
A land
of many gods

Top: One of the two giant
Malla wrestlers which
flank the stone stairway
to the Hindu Nyatapola
Temple in Bhaktapur.

Right: Monk studying the
Buddhist scriptures.

Aboulder not quite buried by a
modern tarmac road is every
morning offered fresh flowers and

coloured powders; the trees surrounding a
monastery are festooned with prayer flags;
a Shiva-lingam hewn from stone finds
itself in the middle of a raised grass
roundabout; an exquisitely cast bronze
statue of the winged Garuda kneels in
obeisance outside a temple dedicated to
Vishnu; a huge bas-relief of Bhairab,
carved from stone and painted in vivid
colours, dominates the square outside the
old royal palace in Kathmandu; deities
take many forms in Nepali eyes and forms
of worship are just as varied.

Nepali citizens are free to follow any
religion they wish to, although it is an
offence to proselytise. Buddhism,
Tantrism, Islam, and Christianity are all
practised in Nepal, as well as the Hindu
cults of Shaivism and Vaisnavism. Local
religious shamanistic practices have been
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The inhabitants of the Kathmandu valley
who, by the 15th Century came to be
known as Newar, absorbed religious
ideas from many different sources and
their practice and religious art remains
distinctive. The carvings on the walls of a
fountain in the courtyard of the 17th-
century Patan Durbar show the religious
syncretism that is so common in the
Kathmandu Valley. Mahalaxmi, Hindu
goddess of wealth, beauty and intelli-
gence, seen by tantric Buddhists as
Smasaaneswori, Goddess of cremation
grounds. She sits above an chain of
interlocking Hindu Shiva-linga and
Buddhist stupas.

adapted to incorporate some forms of
Hindu or Buddhist worship in many parts
of the country, resulting in a wide range of
different practices.

Censuses tend not to make distinctions
between these different variations, and
most are categorised as Hindu or Buddhist.
Moreover, for many Hindus, Buddhism is
a branch of their religion (although
Buddhists would disagree with such a
view). The number of ethnic groups

practising Buddhism — Manangi, Thakali,
Mustangi, Sherpa, Lepcha, part of the
Tamang, Gurung and Newar populations
and the people of Humla and Dolpo —
would suggest a rather larger population
of Buddhists than would the official figure
of 8 per cent (approximately 1.5 million).

The borders between religions are not
as distinct as one might expect. This is
especially true of the Kathmandu valley
where the 'ethnic group' now known as
Newar (the descendants of migrant
ethnic groups from many different parts
of Nepal and possibly beyond) employ
both Hindu and Buddhist religious
leaders to officiate at some of their many
festivals and ceremonies. Deities and
temples are used by Hindus and
Buddhists on different occasions and the
same temple may display statues of
deities and motifs from both religions.

Left: Hand-held prayer
wheel

Below: Statue of the
Buddha, Kathmandu.

Peter McCulloch/Oxfam

21



Caste and culture

According to the Nepali anthropologist,
Dor Bahadur Bista, the introduction of
orthodox Brahminic caste concepts is of
comparatively recent origin and more or
less confined to the Kathmandu valley.
Hinduism had long been practised in
Nepal, but the particular Indian brand of
hierarchical Hinduism was introduced by
more fundamentalist Brahmins fleeing
persecution during the Muslim invasion of
North India. A concern for self-preserva-
tion, rather than any religious mission,
writes Bista, characterised these immig-
rants, who were to have a profound effect
on Nepali culture. Hindu caste concepts
affect social relationships in many different
ways, some of which may be ultimately
unimportant, but others greatly influence
the course of a person's life.

Caste ideas, in terms of ascribing social
status, have touched even non-Hindu
ethnic groups. The caste system was
legalised in 1854 and outlawed in 1963. The
hierarchy of Hindu castes and ethnicities
changes according to the ethnic and
religious mix of the particular area, but
most ethnic groups or castes place
themselves somewhere between the two
extremes of Brahmin or Chhetri at the top
and untouchables at the bottom. Caste ideas
have somehow affected even the Nepali
Muslims, so that members of one group of
Muslims, perceived as lower caste, are
considered unsuitable marriage partners for
members of a higher caste; an idea totally
alien to orthodox Islam.

Language, tone of voice, and manner of
speaking changes according to the
perceived status of the speakers. Although
this may have no import to people who
have grown up knowing no other form of
social interaction, caste and status matter
when they limit a low-caste person's
expectations of life, or the benefits such as
education or health services they receive
from government schemes or foreign aid
projects. Caste certainly seems to be
important in politics regardless of party: in
the general election of 1991, of the 204
Congress candidates, 37 per cent were
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Brahmins, as were 47 per cent of the 177
candidates fielded by the Communist
Party of Nepal-United Marxist Leninists.

Caste ideas are very strong in the
eastern terai or the Far West, for example,
where it was until recently considered
polluting to a Brahmin to have walked in
the shadow cast by an untouchable.
Among the newly educated, and in the
towns and the Kathmandu valley, caste is
breaking down and economic class
becoming a much more important divider.
Many Brahmins, for example, would not
now worry about whether the food they
ate in the restaurants of Kathmandu was
cooked by another Brahmin.

Dor Bahadur Bista warns against the
negative way in which hierarchical caste
ideas affect Nepali society and its potential
advancement: 'Poor self image, hierarchic
caste status and constant defensiveness...
hamper national development through
inactivity and conservative reaction.' In
what he calls the 'fatalistic culture', society
rewards a person for being born of the
right family rather than for his or her
achievements. Other Nepali intellectuals,
while agreeing that Nepali society would
be better if it were more egalitarian, believe
it is too simplistic to blame a fatalistic
culture for Nepal's lack of development.

Houses and social
structures
The stone houses and the narrow, paved,
main street of the town of Marpha nestle
at the foot of the barren hills. Originally
built higher up the valley side, Marpha
later shifted down to follow a low ridge at
the foot of the hills, and has a linear lay
out, suiting a town on an important trade
route that once linked India, Nepal, and
Tibet. But the old site, on less fertile and
higher land, and the new both maximise
the amount of good land on the valley
floor that can be given over to agriculture.

The houses in Marpha are built of
rubble bonded together with mud mortar
into thick walls. Stables on the ground
floor raise the temperature on the upper
floors, where the families live. Inner
courtyards trap heat and provide a haven

from the strong winds that howl up the
valley in the late morning. There is hardly
any rain in the area, making pitch roofing
unnecessary and cheaper, flat roofs the
norm. The wood stacked on the front of
the roof is not only a show of wealth but
protects the mud mortar from erosion by
snow melt.

The predominantly Gurung village of
Lwang, north of Pokhara, is also built on
the higher slopes of the valley, in order to
make use of the best land for agriculture.
However, in this village, the way the
houses are laid out tells something of the

Opposite page, top:
The ancient Buddhist
stupa of Swayambhunath,
is over 2,500 years old.

Opposite page, bottom:
Tukche monastery, near
Marpha.

Elaborately carved
entrance to the ancient
courtyard of the Kumari
Bahal, a Buddhist
monastery where the
Kumari, or living goddess,
is always in residence.

Annemarie Papatheofilou/Oxfam
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Right: Ex-Gurkha, making
a basket in the courtyard
of his house.

status of their occupants; an alien concept
to the Buddhists of Marpha and further
north. In Lwang, as in many villages in
the middle hills, the lower castes build
their houses on the perimeter, and the
core of the village is reserved for the so-
called 'purer', higher castes.

Despite the fact that the Gurungs of
Lwang are Tibeto-Burmans who practice
Buddhism, caste sentiments still apply.
They, along with all other ethnic groups of
Nepal, have been allotted a place in the
caste hierarchy. Because Gurungs
predominate and are considered to be of
much higher caste than the occupational
castes, their houses are in the centre of the
village. Most of the Gurung houses have
slate roofs and are well maintained,
reflecting the higher incomes of their
owners. Corn and hay is stacked high
above the ground to keep it safe from
animals. Livestock have their own shelter
and the first floor of the house may be
given over to storage of grain and valuable
objects. Many of the houses of the
occupational castes of Lwang have
thatched roofs and are in a worse state of
repair.

The Brahminic concept of purity also
extends to food, physical objects,
structures, and space. Brahmin houses, for
example, have two kitchens. Only the
initiated of the family and the heads of the
household are allowed to enter the ritual
kitchen. This conferring of 'purity' to
household spaces is not confined to

The village of Lwang,
where houses are
arranged according to
caste, with lower castes
building their houses on
the outskirts of the
village.
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Brahmin homes. In the photograph on the
opposite page, a Gurung ex-Gurkha has
retired and resumed the life of a farmer.
He sits in the open courtyard of his house,
making a doko, a traditional basket used
by porters. The courtyard is also a play
area for children, a place to sit and gossip,
to dry and thresh grain, and to receive
visitors; the milder climate of the middle
hills makes for a more outdoor life. A
lower-caste villager may be admitted to
the courtyard but not to the verandah,
which is reserved for friends or higher-
caste visitors. Rooms inside the house are
also similarly differentiated.

Right: Intricate woodcarving is a feature of
traditional building style in Nepal.

Be/ow.The courtyard is the setting for many
activities: children play there, food is prepared,
and visitors entertained.
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Women in
Nepali society

Generalisations about any country
are always subject to qualification
and this is even more so in the

case of Nepal, with its great diversity of
ethnicities and lifestyles. The fact that
Nepali society values women less than
men, however, seems to hold true for
virtually all caste and ethnic groups. From
the Himalaya to the terai, women have
lower status and heavier workloads than
do men.

Many parents treat boys preferentially
from birth, and this inequality in treatment
continues through life. Girls, particularly
in the more orthodox Hindu communities
of the terai, are fed less, educated less, and
deprived of opportunities for self-
development. This bias is reflected in pop-
ulation statistics, for all three geographical
regions. According to the 1981 census, boys
outnumbered girls in the 0-14 years age
group by 240,000. The same trend is true
for all age groups and is believed to result
from unequal access to resources
throughout life. Nepal is one of the few
countries of the world where women have
a lower life expectancy than men.

A Hindu girl learns to view her
membership of the family she is born into
as temporary, since she must eventually
leave it for her husband's household. She
learns to accept that the best food, care,
and attention will go to her brothers. In
Hindu society, she ideally grows up to be
submissive and obedient. The only status
she derives in society is in relation to her
father, husband, and sons.

Sons have always inherited most of the
assets when the parent dies. If the parents
are rich, the daughter inherits some of the
property, but rarely land. In August 1995,
the Supreme Court ruled that the govern-
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ment has one year in which to bring
legislation on inheritance which treats men
and women equally. It is likely to be some
years before the impact of that ruling is felt,
since it is not common practice to settle
family matters by resorting to law. None-
theless, it is an outcome of the changed
socio-political environment created by the
new democracy which will eventually play
its part in enhancing the status of women.

The amount of power women have,
though always less than that of men,
varies according to caste and ethnic
group. Among the Hindu castes and some
Tibeto-Burman hill communities, for
example, women are less able than men to
move from the predominant subsistence
economy into cash employment. In
contrast, women of the Tibetan-speaking
mountain communities have more power
over decisions affecting the household
and may sometimes even handle the
household finances.

Above: Weaving cloth for
use by the household, on
a traditional back-strap
loom, Ulleri village.

Left: Buddhist nun,
reading sacred texts at a
nunnery near Muktinath.

Opposite page:
Resting on the way to the
fields. Night soil is carried
from the village in
baskets, for use as
manure to enrich the soil.

27



Digging carrots. These
women are taking part in
a community
development project set
up to encourage the
growing of vegetables.

A Gurung woman's day
Damber Kumari Gurung, who chairs a
women's group in the Gurung village of
Lwang, in the hills north of Pokhara, says
the women of her village prefer a son as
the firstborn. Parents in her village used to
send their daughters to school for only two
to three years. Nowadays, more daughters
go to school, and for longer, but their
education is never considered as impor-
tant as their brothers'; if a son goes to a
boarding school, for example, the
daughter will go to the village school.

In the rice-planting season, the day
begins at 3.00am for Damber Kumari. In
other seasons, she rises at 5.00am. She
makes the fire, heats the water and makes
the buffalo food from the previous day's
leftovers. The house must be swept and
the floor re-covered with a thin paste of
red clay. Damber Kumari then fills the
brass pots with water, lights the incense,
and prays with her husband. They have
tea at 7.00am after which Damber Kumari
makes corn bread and dal-bhat, the staple
food of lentil and rice, or dido, a cooked
dough of ground millet or corn. She
makes enough to eat now, and for a
second meal later in the day.

By 9.00am she and her husband will go
to the fields. If there is no pressing work to
do there, she may collect fodder, or weave,
or spin wool. At 3.00pm she will eat again.
She usually returns home around 7.00pm,
cooks, eats, and retires to sleep.

Lwang women sow the major crops,
cultivate vegetables for home use, process
food such as chum (beaten rice) and
ghundruk (a preserved vegetable), and dry
vegetables such as cauliflower and radish.
They have almost sole responsibility for
child care. For the four months of the peak
agricultural season, the women have no
leisure time. 'From September through
the winter there is some free time but we
have to make a special effort to take time
off', Damber Kumari said.

Life is not much easier for the men of
Lwang. They rise at about 6.30am, then
'some weave dokos or mats; some cut
fodder; some do nothing', Damber Kumari
said. After the morning meal, they work in
the fields. Men are responsible for plough-
ing, preparing the land for planting,
making bunds. Some of the work, such as
weeding and harvesting is shared. The
men bundle and carry the rice straw back
to the house. Because rice is the major crop,
the responsibility for threshing it falls to
the men; women thresh wheat, the minor
crop. Some Lwang men have taken up
vegetable gardening.

Men have no leisure in the four months
when agriculture demands their full
attention. After that, the men get some
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time off. 'They are free after about
10.00am. They go to friends' houses to
talk. Some only return in the evening.
They used to gamble and drink but our
women's group banned both', Damber
Kumari says. Unlike the Hindu women of
many terai communities, Gurung women
look after the household finances.

Some 30 years ago, the women of the
area formed village groups in order to
maintain religious traditions. In 1990,
with the encouragement of a local NGO,
the Lwang women's group began to
broaden its activities. Through literacy
classes, the women have learned about
sanitation and hygiene, how to maintain
trails, build latrines, establish plantations,
and so on. The women are now looking at
the possibility of establishing a day-care
centre for infants. Given the very limited
free time available to the women, it seems
incredible that they should have achieved
so much. In Damber Kumari's words: 'No
matter how much we do in the house,
nobody notices. But if we work as part of a
women's group, what we say and do gets
noticed.'

Life in a Mustang village
According to Nima Rita of Putak village, in
Lower Mustang, men share rather more of
the total workload than their counterparts
further south, but they still have less to do
than women. People here are ethnically
Tibetan, practise a Tibetan-style Buddhism
and speak Tibetan as their first language.
Men are responsible for ploughing and
other physically demanding jobs, such as
the maintenance of irrigation systems and
the collection and harvesting of dung and
fuel wood. Women, in addition to the
shared jobs of harvesting, threshing, and
fetching manure, are also responsible for
planting the main crops, weeding, manur-
ing, grass cutting, cooking, cleaning, food
processing, and other domestic tasks, and
for the care of children.

Women, like their counterparts in the
south, inherit less than men. The first son
receives the bulk of the inheritance; the
second is usually sent to the monastery
and therefore receives nothing. But a

Making salt and butter
tea, a traditional Nepali
drink

daughter will receive less than the third
or fourth sons, irrespective of her age. If
there is one son and one daughter, the son
gets everything and the daughter is given
some presents.

Young men and women are allowed to
choose their own marriage partners.
Sometimes a girl is 'kidnapped'. The
parents have three days to find her and
ask her if she wants to stay there or come
back. If she does not want to stay the boy
must give her up. Divorce is easy but not
common. The divorcer has usually to pay
the cost of the marriage ceremony as a
fine. The mukhya, the village head,
decides on the fine. Remarriage for
divorcees is easy, although less easy for a
woman. Usually a woman will establish
another relationship before embarking on
divorce.

Men usually go to the meetings called
by the mukhya. Failure to attend results in
a fine. Women are allowed to attend
smaller, less important meetings. Women
attend important meetings only if their
men are out of town.

Both boys and girls receive primary
education; parents failing to send
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Washing dishes in a
stream, in Kagbeni
village.

Tim Malyon/Oxfam

children to primary school are fined Rsl
per day. But it is the boys who are
preferentially sent for higher education.
Kausila Sanuwar is a community worker
from the terai. She says of her experience
with the women of Mustang 'There are
great differences compared to our culture.
With us the wife is always viewed as
inferior to her husband. She must treat
him like a Rajah; we have to touch our
husbands' feet with our foreheads. But
here there is more equality. Without the
wife's consent the husband can do
nothing.'

In addition to religious differences, the
hardship of life in the high mountains and
the greater interdependency that
engenders, may partly explain why
mountain women tend to have more
power and status. Yet even mountain
women are considered by their own
society as less important and valuable than
men. Sociologists say that this general
sentiment makes it easier for society to
come to terms with the horrific practice of
trafficking of Nepali girls and women for
prostitution in Nepali terai towns and
Indian cities. This is becoming an
increasing problem, as highly-organised
gangs, sometimes operating under the
protection of local police and politicians,
lure away young women from isolated
mountain villages, by promising them
lucrative jobs in the cities. But instead, they
are forced to work in brothels, sometimes
as far away as Hong Kong, and inevitably
some become infected with sexually-
transmitted diseases, including HIV

The Badi community
The Badi are considered by other Nepalis
as the lowest of the untouchable castes.
Badi men earn a little money from making
and selling drums and pipes. They fish,
but the catch is usually for home use.
Their women sell sex, and their earnings
are the main source of income for Badi
households. The Badi originally came to
West Nepal from India in the fourteenth
century. They were travelling
entertainers, singing and dancing and
relating tales from the Hindu epics. From
that time until the end of Rana rule, the
Badi were patronised by local rulers and
by a few wealthy landlords.

The fall of the Rana regime in the 1950s
resulted in loss of authority and income
from taxes for the local rulers of West
Nepal. They were unable to continue their
patronage of the Badi. Badi women then
turned to prostitution. In the 1960s, the
malaria eradication programme in the terai
and the urbanisation that followed
provided them with a growing market. At
the same time, radio, film and tape players
made the traditional Badi occupations of
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singing and dancing redundant and Badi
women much more dependent on
prostitution.

A recent study of the Badi, who now
number some 7,000 in scattered settlements,
found that sometimes a client will pay a
woman to be exclusively his lover, and the
couple may live together for a number of
years; in some cases they marry and start
families. But such long-term relationships
between Badi women and men of high
castes rarely last because of opposition
from the man's parents and relatives.
Unions with men of untouchable castes,
however, have been stable and successful.

Another way to earn a
living
Despite being shunned by other castes,
denied an education either for themselves
or their children, being harassed by local
authorities and police, there is much
positive activity among the Badi commun-
ities. Bimala (not her real name), a Badi
woman from Kala Khola, is aware of how
she and the women of her village have
been exploited. She and other women
travel to villages where Badi live to spread
news about health, hygiene, HIV, and to
encourage the women to take up oppor-
tunities for study and for learning an
alternative means of making a living. In
Kala Khola, the Badi have formed Samaj
Sudhar Seiva Sangha, an organisation that
runs adult literacy classes, programmes to
raise cultural awareness, an AIDS preven-
tion programme, including door-to-door
counselling to raise awareness about HIV
and AIDS, and condom distribution, and
facilitates alternative income generation by
negotiating loans with banks.

An NGO called Self-Awareness for
Education (SAFE) is spreading the same
message, which seems to have hit home.
The Badi women in the red-light area all
say the same thing: 'if the client refuses to
wear a condom, I tell him to go elsewhere.'
The style of prostitution is different among
the Badi. Prostitutes live with their mothers
and some menfolk; there are no pimps or
madams and the community is small.

Few girls in Nepal
complete primary school,
and even fewer go on to
secondary education.

Tim Malyon/Oxfam

SAFE also runs non-formal education
classes for adults. A sewing and cutting
workshop trains Badi women to produce
attractive skirts, bags and other handi-
crafts in the hope of providing the women
with an alternative source of income.

SAFE runs a school for Badi and other
underprivileged children and has opened
a hostel for Badi boys and girls. 'The idea
for the hostel came from the community.
They wanted to give their children the
chance to study away from the sex,
tobacco, alcohol and violence that
characterises the red-light area', said
Pariyar. 'They want to avoid the girls
growing up to be prostitutes and the boys
growing up to be thugs.'

The two hostels presently accommo-
date 22 girls and 18 boys. They are
accepted from the age of nine and can stay
until they pass their school-leaving
certificate. Parents provide clothing and
daily food. SAFE's strategy is to teach the
children skills, such as furniture-making,
hair-cutting, electronics, and so on, so they
can return to their communities able to
earn a living.
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Bimala's point of view
'Traditionally, the thulabada ('big men' i.e. the higher
status members of society) do not eat food touched by
the Badi. We were very much shunned. We were treated
as the lowest caste even among the backward castes. We
were not allowed to go inside [their houses]. We were
not even allowed to pass before the cattle sheds lest the
animals die, or we touch them and they stop giving
milk. We were ignorant. We had no education. Our
children were not allowed to study in the thulabada's
schools. Our children were taught outside. Still, we
survived by singing and dancing.

'Then, when we had beautiful daughters, the
thulabada used to say "you have to give your daughter
to me, how much money do you want?" Our ancestors
thought, "the thulabada are threatening us and
harassing us; we have no land or property; our sisters
and daughters have had their virginity taken away by
force; so, let's follow this path [prostitution]. At least we
will be able to eat." This is how our tradition got
spoiled. So, now we do pesha (prostitution).

'Now, through our sacrifice we have managed to
educate a few of our brothers and they know our pain,
our problems and our troubles. They established this

(Samaj Sudhar Sewa Sangha) organisation. We think that
if we can get better employment it will be a lifeline for
us, freeing us from pesha.

'We are women like any other women. But the
community looks at us with different eyes. They see us
as the lowest caste, and they see us as prostitutes. It
doesn't matter if we wear nice clothes, they just say:
"Oh, she does pesha". We started hating ourselves and
wished, Oh God!, take us from this gutter and put us in
a good place.

'Nowadays, a dangerous disease (AIDS) has also
come. Because of this disease dhaal (condom) is used.
We never used to use it, [and so] we had children. Men
would keep us for two to four years as "wives", as long
as their was colour in our cheeks. Then [they desert so
how] to take care of ourselves or raise children?

'The disease is life-taking. Some men say that using
dhaal is not good, so we have to convince them! We get
Rs 50 [per client]. Some men offer Rs 500 [for
unprotected sex]. But we convince them, by pleading or
whatever, make them happy and let them use dhaal
even if they do not like it. We say "We want to be saved
and you have to be saved too!"'

'Bimala' outside the family home.
Omar Sattaur/Oxfam
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Health in the hills

Like all aspects of life in Nepal, the
availability of medical care depends
on where you live. The comparative

wealth of the terai and the ease of
transport means that people who live
there can more easily get to hospitals and
receive specialist health care. But in
providing even primary health care for
the hill population, government health
services have yet to prove their worth.

This is despite an impressive structure
for health administration. There are now
more than 800 health posts, 12 zonal
hospitals, and four regional hospitals.
Each health post should be able to
perform minor surgery and treat
accidents and wounds, and diagnose and
treat common ailments. They are
supposed to have enough essential drugs
and equipment to provide adequate out-
patient treatment and to provide home
care. Day-to-day work would include
advice about preventing illness, and
motivating people to vaccinate their
children and to use family planning. They
should provide pre- and post-natal care
and treatment for post-natal gynaecol-
ogical problems. The staff should consist
of a health assistant(HA), two auxiliary
health workers (AHWs), two auxiliary
nurse midwives (ANMs), one to two
maternal and child health workers
(MCHWs) and seven to 12 village health
workers (VHWs). In addition, each village
should be able to draw on the expertise of
community health leaders (CHLs), female
community health volunteers (CHVs) and
traditional birth attendants (TBAs).

The reality is very different. Health
posts are inadequately equipped with
medicines and poorly managed. Health
assistants, people who have completed a
two-year Intermediate Science (ISc)

qualification in general medicine, are
rarely to be found at work. ANMs may be
at the health post but their work is usually
in the villages. VHWs are supposed to
spend 20 days per month in their villages
so they are not usually present at the
health posts. Apart from the ANMs and
volunteers all the rest of the staff are
usually male, significant since it is
culturally difficult for women to talk to
male health workers, particularly about
maternal illnesses and gynaecological
problems. Thus one of the major
functions of the health post in treating
maternal and childhood illness is lost.

There are many reasons for these
staffing problems. Apart from the VHWs,
all other staff are outsiders, posted by the
health service to districts they may have
no links with. Government policy seems
to be to move civil servants every one or
two years, so turnover of health assistants
is very high. Commitment to the district is
therefore not strong and it is common to
find that HAs move to terai towns where
they can practise privately and thus earn
more.

In an attempt to improve primary
health care, the government plans to
establish 4,000 new sub-health posts, and
Primary Health Centres in each of the 205
constituencies. The sub-health posts may
prove more effective than the existing
health posts, as they are to be staffed by
three people: a local VHW, a local married
woman as MCHW or Family Planning
Worker, and an AHW.

'Geography and ethnicity remain the
largest barriers to a really efficient health
service' says Dr Mona Bomgaars, who
directs the health department at the
United Mission to Nepal. The govern-
ment has done a tremendous job in
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Village health worker.

training TBAs. Nepal is one of the few
developing countries that can boast a
level of expertise such that, in normal
circumstances, its TBAs can provide a
hygienic and safe delivery. But there is
nothing for the five to 10 per cent of
women who have complicated deliveries.
One woman per hundred giving birth in
Nepal dies because of complications.

District hospitals are not much better
equipped than health posts. About 60 per
cent of the estimated 1,000 doctors in the
country work in the Kathmandu valley.
Each district hospital should be staffed by
two to three doctors. 'But', says Dr
Bomgaars, 'they seldom stay there as
there is often no equipment, no
technicians, no support staff and they are
not adequately trained to meet the needs
of the people who would go to a hospital.'
She explained that, of the 70 hospitals,

Ro Cole/Oxfam

only 16 can deal with Caesarean sections;
only 14 districts have blood transfusion
centres, and only five districts have
emergency blood transfusion units.

Traditional healers
Given that health posts may be more than
two day's walk away from a village, are
often closed, unequipped or unstaffed,
not many people bother to visit them. The
first choice for treatment are Nepal's
estimated 440,000 traditional healers.
Healers are well-respected individuals
who are recognised as community health
leaders. Their methods of treatment are
based on a belief that illnesses arise when
gods are displeased or when devils are at
work. Much of a healer's work may be to
do with driving out evil spirits by
incantation, blowing mantras, beating
drums, and by appeasing gods by offering
sacrifices and prayers. Healers are
particularly successful in treating mental
conditions but can also hinder a person's
chances of cure for a physical ailment by
delaying other treatment until traditional
methods have been tried.

Many development agencies have
recognised the importance of healers as
community health leaders who can advise
and raise awareness of the causes of illness
and ways of preventing it, primary health
care workers who can cure many common
diseases, and diagnose life-threatening
conditions and refer them quickly to the
health post or hospital. Save the Children
UK, for example, has been training healers
in primary health care in four districts of
Nepal since 1986. The training programme
focuses on raising awareness of health
services available to the community and
promoting their use, encouraging healers
to cooperate with health post staff, helping
healers to recognise serious treatable
diseases and promptly refer people to
health posts, teaching about home
treatment of diarrhoea, early malnutrition,
first aid, communicable diseases, and the
need for family planning. The programme
also aims to raise awareness among health
post staff of the beliefs and practices of
healers.
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Buddhist medicine
Among a group of novice monks chanting
Mahayana Buddhist scriptures, Soma
Namgyal Lama hopes that there is one
who will take his place when he dies. Soma
Namgyal is an amchi, a practitioner of
Tibetan medicine, a dying art in Nepal.
Soma Namgyal is worried that he is one of
a few remaining Nepali amchis.

His medical centre was set up after he
cured a group of Japanese tourists who fell
ill while trekking in Lower Mustang. They
asked him if they could repay him in some
way and he asked for a house in which he
could treat people. The centre opened four
years ago but there are no funds for main-
tenance, another of the amchi's worries.

There are three amchis in the area, and a
health post. Gastrointestinal diseases, TB,
respiratory illnesses, cardiovascular prob-
lems and joint pain are the most common
complaints. Since the health post opened,
people go there preferentially to treat their
wounds. But they opt for traditional

medicine first for complaints such as
coughs and fevers. The amchi thinks both
systems are good.

Soma Namgyal studied at Lhasa's
foremost Medical College for 13 years. The
tradition is that each amchi trains his son,
but it has broken down. 'Nowadays, no
one wants to study. They don't care for
mother, father, dharma, customs, tradition.
They are only interested in themselves',
complains Soma Namgyal.

About 500 different substances are used
in Tibetan medicine. Some things became
difficult to obtain when the border with
Tibet closed but Namgyal also believes
that the availability of herbs is decreasing.
'There are the same number of species but
their quantity is less', he says. The rains of
April and May are decreasing. He puts it
down to bad collective karma. 'People are
greedy and sinful. So there is more damage
to the environment. Snowfall, and
therefore snow melt, is less than before.'

Soma Namgyal Lana
examines a patient.
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Information for barefoot doctors

'Village health workers are the pillars of primary
health care, the first point of contact [with allopathic
medicine] for villagers. But they are given six to eight
weeks' training and are then forgotten', says Dr Sharad
Onta, who heads the Resources Centre for Primary
Health Care (RECPHEC) in Kathmandu. His concern
about supporting VHWs led RECPHEC to establish
two bi-monthly newsletters, Bhalakusari and AIDS, to
raise awareness about health issues, prevention of HIV
infection and management of AIDS. They are written
in simple language and well illustrated so as to attract
a general readership, too.

RECPHEC promotes the use of condoms, which are
still not widely available in Nepal, certainly not in
rural areas. However, a bigger problem is the high rate
of condom failure due to incorrect use and poor
storage facilities. This means that people have little
faith in them. 'There's a lack of awareness about AIDS
and how it is spread. Village health workers give
injections in the big immunisation programmes, so
that's also a big potential risk for spreading AIDS.'

During village immunisation clinics, one health
worker may have to immunise 100 babies in a single
day. Disposable syringes are not available from the
government, and there is no time to boil the needles.
RECPHEC are lobbying the government to supply
disposable syringes to village health workers. They are
also trying to educate the public to counter the
widespread belief that injections are needed to treat
minor ailments.

RECPHEC held a workshop to identify the training
needs of health post staff and discovered that no one
ever looked at problems of VHWs. Vaccinations, for
example, are not being done simply because of the
difficulty of carrying all the equipment — including a
vaccine carrier, stove, needles, register and provisions
amounting to 10-12 kg — sometimes for days. Yet
provision of a simple rucksack would make the task
possible. 'As it is no one is going to carry three or four
bags that distance. They dump vaccines and report
that people have been vaccinated, but that is not the
case', says Dr Onta.
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Education

One of the biggest development
problems facing Nepal is the low
levels of literacy among its people.

The adult literacy rate is only 38.7 per cent
for men and 12.5 per cent for women. In
rural areas the rates are even lower. Trained
teachers are reluctant to teach in remote
areas. Even if a school is within reach and
functioning, children are often needed to
work on the land or look after younger
siblings, and few of the country's estimated
2.6 million children aged five to nine have
the chance to complete primary education.
Although enrolment in primary schools
has been increasing, and has reached more
than 70 per cent, the drop-out rate is very
high. Only 27 per cent of those who enter
grade I complete the five-year primary
course, and only 20 per cent of children go
to secondary schools. Primary education is
free in Nepal, but fees are charged for
secondary schooling.

Throughout the world, high birth rate is
associated with low levels of female
literacy. Women who have had some
education tend to have fewer children, and
their children are healthier on average
than children of illiterate mothers. Nepal is
caught in a vicious circle; poverty, lack of
social security, and high child mortality
forces people to have large families. Pop-
ulation pressure means increasing poverty
for individuals and the country as a whole.
One way of tackling these interlinked
problems could be to concentrate more
resources on providing education,
particularly for women.

Left: Students learning
about Nepal's
environmental problems.

Below: Child at primary
school

Jeremy Hartley/Oxfam
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Saraswati Mahila Club

Saraswati is the Hindu goddess of education. On
Saraswati Day, all over Nepal, children have a holiday
from school, and go round their village collecting
money to buy school books. The Saraswati Club was
set up in Bhumrasuwa village, which is a Danuwar
community, one of the marginalised ethnic groups. In
the clean, neat club office, a hand-written poster on the
wall identified the main problem facing the villagers
as 'illiteracy', and listed all the activities required in
the coming year to organise literacy classes for the
village.

Parbati Khadka Danuwar, President of the Club,
explained that the aim of the club is to provide
education and teach people 'how to live'.

'Women here don't know how to eat, how to dress,
they're all illiterate. They live dirtily, they don't wash
themselves or their children. They keep food lying
around for up to two days before they eat it. They don't
have toilets, people just use the fields. We want to
change all this. Uneducated women are the main
problem, but men too are uneducated here. This is one
of the poorest communities in the area. Instead of
going to school, the boys have to work on other
people's land.

'If they get education, people will understand
about health and nutrition, they'll keep their children
clean, improve their eating habits. Parents who can
read will want to send their children to school, or at
least teach them how to read at home.'

So far the club has organised eight different
courses, where people can not only learn to read and
write, but also about family planning, hygiene, and
nutrition.

Parbati admitted that there is a problem once a
literacy course ends, as there is no way for people to
carry on practising their reading and writing. 'For
some of the villagers who come to the literacy class, six
months is not enough. They need a whole year.' The
club's plans for the future are ambitious. Besides
continuing the literacy classes, for which there is
steady demand, they want to run income-generation
programmes, perhaps enabling people to rear goats or
pigs, or providing skills-training, and also set up a
scheme for building latrines.

Meeting of the Saraswati Mahila Club.

Ro Cole/Oxfam
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Nepal's
working children

Helping out with household chores or
learning the family business is part of
growing up, wherever you happen to be
born. But in Nepal, as in many developing
countries, children make up a sizeable
proportion of the national workforce.
Deprived of their chance for education
and the time and space to mature at a
natural pace, they are forced into earning a
living to support themselves or their
families or, worse, into bonded labour to
pay off a loan.

Nobody knows how many child
workers there are in Nepal, but children
can be seen working at every kind of job:
planting rice, plucking tea, breaking rocks,
weaving carpets, domestic service, and
prostitution. Indeed, children at work is
such a common sight that, for many who
live in Nepal, it ceases to provoke
comment and becomes 'invisible'.

Nepal signed the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child in 1990 and the new
government's Constitution of the same
year re-emphasised the prohibition of any
form of slavery. Such initiatives have
helped to increase the awareness of child
rights among the educated, the social
activists, and trade unionists. But that
awareness has yet to sink into the national
consciousness and be transformed into
action. It is not uncommon to see domestic
child workers employed by well-to-do
householders who are aware of child rights
and even espouse abolition of child labour;
even government-owned tea estates
employ children. These contradictions
become somewhat easier to understand
given the rural Nepali lifestyle — the
lifestyle of most of the population — in
which children learn to help out from an
early age.

Increasing poverty and landlessness,
particularly in the middle hills, leave two

obvious options open to poor families: to
borrow money or to emigrate. Indebted-
ness to moneylenders, who almost always
demand extortionately high interest rates,
and the inability to repay loans, often
leads to debt bondage of the head of the

Children help with the
household chores from
an early age. Even quite
young girls are given
responsibility for looking
after younger siblings.

Tim Malyon/Oxfam
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household and his family, including his
children. Migration from rural to urban
areas has increased more than threefold
over the past two decades and has given
rise to urban squatter settlements whose
number and size are growing.

A third, even worse, option for the
poorest and most desperate families is the
exploitation, as an asset to be bought and
sold, of the children's ability to work.
Children are now providers of labour, in
factories, on other people's land or in
other people's houses, taken in lieu of
payment of the interest on loans taken out
by their parents who are unable to repay.
Rural poverty has given rise to a trade in
children, operated by brokers who
provide child workers to the urban
industries, such as carpet and brick
factories. Conditions of employment are
often appalling.

Child Workers in Nepal (CWIN), a
NGO working for the rights of children in
Nepal, conducted a survey among carpet
factories in the Kathmandu Valley which
claimed that all 365 factories visited
employed children. Of the 3,322 children
interviewed, 65 per cent were between 11
and 14 years and eight per cent were
under 10 years old. Ninety-seven per cent
were migrants from rural areas and 47 per
cent had been brought to the factories by
brokers. Two hundred and sixty-five of
the children interviewed were bonded
labourers, of whom a little more than half
knew something of the debt that kept
them there.

Temporary or permanent migration, in
many cases abroad, of the men of a
household is now commonplace in many
parts of the country. Remarriage of
women deserted by their husbands can
save the households, but it is often at the
expense of the happiness and security of
existing, older children. Family break-ups
are common and the casualties are to be
seen in the growing number of runaways
on the streets of Kathmandu and the
major towns of the terai.

Children and the law

The government has drafted a new Labour
Act and Children's Act, both of which
prohibit the employment of children
under 14 years. The Children's Act
provides for a potentially effective
administration of child welfare, including
a national child welfare council overseeing
district child welfare boards. At least one
child welfare officer is to be appointed in
each district, and the Act provides for the
establishment of child care centres,
shelters and homes for street, abandoned
and orphaned children. Existing
legislation provides for free education for
all at primary level and including the first
class in lower secondary school.

The Labour Act is really only applicable
to urban industries and not to rural
agricultural workers, and their employers,
who make up most of the working
population. The new Acts are
contradictory at times. For example, the
Labour Act defines minors (children
legally permitted to work) as aged 14 to 18
whereas the Children's Act defines them as
aged 14 to 16. The Act also prohibits
employment of minors in hazardous
occupations but fails to define those
occupations.

However inadequate, the legislation
has been welcomed by a growing number
of organisations dedicated to promoting
children's rights. A new networking
group called Children At Risk (CAR) was
established in 1992 and has attracted some
15 NGOs to attend monthly meetings to
discuss child labour, street children, and
trafficking.
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Growing up on the streets

Ramesh Mahato sleeps in a small park near the
roundabout in New Road, a popular shopping street
in Kathmandu most famous for its imported
consumer goods. He spends his days collecting waste
plastics, tin, iron, and copper from rubbish tips. One of
the best tips that he works belongs to the Soaltee
Oberoi hotel, one of the largest and most expensive
hotels in the country. He sells the scrap to junkyard
owners who resell it to Indian recycling companies
across the border. Ramesh earns a good living,
sometimes more than RslOO per day but, for a 14-year-
old without a place to call his home, life is still very
insecure.

Ramesh is one of Kathmandu's growing popula-
tion of street children. He came from Chitwan, in the
south of central Nepal, three years ago. He has a
younger brother and an older sister. When his father
took a second wife, he brought Ramesh and his sister
to Kathmandu to work as domestic servants in the
home of a well-to-do family. Ramesh says his mother
'ran away' after his father remarried. His father has
since settled in India with his new wife; Ramesh's
younger brother lives with them.

Ramesh liked the new family he worked for. They
treated him well and paid him Rsl50 per month. Every
year, his father would return to collect Ramesh's
wages. He worked for the family for two years until a
friend enticed Ramesh to join him for a spree in the
city. Once they had grown bored with freedom
without money Ramesh went to live with his sister,
who had since married and found a job in a garment
factory. But after two or three months, Ramesh was
forced to leave as there was not enough food to go
round. His sister encouraged him to go out to work.
Ramesh learned the recycling trade from a friend with
whom he teamed up. They would spend the day
collecting waste and sell it to a merchant. They split the
profits equally.

Ramesh is one of the 500 children who, by 1991, had
registered at the CWIN common room. There, Ramesh
enjoys a mid-day meal, the company of other children
like himself and the chance to use the library and play
with the games and toys that the common-room staff
make available. If he wants to he can have a shower.
He can also receive medical treatment, and see a nurse
or counsellor if he needs to. The common room
provides children with safe-deposit lockers in which

they can deposit their earnings. A savings scheme
offers five per cent interest and children are granted
emergency loans should they need them.

CWIN opened a transit home for runaways and
abandoned or orphaned children. It provides shelter
and schooling for children that CWIN has identified as
being most in need: the very young, handicapped or
ill. The aim is to resettle children within three months,
either reuniting them with their families, finding a
sponsor or finding them a place in a children's home.

Other organisations in Kathmandu have begun to
work with disadvantaged children, running hostels
and day centres, providing basic education and
training in a variety of skills to enable children to earn
a living, and providing counselling to children who
have been abused.

Group of street children, Kathmandu. (Keen to be
photographed, they stopped playing football and grouped
themselves as for an official photo of their favourite team!)

Crispin Zeeman
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Giant
neighbours

I epal is a sovereign nation with its
own monarch, parliament,

I language, customs and cultures.
Yet it is surrounded on three sides by India,
the South Asian giant. Gentle though the
giant may be, Nepalis know well the costs
of irritating it. On the fourth side, across
the high barrier of the Himalayas, lies
China. During the cold-war period,
Nepal's strategic position meant that
China, the USA, and the USSR competed
to offer financial assistance. In the 1970s,
with the improvement of China's relations
with the US, Nepal's importance in the
global power game diminished.

China

With China and India both suspicious of
the other's involvement in Nepal's internal
affairs, successive Nepali governments
have pursued a policy of non-alignment,
both globally and regionally, but this has
proved a difficult balancing act over the
years. In 1989, annoyed that Nepal had
bought arms from China and had granted
contracts to Chinese construction firms in
the terai, and ended preferential treatment
for Indian exports, India closed all but two
of the 15 border posts after the expiry of the
1978 Trade and Transit Treaty. Within weeks
Nepal was deprived of 80 per cent of its
usual imports from India and was forced to
ration petrol and cooking fuel. India lifted
the partial blockade in 1990, and the
following year a new Trade and Transit
Treaty was signed, guaranteeing quota-free
entry of goods, and co-operation on
hydroelectric projects and water-sharing.

The two countries have an open border
and reciprocal agreement by which
Nepalis may work and invest in India with
minimal formality and Indians may do the
same in Nepal. Uncounted numbers of
Nepalis cross the border to look for work,
usually as manual labourers, or security
guards. Few have enough money to invest
in business in India, and even if they did,
they would find it hard to compete with
Indian traders. On the other hand, the
Indian business community is excited
about the prospect of a new market in
Nepal and Indian business in the country
is growing day by day — aided by an
exchange rate that gives Indian finished
goods the competitive edge. Add to this
Indian economic domination Nepal's
growing dependence on foreign aid, and
the frustration and anti-Indian feeling
among Nepalis become readily
understandable.
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A police raid
Idris Ansari woke up on 27 March 1994 to the sight of
several men, armed with staves and pistols, glaring
down at him. He felt the touch against his temple of a
pistol barrel and heard its owner demand 'Where is
Bablu Singh Sardar?' The armed men were Indian
police. They were tipped off that an Indian suspected of
murder was hiding out in Kathmandu; Ansari's house,
in Kathmandu's New Baneswor area, was the second
they had stormed into in the course of hunting down
their man. They broke open Ansari's cupboards and
searched his bedroom while one of the men held Ansari
at gunpoint. New Baneswor may as well have been a
suburb of New Delhi, the Indian policemen's usual
beat. Finally, convinced that Ansari knew nothing
about their quarry, the men offered perfunctory
apologies and left.

Three days later, Nepal's Home Minister was
reported to have sent a note to the Indian Ambassador
protesting the intrusion of armed Indian police into the
homes of Nepali citizens and suspended the Nepali
superintendent of police. A day later, protestors took to
the streets and the then opposition Communist Party of

Nepal — United Marxist-Leninist (UML) demanded
the establishment of an all-party committee to
investigate what it referred to as 'a flagrant attempt to
flout international law' and to 'encroach upon the
territorial integrity of Nepal and national prestige'. Six
days after the event, New Delhi's police chief
suspended eight policemen involved in the
Kathmandu raid and the Indian Prime Minister, P.V.
Narasimha Rao, telephoned the Nepali premier to
register his regret over the incident.

Both Nepali and Indian citizens and governments
were slow to respond, but there is much that is positive
in the way the incident was handled. It was reported
extensively by newspapers and both governments felt
the public pressure to take action. Democracy has
brought more transparency to government; people are
exercising their right to make their government more
accountable to them. At the same time, the slow pace of
events triggered off by the New Baneswor raids
indicate how novel public demonstration remains to
Nepali citizens and how little more India does than pay
lip service to Nepali sovereignty.

Advertisement for Indian
cigarettes beside a
tourist trail in the
mountains.
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