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THE FRAGILE MOUNTAIN REVISITED:

NEPRPAL'E AGENDA FOR HALTING THE SLIDE

Hemanta R. Mishra
King Mahendra Trust for Nature Consevvation
Natiomnal PFarks Buildiwvg, Babar Mahal
P.D.Bax 3712, Kathmandu
NEPAL —

AESTRACT
This paper documents the conservation probleme besetting Nepal,
marny of which stem from sccial and econcmic woes. As a- result of
deforegtation and poor larnd use practxcesfﬂﬂhepal has been losing
precious grournd arnd  losing  valuable time in a race agsinst
ecalopgical ruin. It alseo iptroduces several concrete programmes
for roversing these negative trends., Dme of the brightest hopes
is the rewly created King Mabhendra Trust for Nature Conservation,
an envirormental agercy dedicated ¢ the presgrvation of Nepal's
natwral heritage. fAnother important mission of this narn-profit
arganization, unidque in the bhird world, ig o promote pconomic
opportunity through projects that require conservation F nmatuaral
resources. Under the shadows of their fragile mountains, Nepali=
are mnow realizing that igrorisg ecclogical imbalances makes
gconamic developmert impossible.

Paper precented to the 16th Bereral Assembly and Techrical
Meeting of the IUCN

Madrid, Spaimn Nov. 5 -~ 15, 1384
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1. INTRODUCTICON:

#

Ten years apgo, it was difficult to convincé bureaucrats and
plamers that enviroamerntal conmservatiom and human welfare are
intimately linked. Conservation programmes, they often replied,
were fine for rich western nations but inappropriate in destitute
courrtries strupgling te  praomcete 'agricultural and industrial
production. DRuring the last decade, with increased soil erosion,
flocds, and famines in thé Himalayan zone, the number of skeptics
decreaged.

Tedayy “most Nepalis ﬁeéd littlie convincing. During the past
monscon the capital city of Kathmandu was completely cut of f from
the only two commerce routes lirnking it with the saouth.  Several
days of torremtial rains triﬁgered Floods that swept away several
hey bridges; and caused land slides that blccked highwayé. In
many parts of the cauntry, houses wpre weaehed away which led to
the drowning deaths of a number of wvillagers anrnd livestack.
Rivers ruined Farmlanq and rice crops acar harvest. Such ravages
of the monscorn can only be expected to increase in severity if
watersheds remain unpraotected. These iscolated ecalagical
disasters wpell econcmic decline for the whole yrepgion if timely
conservation measures are not taken.

The Himalayan Kirnndem of Nepal serves as an appropriate site to
demonstrate the principles of conservation for sustainable
develaopment. Thé %qsk af bringing about a delicate balance
betwesen meeting the needs of an expanding population and
preaserving a2 fragile enviranment is crucial ( Shab, 1984 &),

This land~locked country of unexcelled matural beauty is alsao one

™ - ' " Y e gty S | iy TaeR T -



A —rrt Y APl A ML iy -

0 - ‘ BEST
AVAILABLE

af the world's poorest. Here, the\plethora of environmental
prablems  is also staggering. Populafion growth is one of .the
nrighest im the world, Two thirds of $he people dwell in
climatically hostile and rugoed meurtaivous terrain that produce
only one third of the food required. Each yéar, the 4 majgor
rivers with aver 6002 tributaries export 24@ million cubic metres
of "_Nepal's  precious soil into the.Bay of Bengal tJoshi,igel):
Yet; it is oare of the few developing countries fhere the
leadership and the people understarnd the uwrgency for natues
conservatiorn. For esxample, the Kingdem of Nepal ha; acheived
remarkable success in creating aH.QNtEﬂBiVQ metwork of mnatiormal
parks and wildlife reserves in lesa thawn 15 years. Pivch of this
wérk, however, threatens to be undone if conservationists fail to
orasp that without meeting the basic reeds of Faod, fuel, fodder,
and shelteyr for impoberished farmers outside the park bourdaries,
there may be rno wildlife left ingide (Sherpa, 19733 Miltorm and
Birnrney, 198¢; Mishra, 13823 Hirrichsen et al, 1968337 Mishra,

153843,

The aim of this paper is to illustrate the harcsh socio—

economic realities in contrast to the abundance of natural
resources in Nepal. It documenis Nepal's effcrts in attaining the

objectives preseribed in the World Conservation Strategy

(WS, 19880, thaily, this paper highlights the crestion of a
AY

~

unique institution . dedicated to 5romoting local development
through conservation, the Hiwng Mahendra Trust for Nature
Conservation, and discusses ite agenda desiprned to meet this
goal., fAs will become clear below, Nepal's environment is in &

precarious state, like a Himalayan forest perched on &




precipitous mountainside. - It is the task of the King Mahendra
Trrugt amd other agerncies teo Liald the slide that Jecopardizes
Nepal's future.

2. THE SETTING:

The Kingdom of Nepal is a land of urigue ecological contrasta,
Within a shoré span of about 20Q km,, the altitude varies fram
less’ than 98 m above mean sea level to the highest point on the
Earth’s surface {8,848 m) arnd contains some of- the mosh
outstarding ratural areas in the world. The céuntry’s 147, ¢@&
ag. km. include four distinct ecological zones. Approximately 23%
of the area is comprised of the hot and bhumid lowlard Terai, ars
extension of the fertile Indo—gangetic plains. The midlands, a
;entval regicrn of rugned mountairs and terraced farmlands, cover
near&y H44% of the land. The rest of the cauﬁtry is domirated by

:
the Himalayas — a largely unirhabitable area of bourdless  erergy
with permanent SNow - anrd the Trans—Himalayan e Yo,
characterized by the tresless steppes of the Tibetan plateau.

These extremes are enriched with a diverse fauna and flora

perhaps umparalleled at this latitude., Both the Driertal arnd the

Palecartic Féuna merge here. Nepaly, as a transition zone between

_ these two bictic provirmces, provides a natural laboratory faor

testing ideas of zocgeagraphy. Neerly 100 mammaliam species have
beer reported from Nepal. The alpine and temperate repioms of the

north include endavgered species such as  the srow  lecpard

{Panthera uncial, musk deer (Moschus meoschiferus), +the great

Tibetan sheep (Ovis ammon hodgsoni ) and  the leéser parnda

(Allurus fulpewms }J. The steamirng tropical jurngles of the gouth,
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harbours animals such as the pre—-historic rhincceres (Rhinccgres

unicornis), tiger ( Panthera tigris ), and & species of deer

(Mishra and Mierow 1974)., .Nepal is also regarded as an
ornitholegist?’e paradise as over 802 species ocour  here, more
thar half of all the species reccrded for scuthern Asia ( Fleming
et al. 1373).

Unfortunately, lesa is kriown about the wealth of plant life in
this lawnd—locked country. Ir the argicsperms alone, oaver 3,000
specims  have beer listed. This is almost twe and half times
greater than those reported from the United Yivngdom even though
the size of Nepal is less than two thirds the size of Britian
{Bhrestha 1383). Many of these endemic plants are increasinnly
in demand by pharmacutical companies for their medicinal value.
ﬂepal's endarngered flora alsce serves as a reservoir for pgenetico
materials that carm be sxpleited to develap or impraove food,
fodder, ov fuel  woaod craps, The loss of 1wrepiaceable plant
communitie; and wildlife they support is a tragic loss of Nepal's
natural heritage. But, this by mno means is  the arly
Justificatﬁon that merits their conservatiorn. Frother practical
reason  for talkirg a2ctions before it is  too late is Nepallg

growing dependernce upornr  wilderness—oriented tourism to génerate

reverme a?d employment in rwral and remote parts of the courntry.

3. THE SOCI0-ECONOMIC SCENE:

3.1 The humarn dilemna:r

The United’ Naticrs has classified Nepal as ome of the least
develaped of the develcopirng countries (LDC). The population is
currently 16.6 wmillion arnd is irncreasing at an alarming rate of

2.6 %. Thus, the populatiorn which tock 62 years to deuble in 1371
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may now take less than 27 years to double again. Nearly 4@ % of
the population is less tharm 1S5 years of age. The dehsity is 472
persons per sq. km., of cultivable larnd, More than 38 % of the
peaple are subsistence farmers wheo depend upon depleted forests
for fuel, fodder and water (ADR, 1382). ' )

The fertility rate is orne of the highest in the woerld as it is
commo Fmé a women to Have 2 = 7 children. Family Dlann%ng
p%ogrammes have been quite active, yet only 17 X of families
practice birth contrel. Infant morta%ity is 133-per 1000 of live
births and life expectarncy is 44 years. Adequate health care for
mast  Nepalis is lacking. There is crne doctor for every 32,000

‘

persons and ore haospital bed Faor eve#y 5,000 patiernts (ADR, 1382;
Bhattrai, 1983). - ‘

Despite poverrmert efforts to provide free primary .education
to  all ehildren; the literacy rave is & mere 23 percent
(Mamandhar, 1282). Only half cf the gligible primary school aged
children errall in schools, even though education is free.

Aside from tourism, industries are very much underdevelopeds
they employ about 60, 20 people arnd provide only 4% of the Gross
Domestic Froduct {GDF}. Rlthough the goverrment has heavily
emphasized cottape industries, their average turm aover is merely
13@ % per anmun. The per capita ivcome of 12@ $ per annum is one
af the lowest in the world (Marandhar, 1982): ADR, 1982), Nearly
65 %L of the 1.2 milliern rural labour ferce i1is urnemployed or
under-employed (ADRE, 1982). In spite of these hardships;
autsiders regard the people of Nepal ‘as hard working, friemdly

ard telerant. The Kirngdem'®s Tibeto —~ Burmarn and  Indo — Aryan
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ethnic groups  form a mosiac of rich.and diverse cultures that
5till fleourish tcday (Rista, 1557).

3.2, Land use pattern:

It is an unfortunate paradox that over 90% of the pecple live off
the land in a country where only 20 % of the area is ecologically
saund ferr farming thattrai,lQ&S). In comparision to other
mountairnous countries, the patterns anmd trends are wmore of abuse
rather thar use of .lard. Defirnitive data on the tenure system da
rmoet  exist armd land capability surveys have rot beern undertaken.
Nevertheless, Figéres abtaived fraom the Naticornal Flarming

Caommissicn {NRPC, 1981) irdicate that at present 29 % of the land

‘is  forested and 24 under agriculture. Natural pastuwre cccupies

134 while 18% is classified as barren. Water bodies including the
,}arge snow ~ fed rivers form 3% of the surface area. Urbarn areas
ercroach a mere 2.2 percent wnile the ginantic peaks with
permarent snow command 15% of the total lard mass of Nepal. EBut,
ghe mest alarming rews is that forests are being destroyed at &

rate ‘of rnearly 3 % per annum.

3.3 The Food Situation

RBetweernr 1975 and 1984 a taotal of 15,000 =aq. km. of natural
habitat iwmeluding 7,002 sa.km. of highly prized viwvgin forests
were converted to agriculture (ADR, 1982). But: during the same
period the per capita food production decreased as the population

exploded. In 1382, graivm production increased by 3 % while

populaticn increased by 14 per cent, It has been estimated _that

o

by the yesr 2020, the population will have expanded by over 50 %,
while the grairn cutput will increase by only S5 percent  (NNCS,

1383).
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Nepal. Whi e The the GDR, neyv consuame S@
million tons of green plante and consume most riew aorowth of

fodder plants (Bhattrai, 13983). Yet, over SQ@ percent of the cattle

may be suffering from disease or malnutrition and many have

Sepcome feral.

4.3 THE STATE OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT :

It is worth reiterating apain that it took only 5 years tc
lose 15% of Nepal's forests (ADR, 1982) . This, combined with
cultivation of slopes over 30 degrees or land with thin soil
depth, and fueled by heavy monscorn rains, has triggered the
processes of erosion. Soil loss per annum is estimated to be
between 22 and S0 torns per hectare. This is 2@ times more in
weight than the amount of riée produced from the same sized land
(NNCS, 1983). Though some of the erosion could be attributed to
the pgeoclogically young mountains, over half is caused by human
activities (Joshi,1981). Soil loss in overgrazed pasture is
estimated to be rearly 48 metric tons per ammum and the top soil
in crop lands is being reduced at a rate of 25 tons per year
(Bhattrai, 1983),

In the energy sector, the fuel wood crisis in Nepal is well
publicized as 97% of the people use fuel wood for cooking
(Eckholm, 19763 Joshi,1981). Statistice on supply -ahd demand
indicate that the deficit averages out to 5.1 wmillion cubic
meters of wood. As more trees are cut from the reserve forests,

the country will suffer from a wooo snortage by the turn of the
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rentury } Upadhyava, 1981).
The demard for commoroial timber.is expected t; increase from
C 292,000 cu. m.  in 198Q to 736,022 cu. m. in the year 2000, The
laoss of these PEﬂewsble rescurces which during 19860/81 alene
contributed 16.3 millior dollars in export earnings  {(ADB, 1382)
séall have pgrave etornomic consequences. Coenseqguently, it may not
be long before NMNepal becomes heavily deforested amd a nea
importer of timber.

The govermmernt's efforts ta  improve human welfare is
compotnded by the miseries caused by the recurrernt disasters such
as floods arnd landslides. Gediments carried by the rumerous
rivers and streams are causing river beds to rise 15 - 39 om
ahgually {(RDE, 1382). Twenty years of data on natural calamities
indicate that there is an average of ane major diaster each year
that kills oaver a thousand pecaple (Earthscan, 1384). Dther
accounts  reveal that at least two larpe hydro-electric turbines,
several kilcometers of highways, and a few bridges were washed
away duri;g the last S years. These consequences resulting From
the degradation of the enviraorment are not the only ornes that

impede human prosperity.

4.POSITIVE TRENDS IN CONSERVATION

4,1: fn overview

+
]

Despite the.pesaimistic outlcok for conservaticorn and ecornomic
developmernt few other developirg countries can match the
aptimistie trends pwevailingiih Nepal at presevt. Largely due to
the well publicized concern of His Magesiy The King of Nepal,

plarners and decisicen makers are realizing that conservation and

-
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poonomic developmert are inseparable. Interrational aid and

concern  for Nepal's environmental issues have augmented further

SAWATENRSS,

Bince 1973, a total of 11l sites covering approximately 6%  of

‘the country's surface area have been declared as Natiornal Parbks

Wy ey mer e

or equivalent reserves. Evern at an early stage, His Majesty's
Goverrment of Nepal (HMB/N) believed that sound manapement plans
canviot  be formulated without adequate scienbtific krnowledyge and
base line data. Conseqguently, HMG/N h§s collaborated with the
Smithsoniarn Institutiorn; Frankfurt Zoclaogical Soriety and cthers

i'n the field of applied ecaolcogical research ( Mishra and Maskey,

19825 Wemmer et al, 1983,

More recently, the Sovereigrn of Nepal has eracted a scil and
watershed :ohsérvatioh act to provide legal pgrovisions for
preventing man — made erasioe. Integrated watershed management
projects have been implemented in several major catchment areas
by HMB/N., The lhnited States Qgemcy~for International Developmewt
(USAID)Y has supported moare than a dozew programmes that includés
go0il conservation, watershed marnagement and projects that mowmitor
chamges inm the environmernt {(Joshi, 1381). With technical
assistarnce from th; Food and Agricultural Organization of the
United Natiens (FRO), ecmﬁunity plantation projects have been
launched in 29 cut of the 75 districts of Nepal.

The rale of the Family PRlanming Association of Nepal iz not
anly to distribute. free condoms and birth conirol pilig. They
have beer actively invelved in plenting Fast—grawing fodder trees

under the aepis of Werld Neighbours of United States. In

addition, their progjects aim at providing economic incentives to

9
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se the starndards of the rural women.

The air is clean and water plentiful except, perbaps in the
expandirg city of Kathmandu. The parncoramic spectrum of natwral
scenes cambived with  arn exotic cultural heritange are Nepalls
higgest naseta i theas dave of intermatioaal Gourlam.
Consequently, the rnumber of visitors comtributing more than one
third of the revenue bhas currently peaked to over 16@,@@@ from a
a few burndred in the sixties, Nature — oriented touwrism supports
mere than 50 companies that empley over 100@ permanent staff
and are supporied by S00@ ~ 700Q seasconal Field staff. Fer capita
ivicome of these workers is 290 US % which is almost two and half
times more thanm the natiormal average ( Shahy 1383). Wilderress—
ariented touwrism is the fastest arowing i1ndustry and is  repgarded
as a pobterntial zource for generating employment are  arcome  in

remote parts of the Hingdem. Yet, its successes coula alsoe be s(te

-

demnise in places like Sagarmatna (Everest) Natiorass Cark
(Hinrichsern et al., 13833 Hillary, 19837y Mishra, 39R3:.
.Forfunately “tourism authorities are —learning that nature
comservation is the only inswrance against killirg the gpoose

that lays the poldewn égg (FRTA, 1983).

In addition to the unmeasurable quantity for hydo-electric
power, potential sources for ensravy other than wood {is  high.
Government plans aré ircreasinply ercouraging the development and
use of hic—pas and sclar energy (RECAST, 1981).

The goverrment is stable and Nepal's imape as a zone of peace

ard trarnquiliby is recogrnizeg im the internat .onal  scene.  This

alone warrants intermational support as neither conservationm nore

1@
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. develaopment programmnes can suwrvive without peace.

Viewed iv the short-term, Nepalls initial pevservation efforts
have been siceoessful. They‘ have at least demonstrated that
determined actions .by the Goverrnment combired with local and
internaticnal’ Concery have restored endangered animal
papulatiorns and depléted habitat irn many parts of thé courntry.
Furthaermore, the sorial, ecornomic and envirconmerntal realities in
Nepal offer an 1deal~v9ﬂue ta promote the ethiecs of noﬁservatimﬂ'

for development. It was precisely for this reason that His
Majesty's Goverrnmert of Nepal subscoribed to the Werld
Conservation Strategy (WCS, 138@) at the behest of His Rayal
Highress Mrince Byarnendra.lIn collaboration with the IUCN, His
Magesty's BGovernment has already prepared a prospectus (NNCS,
1983) and is plarming an inm—-depth Nepal National CcnservatiOh

' Strategy (NNCS),

4.2 The King Mahendra Trust for Nature Comservation

Ta execute fully the WCS, efforts of the government alone are

mot 2wcuph in an impoverished courntry 1ike Nepal. Morecver, in A

courtry where financial resoirces are limited, every , sector

claimé for preferertial treatmert. These realizations sparked the

idea .for creating a Conservatiorn Trust. A rnumber of dedicated

conservationists from orpanizations such as  the Swmithsornian

Imstituticr, World Wildlife Fund, IUCN and the International

.Imstitute for Ehvir;nmeht & Develepment (I1IED) were consulted. By
the end of 1982, the seeds firnally germinated when the elescted

legislators enacted the Hirg Mabendra Trust fooe rtature

i1
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Conservation Act. It 15 rnamed after the late revered viorarch of
Nepal, without whase far-sightedness, areas like the Reyal
Chitwan Natianal pa;k wauld have bgern cornverdted into agriculture
in the =arly sixties.

The Kirmg Maherndra Trust fo Nature Conservation is an
autormomous, norn—governmental and rior—prafit institution
established for the purpose of cehserving ﬂ;tural resources and’
to  improve human wel fFare. It is an act{oﬂ—oriented arganization
that aims at striking a balance between basic human rneeds and the
needs for  conservation  (Shah, 1984 z). Initially, it will
corncentrate on raising fund; fram within arnd cutside Nepal., An
unigue feature of the Trust is that the Boveréihg Baard of
Trusters will not only be Nepalis,- but alsa authorities from
abroad. It dis the only won—paverrment organization that was
created by a special and separate ant of the Rastriys PFanchayat
(Farliament). The gracicus consent of Hie Majgesty King Rirendra
Rir Hilkram Shabh Deva to be its Patrorn and the mnominationm of His
Reyal Highness Prince Byanewdra Riy Bikram Shah, as the first
Chairmar, has been a great source of ercourapgemernt in ' attaining
its pgoal.

The geals af the Trust have been breadly defined in the Act
(Nepal Bazette, 1983)., This includes brivging about attitudinal
changes im  the masses through conservation educstion amd by
implemertivng proprammes that invelve participation of the lecal
pecple (Bhah, 1984 a), It will work in close tcollaboration with
His Magesty's Bovernment ard forelgn aid agencies. The Trust
supports field projgects that the gove;nmewt or others are unable

to fund or execute. They irclude research and development of
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‘alternative enerpies besides fuel woody launching of an effective
conservation educat icn ‘ and publicity campaigr; applied
écolcgical research and captive prapapnation of erdangered
species (Rana et al., 1984). Above all, it's target is to
implement programmes that support the ethics of consevvation for
sustairmable ' development as outlired in the World Conservation
Stratepy. *
The King Maherndra Trust is a rnovel concept for a developing
country like Nepal. Its success shall havé immense demonstrative
value For other Third Werld nations. As a body adhering to  the
basic palicy of a NGO, some of its characteristics are bound to
be unorthodox (Rara &t al, 12843, Dut, the motive begind creation
of ,the Trust is to insure that comservation programmes are
p%agmatic amd iwm harmorny with Nenal’; overall development poals.

g. DISCUSSION,

Ervironmental problems  breed from seeds of & diverse Hﬁbui?!
population growth, poverty, hunger, greed, apathy, and abiove all
the emphasis on economic development at any cost (Joshi, 13681).
The goverrments af the Third World are faced with a series of
contlicting issues. Lack of gualified persannel croate

vontradictory and short-sighted policies. Several officials

ertrusted with farm foresty wamt large scale imtroduetion of fast

3

rawing  exotics whereas others are adamant an the needs to
\

maintain the purity of indigerncus plamt commurnities. Technoerats
want paper mills and gdams upstream from where the tourism trade

warts crocodiles arnd rhirncceres. People want more farm land while

eralogists project that nature has reached its  thieshhold,
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Farmers want highways while foresters oppose, Tha poaor want Jjobs
while envirormentalists are wary of peolluting induastries.

‘ Lecopold {13933} waz -onme of the earlier naturalists to
understand the relationship and interdependence between the humar
environment and wiiderness areas in the United Statee. In Nepal,
tooy, problems "porceived 1@ years ago as being of a biclogical
nature are now lnown ta be ecoernomiec and sobial ;neé. Delegates
ta the Third World Conference on Naticrnal Parks in  Rali
guestioned the future of manf protected areas in the developing
taudntries that were coreated over the last ten years. They are
seen as mere islands in a sea aof atruggling bhumanity, with no
real valus to paer rural communities. Whern hungry peasants . are
forced to worry about the source of their next meal, principles
. of prvirormental conservation have little relevance.

Recently, many of the seasorned leaders of the conservation
movemernt have vaoiced that conservation and preservation of nature
imvalves processes much more complex than previously understoaod.
It ,cahnot be approached in isclation (Shah 1984‘ b.) Riclogists
and -+ natwralists have te recoghize that tﬁe processes of
develapment is alse evolutfonary and not revelutionary. Bimilarly
economistes and developers muast understand the aguest for more,

will evertually ernd up with having less.

"6, CONCILUSIDN.

Today, the people of Euroape, Nerth Pmerica and Japan are
prececupied with the issues of mnuclear war and  acid rain. The
guestion they ash most freguertly is - will we and our children
survive énother decade? For the poor of Asia, Latin America and

Africa, the guestion is more immediate - will we survive unkil
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tomorrow 7

The wconservation issues in the Third World are inextricably
linked to soecial and economic problems. Im Nepaly, thraugh
agencies like the King Maherdra Trust, we seek ta tackle these
igsues head-ow, and create an agenda based uporn reality rather

than rheteric. For years, field ecologists werking in  third

. . ‘ 1
world countries produced vaoluminous papers arnd articles own

wildlife. Many of these publicatiorns ended with a glib remark
that the future survival of the wildlife species in question
would be detgrmjned by preservation of critical habitat and the
betterment of ecorcomic conditions of poor villageres wha live
neRrby. While marny have paird considerable lip service to this
motiom, Nepal has given this idea higheast mricrity. Our most
pressing conservatiorn prablems are rot ivside protected  areax,
but in the mountain watersheds and in poor villages slons the
flood plains of rhirnc country.

We u;ge donor agencies and conservaticorasts to recogrize  this
‘fact and Jeirn us in cur efforts. Conservation for sustainable
_development carn no longer vremaln merely a slogan of thé West
bas;ed of f ta the Third World naticns. Igrniovrance of this wvatal

relationship in Bouth Asia and elsewhere ersures a fFuture of

enviranmental awnd economic decay that all nations must seek to

avaid.
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