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Nepal: A country with severe 
poverty and inequality  (OPHI 2024)

• National MPI: 20.1% - below poverty 

• Rural poverty: 25% - below poverty 

• Additional 20% - vulnerable to poverty  

• Top 10%  own 57% wealth
• Bottom 40% own 10% wealth (Oxfam 2024)

• 58% landholders own <0.1 ha  (NLSS 2024)
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Unemployment and 
outmigration 

> 10.7% unemployment (15-64 yrs)

> 3.5m in overseas labour market 

> 30% GDP from remittance   
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Forests, biodiversity 
(FRTC, 2022)  

Forest: 41.69%;  Grassland: 13.27%,

Other wooded land: 3.62% 
Covers 0.1% world’s area, but 

3% of world’s flora, 1% fauna 
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Biodiversity and livelihoods

64% rural HHs subsistence farmers  

37% HHs collect NTFPs
34% HHs collect fuelwood 
22% HH collect grass 
18% HHs collect food items

(These are national averages, poor people 
collect more - WB 2025) 
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Natural resources governance challenges
32 governments in last 35 years

Poverty and  
inequality  

Resource 
degradation

• Poor management of 
natural resources 

• Limited economic 
opportunities

• Unfair benefit sharing  

Undemocratic 
institutions 

Social 
inequality Weak resource

tenure 
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Early PAs: Ecological and socio-political context

Poverty and disasters 
induced massive internal 
migration in the 1950/60s 

Conservation agencies (WWF, 
ZSL, UNDP, FAO, ..offered 
technical and financial support 

Heavy loss of forests, 
biodiversity (especially in 
Terai -southern plain) 

Western ecologists presented 
their studies to the King and 
lobbied for the parks 

King and royal members 
realised that their hunting 
ground was depleting and 
parks would save it  

First PA established 
in 1973 and many 
others in 1970/80s

A hunting expidition led by King George V in 1911 
killed 39 tigers, 18 rhino, 4 bears in Chitwan 
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Protected Areas 
expanded rapidly  
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Evolution of PA system

Hunting 
Reserves 

Himalayan National Parks,
Conservation Areas 

Buffer zone 
management 
programme 

Landscapes, 
corridors 

Transboundary initiatives, 
REDD, PES 

National 
Parks 

1960s 1980s 2000s

1970s 1990s 2010s
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Changing management approaches  
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BZ programme: 
Expansion of PA 

jurisdiction

Perceived problems

• Heavy dependency and over 
extraction of PA resources 

• Continued PA-people conflicts 
• Threats to PA sustainability  

Proposed solutions 

• Better management of buffer zone resources 
to reduce pressure on PA  

• Socio-economic development in BZ to reduce 
dependency on forests

• Sharing of revenue: buy local loyalty
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Further expansion: 
Conservation landscapes 
overlap with productive 

land and dense population

Terai region covers 17% land but hosts 53% 
population 

Density: 460 person/km2 
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Unequal benefit 
sharing
tourism, welfare 
support, relief funds

Cultural disruption
new forced lifestyles

Human rights 
violations
arrests, harassment 

Loss of livelihoods
forest, fishing,
wetlands

Eviction & 
resettlement
>12000 households 
affected

Human wildlife conflict
human injury/death, crop    

raid, loss of livestock,    
property 

Conflicts with officials, 
security personnel
bribery, hassles 

Sources of 
Conflict
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Eviction and forced resettlement
(Affected over 12000 HHs from various PAs)  
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Resource use restrictions  

IPLCs and critical 
livelihoods resources 

Grazing 

Medicinal and 
aromatic plants  

Cultural 
rituals  

Fishing 

Grass/fodder 

Settlements  

Farming  

Fuelwood 

Wild fruits and 
vegetables 

Hunting 
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Abuse of human rights 
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Narayani river

Buffer zone             

East-West Highway

Chitwan 
National 
Park

Hill migrants' settlements 

Poor and Indigenous 
settlements

Question of equity: Differential costs and benefits 

Tourism

• Skewed numbers: 88% foreign visitors visit only 3 PAs 
(Chitwan, Sagarmatha and Annapurna)

• Too little: too little reaches to local level (less than 

15%)
• Poor and indigenous hardly get any jobs: only few on 

hotel cleaning, boating, tourist guide, elephant care 

taker

Development 
• BZ institutions: elite control 

• Spending: roads, electrification, less on livelihoods 
activities

• Capacity development: culturally unsuitable

Relief funds 
• Lengthy process: High transaction costs, difficult to follow 

the procedures 
• Land title: illegibility criteria excludes poor, landless

• Forgone use: not considered
• Poor cannot access: due to their weak social network Social marginality leads to ecological marginality

(Blaikie, P., 1985. The Political Economy of Soil Erosion in Developing Countries, 
Longman Development Series, London
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Increased wildlife population and HWC
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Human injuries and fatalities
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Other damages
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Major problematic animals

• Monkey

• Wild Boar

• Bluebull

• Elephant

• Bear

• Tiger

• Leopard 

• Rhino
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Public debate 
around HWC 
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Diverse options are piloted but with little success 

• Guarding Cropland

• Using Stones and Slingshot

• Exploding Firecrackers

• Using Tin Cans and Drums to Make 

Loud noises

• Keeping Guard Dog

• Constructing Scarecrows

• Lights and Torches

• Chilli Ropes
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Relief fund: Mounting challenges
Amount in million Rupees (1 GBP =198 Rupees)

• Budgetary pressure to allocate funds
• Too little for the scale of loss and thefore not a compensation, just a relief
• Involves long exhaustive bureaucratic process
• Has narrow scope (only in farms and settlements) and legally excludes landless peasants

2019     2020  2021           2022      2023
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Planning 
and decision 
making  

Everyday struggle 
over resources

Conservation 
discourses
 

Policy and 
regulations 

Arenas of
contestation
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Key debate around PA management

 Argument against status quo

• Allowing subsistence use does not 
necessarily threat sustianability of PAs

• Many PAs are doing well without army, 
alternative approach works

• Sub-national governments and other local 
instittions should have roles in PA 
management

• Increased wildlife population and poor 
management of PAs have induced HWC  

 

Argument for status quo 

• Allowing subsistence use of resources 
within PAs may lead to overharvest; 
Officials cannot be administer, monitor 

• Deployment of army is crucial to protect 
the PAs  

• PAs are part of our international 
commitmnet; federal government should 
meet these commitments

• Ecosystem degradation, loss of habitat 
and has resulted in increased HWC  
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Contestation around fishing restrictions – Chitwan National Park  

Dam in Narayani river  Hetauda cement factory

• Overfishing has resulted in 

decreased fish and 

crocodile population

• Fishing disturbs visitors 

• Poaching is associated 

with fishing 

• Indo-Nepal border dam affects 

fish movement and breeding

• Cement factory and urban 

sewage has polluted the river 

• Visitors love watching fishing

• Poachers chose quiet areas 

usually away from fishermen
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v Organised campaigns: delegation to authorities, 
protest rallies 

v Weapons of the weak: everyday resistance, non-
cooperation, retaliatory killing of wildlife (54% elephant killing 
(2000-2010) and 65% leopard killing (2006-2013). 

v Symbolic action: No vote during last parliamentary election

Struggle of indigenous people 
and local communities
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Actor landscape and persistence of injustice

Conservation  
partners

Ministry, 
Dept

Research and 
academic 
institutions 

Private 
sector

Citizen 
networks 

NGOs

Prioritise megafauna over 
ecosystems/landscapes, 
Livelihoods only as instrumental 
agenda,
Blind eye on injustice

Unaccountable politics, 
Techno-bureaucratic hegemony, 
Rent seeking behavior 

Isolated actions on 
conservation, development 
or rights often in silos 

Defensive routine, 
Populist slogan,
Authoritarian,
Fragmented movement 

Questions of relevance, 
utility for transformative 
action 

Clandestine relation 
with politicians and 
officials
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BZ Regulations 1996 CBD, IUCN, WHS

Policy, law and 
institutions 

NPWC Act 1973
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Conservation and poverty: Synergy or trade off?

Adams, W. M., Aveling, R., Brockington, D., Dickson, B., Elliott, J., Hutton, J., Roe, D., Vira, B. and Wolmer, 
W. (2004). Biodiversity Conservation and the Eradication of Poverty. Science, 306(5699), 1146-1149. 

Poverty and conservation 
are separate issues

Poverty reduction for 
effective conservation

Biodiversity conservation must 
not aggravate poverty

Conservation for 
poverty reduction
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Question on 
conservation priority: 

Conservation of what? 
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Democratic governance 
Promote active participation of local 
governments, IPLCs, CSOs in 
conservation planning and 
implementation

Beyond law and order 
Reduc vulnerability and improve 
wellbeing of local inhabitants  
including thorugh regulated, 
sustainable use of natural resources

Science informed 
Consider carrying capacity, better 
zoning, indigenous knoweldge, 
maintenance of grasslands

Ensure justice
Recognise: Recognise contributions 
and rights of IPLCs; 
Procedural, distributive and 
restorative justice 

Points of 
departure 
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Thank you for your time. 

Any comments, questions? 

35


