce themselves” (Mittermeier, 1998). Each
living species imbued with the common heritage of nature holds a supreme
value of its own and cannot be unreasonably sacrificed to the claim of
ideology, economic growth, society, or even mankind. This natural world,
however, keeps its balance. Both animals and plants do not over indulge in
the accumulation of excess food for consumption more than they need for their
physical survival. They leave the resources in nature for others to consume.
They thus avoid many diseases that human beings face.
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Societal knowledge based on social science theories of rational choice,

greed, creed, and grievances combines both in-group affinity and out-group
competition and conflict, rooted in the monopoly of resources, interests,
ideologies, and identities by denying the same rights to others. Human minds
are superior to other species and sensitive too. But they survive on consuming
the products of plants and animals, make a distinction between the public

and the private, over-accumulate, and deprive others, thus disrupting natural
and social order. The societal sphere, therefore, requires a higher order

of knowledge on governance, affirming nature’s resilience, human rights,
democracy, social justice, peace, and rule of law. An incremental policy
response cannot address climate change now. When demographic weight is
increasing, and modern technologies have eased the unsustainable exploitation
of natural resources, it requires a long-term, non-violent, holistic strategy and
the use of cutting-edge green technologies. Only enlightened persons seek to
transcend the former two biological and social dimensions, for the attainment
of the last one, associated with enlightenment, moksha or nirvana, where

the distinction between we and they is expunged, and reflective learning
overcomes cognitive disabilities and behavioral disorders (Mukerjee, 2010).

As the scale of consciousness mounts from scientific, rational to

spiritual knowledge, they discover the cosmic web of life of all souls in
perfect unity. Here, atma (soul) merges with ultimate reality, brahma,

or parmatma (indestructible, indivisible, and eternal atom). This life is of a
higher order of mindfulness of human beings, a life above the disciplinary
boundaries of fragmented Cartesian sciences and social sciences and above
the vegetative virtues of plants and locomotive virtues of micro-organisms,
insects, fishes, birds, and animals. The cosmological approach integrates the
fragmented knowledge and lifts life to a higher order. The Hindu-Buddhist
philosophy says that the souls of all living species are interrelated. Jainism,
propounded by Mahavira, and Buddhism by Siddhartha Gautama had evolved
around the same time. Both eschew the killing or harming of living species.
Both reject caste discrimination and find blissful life in kindness, compassion,
and empathy, and making individuals responsible for their actions. The social
nature of human beings provides a perfect frame for good governance. The
Japanese religion, Shinto too believes humans are fundamentally good. The
purpose of Shintoism is to remove evil spirits, spur work ethics, hard work,
and honesty, like Buddhism and Confucianism and freedom is acquired in
participation with other groups (Doi, 2001).

(o))
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Human beings have a greater responsibility to keep the sustainability,
resilience, and regenerative capacity of natural products for their own

survival and long-term progress. Connecting oneself to bigger causes and
pictures provides them with the larger perspective of governance and the
deeper purpose of life. In this sense, unlike Western philosophy, Eastern
philosophy is neither anthropocentric nor completely deterministic. It says that
one cannot become bound by the Vedas or outdated books, even traditional
prejudices. Nepal’s enlightenment tradition thus gradually widened with

the inquiry of the Vedas (2000-1500 BCE), King Janak (7" Century BCE),

and Buddha (480-400 BCE); the meaning of each is enlightenment (Dahal,
2011). Each linked the discursive knowledge with intelligence, wisdom, and
insight. Nepal’s three traditions of enlightenment represent three different
values. The Vedic scriptures are pre-religious; Janaka is highly spiritual and
introspective, while Buddhism is a rational philosophy aiming to create a
holistic nature of governance. Each cultivated joy and freedom of the soul from
the worldly fetters of matters, not only the satisfaction of bodily appetite, but
also the courage of the heart and prudence of the mind.

The Cosmic View of Life

Western philosophy largely tends to instill linear thinking, individualism,
choice, and rights, while Eastern philosophies are oriented toward group ties,
duties, and obligations to multi-scale governance and interdependence of
phenomena. The former, especially the Anglo-Saxon one, is linear while the
latter one is holistic, cosmic, and systemic (Pavan, 2006). The Vedic ethos
of aham asmi, (I am) ricochets existentialism and freedom of self without
harming others for it embraced basudhaiva kutumbakam (the whole world is
one family) not the portrayal of “anarchical international system” portrayed
by Hedley Bull where each state competes the other for absolute security
and creates security dilemma to the other thus generating vicious cycle of
distrust, arms race and conflict (Chakravarty, 2021). To avoid its pitfalls moral
unification of the world is essential beyond the actuality of national power.

It entails the formulation of a cooperative strategy of long-term rationality
of serving shared interests, not only power relations habitually defended by
political realists and positivists. Eastern philosophy defines the soul as divine
and has ultimate value. The purpose of education is to attain this divinity.

In this sense, human beings cannot be reduced to class, caste, age, gender,
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ethnicity, region, religion, or any profession cultivated by rationalist thinking
of modern social science and policy wonks. Chinese philosopher Confucius
(551-479 BCE) also says, “mandate o heaven is linked with human existence
but independent of humanity” (Huang, 2020). Nepali society and state are the
outgrowth of its own native knowledge, not a foreign transplant, which gave its
values endurance, independence, and civilizational imperative, well manifested
in “do not kill asylum-seekers” and live within one’s own means (Dahal, 2020).

Confucianism lays stress on education, diligence, and hard work, seeking to
create a meritocratic and harmonious society at all the levels of governance—
local, national, and global. The current Chinese global initiatives on
civilization, security, and development trace back to this legacy. Chinese
philosopher Xunzi (Hsun Tzu, 310-230 BCE) argued, “the great threat to
society is disorder arising out of poverty. In this sense, the state must ensure
sufficient public goods to satisfy the essential needs of everyone (Kim,
2011). To him, rulers’ duty is to govern, not resort to force and conflict. As
Astavakra says, “a fool thinks of self-interest and generates fight, while the
wise one thinks about others as oneself and abolishes any source of friction
and conflict in human relationships. It helps each other to meet reciprocal
needs” (Ashtavakra, 2001).

Cultivation of jagrit manyshya (awakened person) is the basic purpose of
education in Eastern philosophy, and its stress on atma gyan (inner vigilance)
for shaping moral character and conduct in private and public life (Mukerjee,
2010). Outer knowledge is essential for the functional specialization of society
and the realization of social and economic progress.

Confucius, too, believes in the cultivation of human nature, both inner and
outer, for self-realization, acting humanely to others, loyalty to family and
authorities, and creation of a harmonious society as the purpose of human life.
To him, the government, in a position of authority, should behave ethically

and dutifully like parents to their children and set the standards of public

life. Hindu, Buddhist, Confucian, and Shinto ideas place proper respect and
deference to their ancestors and parents as they define the way (Dao or Tao) of
life. Buddha, according to Johan Galtung, has defined the goal of human beings
is attaining enlightenment, society’s development, nature’s sustainability,
religion and culture’s adequacy, and the whole world in peace (Galtung,
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1993). But durable peace can come only with peaceful means, not violence,
which breeds a political culture of sadism, brutality, and cruelty and infects

the normative order of society and ethics of governance. Many of his doctrines
are practiced in society as they are evidence-based and validated by society’s
approval. Unlike Karl Marx, who was concerned about the liberation of the
oppressed class, Buddha wanted to liberate the whole of humanity. Both upheld
the deconstructionist method: Buddha wanted to abolish caste and gender
discrimination, while Marx wanted to do away with class hierarchy, to create
an egalitarian society for their emancipation (Critchley, 2001), akin to what the
Nepali constitution visualizes. Both stressed on need-based economy, deeming
human beings as part of nature, not apart from it. This is the fundamental
philosophy of sustainable development.

Coherence of Knowledge and Wisdom

Vedic literature is regarded as shruti, revealed by many rishis (sages) through
observation, experience, and meditation in the ancient days and, therefore,
considered apurashya (impersonal and authorless). Upanishads (800-500
BCE) are the outgrowth of the Vedas and reflections of many sages. One

now, however, sees the widening gap between an increase in disciplinary
knowledge and a decline of wisdom in society, causing misery and rage of
emotions of youth, women, and backward classes electrified by the knowledge
and information revolution. It has led to governance failure to adapt to the
zeitgeist. The king of Mithila, Sridhoj Janak, wrote the Brhad-Aranyaka
Upanishad and achieved the title of ‘Videha Janak’ through the teaching

of atma gyan by Astavakra. He was a philosopher king comparable to the
Platonic ideal state or Ram Rajya who sought to liberate political power from
its intoxicating substance and people from the bondage of rituals by availing
them the flow of sensible knowledge to nourish their life-world. Governance
was based on the laws of dharma and popular consent, not only laws. He says
that only by seeing, hearing, and knowing one’s own self, atma, the outer world
can be revealed (Staal, 2008).

Rajrishi Janak sought the aptness of human life through inner vigilance and
abolished the dominating nature of political power. The corruption of political
power, says Ved Vyas, leads to violence, war, and erosion of civilization, while
the corruption of knowledge leads to avidya, false consciousness (Mukerjee,
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2010). Gautam Buddha’s wise saying of appa dipo bhava (be a light unto
yourself) and don’t follow anyone has an appeal for universal liberation,

unlike Marx, who sought to liberate the oppressed through critical

knowledge (Bronner, 2011). Unlike the Western Enlightenment, which emerged
in the eighteenth century based on scientific reason, which imagines the world
as a godless, blind machine, the Eastern versions combine faith, feeling, and
reason. This detests the instrumental nature of values that subordinates human
beings and nature to others’ will, which Buddha and Immanuel Kant detested.

Rishi (sage) Ved Vyas, born in Tanahu, Nepal and son of sage Parashar,
divided the timeless Veda into four — the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda,

the Sama Veda and the Atharva Veda — and wrote 18 Purans and
Mahabharata to suit the four stages in human life brahmacharya (student),
Grihastha (family), Vanaprastha (the hermit) and sannyasa (ascetic) ones

for the order of society through functional specialization. The governance

of the life cycle in each stressed dharma, moral rightness of thinking to be
learned, practiced, and realized. Life has four goals: dharma (righteousness,
moral and ethical values above law), artha (economic statecraft pertaining to
production, trade, and livelihood satisfaction), kama (pleasure, love, and the
regulation of society), and moksha (enlightenment, non-attachment to any
object, and emancipation from bondages) (Mukerjee, 2010). Dharmo racchati
rachhita still rings in the minds of spiritual persons in the South Asian sub-
continent. It upholds a deeper meaning than the idioms of the rule of law

and the spirit of constitutionalism. The notion of change was based on moral
accounting with the universe’s karmic chakra, balancing misdeeds with good
actions and formulating apt means to attain public goods. The scientific theory
of cause-and-effect rests on this premise.

In the classical period of history, Nepali society was largely knowledge-
constitutive, which had established the sovereignty of knowledge over

power. Rishis, having commanded authority on hermeneutic knowledge,
received greater respect than the rulers or king, Swami (analytic

thinkers), Pundit (textual interpreters), Jogis (knowers of historical and
empirical knowledge), and Purets (performing ritual social functions), each
having a separate profession and purpose to serve national life’s various needs
(Ashtavakra, 2001). The decline of the sovereignty of knowledge marked the
rise of caste, class, and gender discrimination and the fading of civilization at
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the hands of orthodox caste politics. The purpose of governance, says Chinese
philosopher Mencius (371-289 BCE), “is to nourish the nature of human
beings,” enabling them to self—cultivate a good life without harming others. He
furnishes four virtues: benevolence, righteousness, wisdom, and propriety, of
which the latter two should be cultivated by leadership and the state to make
people happy and the governance virtuous (Chan, 2014). Commanding the
respect of people for statecraft and administration is very important to enforce
rules and acquire legitimacy.

Multi-Sided Acculturation

Eastern philosophy talks about the three orders of life governed

by dharma- sanatan dharma (the eternal cosmic law or the spirit of the

age), rajdharma (statecraft or governance), and barnashram dharma (social
division of labor for the functional specialization of society to fulfil essential
human needs and realizing self-worth. The Vedas say that the latter two have
to adjust to the former (Hamilton, 2001). This means Eastern philosophy

is not structure-bound and static but change-oriented. The purpose

of shastrartha (rational discourse on knowledge without political correctness)
in the public sphere sought to define the validity of knowledge, apply
knowledge in public policy matters, and allow the people to serve as the final
arbiter, janata janardan (policy judgment), like the modern version of popular
sovereignty (Dahal, 2022). Participation of all provided them ownership and

a stake in governance. Unlike modern education confined to classrooms,

the shastratratha was then open to all, and its findings were publicly
disseminated for socialization. Unlike the West, knowledge was public and not
the private property of its producer.

The literatures then written in song, drama, poetry, and formula and chanted
publicly by knowers of knowledge were easy to remember. The drama of

Ram Leela, Krishna Leela, Bhakta Prahlad, King Harischandra, Shrawan
Kumar, etc., demonstrated in the villages of Nepal, India, Bangladesh, Sri
Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia, etc., served as political socialization to realize

the ideal potential of human life and idealize the normative standards of
society. Shastratratha defined and updated knowledge to liberate politics from
its oppressive contents, enthuse inner vigilance, and provide them with relevant
ideas, courage, and character for peaceful coexistence. German philosopher
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Immanuel Kant also defines enlightenment in terms of emancipation of

people from three-fold tutelage: domestic tutelage, where people rely on the
judgment of parents, teachers, and social leaders; civic tutelage: those who
know the laws; and pious tutelage: those who can interpret sacred texts and the
conditions of their life and liberty (Saner, 1967).

The Nepali tradition of enlightenment has established the sovereignty of the
people. The society was duty-based, not rights-based, like the modern one,
which is helpful for only the organized part of the people. Nepali society,
economy, and polity are largely informal and unorganized now, and they
remain outside the domain of good governance. Buddha claimed that the power
of powerlessness springs from associational solidarity, joining the Sangha. The
Eastern philosophy inscribed in the Shiva Geeta has laid out three types

of human virtues- satfo guna (truth-seeking knowledge and wisdom), rajo
guna (proper governance of society and offering leadership), and tamo

guna (engagement in production, circulation, and distribution of public goods).
The business ethics of shuva lav (just prices of public goods), like modern
corporate social responsibility, governed ideal business practices (Dahal, 2020).

Both Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic religions oblige the wealthy to

invest in social development. Islam calls the art of giving for social
development zakat, while Hinduism calls it dana. Eastern philosophy defines
human nature as divinely resonating, J. J. Rousseau, not the Hobbesian
concept of a nasty, brutish, and solitary character to be disciplined only by

an all-powerful Leviathan (Hobbes, 2015). The purpose of enlightenment is
to seek this divinity and humanity by performing punya (virtuous deeds) and
entering into a process of corresponding socialization. This is the reason the
nature of the state was not based on “violence-monopolizing agency” described
by Max Weber, but a duty-bearing in three realms—security and protection of
people and space, livelihoods, and education-for them, aiming to detribalize
society and overcome the malaises of post-modern identity politics (Dahal D.
R., 2020). In the same way, international order cannot be called anarchic as
described by political realists, where each nation seeks absolute power and
interests and creates a vicious security dilemma for the other due to a lack of
global sovereignty for the governance of global public goods such as security,
peace, justice, and mitigation of climate change. Civil society imbued with
the virtue of niskam karma (selfless service), cross-cultural, civilizational,
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and normative conversation, convergence, travel, trade, and commerce, and
common ecological survival in Asia provided scope for mutual coexistence
under the principles of Panchasheel and to ward off the clash of civilization,
colonization, and domination of the weak and powerless. Organic intellectuals,
businesspersons, and civil society still uphold these virtues animated now in
the principles of non-aligned movements and the UN Charter.

Cross-Spheric Scale of Justice and Peace

Classical Hindu-Buddhist treatises seek to protect asylum seekers and

set justice at ecological, social, gender, and intergenerational levels. The
ethical norm of civil society was niskam karma (selfless service) for the
promotion of education and the cause of the needy. Punya can be earned

by giving to others and engaging in public works benefitting all, not

just the greatest happiness of the greatest number, as utilitarians defend.
This sets a three-fold path-- gyan marga (acquiring pure knowledge and
wisdom), bhakti marga (discipline, security, order, and loyalty to multi-scale
governance), and karma marga (the path of production, distribution, and
virtuous action ensuring survival and wellbeing), and keeping the order and
continuity of society (Atmananda, 2002).

Astavakra Geeta talks about atma gyan, a way of knowing the self and molding
character for decent conduct. Krishna’s Geeta sets the path to Karma marga, a
realistic path of governance, production, and distribution. The Mahabharata
lays out the just conduct of governance where the frame of justice rules the life
of society and the removal of vices. The Ramayana shows the ways of bhakti
marga, an ideal path of governance, Ram Rajya, where no one suffers from

the necessities of life, injustice, and unfreedom (Dahal, 2022). “Go to Gorkha
if justice is denied,” lingers in the minds of many Nepalis as they find now
justice delayed, courts overloaded with cases, legal logic getting primacy

over the spirit of justice and morality, and judges are selected in a partisan
manner. Hindu philosophy defends just war for a greater cause, where women,
children, and the disabled cannot be combatants, and venue and time of war
are mutually decided, while Buddha rejects it outright. For him, peace can
only be achieved through peaceful means, while the Vedas speak of peace on
cross-spheric levels—sky, earth, cosmos, water, medicine, plant, etc. (Dahal,
2018). It is not disciplinary, strategic, or instrumental but value-promoting and
systemic.
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The Golden Mean

The path of action was based on the doctrine of the golden mean (middle
path) for right livelihood through a cyclical and need-based economy,
control extremist elements of society, and optimize diverse ideas, interests,
and identities of various forces of the state, as the modern ethos of
constitutionalism embraces (Dahal 2018). It was a path adopted by Buddha,
Confucius, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Adam Smith, and Immanuel Kant,
also for the resolution of all conflicts and problems of society. Confucian
system is concerned with maintaining social order through golden rule (Capra,
349: 1983). He spells, “Do not do to others what you would not wish them
to do to you” (Capra, 1983). The method of problem resolution is dialogical,
not dialectical, imperial, hegemonic, or muscular, which negates the other. It
seeks the compatibility of ends and means and a balance of yin (soft power)
and yan (hard power) in governance. Nepali regimes’ deviation from basic
values, culture, native knowledge, and the golden mean created a crisis in
reformist politics and set the causes of political powerlessness of people,
political instability, and dysfunctional operation of institutions and the
constitution of the nation, despite the trappings of human rights, democracy,
and popular sovereignty.

Culture matters for better governance and development, where the processes
of Sankritization play a critical role as a soft power of governance. The
development of Western nations is attributed to what Weber calls protestant
ethics and liberal expansionism (Tuck, 1999), while China, Singapore, and
Vietnam followed Confucianism, Japan followed Shinto Buddhism, India

has embraced Hinduism, Israel utilized Judaism and Malaysia and Islamic
countries followed Islam for their governance. Each country has harnessed

its historical and cultural potential under the social capital of the nation and
fertilized its prospective strength through science and technology for effective
governance and development, rather than adopting what Karl Marx calls
“ideology-based social sciences,” regardless of their contextual relevance and
utility. Nepal’s classical treatises also value a balance between self-interest and
public goods for perfect governance.

Traditions of Different Paths

Aadi Shankaracharya, who lived around the 8th century BCE, taught Advaita
Vedanta, a non-dualistic philosophy considering atma and brahma one and
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the same, and rejected the Western version of mind-matter dualism (Thiselton,
2006). Yet, the philosophy of Samkhya (meaning elaboration), which originated
around 350-450 BCE, furnished the reason for dualism. For it, reality
comprises purusha and prakriti. Prakriti is pre-existing, given, and uncreated,
and manifests in given and, therefore, effects are already existing in the causes,
while Purusha is conscious energy that governs life and reality of the life-world
(Hamilton, 2001). Buddha, therefore, speaks about the transformation of causes
of grief, ignorance, and conflict, not just their management and legal quibbling
for dispute resolution. For devoted Hindus and Buddhists, material possession
matters less than the stoic life of spiritualism.

Charwak, who lived in the 8th century BCE, was a nastic, meaning a non-
believer in God, materialist, and an empiricist who denied the existence of
God, atma (soul), and the afterlife, the transmigration of the soul. He also
objected to ritualism, supernaturalism, and superhuman sources of knowledge.
Charwak’s hedonistic passion, devoid of the moral purpose of life, can plunge
the nation and society into dependency and a debt trap, thus losing the right to
self-determination of politics, law, and policymaking (Hamilton, 2001). Nepal
is also gripping into a similar path where debt servicing consumes a bulk of the
public budget and conditionalized aid has stripped off its parliament’s policy-
making sovereignty. Buddhism is also nastic (atheistic) and soul-negating,

but propounded the liberation of humankind through nirvana, liberation from
suffering arising out of desire and ignorance through living an ethical life

and meditation. But Buddha believed in the Karamic chakra that good action
yields better outcomes in life and formulated an eight-fold path for it (Lakoftf &
Johnson, 1999)

Manusmriti, a reflection or memoir of Manu, describes the code of conduct for
society, caste groups, and patriarchal leadership. He codified the doctrine of
Brahmanism. His ideas originated around 200 BCE, prescribing policy for the
statecraft that is adopted in the laws of many South Asian countries (Sharma,
2004). It is subject to change with change in time, technology, context, and
demography, and not fatalistic, as the Nepali saying goes, “a bucket does

not hold milk even if fate is good.” Now Nepal faces not the excruciating
curse of Sati for its underdevelopment but the curse of natural and human
resources and strategic sites where geopolitical tussle of great powers pivots
and penetrates, stoking centrifugal forces of society and breeding eternal
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political instability. Great caution and self-poise of balance is essential for
Nepal’s politics of the golden mean in the neighborhood and non-alignment in
international politics.

Kautilya, born in 300 BCE, was a political realist who said that a nation

acts in its economic, political, and diplomatic self-interest. His classical
treatise, Arthashastra, is a good treatment of statecraft comparable to The
Prince by Niccolo Machiavelli. It suggests how to conduct inter-state
relations and exercise diplomacy to keep peace with neighboring states
through diplomatic, trade, and cultural relations. For him, good governance
comes with peace, order, and justice, which can be achieved through the
collaboration of different actors in a community, like modern governance,
which seeks the synergy of the state, market, and civil society (Hale, 1978).
Chinese philosopher Mozi (490-403 BCE), however, favored utility-
maximizing governance to coordinate human conduct and punish those not
conforming to the laws. Mencius, the famous disciple of Confucius, advocated
that the people have the right to depose despotic rulers, as in the lessons of
Krishna’s Geeta which were utilized by martyrs in the political movement of
Nepal in 1950. (Mozi, 2003)

The Dibya Upadesh of Nepal’s King Prithvi Narayan Shah represents the
synthesis of knowledge existing in the Nepali society, which has outlined
many elements of governance. He followed a consultative mode of governance
and a patrimonial regime, while the Ranas adopted an extractive model, the
democratic regime followed a welfare constitutional tradition, the Panchayat
advocated a welfare authoritarian regime, and again the democratic regime
adopted a neo-liberal minimalist, subsidiary regime, causing the crisis of
governance and conflict boom. Modern governance espouses three key

pillars: the state, the market, and civil society. Nepal replaced dharma-based
governance by the rule of law and the constitutional tradition of politics, thus
inverting its classical ideal of what Bhagbad Geeta says, swodharme nirdhana
shreya, paradharmo bhayabaha (Dahal, 2022). The Vedas also speak of
generating national consciousness to protect the state, make it duty bearers to
citizens’ welfare, and enable them to engage in creative pursuits of life, liberty,
and bliss.
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Philosophers as Advisors

One common point in Eastern and Western philosophy is that many
philosophers were not only truth and knowledge-seekers and producers but
also advisors to rulers, as they had comprehensive knowledge of human nature,
the nature of society, and the universe. The only exception was Socrates,

who confined philosophy to the contemplative domain and became a martyr
of philosophy for speaking truth to power. Vishwamitra was the royal sage

of Rama, Yagyavalkya and Astavakra were advisors to King Janak, and
Krishna and got education from the gurukul founded by sage Sandipani. King
Chandragupta was trained by Chanakya for the unification of India based on
the native system of dharma. In the West, Plato served as advisor to the Greek
rulers, Aristotle was advisor to King Alexander the Great, and Machiavelli
was advisor to the Prince of Medici. Even Thomas Hobbes was an official
philosopher. The recent example is Anthony Giddens, who was an advisor to
Tony Blair, the former British Prime Minister. They linked human knowledge
to the rituals of governance, socialization, policymaking, and problem
resolution for the general well-being of the society.

Conclusion

Governance at multi-scale levels is a coordinated regime. It requires fairness of
means in the management of private and public affairs, with outcome-oriented
distributional consequences for the benefits of all people and the nation-

state. The philosophical insights of the East and the West can inform Nepali
policy makers as to how good governance performs. Its interrelated goals

are expected to promote justice across ecological, social, gender, and inter-
generational spheres rooted in the ethics of dharma-based culture. The Eastern
ethical norms can provide wisdom about the correct dispensation of governance
affairs and set the normative order of society, the state, market, and civil society
institutions. In Nepal, however, the realization of governance goals faces
structural and political cultural constraints such as erosion of the lawful power
of the Nepali state, persistence of conflict residues, multiple interpretation of
constitution, institutionalization of neo-patrimonial regime, wearing of policy
sovereignty and weakness in the frontiers of modernization especially in areas
of education, economy, technology, institutional culture and transformational
leadership. Moreover, the culture of impunity has weakened the criminal law
system, thus stacking the backlog of many cases, such as corruption, gold
smuggling, fake refugees, illegal land grab, and unsettled transitional justice.
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As a result, multi-level governance in Nepal seems skewed in matters of the
supply of public goods. The production revolution in the real economy, not a
revenue-based symbolic one as is practiced now, can resolve the scarcity of
public goods, contribute to social cohesion, and steer the path to a sustainable
democratic future away from the ferocity of external dependence and predatory
geopolitics that cut national leverage in international relations. This, however,
requires both contextualization and indigenization of knowledge and public
policies to fit the Nepalis’ aspirations for good governance.
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Geography of Job Precarity in South Asia
and North Africa
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Abstract
This article examines how accelerating automation and the adoption of
artificial intelligence (Al) in advanced economies reshape labor markets across
the Global South through interconnected channels of production, migration,
and remittances. Drawing on the theories and practices of economic geography,
labor economics, and development studies, the analysis conceptualizes
automation as a transnational shock that contracts demand for migrant labor
while simultaneously amplifying employment precarity in labor-surplus
economies. The article advances a geographically grounded framework
linking technology adoption in core industries with labor displacement, youth
unemployment, and urban labor saturation in South Asia and North Africa. It
further highlights the macroeconomic vulnerabilities in developing countries
arising from remittance dependence and the role of digital media in shaping
youth mobilization and political unrest in their native countries. By integrating
comparative regional field evidence with a technology—labor—space framework,
the study contributes to economic geography by demonstrating how digital
transformation reconfigures development patterns across regions and countries.
The findings underscore the limits of technology-led growth strategies in labor-
abundant contexts and call for employment-centered digital policies that are
spatially differentiated and institutionally grounded.
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Introduction

Rapid advances in artificial intelligence (Al), automation, robotics, and
digitally mediated coordination systems are transforming how value is
produced and captured across the global economy. While these technologies
can raise productivity and spur innovation, they also distribute labor demand
unevenly across industries, regions, and skill groups. Research from both rich
and developing countries shows that automation can have mixed effects. It can
help businesses grow and produce more, but it can also replace some types of
jobs. At the same time, it can increase the gap between high- and low-skilled
jobs and widen economic differences between regions (Acemoglu & Restrepo,
2020; Graetz & Michaels, 2018).

From an economic geography perspective, the key question is not whether
technology “kills” jobs in the aggregate, but how economic adjustment costs
are distributed across places and across labor groups. This article discusses a
policy-oriented analytical framework that treats automation as a cross-border
labor-market shock. Automation serves as a labor-saving mechanism in host
countries. It can reduce remittances in labor-exporting countries. In South
Asia and North Africa, overseas employment and remittances have historically
functioned as a safety valve for surplus labor. When these employment
channels contract, the socio-economic costs of adjustment return to labor origin
countries as macroeconomic stress, constrained employment creation, and
heightened youth precarity (ILO, 2024; World Bank, 2024).

Findings from China’s internal migration system help clarify such processes.
Automation, by itself, does not “push migrants out” from destination regions;
rather, it changes the situation about who remains there and under what
conditions. In Chinese cities that use robots extensively, more migrants tend

to settle for lower-level jobs. However, the benefits of automation are not the
same for everyone. Highly skilled migrants often succeed because they work in
jobs that involve or support the use of robotic machines. Low-skilled migrants
also find opportunities, mainly in growing service sector jobs. Migrants with
medium-level skills, especially those doing routine tasks, are the most likely
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group to lose or risk their jobs (Zhou, Hui, & Peng, 2024). This pattern is
important from the perspective of economic geography because automation can
increase inequality among worker groups and create overcrowded job markets
in cities. This is because cities will have to absorb more low-skilled people
moving from rural areas. Similar trends can be seen in large cities in South
Asia and North Africa, where many people move from rural areas to cities,
even when formal job opportunities there are growing slowly.

Material pressures are increasingly influenced by digital platforms that
dismantle information barriers and help youth mobilize quickly, sometimes
fueling rebellion. Social media lowers coordination costs and helps to spread
shared grievances of the young population (Howard & Hussain, 2011;

Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). New immersive “metaverse” platforms may expand
these trends by supporting robot-based communities and digital business
opportunities, but they may also widen participation gaps among rich and poor
in areas with limited internet connectivity (Kamdjoug, Wamba-Taguimdje, &
Guessele, 2026; Shneiderman, 2002; Tierney & Farmer, 2002).

By linking technological restructuring in destination economies to migration
constraints, remittance vulnerability, and digitally mediated youth mobilization,
the article contributes to economic geography by (1) extending uneven
development theory to cross-border labor-market adjustment, and (2)
integrating political economy with the geography of digital space to explain
why social unrest can become synchronized across geographically distant
regions (ILO, 2011; OECD, 2024).

Theoretical Contribution

This article advances three interrelated ideas. First, it conceptualizes
automation as a cross-border labor-market shock whose socio-economic
adjustment costs are redistributed through migration, extending uneven
development patterns for firms and regions. Second, it reframes remittances
and overseas employment as spatial solutions whose viability is undermined
by labor-substituting digital transformation and tightening migration regimes
in destination economies. Third, it links digitally mediated youth mobilization
to structural labor displacement, integrating political economy with the study
of digital space to explain why social unrest can emerge in transnational waves
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when labor-market inclusion and mobility options narrow (Howard & Hussain,
2011; ILO, 2011; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012).

Conceptual Framework: Technology, Geography, and Labor

Automation does not abolish geographic constraints; it reorganizes them
through spatial equilibrium adjustment and uneven diffusion of complementary
inputs. As automation and Al spread, their impacts are filtered by
heterogeneous local infrastructures, firm capabilities, and institutional capacity,
producing spatially differentiated labor-market outcomes rather than a single
national effect. In the task-based view of production, employment opportunities
depend on how technologies reallocate tasks between labor and capital:
automation displaces workers in the tasks it performs, while productivity gains
raise output and labor demand in the remaining tasks, and innovation can create
new tasks that re-expand labor demand (Gathmann et al., 2024; Jaccourd et al.,
2025; Jones & Tonnetti, 2026). The net effect is inherently place-contingent
because adoption incentives and adjustment margins vary with local factor
costs, industrial ecosystems, and frictions to reallocation. Thus, the same
technology can drive employment expansion in some regions and contraction
in others, especially when regional “weak links” in complements constrain

the translation of technical capability into new task creation. (Auray, 2025;
Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2020).

Firm-level evidence suggests that adoption of robotic technology can raise
productivity and expand within-firm employment, but with employment gains
concentrated among highly educated and skilled workers (Wang, Zhang, &
Liu, 2024). In parallel, research in management and innovation suggests that
robot-adopting firms can function as “user innovators,” leveraging robotics to
redesign products and processes, which provides explanatory insight into the
positive association between robot density and creation of new patents (Wang,
Zhou, & Chiao, 2023).

The proposed framework links three spatial mechanisms. (1) Core
restructuring: automation and Al reshape labor demand and bargaining power
in advanced economies. (2) Mobility governance: migration regimes filter
who can access employment opportunities, favoring certain skill groups. (3)
Peripheral exposure: labor-exporting regions face remittance volatility, youth
labor surpluses, and urban population saturation due to increasing ruralopolis
phenomena (Bhattarai & Conway, 2021), while digital platforms accelerate
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the diffusion of expectations and grievances. Together, these mechanisms
clarify how technology-driven change in destination countries can translate
into uneven development, labor precarity, and political instability in peripheral
regions (OECD, 2024; World Bank, 2024).

Technological Automation and Spatial Reorganization of Production

High-throughput robotics, self-driving laboratories, Al-enabled production
systems, and digital twin technologies are transforming industrial and
agricultural processes by reducing costs, labor intensity, and production time
(Wang et al., 2026; Fernandez et al., 2025). Robotics adoption compensates for
labor shortages, enhances productivity, and improves workplace safety (Liberty
et al., 2024). These developments encourage reshoring and nearshoring,
weakening the traditional comparative advantage of low-wage economies and
restructuring global production networks.

Automation and Al as Labor Market Disruptors

Industrial robots and Al are increasingly replacing routine and semi-routine
tasks in both manufacturing and service sectors, thereby reshaping occupational
structures and the spatial distribution of employment opportunities. Evidence
from the United States indicates that robot adoption has reduced employment
opportunities and placed downward pressure on wages in affected local labor
markets, particularly for lower-skilled workers relative to higher-skilled
workers (Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2020). Cross-country evidence further
suggests that, although robots enhance productivity and overall economic
output, they also widen employment for some groups and income disparities
between high-skilled, white-collar workers and lower-skilled, blue-collar

workers, thereby intensifying labor market polarization (Graetz & Michaels,
2018).

Automation Across Manufacturing, Services, and Agriculture

Al chatbots, robotic process automation, predictive maintenance, and
Al-augmented business process systems are automating routine cognitive and
service tasks (Sufi, 2025; Martino et al., 2025; Marchena Sekli & Godo, 2025).
In agriculture, DigiHortiRobot demonstrates how robotics can autonomously
perform seeding and harvesting with over 90% accuracy (Ferndndez et al.,
2025). These advances illustrate the expanding use of automation in both
physical and cognitive labor domains.




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Replacement of Hazardous and Skilled Labor

Robotic systems increasingly replace human labor in dangerous and dirty jobs.
Tunnel boring maintenance time has decreased from 3.1 days to 1.3 days,
representing a 60% efficiency gain (Du et al., 2022). Digital twin systems
enable remote monitoring and predictive control, allowing fewer highly skilled
workers to oversee large production systems (Fernandez et al., 2025).

Workforce Displacement, Skill Transformation, and Lifelong Learning

Automation reduces routine employment while generating demand for robotics
technicians, programmers, and data analysts (Liberty et al., 2024). These
technological changes increase demand for advanced digital and analytical
skills.

Localization of Production and Supply Chains

Robotics enables localized, continuous production systems, reducing
dependence on global supply chains and the need for large labor forces. As

a result, production can be increasingly regionalized (Liberty et al., 2024).
Firm-level evidence from China points to an important nuance: robot adoption,
especially with collaborative robots, can increase within-firm employment
through productivity and scale effects, while also increasing the hiring of
highly educated and high-skilled workers (Wang, Zhang, & Liu, 2024). For
labor-exporting regions, the key implication is that automation may not simply
reduce job counts in destination economies; it can also increase selectivity,
compress demand for mid-skill and low-skill workers, and weaken traditional
employment pathways for new labor-market entrants.

Generative Al may extend these dynamics beyond manufacturing into
administrative and professional tasks. Where education systems and labor-
market institutions are not aligned with emerging task demands, automation
can deepen job precarity by expanding informal work, compressing wages,
and intensifying competition in low-productivity services. The resulting spatial
outcome is loss of jobs in places already constrained by capital scarcity and
weak institutions.

Migration Regimes and Labor Market Contraction in Developed
Economies

Migration systems function as institutions that shape how technological change
affects international labor markets (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 2014; Massey
et al., 1993). As destination countries adopt labor-saving technologies and
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face domestic political pressure to limit immigration, migration policies often
become more restrictive, with tighter entry rules and stronger enforcement
(Goldin, Cameron, & Balarajan, 2011; Ruhs, 2013). The International
Migration Outlook 2024 edition highlights both the size of migration flows and
the key role of policy changes in influencing labor-market integration in OECD
countries (OECD, 2024; OECD, 2023).

Automation may reduce demand for migrant labor and contribute to

stricter immigration policies (Martino et al., 2025). Remittance-dependent
economies—particularly in South Asia and North Africa—face growing
vulnerability (Gudivaka et al., 2025; Fernandez et al., 2025). Reduced access
to overseas employment for South Asian and North African youth tightens
an important outlet for surplus labor. When foreign job opportunities decline,
domestic labor markets—often lacking strong formal-sector growth—
cannot effectively absorb workers, leading to higher unemployment and
underemployment, particularly among youth (ILO, 2024). The problem is
worsened in regions where recruitment systems, debt-funded migration,

and employer-dependent visas raise mobility costs and increase migrants’
vulnerability to sudden policy changes in the destination countries.

Evidence from China’s internal migration provides explanatory insight into
why reductions in international migration can have more severe effects

than shifts within a country. In China, migrants are often able to remain

in highly automated cities by taking on new tasks or service-sector jobs,

even as labor-market polarization increases (Zhou, Hui, & Peng, 2024). In
contrast, international migrants from poorer countries face border controls and
recruitment systems that can suddenly cut off international mobility options,
pushing displaced workers back to their home regions and intensifying labor-
market pressure there.

Remittances and Macroeconomic Vulnerability

Remittances are central to household welfare, poverty reduction, and
macroeconomic stability in many labor-exporting economies. At the national
scale, remittances supply foreign currencies, finance imports, and stabilize
consumption during economic downturns (World Bank, 2024). Automation is
reducing the demand for overseas labor. At the same time, stricter migration
policies in destination countries are limiting opportunities for foreign workers.
These trends reduce remittance inflows and increase local unemployment in
labor-sending countries. The impact is severe, especially in countries where

(83




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

remittances account for a large share of GDP or foreign-exchange earnings,
such as Nepal. This increases vulnerability to external shocks and worsens
balance-of-payments pressures (World Bank, 2024).

Remittance-dependent economies such as Nepal illustrate how global labor
mobility is embedded within broader structures of uneven development

and labor reserve dynamics. As per labor reserve theory, overseas migrant
workers function as an externalized labor buffer, supplying surplus labor
from economically marginalized regions to international labor markets while
sustaining household economies in origin countries through remittance
transfers (Peck, 1996; David Harvey, 2001). However, this system
simultaneously reinforces dependency relationships for labor-exporting
countries, as local livelihoods and regional economies become structurally
tied to external labor demand and global economic cycles, reflecting classic
dependency arguments advanced by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) and other
scholars.

In Nepal, remittance flows are spatially concentrated in migrant-sending
districts, particularly in western hill and mountain regions such as Gulmi,
Arghakhanchi, Baglung, and Doti, where limited agricultural productivity,
environmental constraints, and weak industrial development have historically
constrained local employment opportunities (World Bank, 2023). In contrast,
relatively diversified urban economies, including the Kathmandu Valley and
emerging urban centers such as Pokhara and Butwal, rely less directly on
remittance income and offer greater access to service-sector employment and
government investment. When remittance inflows decline—whether due to
recessions in Gulf Cooperation Council and other labor-importing markets,
policy changes in destination countries, or global economic disruptions the
effects remain territorially uneven. Rural migrant-sending districts experience
disproportionate reductions in household consumption, declines in housing
and small-business investment, and heightened livelihood insecurity, while
urban areas face increased rural-to-urban migration pressures and labor market
competition (Seddon, Adhikari, & Gurung, 2002; International Monetary Fund,
2022).

From a political economy perspective, remittance volatility also shapes
macroeconomic conditions. Remittances constitute a major source of foreign
exchange and household-level social protection in Nepal, reducing immediate
fiscal pressure on the state. However, this reliance can enhance dependency
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by discouraging structural economic transformation and masking rural
development deficits (Ratha et al., 2011). When remittance inflows contract,
governments may face reduced foreign exchange reserves and heightened fiscal
stress, often leading to public spending retrenchment that disproportionately
affects peripheral regions. These processes reflect classic patterns of uneven
development, in which capital accumulation, labor mobility, and state
investment reinforce spatial inequalities between urban growth centers and
rural labor-exporting peripheries (David Harvey, 2006; Massey, 1994).

Taken together, Nepal’s remittance-dependent economy demonstrates how
global labor migration can stabilize household incomes while simultaneously
reproducing structural vulnerability across space. Addressing these challenges
requires policy interventions that go beyond migration management toward
place-based development strategies. It also includes rural employment
diversification, regional industrial investment, and strengthened social
protection systems to reduce overreliance on external labor markets.

Youth Unemployment and Job Precarity

Domestic labor markets in many developing countries have struggled to absorb
the expanding number of youths entering the workforce. Even in a moderate
unemployment situation, a sizable proportion of young workers are in informal,
low-productivity, or unstable employment. The ILO’s Global Employment
Trends for Youth underscores that youth unemployment remains critically high
in several regions, including North Africa, even as global youth unemployment
reached comparatively low levels in 2023 (ILO, 2024).

Youth job precarity in developing countries intensifies when overseas
employment opportunities narrow and domestic job creation stagnates.
Automation and Al compound these challenges by shifting global demand
toward skills and tasks that are scarce in developing countries, while
compressing the wages for low and mid-skill work abroad. The result is a
widening gap between educational aspiration, digital connectivity, and the
availability of dignified work.

Employment precarity is not only economic but also temporal, resulting in
delayed transitions to stable employment that intersect with delayed family
formation, housing insecurity, and perceived downward mobility. These
conditions shape the social foundations of political contention and create fertile
ground for digitally mediated mobilization against the establishment, which
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often intensifies as the youth population migrates from rural to urban centers.
Rural-Urban Migration and Urban Labor Saturation

Rural—urban migration remains a dominant socio-economic adjustment
process, in which rural livelihoods are constrained by land fragmentation,
climate stress, and limited non-farm job opportunities. Yet urban labor markets
in South Asia and North Africa often absorb new entrants through low-wage
informal employment, leading to urban labor saturation rather than inclusive
structural transformation. Declining migration opportunities combined

with domestic job shortages may intensify rural-urban migration and youth
unemployment in developing economies. Digital connectivity accelerates
global information flows and social mobilization in these countries (Sufi,
2025).

China offers a useful analytical analogue: automation can coexist with
rising immigration because service-sector expansion and task reallocation
absorb low-skilled workers, while high-skilled migrants benefit from
complementarities (Zhou, Hui, & Peng, 2024). However, this coexistence
can still deepen polarization and intensify competition for mid-skill jobs—
dynamics that can be sharper in countries with weaker urban productivity
growth, thinner safety nets, and more segmented labor markets.

Digitalization also tends to advantage larger firms with the capital to adopt
labor-saving technologies, further marginalizing small-scale and informal
employment opportunities. Without complementary investment in labor-
absorbing sectors—urban services, home care, green infrastructure, and agri-
processing—urbanization under automation risks producing concentrated job
precarity rather than broad-based opportunity.

Digital Media, Youth Mobilization, and Unrest

Digital platforms function as means and accelerants rather than the root causes
of unrest: they lower coordination costs, amplify narratives, and enable rapid
diffusion of protest repertoires. Research on the Arab uprisings and related
movements demonstrates how digital media can facilitate mobilization under
conditions of economic grievance and political exclusion (Howard & Hussain,
2011; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012).

Employment-related frustration is a recurrent driver of grievance. The ILO
emphasized high youth unemployment as a major factor behind the 2011
uprisings in parts of the Arab region (ILO, 2011). Comparable dynamics have
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been observed in more recent crises such as Sri Lanka’s 2022, Bangladesh’s
2024, and Nepal’s 2025 protests, where economic collapse and job shortages
interacted with broader governance failures (Devapriya, 2022; Republica,
2025).

Metaverse social media platforms are new virtual spaces where young

people can connect with others, learn new skills, and even explore business
opportunities and advertise. Studies show that young people are more likely to
use these platforms if they think they help them become creative and support
learning. However, weak or slow internet connections can limit access for
some (particularly poor, old, illiterate, and rural) users, potentially widening
the gap between those with reliable technology and those without (Kamdjoug,
Wamba-Taguimdje, & Guessele, 2026).

This is particularly significant for economic geography because online spaces
allow people in different locations to see and compare opportunities. When
people notice better opportunities in other places but cannot access them, it can
heighten the sense that opportunities and development are unfairly distributed.

Comparative Perspective: South Asia and North Africa

South Asia and North Africa share structural vulnerabilities—bulging youth
population, segmented labor markets, and reliance on overseas labor demand—
yet differ in the location of migration corridors, proximity to destination
regions, and domestic institutional capacity. In both regions, automation-led
restructuring in destination economies threatens a key adjustment mechanism,
while domestic digital transformations have not reliably generated labor-
absorbing growth (ILO, 2024; World Bank, 2024).

Regional Adaptation: South Asia and North Africa

South Asia and North Africa face rising risks due to remittance dependence
and youth unemployment. Investment in enhancing digital skills, renewable
energy, technology startups, and digital agriculture can support economic
diversification (Gudivaka et al., 2025; Fernandez et al., 2025). A comparative
lens highlights how uneven development is reproduced through intertwined
spatial processes: labor-saving technological change in core economies;
selective mobility governance; and constrained domestic absorption, especially
in peripheral regions. These processes can generate similar outcomes—
precarity and mobilization—across different political contexts, helping explain
why digitally connected youth populations may share convergent interests in
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rebellion even when national histories and geographical locations differ.

Employment-centered digital transformation requires policies that recognize
structural economic constraints rather than assuming that technological change
will automatically generate sufficient employment opportunities. Policymakers
must therefore adopt targeted strategies that balance productivity growth with
job creation. In this regard, government, policymakers, and Al and technical
planners may consider the following:

a. Governments should invest in labor-absorbing sectors. Industries such as

green infrastructure, manufacturing, urban services, home and elder care,
climate adaptation, and agricultural processing tend to generate higher
employment multipliers than highly automated, capital-intensive industries.
These sectors create broader job opportunities because they rely more on
human labor. Digital technologies should be applied to support these sectors,
for example, by improving logistics, maintenance systems, environmental
monitoring, and digital payment platforms—rather than replacing workers
entirely.

b. Policymakers should strengthen small and medium enterprises (SMEs)

through digital capability development. SMEs are businesses that operate
on a scale larger than microenterprises but smaller than large corporations.
They typically employ fewer workers and generate lower revenue than
multinational firms, yet they play a crucial role in generating employment,
fostering innovation, and driving local economic development. In many
economies, SMEs represent most businesses and provide significant
employment opportunities. Productivity improvements within large
corporations are often achieved through labor reductions and automation.
However, when SMEs receive support through affordable digital
infrastructure, access to finance, and managerial and technical training,
productivity gains can be distributed more broadly across the economy. This
diffusion helps sustain employment while strengthening local economic
multipliers.

c. Technology governance should promote labor-augmenting innovation and
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phased adoption of automation. Technology policies should prioritize tools
that enhance worker productivity rather than replace labor. Additionally,

the introduction of new technologies should occur gradually and be
accompanied by reskilling and workforce development programs aligned
with realistic local labor market demand. Evidence from China indicates that
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adopting industrial robots, particularly collaborative robots, can reallocate
workers toward expanding firms that use technology in complementary
ways within the same industry. Worker mobility support and targeted
training programs can facilitate these transitions and reduce the risk of job
displacement (Wang et al., 2024).

Domestic policy efforts should be strengthened through regional and
international cooperation. Agreements that recognize professional skills,
promote fair recruitment practices, and coordinate labor mobility can help
reduce the impact of declining out-migration opportunities in developed
economies. However, these efforts are constrained by increasingly stringent
immigration and labor-market policies in developed countries (Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2024).

Finally, transparent governance and institutionalized youth participation in
policymaking processes can reduce the risk of social instability. Economic
exclusion and limited employment opportunities often contribute to job
precarity and youth dissatisfaction, which can be amplified through digital
communication platforms. Addressing the underlying economic causes of
exclusion through inclusive development policies is more effective than
suppressing unrest after it emerges.

Conclusion

Automation has not erased the impact of geography on workers, but it has
reshaped labor markets and intensified uneven development patterns within
employment sectors and geographic regions. Technology-led restructuring

in advanced economies and labor migration destination countries, combined
with selective and tightening migration regimes, can externalize adjustment
costs onto labor-exporting regions—weakening remittances, saturating urban
labor markets, and heightening youth precarity. Because digital platforms
compress informational distance, these material pressures can translate into
rapid, sometimes synchronized, mobilization by youth for rebellion. In South
Asia and North Africa, employment-centered digital transformation hinges on
policies that prioritize labor absorption, address mobility constraints, and align
technological adoption with inclusive development objectives.
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Nepal’s Gen-Z Revolt and Its Implications

Chandra Dev Bhatta®

Abstract

The Gen-Z revolt on September 8 and 9, 2025, in Nepal has not only shaken
the raison d’étre of the Nepali state but also changed the political landscape.
The two-day revolt not only led to the death of 76 people, and burned

down administrative buildings such as the central secretariat, parliament,
presidential palace, supreme court, police booths, and local administrative
offices throughout the country, but it also tore apart the confidence of Nepali
citizens in the state and its institutions. Protestors selectively burned down
houses of the political leaders and high-ranking officials. Top political
leaders — who were in power for decades - were booted out. The then Prime
Minister KP Sharma Oli and his cabinet had to resign. The state institutions
virtually collapsed. Billions of rupees’ worth of property was gutted. In fact,
Nepal lost around 5% of its total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) within less
than 40 hours (RSS, 2025). Nepal’s parliament was dissolved, and former
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Sushila Karki, became the interim Prime
Minister with the support of Gen-Z leaders. Karki’s government was entrusted
to hold the national election on March 5, 2026. With these changes, the
constitution of Nepal, which was drafted through the constituent assembly,
was put on a state of virtual abeyance. Although many constitutional experts
argued that the interim government was constituted as per Article 61 of the
current constitution, the nearest justification in that regard would have been
the ‘doctrine of necessity’ that the President can exercise. This article aims to
explore the factors that led to the Gen-Z revolt and its implications for Nepal in
the future.

Keywords: Gen-Z revolt, political parties, geopolitics, governance, corruption
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Introduction

The Gen-Z revolt has polarized Nepal’s political spectrum. The dark politics
(Nai & Maier, 2023) based on revenge and negation have taken center stage.
The binary debates, centered around factors like good people versus bad
people and young versus old, have dominated the political discourses in the
country. We do not necessarily know to what extent new political forces/leaders
are new and good, though. How are they different from others? What would
be their take on democracy? They have come from varied backgrounds and
professions, and few are from a full political background. How they would
bring about changes in the life of the common people is not really spelled out.
Without answering these questions, they were able to convince people in such
a way that with their arrival, people should understand that change is already
occurring, and more will come in the future. Today’s Caesars don’t make the
sculptors, but they use social media, intellectuals, bloggers, pamphleteers,
producers of television programs, and creators of memes who can sell his/her
image to the public (Applebaum, 2020).

For now, however, the old political parties and their leaders have been
projected as ‘bad people’, the new political parties and their leaders have
emerged as messiahs or liberators of Nepali citizens. However, Nepal’s old
political parties and their leaders have immensely contributed to (re)installing
democracy in the country. Many Nepali political leaders, academics, analysts,
and even common people suspected the alleged involvement of the external
actors in regime change. They are making such arguments primarily because
in the past, these countries have shown keen interest in the formation of
government in Kathmandu in one form or another. Nepal, located between two
great powers, India and China, has had to face the brunt of geopolitical rivalry
not only between them but also with its distant neighbor, the US. In their
rivalry, Nepal has often been used as a launching pad in a broader geopolitical
landscape.

Old State, New Problems

The Nepali state is one of the oldest states in Asia, in the sense of the term. If
we look back, the history of Nepal can be traced back to ancient times. The
country used to be known as something different in a different time frame.
For example, it used to be known as Satyawati in Satya Yuga, Tapoban in
Treta Yuga, Muktisopan in Dwapar Yuga, and Nepal in Kali Yuga (Shrestha
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& Singh, 1972). Despite being an old state, Nepal has always remained new
precisely because it has failed to make a political settlement to date. Certain
contradictions contribute in that regard. While both the Nepali state and society
are old, the political system it has implemented is completely new and does
not align with societal values. Nepal’s political leaders are not willing to strike
a balance between new and old values and historical continuity. Conversely,
this has led to the emergence of a unique type of uneasiness in the political
governance of the state. Because of this, Nepal has to reinvent itself politically
time and again. Among others, perhaps, this could be the reason why countries
like Nepal also witness frequent movements of one sort or another. In that
regard, it would be worthwhile to mention how the country has witnessed a
series of upheavals during the last 75-plus years of its political history. The
internal political unrest among the courtiers has existed even before the advent
of modern politics (Uprety, 1992).

The upheavals that took place on the 8" and 9" of September, 2025, however,
are unique in the sense that they both shook the raison d’etre of the Nepali
state, as mentioned in the beginning, and the foundations of the old political
parties, which have termed themselves as the mainstream. At least, for now,
the mainstreams have moved to the margins and new political actors have
become the new mainstream. It would also be worthwhile to mention that
during a decade-long violent rural insurgency launched by the then Communist
Party of Nepal-Maoist (CPN-Maoist), the state did not collapse. What certainly
had happened, then, was systemic erosion of the state’s Weberian power in
more than one way. Whilst the overarching aim of the Maoist insurgency was
to bring about fundamental changes in Nepal’s governance system, Gen-Z
revolt, a kind of urban insurgency, for its part, was to improve the quality of
democracy, reform governance, and demand an end to corruption. This could
also have been changed through the electoral process, but, among others,
Nepal’s political leaders were exercising pre-electoral alliances so that they
could be elected frequently, which they did. This was only recycling the

same number of political leaders, and it has led to the rise of some sort of
disenchantment towards democracy itself.

Additionally, the politics of self-aggrandizement (Joshi & Rose, 1966) has
always remained deeply rooted in the psyche of Nepali political leaders. To
achieve the very objectives of self-aggrandizement, one can argue that they
have floated various types of political ideologies, such as liberalism, socialism,
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Marxism, Maoism, conservatism, identity-based politics, regionalism-based
politics, programmatic parties, B. P. Koirala’s socialism, and Madan Bhandari’s
people’s multiparty democracy. Strategic use, or rather misuse of ideologies,
has certainly polluted their basic premises. Moreover, regardless of ideological
differences between Marxist-Maoist-Leninist and Social Democrats, they
always remained comrades in arms and always helped each other to cling to
power. Neither did they come up with policies and programs that align with
their respective ideologies, nor could we see ideological differences between
them.

Apart from ideologies, Nepali political parties/leaders, too, have also exercised
various types of political systems and models of governance over the years.
Only model which is yet to be exercised is the directly elected executive
(Prime Minister/President), and if the post Gen-Z politics succeeds or fails — in
either case — it will remain on the menu. For Nepal’s political leaders, it is the
system per se which has been repeatedly projected as a major problem(s), not
necessarily the political culture or behavior. Sadly, they blame the system, not
themselves, for the failure of politics. Hence, one may still ask a question: if
the political culture does not change, would the system alone provide political
stability? The answer is definite ‘no’ because it is the people who drive the
system.

Amorphous Mass, Polymorphous Power

Earlier in July 2024, when the two largest political parties — Nepali Congress
and Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist Leninist (CPN-UML) — along
with other smaller parties, formed a government, many were of the view that
it would not only bring political stability but also put Nepal’s failing economy
back on track (Srinivasan & Jahan 2026). However, neither Nepal became
politically stable, nor did the economy return to track. But in practice, a
nearly two-thirds majority government dashed people’s aspirations and deeply
cultivated nepotism and corruption, and ushered in bad governance. On the
whole, people’s resentment towards political parties and their leaders reached
the point that ultimately spilled into the streets of Kathmandu in September,
2025. Nepali Congress and CPN (UML) — along with others — who prided
themselves on their role in Nepal’s democratization process — have been
pushed back. Repercussions of Gen-Z revolt jolted the political scene in
Kathmandu and installed new actors at the helm of governance.
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Whatever transpired in Kathmandu on 8" and 9" September, 2025, did not
happen just overnight. For a long period of time, the people have been
expressing their dissatisfaction towards the ‘regime of political parties’.
Unhappiness of different types was piling up. At the same time, others were
waiting to wage urban insurgency, yet Nepal’s political class, to the dismay of
many, did not pay much attention or was unaware of the situation. In contrast,
they have chosen to adopt the mantra of ‘business as usual’ and came up with
their own justification for being in power.

The post-constitutional period (after 2015) did not really bring the type of
politics that the Nepali people deserved. The elections were merely used to
hijack the political process. When elections have also failed to yield change,
there were very few options left for the citizens other than to group. Among
others, these factors brought Gen-Z together, who ultimately rebelled against
the ‘business as usual’ of political parties. Indeed, the background to this

was already building up. Earlier, youths came up with initiatives/strategies
like ‘enough is enough’ in June 2020 when the then government failed to
address the Covid-19 crisis (Poudel, 2020). In the midst of the Covid-19 crisis,
corruption skyrocketed to the extent that it became seemingly difficult for the
common people to get lifesaving medicines.

These factors worked as a kind of trigger to mobilize Nepal’s apolitical youths
who, since then, began exploring possibilities of alternative politics in the
country. Remarkably, this also coincided with the debate of alternative politics,
which was sweeping across the world in one form or another. Some of them
have launched new political parties to reshape Nepal’s political sphere. The
formation of the Rastriya Swatantra Party is a classic example in that regard. In
the 2022 elections, the ‘not again’ campaign was floated (The Kathmandu Post,
2022). This time around, voters began electing leaders either from alternative
political parties or independent candidates. The rise of non-ideological but
programmatic political parties has emerged as a strong alternative to the
established ideological/regional/identity-based politics of traditional parties.
Today, they began challenging the kakistocracy of political parties.

The rise of new political parties and victories of independent candidates in
the last elections had already signaled that, at some point in time, old political
parties will be forced to vacate the place. It was not merely the rise of the
new actors but a kind of regime change. The regime of political parties, as
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mentioned earlier, was replaced by the regime of ‘non-political” actors. What
may be interesting to reflect here, however, is the way ‘non-state actors’,
through street protests as well as protests over social media, played a crucial
role in steering regime change. These protests have been shaped and amplified
by social media, digital devices, and platforms like Discord (Harsh, 2026). A
similar methodology was applied across South Asia, including Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh, to overthrow the governments.

Eros Effects in the Gen-Z Revolt

There are two strands of argument(s) about Gen-Z revolt in Nepal. While

the first strand argues that the revolt was a consequence of deeper frustration
amplified by what scholars call Eros effects (Hirschman, 1977) that brought
people together and threw the regime of political parties out of gear due to their
misdeeds. The second strand, for its part, rather sees the role of the deep state
backed up by geopolitical forces. The first factor is actually in tune with the
reality Nepal has faced over the years. Interestingly, despite Nepal witnessing
such a high voltage protest situation immediately became normal in such a way
that as if nothing had happened in the country. What happened, then, can be
equated with what Lenin said, “there are decades where nothing happens, but
there are weeks where decades happen” (Shrestha, 2026).

That being said, all these factors, however, raise some fundamental questions
as to what led to such a state of affairs in the midst of democratic consolidation.
Many thought that after the promulgation of the constitution and the new
political dispensation in place, Nepal would enter into an era of ‘milk and
honey’ which would provide peace and stability as promised by none other
than the dream merchants coming mainly from Nepal’s political classes.

But that did not really happen. In contrast, Nepal witnessed more than ten
governments (2015-2025) in ten years (EFSAS, 2024). Such changes in the
government were very cosmetic because the same people were rotating on

the helm of power — it was a kind of musical chair. Three to four people were
able to capture the state power for nearly 35 years. There are examples where

a handful of persons have become ministers more than a dozen times. This

has blocked the circulation of new elites not only in politics but also in other
sectors. When the same elites are recycled again and again, both in politics and
other sectors, this cannot really bring about newness into the life of the state. It
also does not provide intergenerational justice.
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Why it has happened is the moot question here. Over a period of time, Nepal’s
politics or democracy, for that reason, has led to the rise of a situation to such
an extent that only those who are affiliated with political parties or power
centers could have access to opportunities. Appointment of judges in the
courts, diplomatic appointments, appointments of academics in the universities
and other public institutions were distributed among political parties not by
factoring meritocracy and need, but merely based on loyalty and political
affiliation (Joshi, 2026). Moreover, political parties and leaders have also
captured other sectors, including the economic sector. They, altogether, blocked
opportunities for the youths in the country. One may argue that they formed a
kind of glass ceiling wherein only those would become entrepreneurs who had
connections with political parties in one way or another. Paradoxical as it may
be, while children of most of the political leaders who came into politics after
the political change of the 1990s became either medical doctors or engineers,
in the same manner, a child of the political leaders who came into politics after
the political change of 2005/06 has entered/or would, henceforth, become

an entrepreneur. Likewise, the children of bureaucrats are mostly abroad.
Therefore, in Nepal, the elites never felt the need to make changes through
policy interventions in the country. Whatever policies and programs have
come into force have merely served the interests of elites and their ‘nepokids’.
In the long run, this has only led to the rise of what Douglas North calls a
limited access order (North, 2009).

The state has been used for their benefit by certain groups only. Those who
were not affiliated with political parties were left in the lurch. Their last resort
for survival then was ‘foreign employment’ in the West Asian countries, India,
and other parts of the world. All taken together, this has led to the spectacular
rise of ‘mass resignation’ of youths from the state and society. For the majority,
the situation of this kind can be equated with what can be referred to as the
‘tragedy of the commons. This has been happening right after the 1990s
political change. In fact, today, three generations of Nepali people are living
outside, and we have reached the point where children are growing up without
parents, and spouses are living away from each other. People who are affiliated
with the political parties always want to maintain the status quo because it
benefits them, and those who are not are looking for change. So, the Gen-Z
uprising was the consequence of Nepal’s deep-rooted political/economic
practices/approaches, which influenced policies very badly.
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Apart from that, the politics of negation is another reason. Every political
change alienated certain groups/section of people from the state and society
because there are winners as well as losers. No attempt has been made to
bring both parties together. This cycle has been recurring as early as the
1950s when Nepal ushered in the Western model of democracy for the first
time (Chamlagain, 2025). Likewise, corruption became rampant, and it has
been socialized and reached the point where Nepal was in danger of being
blacklisted by the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), but is currently in the
grey list (FATF, 2026). Nepal’s economy, too, failed to produce employment
for its bulging youth population. Today, more than 25 percent of the national
GDP is dependent on remittances (Nepal Rastra Bank, 2026). Yet the political
class was defending itself, and they always found everything hunky-dory.

By and large, old political parties have failed to read societal dynamics, let
alone fulfil the aspirations of the people. Such a state of affairs was sufficient
for the type of protest that occurred on Sept 8" and 9" in Nepal last year. The
protestors carried out indiscriminate vandalism of public and private properties
to express their frustration. There might be other motives, but one important
factor is that they targeted specific and selected institutions. For example,

they torched the parliament building, which they thought was the symbol

of power abuse. Likewise, they arsoned the offices of the executive (Singha
Durbar), as they saw it as a symbol of corruption. In the same vein, they
torched the Supreme Court, which they saw as the center of injustice. They
targeted multiple businesses, the symbols of crony capitalism, which have been
generating inequality. Parties and their leaders were attacked primarily because
they have been a big source of political instability and the mother of all the
problems for a long time (Bhatta, 2025).

Factors of Gen-Z Revolt

Many people see the role of external actors or that of the deep state in
Nepal’s Gen-Z revolt, even though Nepal’s internal political situation was
sufficient enough to have a rebellion, as discussed in the earlier chapter.
That being said, there are three schools of thought as to why people
perceive in the way they do. While the first school is built around affiliation
with those who, in one way or another, were in the forefront of the Gen-Z
revolt. Many of them had engaged with Youth Councils (YCs) run by
Western countries and their agencies, while many others might have been

100)

—/



NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

funded to run their organizations. Many might have studied in Western
universities (Journal of Political Science, 2026)). Paradoxical as it may be,
all of them were put into one basket and were alleged to have their share
of role in the youth revolt. We should not just draw conclusions based on
perceptions alone in today’s highly interdependent and globalized world.

What may still be worth pondering upon would be the type of support
Nepal has been receiving after the political change of 2005/06 from
multiple agencies in its peace process. Nepal needed external support
during that time to take the peace process toward a logical conclusion.

The country even invited UNMIN (United Nations Mission to Nepal) to
facilitate it and its other paraphernalia. As part of democracy promotion
and leadership building, Nepal has been receiving substantial international
support during the last two decades. In that regard, substantial support

was also provided to the youths coming from different backgrounds.
Paradoxically, many people are of the view that it is this architecture
developed by the donors that ultimately overthrew the regime of the old
political parties under the pretext of Gen-Z revolt. Earlier, these youths
championed the idea of alternative politics, which Nepal’s mainstream
political parties have projected as externally injected ones. That being said,
the current situation, however, would not have arrived had the old political
parties really practiced democracy based on justice for all, not merely in
theory but also in practice as well. This led to the rise of the highest level
of frustration in society. This irked not only the people at large in Nepal but
also Nepal’s well-wishers.

The second school of thought is related to the manner that led to the
formation of the post-Gen-Z government and subsequent removal of old
guards from power. A sizable number of people opine that the government
was installed by the Western powers, mainly the US. Their suspicion
increased when there was news of a congratulatory message coming from the
Dalai Lama’s office to newly appointed Prime Minister Sushila Karki, which
hit the Nepali media (The Himalayan Times, Sept 13, 2025). Neither was there
any comment from the Chinese side. The Dalai Lama’s office never sent such
congratulatory notes to any Prime Minister of Nepal in the past. Similarly,
some international media outlets also came up with stories linking Nepal’s
Gen-Z revolt as externally funded (Harsh, 2026). Perhaps, earlier incidents
in the region (Bangladesh and Sri Lanka) where regime change was said to
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have occurred with outside involvement (Bhatta, 2013) might have forced
people to believe in that way as well.

The third factor is related to broader geopolitical questions, which entail
factors related to: (i) Nepal’s geographical location, (ii) regional stability,
and (iii) promoting democracy as a global good. These three factors are
worth looking into primarily because in today’s globalized world, there is
a very thin line between global and local. A politically unstable country,
like Nepal, can easily steal political limelight not only in the neighborhood
but beyond that. Yet they all can have their own understanding/concern
with instability as well. Likewise, if democracy slides back, that becomes
a concern for the broader international community. The international
community has significantly contributed to Nepal’s democratization
process, and they certainly do not want it to be hijacked by certain groups
alone.

Geopolitical maneuvering in Nepal is well known. Nepal took American
assistance for the infrastructure development through the Millennium
Challenge Corporation (MCC) compact, and it also became a part of the
Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). While China projected Nepal as

part of its Global Security Initiative (GSI) despite Nepal’s clarification on it.
Earlier, the US wanted Nepal to be a part of the State Partnership Program
(SPP) (Adhikari & Acharya (2025). By and large, Nepal has failed to strike a
fine balance between three powers — India, China, and the US — and created a
geopolitical space wherein these three powers are competing with each other
in the country. Nepal’s traditional political parties, despite having significant
experience in navigating difficult geopolitics, could not navigate Nepal’s
foreign policy pragmatically.

The historical geopolitical rivalry between Nepal’s two neighbors, India
and China, along with the entry of Western actors in recent years, has made
Nepal’s domestic politics highly unstable (Sharma, 2024). But one cannot
simply blame external actors alone. While external factors could have had
an impact on domestic politics, it becomes only possible when domestic
actors align with external actors for political benefits. Similarly, when
domestic politics completely fails to function, or there is perpetual political
instability, it also invites external actors. In Nepal, the subservient nature
of political leadership has paved the way for geopolitics to be played out
(Sharma, 2024).
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After the abolition of the monarchy in 2008, Nepal’s political center
became weak. The political parties largely failed to fill the space occupied
by the monarchy while dealing with external powers, primarily because
many of them are geopolitically divided (Bhatta, 2013). There is no

doubt that Nepal has always remained geopolitically vulnerable because

of its geographical location and economic dependency caught between the
two remerging but also competing and conflicting global powers — China

and India — and more so with the arrival of Western powers, mainly, the US.
Nevertheless, the severity of the vulnerability was not fully realized by the
domestic leaders.

Gen-Z revolt, among others, was also to reform the politics, at least in
principle, apart from their initial demand to lift the ban on social media.
Nevertheless, the way it unfolded, or rather turned violent, ensuing regime
change, and modus operandi raises more questions than the answers it may
offer. How did the government of one of the oldest states in Asia crumble
down so quickly? How come the state institutions collapsed in less than thirty
hours? To answer these questions, one has to look into the way the state has
been perceived by the successive rulers as well as the elites of this country. The
perpetual decline of the state institutions is not natural but inherently designed.
At a time when the state, undeniably, has been taken as an object or matter

of social, economic, and political exploitation by the politicians and elites of
various natures, one cannot really expect its institutions to be strengthened as
they ought to be. Such perceptions towards the state, in tandem with forces of
globalization, ideologically-laden political parties, civil society groups, and the
market, in the long run, could further systematically weaken the institutional
mechanism of the state.

Conclusion

How do we explain Nepal’s Gen-Z revolt: is it merely an urban insurgency,

a war against the old, geopolitical game, or an attempt at democratic reform?
These four questions are important, but they truly cannot be answered
immediately. As of now, one can argue that Nepal witnessed one of the
most violent political movements in its history. The elected government
was removed from the street protests. Although Nepal was able to avoid a
complete state collapse, the kakistocracy of political parties has assaulted
the democratic system and resulted in the public’s resentment towards
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democracy in general and the regime of the political parties in particular.
The way the Nepali state has been challenged, and unelected entities
were entrusted to define democratic norms and values from their own
perspectives, and plans could set a dangerous precedent for the future.
They will not only create internal contradictions but also expand space for
geopolitical adventurism. Ultimately, the phenomenon of this kind may
have consequences not only for Nepal’s democratization process but also
weaken the pillars of the Nepali state. To further emphasize, the manner
in which the government was overthrown from the streets may encourage
others to do the same in the future, if their demands are not fulfilled. This
will, in turn, give rise to ‘warlordism’ in politics.

If the Gen-Z revolt does not usher in positive outcomes, people surely

will equate it with a kind of urban insurgency or merely a war against

the old. Consequently, the sacredness that Gen-Z revolt enjoys, so far,

will fade away. And the ‘saints’ of Gen-Z revolt, would then definitely

be termed as ‘sinners’. Likewise, the binary debates in Nepali society
(anchored around biology - old vs young, men vs. women, and others)

and the complete absence of civic virtues are something we have to worry
about. They, together, would invite obstacles for the smooth functioning of
society. When the state is weak and societal fabrics also become weaker,
no power can save that country. Perhaps, it is high time for Nepal not only
to strengthen the capacity of the state institutions but also to strengthen

its civic virtues. When the domestic political spectrum is polarized along
biological and geopolitical lines, apart from other factors of polarization,

this has the potential to hinder navigating the country from the complex
geopolitical situation. We also live in an era of transactional geopolitics and
geoeconomics where national interests define the values and not the values
defining national interests. Nepal should pay greater attention to managing its
own house in the first place, which alone can provide the necessary strength to
deal with geopolitical undercurrents.
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International Development Aid in
Decline: Implications for Nepal

Krishna Gyawali"
Abstract
This article examines the evolving global development aid landscape and its
implications for Nepal at a time when multilateral cooperation is increasingly
constrained by geopolitical competition and shifting donor priorities. It
argues that the apparent decline of traditional development aid reflects not
its irrelevance, but the need for a fundamental redesign of the development
cooperation architecture. Drawing on global trends, recent donor behavior, and
Nepal’s aid experience, the paper advocates a transition toward greater country
ownership, alignment with national systems, donor harmonization, and results
orientation, complemented by stronger integration of trade, investment, and
alternative financing instruments to support Nepal’s sustainable development
trajectory. This article examines the evolving international development aid
landscape through the lens of Nepal, analyses the drivers behind the apparent
decline in traditional aid, and assesses its implications for Nepal’s development
trajectory and policy choices.

Keywords: development aid, economy, resource, grant, loan, assistance
Introduction

The post-war international development aid architecture built around the
Bretton Woods institutions—the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund—is facing growing challenges as the global aid landscape shifts with the
rise of new powers such as the BRICS and more predominantly, China itself,
the emergence of alternative financing initiatives, including China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, and the United States’ recent retrenchment from multilateral
development engagement. For aid-dependent countries like Nepal, these

* Mr. Gyawali, a former Secretary of the Nepal Government, is a Member of NCWA.
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changes are not merely systemic but have direct implications for development
financing, policy autonomy, and long-term economic resilience.

International development aid, popularly known as ‘foreign aid’, refers to

the provision of financial resources, technical assistance, and concessional
financing by bilateral donors and multilateral institutions to support

economic development and social welfare in developing countries. Official
Development Assistance (ODA)—comprising grants, concessional loans,

and technical cooperation—has historically formed the backbone of Nepal’s
development financing. Since the 1950s, foreign aid has played a central role
in Nepal’s infrastructure development, social sector expansion, post-conflict
reconstruction, and disaster recovery, often financing a significant share of the
national development budget (Ministry of Finance, 2025).

The origins of Nepal’s aid dependence lie in the post-World War 11
development order and the country’s late integration into the global economy.
Over time, aid flows intensified under global development frameworks such as
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), reinforcing Nepal’s reliance on concessional external resources
to supplement limited domestic savings and revenue mobilization (ActionAid
Nepal, 2023). While aid has contributed to notable gains in poverty reduction,
health, and education, it has also exposed Nepal to vulnerabilities arising from
donor priorities, implementation delays, and absorptive capacity constraints.

In recent years, traditional development aid to Nepal has shown signs of
relative decline and qualitative shift. Although aggregate aid commitments
have fluctuated, the share of grants has diminished in favor of loans, increasing
Nepal’s exposure to debt-financed development (MoF, 20255). Globally,
real-term ODA to developing countries has stagnated since 2021, while

major donors have redirected resources towards domestic priorities, security
spending, and short-term crisis response. These trends have reduced the
predictability and concessionality of aid flows to countries such as Nepal.

At the same time, Nepal’s development cooperation landscape includes
significant engagement with neighboring partners, particularly India and
China, reflecting historical ties and evolving strategic interests. Both countries
have long provided development assistance and technical cooperation that
complement traditional Western donors. India has been one of Nepal’s largest
bilateral development partners, investing in infrastructure, education, health,

\109




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

and community development programs—ranging from roads and irrigation
projects to nearly 550 “High Impact Community Development Projects,”
ambulances, school buses, and institutional support for education and policing
systems—demonstrating a broad, grant-oriented development footprint (The
Tribune, July 29, 2024).

Similarly, China has steadily increased its development assistance to

Nepal through economic and technical cooperation programs focusing on
infrastructure, human resources, health, and connectivity projects. Chinese
assistance has been delivered in the form of grants, interest-free loans, and
concessional financing under bilateral frameworks, contributing to road
upgrades, power transmission lines, and institutional investments. Nepal’s
Ministry of Finance data show that over the 201621 period, China disbursed
significant development funding—important evidence of its emerging role as a
partner rather than merely a geopolitical actor (MoFA, 2025).

While India and China differ in scale, focus, and geographic reach, both
continue to shape Nepal’s development financing environment. India’s
historical predominance—especially when measured by aid as a share of
GDP—remains a foundational element of Nepal’s external support, and
cooperation commitments of both countries reflect a broader regional
engagement that extends beyond aid to include trade, investment, and strategic
connectivity.

For Nepal, the implications of a declining and transforming aid landscape

are significant. As the country prepares to graduate from Least Developed
Country (LDC) status, reduced access to concessional financing and grant-
based assistance could constrain fiscal space, slow progress towards the
SDGs, and heighten macroeconomic risks. Navigating this transition requires
a recalibration of Nepal’s development financing strategy—strengthening
domestic resource mobilization, improving aid effectiveness and absorption,
diversifying partnerships, optimizing on the alternate and innovative financing
instruments such as through development bonds and debentures, equity funds
and investment funds, guarantee instruments, special loans and long-term
capital mobilization, crowd-funding and diverse financing sources, and other
financial assets as well as ensuring prudent debt management. (MoF, 2025a;
Ujyaalo Nepal, 9 August, 2025)
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Dynamics of Development Aid: Origins, Purposes, and Contradictions

Development aid is commonly understood as the transfer of financial
resources, technical expertise, goods, and services from developed countries
and multilateral institutions to developing countries with the stated objective
of promoting economic development, poverty reduction, and social welfare.
In institutional terms, development aid is most often operationalized

through ODA, as defined by the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD): concessional flows administered by official
agencies with the primary purpose of promoting development and welfare in
recipient countries. While ODA remains the dominant analytical category, the
contemporary aid landscape has expanded to include humanitarian assistance,
climate finance, South—South cooperation, philanthropic flows, and blended
public—private financing, blurring the boundaries between aid, investment, and
geopolitics (Gyawali, 1993).

Genesis and Historical Evolution

The genesis of modern development aid lies in the geopolitical and economic
reconstruction imperatives that followed the Second World War. The creation
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, officially
termed in origin as the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development
(IBRD) at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944, institutionalized a rules-
based system of monetary stability and development finance. Initially designed
to rebuild war-ravaged Europe, later supplemented, though institutionally
separate, by what was named the Marshall Plan (1948-51), these institutions
soon redirected their focus towards newly decolonized countries in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. Aid thus became a central instrument for integrating
developing economies into the post-war liberal international order (Council on
Foreign Relations, 2025).

During the Cold War, development aid evolved into a strategic tool of
ideological competition. Both Western and socialist blocs used aid to secure
political allegiance, military access, and diplomatic support, often prioritizing
geopolitical considerations over developmental outcomes. Bilateral aid flows
expanded rapidly, while multilateral institutions consolidated their role in
financing infrastructure, balance-of-payments support, and structural reforms.
The 1960s and 1970s witnessed the formalization of development assistance
norms, including the United Nations’ call for donor countries to allocate 0.7

d11




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

per cent of their gross national income to ODA—a target that remains largely
unmet (OECD, 2025).

The post—Cold War period marked a significant reorientation in development
aid. With the decline of ideological rivalry, donors increasingly emphasized
governance reforms, market liberalization, and institutional capacity building.
Structural adjustment programs promoted by the World Bank and IMF in the
1980s and 1990s tied aid to policy conditionalities aimed at fiscal discipline,
privatization, and trade liberalization. While these reforms were intended to
enhance efficiency and growth, they often generated social costs and domestic
resistance in recipient countries, including Nepal, where adjustment policies
reshaped state capacity and development planning (Easterly, 2006).

The adoption of the MDGs in 2000 and later SDGs in 2015 broadened the
normative scope of development aid (UNDP, 2016). Aid was increasingly
framed around poverty reduction, human development, gender equality, and
environmental sustainability. This period saw a rise in sector-wide approaches,
budgetary support often called ‘basket funding’, and results-based financing,
alongside a growing emphasis on aid effectiveness, ownership, and alignment
with national development strategies.

Types and Modalities of Development Aid

Development aid manifests in multiple forms, each with distinct implications
for recipient countries.

Grant: It constitutes the most concessional form of aid and is particularly
significant for least developed countries. It is commonly used to finance social
sectors such as health, education, and social protection, where direct revenue
generation is limited. For Nepal, grants have historically supported primary
education expansion, maternal and child health programs, and post-disaster
reconstruction (MoF, 2025a).

Concessional loan: It represents another major modality, typically offered
by multilateral development banks at below-market interest rates with long
repayment periods. While such loans enable large-scale investments in
infrastructure and energy, they also contribute to public debt accumulation.
In Nepal’s case, concessional loans have financed hydropower, transport, and
urban development projects, raising questions about debt sustainability as the
share of loan-based assistance increases (MoF, 2025a).
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Technical assistance: It focuses on capacity development, policy advice, and
institutional strengthening. This form of aid often accompanies financial flows,
popularly termed as ‘piggybacking’ or Project Preparatory Technical Assistance
(PPTA), and plays a significant role in shaping governance practices and policy
frameworks. While technical assistance can enhance administrative capacity,
critics argue that it may undermine local ownership and perpetuate dependence
on external expertise. Nepal’s foreign aid policy does not encourage the ‘stand-
alone’ TA that is not backed by the investment projects, nor does it support the
TAs fragmented into insignificant smaller monetary values (MoF, 2025a).

Humanitarian aid, distinct from long-term development assistance, responds
to emergencies arising from natural disasters, conflicts, or health crises.
Nepal’s experience following the 2015 earthquake illustrates the critical role
of humanitarian assistance, while also highlighting challenges related to
coordination, absorption, and transition from relief to recovery (MoF, 2025a).

Manifest and Latent Objectives of Development Aid

At the level of official discourse, the manifest objectives of development
aid are explicit and normative: poverty reduction, economic growth, social
inclusion, and sustainable development. These objectives are reflected in
global commitments such as the SDGs and in donor policy frameworks
that emphasize aid effectiveness, local ownership, and results orientation.
Empirically, development aid has contributed to tangible improvements in
human development indicators across many recipient countries, including
Nepal, particularly in health, education, and poverty reduction.

However, development aid also serves a set of latent objectives that are less
openly acknowledged but equally influential. Aid has long functioned as a
foreign policy instrument, advancing donors’ strategic, economic, and security
interests (Panday, 2011). During the Cold War, aid allocations closely mirrored
geopolitical alignments. In the contemporary period, aid is increasingly linked
to migration management, counterterrorism, climate diplomacy, and strategic
competition, particularly in regions of geostrategic importance.

Economic interests also shape aid dynamics. Tied aid, procurement rules,
and donor-driven project selection often benefit firms and contractors from
donor countries, reinforcing asymmetrical economic relationships. Similarly,
emerging donors’ development finance—while framed as South—South
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cooperation—frequently aligns with commercial and strategic objectives, such
as securing access to markets, resources, and transit corridors.

In Nepal’s context, these latent objectives are evident in the sectoral
concentration and geographic targeting of aid, as well as in the growing interest
of external actors in infrastructure connectivity, energy resources, and regional
stability. Aid thus operates not merely as a developmental instrument but as a
site of negotiation between domestic priorities and external interests (Mihaly,
1966). In fact, development aid was never politically neutral; it functioned as
both a financial resource and a governing technology that shaped development
priorities, policy frameworks, and state—donor relations (Rist, 2007; Kapur,
1997).

Changing Dynamics and Contemporary Relevance

The dynamics of development aid are undergoing a profound transformation.
The rise of emerging donors, the proliferation of non-concessional financing,
and the securitization of aid have challenged the traditional ODA-centric
model. At the same time, declining aid budgets in traditional donor countries
and growing emphasis on domestic priorities have reduced the predictability of
aid flows.

For countries like Nepal, understanding these dynamics is essential.
Development aid is no longer a stable or purely benevolent resource; it is
embedded in shifting global power relations and evolving development
paradigms. As Nepal navigates a changing aid environment—marked by
declining grants, increasing loans, and diversified partners—the ability to
critically engage with the dynamics of development aid will shape both
development outcomes and policy autonomy (Panday, 1999).

Decline in Development Aid: From Multilateralism to Multipolar
Competition

The recent decline in international development aid is not a sudden or isolated
phenomenon. Rather, it reflects bigger structural changes in global politics,
economics, and institutional cooperation. What is unfolding is not merely a
reduction in aid volumes but a reordering of priorities, where development
assistance is increasingly subordinated to national security, economic
resilience, and strategic autonomy.
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Global Factors behind the Decline

At the global level, several interrelated trends are reshaping development
aid. First, traditional donor countries are facing mounting domestic
pressures—ranging from inflation, ageing populations, migration, and rising
defense expenditures. As a result, development budgets are increasingly
diverted toward domestic spending and geopolitical crises, leaving fewer
resources for long-term development cooperation.

Second, the multilateral institutions that historically anchored development
aid are under strain. Trade disputes, geopolitical rivalries, and weakening
consensus have reduced the effectiveness of institutions such as the World
Trade Organization, UN agencies, and multilateral development banks. This
erosion of multilateralism directly affects aid flows, which rely heavily on
shared norms, collective problem-solving, and predictable rules. As recent
analyses in Foreign Affairs and Foreign Policy suggest, multipolar competition
is increasingly replacing multilateral cooperation as the organizing principle of
the emerging global order (Stubb, 2025; Tooze, 2025).

The weakening of multilateral institutions—particularly the United Nations—
is not a recent phenomenon. From its inception in the postwar period, the
so-called “great powers,” which later polarized the world along Cold War
ideological lines, showed limited enthusiasm for genuinely strengthening the
organization. Nepal’s eminent statesman and the then Prime Minister, B. P.
Koirala, incisively captured this predicament in his address to the 15th Session
of the United Nations General Assembly on 29 September 1960. Reflecting on
great-power rivalry, he noted that “the authors of the Charter had hoped that
the Great Powers would continue to move ahead and strengthen the United
Nations with a sufficient measure of unanimity,” yet this hope was repeatedly
frustrated as “serious deadlocks have arisen between the contending power
blocs on many international issues of peace and security.” Emphasizing the
agency of smaller states, Koirala argued that “mere negative reactions to

the Cold War strategy of the big powers are not enough,” urging instead a
“positive and constructive response to each political and economic question
of the world.” He stressed that “the main function of the United Nations at

the present moment is the creation, or re-creation of a climate of confidence
and trust,” concluding that durable peace and prosperity ultimately depend on
“strengthening and extending the authority of the United Nations,” an authority
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that can endure only if its decisions are “respected faithfully and loyally by all
powers, big and small” (Koirala, 1982).

This predicament has been succinctly articulated by Mark Carney, former
Governor of the Bank of England and now Prime Minister of Canada, in

his speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 2026. Carney
warned that “the multilateral institutions on which the middle powers

have relied—the WTO, the UN, the COP, the very architecture of collective
problem-solving—are under threat.” As these institutions weaken, countries
are increasingly concluding that they must rely more on themselves than on
global systems. Carney further noted that many states are now prioritizing
strategic autonomy in energy, food, finance, and supply chains, arguing that
“a country that cannot feed itself, fuel itself or defend itself has few options”
(Carney, 2026). This shift toward self-protection and national resilience helps
explain why development aid—traditionally rooted in cooperation and shared
responsibility—is losing political priority in many donor capitals.

Retreat of Major Donors and Institutional Pullbacks

The changing posture of the US illustrates this broader trend. The recent
termination of USAID operations and the US withdrawal from or reduced
engagement with several international organizations—including UN agencies
and global frameworks linked to the SDGs—signals a clear retrenchment from
multilateral development partnerships. While humanitarian assistance continues
selectively, long-term development cooperation has been deprioritized in

favor of strategic, transactional engagement. European donors, though more
committed to multilateralism, are also reallocating aid toward security-related
spending, refugee management, and climate adaptation within their immediate
neighborhoods (Focus 2030, 2026). As a result, real-term ODA to developing
countries has stagnated or declined, particularly for low-income and aid-
dependent economies.

Regional and South—South Shifts

The emerging donors and South—South cooperation mechanisms have altered
the aid ecosystem. Countries such as China, India, and Gulf states increasingly
provide development finance through infrastructure investment, credit

lines operating through Export-Import (Exim) Banks, and project-based
lending, rather than traditional grant-based aid (Development Aid, 2026).
While these flows expand options for recipient countries, they are often tied to
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commercial, strategic, or geopolitical objectives and lack the concessionality
of traditional ODA. This shift further reinforces the global movement away
from aid as a solidarity-driven instrument toward finance as a tool of strategic
influence.

Nepal’s Position in the Changing Aid Landscape

For Nepal, these global and regional shifts have tangible consequences. As a
small, aid-dependent economy, Nepal has historically benefited from a rules-
based multilateral system that provided predictable concessional finance and
grants. The weakening of that system—highlighted by Carney’s warning

and also elucidated by Stubb and Tooze in their critical reviews of the recent
global ‘disorder’—means that Nepal can no longer assume continuity in aid
flows. The declining share of grants, increased reliance on loans, and reduced
predictability of disbursements reflect Nepal’s exposure to these global trends.
Moreover, as Nepal approaches LDC graduation on 24 November 2026, and
also embarks on becoming an Upper-Middle Income Country by 2030 and a
High-Income country by 2043 (NPC, 2019; NPC, 2024; Shakya, 2025), it faces
diminishing access to concessional resources at precisely the moment when
traditional donors are retrenching, and multilateral cooperation is under stress.
In this context, Nepal’s development challenge is no longer simply about
mobilizing more aid, but about adapting to a world where aid is scarcer,
more strategic, and less generous. The implications of this shift—and the
strategies Nepal must adopt to cope with it—are examined in the following
section.

Implications for Nepal and Coping Strategies

The ongoing shift in global development aid—marked by declining
concessional grants, increased reliance on loans, and changing donor
priorities—has important implications for Nepal’s development financing
and policy choices. For a country with a long history of aid dependence,
these changes necessitate a careful reassessment of financing strategies and
a calibrated transition toward more sustainable and diversified sources of
development finance.

Nepal’s Aid-Dependency Status: Trends and Evidence
Despite gradual improvements in domestic revenue mobilization, foreign

aid continues to play a meaningful role in Nepal’s development financing.
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According to recent Economic Survey data, Nepal received approximately
NPR 137 billion in foreign aid in FY 2024/25, equivalent to about 2.4 per
cent of GDP. Notably, over 80 per cent of this assistance came in the form
of loans, while grants accounted for less than one-fifth. This represents a
significant shift from earlier decades, when grants constituted a larger share of
external assistance. Mid-year data for FY 2024/25 further indicate a decline
in aid disbursement, with total foreign aid receipts falling by nearly 14 per
cent compared to the same period in the previous fiscal year. Findings from
the DCR 2025 also show that ODA to Nepal has declined steadily as a share
of GDP over the past decade, falling from levels above five per cent to below
four per cent in recent years. These trends confirm that while Nepal is less
aid-dependent than in the past, aid remains an important—though increasingly
constrained—component of development finance (MoF, 2025b).

Equally important is the changing composition of aid. The growing
dominance of loans over grants raises concerns about future debt servicing
obligations, especially when loan-financed projects do not generate sufficient
economic returns. This shift underscores the need for stronger project selection,
implementation, and debt management (Khanal, 2023).

Policy Response: Government Strategies for Adjustment

The Government of Nepal has recognized these evolving realities in its
Foreign Aid Mobilization Policy 2025, which explicitly acknowledges that
concessional financing and grants are likely to decline as Nepal approaches
graduation from LDC status (MoF, 2025b). The policy signals a shift from
volume-driven aid mobilization to a more strategic, selective, and results-
oriented approach.

Key policy priorities include aligning foreign aid with national development
priorities, strengthening coordination among federal, provincial, and local
governments, improving aid effectiveness, and enhancing transparency and
accountability. The policy also emphasizes leveraging foreign aid to catalyze
private investment, promoting blended finance instruments, and maximizing
access to climate finance and other emerging funding windows. The DCR
(2025) reinforces these priorities by highlighting the need to improve aid
absorption capacity and reduce implementation delays that have historically
constrained effective utilization (MoF, 2025b).
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Implications for Fiscal Space and Development Outcomes

The decline in grant-based assistance has direct fiscal implications for Nepal.
Reduced concessional support limits budgetary flexibility and increases
reliance on borrowing, even for social sectors that yield primarily social rather
than financial returns. This shift risks constraining expenditure on health,
education, and social protection, areas that have traditionally benefited from
external grants and technical assistance. At the same time, declining aid
predictability complicates medium-term planning and weakens coordination
across levels of government in Nepal’s federal system. Persistent challenges
related to project readiness, procurement delays, and institutional capacity
further amplify these risks, potentially reducing Nepal’s ability to attract and
effectively use available external resources. Likewise, Nepal’s impending
LDC graduation adds another layer of complexity. While graduation reflects
development progress, it will likely reduce access to concessional financing,
trade preferences, and grant-based support, intensifying the need for alternative
financing and stronger domestic economic foundations.

Recommendations: A Blended Roadmap for Coping and Transition

Responding effectively to these challenges requires a blended and forward-
looking strategy that reduces reliance on traditional aid while strengthening
domestic and external economic linkages. Below are a few such strategic
initiatives that need immediate, intermediate, and long-term attention by
the policymakers:

First, Nepal must continue to strengthen domestic resource mobilization by
broadening the tax base, improving compliance, rationalizing exemptions,
and enhancing public financial management. Increased domestic revenue is
essential for sustaining development spending in an era of declining aid.

Second, a stronger focus on trade, investment, and export-led growth is
critical. Promoting sectors with comparative advantage—such as hydropower,
agro-processing, tourism, and selected manufacturing—can generate foreign
exchange, attract foreign direct investment, and gradually reduce dependence
on external assistance. Aligning trade policy with industrial and infrastructure
strategies is central to this transition.

Third, Nepal should optimize alternative financing instruments, including
blended finance, climate finance, and public—private partnerships, as
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encouraged by the Foreign Aid Mobilization Policy 2025. Well-structured use
of concessional aid to de-risk private investment can multiply development
impact without exacerbating debt vulnerabilities.

Fourth, strengthening project preparation and implementation capacity

is essential. Improving feasibility analysis, procurement efficiency, and inter-
agency coordination will enhance aid absorption, reduce delays, and improve
returns on both aid and loan-financed projects.

Fifth, the aid should reach down to the grassroots level to benefit the needy
recipients most in today’s federal context of Nepal (Shrestha, 2023). It

has often been observed that the dividends of aid have not been equitably
distributed among recipients, benefiting urban and rural elites more than
disadvantaged and marginalized groups, despite contrary commitments

in government policy pronouncements. This trend should be reversed by
undertaking a study to assess the effective utilization of aid.

Finally, Nepal should explore a selective approach to import substitution
and export-enhancing industrialization, particularly in energy, agriculture-
based industries, and light manufacturing. Reducing import dependence while
expanding export capacity can improve the balance of payments and reinforce
economic resilience, supporting a gradual shift away from aid dependence.

The emerging challenges and adjustment strategies as stated above frame the
broader question of how Nepal can navigate a declining and transforming
development aid landscape without undermining development gains—a
question that the concluding section addresses by drawing together key
findings and policy implications.

Conclusion

International development aid is undergoing a structural transformation

rather than a temporary slowdown. The post-war aid architecture anchored

in multilateralism, concessional finance, and donor-driven solidarity is
weakening under the combined pressures of geopolitical rivalry, domestic
political constraints in donor countries, and the growing emphasis on national
strategic autonomy. For countries like Nepal, which have historically relied on
development aid to supplement limited domestic resources, this shift marks a
critical turning point.
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This article has shown that while development aid has played a central

role in Nepal’s economic and social progress—financing infrastructure,
expanding social services, and supporting post-conflict recovery—its nature
and availability are changing. Globally, grant-based assistance is declining,
aid budgets are increasingly diverted toward security and crisis response,

and multilateral institutions that once ensured predictable and rules-based
cooperation are under strain. The retreat of major donors, including the United
States’ disengagement from parts of the multilateral system, and the growing
preference for strategic and transactional financing underscore this trend.

For Nepal, the implications are both immediate and long-term. The declining
share of grants and the growing dominance of loans increase fiscal pressure
and debt risks, particularly in a context of weak project implementation and
limited absorptive capacity. As Nepal prepares for graduation from LDC

status, reduced access to concessional finance and development support will
further constrain policy space. Continued reliance on traditional aid, without
adjustment, risks undermining development gains and slowing progress toward
achieving the SDGs.

At the same time, this changing aid landscape also presents an opportunity.
Nepal is no longer as aid-dependent as it once was, and the gradual decline

of aid can catalyze reform. Government initiatives, including the Foreign Aid
Mobilization Policy 2025, signal an important shift toward more strategic,
selective, and outcome-oriented use of external resources. The emphasis on
blended finance, private-sector engagement, climate finance, and improved aid
effectiveness reflects a growing recognition that development must increasingly
be financed through diversified means.

The way forward lies in a managed transition rather than abrupt disengagement
from aid. Strengthening domestic resource mobilization, improving public
financial management, and enhancing project readiness are essential first steps.
Equally important is a stronger focus on trade, investment, and export-led
growth, supported by targeted industrialization, selective import substitution,
and improved infrastructure. External financing—whether from traditional
donors, emerging partners, or private sources—must be aligned with these
national priorities and used to crowd in investment rather than substitute for
domestic effort.
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Ultimately, Nepal’s development challenge in the coming decade will not

be defined by how much aid it receives, but by how effectively it adapts to a
world where aid is scarcer, more strategic, and less predictable. Navigating
this transition successfully will require policy coherence, institutional
capacity, and a clear national vision—one that treats development aid not

as a permanent dependency, but as a diminishing yet still valuable tool in a
broader development financing strategy. As Poudel & Syring (2025) have
aptly remarked, this is the right time for the recipients to view aid differently
and redefine it so that the contributions not only from donors but also from
recipient countries are also acknowledged and valued while evaluating the
distribution and counter-distribution of the total volume and worth of foreign
aid more judiciously and rationally.
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Implementation of the Constitution,
Federalism, Inclusion and Policies Related
to International Relations

Chandra Kanta Gyawali”
Abstract

The Constitution of Nepal has embraced federalism, inclusiveness, a
parliamentary system of governance, and policies relating to international
relations. The Constituent Assembly rejected the concept of a directly elected
presidential and prime ministerial system. The distribution of power among
the central, provincial, and local levels of government in the federal system is
clearly set out in the constitution. Central, provincial, territorial, geographical,
or local governments are various forms of federal governance. Although it

is often described as having two governments, two administrations, and two
legislatures, Nepal has three levels of government and administration and
three levels of legislature and assembly. The nature of the judiciary in a federal
system can be general and federal. In Nepal’s case, although the judiciary

is unitary, the structure of the Constitutional Bench and the High Court is
oriented toward a unified judiciary. Speaking of South Asia, the federal system
of governance has been adopted especially in India, Pakistan, and Nepal. Other
countries have a unitary system of government. Federalism, inclusion, and
principles of non-alignment and Panchsheel are the basic features of Nepal’s
constitution. This article aims to highlight the necessity for the implementation
of federalism and inclusion, as well as the principle of non-alignment in its
truest sense, in accordance with the Constitution of Nepal.

Keywords: constitution, federalism, inclusion, parliament, power, international
relations
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Introduction

Thomas Jefferson was an American constitutionalist who believed that in order
for a constitution to be alive, it must be based on constitutionalism as well

as be pragmatic, futuristic, ensuring, and embracing the rights of the present
and future generations (Gyawali, 2020). The status of the constitution issued
by the second Constituent Assembly of Nepal depends on its implementation.
The constitution issued by the Constituent Assembly is, in fact, the intention,
desire, and aspiration of the people. The constitution is considered to be the
original instrument of ensuring the right of citizens to follow the rule of law at
all levels of government bodies and organs of the state. Such a constitution has
constitutional supremacy. If the supremacy of the parliament is contrary to the
constitutional supremacy, then the government is helpless. Parliament is strong
because the functions of the parliament are not judicially reviewed. In the
United Kingdom, it is said that the parliament can do everything except make a
woman a man and a man a woman (De Lolme, 2007).

In modern times, a government run according to the constitution has been
taken as a limited government. The constitutions of the United States, France,
Germany, Canada, India, and Nepal are the result of this. The People’s
Movement of 2006 was for a limited government by ending the direct and
authoritarian rule of the king, and that a constitution should be made through a
Constituent Assembly elected by the people (Law Commission, 2007). Based
on the interim constitution, the Constituent Assembly election was held for
the first time in 2064 BS for a term of two years. However, the term of the
Constituent Assembly was extended for two years by the Supreme Court, but
eventually it was dissolved (Law Commission, 2007).

Basis for the Implementation of Federal Rule

The constitution of Nepal was drafted by the first and second Constituent
Assemblies (United Nations, 2005). The background for federalism was set by
the decade-long Maoist movement, the 19-day movement of seven political
parties with state restructuring as the main issue, and the Madhesh movement
with federalism as the main issue. The first and fifth amendments proposed

to adopt a federal democratic republican system. The Constitution of Nepal,
promulgated by the Constituent Assembly, envisaged a federal government,
state governments, and local governments.
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Constitutional Structure of Federalism

For the first time, the Constitution of Nepal recognized the Nepali people

as sovereign. The constitution stipulated that Nepal’s sovereignty and state
authority would be vested in the Nepali people (Law Commission, 2007).

It was said that its use would be in accordance with the provisions of the
constitution. In this way, the sovereignty of the people and the distribution

of state power were arranged constitutionally. The basic structure of Nepal’s
governance system was to be three-tiered at the federal, state, and local levels.
A constitutional provision was made for the exercise of state power by the
federal, state, and local levels in accordance with the Constitution and the law.
Although voices were raised that provinces should be formed on the basis

of ethnic, religious, and cultural conditions, it did not materialize, and the
provinces were formed on the geographical basis of the districts (Nepal Law
Commission, 2015). Although special, protected, or autonomous areas can be
established for social and cultural protection or economic development, it is a
highly debatable issue.

Distribution of State Power

The Constitution of Nepal has included the exclusive powers of the federal,
state, and local governments in Schedule 5, Schedule 6, and Schedule 8,
respectively (Gyawali & Raj, 2010). The concurrent powers of the federal
and provincial governments are enshrined in Schedule 7, and the concurrent
powers of the federal, state, and local levels are included in Schedule 9.

Any remaining residual power resides with the federation. Accordingly,
constitutional provision was made for the federal parliament in the federation,
provincial parliament in the states, and local assembly at the local level (Law
Commission, 2015).

Points Raised by India while Promulgating the Constitution of Nepal

Despite the inclusive and power-sharing provisions in the constitution
mentioned above, Nepali political parties could not utter a word that India

also bears ownership to the 12-point agreement signed in New Delhi (Muni,
2012). The first of the seven points raised by India while promulgating the
Constitution of Nepal was the question of proportional representation on

the basis of population. It was incorporated in Article 42 through the first
amendment by the transformed parliament. Second, there was concern in India
when it was decided that only a citizen of Nepali descent should be appointed,
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elected, or nominated to the posts of President, Prime Minister, and Speaker.
The third was related to the formation of the National Assembly. Though

the Constitution of Nepal said that the constitution should be based on the
population of the provinces, in the end, it was denied, and equal representation
in the national assembly of all the provinces was ensured in the constitution
(Haidar, 2015).

Fourth, the intention of the Indian side to form two provinces in the Terai,
including Jhapa, Sunsari, and Morang in the east and Kanchanpur and Kailali
in the far west, could not be achieved. Fifth, it was regarding the constituency
review. In accordance with Article 286 (2) of the Constitution, a constitutional
provision was made to review it every 20 years. But even in India, population
review takes place over a period of ten years. Hence, it is a matter of study as
to why it was arranged for us to do the review every 20 years. The sixth was
about the provision related to the adopted citizenship according to federal

law. The provision that a foreign woman who is married to a Nepali citizen
can obtain naturalized citizenship of Nepal if she so desires. That could not
be provisioned in the constitution of Nepal (Saran, 2017). When determining
constituencies by the Constituency Delimitation Commission, the provision of
section 84 for determining constituencies based on geography and population
was given first priority to population and second priority to geography in
section 286 (5). Some of these things were addressed through the First
Amendment (Gyawali, 2020).

The government of Nepal did not comply with the pressure exerted by the
Indian side to keep these points through the constitutional amendment. The
then Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli declared that he would not visit India

till the blockade was lifted (My Republica, 2016). India closed the customs
checkpoints at the borders with Nepal and blocked the supply of liquified
petroleum gas, diesel, petrol, aviation fuel, oxygen, and medicines from the
third country, and essential goods and commodities coming to Nepal from
India (Al Jazeera, 2015). It 1s still fresh in the minds of the Nepali people that
their daily lives had become extremely painful due to the violation of their
rights (Nepal Law Commission, 2015). Even the author filed a writ petition
at the Supreme Court. The undeclared blockade was ultimately lifted after
five months, following the government’s diplomatic initiatives (International
Crisis Group, 2016). Considering that a blockade had also taken place in 1989,
the government of Nepal has the responsibility to take necessary diplomatic
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initiatives through bilateral talks so that the Nepali people will never have to
face such a situation in the future.

The United Nations has developed international law to provide transit facilities
to landlocked countries. In the case of a blockade, the parties have to abide by
the treaties adopted by both countries, established practices, decisions of the
Security Council, decisions of the International Court of Justice, and the rules
of international law, as the treaty provides for the right of uninterrupted transit
to and from the sea by any means of transportation (United Nations). However,
it cannot be said that all the treaties and agreements have been complied with.
Since the direct violation of the fundamental right was due to the blockade,

the treaty mentioned in accordance with the principle of Pacta Sunt Servanda
is an international recognition of both parties. The Government of Nepal has
to effectively implement and review the system requirements. In this regard,
Nepal seemed to be silent on the issue (Law Commission, 2015).

Policies Related to International Relations

The Constitution of Nepal has envisaged that the policies relating to
international relations are to conduct an independent foreign policy based on
the Charter of the United Nations, non- alignment, principles of Panchsheel,
international law, and the norms of worlds peace, taking into consideration of
the overall interest of the nation, while remaining active in safeguarding the
sovereignty, territorial integrity, independence and national interest of Nepal
(Law Commission, 2015). Similarly, it pertains to reviewing and concluding
treaties and agreements based on equality and mutual interest. But in the case
related to the undeclared blockade by India, the Supreme Court of Nepal issued
a directive in the name of the Government of Nepal in 2074 BS, saying that the
Nepali people should not have faced the blockade as per the treaties related to
the law of the sea, the WTO, and the landlocked countries (Supreme Court of
Nepal, 2017).

Periodic Elections for the Implementation of Federalism

In 2070 BS, the second election of the Constituent Assembly was held

as per the order of the Supreme Court. Finally, the Constituent Assembly
promulgated the Constitution of Nepal on Asoj 3, 2072 BS. In this context,

due to the movement of Madhesi parties, Adivasi Janajatis and Tharus, and
blockade by the Indian side, the first amendment of the constitution was made
to allow participation in every body of the state based on inclusive proportional
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representation and constituency based on population and geography. Based
on the new Constitution, the local level elections were held in three phases
in Baishakh, Asar, and Asoj 2074 BS. The elections for the House of
Representatives and the Provincial Assemblies were held in two phases in
Mangsir 2074 BS (Supreme Court of Nepal, 2017).

Formation of Government

Although the constitution envisages majority, coalition, and minority
governments, it does not envisage a caretaker or interim government.
However, the Prime Minister, as the guardian of all governments, has to give
guardianship even if the constitutional scriptures of the world do not recognize
the principle of the form of government in exercising the executive power of
the Prime Minister elected only by the Federal Parliament.

Unitary Judiciary

There seems to be a constitutional provision of a unitary judiciary, as the
Supreme Court, High Court, and District Court, instead of a three-tier judiciary.
When the government and the legislature are federal, but the courts are unitary,
it seems natural to see an uncomfortable situation in the implementation of
federalism (Law Commission, 2015). From a functional point of view, the
court seems to be a unified court.

Constitutional Bench

Although the government and the parliament have been implemented in
accordance with the principle of federalism, the judiciary seems to be very
unitary. Apart from the Constitutional Court, the state-level courts cannot

be said to be federal courts just by naming them as high courts. The naming
of these two courts can be said to be a unified court. Federalism cannot be
strengthened by placing the Constitutional Court under the Supreme Court.
Therefore, instead of a constitutional bench, the Constitutional Court must
be higher than the Supreme Court of a permanent nature. This court will not
come as a puppet of the Supreme Court. Giving the power of Article 137 to the
Constitutional Court does not make any difference. After all, even the current
constitutional session has not changed much in terms of rights. The practice
of the world has shown that its purpose is of a very political nature. The issue
of the dissolution of Parliament twice and its restoration was not without
controversy. Therefore, the Constitutional Court should not be under the
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Supreme Court. The real implementation of federalism can only take place if it
is kept as a separate, independent, permanent court (Law Commission, 2015).

Dissolution and Restoration of Parliament

a) Including Santosh Bhandari and Dev Prasad Gurung vs. Including the
Office of the President

In the absence of the preconditions specified by the Constitution of Nepal for
the dissolution of the House of Representatives of the Federal Parliament,
Article 85 stipulates the essence and basic values of the parliamentary system
and the practice of different countries having their own parliamentary system.
The President’s decision to dissolve the House of Representatives was deemed
unconstitutional. Thus, the House of Representatives was restored. An order of
the Constitutional Bench was issued saying that an order has been issued in the
name of the respondent to make necessary arrangements for the meeting of the
House of Representatives within thirteen days. The House of Representatives
came into operation accordingly.

b) Sher Bahadur Deuba vs. Including President of Nepal

Sher Bahadur Deuba filed a writ petition in the Constitutional Court of the
esteemed Supreme Court after the President refused to appoint the Prime
Minister with the signatures of 146 MPs. The Supreme Court ordered the
President to appoint Sher Bahadur Deuba as Prime Minister (Supreme Court,
2021). Only after the order of the Supreme Court was issued to reconstitute
the parliament and convene a session was the parliament able to avoid a
catastrophe.

When Parliament Cannot be Dissolved (Fixed Term Parliament)

If the Prime Minister cannot obtain a vote of confidence or if the Prime
Minister cannot be appointed as per Article 76 (7) of the Constitution of Nepal,
the House of Representatives can be dissolved by exercising its constitutional
right. If a vote of confidence cannot be obtained in accordance with Article 76
(5), the minority government can exercise the constitutional right to dissolve
the House of Representatives on the recommendation of the Prime Minister.
But in this process, there is no constitutional right to dissolve the House of
Representatives except in the case of a vote of confidence in a majority and a
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coalition government, a vote of no confidence in Parliament without a vote of
no confidence, or a vote of no confidence in the Prime Minister (Nepal Law
Commission, 2015).

Right to Dissolve the Parliament

Even the prime minister of a coalition government does not see a constitutional
right to dissolve. Only the Prime Minister of the minority and the members
of the House of Representatives have the right to dissolve the House of
Representatives if a caretaker government is formed after losing the vote

of confidence. But as the prime minister of the majority and the prime
minister of the coalition government are resigning without dissolving the
House of Representatives, other governments seem to be trying to make the
government stable and strong. It seems that the members of the legislature
are not only active in overthrowing the government and dissolving the House
of Representatives, but also play a constructive role and envisage a stable
government and a stable parliament without burdening the country with
repeated elections and imposing a financial burden.

Rule by Ordinance

Two ordinances were suddenly issued on the 8 Baisakh, 2077 BS. This was
issued by the President on the recommendation of the Council of Ministers in
accordance with Article 114 (1) of the Constitution of Nepal, stating that there
was no session of the Federal Parliament (Nepal Gazette, 2007). Four days
after the ordinance was issued, the government recommended withdrawing
both ordinances. Both the ordinances were repealed by the President without
re-establishing the amended provision, i.e., without issuing an ordinance to
replace the ordinance.

However, the ordinance replacing the repealed ordinances with the repeal was
also approved. Due to that, the 53 office bearers of the constitutional bodies
appointed as per the ordinance would always be in danger of being removed
from office. An interim order was issued by the single bench not to hear the
cases of the above-mentioned constitutional body officials and not to make
public their statements in the media on the issues under consideration by the
legal practitioners or former judges. What will the existence of an independent
judiciary be like by the act of filing a writ petition? Serious questions seem to
have arisen.
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The Ordinance on Political Parties (Second Amendment) Ordinance, 2078 BS
was issued by President Bidya Devi Bhandari on the recommendation of the
Council of Ministers. According to the ordinance, Madhav Nepal and Mahanta
Thakur’s party split based on a 20 percent parliamentary party and a 20 percent
central committee (Election Commission of Nepal, 2021). If the purpose for
which the ordinance was brought is fulfilled, then it will get constitutional and
legal validity. On this basis, Madhav Nepal’s party and Mahanta Thakur’s party
got constitutional and legal legitimacy even though the ordinance was repealed.

Meanwhile, based on the 20 percent rule, there was a fear that the big parties
might split. As per the decision of the government and the recommendation

of the Prime Minister, the Political Parties (Second Amendment) Ordinance,
2078 BS, was repealed (Pyakurel, 2021). It is certain that it will be difficult for
the big parties to split now. If the main parties want to split, then the question
also arises whether the Political Parties Act 2073 has returned to its old state.
Constitutional, legal, and our practice do not say that the old legal system can
be reversed automatically. Despite the legal obligation to bring a replacement
bill if the ordinance is to be repealed, the government abruptly repealed the bill
without bringing a replacement bill. This can be considered a mockery of the
parliamentary system.

Recommendations

For the fundamental rights to be implemented by the three-tier government
based on complementary principles, the President must be given some
constitutional rights to implement the constitution, republic, federalism, and
inclusion, rather than a nominal president (Nepal Law Commission, 2015).

The federal parliament and the provincial parliaments should be dissolved
in the same way as in the United Kingdom. The prime minister and chief
minister should be given a six-month probationary period. There should be
an arrangement to get it. At the local level, the first-past-the-post electoral
system for the mayor, deputy mayor, and vice-president (directly elected by
the people) should be arranged. If this happens, then the people will be directly
accountable.

e The provision of the ordinance should be repealed as an obstacle.

e The distribution of common rights based on subsidiarity principles

should be done by the three levels of government.
e There should be a constitutional provision that only parliamentarians
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make laws, but do not join the government.

e The Supreme Court should also be recognized as a court of record.

e The Constitutional Court should be developed as a separate
constitutional court with experts.

e The appointment of the fourth organ should be done by an independent
body based on public hearings.

Conclusion

If there were a clear provision in the constitution for the implementation

of the constitution, federalism, and inclusion, it could be expected that the
government and the political parties would be able to show constitutional ethics
without violating the constitution. Since there is a lot of work to be done to find
the loopholes in the constitution and to stop the violation of the constitution
and treaties in accordance with the principle of Pacta Sunt Servanda, both
parties should respect each other. The Government of Nepal has to effectively
implement and review the system requirements. Therefore, the question

now is whether it is time to amend the constitution by forming a High-Level
Constitutional Reform Suggestion Commission.
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Parliamentary Oversight of Defense in
Nepal: Mandates and Challenges

Bharat Khanal®
Abstract

The Constitution of Nepal mandates parliamentary scrutiny of defense budgets,
procurement, policy formulation, and accountability mechanisms, significant
challenges persist, including weak political will, institutional fragmentation,
historical legacies, and capacity gaps. This article examines the evolving role
of parliamentary oversight of defense in Nepal following the 2006 democratic
transition, which established civilian control over the military under the
Constitution of Nepal in 2015. The legislative framework, such as the Nepali
Army Act, 2006, emphasizes democratic accountability but lacks effective
implementation due to gaps in inter-institutional coordination and a lack of
expertise. Parliamentary committees, including the State Affairs and Public
Accounts Committees, play critical roles in oversight but face limitations in
accessing sensitive military information and enforcing transparency. The study
underscores the need for capacity-building programs for legislators, enhanced
institutional memory, and a coherent national security policy to strengthen
civilian oversight while respecting military professionalism and operational
autonomy. By addressing these gaps, Nepal can advance democratic
governance in its defense sector, ensuring alignment with constitutional
principles and international humanitarian standards.

Keywords: defense, national security, Nepali Army, oversight, parliament
Introduction

The Nepali Army is one of the oldest security organizations with a unique
historical background. The peaceful transition of power in 2006 ended the

* Dr. Shrestha is an executive member and Lead Development Economist. At present, he is
consultant, the World Bank, Washington DC.
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238-year-old monarchy, leading Nepal to become a Federal Democratic
Republic. For a long time in Nepal’s history, the monarch had direct control
over the defense mechanism, particularly the Nepali Army, through the
Principal Military Secretary (PMS) (Upreti, 2021). The Constitution of Nepal
in 2015 brought all defense mechanisms under civilian control. Parliament
plays an important role in overseeing all types of defense/security (national
security) activities (budgets, defense procurement, mobilization, the drafting
of national security policies, etc.) and holding the government to account
(Bhatta, 2010). Simply put, parliamentary oversight focuses on resource and
organizational management, professional expertise, and the establishment of a
security community within civil society. Oversight means that civilians keep
track of what the armed forces or other security forces do, ensuring they are,
in fact, following the direction and guidance they receive (Bruneau, 2006).

A security sector that eschews democratic accountability will not function
effectively.

Security policy is a comprehensive document that provides the framework
for protecting its citizens and the state. The state defines and defends its vital
interests. The concept of democratic oversight has never been implemented
in Nepal due to a lack of political will, financial constraints, inadequate inter-
institutional coordination and communication, and the absence of necessary
expertise (Dahal, 2008). Civilian-military relations refer to the relationship
between a people’s elected government and the military. Any issues related
to security, military, and strategic affairs have turned Nepal into a hub of
geopolitical rivalry and competition. It is believed that a country cannot be
democratic unless the legislature maintains its influence in the defense sector
(Giraldo, 2006). The Ministry of Defense (MOD), as a principal component
of civilian oversight, needs to be professional and competent as a guardian
of national defense agencies. Nepal needs a consistent, stable, and coherent
national security architecture as envisioned in the Constitution. Considering
this, the study aims to assess the institutional challenges in oversight practices
and the role of Parliamentary Committees in the defense sector in Nepal.
Furthermore, it seeks to analyze the constitutional and legislative frameworks
governing parliamentary oversight in the defense mechanisms of Nepal.

Conceptual Framework
The Constitution of Nepal outlines a comprehensive National Security
framework. Democratic accountability must adhere to several fundamental
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principles: transparency, legality, responsibility, accountability, participation,
and responsiveness to the people (EUROPEAN Parliament, 2013). To take a
Canadian example, the Security and Intelligence Review Committee (SIRC) is
an independent, external review body that reports to the Parliament of Canada
on the operations of the Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS), while
the House of Commons Sub-Committee on National Defence and Veterans’
Affairs is a parliamentary committee that provides parliamentary oversight of
Canada’s defense sector (CIRC, 2019). A parliamentary system is characterized
by a fusion of powers and interests between the cabinet and its party groups in
the legislature, as well as strong party discipline (Cheibub, 2014). However,
the debate between Parliamentary Supremacy and Constitutional Supremacy is
never-ending. The people are the ultimate owners of all institutions.

Constitutional Framework

From the Interim Government of Nepal Act, 1951, to the Constitution of

the Kingdom of Nepal 1990, the monarch retained the privilege of being

the Supreme Commander of the Nepali Army (the then Royal Nepalese
Army) as stipulated in those four Constitutions. Although Constitutional
arrangements were made in the Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal 1990

to assert civilian supremacy over the armed forces through the provisions

of the National Defence Council (Article 118) and parliamentary committee
systems (Article 64), these had little practical impact (Kumar, 2009). During
this time, parliamentarians had no role in controlling defense/military affairs.
Both the right to ‘operate and use force’ (Article 118[2]) and the right to
appoint the Chief of Army Staff (COAS) (Article 119[2]), constitutionally
bestowed on the King as the Supreme Commander-in-Chief of the Royal
Nepalese Army (Article 119[1]), rendered the executive authority of the Prime
Minister entirely symbolic (Government of Nepal, 1991). As mentioned in
Article 267 of the Constitution of Nepal, relating to the Nepali Army: (1)
There shall be an organization of the Nepali Army in Nepal, which is inclusive
and committed to this Constitution, for the safeguarding of the independence,
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and national unity of Nepal. The President is
the Supreme Commander of the Nepali Army, and the government of Nepal
(Council of Ministers) exercises operational autonomy (Government of Nepal,
1991) (Government of Nepal, 2015). This indicates that the Nepali Army shall
conduct its affairs in accordance with constitutional parameters.
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Revitalizing the National Security Council and its Secretariat

The National Security Council (NSC) and its secretariat have been
underutilized since their inception. As per Article 266(1) of the Constitution,
there shall be a National Security Council for making recommendations to the
Government of Nepal and the Council of Ministers on the formulation of a
policy on the overall national interest, security, and defense of Nepal, and for
the mobilization or control of the Nepali Army (Government of Nepal, 2015).
A strong NSC architecture as an oversight agency for policy implementation
in the defense and security sector in Nepal is vital. To revamp this architecture,
Nepal should rework its NSC into a strategic, proactive, cross-ministerial
body that can advise the Council of Ministers on the full range of security
issues (Khanal, 2025). The advisory role of NSC on defense policy and

army mobilization should be strengthened and should be backed by adequate
research.

Legislative Framework

Parliament can serve as the key link between the government and the people
and can determine the mandate of security sector bodies by scrutinizing

their activities (Bhatta, 2010). The preamble of the Nepali Army Act, 2006,
highlights that the current act is enacted for the establishment, arrangement,
control, use, and mobilization of the Nepali Army to make it accountable to
the people of Nepal. The bill relating to the functions, duties, and rights of

the NSC is an important legislative document that is pending parliamentary
approval. The chain of command is the sanctity of a security force, which is
non-negotiable and shall always remain under the leadership of the security
force. Democratization and inclusion should go hand in hand, as envisioned in
the Constitution, and should be addressed at the policy level. As per Section
10 of the Nepali Army Act, the COAS shall submit the annual report to the
Government of Nepal regarding the management of the Nepali Army within the
Nepali month of Baisakh (around April-May), and the State Affairs Committee
shall discuss such reports (Parliament Secretariat, 2006). Discussions on such
research should not only be a ritualistic practice.

The Power of the Purse

Proper mechanisms should be formulated to investigate parliamentary
oversight of defense expenditures, including budget authorization, procurement
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scrutiny, and post-expenditure audits, as mandated by the Nepali Army Act
2006 and financial laws and regulations. The Nepali Army should explain

the need and justification for the budget to its line ministry to function
smoothly. The most important instrument of civilian control and supremacy is
parliamentary control over defense expenditure, which was rarely exercised by
the political class (Kumar, 2009). The MOD should then confirm why a certain
amount is needed for the army from the country’s overall budget. The MOD

is the most appropriate institution to address military effectiveness, efficiency,
and accountability. An adequate budget and strong logistical arrangements keep
the security force fit for purpose. The defense sector should be resourceful for
effective operation.

Role of Parliamentary Committees

Parliamentary Committees are mini-parliaments and play a vital role in
enhancing oversight in the defense sector. The evaluation capacity of the
committees (e.g., State Affairs, International Relations) to monitor human
rights compliance, strategic decisions (e.g., participation in international
military exercises), and adherence to democratic norms should be strengthened.
The Nepali Army’s engagement with foreign entities should be conducted
through the MOD and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). The major
parliamentary committees directly or indirectly responsible for overseeing the
defense sector are as follows:

1) State Affairs and Good Governance Committee
i1) International Relations and Tourism Committee
iii) Public Account Committee

1v) Infrastructure Development Committee

Similarly, the State Affairs and Good Governance Committee plays an
important role in the parliamentary system. It is not within parliamentary
practice and tradition to invite the COAS to a committee meeting where media
representatives are also present and ask him/her serious questions on various
national security issues, including strategic secrets. Such a practice does not
exist in any country in the world. The military does not and should not attend
committee meetings to debate issues of security and national importance
(Onlinekhabar, 2024). The military/defense diplomacy of the Nepali Army
should be well-coordinated with the MOD and MOFA.
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As the Nepali Army plays a crucial role in peacekeeping, parliamentary
committees and ministries should provide effective support and facilitation,
such as defense procurement. The Infrastructure Development Committee of
the parliament should properly oversee and support the development activities
carried out by the Nepali Army. The MOD should adequately address any issues
relating to the Nepali Army in the parliamentary committees. Any responsibility
assigned to the Nepali Army should be thoroughly consulted/discussed in
advance among different stakeholders, including parliamentarians. Regular
briefings and information sharing should be conducted by the Nepali Army to
the representatives of political parties and parliamentary committees to ensure
transparency and accountability. Parliamentary committees should be backed by
sufficient technical experts who can support deep policy analysis on defense.

Accountability Mechanisms

Accountability mechanisms ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of policies
and scrutinize government policy and actions through investigative powers.

1) Reporting Obligations
i1) Right to Information and Transparency

The Constitution of Nepal guarantees the entry of women, Dalits, Adivasi,
Adivasi Janajati, Khas Arya, Madhesi, Tharu, Muslim, and backward-class
citizens into the Nepali Army. It shall be ensured by federal law based on the
principles of equality and inclusiveness (Government of Nepal, 2015) = This
is missing in the References. Late Prime Minister B. P. Koirala once said, “The
army should be under the control of the House of Representatives. The spirit of
being a servant of the people should be awakened in the army (Koirala, 2010).”
Important documents like the National Defense Policy and Military Strategy
should be formulated through proper consultation with relevant stakeholders,
security experts, military strategists, and adequate defense surveys and research
should be conducted. The report of the NSC that is submitted to the president
should be well researched and properly discussed at the concerned parliamentary
committees.

The MOD was reorganized in 2011. Changes were made to its structure (four
divisions and eleven subdivisions were created), and the number of posts was
increased from 31 to 98 (KC, 2022). Adequate expertise and training should

141




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

be provided to the officials of the MOD. There is a lack of any functional
coordination mechanism between the MOD and parliamentary committees
(Rawal, 2022)(Rawal, 2022). Judicial intervention should be a last resort and
should contribute to strengthening the military.

The Executive-Legislative Debate

In one case, a letter signed by the then COAS on October 27, 2015, requesting
the establishment of the National Guard State Partnership Program (SPP)
became a matter of great concern among Nepali media and public intellectuals.
The US Embassy in Kathmandu later clarified that such a request was made
twice, in 2015 and 2017. After controversy erupted over the SPP, the House
committee summoned the Foreign Minister, COAS, and secretaries from the
foreign and defense ministries, among others (The Kathmandu Post, 2022).
What was surprising was that the letter was a diplomatic note sent directly by the
Nepali Army to the US Embassy in Kathmandu, with copies sent to the MOFA
and the MOD. Important stakeholders such as the Office of the Prime Minister
and Council of Ministers, the MOD, and the MOFA did not officially comment
on this situation. Proper coordination among the concerned stakeholders is
vital before any diplomatic correspondence. All diplomatic communications/
correspondences, courtesy calls, meeting requests by foreign envoys, and
peacekeeping matters should be channeled through MOFA.

Security matters are sensitive and vital to any nation. Under the democratic
structure, there should be discussions in parliament about the size, role,
responsibility, and budget of the Nepali Army (The Kathmandu Post, 2023).
However, such discussions should not guide or interfere with the professionalism
and integrity of the Nepali Army. Although parliament is the appropriate forum for
discussion of important defense agendas, such discussions should not undermine
national security. On March 6, 2020, the Parliamentary Committee on State
Affairs called the COAS and Defense Minister, but neither appeared, and the
meeting was postponed. Only the Defense Secretary and senior army generals
attended the meeting. The Committee had called both to discuss complaints
regarding irregularities and corruption in the army (Annapurna Post, 2020).

For the first-ever Field Training Military Exercise (MILEX-18) of BIMSTEC
countries, Nepal had initially agreed to participate fully and send its COAS for
the final ceremony, but withdrew just before the commencement of the exercise
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(Sen, 2018). Lawmakers sought clarification on the government’s consent to
participate in the joint military exercise. In the future, such issues should be
resolved by the government through discussions with parliamentarians before
assigning responsibility to the Nepali Army. The annual report of the NSC is not
discussed properly in the parliament. The national security apparatus should pay
sufficient attention to the reports and regular submissions from the secretariat of
the NSC

Summons/Hearings

Hearings have always been a matter of great controversy in the Nepali
parliament. Whether a formal right or an informal practice, it is standard for
parliaments to summon ministers, senior officials, and experts to testify before
them (EUROPEAN Parliament, 2013). Parliament may also summon the defense
minister and COAS, if necessary. However, parliament should also respect the
confidentiality, integrity, and secrecy of any organization. Sensitive issues related
to national security and strategies should not be a matter of public discussion.
Such discussions can be held behind closed doors.

Conclusion

The Nepali Army has a glorious history as a disciplined and professional force.
To date, it has always abided by democratic norms and values and carried out
its functions as mandated by the Constitution and law. Despite several regime
changes, constitutional amendments, conflicts, and transitions, it has adapted
to the situation and respected the will of the people. Research and innovation
are vital for the growth of any organization. Capacity-building programs for
parliamentarians to fulfill their oversight duties and responsibilities need to be
institutionalized in Nepal. Operational autonomy and the chain of command
should not be disrupted under any circumstances. The policy-making functions
of parliamentarians should be improved. Strong institutional memory, along with
adequate policy, strategic planning, coordination, defense diplomacy, military
diplomacy, and peacekeeping participation, is required. The guardianship role of
the MOD should be strengthened with a high level of trust and confidence. There
is also an immediate need for a separate parliamentary committee dealing with
security and defense issues in Nepal. A cabinet committee on defense-related
issues should be established to handle sensitive matters. A code of conduct
should be formulated regarding the disclosure of information on critical national
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security issues for both parliamentarians and bureaucrats.

Security challenges should be addressed effectively while upholding
transparency and accountability. The military is a professional and apolitical
body, and a balance should be maintained when inviting the COAS to
parliamentary committee meetings. There are limits to accountability and
transparency, and parliamentary committees should not expect the COAS

to provide answers on military command structures, operational authority,
and sensitive national security information. The report of the NSC submitted
to parliament should be properly discussed and not treated merely as a
ritualistic practice. To date, the appointment of senior officials of the Nepali
Army has been based on meritocracy, and this should continue. Compliance
with the rule of law is always important, especially for security forces. To
conduct inquiries in parliament, sufficient staff, expertise, and resourceful
parliamentarians are the pillars of parliamentary supremacy. Regular
information-sharing mechanisms, consultations, and access to information are
vital for better defense control. There is an urgent need for enhanced inter-
agency coordination and codified procedures for summoning defense officials.
A balance should be struck between military professionalism and democratic
accountability. There is a need for a permanent structure and procedure that
coordinates between the executive, the legislative, and the Nepali Army.
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Development-Oriented Countries’
Strategic Diplomacy and the 2030 Goals:
A Focus on Nepal

Abstract Bimal Khadka

Strategic diplomacy has become a key part of a country’s development path

in today’s deeply interconnected and complex global society. For developing
nations like Nepal, which often face economic, social, and geopolitical
hurdles, strategic diplomacy is more than just a foreign policy tool; it is

crucial for sustainable growth and protecting national interests. The 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, accepted by all United Nations Member
States, serves as the global framework guiding toward peace, prosperity, and
environmental balance. Aligning diplomatic efforts with these worldwide goals
is vital for countries like Nepal to attract resources, forge strategic cooperation,
and boost their international profile—especially as the country prepares to
graduate from Least Developed Country (LDC) status in 2026. This paper
explains the changing nature of development diplomacy in the Global South,
highlights Nepal’s strategic responses within this framework, and explores the
evolving landscape of international aid, the rise of soft power, the importance
of regional and global alliances, the pathways toward achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) 2030, and tackling climate change.

Keywords: development diplomacy, SDGs, strategic diplomacy, Nepal, soft
power, LDC Graduation, climate change

Introduction

If we conceptualise politics as an exercise of power, we have to assume that
the relationship between countries is primarily focused on security, territorial

* Mr. Khadka is a Member of the NCWA.
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integrity, and political alliances. Diplomacy has to be recognized as a way to
realize these goals. However, with the decline of colonialism and the rise of the
modern nation-state, development emerged as a central theme in international
relations. In the post-World War II era, the United States and Western European
countries used aid and diplomatic efforts to encourage alliances, promote
democracy, and exert ideological influences. The Marshall Plan (Department
of State, 1948) exemplified how economic aid could serve as a strategic tool to
rebuild war-ravaged Europe and prevent the spread of communism. During the
Cold War, foreign aid and development assistance became strategic instruments
for ideological expansion, with the Soviet Union and the United States vying
for influence in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This period witnessed the
parallel emergence of “hard power” (military and economic coercion) and “soft
power” (cultural influence, diplomacy, and aid) as complementary tools in
international strategy (Melissen, 2005).

This article aims to examine how strategic development supports the pursuits
of the 2030 Goals in development-oriented countries, situating Nepal’s
experiences within the historical trajectory of aid and diplomacy as an
instrument of power. This study adopts a qualitative and descriptive research
design to examine development-oriented diplomacy and analyze Nepal’s
strategic engagement with the SDGs. It prioritizes understanding policies,
trends, and diplomatic practices over hypothesis testing. Using Nepal as a
case study, the research explores how a developing country aligns diplomacy
with national and global priorities. The study relies exclusively on secondary
sources, including academic books, peer-reviewed articles, government policy
documents (such as the National Planning Commission’s recent reviews), and
reports from international organizations (UN, World Bank).

The Shift to Development-Oriented Diplomacy

The end of the Cold War and the arrival of globalization shifted the paradigm
toward a more integrated approach where development, security, human rights,
and environmental considerations are interconnected. The 1990s marked the
rise of “development diplomacy,” emphasizing mutual benefits, partnership,
and long-term strategic interests (Kharel, 2023). Development diplomacy is
now recognized as a detailed form of public diplomacy aimed at fostering
relationships that serve both the development needs of recipient countries

and the strategic interests of donors. It emphasizes a shift from aid as charity
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to aid as a strategic investment in stability, security, and mutual prosperity.
This led to the transformation in the conduct of diplomatic initiatives, as
countries began to come together to address their shared concerns. In pursuit
of collective aspirations, multilateral institutions like the United Nations, the
World Bank, the IMF, and regional development banks have played significant
roles in shaping the new landscape of development diplomacy. They facilitate
coordination among donors, set global standards, and promote sustainable
development agendas. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
approved in 2015, exemplifies multilateral cooperation, emphasizing

the importance of partnerships (SDG 17) (Riva, 2024). It points out that
sustainable development requires collective efforts across nations, sectors, and
communities.

Traditional Donor Recipient Dynamics

Historically, aid was characterized by a one-way flow from developed to
developing countries, often driven by strategic, political, or humanitarian
motives. But the strategic and political motive was more prominent. Donor
countries, primarily from the West, provided financial assistance, technical
expertise, and infrastructure support, which were often attached to specific
policy conditions. Recipient countries, including Nepal, depended heavily on
aid for infrastructure, health, education, and social welfare (Azis, 2024). While
aid contributed to development, it also led to issues of dependency, limited
local ownership, and sometimes misallocation.

In recent decades, emerging economies such as China, India, Brazil, and Russia
have expanded their development assistance programs. This phenomenon,
termed “South-South Cooperation,” introduces new paradigms of aid
characterized by non-interference, mutual benefit, and strategic coopertion.
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), for example, exemplifies infrastructure-
led aid that connects recipient countries with Chinese economic corridors.
Similarly, India’s development initiatives focus on regional connectivity,
capacity building, and cultural diplomacy. Changing Aid Modalities for Donor
Agencies (Department of Economic Affairs, 2026).

Over the years, the aid modalities for donor agencies have changed. Traditional
aid methods, mainly project-based grants and concessional loans, used to
dominate how the donors interacted with developing countries. While these
methods helped address immediate development needs, they often had
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issues such as fragmentation. Limited country ownership and difficulties in
achieving long-term sustainability for aid. Donor agencies have diversified

and restructured their aid models to improve effectiveness and development
impact. New methods focus on program-based support, budget support, results-
based financing, merged finance, and partnerships with the private sector and
civil society, etc. These changing models aim to better match assistance with
national development strategies, strengthen local institutions, and promote
accountability and mutual ownership between donors and recipient countries.

Moreover, donor agencies are adjusting their aid frameworks to tackle new
global challenges like climate change, conflict, public health crises, and
increasing inequalities. Changes in geopolitical dynamics, the rise of new
development actors, and demands for transparency and measurable results have
also affected how aid is designed and delivered. As a result, donors are placing
more emphasis on flexibility, innovation, and collaboration in their assistance
approaches.

Aid modalities are also evolving from traditional project aid to more flexible
approaches, including:

1. Program-based assistance: Supporting entire sectors rather than isolated
projects.

2. Results-based financing: Linking aid disbursements to specific outcomes.

3. Trade and investment: Promoting economic integration alongside aid.

4. Digital and knowledge transfer: Sharing technology and expertise.
Soft Power

Coined by Joseph Nye, soft power refers to the ability to attract and co-opt
rather than coerce. It involves shaping preferences through appeal and cultural
influence, rather than military or economic pressure. Development diplomacy
is a key component of soft power, as countries seek to build influence through
aid, cultural exchanges, educational programs, and international cooperation.
(Nye, 2004)

Successful soft power strategies involve:

— Cultural diplomacy: Promoting language, arts, and culture.
— Educational exchanges: Scholarships, university partnerships.
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— Humanitarian aid: Disaster relief, health initiatives.
— Technical cooperation: Sharing knowledge, technology, and expertise.

Nepal’s Strategic Diplomatic Initiatives and Development Pathway

Nepal’s strategic location between China and India, two rising global powers,
makes it a major player in regional geopolitics. Its stability and development
are crucial for regional security, trade, and connectivity. Nepal’s development
trajectory relates to its diplomatic relations, especially with its neighbours, and
with multilateral agencies focusing on poverty reduction, infrastructure, and
climate resilience.

Historically, Nepal’s aid landscape has been dominated by Western donors,
India, and increasingly, China. The country has relied heavily on aid for
infrastructure, health, education, and disaster management. The 1950s and
1960s saw initial aid inflows from the United States, UK, and India, primarily
for health and education. The 2000s witnessed increased Chinese engagement,
focusing on infrastructure, investment, and strategic cooperation (Adhikari,
2024).

Utilizing efforts like the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC) and the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC). The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) offer
opportunities for infrastructure and economic cooperation (Khadka, 2019).
As Nepal’s largest neighbour and aid partner, India’s assistance remains vital,
especially in health, education, and infrastructure (Government of Nepal &
Government of China 2024).

Nepal aims to align its development efforts with SDGs, focusing on poverty
alleviation, health, education, clean energy, climate resilience, and gender
equality. Diplomacy plays a role in mobilizing resources, technical assistance,
and policy support for SDG implementation.

Challenges in Nepal’s Development Diplomacy

Nepal’s development diplomacy plays an imperative role in mobilizing
resources, engaging in strategic cooperation, and promoting sustainable
development aligned with national priorities and international frameworks,
such as the SDGs. However, the country faces various challenges that delay the

effective implementation and outcomes of its development diplomacy efforts
(Adhikari, 2023).
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Understanding these challenges is essential for creating strategies that enhance
Nepal’s global engagement and development trajectory.

— Political Instability

— Resource Constraints

— Geopolitical Risks

— Environmental Vulnerability

Nepal’s Commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Nepal formally adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015,
aligning itself with the global agenda for inclusive, equitable, and sustainable
development by 2030. Recognizing the SDGs as a guiding framework for
national progress, the Government of Nepal has systematically integrated them
into its national planning and development processes (Karna, 2025). The SDGs
have been incorporated into periodic plans, sectoral strategies, and policy
frameworks to ensure that development efforts across all sectors contribute to
achieving these global goals.

To operationalize the SDGs, the government has developed a wide range

of strategies, policies, and programs that directly address the country’s key
development challenges (National Planning Commission, 2024). A central
focus of Nepal’s SDG commitment is the eradication of poverty in all its forms.
This includes expanding social protection programs, promoting inclusive
economic growth, and improving access to basic services, particularly for
marginalized and vulnerable populations. Efforts to reduce poverty are closely
linked with initiatives aimed at improving health and education outcomes,
recognizing that human capital development is essential for long-term
sustainable growth.

In the health sector, Nepal has prioritized improving access to quality
healthcare services, reducing maternal and child mortality, and strengthening
health systems, especially in rural and remote areas. Similarly, in education,
the government has focused on increasing enrolment, improving learning
outcomes, and ensuring equitable access to education for girls, differently-
abled children, and disadvantaged communities. These initiatives reflect
Nepal’s commitment to SDG 3 Good Health and Well-Being and SDG 4
Quality Education (ADRA Nepal, 2025).

Sustainable energy development is another key pillar of Nepal’s SDG strategy.
The country has made significant investments in renewable energy sources,
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particularly hydropower, solar, and biogas, to expand energy access while
reducing dependence on fossil fuels. These efforts contribute not only to
economic development but also to environmental sustainability and climate
change mitigation, in line with SDG 7 Affordable and Clean Energy and SDG
13 Climate Action (Investment Board Nepal, 2026).

Given Nepal’s vulnerability to climate change and natural disasters,
strengthening climate resilience has become a national priority. The
government has integrated climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction
measures into development planning, focusing on sustainable natural resource
management, resilient infrastructure, and community-based adaptation
strategies (Ministry of Forests and Environment, 2005). At the same time,
Nepal has emphasized gender equality and social inclusion as cross-cutting
priorities, promoting women’s empowerment, reducing gender-based violence,
and ensuring equal participation of women and marginalized groups in
development processes, in alignment with SDG 5 Gender Equality.

Overall, Nepal’s commitment to the SDGs reflects a comprehensive and
integrated approach to development that balances economic growth, social
inclusion, and environmental sustainability. Through coordinated efforts at the
federal, provincial, and local levels, Nepal continues to work toward achieving
the SDGs and improving the quality of life for all its citizens by 2030.

Conclusion

The evolving landscape of development diplomacy offers both opportunities
and challenges for Nepal. Its deepening immersion in multilateral agencies has
expanded the scope of cooperation and support for national priorities. At the
same time, development initiatives with the backing of neighbouring countries
India and China have added a crucial dimension to Nepal’s development
engagement. To secure long-term prosperity, Nepal must employ soft power
strategically, engage effectively with diverse partners, and maintain strict
alignment with the 2030 goals. As Nepal navigates its LDC graduation in
2026, its diplomacy must be pragmatic, inclusive, and forward-looking. By
harnessing regional strengths and fostering domestic resilience, Nepal can
ensure a sustainable future for its citizens in a shared global destiny.
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Insights from Japanese Urban Policies for
Sustainable City Planning in Nepal

Sunil Babu Shrestha”

Abstract

Nepal is a landlocked country with a rapidly increasing urban population.

It is experiencing crucial challenges in creating sustainable cities. Urban
municipalities now account for over 66% of the nation’s population. There is a
growing demand for adequate infrastructure, affordable housing, and effective
disaster management to cater to the needs of the increasing population. Based
on the review of the secondary data, this article discusses the most critical
urban issues in Nepal, which include climate change impacts, informal
settlements and infrastructure deficiency. It highlights the need for integrated
urban planning and policy action to make cities more livable and resilient.
Nepal can develop approaches to address its urban issues by assembling
lessons from Japan’s city policies and practices, such as comprehensive land-
use planning, community participation, and disaster resilience. Nepal can
take advantage of Japan’s experience in promoting green spaces and low-
cost housing, urban agriculture as the route to climate resilience, inclusive
growth, and environmental sustainability. The article advocates making
intergovernmental coordination better and emphasizes the collaborative
efforts with the private sector to develop creative methods in dealing with
urban problems. And finally, through these lessons, Nepal can navigate the
way towards sustainable, climate-resilient urbanization, improving the quality
of life of the people and achieving its long-term sustainable development
objectives.

Keywords: affordable housing, climate change, disaster management, green
space, land use planning, policy intervention
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Introduction

Nepal is a landlocked country in South Asia situated between India and China.
The country has a population of approximately 29.16 million (NSO, 2021) and
a population density of 198 persons per square kilometer. It covers 0.03% of the
Earth’s total area, with an area of 147,181 square kilometers (CBS, 2015). It is
also famous for its natural and cultural heritage, including Mount Sagarmatha
(Everest) and Lumbini - the birthplace of Lord Buddha. Nepal became a
Federal Democratic Republic in 2008 and consists of seven provinces and 753
local units (NSO, 2023). According to the 2021 census, urban municipalities
account for 66.17% of the population, while rural municipalities account for
33.83% (NSO, 2023). Urbanization has been driven by road expansion, malaria
elimination, and rural-urban migration. Nepal has 293 municipalities, of which
six are metropolitan cities, eleven are sub-metropolitan cities, and the rest are of
municipal status. However, there are rural characteristics in most of the urban
municipalities, and it becomes difficult to expect the urban municipalities’
population to be urban populations. Therefore, the National Statistical Office
defines urban areas based on some categories that cover only 27.07% of the total
population (NSO, 2024).

Nepal’s urbanization is faced with challenges, particularly in infrastructure,
greenery, open spaces, affordable housing, and public transportation. The right
to housing is protected as a fundamental right in the Constitution of Nepal, and
the National Shelter Policy 2012 expects a secure and affordable housing for
the citizens. Despite these arrangements, the country is dealing with a housing
shortage, especially for low-income households, as a high percentage of the
households live in slums (NPC, 2017b).
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Photo 1: A Glimpse of Urban Development in Kathmandu Valley

Urbanization trends (Photo 1) demonstrate an amazing transformation from
2.9% urban population in 1954 to approximately 66.2% at present (CBS, 2021).
The development has been driven by various factors, of which rural to urban
migration has been significant, owing to push and pull elements such as a
poor rural setting and an attractive urban setting. The unequal distribution of
municipalities in the seven provinces of Nepal clearly establishes the need to
achieve balanced rural development. Provinces such as Bagmati and Madhesh
have a large percentage of the urban population, while Karnali is far behind.

It is pertinent to discuss the challenges regarding the sustainable development
of Nepal. This requires properly planned cities, infrastructure development, and
adequate housing for bringing inclusiveness to Nepali cities and upgrading the
living standard. Japan, with its fully updated concepts for proper planning and
its unique policies, has lessons for Nepali cities in terms of sustainability. This
paper provides information regarding sustainable development challenges in
Nepali cities and how they can benefit from Japan’s urban policies and their
successful implementation.
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Challenges of Urban Development in Nepal

Rapid Urbanization: The rapid formation of new municipalities and increasing
rural-urban migration put an enormous strain on infrastructure and services, with
approximately 5% of houses lacking electricity and 4% without good toilets
(NUDS, 2015; NSO, 2023). Rapid urbanization in the city creates an increase
in population density and congestion, which stresses infrastructure and services
(Shrestha, 2019). When a city is flooded by people, those who cannot afford the
housing facilities are forced to live in slums and informal settlements (Photo 2).
Cities have extreme pressure on transportation, water, and sanitation services,
which become overstrained. Rapid growth also contributes to environmental
degradation, such as deforestation and pollution, and exposes people to natural
hazards, particularly in poorly planned slums.

Development cannot keep pace with population growth, and unemployment
becomes extremely high with the expansion of the informal sector. Health and
education, the two essential public services, are hard to provide properly for
urban municipalities because of accelerated pressures. Urban growth is rather
unevenly distributed, generating social imbalances and tensions between
different groups. Problems of transportation, like congestion and the absence
of public transport, restrict mobility and accessibility to opportunities. Lastly,
inadequate urban planning results in unsystematic expansion, and it is tough to
implement sustainable development practices.
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Photo 2: Informal Settlement at the bank of the Bagmati River
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Informal Settlements and Slums: The growth of informal settlements
and slums, which housed about 0.5 million people in 2015 (NPC, 2017b), is
complicated due to poor basic amenities and lack of legal status. Nepal’s informal
settlements face numerous issues, including inadequate access to basic facilities
like clean water, sanitation, and electricity, which are responsible for poor living
standards. Overcrowding and lack of proper sanitation present health risks,
including communicable diseases and malnutrition. The residents lack legal land
ownership and are therefore at risk of eviction, while poor infrastructure puts
them at higher risk in case of natural disasters. Social stigma and discrimination
further marginalize the communities, limiting access to services, education, and
employment. There is environmental degradation as the residents utilize local
resources unsustainably, and the majority of them work in the informal economy
with no job security. The presence of informal settlements is an indicator of
poor urban planning and community exclusion from governance. This indicates
that policies have not been successful in responding to their needs. Finally, such
settlements are found in risky areas, and they are highly vulnerable and prone to
disaster.

Affordable Housing: The Right to Housing Act confirms that every citizen
is entitled to decent housing (GoN, 2018). However, rising housing prices
and limited availability of land have worsened affordability issues, with many
households living in substandard living conditions (NSO, 2023). Nepal is faced
with an affordable housing problem due to fast urbanization, which has resulted
in a huge demand that exceeds supply, thus creating a housing shortage. Higher
property prices make it impossible for low- and middle-income families to
afford decent housing. The government policies in place are not quite effective
in addressing affordable housing demand, and most prospective homeowners
do not have access to affordable finance, particularly for the weak economic
group of people (GoN, 2012). Housing in some of the areas of municipalities is
informal and lacks a legal status, and has inadequate living conditions. Insecurity
of tenure in such settlements also makes people not want to invest in housing
developments. Complex land use regulations and administrative procedures
also slow down development processes. Social stigma attached to affordable
housing may impact community acceptance, while environmental concerns are
raised through development in vulnerable ecosystems. Continued rural-urban
migration heightens the demand for affordable housing, further loading pressure
on limited resources.
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Infrastructure Deficits: The majority of the cities lack basic infrastructures,
like roads and solid waste management systems, which discourage economic
growth and quality of life (MoU, 2015; NUDS, 2015). The cities in Nepal face
tremendous infrastructure deficits impacting day-to-day life. Mass transportation
networks are less developed, resulting in congestion and low mobility. Most of
the municipalities lack access to clean drinking water regularly, and poor sewage
systems endanger health through waterborne diseases. There are poor or poorly
maintained road systems, and it is difficult to travel and access services.

Power outages are common, disrupting daily life, and accommodation in slums
is typically substandard. Sanitation and waste management infrastructure are
ineffective, resulting in pollution and health hazards. Emergency services

are inadequate, compromising safety in the community. Inadequate planning
of infrastructure also increases vulnerability to environmental hazards like
landslides and flooding. Lack of maintenance and underinvestment further
degrade the quality of existing infrastructure.

Disaster Resilience: Nepal’s vulnerability to natural disasters, fourth

globally in climate change risk and eleventh in earthquake risk, necessitates
improved measures of resilience (MoHA 2015). Nepali urban areas have been
experiencing earthquakes and landslides since the nation lies in a seismic

belt. Urban areas lack resilient infrastructure in terms of strong buildings,
efficient transport systems, and drainage facilities that enhance the impact of
disasters. Inability to develop disaster response plans and train local authorities
leads to uncoordinated response, thus exposing communities to more risks.
Relaxed enforcement of building codes produces inferior construction,
especially in cities. Urban concentrations of population complicate evacuation
and emergency response, and the local authorities lack the technical and
financial capacity for disaster resilience initiatives. There is also low public
consciousness regarding disaster risk. Urbanization results in deforestation and
loss of green cover, reducing natural disaster buffers. In addition, the majority
of people live in unplanned settlements, which puts them specifically at risk of
disasters. There is also limited data availability on risks, which further limits
effective planning and investment in resilience measures.

Limited and Integrated Urban Planning: Lack of urban planning results
in haphazard urban growth and wasteful land use, which makes effective
development challenging (Photo 3). Planning is carried out in an isolated
manner, with different government agencies and stakeholders working
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independently, and this weakens the effective development strategy. Lack of
coordination between local, provincial, and federal governments, as well as the
private sector, leads to contradictions and inefficiency in planning.

Photo 3: Urban Growth of Kathmandu Valley

Insufficient Investment: Urban development initiatives often face budget
constraints due to a lack of government funding, which hinders the
development of necessary infrastructure and services. It is estimated that
covering gaps in 58 municipalities will cost $4.425 billion (TDF, 2016). There
is not sufficient investment in urban infrastructure; as a result of this, there are
inadequate services in most of the municipalities.

Demographic Transition: Nepal’s demographic window of opportunity for
economic growth, which will stay open till 2047, is faced with the challenge
of an aging population and rising dependency ratios (NPC, 2017a). While

the country is transitioning towards an aging population, its urban areas are
experiencing greater needs for old-age-related services, such as housing and
healthcare. The aging old-age dependency ratio will put additional pressure
on the working-age population to support the old-age population, straining
economic as well as social resources. Meanwhile, rural-urban youth migration
in search of greater opportunities is heightening the demand for affordable
housing, rendering decent shelter even more complicated to attain (Shrestha,
2024). The shifting demography can also lead to greater job competition among
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the youth if the economy fails to generate enough employment.

Community Engagement and Private Sector Involvement: Lack of
engagement of local citizens in planning of the urban space causes projects

not to represent true residents’ needs, and therefore, incompatibility between
realities on the ground and urban policy. Understandably, there is a lack of
close cooperation between the government and the private sector, slowing
effective urban growth and losing potentialities of new innovative thinking

and funds. Furthermore, complexity in regulations and bureaucratic hurdles
generally discourage private investment in urban developments, and as a result,
decrease the degree of urban infrastructure.

Coordination among the Three Tiers of Government and Development
Agencies: Inconsistency in policy and legislation among the governments hinders
the initiation of synchronized urban development by bringing in mismatched
priorities and interests. Uncertainty regarding the mandates and roles of local,
provincial, and federal governments brings confusion and inefficiency into the
operations of planning and developing urban areas.

Poor communication and information sharing among these levels typically
means an inability to coordinate, resulting in the duplication of efforts or
service delivery loopholes (Shrestha, 2024). Besides, subnational governments
lack the technical capabilities and resources to effectively work with provincial
and federal governments, thus limiting their contribution towards development
planning. The funding of urban development strategies tends to be derived
from multiple sources with differing requirements, thereby making budget
coordination and resource allocation a difficult task.

These challenges highlight the urgent need for sustainable and inclusive urban
development strategies in Nepal.

Urban Policies of Japan: Lessons for Nepal

Constrained and Coordinated Urban Planning: Japan has been focusing on
coordinating urban planning through its National Spatial Strategy, where land
use, transportation, and environmental considerations are combined in harmony
(NSS, 2015). The coordinated approach ensures that the urban expansion
follows national policy goals and regional needs. Nepal can adopt similar
integrated planning systems with all elements like land use, transportation,
environment, and physical planning, with a national spatial strategy for
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the urban development of the country. It is preferable to have a people-
participating national urban policy that links national goals with local plans
and, through this linkage, is able to make better use of resources and foster
sustainable development.

Rapid Urbanization: Japan experienced rapid urbanization and rural-to-urban
migration of population, which called for balanced development of the regions.
Planning is aimed at building transport infrastructure connecting urban and rural
regions (Photo 4) and bringing industry to move out of cities (NSS, 2015). In order
to address urbanization, Nepal would also have to develop policies encouraging
balanced development of the provinces. Investment in infrastructure enhancing
inter-urban-rural connectivity can distribute opportunities and resources evenly,
which will help in having sustainable development in all provinces.

Photo 4: A Preview of Urban Development in Japan
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Informal Settlements and Slums: The old slums in the past were addressed
by Japan with an active policy of redevelopment involving the cheap provision
of housing as well as improvement of living standards (NSS, 2015). The state
steps forward in combined action with citizens for upgrading infrastructure and
facilities. Nepal should undertake slum upgrading programs on a priority basis
with consideration to people’s participation. Low-cost shelters can transform
the informal settlements into sustainable communities and neighborhoods.

Housing Affordability: Japan has various housing policies, such as public
housing schemes and publicly operated rental houses under subsidies for poor
households, to provide affordable housing facilities (NSS, 2015). Nepal needs
to give top priority to housing affordability by implementing low-income
family-based policies, particularly publicly operated rental houses. Public-
private financing and development facilities can be employed to construct
affordable housing schemes.

Infrastructure Shortfalls: Japan makes significant investments in
infrastructure so that cities have decent transport, sanitation, and utility
facilities. Now and then, the government reviews and upgrades infrastructure
based on emerging needs (NSS, 2015). To mitigate the absence of
infrastructure, Nepal needs an infrastructure development plan with regular

review and upkeep. More investments in core services will make city life
habitable.

Disaster Resilience: Japan, having experienced many natural disasters in
the past, has applied strict disaster preparedness and resilience measures in
the guise of strict building codes and community capacity development and
training activities (NSS, 2015). Nepal may improve its resilience against
disasters through improved building codes and public awareness campaigns.
Integration of risk-sensitive land use planning for disaster risk reduction can
save communities from future disasters.

Investment: Japan promotes investment through public-private partnerships
and incentives for private sector involvement in city development (NSS, 2015).
To attempt to attract investment, Nepal has to create an attractive business
climate with clear rules and incentives for private sector involvement in urban
programs.
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Demographic Transition: Japan’s urban strategy deals with population
changes through proactive age-friendly urban development environments and
fulfilling the needs of an emerging aging society (NSS, 2015). Nepal needs
to address its demographic changes in urban planning so that facilities and
accommodations are made available to different age groups, especially older
people, in the context of the increasing trend of an aging society.

Community Participation and Private Sector Engagement: Citizen
Participation is a central element of Japan’s city planning strategies, where
people in the local community participate in decisions regarding urban expansion
(NSS, 2015). Nepal can improve local participation in city development and
policymaking with a voice through increased participation of the private sector.
Investment and innovation promotion can also be achieved through private
sector engagement.

Expansion of Green Spaces: Integration of parks and open spaces (Photo 5)
in city planning for multipurpose use is emphasized (NSS, 2015). A similar
strategy can be replicated in Nepal to create cities with accessible parks, thereby
increasing biodiversity and improving living conditions for the populace. Parks
designed for various uses (recreation, ecology, and agriculture) can maximize
land and public use.

Photo 5: Green spaces in Osaka city

.
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Promotion of Urban Agriculture: Japan’s policy focuses on a citizen-oriented
approach to establishing community gardens as a remedy for local food
production and social interaction (NSS, 2015). Japan also utilizes available
city land for rooftop and vertical gardens. The people-oriented approach can be
adopted by Nepal to initiate community gardens for urban agriculture. Urban
agriculture in Nepal can be promoted through more productive use of small
urban areas, vacant land, institutional wasteland, and riverfronts, among other
spaces, by way of hydroponics on rooftops (Shrestha, 2020), rooftop farming,
kitchen and vertical gardening, community farming, and commercial farming
integrated within the urban plan, as outlined under the Food Green City
Concept (Shrestha, 2021).

Coordination among all levels of Government: Japan encourages national,
regional, and city levels of the government to work together for collective
urban policymaking and quality implementation (NSS, 2015). Nepal must
enhance coordination among its three levels of government to ensure
effective urban governance. If there are efficient communication channels
and cooperative structures, it can help to encourage policy enforcement and
resource sharing.

Conclusion

The sustainable urban development of Nepal is a complex challenge,

worsened by rapid urbanization, weak infrastructure, and the propagation of
informal settlements. However, lessons that can be assembled from the urban
policies and strategies of Japan, centered on comprehensive urban planning,
resilience against disasters, coordination among stakeholders, and community
involvement, can be very useful to achieve the goal of sustainable urban
development in Nepal. By incorporating multipurpose green space, improving
transport infrastructure, and mitigating the effects of climate change, Nepal can
make cities more livable. In addition, through policy interventions focused on
affordable housing and strengthening waste management, the living standard of
its people can be improved considerably.

Japan’s experience highlights the importance of land use planning and
infrastructure investment, which are critical to serving the needs of an
expanded urban population. In addition, fostering community engagement
and private sector participation can drive creative solutions for sustainable
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urban development. As Nepal is transitioning to sustainable urbanization,

the implementation of the above-mentioned lessons will be critical in the
development of sustainable cities that will not only accommodate the current
but also the future generations. It is with the implementation of the above
intervention measures that Nepal will achieve major milestones in the
satisfaction of sustainable development goals for the improved well-being of
the Nepali.
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Migrant Women in Crisis: Humanitarian
Protection Gaps in Global Labor
Migration and Lessons for Nepal

Sabita Bhattarai*
Abstract
Global labor migration has long been promoted as a pathway to economic
empowerment for women in the Global South. However, recent global labor
shocks, armed conflicts, pandemics, and geopolitical crises have exposed deep
humanitarian protection gaps for migrant women across migration corridors.
This article examines how these crises disproportionately affect migrant
women, rendering them vulnerable to exploitation, abuse, trafficking, and
abandonment, particularly in conflict zones and destination countries with
weak labor and protection regimes. Using Nepal as a focal case, the paper
adopts a qualitative, policy-oriented approach drawing on secondary literature,
international legal instruments, humanitarian reports, and documented crisis
responses. The analysis highlights three critical findings: first, humanitarian
protection frameworks remain poorly integrated into labor migration
governance; second, migrant women are systematically excluded from
emergency response mechanisms during crises; and third, Nepal’s existing
migration governance prioritizes remittances over rights-based protection. The
article argues that Nepal’s foreign policy and labor diplomacy must shift from
reactive consular assistance to proactive humanitarian protection mechanisms
embedded across the migration cycle. The paper concludes by proposing
policy lessons for Nepal, including gender-responsive labor diplomacy, crisis
preparedness, and stronger bilateral and multilateral engagement to safeguard
migrant women’s rights in an increasingly unstable global labor market.

* Ms. Bhattarai is an Executive Member, NCWA
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Introduction

On several occasions over the past few years, news reports in Nepal have
brought to light the silent and often overlooked suffering of Nepali women
caught up in precarious migration journeys. In July 2025, 47 Nepali women,
many of whom were bound for Kuwait on visit visas without proper work
authorization, were intercepted at Indira Gandhi International Airport in New
Delhi and deported back to Nepal after traffickers attempted to use a “Delhi
transit” route to send them abroad for employment (Karki, 2025). This case
triggered public outcry and highlighted persistent gaps in pre-departure
screening, recruitment regulation, and protective oversight for migrant women
(Review, 2025).

Labor migration is not a marginal phenomenon in Nepal’s economy. An
International Labour Organization (ILO) report notes that over 2.1 million
Nepali citizens are working abroad, with more than 740,000 labor permits
issued in fiscal year 2023/24 alone, underscoring the scale of labor mobility
from Nepal (ILO, Nepal strengthens capacities to better negotiate labour
migration agreements, 2025). Nepal has also experienced one of the highest
percentage increases in the outflow of migrant workers in Asia, a 102% rise in
outgoing migration between 2019 and 2023, demonstrating the accelerating
intensity of labor migration, even in the face of global economic uncertainty
(ILO, 2024). Meanwhile, remittances, largely generated by migrant workers,
accounted for around 26.6% of Nepal’s GDP in 2023, providing vital income
for millions of households and national economic stability (Bank, World Bank
Open Data, 2025).

Yet this economic reliance belies deep gendered inequities within migrant
streams. Official statistics suggest that women make up a small but growing
share of foreign employment, accounting for around 8.5% of documented
migration flows, although this figure likely underestimates actual female
participation due to data gaps and informal migration routes (Women,
Women migrant workers from Nepal: key statistics, 2023). Globally, women
constitute approximately 48% of all international migrants, but they are
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disproportionately concentrated in low-paid, informal, or domestic work
sectors that lack legal protections and labor safeguards, conditions that
intensify their vulnerability to exploitation during crises (ILO, 2025).

During periods of global crisis, whether economic shocks like the Covid-19
pandemic, political upheavals, or armed conflicts, these vulnerabilities become
magnified. Women migrant workers are more likely to lose jobs, face wage
theft, and lack access to social protection in destination countries, yet global
humanitarian and labor governance mechanisms rarely integrate gender-
responsive protections into labor migration systems (UN Women, 2023; ILO,
2025). From the Gulf States to Southeast Asia and conflict-affected regions,
migrant women often find themselves excluded from emergency assistance,
legal aid, and evacuation pathways when crises occur.

In Nepal, remittances from abroad are central to the national economy, but
the human cost inherent in this dependency is less systematically addressed
in policy and practice. This article asks: “How do global labor shocks and
conflict-related crises expose humanitarian protection gaps for migrant
women, and what lessons can Nepal draw to strengthen its labor migration
governance?” Using Nepal as a case study within a broader global context,
the paper adopts a policy-analytical approach to examine protection failures
and propose rights-based, gender-responsive solutions. The paper proceeds
by reviewing relevant literature, outlining the methodological approach,
presenting key findings, and discussing implications for Nepal’s migration
diplomacy and humanitarian engagement.

Literature Review

The academic literature on international labor migration has historically been
dominated by economic and development-oriented perspectives, emphasizing
remittance flows, labor supply—demand dynamics, and national development
outcomes (Castles & Miller, 2014; World Bank, 2019). Within this framework,
migrant workers are often conceptualized primarily as rational economic
actors, while gendered experiences of migration remain peripheral. Although
such approaches have contributed to understanding macroeconomic benefits,
they have been widely critiqued for obscuring the social costs of migration,
particularly for women engaged in low-wage and informal labor sectors (Piper,
2008; Kofman et al., 2014).

170)

N7



NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Feminist migration scholars have challenged this economistic framing by
foregrounding the gendered political economy of labor migration. Research
demonstrates that global labor markets are deeply structured by gender norms
that channel women disproportionately into domestic work, caregiving,
hospitality, and other forms of feminized labor characterized by informality,
isolation, and weak legal protection (Parrefias, 2015; Ehrenreich & Hochschild,
2003). Studies across Asia and the Gulf region show that migrant women in
domestic work face heightened risks of abuse, wage theft, confinement, and
sexual violence, risks that are exacerbated by restrictive migration regimes

and employer-tied visa systems (Anderson, 2010; Human Rights Watch,
2019). From South Asia, scholars have further highlighted how patriarchal
norms, poverty, and limited employment opportunities at home shape women’s
migration trajectories, often pushing them toward irregular or unsafe migration
channels (Sijapati et al., 2017; UN Women, 2023).

Parallel to this body of work, a growing literature on humanitarian

protection has examined how crises, such as armed conflict, pandemics,

and environmental disasters, reshape vulnerability and access to protection.
However, humanitarian frameworks remain largely state-centric and
territorially bound, prioritizing citizens, refugees, or internally displaced
persons, while labor migrants occupy an ambiguous legal and institutional
space (Betts, 2018; Martin, Weerasinghe, & Taylor, 2014). Several scholars
argue that migrant workers are routinely excluded from humanitarian
assistance, evacuation mechanisms, and social protection schemes during
crises, despite facing comparable or heightened risks (IOM, 2020; UN Women,
2020). This exclusion is particularly acute for women migrants in domestic and
informal work, whose employment and living arrangements limit visibility and
access to assistance.

International legal instruments, including the International Convention on
the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their
Families, provide a normative framework for migrant protection across the
migration cycle (United Nations, 1990). Yet the literature consistently notes
weak ratification, limited enforcement, and minimal incorporation of gender-
specific provisions into national migration regimes, particularly in major
destination countries (Pécoud, 2006; ILO, 2021). Bilateral labor agreements,
frequently used by labor-sending states such as Nepal, have similarly been
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critiqued for prioritizing labor supply and remittance flows over enforceable
rights and crisis-response mechanisms (Wickramasekara, 2015).

From a theoretical perspective, this article draws on feminist political economy
and human security frameworks. Feminist political economy emphasizes how
global capitalism, migration governance, and social reproduction intersect to
produce gendered vulnerabilities, particularly for migrant women whose labor
sustains households and economies across borders (True, 2012; Rai, Hoskyns,
& Thomas, 2014). Human security approaches, in turn, shift analytical

focus away from state security toward the protection of individuals from
economic, physical, and structural threats, making them particularly relevant
for understanding migrant women’s experiences during crises (UNDP, 1994;
Hudson, 2005).

Despite these advances, a critical gap remains at the intersection of these
literatures. While feminist migration studies richly document gendered
exploitation, and humanitarian scholarship analyzes crisis response, relatively
little research systematically examines how humanitarian protection
mechanisms fail migrant women specifically within labor migration

regimes, especially from low-income labor-sending countries like Nepal.
Existing Nepal-focused studies largely concentrate on recruitment practices,
remittances, or trafficking prevention, with limited attention to crisis
preparedness, evacuation, or humanitarian diplomacy for migrant women
abroad (Paoletti et al., 2014; Sijapati & Limbu, 2017). This paper seeks to
address this gap by integrating feminist political economy and human security
perspectives to analyze humanitarian protection failures affecting Nepali
migrant women within global labor migration systems.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, policy-oriented analytical approach to examine
humanitarian protection gaps affecting migrant women within global labor
migration systems, with a particular focus on Nepal. A qualitative design is
appropriate given the study’s aim to analyze complex governance structures,
normative frameworks, and gendered vulnerabilities that are not easily
captured through quantitative indicators alone (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Rather
than measuring causal relationships, the research seeks to interpret patterns,
institutional responses, and policy failures across different migration and crisis
contexts.
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The analysis is based exclusively on secondary data, drawing from a wide
range of sources published between 2015 and 2024. These sources include
peer-reviewed academic literature on migration, gender, and humanitarian
protection; policy reports and datasets from international organizations such
as the International Labour Organization (ILO), International Organization

for Migration (IOM), UN Women, and the World Bank; government
documents from Nepal related to labor migration and foreign employment; and
humanitarian assessments and human rights reports produced by civil society
organizations and advocacy groups. The selected time frame captures both
pre- and post-Covid-19 developments, allowing the study to assess how recent
global shocks and conflicts have reshaped protection risks for migrant women
(ILO, 2021; IOM, 2020)

Analytically, the study employs thematic analysis, a widely used qualitative
technique for identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns within

textual data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Documents were reviewed and coded
thematically around key analytical categories, including: (a) gendered labor
market segmentation, (b) crisis-induced vulnerabilities, (¢) humanitarian
response and exclusion, (d) legal and institutional protection mechanisms, and
(e) Nepal’s migration governance and diplomatic responses. This approach
enables a systematic comparison of how migrant women’s protection needs are
addressed, or neglected, across different policy and humanitarian frameworks.

To enhance analytical rigor, the study applies data triangulation, cross-
referencing findings across multiple types of sources and institutional
perspectives (Denzin, 2012). For example, claims regarding migrant women’s
vulnerability during crises are examined through a combination of academic
studies, humanitarian situation reports, and documented case examples from
civil society organizations such as Maiti Nepal. This triangulation helps
mitigate source bias and strengthens the credibility of the analysis, particularly
in the absence of primary fieldwork.

The research is framed as a comparative case-oriented analysis, situating Nepal
within broader global and regional migration corridors, most notably to the
Gulf States, Malaysia, and selected conflict-affected regions. Comparative
insights are used not to generalize statistically, but to contextualize Nepal’s
policy choices and protection gaps within prevailing international practices
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and norms (George & Bennett, 2005). This approach allows the study to draw
policy-relevant lessons while remaining sensitive to Nepal’s specific socio-
economic and institutional context.

Several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the study relies on
documented and reported cases of migrant women in crisis, which likely
underrepresent the true scale of vulnerability due to underreporting, stigma,
and restricted access to conflict zones (UN Women, 2020). Second, the absence
of primary data means that migrant women’s lived experiences are interpreted
through secondary accounts, which may not fully capture everyday realities.
Nevertheless, given ethical, logistical, and security constraints, secondary
qualitative analysis remains a well-established and appropriate method for
examining migration governance and humanitarian protection issues at a macro
and policy level (Silverman, 2016).

Findings and Analysis
Global Labor Shocks and Gendered Vulnerability

Global labor shocks, such as pandemics, economic downturns, and armed
conflicts, have had disproportionate and gendered impacts on migrant women
worldwide. During the Covid-19 pandemic, migrant women were significantly
more likely than men to experience job loss, unpaid wages, forced confinement,
and increased workloads, particularly in domestic and care sectors that were
excluded from formal labor (ILO, 2021). Live-in domestic workers, many

of whom are women, faced heightened surveillance, isolation, and restricted
mobility under lockdown measures, conditions that increased risks of abuse
and exploitation (UN Women, 2020).

Globally, evidence from the Gulf States illustrates how migrant women
employed as domestic workers were dismissed without pay or forced to work
excessive hours during the pandemic, often without access to health care or
legal remedies (Human Rights Watch, 2020. In Southeast Asia, migrant women
in manufacturing and service sectors faced mass layoffs and deportations,
while irregular migrants were excluded from emergency assistance schemes
(IOM, 2020). These shocks not only disrupted livelihoods but also undermined
migrants’ legal status, increasing vulnerability to detention and trafficking.

Conflict situations further intensify these risks. In conflict-affected contexts
such as Libya, Sudan, and parts of the Middle East, migrant women often
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lack evacuation pathways, valid documentation, or inclusion in humanitarian
response plans, leaving them exposed to violence, sexual exploitation, and
trafficking networks (UN Women, 2020; Mixed Migration Centre, 2023).
Migrant women are frequently excluded from refugee protection regimes, as
they are classified neither as citizens nor as refugees under international law.

For Nepal, these global dynamics translate into concrete humanitarian risks

for women migrants. Nepali women working in domestic and care sectors
abroad were among those stranded during Covid-19 lockdowns, with limited
access to repatriation flights or income support (ILO, 2021). More recently,
cases documented by organizations such as Maiti Nepal and Nepali media have
highlighted how women attempting to migrate through irregular routes, often
due to restrictive policies, face interception, detention, or deportation, as seen
in the 2025 Delhi airport case involving 47 women. These examples underscore
how global labor shocks intersect with restrictive migration regimes to magnify
gendered vulnerabilities.

Humanitarian Protection Gaps in Destination Countries

A key finding of this study is the systematic exclusion of labor migrants from
humanitarian protection frameworks in destination countries. Humanitarian
responses during crises tend to prioritize citizens, refugees, or permanent
residents, leaving migrant workers, especially women in informal sectors,
outside emergency aid, shelter provision, and social protection schemes (Betts,
2018; IOM, 2020). This exclusion reflects the territorial and legal limitations
of humanitarian governance, which often fails to recognize migrant workers as
humanitarian subjects.

Migrant women in domestic work are particularly affected due to live-in
employment arrangements, isolation within private households, and exclusion
from national labor laws. Research from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Lebanon
shows that domestic workers are often denied freedom of movement, access to
complaint mechanisms, and emergency shelters, even during periods of conflict
or economic collapse (Human Rights Watch, 2020; Amnesty International,
2021). During Lebanon’s economic crisis, for instance, thousands of migrant
domestic workers, many of them women, were abandoned by employers
without wages, housing, or access to assistance, leading to homelessness and
increased trafficking risks (Human Rights Watch, 2020).
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Bilateral Labor Agreements (BLAs), commonly used by labor-sending
countries such as Nepal, rarely include binding crisis-response provisions,
gender-specific protections, or clear responsibilities for destination states
during emergencies (Wickramasekara, 2015). As a result, embassies and
consular offices become the primary, often overstretched, points of support
during crises. Studies show that diplomatic missions frequently lack the
financial resources, personnel, and legal authority to respond effectively to
large-scale migrant emergencies (ILO, 2021).

For Nepali women migrants, these protection gaps are evident in destination
countries where domestic work remains excluded from labor law coverage. In
such contexts, women have limited avenues for redress and are heavily reliant
on informal support networks or civil society organizations. The absence of
institutionalized humanitarian safeguards leaves migrant women vulnerable to
abandonment, detention, or forced return without compensation.

Nepal’s Migration Governance and Crisis Response

Nepal’s labor migration governance framework is largely remittance-driven,
prioritizing economic returns over comprehensive protection mechanisms.
Remittances contribute over a quarter of Nepal’s Gross Domestic Product,
reinforcing policy emphasis on facilitating labor export rather than
safeguarding migrant welfare throughout the migration cycle (World Bank,
2024). While Nepal has introduced regulatory measures such as pre-departure
orientation and recruitment oversight, crisis preparedness and humanitarian
response remain underdeveloped.

Consular assistance mechanisms exist but are often reactive rather than
preventive. During crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic or regional conflicts,
the government’s response has relied heavily on ad hoc repatriation efforts

and emergency appeals, frequently supported by civil society organizations
and migrant networks (Paoletti et al., 2014; Sijapati & Limbu, 2017). Gender-
responsive services, such as psychosocial counseling, trauma-informed care,
and safe shelters for returnee women, are limited in scale and sustainability.

Local organizations such as Maiti Nepal play a crucial gap-filling role by
providing shelter, legal aid, and reintegration support for women migrants
affected by trafficking, failed migration, or deportation. The 2025 case
involving 47 women deported from Delhi International Airport illustrates
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how civil society interventions often compensate for weak state protection
mechanisms, particularly for women using informal migration routes. While
these interventions are critical, reliance on non-state actors raises concerns
about long-term accountability and institutional capacity.

Comparatively, other labor-sending countries such as the Philippines and Sri
Lanka have begun integrating migrant crisis response units and welfare funds
into their foreign employment governance structures (ILO, 2021). Nepal’s
relatively limited progress in this area highlights a significant policy gap.
Without institutionalized, gender-responsive crisis mechanisms embedded

in labor diplomacy and foreign policy, migrant women will continue to face
disproportionate risks during global shocks.

Across global and local contexts, the findings reveal a systemic misalignment
between labor migration systems and humanitarian protection frameworks.
Migrant women fall through this gap because they are simultaneously treated
as economic actors, temporary workers, and non-citizens, categories that dilute
responsibility during crises. For Nepal, addressing this gap requires a shift from
reactive consular assistance to proactive, rights-based, and gender-responsive
migration governance.

Discussion

The findings of this study reveal a structural disconnect between labor
migration governance and humanitarian protection regimes, a gap that has
profound implications for Nepal’s foreign policy and labor diplomacy.

While Nepal has made sustained efforts to regulate labor migration

through recruitment controls, pre-departure orientations, and bilateral labor
agreements, these mechanisms remain largely economic and administrative in
orientation, offering limited protection during periods of crisis. Humanitarian
considerations, particularly those specific to migrant women, are treated as
exceptional or residual concerns rather than integral components of migration
governance (Sijapati & Limbu, 2017; Wickramasekara, 2015).

From a foreign policy perspective, this disconnect reflects a broader tendency
to prioritize remittance flows and labor market access over rights-based
protection. Nepal’s diplomatic engagements with destination countries,
especially in the Gulf and Southeast Asia, have historically focused on
securing employment quotas and easing labor mobility rather than negotiating
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enforceable protection standards or crisis-response obligations (Paoletti et
al., 2014). As the findings demonstrate, this approach leaves migrant women
particularly vulnerable during global labor shocks, when embassies and
consular offices are ill-equipped to respond to large-scale emergencies. The
reliance on civil society organizations such as Maiti Nepal to manage crisis
cases underscores both the resilience of non-state actors and the institutional
limitations of the state.

Critically, this study challenges dominant narratives in the migration literature
that frame migrant women primarily as economic contributors or development
agents, measured through remittance inflows and household welfare outcomes
(Castles et al., 2014; World Bank, 2019). While these contributions are
undeniable, such framings risk depoliticizing migrant women’s vulnerability and
obscuring the structural conditions that produce exploitation and exclusion. By
contrast, reconceptualizing migrant women as rights-bearing individuals entitled
to humanitarian protection regardless of legal or employment status aligns more
closely with human security and feminist political economy approaches (UNDP,
1994; True, 2012). Yet, as this study demonstrates, this shift remains weakly
institutionalized in Nepal’s migration and foreign policy architecture.

Local contexts further illuminate this gap. For example, the 2025 deportation of 47
Nepali women from Delhi International Airport, many of whom were attempting
to migrate through informal routes due to restrictive domestic policies, highlights
how protective intent can paradoxically increase vulnerability (Karki, 2025).
Restrictions on women’s migration, introduced in the name of protection, have
been widely criticized for pushing women toward irregular channels that expose
them to greater risk of trafficking, detention, and deportation (Piper, 2008; Sijapati
et al., 2017). This contradiction underscores the need for protection strategies
that are empowering rather than prohibitive, and that recognize women’s agency
while addressing structural risks.

The policy implications of these findings are significant. First, crisis preparedness
must be integrated into bilateral labor agreements through explicit clauses on
emergency evacuation, access to shelters, wage protection, and gender-sensitive
grievance mechanisms. Evidence from countries such as the Philippines
demonstrates that embedding welfare and crisis-response provisions into labor
diplomacy can significantly improve migrant protection outcomes (ILO, 2021).
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Second, Nepal’s consular services require expansion beyond administrative
support to include gender-responsive assistance, such as psychosocial counseling,
legal aid, and partnerships with local shelters in destination countries. Current
consular practices, which rely heavily on ad hoc interventions, are insufficient for
managing complex humanitarian crises affecting migrant women (IOM, 2020).

Finally, Nepal has untapped potential to leverage regional and multilateral
platforms, including the Colombo Process, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly
and Regular Migration, and UN human rights mechanisms, to advocate for
migrant-inclusive humanitarian responses. Active engagement in these forums
could enhance Nepal’s international standing while contributing to norm-setting
around migrant protection in crisis contexts (Betts, 2018; United Nations, 2018).
Such engagement would also signal a shift from viewing migration solely as a
development strategy toward recognizing it as a domain of humanitarian and
human security concern.

These discussions highlight that addressing humanitarian protection gaps for
migrant women requires not only technical policy reform but also a conceptual
reorientation of migration governance. For Nepal, this entails moving beyond
reactive diplomacy and remittance-centric policy toward a proactive, gender-
responsive, and rights-based approach that acknowledges migrant women as
central actors in both national development and global humanitarian governance.

Conclusion

This article has examined how global labor shocks, armed conflicts, and
humanitarian crises expose persistent and gendered protection gaps within
global labor migration systems, using Nepal as a focal case. Drawing on feminist
political economy and human security perspectives, the analysis demonstrates
that migrant women are disproportionately affected during crises due to
their concentration in informal and feminized labor sectors, exclusion from
humanitarian response mechanisms, and weak legal protections in destination
countries. Global evidence, from pandemic-related job losses to conflict-induced
displacement, confirms that migrant women often fall outside both labor and
humanitarian governance frameworks, rendering them effectively invisible
during emergencies.

In the Nepali context, the findings reveal a migration governance model that
remains heavily remittance-driven and reactive, with limited institutional
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preparedness for large-scale humanitarian crises affecting migrant women.
While regulatory reforms and consular assistance mechanisms exist, they are
insufficiently gender-responsive and overly reliant on ad hoc responses and
civil society intervention. The 2025 deportation of 47 Nepali women from
Delhi International Airport, alongside earlier crisis episodes, underscores how
restrictive and fragmented protection approaches can inadvertently increase
vulnerability rather than reduce it. These patterns point to systemic failures that
cannot be addressed through isolated policy adjustments alone.

Looking forward, the article argues that Nepal must adopt a rights-based, gender-
responsive migration framework that integrates humanitarian protection across
the entire migration cycle, from pre-departure to employment abroad and return.
This requires a conceptual shift away from viewing migrant women primarily
as economic contributors toward recognizing them as rights-bearing individuals
entitled to protection regardless of legal status or sector of employment. Such a
shift aligns with international commitments under the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly and Regular Migration and established human security principles that
prioritize individual dignity and safety (United Nations, 2018).

At the policy level, key priorities include embedding crisis preparedness and
gender-specific safeguards into bilateral labor agreements, strengthening
consular capacity to provide legal and psychosocial support, and institutionalizing
cooperation with humanitarian actors in destination countries (ILO, 2021; IOM,
2020). Nepal can also play a more proactive role in regional and multilateral
forums, such as the Colombo Process, to advocate for migrant-inclusive
humanitarian responses and shared responsibility during crises. Investing in data
collection, early-warning systems, and gender-disaggregated reporting would
further enhance evidence-based policymaking and crisis response.

For future research, there is a clear need for primary, survivor-centered studies
that document migrant women’s lived experiences across different crisis contexts,
as well as comparative analyses of protection models adopted by other labor-
sending countries. Such research would deepen understanding of what works
in practice and also produce more effective and accountable policy design.
Ultimately, safeguarding migrant women in an era of global instability is not only
a humanitarian imperative but also a test of ethical migration governance. For
Nepal, responding to this challenge offers an opportunity to align labor migration
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policy with human rights and humanitarian norms, ensuring that migrant women
are no longer treated as peripheral actors in global labor markets, but as central
subjects of protection, dignity, and justice.
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Global Media Narratives and Nepal’s
International Image

Yuba Raj Adhikari®
Abstract
In the contemporary global communication environment, international media
play a significant role in shaping how countries are perceived beyond their
borders. For smaller and developing states such as Nepal, whose global
visibility is often episodic and event-driven, international image formation
is heavily influenced by external media narratives. Countries in the Global
South face geopolitical risks that shape their international image through
narratives that follow a pattern of selective external definition. Narratives
about Nepal that attract international attention lack the detailed information
needed to produce a proper understanding of its identity. This article examines
how global media portrayals shape Nepal’s international image. It argues that
Nepal is frequently represented through selective frames that focus on natural
disasters, political instability, climate vulnerability, heritage tourism, and its
geopolitical positioning between India and China. While these portrayals are
grounded in factual realities, they often present a partial and crisis-oriented
perspective that obscures Nepal’s political agency, institutional development,
and socio-economic transformation. The article highlights the structural
dynamics shaping Nepal’s generated visibility and discusses their implications
for public diplomacy, soft power, tourism, and foreign investment by analysing
historical and contemporary representations. The article concludes that Nepal
must adopt more proactive and strategic communication efforts to promote a
balanced, multidimensional international image that reflects both its challenges
and its resilience.

Keywords: global media, international image, public diplomacy, soft power,
international communication
* Mr. Adhikari is an Administrative Officer, NCWA.
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Introduction

The globalization of communication technologies has transformed how
national images are constructed and circulated. International media
organizations now function as key intermediaries between domestic realities
and global audiences. Through selective reporting, emphasis, and repetition,
global media significantly shape how countries are understood abroad
(Castells, 2009). In this context, a state’s international image is influenced not
only by its policies and diplomatic engagement but also by the narratives that
circulate in global news systems.

National reputation has tangible consequences. International perceptions
influence tourism decisions, foreign direct investment, diplomatic credibility,
development partnerships, and broader geopolitical positioning. Countries
perceived as stable, innovative, and reliable are more likely to attract investors
and political partnerships, whereas those associated primarily with instability
or vulnerability may face reputational constraints. (Anholt, 2007)

For smaller states with limited representation in global news networks,
international visibility tends to be sporadic and event-driven. Research on
international news flows demonstrates that global media disproportionately
prioritise crises, conflict, and dramatic events over gradual development or
routine governance (Galtung J. &., 1965). As a result, a limited set of recurring
narratives often becomes the dominant framework through which a country is
understood (Adhikari S. , 2024).

Nepal presents a significant case within these broader dynamics. International
references to Nepal frequently emerge during natural disasters, political
transitions, environmental crises, or geopolitical tensions involving its larger
immediate neighbours, India and China. While these issues are undoubtedly
important, the dominance of such narratives has contributed to a selective and
incomplete construction of Nepal’s international image. This article critically
examines the key global media narratives surrounding Nepal and evaluates
their broader implications.

Global Media Narratives: Conceptual Foundations

Global media narratives are the main frameworks that international media
organisations use to depict countries, regions, and events. These narratives
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come from editorial priorities, institutional practices, geopolitical contexts,
and audience expectations. Media scholars point out that news does not reflect
reality but is a constructed representation shaped by choices in coverage and
presentation (Entman, 1993).

Agenda-setting theory suggests that the media shape public perception by
highlighting some issues. Framing theory explains how media influence
interpretation by focusing on specific aspects of reality (McCombs, 2004). In
international communication, these processes often place smaller or developing
countries at a disadvantage, as they lack the resources to actively shape global
narratives. Nepal’s portrayal in global media must be viewed within this
structural context. A limited number of international correspondents, reliance
on wire services, and language barriers lead to simplified narratives that favour
familiarity and immediacy over depth.

Historical Construction of Nepal’s International Image

Nepal’s international image has not emerged solely in the modern media era.
Historical travel writing, mountaineering accounts, and tourism promotion
materials have played an early role in shaping how the country was perceived
abroad. Nepal was often portrayed as a remote Himalayan kingdom
characterised by spiritual depth, natural grandeur, and cultural mystique.
Such representations emphasise scenic landscapes, monasteries, temples, and
traditional lifestyles (Pandey, 2025).

The global symbolism of Mount Everest (Sagarmatha) has become central
to Nepal’s international identity. As the world’s highest peak, Everest has
established Nepal as a destination for adventure and exploration. Tourism
campaigns reinforce this image by highlighting trekking routes, Himalayan
vistas, and sacred sites. This aligns with Urry’s (2002) description of the
“tourist gaze,” in which destinations are framed through selective imagery
designed to meet external expectations and desires. Similarly, Nepal’s
identity as the birthplace of Lord Buddha has strengthened its association
with spirituality and pilgrimage. These representations enhanced tourism and
international cultural recognition, contributing positively to Nepal’s global
visibility (Urry, 2002).

However, such portrayals also simplified Nepal’s identity. By emphasising
timeless culture and natural beauty, they often overlook the country’s
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political evolution, economic aspirations, and social transformation. Nepal

has frequently been depicted as a country which is static and traditional

rather than dynamic and modern. Another enduring representation is that

of the Gurkha soldier, symbolising courage and loyalty in international
military service. While this image has generated admiration, it also confines
Nepal’s global identity to martial tradition rather than broader political or
economic engagement. These historical narratives have laid the foundation for
contemporary global portrayals, many of which continue to emphasise selected
aspects of Nepal while marginalising others (Shrestha, 2000).

Contemporary Global Media Portrayals

When disasters strike, Nepal appears prominently in global news coverage.
Earthquakes, floods, aviation crashes, and landslides quickly draw international
attention. Such events align strongly with established news values that
prioritise drama, immediacy, and human suffering (Galtung J. &., 1965).

As a result, Nepal often enters global consciousness through sudden shocks
rather than sustained observation. International visibility becomes episodic,
shaped by rupture rather than continuity. This pattern creates an accumulative
narrative: crisis follows crisis, and each episode reinforces the previous one.
Humanitarian aid responses also become part of the storyline, strengthening
perceptions of dependency. Over time, resilience, everyday governance, and
gradual development recede behind layers of reported misfortune. Research
on international news flows shows that countries in the Global South are
frequently given attention only during emergencies, leading to distorted and
incomplete representations (Hawk, 1992).

At the same time, Nepal is portrayed through another dominant lens -

heritage and natural beauty. Foreign coverage frequently emphasises

Mount Everest, trekking culture, meditation tourism, sacred temples, and
Himalayan landscapes. Such portrayals align with what Urry 2002 describes
as destinations being framed through selective, romanticised imagery designed
to attract external audiences (Urry, 2002). These narratives generate positive
visibility, support tourism, and contribute to soft power (Anholt, 2007) .
However, postcard imagery can enhance complexity. A living economy,
urbanization, digital innovation, and shifting political structures often receive
comparatively less international attention. When a country is repeatedly
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depicted through static cultural symbols, it may appear timeless rather than
evolving (Hall, 1997). Thus, Nepal risks being framed as spiritually rich yet
economically marginal or politically fragile.

Political reporting further shapes this perception. International coverage
frequently focuses on coalition reshuffles, constitutional disputes, and
allegations of corruption. While these are legitimate elements of democratic
development, overemphasis on instability can create an image of chronic
volatility. Agenda-setting research suggests that repeated focus on certain
themes influences what global audiences perceive as defining characteristics
(McCombs, 2004). Over time, Nepal may be seen less as politically
transitioning and more as structurally unstable.

Climate change narratives add another layer to this mediated image. Nepal’s
Himalayan geography places it prominently within global environmental
reporting. International media often depict shrinking glaciers, biodiversity loss,
and fragile mountain ecosystems. Environmental communication scholarship
notes that vulnerability framing is common in Global South coverage, often
portraying affected states primarily as victims of global processes (Brinkerhoff,
2009). While such reporting raises awareness, it can obscure local adaptation
strategies, policy innovation, and community resilience.

Geopolitically, Nepal is frequently described as situated between two giants,
India and China. International reporting often interprets Nepal’s infrastructure
projects, trade agreements, and diplomatic initiatives through the lens of
regional strategic competition. Small states are commonly portrayed in global
media as arenas of great-power rivalry rather than autonomous actors. Such
framing risks understating Nepal’s own assertive role in shaping its foreign
policy and in pursuing a diversified diplomatic strategy (Keohane, 1969).

The cumulative effect of these narratives is the imposition of labels: disaster-
prone, politically unstable, climate-vulnerable, spiritually exotic, geopolitically
squeezed. Each label contains elements of truth, yet together they produce a
partial and externally defined and biased identity. Media scholars have long
argued that representation is not merely descriptive but constitutive; it shapes
how countries are understood and positioned globally (Hall, 1997). Structural
inequalities in global news production further reinforce this dynamic.
International coverage of Nepal is often generated by foreign correspondents
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or international news agencies, reflecting editorial priorities rooted outside
the country. As a result, Nepal’s global image is frequently shaped more by
external perception and interpretation than by domestic narrative control.

These mediated perceptions have material consequences. National reputation
influences diplomatic trust, investment decisions, tourism flows, and broader
soft power capacity. Being globally visible is advantageous, but how a country
is seen matters as much as how often it is seen. Without deliberate strategic
communication, Nepali perspectives risk remaining constrained within narrow
narrative frames that fail to reflect resilience, institutional learning, and socio-
economic transformation.

Disaster-Centred Narratives and the Politics of Vulnerability

One of the most prominent global narratives about Nepal concerns its
vulnerability to disasters. International coverage intensifies during earthquakes,
floods, landslides, aviation accidents, and public health crises. The 2015
earthquake, in particular, generated extensive global reporting centred on
destruction, humanitarian emergency, and international aid mobilization.
Disasters strongly align with news values such as negativity, drama, and
immediacy. Consequently, crisis coverage often overshadows long-term
development initiatives. Studies on media and humanitarianism suggest that
repeated exposure to disaster imagery can construct enduring perceptions of
fragility (Hawk, 1992).

While such reporting is vital for mobilizing global assistance, it can
inadvertently contribute to an image of chronic dependency. Reconstruction
progress, institutional reform, and community resilience typically receive less
sustained attention than the initial crisis. Over time, vulnerability becomes
central to international perception. This imbalance may influence diplomatic
and economic engagement. Countries perceived as persistently unstable or
disaster-prone may encounter reputational barriers in attracting foreign direct
investment or projecting governance credibility. Acknowledging Nepal’s real
environmental vulnerabilities is essential. However, balanced representation
requires equal attention to resilience, preparedness reforms, and local adaptive
capacity (Lazzarini, 2024).
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Political Instability and Governance Narratives

Global reporting on Nepal frequently emphasises coalition changes,
parliamentary disputes, and constitutional controversies. Political contestation
is inherent in democratic transition, yet disproportionate focus on instability
can reinforce a narrative of chronic governance weakness. Agenda-setting
scholarship demonstrates that repeated emphasis on particular themes shapes
international perception. When headlines consistently highlight volatility,
global audiences may interpret instability as structural rather than transitional
(Modern Diplomacy, 2026).

Nepal’s transition from monarchy to republic and its federal restructuring
represent profound institutional change. However, international media often
foreground moments of crisis over processes of consolidation. Such selective
emphasis risks obscuring democratic learning and institutional resilience.
Perceptions of instability can affect diplomatic trust and investor confidence,
reinforcing the importance of balanced coverage.

Climate Change and Environmental Narratives

Nepal’s Himalayan location situates it prominently within global climate
discourse. International media coverage frequently highlights glacial retreat
and ecological vulnerability. Environmental communication research indicates
that Global South countries are often framed as victims of climate change,
reinforcing vulnerability narratives (Geng, 2024).

Although Nepal faces significant environmental risks, it has also engaged
actively in climate diplomacy and community-based conservation. Limited
international attention to these efforts contributes to a one-dimensional
portrayal. A more distinct representation would integrate environmental risk
with governance response, thereby recognising both exposure and agency
(Saliu, 2023).

Nepal in Geopolitical Media Narratives

Nepal’s position between India and China frequently dominates global media
interpretation. Infrastructure cooperation and diplomatic engagements are often
framed as part of broader strategic rivalry (Upadhya, 2012).

Small-state scholarship highlights how countries like Nepal exercise agency by
hedging strategies and engaging multilaterally. Yet global narratives sometimes
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reduce Nepal to a passive buffer state. (Keohane, 1969)

Such framing underrepresents Nepal’s independent foreign policy decisions
and its participation in international institutions. By focusing primarily on

external pressure, global media risk overlooks domestic priorities and strategic
calculation (Adhikari, 2026).

Tourism, Heritage, and the Persistence of Romantic Imagery

Positive international portrayals of Nepal are often rooted in tourism and
heritage imagery. Travel journalism and promotional materials emphasise
Himalayan landscapes, trekking routes, temples, and spiritual retreats.

While such narratives enhance tourism and soft power, they can also perpetuate
a romanticized image that marginalises contemporary realities. Urbanization,
entrepreneurship, technological development, and policy innovation receive
comparatively limited global visibility (Nye, 2004) .

The persistence of heritage-focused representation reinforces the perception of
Nepal as timeless and traditional rather than modern and evolving. Balanced
international image-building requires integrating cultural heritage with
narratives of contemporary transformation.

Digital Media and Diaspora Narratives

The rapid expansion of digital media has significantly transformed the
production, circulation, and contestation of national narratives in the global
arena. Unlike traditional international media systems, historically dominated
by large Western news organizations and professional gatekeeping structures,
digital platforms provide decentralized and participatory environments for
communication (Castells, 2010). Social media platforms, online news portals,
blogs, podcasts, and video-sharing sites facilitate direct engagement between
individuals, communities, and global audiences.

In Nepal, this transformation has created opportunities to present alternative
perspectives that challenge prevailing global media narratives shaped by crisis,
vulnerability, and instability. Digital communication reduces dependence on
international wire services and foreign correspondents, who have traditionally
played a dominant role in constructing Nepal’s global image (Adhikari B. ,
2025).

The Nepali diaspora represents a particularly significant actor within this
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evolving digital landscape. Spread across North America, Europe, the

Middle East, Australia, and East Asia, the Nepali diaspora communities
actively participate in transnational discourse concerning Nepal. Scholarship
on diaspora communication demonstrates that migrant communities often
function as “bridge actors,” linking domestic and international audiences while
influencing homeland narratives (Brinkerhoff, 2009).

Through social media advocacy, online commentary, professional

networks, and cultural promotion, members of the Nepali diaspora diversify
representations of Nepal’s political, economic, and cultural realities. These
actors frequently highlight themes underrepresented in mainstream global
media, including technological entrepreneurship, educational mobility,
remittance-driven development, and community resilience. Digital platforms
thus enable diaspora communities to contribute to nation-branding and the
formation of soft power beyond official diplomatic channels (Nye, 2004).

Digital media also provides visibility to marginalised and underrepresented
voices within Nepal. Independent journalists, researchers, civil society actors,
and content creators increasingly disseminate local perspectives in English
and other global languages. Networked communication allows these voices
to bypass traditional gatekeeping institutions. In doing so, digital spaces carry
the potential to democratise narrative production and foster a more nuanced
international image of Nepal (Smith, 2024).

However, despite these opportunities, digital narratives about Nepal remain
fragmented in their global influence. Diaspora advocacy, independent
journalism, and civil society communication often lack coordination and
long-term strategic focus. Public diplomacy research highlights that narrative
coherence and institutional alignment are essential for sustained international
influence. Without such coordination, digital efforts struggle to compete with
the agenda-setting power and algorithmic amplification enjoyed by established
international media organisations (Melissen, 2005).

A further challenge lies in limited institutional investment in digital public
diplomacy. Although digital platforms have become central to contemporary
international communication, Nepali state institutions have yet to fully harness
their strategic potential. Scholars emphasise that effective digital diplomacy
requires professional training, consistent messaging, and policy integration
(Bjola, 2015). In the absence of such frameworks, engagement remains reactive
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rather than proactive, constraining Nepal’s capacity to counter incomplete or
negative portrayals.

Moreover, the unregulated and fast-paced nature of digital media environments
poses risks. Misinformation, sensationalism, and polarisation can undermine
credibility and dilute constructive narrative-building. When competing
narratives lack evidence-based grounding, they may weaken rather than
strengthen Nepal’s international image. Therefore, while digital media and
diaspora networks represent powerful tools, their effectiveness depends on
credibility, coordination, and institutional support.

Analysis

The foregoing analysis indicates that Nepal’s international image is shaped by
selective global media narratives embedded within structural inequalities in
international journalism (Brinkerhoff, 2009). Framing processes play a central
role in this dynamic. When international reporting repeatedly emphasises
instability, vulnerability, or dependency, these frames become cognitive
shortcuts for global audiences. Over time, such representations solidify into
dominant interpretive lenses, influencing perception even when domestic
realities evolve.

Agenda-setting research further demonstrates that the frequency and
prominence of specific themes influence what audiences perceive as important
or typical (McCombs, 2004). In Nepal’s case, disaster events, political
contestation, and geopolitical positioning often dominate global coverage,
while institutional consolidation, social innovation, and policy achievements
receive comparatively limited attention.

Nepal’s constrained capacity to shape global media discourse exacerbates

this imbalance. Historically, limited international media engagement and the
dominance of foreign correspondents have enabled external actors to define
prevailing narratives. As a result, Nepal’s contributions to peacekeeping,
climate diplomacy, community-based governance, and digital entrepreneurship
often remain peripheral in global reporting (Adhikari, 2024).

Digital transformation offers corrective potential, yet the absence of
coordinated strategic communication limits its impact. Without sustained
narrative-building efforts, alternative portrayals struggle to displace entrenched
frames.
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Conclusion

Global media narratives play a decisive role in shaping how nations are
perceived in the international arena, and Nepal is no exception. As this article
has demonstrated, Nepal’s international image has largely been constructed
through selective and episodic portrayals that emphasise disaster vulnerability,
political instability, environmental fragility, and geopolitical positioning. While
many of these representations reflect genuine challenges, their disproportionate
emphasis produces an incomplete and even biased depiction of national
identity. Consequently, Nepal is often framed as disaster-prone, aid-dependent,
or strategically constrained, overshadowing its social dynamism, democratic
evolution, and international contributions. These representations reflect broader
structural inequalities in global media systems, in which smaller states receive
conditional, crisis-driven visibility.

However, Nepal is not merely a passive subject of representation. The country
possesses significant capacity to influence its global image through strategic
narrative-building. Contributions to international peacekeeping, climate
advocacy, cultural diplomacy, and regional cooperation demonstrate active
global engagement. The expansion of digital media and diaspora networks
further expands opportunities for narrative diversification.

Realising this potential requires effective coordination. Responsible

global journalism must be complemented by proactive engagement from
Nepali institutions, civil society actors, and digital communities. Strategic
communication, media diplomacy, and sustained interaction with international
media organisations are essential for ensuring more balanced representation.
By investing in institutional capacity and narrative coherence, Nepal can move
beyond reactive responses and assert a more multidimensional presence within
global discourse through proactive initiatives.
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Climate change and climate-induced disasters pose significant threats to

the socio-economic well-being of communities, contributing to over 65%

of disaster-related deaths annually in Nepal. Policies and plans serve as

vital instruments for setting long-term vision, defining goals, designing
interventions, and guiding implementation across multiple governance levels.
Equally important is understanding how local communities perceive these
policies and plans, as such perceptions influence ownership, effectiveness, and
successful implementation. Sarawal Rural Municipality in Nawalparasi West
District of Lumbini Province in Nepal is highly vulnerable to floods, drought,
fires, cold waves, and heat waves each year. Floodwater inundation is a major
hazard, and each year approximately 40 percent of paddy fields are destroyed
due to inundation. However, this year it was affected by drought, thus climate
variability and change are major concerns for them. This study examines the
role of the educational level of community people in shaping community
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perceptions of climate risk management and disaster risk management

plans and policies formulation in Sarawal Rural Municipality. Employing a
quantitative research design, a total of 428 households were selected using
systematic random sampling. Community perceptions were assessed through
five statements measured on a five-point Likert scale, focusing on climate
and disaster risk management (CRM/DRM) policies and plans. The findings
indicate that educational background does not solely influence community
perceptions of CRM/DRM policies and plans; rather, lived experiences play
a crucial role in shaping these perceptions. The study highlights that well-
designed policies and plans remain critical instruments for building community
resilience and facilitating effective climate and disaster risk management,
regardless of educational differences.

Keywords: climate change, Climate Risk Management, Disaster Risk
Management, plan, policies

Introduction

The global surface temperature during 2011-2020 was about 1.1°C higher than
pre-industrial levels (1850—-1900), primarily due to human activities (IPCC,
2023). The IPCC report (2023) warns that global warming is likely to reach
1.5°C in the early 2030s without deep and rapid reductions in greenhouse

gas (GHG) emissions. Most of the countries in the globe are suffering from
increasing global temperature; some countries are more vulnerable than others
(Oh-Seng, Klock, & Deenapanray, 2025). Situated in a climate-sensitive
ecological zone, Nepal has been experiencing increasing climate variability and
climate-induced disasters, which have significantly affected agriculture, health,
and drinking water and sanitation systems (Aryal, 2023). Himalaya regions are
affected due to limited snowfall and rapid melting of snow, resulting in floods
and landslides in the high Himalaya and midhill regions, whereas the southern
parts of the country are affected by water inundations, and most riverbeds are
raised due to silt and boulders brought by the river (Aryal, Gangal, & Karki,
2025).

Nepal remains vulnerable to multiple recurrent disasters, including hydro-
meteorological and geological; almost 90 percent of the population is at risk of
death due to two or more than two types of disasters (MOHA, 2018). Despite

a negligible amount of GHG emissions, Nepal has been facing tremendous
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challenges posed by climate change, and acute hazards such as extreme
weather events are expected to increase (MoFE, 2019). Climate change
exacerbates the situation, and around 65 percent of disaster-related deaths are
from climate-induced disasters. In 2017, around 2.08 percent of GDP was lost
due to climate-induced disasters, mainly flooding in the southern parts of the
country (MOFE, 2021).

The 1994 UN World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction marked

a paradigm shift by endorsing the Yokohama Strategy, emphasizing
prevention, preparedness, and mitigation, integrating disaster risk reduction
into development planning, and strengthening institutional capacity and
community-based approaches to reduce vulnerability (UNDRR, 1994). The
Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015) marked a major shift in disaster
risk reduction by establishing five priorities focused on governance, risk
assessment, early warning, knowledge, preparedness, and resilience, with
strong emphasis on local capacity building (UNISDR, 2007). The Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015-2030) provides the latest
global roadmap, emphasizing risk understanding, governance, investment

in resilience, preparedness, and the principle of “Build Back Better” to
reduce future risks while strengthening recovery, livelihoods, infrastructure,
and institutions. (UNISDR, 2015) and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), and the Paris Agreement represent landmark
shifts in global efforts to reduce climate and disaster-related risks. Building
resilience to external shocks, including climate-induced disasters, requires
integrated policy planning (Capano & Woo, 2017). The policies and plans need
to be robust and resilient, in which community engagement and ownership
play a crucial role in periodic review and in maintaining flexibility in response
to emerging situations. Appropriate policy governance helps enhance and
strengthen institutional capacity and contributes to integrated policy planning
processes (IPCC, 2022).

Drawing on policy review and field-based evidence, the study highlights the
gap between the recognized importance of community-led initiatives and
their limited institutionalization within national disaster policies (Pandey,
2019). Recent flood disasters in Nepal are driven by increasing population
vulnerability combined with changing climatic conditions, while existing
flood disaster governance and risk assessment remain limited (Pandey, 2025)
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(Pandey & Niraula, 2024). Flood risk studies note that community vulnerability
is rising and highlight the need for improved early warning systems, clearer
institutional roles, and strengthened risk assessment to enhance flood
governance (Delalay, et al., 2018); (Pandey, Joseph, Deshar, & Niraula, 2023)
; (Pandey & Basnet, 2023). While the National Disaster Risk Reduction

and Management Act (NDRRMA, 2017) marks a significant shift toward a
comprehensive disaster management cycle, persistent overlap of policies,
limited local-level focus, and an emphasis on preparedness and response over
mitigation and rehabilitation continue to challenge effective implementation
(Nepal, Khanal, & Sharma, 2018). Studies note that there are context-specific
gaps in preparedness and the importance of understanding public perceptions
in developing countries to design policies that are both publicly supported and
practically implementable (Vignola, Klinsky, Tam, & McDaniels, 2013).

Until the enactment of the NDRRMA, disaster management in Nepal was
governed by the Natural Calamity Act 1982, which primarily emphasized
response and lagged in addressing local capacity strengthening and
community resilience building (MoHA, 2018); (Pandey, 2019). Realizing
rapidly changing dynamics of disasters and commitments made at global
forums, the government of Nepal endorsed the NDRRMA (2017), which

is further operationalized through the National Disaster Risk Reduction
Strategic Plan of Action (2018-2030). The Act provisioned six layers of
institutions (Federal Council, Federal Executive Committee, Federal Authority,
Provincial Executive Committee, District Committee and Local Committee)
and the disaster risk reduction and management authority as the secretariat
for coordinating disaster-related matters (MoLJPA, 2017). In addition, the
government has also endorsed a Climate Change Policy 2019 along with
several sector-specific guidelines. Collectively, these policies emphasize
strengthening community resilience while simultaneously enhancing adaptive
capacity and reducing GHG emissions.

Since Nepal adopted a federal republic system with three tiers of government,
effective disaster and climate risk management requires that policies and plans
be implemented down to the local levels and primarily at the community level.
However, achieving overarching policy goals requires an understanding of how
they are perceived and internalized at the community level. In this context, two
critical questions emerge: (i) To what extent are community members aware of
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existing disaster risk reduction and climate change—related policies and plans?
and (ii)) How does educational attainment influence community perceptions of
climate risk management and disaster risk management policies and plans in
achieving resilience, adaptation, and emission reduction goals?

The main objective of this study is to examine the role of educational
attainment in shaping community perceptions of climate and disaster risk
management plans and policies formulation in Sarawal Rural Municipality,
Nawalparasi West District, Nepal.

Methodology

This study was conducted in Wards 5, 6, and 7 of Sarawal Rural Municipality,
Nawalparasi West. These wards frequently encounter climate-induced disasters
such as flooding and water inundations, which have been major problems

for the communities residing in these locations. The Gandak irrigation

canal and the two major rivers (Jharai and Dhanewa) pose significant flood
and inundation risks in the area. These wards have a combined population

of 17037.5835 with an average household size of 4.83 persons, resulting

in an estimated 3527.45 households (GoA, 2021). A quantitative research
design was adopted, and a total of 428 households (122 from Ward 5, 158
from Ward 6, and 148 from Ward 7) were selected using systematic random
sampling. The sample size was determined using the finite population formula
m=N/[1+ N(e)*] (Yamane, 1967) and an additional 19% of the total
sample was incorporated to minimize response error. Data were collected
through a structured household survey questionnaire. Ethical considerations
were strictly followed, including obtaining informed consent from all
respondents and ensuring appropriate citation and acknowledgment of
researchers and published sources.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
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The conceptual framework illustrates the relationship between the level

of education and key dimensions of climate and disaster risk management
(CRM/DRM). The level of education of respondents has been classified as
illiterate, literate, primary, and high school and above. These are treated as
independent variables, while five CRM/DRM-related statements constitute the
dependent variables. Perception, knowledge, and practices act as intervening
variables linking education with CRM/DRM outcomes. It is assumed that

the level of education plays a critical role in shaping individuals’ knowledge
and perceptions of climate change and climate-induced disasters. Against

this background, the study hypothesizes that there is an association between
respondents’ level of education and their perceptions of various statements
related to the formulation of climate and disaster risk management plans and
policies. These relationships operate within the broader context of government
acts, policies, and community-level interventions, which influence both
processes and outcomes. The framework demonstrates potential interlinkages
and recognizes that educational attainment may or may not significantly affect
the dependent variables.

Findings

Five statements related to the formulation of climate risk management (CRM)
and disaster risk management (DRM) plans and policies were analyzed
according to the educational attainment of respondents. Four levels of
education were considered: illiterate, literate/informal education, primary
education, and high school and above. Each statement was assessed using a
five-point Likert scale to capture variations in perceptions among community
members with differing educational backgrounds.

1. CRM/DRM policy and plan’s contribution in building resilience: Table
1 illustrates respondents’ perceptions of whether CRM/DRM policies and
plans help make communities more resilient, categorized by four levels of
educational attainment using a five-point Likert scale.

Table 1: The CRM/DRM policies and plan help in making the community
more resilient

™
o
@




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Education The CRM/DEM policies and plan help in making the | Total
qualification of the community more resilient
respomdent Strongly | Disagree |Neutral |Agree | Strongly
desagree | . agres

Iliterate 0.7% |0.7%  |5.6%  |364% |56.6% 100.0%
LRt Hthrnt l13.4%  |714%  [15.29% 100.0%
education) |
Primary {1-8) 0.9 |6 1% 6520 2788 100035
LR SIS LRt L7 [10.3% |56t  |20.3% 100.0%
and above
Toal 0.2% | 0.7 | B A% 56.3% 34.3% 100
— 8 (sl I i AR L i

[ Value [dr | Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided]

Pearson Chi-Square a0 |12 000
Likclihpod Ratio 61574 I 000
Lincar-by-Linear Association 111588 K oo
N of Valid Cases | 428 ' '

Source: Field Survey, 2024

The results indicate an overall positive perception of CRM/DRM policies
and plans in enhancing community resilience across all educational groups.
A large majority of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement, with particularly strong endorsement among illiterate respondents,
where over half strongly agreed and more than one-third agreed. Similarly,
respondents with informal literacy and primary education largely expressed
agreement, although these groups showed a slightly higher proportion of
neutral responses compared to the illiterate group. Among respondents with
high school education and above, agreement remained dominant, but neutrality
was comparatively higher, suggesting a more measured or critical assessment
among those with higher educational attainment.

The chi-square test results confirm a statistically significant association
between educational qualification and perceptions of CRM/DRM policy
effectiveness in building community resilience (¥*> = 60.199, df =12, p <
0.001). The null hypothesis was rejected, indicating that the level of education
is significantly associated with individuals’ perceptions of policies and plans.
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The significant linear-by-linear association further suggests a systematic
variation in perceptions across educational levels. While support for CRM/
DRM policies is strong overall, the pattern indicates that increasing educational
attainment is associated with more nuanced responses, reflected in higher
neutral proportions. This implies that, alongside education, experiential factors
and contextual understanding may shape how different groups interpret the
effectiveness of resilience-oriented policies and plans.

2. Role of local government in development and updating of CRM/DRM
Plan: Table 2 explains the perceived role of local government and ward-
level authorities in preparing and updating plans, analyzed across four
educational categories using a five-point Likert scale.

{ Education qualification | Local government should coordinate with the ward- Tiogal
of the respondent lewel authority and the community while preparing and
upsdating the plan
Srongly | Dizsagree  |Meutral |Agree | Strongly
disagree agree
[literate 0.7% 0.7% [6. 1% 551}&_;:-‘31&_1_%0:.:
ARG L) 0.9% 23.2% [616% [143%  |100.0%
education)
Primary { 1-8) |2.6% 200% [574% [200% | 100.0%
Fhachool (73] s 5.2% 1905 |4, 5% 3100 | AR
above
| Total 0.2% 1.9% 19.4% [56.1% |224% | 100.0%
Chi-5Square Tesis
T [Value Tar [ Asymp. Sig_ (2-sided)
| Pearson Chi-Square | 18,005 12 |.115
| Likelihood Ratio [17.811 12 [.122
E Linear-by-Linear Associzion T80 i | 477 '
|M of Valid Cases |428 |

[a. 8 cclls (40.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .14,

Table 2: Local government should coordinate with the ward-level
authority and community while preparing and updating the plan

Source: Field Survey, 2024

The findings show broad support for the view that local governments should
coordinate with ward-level authorities and communities when preparing and
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updating plans, regardless of educational background. Overall, more than
three-quarters of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.
[lliterate respondents expressed particularly strong agreement, with over half
agreeing and more than one-quarter strongly agreeing. Respondents with
informal education, primary, and higher education levels also demonstrated
majority agreement, although these groups exhibited relatively higher neutral
responses, indicating cautious endorsement rather than strong conviction.

The chi-square analysis indicates that the association between educational
qualification and perceptions of the need for coordination is not statistically
significant (x> = 18.009, df = 12, p = 0.115). The null hypothesis fails to reject,
which means there is no association between the level of education and their
perception about local authority should coordinate with concerned stakeholders
while preparing policies and plans. The non-significant linear-by-linear
association further suggests the absence of a clear trend across educational
levels. This implies that the expectation for participatory and coordinated
planning is widely shared across the community, transcending educational
differences. However, the presence of several cells with low expected counts
suggests that these results should be interpreted with caution, and future studies
with larger subgroup samples may help clarify subtle variations in perception.

3. Emergency Preparedness and Response Plan: Table 3 illustrates
respondents’ perceptions regarding the need to clearly define the roles and
responsibilities of each actor in emergency preparedness and response
plans.

Table 3: The roles and responsibilities of each actor should be defined in
the emergency preparedness and response plan

Education gualification of the | The roles and responsibalities of each actor should | Total

respondent be defined in the emergency preparedness and

response plan

Disagres [Weutrnl | Agres Strongly

ngree
Niierate [432% [0.1%  [524% |34.3% |100.0%|
Liternte (snformal edecatson) [0.9%% [12.5%; [75.5%% [10,7%% [ 100,08 |
Primary (1-8) [T.0% [T4.5%  [61,7% | 16,5% | 100.0%]
SR CROAT L LAl 0 1.7% 190% |63.8%  |15.5% | 100.0%]
above
Total [3.7% 12.9%  |62.6% |20.8% | 100.0%|
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Chi-Square Tests
. Value [dar Asymp. Rig. (2-
sided)
Pearson Chi-Sequane 35,207 C 000
Likelihood Ratio 34.963 (9 000
L |'n¢:r-h1r'-l inear Association 9.371 I 002
N of Valid Cases 428
a, ."I.L'vq'll'-t{l:-:-!'i:“.i;.] have q':h.pl.,"l,'ll;ﬂ,! i less than 5 '"1': M X r-ﬁ.'ll:d cownt s .17,

Source: Field Survey, 2024

The results demonstrate strong consensus across all educational groups

on the importance of clearly defining roles and responsibilities within
emergency preparedness and response plans. Overall, more than four-fifths

of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, underscoring
widespread recognition of coordination and clarity as essential components of
effective emergency management. Illiterate respondents showed particularly
strong endorsement, with a high proportion expressing agreement or strong
agreement. Respondents with informal, primary, and higher education similarly
reported majority agreement, although neutral responses increased with
educational attainment, suggesting a more reflective or critical appraisal among
more educated groups.

The chi-square test indicates a statistically significant association between
educational qualification and perceptions regarding role clarity in emergency
planning (¥* = 35.207, df =9, p < 0.001). The null hypothesis was rejected,
indicating that the level of education is significantly associated with
individuals’ perceptions of policies and plans. The significant linear-by-
linear association further suggests a systematic variation in responses across
educational levels. While agreement remains consistently high, the distribution
of responses indicates that educational background influences the intensity of
agreement rather than overall support. These findings imply that, alongside
experiential knowledge, education shapes how strongly individuals articulate
the need for clearly delineated institutional roles in emergency preparedness
and response frameworks.
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4. Testing of Emergency Preparedness and Response Plan: Table
4 illustrates respondents’ perceptions regarding the need for regular
simulation and drill exercises, assessed using a five-point Likert scale
across four educational levels.

Table 4: Simulation and drill exercises are to be organlzed regularly

Edu:—anm qualification of the |Simulation and drill exercises are to wﬂwlmd [ Total
:rupmdcnt regularly,
Strongly Disagree | Meutral | Agree | Strongly
disagres agree
Mlinerate l.4% 6% T | 53.8%(301.5% DO
Literme l{||1 I'urmnl ndunu1.|ul1-! 0.9%% 12.5% | 51.8% | 34.8% DO
Primary ( 1-8) 10.9% 52% | 10.4% |45.2%38.3% | 100.0%)
High school (9-12) and above 52% [12.0% [39.7%(43.0% | 100.0% |
| Total 0.7% 42%  [10.3% [49.1%[35.7%  [100.0%)
Chi-Square Tests
Value df Asymp. Sig, (2-
sided )
Pearson Chi-Squeare 11.593% 12 A5
Likelihood Ratio 14.287 |1z 283
Linear-by-Linear Association |.793 L 373
M of Valid Cases 428 |
a. 7 eells (35.00) have expected count bess than 5. The minimum expected count is 41,

Source: Field Survey, 2024

The findings indicate strong overall support for the regular organization of
simulation and drill exercises across all educational categories. Nearly 85% of
respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, highlighting
broad recognition of drills and simulations as essential components of
preparedness. Illiterate respondents showed particularly high levels of
agreement, with more than half agreeing and nearly one-third strongly
agreeing. Respondents with informal, primary, and higher education levels
similarly expressed majority agreement, although comparatively higher neutral
responses were observed among those with higher educational attainment,
suggesting more cautious or conditional endorsement.
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The chi-square analysis shows no statistically significant association between
educational qualification and perceptions regarding the need for regular
simulation and drill exercises (¥* = 11.939, df = 12, p = 0.451). The null
hypothesis fails to reject, which means there is no association between

the independent and dependent variables. The non-significant linear-by-

linear association further confirms the absence of a systematic trend across
educational levels. These results suggest that support for regular drills is widely
shared within the community, largely independent of educational background.
However, the presence of several cells with low expected counts warrants
cautious interpretation, indicating the need for further investigation with larger
subgroup samples to capture more nuanced differences.

5. Encourage community participation in local climate change and
disaster risk management policies: Table 5 illustrates community
members’ perceptions of whether climate and disaster risk management
policies encourage community participation in reducing the adverse
impacts of climate change.

Table 5: Local climate change and disaster policies encourage community
participation to reduce the adverse impacts of climate change

' Education QEITF;EE-.;ITGI' Local climate change and disaster m]ﬁ-ié_u';m_ndﬁ_ﬁ [Total |
the respondent | commumnily participation to reduce the adverse
impacts of climate change

| Strongly Disagree |Newtral |Agree | Strongly
| disagres agree
Iliterate 3.5% 1. 4% 4,99 45.5%  |44.8% TR
Literate { mformal | | '
| 5% 15, 2% T Y 15.2%% 1S
educationy o o
Primary { 1-8) 2.6% 0.9%% 13.00% |e009% [22.6% | 100.0%5
] 9-12)
Hishsdol (H120md: ik 6.9% [55.2% [362% |100.0%
ahayve
Tioaal 201% 1.2% 10.0%  156.8% | 29.0% 1005
1209

(



NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

-l’.'hl-!-}q uare Tests

Walue [dr -.-‘rs} . S (2-
saded)
' Pearson Chi-Square | 40,566 12 000 i
'Likelihood Ratio (44722 12 000
Lincar-by-Lincar Association 11340 | 247
N of Valid Cases 428

o, & cells (40.0%%) have expected count less than 5. ]'h;.' ML n'np;'cl-:d count is (6K,

Source: Field Survey, 2024

The analysis reveals strong overall agreement that local climate change and
disaster policies encourage community participation to reduce the adverse
impacts of climate change. Across the full sample, 86.7% of respondents agree
or strongly agree, indicating broad recognition of participatory approaches as
central to effective climate and disaster risk governance at the local level. Only
a small proportion expresses disagreement, underscoring general confidence in
local policy frameworks.

Disaggregated by education level, illiterate respondents demonstrate
particularly strong endorsement, with over 90% agreeing or strongly agreeing.
This suggests that community participation is not perceived as a technical

or abstract policy concept but as a practical mechanism through which
communities engage in adaptation and risk reduction. Respondents with
primary education and secondary education and above also report high levels
of agreement, reinforcing the idea that participatory climate and disaster
policies resonate across educational backgrounds. In contrast, respondents
with informal education show a comparatively higher level of neutrality, which
may reflect uneven exposure to policy processes or limited opportunities for
meaningful engagement rather than skepticism toward participation itself.

The Pearson chi-square test confirms a statistically significant association
between education level and perceptions of participatory climate and
disaster policies (y* = 40.866, df = 12, p <0.001). The null hypothesis was
rejected, indicating that the level of education is significantly associated
with individuals’ perceptions of encouraging community participation in the
development of policies and plans. While the linear-by-linear association

is not significant, indicating no simple directional trend with increasing
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education, the results nonetheless suggest that educational background shapes
how individuals experience and interpret participatory policy processes.
Although some cells have low expected counts, the strength and consistency of
agreement across groups support the robustness of the overall pattern.

6. Role of Educational attainment in shaping public perceptions on
climate and disaster risk management related policies and plans: Table
6 illustrates the means of five different statements designed around climate
and disaster risk management related policies and plans.

Table 6: Mean perceptions on climate and disaster risk management
policies and plans
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Source: Field Survey, 2024

Figure 2 explains the perceptions of community people around whether climate
and disaster policies encourage community participation to reduce the adverse
impact of climate-induced disasters.

Figure 2: Mean perceptions on climate and disaster risk management-
related policies and plans
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Descriptive statistics further reinforce these findings. The mean score for

the statement on participatory climate and disaster policies (M =4.11) is
consistently high and comparable to other preparedness indicators, such as
regular simulation and drills (M = 4.15), community resilience through CRM/
DRM plans (M = 4.24), defined roles and responsibilities (M = 4.00), and
coordination between local government, wards, and communities (M = 3.99).
Together, these results suggest that respondents view community participation
as an integral component of a broader preparedness and governance ecosystem,
rather than as an isolated policy goal.

Discussion

This study examined how educational attainment shapes community
perceptions of climate risk management (CRM) and disaster risk management
(DRM) policies and plans. Overall, the findings reveal strong community-
level endorsement of CRM/DRM frameworks across all educational groups,
while also highlighting nuanced differences in how respondents with varying
educational backgrounds interpret policy effectiveness, participation, and
preparedness mechanisms. These results contribute to the growing body of
literature emphasizing the combined role of education, lived experience,

and institutional trust in shaping public perceptions of climate and disaster
governance.
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Across all educational categories, respondents expressed overwhelmingly
positive perceptions regarding the contribution of CRM/DRM policies and
plans to build community resilience. The statistically significant association
between educational attainment and perceptions of resilience-building
effectiveness suggests that education influences not whether individuals
support CRM/DRM initiatives, but how critically they assess them.
Respondents with lower levels of formal education, particularly illiterate
respondents, reported stronger agreement, while those with higher educational
attainment demonstrated higher levels of neutrality. Similar patterns have been
observed in other disaster-prone contexts, where communities with limited
formal education but high exposure to climate-induced hazards often assess
policies based on tangible outcomes and lived experiences rather than abstract
policy criteria (Shaw, 2014); (Aryal, Gangal, & Karki, 2025). In contrast,
more educated respondents may apply analytical or comparative benchmarks,
depending on their access to community capital and encounters with disasters,
leading to more cautious or conditional evaluations of policy effectiveness
(Niraula, Pandey, & Pariyar, 2026).

The findings related to coordination between local governments, ward-level
authorities, and communities indicate broad consensus across educational
groups. The absence of a statistically significant association suggests that
participatory and coordinated planning is a shared normative expectation
rather than an education-dependent perception. The social perceptions of
community members can play an important role in shaping their understanding
of climate change and disasters, rather than education alone serving as the
determining variable. The perception of natural disasters could be considered
as a social construct and subjective (Bempah & @Qyhus, 2017). This aligns
with decentralization and local governance literature, which emphasizes that
inclusive planning processes are widely valued in disaster risk reduction,
regardless of socio-demographic characteristics (UNDRR, 2019) (Bulkeley
& Betsill, 2013). In the Nepali context, where local governments are
constitutionally mandated to engage communities in planning processes, such
consensus may reflect both policy awareness and practical experience with
local governance structures. However, higher neutral responses among more
educated groups may indicate concerns about the quality or consistency of
coordination rather than its importance per se or elites whose local political
economy is strong.
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Strong agreement across educational levels regarding the need to clearly define
roles and responsibilities in emergency preparedness and response plans further
underscores widespread recognition of institutional clarity as a cornerstone of
effective disaster risk reduction and management. The statistically significant
association between education and perception intensity suggests that
educational attainment shapes the degree of emphasis placed on role clarity.
While all groups support this principle, respondents with higher levels of
education may better appreciate the operational and institutional consequences
of overlapping mandates and coordination failures. Existing research
consistently identifies unclear institutional roles as a major barrier to effective
disaster response, particularly in multi-actor governance systems (Comfort,
Boin, & Demchak, 2011) (Kapucu & Pu, 2011). The findings therefore
reinforce the importance of strengthening role delineation within CRM/DRM
frameworks to enhance trust and operational efficiency.

Perceptions regarding the regular organization of simulation and drill exercises
were uniformly positive across all educational groups, with no statistically
significant association observed. This indicates that preparedness drills are
perceived as universally beneficial, irrespective of educational background.
Such findings are consistent with disaster preparedness literature, which
demonstrates that drills and simulations enhance risk awareness, response
confidence, and collective efficacy across diverse socio-demographic groups
(Paton & Johnston, 2017). The slightly higher neutrality among more educated
respondents may reflect concerns related to implementation quality, frequency,
or inclusiveness rather than opposition to drills themselves. Respondents

with higher levels of education may have better access to resources, live in
less vulnerable areas, and have lower exposure to disasters. Nevertheless,

the consensus highlights the central role of experiential learning in disaster
preparedness, particularly in hazard-prone rural settings.

The analysis of perceptions regarding participatory climate and disaster
policies reveals both strong overall agreement and a statistically significant
association with educational attainment. High levels of endorsement among
illiterate and formally educated respondents suggest that community
participation is widely understood as a practical and empowering mechanism
for reducing climate-related risks. This finding aligns with participatory
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governance and community-based adaptation literature, which emphasizes
that inclusive policies enhance local ownership, legitimacy, and adaptive
capacity (Ravazzoli, Lavarello-Schettini, & Oberti, 2025)(Ribot, 2014). The
comparatively higher neutrality among respondents with informal education
may indicate uneven access to participatory platforms or limited exposure
to formal policy processes, highlighting the need for targeted engagement
strategies to ensure inclusivity across all social groups.

Descriptive statistics further reinforce these patterns, with high mean

scores across all five CRM/DRM policy statements. The consistently strong
mean values suggest that respondents perceive CRM/DRM policies as an
interconnected governance ecosystem encompassing resilience building,
coordination, preparedness, role clarity, and participation. Importantly,
community participation emerges not as an isolated objective but as an
integral component embedded within broader preparedness and governance
frameworks. This holistic perception echoes contemporary disaster risk
reduction paradigms, such as the Sendai Framework, which emphasize
integrated, people-centered, and multi-level approaches to managing climate
and disaster risks (UNDRR, 2015).

Conclusion

This study examined the role of educational attainment in shaping community
perceptions of climate change and climate-induced disaster risk management
policies and plans in Sarawal Rural Municipality, Nawalparasi West District,
Nepal. Of the five statements analyzed, three were statistically significant,
leading to the rejection of the null hypotheses and indicating a significant
association between the independent and dependent variables. In contrast, two
statements were statistically non-significant, demonstrating no association
between the variables. The findings demonstrate that communities across
diverse educational backgrounds share broadly similar perceptions regarding
the importance and effectiveness of climate risk management (CRM) and
disaster risk management (DRM) policies and plans. Contrary to assumptions
that educational level significantly determines understanding and acceptance
of policy instruments, the results indicate that educational attainment does not
substantially influence community perceptions of CRM/DRM policies.

The results indicate that perceptions of DRM/CRM policies and plans
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are shaped not only by educational attainment but also by practical, lived
experiences. Respondents with higher education tended to provide more
measured responses, frequently selecting neutral or agreeing, suggesting a
more critical evaluation of policy effectiveness. This pattern underscores that
educational level alone does not determine perception; rather, experiential
knowledge and day-to-day interactions with disaster and climate risk
management practices play a significant role in shaping how individuals assess
the relevance and impact of these policies.

The consistently high levels of agreement across preparedness indicators,
including institutional coordination, defined roles and responsibilities, regular
simulation and drill exercises, and participatory climate and disaster policies,
suggest that community members value practical, experience-based approaches
to risk reduction. This reflects the growing influence of Nepal’s decentralized
governance framework, where local governments, ward structures, and
community institutions play a central role in disaster preparedness and response.
The findings further underscore that community engagement is shaped not only
by formal education but also by lived experience with climate-induced hazards,
social learning, and collective action.

Overall, the study contributes to the growing body of evidence that effective
climate and disaster risk governance depends less on educational differentiation
and more on inclusive, participatory, and well-coordinated institutional
arrangements. Strengthening locally embedded CRM/DRM processes can foster
ownership, trust, and sustainability, ultimately supporting resilient communities
in Nepal’s hazard-prone and climate-vulnerable contexts.

Recommendations

1. Promote Inclusive Community Participation: Local governments and
DRM/CRM authorities should actively involve community members in
planning, updating, and implementing policies, valuing both lived experiences
and formal education to enhance relevance and acceptance.

2. Institutionalize Practical Preparedness Measures: Regular simulations,
drills, and clearly defined roles and responsibilities should be implemented
to strengthen community readiness, reinforce experiential learning, and build
confidence in emergency response systems.

3. Strengthen Local Governance and Knowledge Integration: Decentralized
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governance structures, including ward-level authorities, should be
empowered to coordinate effectively with communities, while policymakers
systematically integrate community experiences into CRM/DRM policy
design to ensure practical, context-specific, and sustainable interventions.

4. Provision of DRM/CRM Learning Platform: CRM/DRM-related
training should be systematically integrated into both formal and informal
education systems. While the findings show that individuals without formal
education have developed meaningful perceptions regarding policy and
plan formulation, community participation, and preparedness practices,
strengthening formal education through structured courses and awareness
sessions is equally critical to deepen understanding and foster informed,
consistent, and evidence-based perceptions of DRM/CRM policies and plans.
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International Climate Change Scenario
and its Implications for Nepal: A
Mountain Perspective

Basanta Shrestha®
Abstract

Climate change has emerged as one of the defining challenges of the twenty-
first century, reshaping global development trajectories, geopolitical relations,
and the foundations of human security. While climate change is a global
phenomenon, its impacts are unevenly distributed, disproportionately affecting
vulnerable regions and communities. Mountain regions, particularly the Hindu
Kush Himalaya (HKH) region, are among the most sensitive and least resilient
to climate-induced stresses. Nepal, located at the heart of the Himalayas,
exemplifies this paradox: it contributes negligibly to global greenhouse gas
emissions yet bears a disproportionate burden of climate impacts. This article
examines the international climate change scenario and its implications for
Nepal from a mountain-centric and policy-oriented perspective. It explores
global climate trends, mountain-specific vulnerabilities, Nepal’s leadership
role in advancing the mountain agenda, and the relevance of climate change
to sustainable development. Drawing from regional cooperation experiences in
the HKH region and insights gained through professional engagement at the
International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD), the paper
highlights the importance of climate diplomacy, global negotiations, climate
finance, and adaptation strategies. It also addresses emerging issues such as loss
and damage, climate-induced disasters, and the need for resilience-building in
Nepal. This paper aims to inform policy discourse and contribute to Nepal’s
strategic engagement in international climate forums and dialogues.

Keywords: climate change, sustainable development, climate finance, mountain,
climate-induced disasters

* Mr. Shrestha is a Former Director of Strategic Operations, ICIMOD.

()
N
=




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Introduction: Climate Change in the International Context

Climate change is no longer a distant environmental concern; it is a central
development, economic, and security issue confronting the global community.
Rising global temperatures, changing precipitation patterns, increasing
frequency and magnitude of extreme weather events, and sea-level rise are
already affecting livelihoods, ecosystems, and national economies across
continents (IPCC, 2022). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) has repeatedly warned that the window for limiting global warming to
safe levels is rapidly closing, and that delayed action will significantly increase
costs and risks (IPCC, 2022).

At the international level, climate change has become deeply embedded in
diplomatic engagements, multilateral negotiations, and global development
frameworks. Agreements such as the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015), and
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015) reflect
collective recognition of the problem. However, tensions persist between
developed and developing countries regarding responsibility, equity, finance,
capacity, and technology transfer.

For countries like Nepal, the international climate scenario presents both
challenges and opportunities. Nepal is highly vulnerable to climate change
impacts, yet it has limited capacity and resources to respond, putting strain
on Nepal’s efforts towards sustainable development (Government of Nepal,
2021a). At the same time, Nepal’s geographic position in the Himalayas,
its neutral geo-political grounding in South Asia, and its rich experience in
community-based adaptation policies and practices provide a strong basis
for moral leadership, voice of the mountain communities, and constructive
engagement in regional and global climate discourse.

Global Climate Change Impacts and Implications for Nepal

At the global level, climate change manifests through rising average
temperatures, intensifying heatwaves, prolonged droughts, and more
destructive floods and storms (IPCC, 2022). These impacts disrupt food
systems, water availability, public health, and economic stability. Developing
countries, particularly Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and Small Island
Developing States (SIDS), face the gravest consequences despite contributing
the least to global emissions.
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Implications for Nepal are both direct and indirect. Direct impacts include
changes in temperature and precipitation, increased incidence of floods and
flash floods, landslides, droughts, forest fires, and glacial hazards (ICIMOD,
2023). Indirect impacts arise through global economic disruptions, food price
volatility, migration pressures, and reduced development finance as countries
divert resources to domestic climate responses.

Nepal’s economy, heavily dependent on agriculture, hydropower, tourism, and
natural resources, is particularly climate-sensitive. Agriculture employs a large
proportion of the population and relies on monsoon rainfall, which is becoming
increasingly erratic. Further, migration of rural communities has added
pressure on agricultural productivity. Hydropower, a cornerstone of Nepal’s
development aspirations, faces risks from glacial lake outburst floods (GLOFs),
sedimentation, and altered river flows (ICIMOD, 2023). Tourism, especially
mountain tourism, is affected by changing landscapes, extreme weather, and
safety concerns. Not to mention, climate change presents negative impacts on
its rich biodiversity, affecting both flora and fauna (IPCC, 2022).

Melting Glaciers and Cascading Consequences

One of the most visible impacts of climate change in Nepal is the accelerated
melting of glaciers. Scientific assessments led by ICIMOD indicate that even
under a 1.5°C warming scenario, up to one-third of glaciers in the HKH region
could disappear by the end of the century (ICIMOD, 2023). Under higher
warming trajectories, glacier loss could exceed two-thirds (ICIMOD, 2023).

Case Illustration: Imja and Tsho Rolpa Glacial Lakes

Glacial lakes such as Imja and Tsho Rolpa have expanded rapidly due to
glacier retreat, significantly increasing the risk of glacial lake outburst floods
(GLOFs) (ICIMOD, 2023). These lakes threaten downstream communities,
infrastructure, and hydropower facilities. Collaborative risk reduction efforts
involving the Government of Nepal, ICIMOD, and regional and international
partners demonstrate the importance of science-based adaptation and regional
cooperation.

Glacier melt has cascading impacts. In the short term, increased meltwater
heightens flood risks; in the long term, shrinking glaciers will reduce dry-
season water availability, affecting drinking water, irrigation, and energy
generation (ICIMOD, 2023). These impacts extend beyond Nepal, affecting
millions of people downstream, underscoring the global importance of
Himalayan glaciers and the need for robust regional cooperation.
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Climate Change and the Sustainable Development Agenda

Climate change is deeply intertwined with sustainable development. It
threatens progress across multiple Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
including poverty reduction, food security, health, clean water, energy, and
ecosystems (United Nations, 2015). Conversely, well-designed climate actions
can generate co-benefits for development, resilience, and social inclusion.
Integrating climate change is a must in the sustainable development agenda.

For Nepal, integrating climate change into the national development agenda is
not optional; it is essential. Development gains achieved over decades can be
quickly reversed by climate-induced disasters, as demonstrated by numerous
recent catastrophic events, such as the Melamchi floods of 2020 and a massive
flood in 2024 due to record rainfall. Therefore, climate resilience must be
mainstreamed into planning, infrastructure development, and social protection
systems (Government of Nepal, 2021b).

Nepal has made notable progress in aligning climate and development policies,
including the formulation of National Adaptation Plans (Government of Nepal,
2021b), Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs; Government of Nepal,
2021a), and climate-resilient development strategies. However, implementation
remains a challenge due to capacity constraints, fragmented institutional
arrangements, poor governance, and limited finance.

Mountains at the Frontline: Vulnerability and Global Significance

Mountain regions occupy a unique position in the climate change narrative.
They are often described as “water towers of the world,” providing freshwater
to billions of people downstream. At the same time, mountains are warming
faster than the global average, leading to rapid glacier retreat, snowline shifts,
and ecosystem transformations (IPCC, 2022).

The Hindu Kush Himalayan region, stretching across eight countries, is
one of the most climate-vulnerable regions globally. Scientific assessments
coordinated by ICIMOD indicate that even if global warming is limited to
1.5°C, the HKH region could lose up to one-third of its glaciers by the end
of the century (ICIMOD, 2023). Under higher warming scenarios, glacier
loss could exceed two-thirds, with profound implications for water security,
biodiversity, and livelihoods (ICIMOD, 2023).

Nepal, with its high-altitude terrain and dense population downstream, often
with transboundary implications, faces cascading risks. Melting glaciers
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increase short-term flood risks and long-term water scarcity (ICIMOD, 2023).
Changes in alpine ecosystems threaten biodiversity and traditional livelihoods.
Mountain communities, already facing remoteness and limited services, have
fewer options to cope with these changes. This is further amplified by the mass
migration of rural communities for better economic opportunities beyond the
borders.

Despite these vulnerabilities, mountains have historically received limited
attention in global climate negotiations. Elevating the mountain agenda is
therefore both a scientific necessity and a moral imperative. While Small Island
nations have historically received greater attention in the global climate change
debate, mountain nations have recently gained some traction. The slogan,
“Melting glaciers are as important as sinking islands,” underscores the need for
Nepal to ramp up regional and global cooperation in climate negotiations and
build momentum from a mountain perspective. To this end, Nepal can play a
unique leadership role at the regional and global levels.

Nepal’s Leadership Role in Advancing the Mountain Agenda

Nepal has emerged as a credible and respected voice in advocating for the
mountain agenda in both regional and international forums. Nepal can be a
living laboratory for the climate change agenda, especially from community-
based adaption practices and resilience building. Its leadership stems not from
economic power, but from moral authority, lived experience, unique geo-
political location, and strategic partnerships. Nepal has consistently highlighted
the disproportionate impacts of climate change on mountain countries and
called for greater recognition of mountains in regional and global climate
policies.

Nepal’s role as a founding member and host country of ICIMOD has been
instrumental in generating regional knowledge, fostering cooperation, and
amplifying mountain voices globally. Through ICIMOD, Nepal has contributed
to landmark assessments, such as the Hindu Kush Himalayan Assessment,

which have informed global understanding of mountain-specific climate risks
(ICIMOD, 2023).

Nepal has also played an active role in climate diplomacy through the LDC
Group, the Climate Vulnerable Forum, and coalitions advocating for adaptation
finance and loss and damage mechanisms. These platforms have allowed
Nepal to align its national concerns, such as those outlined in its Nationally
Determined Contributions (Government of Nepal, 2021a), with broader global
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movements, enhancing its influence despite limited resources.

The following section presents a brief account of analyses and discussions
regarding Nepal’s effort towards international climate change scenarios and its
implications for Nepal from a mountain-centric perspective.

Adaptation and Building Climate Resilience in Nepal

Adaptation is a top priority for Nepal. Community-based adaptation
approaches, ecosystem-based adaptation, and traditional knowledge have
demonstrated effectiveness in enhancing resilience. Scaling up these
approaches requires supportive policies, sustained finance, and institutional
coordination and capacity building at the community level (Government of
Nepal, 2021b). Building resilience also involves strengthening infrastructure,
improving early warning systems, and integrating climate risk into
development planning. Urban areas, in addition to rural and mountain
communities, are increasingly vulnerable and require targeted attention.
Nepal’s experience shows that adaptation is not merely a technical exercise,
but a social and institutional process that must be inclusive, participatory, and
context-specific.

Case Illustration: Climate Smart Village (CSV)

The Climate Smart Village (CSV) approach in Himalayan communities,

as part of ICIMOD’s adaptation initiatives adapted from FAQO’s climate-

smart agriculture framework, equips farmers with practical, locally tailored
techniques to cope with shifting climate patterns and build resilient livelihoods
(ICIMOD, 2023). Interventions include nutrient-smart practices, sustainable
water management (like rainwater harvesting and simple irrigation), and
low-cost technologies to increase crop productivity and food security while
reducing vulnerability to climatic stresses. The CSV model is designed to be
affordable and replicable, helping mountain farmers adapt to unpredictable
weather, water scarcity, and other climate impacts while enhancing sustainable
development in rural areas.

Case Illustration: Community-Based Flood Early Warning Systems to
Reduce Disaster Risk

Another prominent example is I[CIMOD’s work on community-based flood
and glacial lake outburst flood (GLOF) early warning systems across the
Hindu Kush Himalaya (ICIMOD, 2023). Recognizing that climate change is
accelerating glacier melt and increasing flood risk, ICIMOD has supported
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the development and installation of early warning systems that monitor water
levels and provide timely alerts to vulnerable communities. These systems
— co-designed with local authorities and technical partners — have helped
villages detect rising waters early and evacuate or take protective measures,
significantly reducing loss of life and damage during extreme events. By
integrating science-based monitoring with community engagement and risk
preparedness, this work builds resilience against some of the most immediate
climate-related hazards in mountain regions.

Global Climate Negotiations and Raising the Mountain Agenda

Global climate negotiations under the UNFCCC framework are complex and
often contentious. Issues of mitigation ambition, adaptation finance, and equity
dominate discussions. Within this space, mountain-specific concerns have
historically been underrepresented. In recent years, there has been growing
recognition of the need to highlight mountains in global climate forums. Side
events, ministerial dialogues, and thematic coalitions have begun to bring
mountain issues to the fore. Nepal has actively contributed to these efforts,
advocating for dedicated attention to mountain ecosystems, cryosphere
research, and adaptation needs.

Raising the mountain agenda requires sustained diplomacy, strategic alliances,
and credible scientific evidence (ICIMOD, 2023). Nepal’s experience
demonstrates that small countries can influence global narratives by combining
science, policy, and moral persuasion. Nepal’s commitment to achieve carbon
neutrality by 2029 represents a strategically important response to the climate
crisis, particularly in the context of loss and damage faced by mountain
countries. At COP26 (2021), Nepal announced a world-leading climate goal

to remain net zero in carbon emissions from 2022 to 2045 and then become
carbon negative after 2045 — meaning it would remove more greenhouse
gases than it emits overall (Government of Nepal, 2021a).

Attracting Climate Investments for Nepal

Climate finance is a critical enabler of action. Globally, trillions of dollars are
required to support mitigation and adaptation, yet flows to vulnerable countries
remain insufficient. Accessing climate finance is particularly challenging for
LDCs due to complex procedures and limited institutional capacity.

Nepal has accessed resources from multilateral funds such as the Green
Climate Fund, Adaptation Fund, and the Global Environment Facility, but the
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scale remains inadequate relative to needs (Government of Nepal, 2021b). To
attract greater investment, Nepal must strengthen project preparation, improve
coordination among institutions, enhance institutional capacity, and create an
enabling environment for private sector engagement.

Climate investments in Nepal should prioritize adaptation, resilience, and
nature-based solutions, while also leveraging opportunities in renewable energy
and sustainable tourism. Transparent governance and alignment with national
priorities will be essential to build investor confidence.

Climate Finance and Carbon Financing

While Nepal has accessed multilateral climate funds, the scale remains
insufficient. Strengthening institutional capacity and creating an enabling
environment for private investment are key priorities. Carbon financing offers
significant opportunities. Nepal’s forest resources, hydropower potential, and
renewable energy initiatives position it well to benefit from carbon markets.

Case Illustration: REDD+ in Nepal

REDD- initiatives in Nepal have demonstrated how forest conservation can
generate carbon revenues while supporting community livelihoods, providing
a practical model for climate mitigation and sustainable development
(Government of Nepal, 2021a).

In January 2026, Nepal signed a landmark Emission Reductions Purchase
Agreement with the LEAF Coalition, coordinated by Emergent, positioning the
country to sell up to 4 million tons of verified emission reductions and secure
up to USD 40-55 million in climate finance for protecting and restoring forests
across Gandaki, Bagmati, and Lumbini provinces. This deal marks Nepal’s
first formal entry into large-scale carbon markets and makes it the first Asian
government to offer correspondingly adjusted carbon credits for compliance
use, with proceeds designed to flow to local communities, Indigenous Peoples,
and forest user groups while reinforcing robust monitoring, safeguards, and
benefit-sharing mechanisms.

Loss and Damage and Climate-Induced Disasters

Loss and damage have emerged as one of the most sensitive and important
issues in global climate negotiations. It refers to impacts that cannot be avoided
through mitigation or adaptation, such as loss of lives, livelihoods, cultural
heritage, and ecosystems (UNFCCC, 2015).
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Nepal experiences significant loss and damage from climate-induced disasters,
including floods, landslides, and glacial hazards. These events impose high
economic and social costs, particularly on poor and marginalized communities.
While international recognition of loss and damage has increased, translating
commitments into effective support mechanisms remains a challenge.

Case Illustration: Melamchi floods 2020

Intensified monsoon rainfall—consistent with climate change projections

for the Hindu Kush Himalaya (ICIMOD, 2023)—triggered flash floods and
debris flows that devastated Melamchi Bazaar and surrounding settlements,
destroying homes, farmland, bridges, and critical infrastructure, including the
Melamchi Drinking Water Project. While economic losses were substantial,
the most profound impacts lay in non-economic loss and damage: loss of lives,
displacement of communities, long-term livelihood disruption, degradation of
productive land, and psychological trauma.

Nepal’s experiences, such as the above, provide compelling evidence for the
urgency of operationalizing loss and damage finance. Documenting impacts,
strengthening data systems, and engaging strategically in negotiations are
critical steps to accessing finance through a loss and damage mechanism.

Regional Cooperation in the Hindu Kush Himalayan Region

Climate change transcends national boundaries, particularly in interconnected
regions such as the HKH. Rivers, glaciers, ecosystems, and weather systems
are shared across borders, making regional cooperation indispensable.
Unilateral approaches are insufficient to address shared risks such as floods,
droughts, and biodiversity loss.

Regional cooperation in the HKH region has evolved through scientific
collaboration, data sharing, and joint capacity-building initiatives (ICIMOD,
2023). ICIMOD has played a central role in fostering dialogue among

its member countries, even in politically sensitive contexts. These efforts
demonstrate that climate change can serve as a common platform for
confidence-building, constructive engagement, and easing political tensions
through science diplomacy. For Nepal, strengthening regional cooperation
enhances early warning systems, disaster risk reduction, and water
management. It also reinforces Nepal’s position as a neutral ground, bridge-
builder, and knowledge hub in the region.
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Conclusion

Climate change defines the international landscape of our time, reshaping
development pathways and global relations. For Nepal, a country at the
frontline of climate impacts yet rich in experience and moral authority, the
challenge is immense but not insurmountable. By leveraging its mountain
identity, regional partnerships, and diplomatic engagement, Nepal can continue
to play a constructive role in regional and global climate discourse.

Integrating climate change into sustainable development (United Nations,
2015), strengthening regional cooperation in the HKH region (ICIMOD, 2023),
advancing the mountain agenda in global forums, and mobilizing climate
finance are central to Nepal’s future resilience (Government of Nepal, 2021a,
2021b). Drawing from decades of regional engagement and institutional
learning, including experiences from ICIMOD, Nepal’s journey offers valuable
lessons for the regional and international community and a unique model for
community-based adaptation and resilience building. Ultimately, addressing
climate change is not only about managing risks but about reimagining
development pathways that are equitable, resilient, and sustainable for present
and future generations.
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International Humanitarian Law:
Alleviating Human Suffering During
Armed Conflicts

Krishna Chandra Chalisey”
Abstract

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) comprises a body of rules designed

to reduce the humanitarian impact of armed conflicts. It is also known as the
law of armed conflict or the law of war. In situations of armed conflict, the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) serves as the guardian and
custodian of IHL. The core legal foundations of IHL are the four Geneva
Conventions of 1949 and their Additional Protocols of 1977. The ICRC

works in cooperation with sovereign States, United Nations organs, and other
relevant institutions to promote compliance with IHL during armed conflicts.
For humanitarian purposes, IHL seeks, in times of armed conflict, to protect
individuals who are not, or are no longer, directly participating in hostilities,
while also limiting the means and methods of warfare. This article aims to
identify the major challenges facing IHL and related issues worldwide. It

also examines the state of IHL in Nepal and proposes possible measures that
may be adopted to strengthen its application. Considerable efforts remain
necessary to ensure respect for IHL, particularly through enhanced compliance
mechanisms and enforcement. IHL is of particular relevance to Nepal in light
of the decade-long insurgency between the state and the former Communist
Party of Nepal (Maoist), as the victims of the conflict have been awaiting
justice for nearly two decades. There is a significant gap in the implementation
of IHL measures, as well as a limited level of treaty participation in the field of
IHL. Accordingly, the government needs to address both the strengthening of
domestic implementation measures and the expansion of treaty participation.

* Mr. Chalisey is a Member of NCWA is also former Head of Communications and IHL,
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Kathmandu.
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Introduction

International humanitarian law (IHL) is a component of public international
law that regulates the conduct of hostilities during armed conflict, whether

such conflict is classified as an international armed conflict (IAC) or a non-
international armed conflict (NIAC). In 1863, the same year the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was established, the first voluntary relief
organizations, known as National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, came
into existence. On 22 August 1864, the Convention for the Amelioration of the
Condition of the Wounded in Armies in the Field was adopted, marking the first
formal codification of international humanitarian law through the original 1864
Geneva Convention (ICRC, 2026).

IHL consists of a body of rules intended to mitigate the humanitarian
consequences of armed conflict. It is grounded mainly in treaty law, notably
the 1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, as well as in
numerous other agreements addressing specific matters. Alongside these
treaties, customary international law is binding on all states and on every
party involved in armed conflict (ICRC, 2026). The Geneva Conventions and
their Additional Protocols set out safeguards for persons who do not take part
in hostilities, including civilians, medical staff, and humanitarian workers,

as well as for those who are hors de combat, such as the wounded, the sick,
shipwrecked members of armed forces, and prisoners of war.

Throughout history, while communities have turned to violence as a means
of settling disputes, they have simultaneously acknowledged the necessity of
restraining the use of force to avoid unrestrained brutality in war. From this
enduring understanding emerged rules protecting civilians, detainees, and the
wounded, which are now formally enshrined in international humanitarian
law. Thus, even during armed conflict, legal and ethical limits continue to
apply (Geneva Conventions and the Law, 2026). International humanitarian
law operates alongside other branches of public international law, including
international human rights law, refugee law, international criminal law, and
related frameworks such as the International Criminal Court.

232)




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Methodology

Primarily, the study adopts a qualitative research design, supplemented by
quantitative and mixed-method approaches. Its data is drawn mainly from
digital sources, particularly a range of websites that provide informational,
analytical, and critical perspectives. The article relies heavily on the ICRC’s
website, since both the international humanitarian community and States
recognize the ICRC as the custodian and guardian of international humanitarian
law.

Also, this article draws on key international humanitarian law publications
produced primarily by the ICRC, including the 1949 Geneva Conventions
and their 1977 Additional Protocols, the Commentaries on the Geneva
Conventions, the Study on Customary IHL, A Comprehensive Introduction to
IHL, How Does IHL Protect in War (Volumes [-III), Elements of War Crimes
under the Statute of the International Criminal Court, IHL: Answers to Your
Questions, A Memory of Solferino, and Discover the ICRC.

Categories of Armed Conflicts

There are two kinds of armed conflicts: international armed conflicts and
non-international armed conflicts. An international armed conflict involves
hostilities between two or more states, whereas a non-international armed
conflict occurs either between a state and one or more non-state armed
groups, or solely among non-state armed groups themselves. IHL applies to
situations of armed conflict, a de facto state of hostilities dependent on neither
a declaration nor recognition of the existence of “war” by its parties. In terms
of its material scope, whether an armed conflict is an international armed
conflict or a non-international armed conflict will largely determine which
rules of THL apply (Term Armed Conflict, 2026). For IHL to be applicable, a
situation of violence must reach the threshold of an armed conflict. Because
distinct legal regimes govern international and non-international armed
conflicts, determining the classification of the conflict is essential. International
armed conflicts are regulated by all four Geneva Conventions together with
Additional Protocol I, whereas non-international armed conflicts are governed
by common Article 3 of the four Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocol
IT (Classification of Conflict, 2026).

Common Article 2 of the Geneva Conventions characterizes international
armed conflicts as all instances of declared war or any other armed
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confrontation arising between two or more High Contracting Parties.
Accordingly, any conflict fought between states is international in nature.

By contrast, under common Article 3, non-international armed conflicts are
those that are “not of an international character.” The principal criterion
distinguishing the two categories, therefore, lies in the identity of the parties
to the conflict. Hostilities involving two or more states qualify as international
armed conflicts, while conflicts in which at least one party is a non-state actor
are classified as non-international armed conflicts (Classification of Conflict,
2026).

ICRC as the Guardian and Custodian of IHL

The ICRC acts as the guardian of IHL, a complex role that is closely
connected with its own foundation and was later formally entrusted to it by

the international community (ICRC as Guardian of IHL, 2026). Although

the Geneva Conventions enjoy universal acceptance, compliance with even
their most basic humanitarian principles remains alarmingly inadequate in
contemporary conflict settings. Ongoing wars starkly and tragically illustrate
the profound difficulties international humanitarian law faces in delivering real
and effective protection to those impacted by armed conflict. This distressing
pattern is neither inevitable nor irreversible (Political Commitment to IHL,
2026). Despite the universal acceptance of the 1949 Geneva Conventions,
respect for even the most fundamental humanitarian principles remains gravely
insufficient in contemporary conflict environments. International humanitarian
law consists of rules intended to limit the human cost of war by protecting
people who are not, or are no longer, taking part in hostilities and by governing
the means and methods of warfare. This disturbing situation is not irreversible,
but addressing it demands firm and sustained political commitment to respect
and implement IHL (Political Commitment to IHL, 2026) .

The global initiative seeks to formulate concrete and practical
recommendations to strengthen respect for IHL and to ensure its relevance in
addressing future challenges by 2026. On 28 January 2025, at a pivotal moment
when shared humanity is under severe strain, conflicts from Gaza (Palestine)
and Sudan to Myanmar and Ukraine continue to inflict profound suffering on
millions. At a major event convened by the President of the United Nations
General Assembly, the ICRC underscored the vital importance of respecting
IHL. The process will culminate in a high-level meeting in 2026 dedicated to
reaffirming humanity in times of armed conflict (Global IHL Initiative, 2026) .
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Civilians continue to suffer most acutely from armed conflicts, with
communities displaced, families separated, and essential infrastructure reduced
to ruins. Compounding this suffering are emerging forms of warfare—such as
autonomous weapons systems, cyber operations, and artificial intelligence—
which risk bypassing the legal frameworks that have traditionally regulated the
conduct of hostilities. In remarks delivered in Geneva on 26 February 2025, the
ICRC President warned that the increasing normalization of violations of IHL
represents an existential danger to the Geneva Conventions and to international
law as a whole, and stressed that this deeply concerning trend demands
immediate and collective action (IHL as a Political Priority, 2026)

Universality of the Geneva Conventions

The 1949 Geneva Conventions are universally recognized instruments of

[HL, having been ratified by 196 States. Breaches of IHL have catastrophic
consequences: hospitals are destroyed, civilian neighborhoods are flattened,
and countless innocent lives are taken. Worldwide, respect for IHL is under
intense pressure, endangering the very sense of humanity these rules exist to
protect. This is not an abstract or hypothetical issue; it has immediate, daily
impacts on millions of people and requires enormous humanitarian resources to
address. The core principles of IHL transcend domestic legal systems, national
boundaries, religions, and cultures. Yet the current reality reflects a deeply
troubling tolerance for mass death, widespread destruction, and the erosion of
human dignity. If this course persists, the implications are profoundly alarming
(Specific Protection of Hospitals, 2026).

States parties to the Geneva Conventions are called upon to back this initiative
in order to reinforce sustained political commitment to respect, ensure
compliance with, and effectively implement IHL. The international community
is united by a shared aim to rely on IHL as a central framework for reducing
human suffering and contributing to the pursuit of peaceful solutions to armed
conflicts (Political Commitment to IHL, 2026).

Challenges of Enforceability and Compliance

Enforceability concerns the extent to which a law, regulation, contract, or
agreement can be effectively applied and upheld by a competent legal authority,
such as a court. Compliance, by contrast, refers to the observance of prescribed
rules, laws, or standards established by an authoritative or regulatory body.
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It is widely recognized that securing both enforceability and compliance

is especially challenging at the international level, where enforcement
mechanisms are generally less robust than those operating within domestic
legal systems (Ruti, 2026).

We are not only facing a widespread failure to comply with IHL, but also a
profound moral crisis. As the ICRC recently emphasized, choosing not to
defend IHL today is effectively accepting a future where wars are conducted
with escalating cruelty and a disregard for human dignity (United Nations,
2026).

Contexts of Armed Conflicts

There are over 120 armed conflicts around the world, involving over 60 states
and 120 non-state armed groups. The majority of these armed conflicts are of
a non-international character, the number of which has tripled since the turn
of the millennium (Humanitarian: Law and Policy, 2026). The widespread
breaches of IHL across more than 120 ongoing armed conflicts do not reflect
deficiencies in the law itself; rather, many of these conflicts are protracted and
highly complex.

While the ICRC acts as the guardian of the Geneva Conventions, responsibility
for enforcement rests with States. Political and military leaders bear ultimate
accountability for protecting populations affected by conflict, as their decisions
determine how hostilities are conducted. States must give practical meaning

to [HL through effective interpretation and implementation to strengthen
civilian protection in practice, with members of the United Nations Security
Council bearing a particular responsibility in this regard. For people living
amid conflict, tangible measures are required - statements alone are insufficient
(International Review, 2026).

Protecting Civilians

The protection of civilians in armed conflict remains one of the most pressing
challenges of contemporary warfare. The ICRC consistently documents serious
violations, including the injury and killing of civilians, arbitrary detention,
torture, sexual violence, starvation, and forced displacement. A world in which
the laws of war are applied selectively - imposed on adversaries but ignored
by oneself or one’s allies - is neither just nor sustainable. When all parties to
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a conflict respect fundamental humanitarian principle, civilian suffering can

be significantly reduced; conversely, their disregard leads to moral erosion,
widespread disorder, and profound human suffering. Universally ratified, the
Geneva Conventions serve as a shared moral framework, embodying values
that rise above nationality, politics, and religion. Since their adoption in 1949,
they have helped protect the lives and dignity of millions, yet the scale of harm
endured by civilians today clearly shows that their essential principles are too
often being violated (Swiss Federal Authority, 2026).

Noncompliance and Impunity

Noncompliance and impunity are among the most evident problems. The wide
disconnect between agreed legal norms and conditions on the ground has long
posed a major challenge to the law of armed conflict. Violations frequently
occur, fostering understandable frustration, disillusionment, and even cynicism.
States, international organizations, and non-State armed groups, including
those benefiting from governmental backing, must take far stronger measures
to end impunity. But noncompliance is only part of the challenge. There are
more subtle, yet equally pernicious forces at work. The Geneva Conventions
were designed to prevent the recurrence of horror attacks inflicted on soldiers
and civilians during the two World Wars. More recently, though, parties to
armed conflicts have used IHL to justify their actions when they depart from
the expectations that would ordinarily apply in peacetime, especially those
concerning human rights (Law and Policy, 2026).

Transitional Justice and IHL in Nepal’s Case

Nepal experienced a decade-long armed conflict between 1996 and 2006,
which led to significant human and material losses. The country has yet to
deliver justice to the victims through the completion of the transitional justice
process. Additionally, Nepal could strengthen efforts to promote and uphold
the principles of IHL by revitalizing its existing National IHL Committee, an
interministerial body. This is an opportunity to solidify sustained political will
to ensure respect for, compliance with, and implementation of THL.

Although the Ministry of Law, Justice and Parliamentary Affairs, represented
by the National IHL Committee, has made certain efforts, the drafting and
adoption of national legislation to implement the 1949 Geneva Conventions
remains outstanding. This legislative void has limited Nepal’s capacity to
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enforce IHL at the domestic level. Furthermore, Nepal has yet to accede to
several key IHL instruments, including the 1977 Additional Protocols to the
Geneva Conventions (Chalisey, 2026) . International humanitarian law is
regarded as lex specialis in situations of armed conflict.

Two decades have elapsed in the effort to enact legislation acceptable to both
victims of the armed conflict and the international community - legislation
intended to respond to victims’ concerns and rights through an effective
transitional justice mechanism. On 29 August 2024, the Government of

Nepal authenticated the bill to amend the Enforced Disappearances, Enquiry,
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Act. The international community
welcomed Nepal’s efforts to take the peace process to a logical conclusion. The
Government of Nepal must give due consideration to the legitimate concerns of
victims—particularly regarding the composition, transparency, independence,
and credibility of the commissions—if the transitional justice process is to gain
the trust of stakeholders and fulfill its mandate to deliver truth, justice, and
reparations (Transitional Justice Bill, 2026).

Nepal and IHL Obligations

The Four Geneva Conventions of 1949 protect the following categories of
people:

I. The wounded and sick in armed forces on the battlefield.

II. The wounded, sick, and shipwrecked members of armed forces at sea.
III. Prisoners of war.

IV. Civilians during times of war.

Additional Protocol I enhances the protection of victims in IACs (IHL
Databases, 2026), while Additional Protocol II extends protection to victims
of NIACs (IHL Databases, 2026). Common Article 3 of the four Geneva
Conventions, a minimum standard for the protection of civilians and hors de
combat, is considered a treaty in miniature (IHL Databases, 2026).

Nepal acceded to the four Geneva Conventions in 1964, the key instruments of
IHL. Other IHL treaties to which Nepal is a party are: (IHL and other related
treaties, 2026)

e 1925 Geneva Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of
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Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological
Methods of Warfare

* 1972 Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production
and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and
on their Destruction

* 1989 Child Rights Convention

* 1993 Convention on the Prohibition of Development, Production,
Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons and on their Destruction

* 2000 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on
the involvement of children in armed conflict

Nepal may consider acceding to several key IHL instruments, including the
1980 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, the 1998 Rome Statute
of the International Criminal Court, the 1977 Additional Protocols to the 1949
Geneva Conventions, the 1997 Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Treaty, the 2006
International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced
Disappearance, the 2013 Arms Trade Treaty, and the 2017 Treaty on the
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (Treaties and State Parties, 2026).

The Government of Nepal is encouraged to assess the relevance and advantages
of ratifying these instruments and to take steps toward their eventual adoption.
Furthermore, despite being a party to the Geneva Conventions, Nepal has

yet to enact comprehensive domestic legislation to implement its provisions,
notwithstanding the obligation of state parties to do so.

Martens Clause — Advocating Principles of Humanity

The Martens Clause, which advocates humanity, has been an integral element
of the law of armed conflict since it was first articulated in the preamble to

the 1899 Hague Convention (II) concerning the laws and customs of war on
land. The preamble states that, pending the adoption of a more comprehensive
codification of the laws of war, the High Contracting Parties affirm that in
situations not expressly regulated by the adopted provisions, civilians and
combatants remain subject to the protection and authority of the principles of
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international law, as derived from established customs among civilized nations,
the dictates of humanity, and the demands of public conscience (The Hague, 29
July 1899, 2026).

The Clause derives its origin and name from a statement delivered by Professor
Friedrich von Martens, the Russian delegate to the 1899 Hague Peace
Conference. In essence, the Martens Clause is understood to mean that conduct
not expressly forbidden by international humanitarian law is not thereby
automatically lawful. Parties to a conflict are required at all times to ensure that
their actions comply with the principles of humanity and the dictates of public
conscience.

The Martens Clause has evolved into a foundational principle of modern
international military and humanitarian law and remains instrumental in
promoting the continued humanization of armed conflict. Its humanitarian
character lies in its capacity to govern situations arising during hostilities
between opposing parties that are not addressed by existing international
or domestic legal frameworks. This enduring function further underscores
Martens’ distinctive contribution to the development of international
humanitarian law (Ivanenko, 2026).

International Conference of the Red Cross - a Platform to Promote IHL

The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent serves

as the highest decision-making forum of the International Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement, bringing together the High Contracting Parties to
the Geneva Conventions and the Movement’s components to deliberate on
major humanitarian issues and to undertake collective commitments (34th
International Red Cross Conference, 2026).

It is a distinctive, non-political platform where the components of the
Movement participate on an equal footing with States.

The objectives of the International Conference are to:
» promote respect for and the advancement of international humanitarian

law;

» enhance the safety, protection, and dignity of individuals through
stronger legal frameworks and policies;
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* influence and define the global humanitarian agenda.

The International Conference adopts its decisions in the form of resolutions
and strives to reach them by consensus. The 34th International Conference was
held in Geneva from 28 to 31 October 2024.

Conclusion

International humanitarian law (IHL) is intended to alleviate human suffering
during armed conflicts. Both state and non-state actors engaged in hostilities
are obliged to respect IHL rules to protect individuals affected by conflict. To
this end, the international community and sovereign States have developed
binding norms and legal frameworks. Despite the growth of treaty law and the
adoption of national implementing legislation, compliance with the rules of
war remains weak. The enforcement of both national and international legal
obligations continues to pose significant challenges. Effective IHL compliance
mechanisms must be properly formulated and implemented by parties to a
conflict, including the establishment of punitive measures for violations. The
ICRC, as a recognized authority on IHL, works closely with United Nations
bodies and humanitarian organizations. It offers its good offices as the guardian
of IHL to States, parties to conflicts, and the wider international community.
The Martens Clause, a foundational principle of the law of armed conflict, was
first articulated in the preamble to the 1899 Hague Convention (II). It requires
that, at all times, parties to a conflict ensure their conduct conforms to the
principles of humanity and the dictates of public conscience.

In Nepal, the needs of conflict victims remain largely unaddressed even
two decades after the conclusion of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement
in 2006. Existing transitional justice mechanisms have yet to gain the full
confidence and support of victims. There has also been limited engagement
by key stakeholders in THL, including the Ministry of Law, the National
IHL Committee, academic institutions, security forces, judicial and legal
bodies, and the National Human Rights Commission. As part of peacetime
preparations, greater efforts are required to disseminate knowledge of THL.
At the same time, the National IHL Committee must place stronger emphasis
on the development, enforcement, and monitoring of effective compliance
measures.
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Rhizomatic Protest and Its Impact in
Nepal from the Perspective of Gen Z
Movement

Dipendra Adhikari®

Kushal Gaire™
Abstract

The 2025 Gen Z movement in Nepal cannot be termed as a simplistic youth-
driven protest, but it was a structural contest between digitally networked
non-state forces and a traditional constitutional state attempting to maintain
institutional wholeness. This paper asserts that the separation of powers,
legitimization of parties, and small-state digital sovereignty limits were all
challenged by rhizomatic, digitally mediated mobilization, which undermined
the boundaries of Nepal. This crisis, which saw a former Chief Justice appointed
as an interim Prime Minister, sheds some light on the world of how the protests
of the digital age can blur constitutional boundaries. In this regard, the Nepali
case indicates that youth activism in the platform age is constitutional, political,
and geopolitical. The long-held argument is that youth are the most critical
actors in social and political change. Nevertheless, the age-based parameters
used by international and other regional institutions to define youth are often
characterized by the disregard of social, cultural, and political milieus that shape
youth agency. Therefore, this article stresses that a contextualized understanding
of youth is essential to the critical assessment of the modern protest movements
(Pickard, 2020). Since generational mobilization is not only the way to describe
the lack of democracies in the country, but also the forces of the large-scale
structural transformations in the international order.
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Introduction

The 2025 Gen Z protests in Nepal were first instigated by the government
trying to impose local registration and supervision of 26 large social media
platforms, which were seen by the youth activists as censoring the internet
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025). The movement soon spread out to take care
of the bigger grievances, such as corruption, inefficiencies in the government,
absence of transparency, and poor youth involvement in the decision-making
process. The movement rapidly spread to deal with more extensive demands,
such as corruption and absence of transparency, stagnation of the economy, and
poor involvement of the youth in decision-making, which led to the extreme
loss of lives in the clash between the protesters and the security forces and
ensuing vandalism. In the wake of such events, Nepal was taken to a sudden
political crisis, leading to the resignation of Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli
with an interim government under the leadership of former Chief Justice
Sushila Karki (Times of India, 2025). Although these processes are indicative
of internal democratic inefficiencies and institutional fragilities as direct factors
in the turbulence, the demonstrations also reveal the impact of the international
and transnational digital networks, which increase the mobilization of youth
across national boundaries.

In academic discussions, recent society is often segmented into discrete
generations: Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y
(Millennial), and Generation Z, with each group demarcated by particular
socio-historical circumstances (Kowske et al., 2010). In this typology,
Generation Z is taking a special, relevant stand among the generation of
young people. Those who were born around the middle of the 1990s and the
beginning of the 2010s are entering the phase of maturity in an environment
that is marked by digital connectivity, increased globalization, the escalation of
the climate crisis, and the changing geopolitical orientations. Unlike previous
generations that were rather shaped by phenomena of territorial scale like

the Cold War, the experiences of Generation Z are mediated by transnational
digital networks. Being digital natives, these people use political information,
mobilization, and activism in ways that cut across national boundaries, which
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connect in new ways of civic organization and transnational solidarity (Thapa,
2026). Such a significant restructuring of the modes of participation places
Generation Z on the front line of modern struggles that involve human rights,
environmental justice, and the quest to gain democratic responsibility (Alam,
2025).

One of the most conspicuous effects of Generation Z on politics in the world
is the introduction of transcontinental protest movements. These protests often
go by the term Gen Z protest and have been emanating throughout South
Asia, Africa, and Latin America in the 2020s, organized largely via the use

of short-form video apps like TikTok, Instagram, and encrypted messaging
services instead of formal political parties. The global spread of these protests
also defines how digital connectivity allows Gen Z to take on established
political elites and hold them responsible in ways often unreachable to earlier
generations. As an example, the presence of grassroots activism has led to
major political upheavals in various situations, such as in Bangladesh, Kenya,
and Nepal- incidents that portend a shift in the power balance between the
youthful groups and the state machineries. However, it would be too much

to consider this transformation as the lasting one; Gen Z activism is praised

as the one promoting democratic engagement, and it is also criticized as the
one that does not have a balanced and even effect. In environments, scholars
note that, where coordination or capacity is not encouraged or possible in state
institutions, youth movements can find it difficult to have sustained effects and
can instead be absorbed by the dominant power structures. Nevertheless, the
ability of these movements to quickly gain international attention highlights
the fact that there is a radical shift in the dynamics of the international relations
system, one whereby power is becoming contested outside of the limits of
conventional diplomatic efforts (Weber, 2021).

Theoretical Framework

In a state-centered view, Jeff Goodwin observes that collective mobilization is
usually a reaction to state action as opposed to a move to take over the power
of the state by non-state actors. Mobilization, according to Goodwin, is an act
of desperation on the part of individuals and groups who think that there is no
alternative to the situation pushed by the non-state actors (Goodwin, 2001).

This logic is evident in the protest movements of Gen Z in the modern world.
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In addition to this state-focused perspective, the theory of power and counter-
power offered by Manuel Castells focuses on the interactive and symbolic
aspects of power. According to Castells, power is not obtained by using
coercion, and it is better maintained by creating meanings within the minds of
people (Castells, 2012). Here, the communication technologies, inclusive of
social media platforms, messaging applications, and digital networks, are of
paramount importance in facilitating empowerment and mobilization as a unit.
In the case of Gen Z, social networks like TikTok, Instagram, and Twitter make
it easier to arrange the movement of activism, share stories, and build symbolic
power to amplify dissent.

Besides the state-centered and communication approaches, the Resource
Mobilization Theory provides a theoretical base for how social movements
form and support momentum. According to this theory, an achievement of
movement hinges on the tactical acquisition and utilization of both material and
non-material resources, such as expertise, networks, organizational structure,
access to the media, as well as symbolic legitimacy, and not on grievances

or shared dissatisfaction alone (Jenkins, 1983). Lastly, the Framing Theory
explains how movements create and transmit meaning to win followers and
specify their objectives. Framing processes in modern-day digital activism take
place by use of symbolic narratives, hashtags, and visual materials that satisfy
various audiences, and thus influence the local and international understanding
of protests.

The roots of the new life are sprouting everywhere, so there is no center plan,
but a fluid movement and networking to maintain the energy flowing, awaiting
a spring. Since these nodes are always linked either to internet networks or
local grids or personal networks, it is these nodes that are trembling with the
beat of a new form of revolution, and its ultimate act is that of self-invention
(Castells, 2012). It is a modern change, which is referred to as rhizomatic
protest, and where youth movements are decentralized, leaderless, and
supported by digital networks and various cultural expressions like memes
and satire (Sastramidjaja, 2024). The peculiarity of the present generation is
not only in their protest but in the way they do it, spreading common signs
and tactics between the national borders and making their voices heard in the
dialogue of state activity and global government. In the sections below, these
global practices are discussed in the context of Gen Z activism as a field of
international relations.
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Transnational Contagion of Protests

The fact that the internationalization of activism formats of the modern Gen

Z is a characteristic feature of the current youth movements is obvious.

The so-called Asian spring summarizes a series of youth-led protests that
started in Sri Lanka (2022) and then spread to Bangladesh (2024), followed
by Nepal, Indonesia, and the Philippines by 2025 (Thapa, 2026). The major
trigger in all these theatres has been local dissatisfaction based on economic
mismanagement, corruption, censorship, and exclusionary political habits, but
they were all interconnected via the similar means of digital organization and
coordination (Dieterich, Landrin, & Pedroletti, 2025). This interdependence is
a kind of digital cosmopolitanism, whereby information and tactical blueprints
are relayed across national borders in real time (Sastramidjaja, 2024), thus
enabling the youth groups to appropriate and adjust strategies of one cultural
setting to others. Social media systems like TikTok, Instagram, Discord, and
Telegram have served as instruments of mobilization, allowing activists to
spread protest strategies, iconography, and narratives to audiences that are
geographically and culturally dispersed in multiple ways on a global scale (KC,
2025).

In Nepal, the transnational effect occurred in real life, with Gen Z
demonstrators using methods of decentralized, digital-first organization that
had been witnessed in Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. These were the use of viral
hashtags, short-form videos, and symbolic images. An excellent example of
common symbolic repertoire is a pirate flag, shown in the animated series One
Piece, that was used during protests in Indonesia, Nepal, the Philippines, and
even Morocco as a symbol of opposition and unity (Ratcliffe, 2025). Culturally
specific, however, those symbols also gain an international presence via the
viral dissemination, thus demonstrating that Nepali youth movements are

not solitary but are instead incorporated into the network of the world. This
transnational spread helped in uniting nationwide demonstrations in Nepal
against social media ban, government ineffectiveness, and corruption, and thus
showed how localized dissatisfactions are enhanced and validated by observing
and imitating the actions of regional movements.

Local Complaints and Global Discourses

The transnational Gen Z movements have their local grievances and also
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have transnational aspects, at the same time reflecting structural concerns

on the state level. The anti-censorship student movements in Bangladesh
(2024) resulted in a national movement that removed old systems of political
leadership. On the same note, youth protests in Africa and Latin America are an
example of counter-responses to disenfranchisement and political injustice in
the economy. The long-term mobilization and the protest movement in Kenya,
in particular, questioned the taxation, political violence, and governmental
indifference, creating systemic injustices and causing the outcry and demands
to resign (Ombuor, 2025). In Madagascar, due to the large number of power
outages and scarcity of water, which are among the fundamental needs, citizen
activism resulted in violent demonstrations and calls for the resignation of

the government (Associated Press, 2025). The unifying element of these
movements is not a collective agenda and purpose but more a collective
feeling of generational disenfranchisement, and that the political institutions
are unresponsive, corrupt, and uninterested in bringing about any substantive
changes.

The identity behind these movements is not a policy-driven agenda or

a common purpose, but a sense of disenfranchisement that transcends
generations and is based on the feeling that political institutions are oblivious,
corrupt, and uninterested in real structural change to the point of real reform.
This exclusion was evident in Nepal in the 2025 Gen Z protests, which first
appeared in response to attempts by the government to censor social media but
quickly grew into a wider group of complaints, such as corruption, ineffective
administration, and the desperate need for youth involvement in decision-
making processes. The Nepali activist models, which include decoupled,
rhizomatic, and digitally coordinated, manifest the impact of the transnational
protest repertoires and show how world strategies and symbols can be
localized. The Nepali example highlights a two-fold dynamic: the institutional
weaknesses within the nation present an ideal environment in which
mobilization can take place, and the transnational and digital aspects of the
process increase the movement, thus gaining both domestic and international
coverage. It is through this interaction that a question of what has been dubbed
platform imperialism emerges, in which the international digital systems, most
of them controlled by companies that cannot be regulated by the laws of the
state, determine the expression, scale, and influence of youth-led activism,
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thus creating a direct connection between global networks and local politics
(Gillespie, 2018).

Methods of Activism

Digital Activism: In many nations, the population perceives social networks
and the internet as very powerful tools to affect the political processes (Wike,
2022). Hashtags turn personal messages into shared action, thus enabling

the participants to take up new spaces of the public (Tisdall & Cuevas-Parra,
2022). This technology also saves on expenses in the organization of events,

as well as the dissemination of information, helping to promote wider support.
The digital action of protesting is becoming a common trend, as demonstrators
use the new tools of communication to achieve their goals within a short period
of time, sharing information and resisting oppression (Sloam, 2014). Creativity
and innovation turn out to be crucial resources of effective activism, and youth
have helped to make civic action more mobile and nimbler, often making

it more inclusive in both participation and decision-making (Duncombe &
Harrebye, 2022).

Non-Violent Protests: The general trend of protests and mass mobilizations

is that it has become less violent over the years. One of the most famous
platforms that observes political violence, ACLED, reports that there is a

high disparity between the increasing number of peaceful protests and a
comparatively constant number of riots. Despite the increase in violent flanks
in non-violent mass protests calling for regime change since the 2000s, data
on these campaigns also show a much larger number of actions that are overall
non-violent than those that are violent (Chenoweth & Shay, 2022). Although
there had been increased cases of violence in non-violent mass movements that
demand regime change since the 2000s, records show that the number of non-
violent actions is many times more than the violent ones. This is an important
point of observation since the non-violent campaigns have greater chances of
success and may lead to greater democratization and stability in the long-term.

Gen Z and Social Media/Internet

Over the past twenty years, social media has been introduced and transformed
into a digital platform that has revolutionized the digital world. Since the early
days of the early networks, social media has evolved into not just the way
people communicate and interact but also how people perceive and interact
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with the world around them (Van Dijck, 2013). The key to this revolution has
been the development of Generation Z, a generational cohort that has been
raised in a digital-first world. The use of social media by Gen Z is not only
characterized by its frequency and time but also by a special flexibility to
constant innovations in social media (Sharma, Kaushal, & Joshi, 2023). It has
resulted in a drastic rise in the number of users, particularly those in the young
age groups, who browse through these platforms with an unmatched degree of
sophistication and instinctiveness (Twenge & Martin, 2020).

The relationship between Gen Z and social media is multifaceted,
encompassing aspects of communication, entertainment, information
dissemination, and social interaction. Notably, this cohort’s interaction

with social media has raised questions about its impacts, both positive

and negative. While some studies highlight the benefits of social media

in fostering connectivity and creativity, Gen Z and social media are in a
complex relationship that includes elements of communication, entertainment,
dissemination of information, and social interaction. Interestingly, the use

of social media among this group has put in doubt the effects, both positive
and negative. Although there are studies that show the positive effects of
social media on building connectivity and creativity (Pichler, Kohli, &
Granitz, 2021). Gen Z has been brought up in a world of social media, Al, and
uninterrupted internet connectivity. They are demanding fluidity, speed, and
interactive content (McKinsey & Company, 2025). The values of authenticity,
inclusiveness, and purpose are reinventing this generation and transforming its
consumption, politics, spirituality, and social norms (McKinsey & Company,
2018). In the case of online platforms, the construction of identities is possible
due to the interaction and performance carried out by users during continuous
interaction. In the case of Gen Z, it becomes possible to mediate identity by
using Instagram aesthetics, TikTok trends, and YouTube stories. Such practices
produce hybrid practices of global-local cultures (Pichler et al., 2021).

During the year, 81 new restrictions were put on board in 21 countries.

As in 2024, Asia was again the top (Surfshark, 2025). The governments of
ten Asian countries imposed 56 new restrictions. These limitations apply

to approximately 2.2 billion individuals or about 27 percent of the global
population. Africa came in second with 20 new cases, as brought up by eight
countries that all affected a total of 344 million people. Once again, India took

252)

U



NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

the leading position in the list of most internet-restricted countries in the Asian
region. In 2025, it carried 24 new restrictions, which is slightly higher than the
23 imposed in 2024. In Jammu and Kashmir, after the repeal of Article 370

in August 2019, the government targeted 213 days of internet disconnect; the
longest internet blockage in recorded history in a free society. This impacted
negatively on journalism, business, education, and even healthcare (Anuradha
Bhasin v. Union of India, 2020). Other Asian countries and territories that had
had to deal with internet restrictions were Iraq (9 cases), Afghanistan (7 cases),
Jammu and Kashmir (5 cases), Iran (4 cases), Turkey and Nepal (2 cases each),
Pakistan, Vietnam, and Yemen (1 case each).

Such blackouts are often given an excuse of riot control, misinformation
control, or countering terrorism. Social media and internet prohibitions are

not always effective in suppressing discontent; in fact, they may lead to youth
mobilization by making it seem as an extension of civic rights and democracy
to include digital ban. Blocking of the internet and large platforms is damaging
to freedom of expression and access to information, which is a vital part of
digitally native generations’ communication, organization, and dissemination
of political complaints (Tufekei, 2015). Rather than leading to demobilization,
these bans often lead youth activists to take recourse to recourse technologies
such as virtual private networks (VPNs), encrypted messaging, and alternative
platforms to keep communications and coordination alive (Coward &
Pomerantz, 2022). Digital activism studies reveal that movements that are
censored tend to build decentralized and strong networks that continue with the
momentum of protests even in limited conditions (Jackson, Bailey, & Welles,
2016). As such, limitations on the internet and social media backfire to become
the drivers of more wide-scale political participation and new types of youth
activism instead of restrictions on mobilization (Freelon, Mcllwain, & Clark,
2017).

Nepal and Platform Imperialism

Platform imperialism is the control of digital platforms of the world that are
usually owned and controlled by corporations in the Global North over local
communication infrastructures, politics, and flows of knowledge in the Global
South (Robinson, 2000). This tension is frequently brought into the limelight
in the case of social media bans or restrictions by states: the governments
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are trying to manage the political mobilization, but the underlying digital
infrastructure is mostly external and controlled by the corporations, and the
relationship between the sovereign and the corporation is also complicated
(Couldry & Mejias, 2019). To the activists of Gen Z, this dynamic implies
their tactics have to traverse both the censorship of the state and the policies
and algorithms of the multinational media that determine the visibility,
amplification, and reach of the political message (Zuboff, 2019). The fact
that the state cannot entirely control such sites highlights some kind of digital
addiction whereby the validity and success of the local political mobilization
process is mediated by foreign-owned technology. As a result, the youth-led
politics in Nepal and other nations are in a twofold predicament: they must
fight against the repression on a national scale and participate in the globalized
digital domain, which affects the local level of activism and its international
presence (Howard & Hussain, 2020).

The concept of platform imperialism as applied to the Nepali case does not
just involve international corporations dominating digital space, but also the
way in which a small state with weak regulatory power tries to deal with

the multinational platforms and tries to exert its sovereign power on the
communication infrastructures. The legislative and regulatory practices in
Nepal have long been behind the explosive development of digital media,
leaving loopholes that enable as well as restrict the action of the state in
cyberspace (Bhattarai, 2025). The 2025 Gen Z-style protests put it into a nice
light: when the government has tried to block usage of 26 large platforms,
forcing them to be locally registered and locally supervised, the institutional
constraints of a small state trying to regulate the actions of actors the rules of
which are framed by the principles of corporate rather than popular legislation
were brought into the limelight (Gautam, Sapkota, & Baral, 2025). Ironically,
this claim to control was heavily viewed as digital repression within the
country, which drove harder mobilization among youths and strengthened
criticism all over the world against the diminishing digital freedoms (Digital
Rights Nepal, 2025).

The fact that Nepal interacted with the 26 big social media companies describes
the tensions of platform imperialism on a small state. As the government tried
to introduce local control, such as the mandate of content control, access to
user information, and platform registration to operate in the country (Gautam,

254)




NCWA Journal, Volume- 57, Issue-1, 2026

Sapkota, & Baral, 2025), these corporations mostly opposed, referring to the
international corporate practices and global privacy regulations (Gillespie,
2018). The asymmetry in structure in this negotiation was between a small
state trying to demand sovereign control and multinational corporations whose
governance systems are found in the global markets and the parent-state laws
(Couldry & Mejias, 2019).

Digital Sovereignty and Small-State Diplomacy

In the case of Nepal and its attempt to attain digital sovereignty, the
interconnectivity between the authority of the state within its borders and
international relations can be challenging to resolve as a small state maneuvers
the global digital landscape. Although the government has tried to control

the foreign social media outlets and exert content control over them, these
measures reveal the systemic constraints of the small-state position of Nepal
because the multinational corporations and transnational digital regulations
tend to prevail over the local requirements (Couldry & Mejias, 2019). The
2025 restrictions on the internet and social media, following protests by the
youth, brought out the tension between supporting national security and
democratic participation: any efforts to curb the flow of information were
faced not only with national backlash by Gen Z activists but with international
criticism by human rights organizations and international observers (Gautam,
Sapkota, & Baral, 2025). According to scholars, states such as Nepal also

tend to be asymmetric in regulation, such that while they need to negotiate
their conformity to international platforms, they also need to defend national
sovereignty, and that is what determines foreign policy and diplomatic
engagement (Gillespie, 2018).

In this respect, Gen Z activism emerges as a transnational actor, since the
online networks publicize local complaints to the international community,
which indirectly affects the diplomatic reputation of Nepal and shapes its
participation in the regional discussions on internet regulation in such forums
as SAARC, BIMSTEC, and UN meetings (Howard & Hussain, 2020).

Finally, the case of Nepal shows that digital sovereignty among small states

is not only a domestic matter: it is related to a combination of international
relations, platform management, and approaches of digitally empowered youth
movements (Bhattarai, 2025).
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Aftermath of Gen Z Protest: Law and Politics

The 2025 Gen Z protests in Nepal demonstrated a well-rooted constitutional
and jurisprudential framing of the implementation of the separation of powers
as per the Constitution of Nepal. After a series of mass mobilizations against
political corruption, economic stagnation, and any limitations on digital
freedoms, President Ramchandra Paudel dissolved Parliament and appointed
former Chief Justice Sushila Karki as the interim prime minister, a move
subject to an instant legal turmoil (Timalsina & Shrestha, 2025). Article

132 (2) of the Constitution sets a prohibition on former judges in office that
could threaten the independence of the judiciary. Legal academics claimed
that since Karki was no longer a chief justice, but the head of government,

it compromised the constitutional principle of institutional neutrality. Others
had justified the appointment as the ‘doctrine of necessity’, claiming that
extraordinary political circumstances were such that it was necessary to give
eligibility norms a flexible interpretation to maintain continuity in governance
(Dahal, 2026). Jurisprudential internal debate focuses on whether such
exceptions undermine safeguards established to prevent concentration of power
and safeguard institutional integrity, or if they are necessary adaptations in
the face of crises of the digital era whose processes traditional constitutional
safeguards were not structured to handle.

Transitional moves within Nepal were also marked with concerns on human
rights, constitutionalism, and democratic accountability as the country moved
through its transition. Amnesty International and human rights watchdogs
issued joint declarations compelling the interim government to follow the
basic freedoms of expression and assembly, saying that even during the
instability, states must ensure that they follow the constitutional rights as well
as the international rights of protecting civil liberties (Amnesty International
& Human Rights Watch, 2025). The dissolution of Parliament and an interim
leadership were also legally and rhetorically mobilized against by major
political parties of Nepal as constitutionally dubious and as potentially leading
to extra-institutional responses to pressure to protest. Gen Z-motivated
mobilization greatly disturbed the traditional parties’ legitimacy by compelling
long-standing players to reconsider strategies amid trying to assimilate
decentralized civic mobilization into official policymaking structures.

Populist rhetoric has overtaken the post-movement political arena; some
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of its manifestations include the use of youth demands to support a reform
cause by some leaders, but the same appeal to the people without pushing to
constitutional and institutional processes can only fuel polarization and trigger
a new crisis of governance.

Conclusion

Generation Z has emerged as a digitally enabled, transnationally aware
generation, the activist praxis of which is re-configuring domestic politics and
international relations. The protests by Gen Z in Nepal in 2025 exemplify a
rhizomatic type of dissent, which is decentralized, leaderless, and networked,
as well, challenging the traditional forms of state regulation and revealing

the changing agency of the non-state in government. The rapid spread of Gen
Z activism is an indicator of a significant restructuring of political capital
where influence is exercised simultaneously in both formal institutions and
online infrastructures, which create both new possibilities and complex

issues for state actors who want to participate with non-state actors. The full
understanding of these dynamics is essential to policymakers, researchers, and
other international stakeholders who strive to maneuver in the new landscape
of youth-led, digitally mediated activism and its implications for state power,
democratic responsibility, and digital governance in the twenty-first century.
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Nepal Council of World Affairs

Activities 2025/26

Nepal Council of World Affairs, established on Falgun 6, 2004 BS, organized
its 77™ Anniversary on March 3, 2025 (Falgun 19, 2081) at the Hotel Malla,
Kathmandu. Chief Guest at the ceremony, the Rt. Hon’ble Vice President of
Nepal, Mr. Ramsahay Prasad Yadav, delivered his keynote address emphasizing
the vital role organizations like the NCWA played in shaping informed foreign
policy debates and navigating the complexities of modern international
conflicts. The event, which began with a welcome remark from NCWA
President Mr. Hemanta Kharel. On the occasion, two major academic works
were launched: NCWA Journal 2025, which focused on the critical theme,
“International Conflicts and Related Implications for Nepal”, and the Thematic
Committee Reports 2025 titled “Contemporary Issues with National and
Global Implications,” providing a comprehensive look at the challenges that
faced the nation. A major highlight of the ceremony was the special recognition
provided to Prof. Dr. Mohan Prasad Lohani, a former President of NCWA and
a former Ambassador, who was honored for his lifelong dedication in the field
of Nepal’s international relations and his significant impact on the academic
and diplomatic domains. Following his felicitation, Dr. Lohani delivered a
reflective address, sharing insights from his extensive career in diplomacy and
teaching.

Nepal Council of World Affairs successfully held its Executive Committee
elections on April 30, 2025. The electoral process took place at the NCWA
Hall, drawing a significant gathering of members, which included scholars
and foreign policy experts dedicated to the council’s mission. The election
was conducted to select the leadership and committee members responsible
for steering the organization’s research and diplomatic initiatives for the
upcoming term. The atmosphere at the NCWA Hall was one of professional
engagement as members cast their votes to determine the future strategic
direction of the council. Following the counting of ballots, the results were
officially announced, marking a new chapter for the institution. The newly
elected committee members, led by the President, Dr. Suresh Malla, expressed
their commitment to enhancing the council’s role as a premier think tank for
international relations and global governance.
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Nepal Council of World Affairs held a high-level discussion program on June
10, 2025, focusing on the theme, “Budget and Programs for the Fiscal

Year 2082-83.” The event, which took place at the NCWA Hall in Harihar
Bhawan, gathered prominent economic experts and policymakers to evaluate
the government’s fiscal direction following the official budget presentation in
late May. The session commenced with welcome and introductory remarks by
Dr. Suresh Malla, President of the NCWA. Dr. Malla highlighted the council’s
commitment to providing a platform for intellectual discourse on matters of
national economic importance and foreign aid implications. The main speaker
at the function, Hon’ble Mr. Surendra Pandey, former Finance Minister, shared
his expert views on the budget’s macroeconomic targets and the practicalities
of resource mobilization in the current climate. Hon’ble Dr. Minendra Rijal,
Former Defence Minister, offered a critical perspective on the program’s
alignment with developmental priorities and the necessity of effective
implementation to reach the projected growth targets. Participants engaged in
an interactive Q&A session, discussing the 1.964 trillion NPR budget’s focus
on production, productivity, and social justice. The event concluded with a call
for sustained policy stability and strategic investment to ensure the fiscal year’s
objectives are met.

Nepal Council of World Affairs (NCWA) successfully conducted its 78"
Annual General Meeting on August 20, 2025 (Bhadra 4, 2082), at the Hotel
Yellow Pagoda in Kathmandu. The assembly gathered prominent diplomats and
scholars to review the organization’s progress and strategize for the upcoming
year. The program commenced with a formal welcome address delivered by
NCWA Secretary Mr. Gaurab Shumsher Thapa, followed by opening remarks
from the NCWA President, Dr. Suresh Malla, who highlighted the council’s
ongoing commitment to activities in the domain of international relations. The
meeting also featured an address by the immediate past President, Mr. Hemanta
Kharel, who shared insights on the council’s historical impact and future
direction. Following the opening speeches, NCWA Secretary General Mr.
Rabindra Nath Bhattarai presented a comprehensive annual report that detailed
the council’s achievements over the past year and outlined the proposed annual
program for the fiscal year 2025/26 (2082/83 BS). NCWA Treasurer Ms. Sarita
Shrestha presented the annual financial report, ensuring transparency in the
organization’s fiscal management. The 78" AGM reinforced the council’s role
as a vital platform for diplomatic discourse in Nepal, closing with a collective
commitment to strengthening the nation’s global relations in the year ahead.
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Nepal Council of World Affairs hosted a high-level discussion titled “Global
Affairs and Present Situation of Nepal” on Thursday, November 6, 2025,

at the NCWA Hall in Harthar Bhawan. The event served as a critical forum

for experts to analyze the intersection of shifting international dynamics and
Nepal’s current domestic landscape. The program opened with a welcome

and introductory address by Dr. Suresh Malla, President of the NCWA. In

his remarks, Dr. Malla set the stage for the dialogue by emphasizing the need
for Nepal to remain proactive and resilient amidst a rapidly changing global
order. He underscored the Council’s role in fostering intellectual discourse that
informs the nation’s foreign policy and internal stability. The keynote address
was delivered by constitutional law expert Dr. Bipin Adhikari, Professor at
Kathmandu University. Dr. Adhikari provided a comprehensive analysis of the
prevailing global geopolitical trends and their direct implications for Nepal. His
presentation touched upon key challenges and opportunities facing the country,
sparking an engaging session among the council members and scholars in
attendance. The event concluded with a shared emphasis on the importance of
academic and diplomatic synergy in navigating Nepal’s future on the world
stage.

Nepal Council of World Affairs organized a talk on “Shifts in Global
Economic Order: Opportunities and Challenges for Nepal” on Monday,
December 29, 2025, at the NCWA Hall in Harihar Bhawan. The program
focused on the transition of global economic power and how Nepal can
strategically position itself to mitigate risks while leveraging new growth
opportunities. On the occasion, Dr. Suresh Malla, President of the NCWA,
delivered the introductory remarks, highlighting the urgency of understanding
contemporary economic shifts, noting that as traditional market dynamics
evolve, small economies like Nepal must remain agile and informed to
maintain economic stability and achieve sustainable development. The program
featured two prominent experts who offered deep dives into the current
financial climate. Mr. Deependra Bahadur Kshetry, Former Vice Chairman

of the National Planning Commission, delivered a presentation focusing on
the structural challenges within Nepal’s planning and execution frameworks.
He emphasized the need for policy consistency to attract investment amidst
global uncertainty. Prof. Dr. Bishwambher Pyakuryal, Former Ambassador
and Senior Economist, shared his analysis of the changing international trade
landscape. Dr. Pyakuryal pointed out specific diplomatic and economic avenues
Nepal could explore to strengthen its foreign exchange reserves and trade
partnerships. The program concluded with an interactive discussion, bringing
together scholars and policy enthusiasts in a constructive debate.
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NCWA activities in pictures
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Talk on “Shifts in Global
Economic Order: Opportunities
and Challenges for Nepal” on
December 29, 2025
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