
NOTES

ON

A POPULATION BTPATEGY FOR NFPAL

David E. ~utchler

Agency for International
Develooment

~ission to Nenal

Paper Requested by The National Commission on Population
for Presentation to the

National Conference on Popalation and Develonrnent

Kathmandu, April 11-13, 1982



I. Past Conference

/

I /

Six years ago here in Kathmandu at the National Conference on

the Implementation of Population Policies, the then ~hairman

of the Population Policies Coordinating Board said that,

tlformulating a population policy for Nepal is no areat

problem. But given the formidable constraints ~re have--

economic, physical > geogra~hical, social, cultural, etc., as

well as those pertaining to the rnanaae~ent of supnlv and

services--the implementation of such a ~jlicy is a hiq pr0ble~

and a great challenge_"l

The challenge remains. In looking over the nrocee0.inqs and

the recommendations of the 1976 Conference and of the 1~75

Conference held at Berkeley, California and of the 197~ and

1971 Conferences conducted by CEDA2 , it is clear that i.t has

been most difficult to iwplement any of the conference

recommendations. 3

It would be unfortunate i~ the present conference adjournen.

on Tuesday of this week leavinq a set of recommendations that

were essentially the same as those that have ~een han0eo ~o¥n

periodically over the past ten years. For exaw~le, in a fe~

days time we may hear ourselves repeating the f01lowina

familiar words~

"The main objective of populatinn ?olicy in N~~a] is
to regulate the rate of population increase in relation
to a prescribed feasible rate of economic develop~ent.••
This objective shall be realized throuah the followina
policies:
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1. By diminishing the birth rate throuqh indirect hut
extensive measures, such as economical, social,
cultural, and educational develop~ent ana reform;
and through direct preventive measures, such as
r~aternal Child Health and FaIt'ily Plannina , t-rhich
are to be carried out as a special project.

2. By checking irr~i9ration into Nepal fro~' fOTei~n

countries, thus significantly reducinq th~ ~art

this factor plays in nODulation increase.

3. By controlling existinq migration patterns fr0~

hilly and mountain areas to the Terai, and from
rural areas to towns, rlirecting it in a ~lanne0

\o.ray.

4. By increasing population density in the cqricul~urnl

land of the Terai, es~ecially in the ~eBtern ~erai,

in such a ~"ay as to utilize fully the economic
potential of this reaion.

5. By developing infrastructure ann ~odern facilities,
to build small towns in selected and feasihle areas
"'here no sizable towns presently exist, ••• ~nrl so
forth."

These policy recommendations are contained in the Fifth Year

Plan, which was issued in 1976. They have been snecifie0

somewhat in the 6th Plan. r~uch remains to be done before

they will have been successfully implemente0.

II. The Present Crisis

The <...imensions of the current der':1ographic crisis are WE?'11
4

known to all of us and I will not rpcount them here. It

is, however, iroportant to recall the results of the 19r.J

censusS which show a po~ulRtion qrowth rate o~ 2.f~ annually

and which give evidence of the ~assive unrequl~te~ ~ior~tion

that threatens to engulf the Terai. It is enouar to ~~ntion
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the results of the 1981 Contraceptive Prevalence Survey

which reports that after more than a decade of fami1v t"la.Jln~ nO'

programs in Nepal only seven percent of eliaihle couples are

contracepting and only 25% of ~arried women know where to aet

fam~ly pla.nn~ng servl·ces. c ~ d ." 11 e 11 ·ze.A. ... • r--·n __ f J. lna y, w a recoan:t

that, after several ye~rs of reco~mendations ann reorqaniza-

tions, there is still no effective focus within the ~overnment

of Nepal for the monitoring, evaluation or coordination of

programs which are essential to th~ popUlation effort.

AS the Chairman of the Population Policies Coordinatincr Foarn

said in 1976, it is easy to make Dolicies; it is difficult to

make them work.?

III. The Task Ahead

Two critical tasks remain from pas~ years. 0ne is that of

mobilizing village communities to particioate in development

projects, whether in agriculture, rural develonment~ health

or f~ily planning. The other is that of mobilizin" el~~es,

and especially the qovernrnent bure~ucracy. The two oroblerns

are intimately related anf; share so~e of the same difficulties.

The central fact is that structural change threatens established

interests, both at the elite arh:; IT'ass level. That is Y]hv there

is strong opposition to change. And that is why th~ iro~l~enta

tion of development programs is so difficult. B
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Develop~ental change in Nepal, as in any traditionn.l society,

poses. a challenge to cultural sYstems which reqt1lat~ resource

allocation and which therefore qua~antee stability for elites

and masses alike. In South Asia, the caste system ann the

joint family system have long served to protp.ct econo~ic and

social relationships that assured the poorest as we]l n.s the

richest individuals of secure, if fixed, ~ositions ~Tithin the

community. The same systems have also encoura~ec hiqh rates
9

of reproduction.

A state of social and demographic equilibriuw ¥as maintainen

as long as land remained relatively abundant and hiqh ~eath

rates kept population qrowth in check. But times have chanaed.

Death rates have fallen sharply due to the impact of mo0err.

medicine. Birth rates remain high. The Dopulation rlouhles

in size now every generation. Lane and forest res~rw~s are

running out. The stability of the social oreer is incren.sinalv

shaken by the struggle for scarce resources. In this context,

if Nepal's cultural as well as econoric systeMS are to survive,

they must adapt to changing demographic realities.

Although the caste system was officially 'abolishe0 1 in Penal

in 1963, even today membership within a certain castp ~ften

may decide the occupation. status, mode of life anc eccmor!ic

position of the individual. The systeJTI stifles social

mobility and individual performance and fosters a fraq~entati0n
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of the population into subqrours. ~ll of thes~ factors h?'7E>

d h -· 1· . 10 h'" -emograpt1C 1mp 1cat1ons. As t e ~over~ent 15 aw~re, to

counter the hold of the caste system, the 50cietv at every

level must 'open uP! to new talent, reward individual

achievement and take measures to stimulate a oriv~te sector

which values production and nroqress. ll ~h~ resuJtinq

opportunity structure will heIr to neutralize tradition~l

strategies for group enrichment which rely upnTI kinshi~ or

~aste affiliation and high rates of reproduction.

Likewise in the case of the joint family, householo heads

must be persuaded that investments in Jarqe numbers of children

will no longer yield as much as investments in a smaller

number of well-educated dauqhters and sons. To strenot~en

this conviction,coromunities anQ districts should tay.e action

at the village level to ensure that the joint fa~ilv be~ins

to assume the full cost of its reproduction instead o~ ~a~~incr

on much of the burden to the co~unity, to other re~ions anc

f
. 12

to uture generat1ons~

At the elite level, \-!ithin the hureaucracy, Fi5 Y.~aie~ty's

Government has already ernbarke0 uoon the im~le~entation of

a standardized civil service system that has as its obiective

the recrui~~ent, traininq, assignment ana promotion of

individuals based u?on their personal ability ana nerfor~ance

without respect to their caste, fa~ily or political ties.

Since the Government e~plovs (directly or in0irectlv) 0v~r
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200,000 persons, these nolicies ~re important. The course

of Nepalsse mod~rnizatio~, at both the elite and the ~ass

levels, must i~evite.1:- l.~' el.-o-le ·!:r2d.i t.ioned barriers to

To a0vance this

transiti::m is alsc )::) Lri:;.q ahout con0,it.icms conducive to

the lO'\"lering cf [\irt~ :::at-:::s,

In this respect, I ~rODase ~o~ your cOTIaideration ~our

specific suggs2tions t~ l-. ~.1.i s 'T'!1e suqqes-

child heal-tho

address aspects 02 the t~R6itio~21 cultural system, wbile

'l'he nrocess

P-.. Compulso~~'Y :SduEaL;_~:l for 1\ :.1 Villaqe Children

~1aki nq. pl.-imary ec1uc~"ci-':'!'l comu'.llsory for alI villaqe

childrE:n ~ g:"r::-; ~s ',j 211 0.:;,: ~:,oys, reg2.rdless of caste and

regar~less of ~a~ily jncome, WOTIld De the fastest, ~ost

effectivE; m~~3.p..s ~y:: ~:.-ev;::::sing "che resource flo~~ froT!" chi 10

to pare~t \OJ.He:l lies Cl.1: t>e ro,..)"t of hiGh fertili t.". 0 14

Children :I,ust i::.(; :t·e:·lo\~E.:d fro?'! the lahor.. force and at the
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same time eauipped for !pore productive adult lives. It

may be argued that this will temporarily place a heavy

burden upon village families which employ larae numrers

of children in household and farm labor, but that is

precisely the point. Because of the r~latively hiah

" 1 ~ h"l- . 1 15econom.l.C va ue Or C .1. dren ~n Nena, narents seey to

produce large numbers in order to ensure the survjv~l of

at least two sons. With current rn~rtality levels, this

means that the average woman will have at least six

births. This strategy is, in the short run, functional

for the male household head, but it is disastrous for the

community and for the nation as a whole.
lf

As lonq as

there was abundant land in the Terai, families and

communities could export their excess numbers. But

available land is disaFpearinq under an onslauqht of

migration. Uneducated ~hild!:"en and adults ~l1ill not be

able to survive the co~ing crisis of landlessness and

unemp~oyment.17 A Govermnent policy to enforce cor-mulsorv

schooling would immediately raise the cost of chi10ren

and interfere with their immediate econoroic usefulness.

It should therefore have an immediate effect up~n birth

rates. Moreover, if children ~ere tauqht basic skills

along with the princi~les of preventive health anf- sani-

tation, they would beco~e ~ore productive fa~ers and

f
. 18

more ef ect~ve parents. rith families ~nd c0~unitieR

sharing some of the costs of constructinq villaqe schools
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and hiring teachers, compulsory education could oay

dividends within this decade. This assurnes that it couIe'!

be enforced, which leads us to the secone suaqestion:

B. Linking Community Development Assistance to Co~munitv

Perforrnance19

All communities should receive qovernment assistance in

proviciing primary education and family Dlanninq, but other

governmen~ assistance (drinkina water, roads, electrifica

tion, credit, irrigation, etc.) should graoually and

systematically take into account community r-erformance in

enrolling children in school~ recruiting rnarrie0 c0u~les

of reproductive age to family planninq and increasina

overall community involvement in the plannin~, desion ~nd

implementation of develonment projects. In this way, th~

same standards would apply to all communities as they seek

outside resources. Likewise, at the 8istrict level, the

allocation of resources should recconize perforrn~nce rela-

tive to other districts in education, family plannino. and

community development. Co~~unities and districts ~!h~ch

start from lower baselines waulo not be nenalized by this

approach. Rather, awards would be made rased UDon ~p.rcent

age ~mprovement over a set period of time rather than unon

absolute l€vels of achieve~ent. This fo~ of decentralized

rural development would be based entirely upon local

participationo The incentives for ccmmunity na.rticiration
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would be significant and should result in lower birth

rates and increased co~~unity coo~eration. Rriqht h.anners

and other visible tokens of cOIT\IT\uni ty achievement ~'oulcl

accompany financial a\':ards so as to stimulate cOITlPlunitv

pride and cohesiveness. Tranitional forms of coo~erdti0n

in Nepal (nogar, guthi! dhikur, ra~ar etco) wou10 b~

utilized to further increase local level particination.
20

The responsibility for allocatincr resources to the nistricts

would fall to the !1inistr7 of Local Development, with the

Population Commission responsible for ~onitcrincr community

and district level perfo!T"ance. In this \·ray, all villaqes

would have an equal opportunity to share in Nepal's limited

development resources.

A key set of such resources invnlves cottaae industrv~

C, Female Employment in Off-Farm Cottage Industrv

The Sixth Plan calls for significant investments in cott~ae

industry~ These should take into account community

performance in education, family planning anc co~munitv

participation, as indicated above. For ~axiw~ dernocrranhic

impact, cottage industry development should focus

exclusively upon employment of ~omen away from their ho~~s

in settings which are not compatible with chile rearinq~

In addition, child labor must be p~ohibite0. At nresent

child labor is hea~7ily utilized in the cottacr~ industries
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of Nepal v especially in household weaving and fo00

processing. (If compulsory schooling is enforced this

should help to reduce child employment.) Government-

assisted cottage industry programs which employ children

are clearly pro-natali2~_ They may helry temporarily to

increase household income, but that is no deterrent to

high fertility. 0.uite the contrary.2l In the ahsence

of structural change~ modest increases in per c~pita

income will lead to higher birthrates as parents ~re able

to afford greater nurnbc~s of children. This is not at

all to argue against raising income per se but only to

warn that without stru~tural change, it will foster higher

birth rates.

Adult female em.plcyment in cottage industries located

outside the homE (~rf farm) should have an a~T."reciable

d . I fro . -" ~ ·1· 22an t~e y 0 Teet upon aqe at marrLage anu ~ertL Lty.

Female education. of course, is another important ~eter-

minant of age at marriage. In Nepal, where female

educational levels are low, and where few women earn

incomes of their own a~ay from the family farm, the mean

age at marriage is among the lowest in the ~or10023 Fero~les

employed in groups a\<!ay from hOI!:e should fino o.n E'n~rir()nTTlent

conducive to special literacy and nonformaJ. educational

programs. The effect of fe~ale education on aop at

marriage and fertility should be heightened in such

. 24
sett~ngs.
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of course, all of these strategies to reduce the de~and

for children will be strengthened by effective sV5tprn~

for supplying family planning/maternal child health

services;

D. Community-Based Family Planninq ~ervices

Given the low levels of contraceptive availability in

Nepal, it is likely that the latent demand for f~ilv

plannins ;~s, even now, much higher than is actual use.

In urban areas of Nepali usaqe currently run~ 3t almost

23% of eligible couples. This rate of use prop~b]y

derives from higher educational levels and greater

individual autonomy as well as from greater availability

of contraceptiveso 25

Outside of N€pal~s few urban areas, most Ne~alese are

not within three hours walk of family ~lanning service

point. 26 Those few villagers who are served h.v a medical

doctor often complain that he is absent from his villacre

post. 27 Those who are served by an extension worker

frequently find the worker out of supplif<s or unable to

provide adequate information concerning cOYi:tr",centive

use and side effects. 28

The strategy of selecting (predominantly male) family

planning extension workers centrally from amonq the

relatively well educated and then sendinq them to ",york i.n
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remote villages has its limi te.tions. Por}::ers ~ind vilJaoE!

life monotonous and encounter difficulty in co~municatinq

wIth village ~ornen. ~ales are usually recruited for exten5ion

work because of problems cited in sendino women to worJ~ alon~

in remote areas. {Of course!, this set of nrol:>lems at...f·lies

not only to family planning workers but also to aqricu1tural

extension agents.) Such systems of service delivery throu~h

outside extension entail considerable costs, cnd their

effectiveness is sharply curtailed by any of a number of

critical factors. The probability of achievina effective

coverage is contingent upon a chain of necessary actions, each

of which contains its own reguirements. If, for example,

there are only enough workers to cover half of Nenal's

districts, if many of the workers have no supnlies, if those

with supplies are not adequately trained, and if the remaincer

cannot effectively deal with village woroen, then the overall

29probability of success is very low.

In addition to -the problems of selection, trainino and

loqistics, there re~ains the key issue of accounta~ility.

Extension agents paid ands~pervised from Katr.~andu or even

from the district headquarters are not necessarily res~onsive

to the local cowmunityc Only when the villaoe recruits from

among its own supervises its o~n and controls their

remuneration, is there adequate incentive for qOO~ service,

In this regard; the Pa:lchayat Development and Land ':"ax (PDLT)
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authority, suspended in 1979/80~ might ~e reintro~uced on a

voluntary basis in selected panchayats to test the relative

effectiveness of community-based activities finance~ in

1 t b th ·· ... h 1 30arge par y e com....'nun1.t1.es ._ lerose veso

indicate that individuals spend about Rs. 30 per canita per

year from their own resources on health services. 31 ~his is

in addition to the estimated Rs. 20 ~er capita which the

government spends annually on pu~lic health. ~here is~

therefore, a 't'?illingness and an ability in rural Ne!'o.1 to nay

for health care, It should be tapped. Current efforts to

provide family planning and health servicp-s through such

'11 1 d . 32 d h h h t ..3' t' IV1. age ea ars as ex-serV1.cemen an. t roua! sue. ra~i1 _1.ona..:..

medical practitioners as dhami jhankris33 are imoortant

experiments in this ,regard. Th~se individu~ls are resnecte0

members of village communities and, althouqh they are ~ales,

they can enlist the wo~en 0f their families in the nrovision

of services and information. A more intensive effort is

needed nationwide to recruit women to all levels of plannina

and service delivery so that the drive to~rard 0ecentralization

of gover~~ent services can begin to include these ~ey

co~~unity resources.

At pre~ent, the emphasis within the family planninq nroar~~

is upon sterilization ser"(~ices. of the 7% of Nepalese l"1en and

women who are protected by fawily planning g most have under-

gone sterilization. Surqical services such as vasectomy ~n6
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mini-laparotomYi while hiqhl.y effective g may attract couples

in Nepal who are relatively older and who already havp four

or more children. 34 The d€moqrnphic impact of these services

may, therefore, be limited. ~oreover, sterilization ca~~s

depend upon scarce medical personnel and are relatively

expensive to organize. Co~munity-based strateqies would

include referrals for sterilization services when these are

available, but would emphasize ternnorary methods distributed

by villagers themselves. Experi.ence in Nenal as well as other

countries shows that villagers can be trained to effectively

explain and distribute oral contraceptives, connoms ann other

temporary methods. 35

Family planning of itself is an effective health intervention,

since it contributes to improved birth spacina and therefore

to child nutrition and improved maternal health. 3E Coupled

with oral rehydration and other ~aternal/child health services,

it should have a measurable impact upon infant ann chilf.

mortality.)? After mortality has declined. fertility should

fall also. once parents realize that all of their chil~ren

have a good chance to survive to adulthood. EO~Tever? there is

no reason to believe that fertility declines will outnace

mortality declines and that the result vTill autoroatically Ipar.

to a lower population growth rate. 38 In Nepal, as health

programs bring mortality lcwr-r r tr:ere ~s every reason to expect

higher population growth rates (in exce~s of 3%) if other
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programs to stimulate demand for family "f\lanninq ser.~rices

along with the supply of services themselves are not

effectively managed.

A recent study ranks Nepal 87th out of 94 countries in socio-

economic indicators that hav0 heen shov'n to be correlated

with receptiveness to family planning and with fertility

decline. 39 These socio-economic factors include hiaher

literacy~ school enrolLment I life exp~ctancy! qross national

product, percentage urban population and lower infant morta-

lity. Prom this we can see the need for proceeding exneditiouslv

on all fronts and especially with respect to the demand side

strategies outlined above.

Nepal, with its crude birth rate of 45 ~er 1,000, faces a most

difficult challenge in population planning; but it can learn

from the failures and succ~sses of other countries. Neoal can

study the various policies and programs of the Indian

government which is faced with a population of 688 million

growing at the rate of 2.3 percent per year0 40 It can examine

China's success in brinqing its crude birthrate down from 34

per 1,000 in 1970 to 18 per 1,000 in 19790 41 It would also be

instructive to review the causes of Pakistan's family plannincr

failures 42 as well as the reasons behind Sri Lanka's success

in elevating the status of women, delaying a~e at marriage

d d " f "1" 43an re UC1ng ert1 ~tyo Indonesia~s family Plannina

achievements in East Java anc Bali (alonG with its diffi~ulties
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1 h ) ff . . h f= h ."-!<e sew ere 0 er ~ns~g .ts _or prooram manaaers .ere. . other

countries of the Asian region are of interest v a:thouqh their

levels of economic development and their cultural comnonr-mts

differ widely from those of Nepal. 45

In summary v I woulti encourage the conference memhers to

consider practical strategies to impl~ent population proarams

in Nepal and to give careful consideration to pro?rams 0ase0

upon compulsory education, co~~unity incentives, female

employment off farm, and community-based famiJ:r plann.ing

services.
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p = (P )
wa

(P )
s

(P )
t

(P )
d

{P }
c

where P is the probability of success (or the percentaqe coveraqe
obtainable)

P is percentage of areas accessih1e to workers
wa

is the percentage of workers adequ?-tely slloplied with
contraceptives

is the percentage of workers adequateIv traine0

is the percentage of couples demandin~ familY nlanning

is percentage of couples who continue after acceptance
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d
is oS~
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