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 Community-Led Reconstruction, Social Inclusion and Participation in Post-earthquake Nepal 

Gordon Crawford1 and Chas Morrison2  
 

Structured Abstract  

Motivation: Disasters have terrible consequences for those affected, but do they also provide 

opportunities to challenge existing social divisions and inequalities and to promote democratic social 

change? 

Purpose: This paper explores whether community-led reconstruction (CLR) can leverage progressive 

social change by increasing the participation and social inclusion of marginalised and excluded 

groups.  It addresses the question: To what extent and in what ways can CLR facilitate participation 

and social inclusion in post-disaster contexts? It does so by examining the community-led 

reconstruction programme (CLRP) implemented by the NGO ActionAid Nepal (AAN) after the 2015 

earthquakes in Nepal. 

Approach and methods: After reviewing existing literature on CLR, including shortcomings in 

implementation, the study utilises data collected from community focus groups and interviews with 

government officials, as well as from a perception survey undertaken among earthquake victims. We 

collected data for six categories of marginalised people: women, landless, Dalits, indigenous groups, 

elderly and youth, and analysed the data pertaining to issues of participation and inclusion for each 

category using NVIVO software. 

Findings: The findings indicate greater progress towards women’s social inclusion than for other 

marginalised social groups, with improvements in women’s social status. Additionally, enhanced 

community solidarity was evident in support of landless people. While newly created community 

reconstruction committees had not sustained their activities, the presence of pre-existing local social 

movements, such as women’s rights forums and land rights forums, was key to making claims on 

government. Therefore, AAN’s CLRP had led to limited achievements in terms of greater 
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participation and social inclusion of some hitherto marginalised groups, though difficulties in 

sustaining challenges to deep-seated inequalities were also noted. 

 

Keywords: community-led, disaster, earthquake, inclusion, Nepal, participation, reconstruction  

 

1. Introduction 

The devastating earthquakes in Nepal in 2015 caused not only massive geophysical ruptures, but 

also a social rupture that highlighted existing social divisions and inequalities. This paper explores 

whether and how community-led reconstruction (CLR) can provide opportunities to leverage 

progressive social change by increasing participation and social inclusion of marginalised and 

excluded groups. We address the following question: To what extent and in what ways can 

community-led reconstruction facilitate participation and social inclusion? We investigate this 

through an innovative CLR programme implemented by the humanitarian development NGO 

ActionAid Nepal (AAN) and its local partners in six severely earthquake affected districts in central 

Nepal. AAN’s community-led reconstruction programme (CLRP) envisions a people-led 

reconstruction process from village level upwards, focussing on the decision-making and leadership 

of women and other marginalised groups such as Dalits3, Adivasis/Janjatis4, landless people, elderly 

people and youth. 

The CLRP’s goal is positive social change across social groups and between citizens and government. 

This paper reflects on the implementation of the CLRP, assessing perceptions of progress and 

constraints in its aim of incorporating social change into reconstruction. Findings confirm that the 

rather volatile post-disaster period does provide opportunities for social change, and that long-term 

partnerships between NGOs and local social movements can be an effective vehicle for social 

development. We find evidence indicating women’s inclusion in reconstruction processes is more 

advanced than other marginalised social groups, while landless people’s organisations have 

successfully drawn attention to their particular challenges. CLR is more successful in facilitating 

change when combined with pre-existing self-organisation of local social movements. Engagement 

with government is vital, and the newly devolved local government in Nepal appears more receptive 

and accountable than the previous unelected local government structures. Our findings here are 

 
3 The lowest caste in the Hindu social hierarchy, previously referred to as ‘untouchables’. They have historically 
faced severe discrimination in Hindu South Asia. 
4 Indigenous minority groups, often experiencing socio-economic marginalisation. The two terms are not exactly 
synonymous, but in this paper are used interchangeably as the distinctions are contested and politically charged. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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provisional, however, given that this research coincided with radical decentralisation and 

administrative reform, with the first local elections in 20 years held in 2017, and newly elected 

politicians and administrative staff still unaccustomed to their new roles and responsibilities. More 

indisputably, progress in physical reconstruction, largely the domain of central government, has 

remained slow and severely delayed, despite the limited improvements in participation and 

inclusion leading to social status advances. 

With regard to the authors’ positionality, we are employed as researchers at Coventry University, 

and undertook action research and data collection directly with ActionAid Nepal (AAN) and their 

local partners. This research is situated within a wider professional collaboration, whereby our 

investigations are independent from AAN and carried out with impartiality and objectivity, yet are 

designed to inform their humanitarian and development programming. We concede that relying on 

AAN to identify respondents and to translate has the potential for a conflict of interest, but we 

strongly hold that overall the research becomes more rigorous and comprehensive through AAN’s 

expert facilitation of access to remote rural communities and to government officials. This allowed 

us to meet a wide variety of respondents and discuss freely with them, often on politically sensitive 

issues. 

The paper proceeds in eight sections. Following this introduction, the second section examines 

existing literature on CLR, inclusion and participation, including shortcomings in implementation. 

The third section provides background information on the 2015 earthquakes and census data for 

various social groups in Nepal, and the fourth section explains the research methodology and data 

collection procedures. The fifth section explores marginalised people’s mobilisation and self-

organisation in the reconstruction process, while section six examines engagement with government 

and advocacy by disaster-affected people. Section seven analyses to what extent people’s 

reconstruction needs have been met, and what social changes have been achieved. Finally, the 

conclusion presents findings on the extent to which the CLRP achieved its aim of combining 

reconstruction with progress towards a more inclusive and equitable society. 

2. Community-led reconstruction, participation and inclusion 

CLR in policy and research 

It is well-known that marginalised communities and social groups are most affected by disasters, 

often due to poverty and conflict legacies (Hyndman, 2011), and that the most socially vulnerable 

people continue to experience exclusion in post-disaster reconstruction (Barenstein, 2006; 

Schilderman & Lyons, 2011). To counter this, there has been strong policy support for community-

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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led reconstruction approaches from many international organisations and donors, although under 

different terminologies. The United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA, 

2008) advocates ‘Owner-Driven Reconstruction’ which entails supporting affected populations in 

decision-making and addressing disaster vulnerabilities in rebuilding, as communities undertake 

construction themselves while receiving material and financial support. Barenstein (2006) found this 

approach was successful in post-earthquake Gujarat. The Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and 

Recovery (GFDRR, 2015) recommends community-led approaches and improved incorporation of 

local knowledge and experience to address socio-economic causes of vulnerability. The Hyogo 

Framework for Action 2005-2015, established at the UN’s World Conference on Disaster Reduction 

(WCDR, 2005), and its successor, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 

(UNISDR, 2015), promote a ‘people-centred approach’, also known as ‘community-informed’ and to 

‘build back better’, to rehabilitation and reconstruction. In general, community-based approaches 

demonstrate higher levels of satisfaction in reconstruction compared to contracted work 

(Ophiyandri et al., 2010; Bouraoui & Lizarralde, 2013). Barenstein (2008) similarly found that owner-

driven reconstruction produces the highest reported levels of community approval. Schilderman and 

Lyons (2011) have proposed the term ‘people-centred reconstruction’, moving beyond housing to 

prioritise resilience, empowerment and agency, a model similar to the CLRP.  

CLR policy emphasises in particular the position of women in disaster reconstruction. Women are 

disproportionately affected by natural disasters (Chew & Ramdas, 2005; Neumayer & Plümper, 

2007) and humanitarian crises (Juran, 2012). In May 2016, the ‘Gender & Disaster Risk Reduction’ 

conference declared that women are the “lynchpin for addressing disaster risks and building 

resilience”, with a stated intent to promote women’s leadership as part of the Sendai Framework 

(UN WOMEN, 2016). The UN Commission on the Status of Women adopted a resolution in 2012 

recognising women’s vital role in disaster risk reduction, response and recovery, and that a gender-

responsive approach addresses underlying social vulnerability (UNWOMEN, 2012). Additionally, it 

adopted the ‘Gender Equality & Empowerment of Women in Natural Disasters’ in 2014 (UN 

Information Centre, 2014), calling for greater roles for women in reconstruction. 

Notwithstanding this emphasis within CLR on women and women’s leadership, the potential for 

ongoing social exclusion of various marginalised groups remains evident. This is due to ‘community’ 

itself being a highly contested concept, subject to a number of meanings and articulations (Kumar, 

2005; Davidson et al., 2007). Even small villages in South Asia can have multiple ‘communities’ 

identified more by caste or ethnicity than geographical proximity (Bosher et al., 2007). This 

heterogeneity complicates the issues of inclusion and participation. While community leadership can 

be one of the most important aspects of successful post-disaster rehabilitation (Nakagawa & Shaw, 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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2004), effective community involvement is unlikely to happen without adequate organisational 

management mechanisms (Lawther, 2009). A sense of ‘belonging’ to people and place enhances 

social and community cohesion which are strongly implicated in the development of empowerment 

and trust, two major determinants of community action identified by Adhikari et al. (2018), yet these 

features are not always present in heterogeneous and differentiated communities.  

 

CLR and social inclusion  

Despite the numerous policy statements advocating the benefits of CLR, another strand of literature 

highlights significant implementation challenges, particularly regarding issues of inclusion and 

participation. CLR often sits uneasily with donor-driven programming and reporting frameworks, 

resulting in local capabilities being overlooked (Davidson et al., 2007). Community participation is 

frequently reduced to mere consulting or informing, rather than genuine decision-making (Davidson 

et al., 2007), and participation in practice often leaves local communities being incorporated rather 

than empowered (Darabi et al 2013). There is a lack of consensus on what constitutes a ‘people-

centred approach’ and how to implement it (Fan, 2013). CLR approaches can adversely affect 

building quality, costs and timescales (Kennedy et al., 2008; Lawther, 2009) or even risk excluding 

the community if CLR processes are inadequately facilitated (Lawther, 2009).  

The feature of continued exclusion, rather than greater inclusion, is a key theme in the literature. 

Community decision-making can neglect youth, women and minorities (Kennedy et al., 2008), and, in 

particular, elderly people still face multiple barriers of exclusion (Collinson, 2015). Discrimination is 

also experienced by low castes and other ethnic minorities who often face significant obstacles to 

access disaster relief and reconstruction efforts (Bosher et al., 2007), as well as reduced coping 

capacities in a post-disaster environment (Saur & Khuntia, 2004). There is evidence from various 

case-based examples. For instance, following the 2010 Chilean earthquake, minority social groups 

with different reconstruction requirements were not sufficiently integrated into the reconstruction 

process (Boano & Garcia, 2011). After the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, the Chinese state-led 

reconstruction effort, while successful in many ways, failed to adequately incorporate voices and 

needs from affected citizens, resulting in various reconstruction stakeholders being insufficiently 

integrated (Guo, 2012). Where participatory approaches to reconstruction are intended to enhance 

inclusion, there is little evidence beyond gender on their relative success (Collinson, 2015). More 

research has been done on the role of youth in disaster preparedness (Fernandez & Shaw, 2013) and 

risk reduction (Mitchell et al., 2008) than in reconstruction. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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A particular category of exclusion that requires attention in the Nepal context is that of landless 

people. They frequently experience discrimination in disaster reconstruction, being unable to prove 

property or land ownership in order to receive housing grants (Schilderman & Lyons, 2011). Land is 

often perceived by residents as more important than houses (Fallahi, 2007); and a lack of land rights 

and land allocations are major barriers to equitable reconstruction (Kennedy et al., 2008; 

Schilderman & Lyons, 2011; Bilau, Witt, & Lill, 2015). Land is the most important asset in rural Nepal, 

but the highly skewed land ownership patterns there contribute to deprivation and inequality 

(Macours, 2011). Nepali women suffer particularly, given the lack of land ownership in women’s 

names, with a demonstrable negative impact on their economic status (Mishra & Sam, 2016). 

However, there are cases of low castes effectively self-mobilising for disaster recovery (Mukherji, 

2014; Chandrasekhar, Zhang, & Xiao, 2014), especially in contexts with sufficient levels of pre-

disaster leadership and caste-based social capital (Aldrich, 2011; Mukherji, 2014). 

 

CLR, participation and citizen-government engagement 

Participation in decision-making, especially of marginalised groups, is an essential element of CLR. 

Yet the degree to which this effectively happens is again questionable. Participation as a 

development paradigm has been critiqued most fundamentally in the volume edited by Cooke and 

Kothari (2001), noting that the emphasis on ‘participation’ can inhibit existing decision-making 

processes, and reinforce the imbalance of power in favour of the powerful. Manyena (2012) cautions 

against addressing disaster events as politically neutral, and highlights the multiple but contested 

linkages between disaster and development paradigms. Overall, community participation in disaster 

settings faces greater barriers in less developed countries such as Haiti (Pyles et al., 2018). Ganapati 

and Ganapati (2009) concluded that the World Bank’s participatory earthquake reconstruction in 

Turkey reproduced unrepresentative sectors of the population, exacerbating social divisions and 

grievances. Özerdem and Jacoby (2006) found that earthquake responses in Haiti, Turkey and India 

treated communities more as beneficiaries than as equitable partners, hindering participatory 

reconstruction efforts. 

Nevertheless, participatory approaches can be progressive and potentially transformative, if 

sufficiently integrated with radicalised notions of citizenship, a social justice perspective, and a 

multi-scaled strategy that links local, regional and national networks for change (Hickey & Mohan, 

2004). Increased participation can facilitate inclusion of marginalised social groups and reduce the 

gaps between local voices and decision makers (Robinson & Berkes, 2011). Following the Haiti 

earthquake, Pyles (2015) found multiple, and positive, levels of participation when local 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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organisations engaged closely with communities. However, effective participation represents a 

greater challenge for stakeholders that lack context-specific local knowledge (Rahmani, 2012), and 

public participation is frequently undervalued by local governments (Saunders, 2004). Indeed, ‘a 

very top-down governance mentality still predominates in disaster response’ (Espia & Fernandez, 

2014, p. 60). In the 2003 Bam earthquake in Iran, reconstruction that avoided top-down 

management and emphasised the transfer of knowledge in addition to construction techniques, 

emerged as the most successful approach (Gharaati & Davidson, 2008). 

Another significant element of enhanced participation within CLR concerns interactions between 

citizens and government. Effective engagement with government, particularly at local level, is 

generally a positive factor in disaster reconstruction (Saunders, 2004; OCHA, 2008), but this relation 

tends to be based on simplistic assumptions that local government does indeed represent citizens’ 

interests (Peng et al., 2014). Bankoff and Hilhorst (2009) argue that government agencies are weak 

at recognising the interface between social structures and disaster vulnerability. Adhikari et al. 

(2018) concluded that the Government of Nepal’s service delivery was inadequate and failed to 

meet post-disaster community needs. Similarly, in the 2005 Kashmir earthquake, local government 

officials were inexperienced and struggled to conceptualise reconstruction needs (Mumtaz et al., 

2008). Conversely, efficient government guidance and communications were major enabling factors 

in post-earthquake housing reconstruction in rural China (Peng et al., 2013). The Government of 

Nepal has been criticised for unclear reconstruction procedures, weak outreach to affected 

communities and reticence to acknowledge casteism and other social inequalities (Harrowell & 

Özerdem, 2018). These examples indicate the importance of citizen-government engagement as 

integral to effective CLR strategy, inclusive of the participation of those marginalised groups most 

affected by the disaster. 

In sum, CLR has been widely promoted in policy statements and comprises two main aspects: the 

positioning of affected communities as the main agents for decision-making, and post-disaster 

reconstruction as a collective rather than individual endeavour. It is primarily the pre-disaster social 

tensions and divisions that need addressing, more than physical infrastructure (Guarnacci, 2012), 

especially given “the opportunities manifested in a community that has been fundamentally altered 

by calamity present significant room for change” (Sullivan, 2003, p. 6, emphasis added). This 

potential for social change was also noted by AAN in its CLRP. And it is these opportunities for social 

change that we are interested in exploring, especially given that the research literature notes that 

more empirical evidence is needed to identity how such opportunities can be realised (Fan, 2013). In 

what follows, focusing on the participation and inclusion of hitherto socially excluded groups, we 

examine whether and how such issues have been effectively tackled through AAN’s CLRP. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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3. Disaster, diversity and social exclusion in Nepal 

In April and May 2015, Nepal was hit by two devastating earthquakes of 7.8 and 6.8 on the Richter 

scale, affecting 30 districts out of 75 in the country. Over 8,700 people were killed and over 22,000 

injured. Around 500,000 houses were destroyed, while a further 275,000 sustained significant 

damage. Over 8 million people were affected and 2.8 million displaced (National Planning 

Commission, 2015). 

Nepal is a socially, culturally and ethnically diverse society, with 126 caste/ethnic groups and 123 

languages reported in the last census in 2011 (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012). The government 

recognises 59 indigenous nationalities or peoples (NEFIN, n.d.), comprising some of the most 

marginalised groups in Nepali society. Marginalisation and social exclusion is based on caste and 

class, indigeneity, gender and age. Dalits constitute 13.6% of Nepal’s population (Central Bureau of 

Statistics, 2012) and around 42% of Dalits live below the poverty line, compared to a national 

average of 25.2% (IDSN, 2018). 

Nepal is rated 110th out of 144 countries for gender parity (WEF 2016). Only 8.3% of working Nepali 

women are paid (UNESCO, 2015) and rural women’s literacy rates average 39.1% (Central Bureau of 

Statistics, 2012). Elderly people in Nepal aged 60 and above comprise 9.1% of the population, 

concentrated (75.8%) in rural areas (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012). In 2006, following the Maoist 

conflict, the government declared its intention to achieve equitable social opportunities for all, but 

affirmative action in Nepal faces huge challenges as it confronts deeply entrenched social hierarchies 

(Drucza, 2017). Commonalities and legacies of both civil conflict and disaster are often overlooked 

(Hyndman, 2011); particularly in Nepal, the government has not explicitly drawn linkages between 

impacts of the Maoist conflict and the earthquake (Harrowell & Özerdem, 2018) especially in terms 

of reconstruction needs.  

The Government of Nepal established the National Reconstruction Authority (NRA) on 25th 

December 2015, with the mandate to plan and coordinate reconstruction and rehabilitation 

programmes. Implementation is done partly through local government, although central 

government retained significant powers. Our research was undertaken at a time of radical local 

government reform, with the introduction of a new restructured and decentralised system under 

the 2015 Federal Constitution of Nepal. It seems that the devastating earthquakes led to the 

promulgation of the new federal constitution in September 2015, concentrating the minds of 

Constituent Assembly members after years of delay following the comprehensive peace agreement 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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in November 2006 and the interim constitution of January 2007.5 Local government elections, the 

first in 20 years, were held in May 2017 to elect representatives to new local government bodies. 

The old administrative structure of Village Development Committees (VDCs) was abolished and 

replaced with Municipalities and Rural Municipalities in peri-urban and rural areas respectively.6 The 

(rural) municipalities are larger entities than the old VDCs and sub-divided into a number of wards, 

similar in size to the VDCs. Each (rural) municipality is run by an elected mayor and deputy mayor, 

both full-time positions, and one must be a woman.7 Each ward has a directly elected Chair, also a 

full-time position, and four elected ward members, who form the Ward Committee. Elected ward 

members include two reserved seats for a women’s representative and a Dalit women’s 

representative. At the administrative level, each (rural) municipality has a Municipal Secretary, while 

each Ward has a Ward Secretary, many of whom were VDC Secretaries under the old system. The 

citizen-government element of reconstruction has been complicated by these radical reforms, yet 

the re-establishment of democratic local government with very significant devolved powers also 

entails new opportunities for constructive civic engagement. 

4. Community-led Reconstruction in Nepal: Methods and data collection 

ActionAid Nepal’s community-led reconstruction programme (CLRP) commenced in April 2016, in 

line with the government’s shift from relief to reconstruction. The CLRP claims to be innovative in 

various ways: its bottom-up reconstruction strategy from settlement level upwards; its emphasis on 

the leadership role of women and other marginalised groups; and its wider approach to 

reconstruction as an opportunity for challenging existing socio-economic inequalities and unjust 

power relations (AAN, 2016). 

Our analysis of participation and inclusion in the CLRP is based on fieldwork undertaken in May/June 

and October 2017, with preparatory fieldwork in May 2016, in two municipalities (Melamchi 

Municipality and Helambu Rural Municipality), both in Sindhupalchowk, the worst earthquake-

affected district. In May/June 2017, we collected data from communities and groups of people 

directly affected by the earthquake and involved in reconstruction efforts. The new local 

government structures were being established precisely at this time, following the May 2017 

elections, and thus we waited until October 2017 to undertake interviews with newly elected 

members and officials. Fieldwork was undertaken with colleagues from AAN and their local partner 

 
5 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-34280015  
6 The (rural) municipalities cover a larger geographical area and the Constitution provides them with 22 powers 
and functions, known as the 22 exclusive rights, including education, basic health, water and sanitation, 
agriculture, local roads and disaster management. 
7 The titles differ in rural municipalities where the elected politicians are called Chair and Vice Chair. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-34280015


A
cc

ep
te

d
 A

rt
ic

le

10 
 

organisation, the Community Self-Reliance Centre (CSRC). CSRC had a long experience of working 

locally and provided introductions to rural communities and facilitated the data collection, enabling 

exceptional access to often hard-to-reach communities in relatively remote areas. In addition, the 

trust built up over years of engagement with CSRC and AAN, including in the traumatic post-

earthquake context, resulted in a remarkable openness of local residents and government officials 

alike in responding to questions. 

Our mixed methods approach combined quantitative and qualitative methods. A perception survey 

of 26 questions was randomly undertaken among earthquake victims to collate opinions and 

experiences of reconstruction (322 complete sets of survey responses). Thirteen community-based 

focus group discussions (FGDs) were held during May 2016 and in May and October 2017. These 

were undertaken in Nepali, facilitated and simultaneously translated by CSRC and AAN staff. In most 

instances, FGDs were held with organised groups of marginalised people, including women’s rights 

groups, an older people’s association, a land rights forum, and a youth alliance group. Elsewhere, 

FGDs were held in settlements with a combination of marginal and intersecting identities, for 

example, an FGD with a women’s rights forum composed mainly of Dalit and Janjati women (see 

Annex 1). Twelve interviews were undertaken in October 2017, six months after the May 2017 

elections, with government officials at the newly established Municipality and Ward levels in 

Melamchi Municipality and Helambu Rural Municipality, and with officials from the District 

Development Committee and NRA staff in Chautara, the Sindhupalchowk district capital (see Annex 

2). 

Following each interview or group meeting, the data collected was initially checked with AAN and 

CSRC colleagues to ensure accuracy and standardisation in the translations. The qualitative data 

were subsequently examined using narrative analysis, focussing primarily on respondents’ 

judgements and perceptions of the disaster and the reconstruction. We analysed the data through 

keyword searches using NVIVO software to identify a variety of themes pertaining to inclusion and 

participation. This method also allowed us to compare data from the interviews and FGDs with the 

quantitative survey data, and detect commonalities, particularly around attitudes to gender and 

caste. The fieldwork addresses the main research question: To what extent and in what ways can 

community-led reconstruction facilitate social inclusion and participation? We explored this based 

on six categories of marginalised people: women, landless, Dalits, indigenous groups, elderly and 

youth. We collected data along three lines of investigation: 

• the degree of mobilisation and self-organisation of marginalised people; 

• levels of advocacy and engagement with government in the reconstruction effort; 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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• the extent to which reconstruction needs are met and social changes achieved. 

 

Findings on these three issues are outlined in the following three sections. 

 

5. The degree of mobilisation and self-organisation of marginalised people 

The proposition explored here is that the greater the degree of mobilisation and self-organisation, 

then the greater the likelihood of participation in reconstruction efforts and enhanced social 

inclusion. Two main forms of local mobilisation were examined: Community Reconstruction 

Committees (CRCs), and the self-organisation of various marginalised groups. An important 

distinction is between groups that existed before the earthquake, and those formed post-

earthquake to deal with its consequences. The CRCs are in the latter category, while women’s rights, 

land rights and Dalit associations existed before the earthquake, at national and local levels. Other 

groups, such as those representing elderly people and youth, took on specific organisational forms 

post-earthquake.  

Community Reconstruction Committees 

An important component of AAN’s CLRP is the establishment and/or consolidation of CRCs at each 

village or settlement level. Their composition, comprising at least 40% women as well as other 

marginalised groups, seeks greater inclusivity and encourages the expression of oft-excluded voices, 

both at community level and in engagement with government. Many of the CRCs were initially 

established post-earthquake as part of AAN’s emergency relief work, with their role consolidated 

during the transition to reconstruction. The effective functioning of suitably composed CRCs would 

seem essential to achieve more equitable participation in reconstruction efforts, and some 

discussions did entail positive assessments of local CRCs. An Older People’s Association noted that 

their CRC had been effective in distributing relief and transitioning to reconstruction: “The 

Committee worked diligently and with full transparency” (FGD 5). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the FGD 

held specifically with CRC members in one settlement was the most emphatic about its social 

inclusivity, claiming that: “We include marginalised groups more than before, we listen to their 

voices and provide trainings” (FGD 1). 

However, such positivity was limited and there was more evidence that CRCs were not always 

fulfilling their mandate of inclusion and participation, nor were they functioning as intended. They 

did not always achieve 40% female membership, as noted by AAN itself8 and other structural 

 
8 Communications from ActionAid Nepal programming department in October 2017. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 
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weaknesses were also apparent. In one CRC, while there were four women out of nine members, the 

more influential role of chairperson was held by a man who dominated discussions. In another CRC, 

women members were unable to attend the discussion due to work commitments, yet their 

husbands attended in their places. The CRCs often acted as intermediaries between the community 

and external organisations, but were subject to considerable criticism, especially regarding their 

focus on marginalised groups: “The CRC exists to select beneficiaries based on marginalisation, but 

some people get overlooked and are not prioritised, so the CRC is not very popular” (FGD 2). One 

elderly woman stated bluntly, “Some people eligible for relief didn’t receive it, due to CRC bias” (FGD 

5). Another elder stated, “the CRC involves nepotism and favouritism, we are critical of the CRC” 

(FGD 5). Such views question the extent to which CRCs themselves have contested entrenched social 

exclusion at the local level, or have even reinforced such divisions. 

Pre-earthquake, the huge diversity in Nepal, and the degree of marginalisation and social 

stratification, also led to significant self-organisation of various social groups along identity lines. This 

is manifest at national level, for example, National Land Rights Forum, National Women’s Rights 

Forum and national Dalit organisations, often with active local groups. In our study area, local 

women’s rights forums, land rights forums and youth associations were the most visible, with their 

attention focused on reconstruction issues. We now turn to look at the degrees of participation and 

inclusion in reconstruction efforts achieved by them, as well as by other marginalised and excluded 

groups. 

Women in the post-disaster environment 

Post-earthquake, women have played a more public role, at times in leadership positions. This was 

initially reported in the relief phase, with some indications that increased participation has been 

sustained during reconstruction. This was achieved in mixed groups post-earthquake, as well as by 

the ongoing work of local women’s organisations. Members from a local Women’s Rights Forum 

reported: “Immediately after the earthquake, men and women worked together… There was no real 

division between us”, and “Since the earthquake, we feel less excluded”. Another woman stated, 

“We were asleep before [the earthquake], now we are waking up”, while a third noted, “We are 

illiterate, but now have more attention and feel valued. It has changed our status” (all quotes FGD 

11). 

Often women understood reconstruction in a more holistic way, one that consolidated such 

improvements in their position: reconstruction means “to rebuild in a new and improved way. It’s 

about organising and unifying women, addressing community issues, and getting more female 

leadership” (FGD 11). These viewpoints were echoed by some newly elected female representatives, 
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who come predominantly from non-elite backgrounds. In particular, the reserved seats for women 

are intended to enhance women’s engagement in reconstruction and other local affairs, and this has 

occurred to some extent. One female representative stated, “By going to forums and committees, 

women become self-aware and take the lead. We learn a lot” (interview 4). In Talamarang, a newly 

elected woman stated, “In our communities, women are excited, to construct and to lead 

development work” (interview 3). One male Ward Secretary made the claim that “Women are now 

participating equally in the reconstruction issues” (interview 7). However, progress towards 

women’s participation in local government has been uneven. Some male local officials were very 

dismissive of female representatives, especially those elected to reserved seats. One stated that 

“Women are not aware and lack education” (interview 8), while another claimed, “Most rural 

women have no idea - they are elected to positions they can’t fulfil. They don’t have enough 

education” (interview 6). 

Landlessness 

The strengthening of pre-existing local Land Rights Forums (LRFs) is another important element of 

the CLRP. Landlessness is a longstanding problem in Nepal, and national and local land rights groups 

are an important feature of civil society. Existing land-related problems were exacerbated by the 

earthquake, with landless people and those without land ownership certificates unable to claim the 

NRA’s financial support for earthquake victims (200,000 Nepali Rupees per household: about 1,750 

Euros). They also faced difficulties accessing the NRA’s collateral-free soft loans of up to 300,000 

Rupees. The problem was worse for many women whose land certificates were in the name of a 

deceased or absent male family member. Therefore, increased mobilisation by local LRFs was crucial 

to support the poorest and most deprived rural inhabitants, and there was solid evidence that this 

was happening.  In a meeting with a local LRF, one that involved virtually all settlement members, an 

enhanced degree of community unity and collective action was evident, especially in relation to 

hostile landlords. One participant stated, “If someone has a problem, then we can’t idly watch, but 

have to act together” (FGD 10). People described landlords’ attempts to destroy temporary shelters 

erected on their land, but the community had come together to protest and prevent this. This also 

occurred in Chitre (FGD 3), where landlords had destroyed tenants’ temporary shelters. 

The importance of joint ownership of land between women and men was also acknowledged (FGD 

10), essential to provide security for women. Another issue concerned absentee landlords, 

frequently resident in Kathmandu, returning to the village and attempting to take land back from 

local farmers who had been cultivating it for 15-20 years, in order to claim government 
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reconstruction grants. Again the community, through the LRF, had mobilised and prevented this 

from happening. 

Low Castes 

Dalits in Nepal remain an especially poor and marginalised group. Pre-earthquake, a number of 

national Dalit organisations existed, including feminist Dalit organisations. Post-earthquake, Dalits 

were often prioritised in relief and reconstruction efforts especially by NGOs, and this has arguably 

led to more recognition at the local level of their subordinate position. One Dalit woman reported 

that: “Marginalised people are being heard. Before the earthquake, there was a lot of discrimination 

against Dalits” (FGD 3). Conversely, another participant remained critical of some NGOs, claiming, 

“Discrimination is still prevalent in organisations lacking a community focus” (FGD 3). This was 

repeated in the older people’s focus group: “Some NGOs prioritise the marginalised, especially the 

elderly, Janjatis, single women and Dalits, but not all of them do” (FGD 5). However, locally the 

research team observed that Dalit inclusion in reconstruction efforts appears to rely more on NGOs 

and their national organisations, rather than local self-organisation. 

Elderly people 

Elderly people face particular challenges in disaster contexts, due to increased vulnerability with age 

and the difficulties faced in undertaking physical reconstruction. Such challenges are greater where 

significant numbers of younger family members have migrated internally to Kathmandu or externally 

to the Gulf and India. Pre-earthquake, organisations of elderly people were less apparent. However, 

post-earthquake, elderly people have benefitted from the formation of Older People’s Associations 

at local level and their coordination into a national network by HelpAge Nepal. On the one hand, 

discussions with older people recognised the benefits of self-mobilisation, yet these newly 

established associations already appeared fragile. In one focus group, a degree of self-criticism was 

evident: “We made mistakes as well. This current Elders’ Committee was set up by HelpAge and 

CSRC, but we failed to keep up monthly meetings. Our Committee was active during the distribution 

period, but not so much anymore, and it should be. We need to focus on making it active” (FGD 5).  

Overall, however, with the notable exception of HelpAge Nepal, organisations involved in 

reconstruction, both non-governmental and governmental, have largely neglected elderly people, 

with little structured attempt at greater inclusion. The lack of pre-existing advocacy groups for the 

elderly may account partly for this neglect. 

Youth 
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Young people were centrally involved in the immediate disaster aftermath. Pre-earthquake, young 

people were loosely organised at the local level in a network of youth alliance groups, connected to 

the national level organisation. Post-earthquake, a National Youth Alliance for Reconstruction was 

created, which plays a significant role in the broader Civic Alliance for Recovery and Reconstruction, 

a network of national-level NGOs and civil society organisations. Young people are often excluded 

from decision-making by the dominance of the aging male leaderships of the main political parties. 

Our discussions with two youth alliance groups in May 2016 and May 2017 highlighted a broader 

view of what reconstruction should entail: “Education, health and employment, all are needed in 

reconstruction” while “social evils should be addressed in reconstruction, like inequality and 

casteism” (FGD 13). In response to a question about government accountability, one youth group 

participant answered, “Zero” while another stated “Not at all” (FGD 4). Other participants referred 

to “nepotism and corruption” (FGD 13) among local politicians, claiming that the four main parties 

had all benefitted from the post-earthquake relief and that local officials had prioritised their own 

relatives. One youth claimed that, “People have lost hope in the government” (FGD 13). 

Adivasis 

Pre-earthquake, indigenous people tended to be less self-organised than other identity groups (for 

example, Dalits, landless, women, youth), both nationally and locally. Our contact with two 

particular Adivasi groups entailed discussions with a group of Yolmo people in a remote location, 

and with a group of temporarily relocated Magar people. The Yolmo were the most geographically 

marginalised group that we met, living relatively isolated in the high hills and with vehicular access 

made impossible by repeated landslides following the earthquakes and aftershocks. When we met 

them, both women and men were manually clearing huge stones from the road. For them, 

mobilisation and self-organisation meant self-help and self-reliance. They noted the absence of 

external support: “Many people and agencies came to look at the damaged road, took photos from 

below, then left. Nobody has come up as far as where we are having this meeting now” (FGD 8). 

Their exclusion was partly geographical, but reinforced by the earthquakes hindering access to their 

settlement, and more or less abandoned to their plight by both government and NGOs. 

The small Magar community had been displaced from their upland settlement due to risk of further 

tremors, and relocated to temporary housing, but without access to farmland. They appeared very 

dependent on NGO support: “NGOs come and discuss with us; NGOs give training to people chosen 

by the community. All of us are marginalised, so NGOs support all our 18 households.” But more 

negatively, no NGO had addressed their key need for land to rebuild houses and farms: “We can’t 

move ahead with reconstruction without land certificates. This is our main problem. We told every 
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NGO about our land issues, but no concrete progress has been made”. (All quotes from FGD 9). This 

group indicated little awareness of self-organisation and displayed the shortcomings of NGO 

dependency.  

6. Levels of advocacy and engagement with government 

CLR requires effective advocacy of needs and demands from community level to government bodies, 

and a local government that is open and responsive to such pressures. These processes have been 

complicated by the radical restructuring and transition to devolved local government that was 

introduced at the time of the research. We found that community engagement with the old VDC 

system was seriously constrained, and that, while new opportunities have been introduced by the 

new system, effective engagement with local government remained far from guaranteed. 

CRCs and local social movements alike had experienced difficulties in engaging with VDCs and 

consistently highlighted the lack of access: “Local people lack a mechanism to contact the local 

government, we don’t have access”; and “it’s hard to get heard” (FGD 1). Representatives from the 

local LRF indicated that mechanisms between communities and VDCs were not working well in 

either direction. One woman stated: “Marginalised people’s voices were not heard by the local 

government. VDC decisions were not passed onto village people” (FGD 6). Another participant 

discussed the elite domination of the VDC structures and a lack of access for local people: “The VDC 

involved politicians and well-connected people” (FGD 6). One woman explained: “Access and power 

to meet the VDC is the issue here” (FGD 2). VDC engagement had also not been successful for Dalits, 

who noted continued exclusion: “Dalit representatives were not included in the VDC Council despite 

government grant provisions [for Dalits]” (FGD 3). The Yolmo group confirmed: “We have no regular 

meetings with the VDC and the multi-party representatives. So, it’s hard for us to communicate with 

them” (FGD 8). 

In theory, such difficulties should diminish with the new system of devolved government. However, 

our findings strongly suggest that multiple problems remain in upward advocacy to local 

government, and downward communication to local citizens. Firstly, from interviews with new 

officials there was strong evidence that CRCs were not consistently representing their communities 

to local government. In Helambu Rural Municipality, only one Ward Secretary stated that 

“coordination with CRCs is ongoing” (interview 2). Evidence elsewhere indicated limited CRC 

interaction, with signs that they were increasingly ineffective and inactive. The Helambu Ward 6 

Chair (interview 8) and three other elected members claimed that nobody from the CRC had visited 

them. In Ward 5, the Ward Chair noted negatively: “We have had interaction meetings with CRCs, 

but they are not working. Mobilisation is weak… They don’t fulfil roles and responsibilities” 
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(interview 7). In Ward 2, the Chair felt that: “They exist in name only - no real results have been 

produced” (interview 9). It may be convenient for officials to blame CRCs for their own lack of 

community engagement, but a clear pattern of CRC weakness and rapid decline is evident. 

Local social movements, especially those that were relatively well organised, were more active in 

their engagement with the new local government structures, but demonstrated limited success and 

outcomes. In Ward 1, the Ward Secretary acknowledged that: “LRF and women’s rights groups are 

more active” (interview 11), while another noted that “the LRF has done good work at higher levels 

of government, but not so much at settlement or ward levels” (interview 6). The Helambu Ward 6 

Chair stated that he had not met the LRF or WRF, but explained they had not asked to see him 

(interview 8). The joint discussion with a local Dalit group and the local LRF emphasised a shift in the 

attitude of local politicians pre- and post-elections: “The [Ward] Chairman doesn’t meet us anymore, 

only before the elections” (FGD 11).  

The constitutional provision of two reserved seats (out of five) for women and Dalits at Ward level 

has the potential to foster more responsive relations between marginalised groups and local 

government. A Dalit woman positively noted: “Previously, community members did not know about 

VDC plans, budgets and programmes, but now they have their elected representatives who inform 

communities about the Ward plans and so on. The Dalit community now knows more about what is 

happening” (FGD 10), and indicated that the elected representative can also convey people’s views 

to the Ward office. However such optimism was tempered by the elected Dalit woman herself: “The 

problem with the Ward Committee is that there is no clear plan, and nothing has happened yet”, 

although she remained hopeful that “the local government will respond to Dalit needs” (FGD 10). 

One disappointing finding was that the elected Dalit women representatives, who are political party 

members, were often passive in interviews, and at times unable to answer questions. For example, 

one female elected member could not articulate the meaning of ‘reconstruction’ (interview 12). One 

exception was a vocal and articulate woman in Ward 4 (interview 4), but she was a Dalit community 

representative and not an elected political party representative.9 

While older people shared the general enthusiasm for new local government, they noted that, “No 

candidates in the recent election were elderly” (FGD 5). Interviews with new local government 

personnel often referred to prioritisation of marginalised people in reconstruction, but only one 

 
9 The Assembly is the legislative body of the (Rural) Municipality. It is composed of the elected members at 
(rural) municipality and ward levels (i.e. Chair and Vice-Chair, Ward Chairs, and Ward Committee members), 
augmented by community representatives from disadvantaged and minority groups (Rijal, 2016, p. 24). 
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Ward Chair specifically discussed elderly people, with single women and landless people more 

frequently mentioned. 

 

7. Reconstruction needs met and social changes achieved? 

One key finding is that collective action by communities and local social movements has generally 

not translated into effective engagement with local government. The primary reconstruction need of 

shelter remained unfulfilled for the vast majority of households in the study area. Our survey from 

May 2017 showed that 86% of respondents’ homes were totally destroyed, and 90% were still living 

in temporary shelters, two years post-earthquake. At the national level, a separate survey indicated 

by April 2016, 82% of respondents’ reconstruction needs were unmet (IACFP 2016). However, by 

August 2018, 57% of a wider set of respondents reported that their main reconstruction needs were 

being somewhat addressed (IACFP, 2018). 

Despite these delays in physical reconstruction, local organisations have produced improvements in 

relation to social status and identity, with potential for further social change. One positive story 

pertains to the position of women, particularly within Nepal’s patriarchal society, with evidence 

from CLRP areas that gender relations are shifting. Community meetings showed high levels of 

women’s involvement, including young women. We observed that in mixed groups, women 

generally spoke as much as men, and sometimes more. Men did not interrupt them.  

The severity of the challenges faced by acutely marginalised people, for example the landless, 

literally excluded from the government’s reconstruction grants scheme, appeared to enhance 

community unity and collective solidarity. Discussions with the LRF and community members 

highlighted the importance of unity to support vulnerable people. There was recognition that this 

had not happened sufficiently in the past, but the earthquake had unified people to provide 

collective support in interactions with power-holders, whether landlords or local authorities (FGD 

12). “Unity is the biggest strength for reconstruction and rebuilding the community”, noted a Dalit 

man (FGD 3). Importantly, the principle of non-violence in any disputes with landlords was firmly 

stated, with a strategy of negotiation and non-antagonism (FGD 12). Policy change at national level 

was partly due to LRF advocacy; people without land ownership certificates have been able to apply 

through the new local government authorities to access the reconstruction grants. 

Enhanced community cohesion post-earthquake was also mentioned in a number of other contexts. 

One elderly woman noted: “I see a lot of changes… People were not very supportive to each other, 

but this earthquake and the processes taken… have increased togetherness in the village” (FGD 5). 
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Other respondents similarly indicated increased social solidarity: “People have started collective 

efforts. Community strength has increased and we work together more” (FGD 6); “The community 

comes together. We have monthly meetings, which never happened before” (FGD 9). While AAN’s 

CLRP may have contributed, this increased unity and mutual support can be attributed mainly to 

community self-mobilisation, a phenomenon noted in other post-disaster contexts (see Solnit, 

2010). The challenge is to sustain such solidarity over a longer timeframe, but this can be at odds 

with the short and limited timeframe of project interventions. 

Young people’s self-organisation at both local and national levels appears to have strengthened, 

notably with the formation of the National Youth Alliance for Reconstruction. Yet, despite their self-

organisation, young people continue to experience exclusion: “Youth have been overlooked. There 

are no specific youth programmes. The NGOs should have designed youth-oriented activities” (FGD 

4). They suggested a greater oversight role for youth organisations: “Youth mobilisers could assess 

and monitor NGO activities, like a watchdog role. Youth have been left out. They should be 

mobilised to do monitoring” (FGD 4). 

This study found limited examples of Dalit self-organisation at the local level, although as a 

recognised oppressed group, they were prioritised by NGOs. Interestingly, the landless Dalit 

settlement (FGD 10) relied on the national LRF to negotiate a ‘land management scheme’ on their 

behalf with the NRA, funded by a 200,000 Rupee grant from government. The inclusion of a reserved 

seat for a Dalit woman on every 5-member Ward Committee provides great potential to bring Dalit 

issues to the attention of local authorities. But initial findings here are not encouraging. The process 

appears to have been partially hijacked by the political parties through nominating loyal party 

members for election as Dalit women representatives.  

Overall, while the CLRP had not led to improvements in physical reconstruction, the value of local 

mobilisation for small-scale social improvements was evident, especially for those groups that were 

most active. The CLRP contributed to such local mobilisation; however, newly formed post-

earthquake CRCs soon became inactive in many instances and lacked sustainability. This was in 

contrast to the achievements of established, pre-earthquake groups, which redoubled their activities 

on behalf of their particular identity group, be it landless people, women or young people, and 

contributed more significantly to post-disaster developments and social improvements. For those 

identify groups where pre-existing associations did not exist, or were weak locally, then participation 

in reconstruction efforts and success in advocacy of particular group needs, e.g. Dalits and 

indigenous peoples, was less evident. 

8. Conclusion 
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Disasters can be a trigger for social change. AAN’s CLRP was established to utilise this opportunity 

for a more inclusive and equitable society, echoing the discussion by Guarnacci (2012) on the need 

to address the social rupture in disaster contexts and the need for reconstruction approaches that 

are also sensitive to conflict legacies (Hyndman, 2011). High-level policy statements in support of 

CLR also acknowledge the substantial gap between theory and practice (see GFDRR, 2015; WCDR, 

2005; OCHA, 2008). In addition, the nature of ‘community’ was contested, with participatory 

approaches critiqued for insufficient recognition, of diversity and inequality in both disaster 

(Ganapati & Ganapati, 2009) and development contexts (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). 

Participatory reconstruction approaches risk replicating the traditional dominance by men and 

higher castes and perpetuating marginalised groups’ exclusion (Barenstein, 2006; Schilderman & 

Lyons, 2011). Nonetheless, the CLRP is a genuine attempt at bottom-up reconstruction, with 

concrete mechanisms to encourage the expression of marginalised voices, notably women, Dalits 

and landless people, and to challenge the prevailing socio-economic conditions that increase 

disaster vulnerabilities. We outline our findings in three main areas: participation and inclusion; 

organisation and mobilisation; and engagement with government. 

First, in terms of enhanced participation and inclusion in reconstruction, the most prominent 

changes are the position of women and landless people. Women’s increased involvement, including 

leadership roles, was repeatedly mentioned by women and men from different social strata and 

backgrounds. We found a willingness to change by both sexes, with a shared perception that 

improving women’s social position brings multiple advantages, for women and the whole 

community. This significant change has accelerated due to women’s involvement in relief and 

reconstruction activities. This can be attributed partly to AAN’s CLRP, notably their direct 

encouragement of gender balance and women’s leadership in CRC formation and operation, and 

mobilisation of women’s rights groups.  This social change is also due to women’s involvement in 

male-dominated relief and reconstruction activities.10 Thus, the physical rupture of the earthquake 

has produced a rupture in social relations that has increased the prominence of women in the public 

realm. Improvements in women’s participation is partly due to the relative absence of men in many 

villages, given the scale of migration. Achievements in the study areas in Nepal contrast with post-

Tsunami India, where the gender-specific ‘efforts of social re-engineering fell substantially short’ 

(Juran, 2012, p. 25). The challenge is to sustain such changes without slipping back to the status quo 

ante. 

 
10 Women’s enhanced social status could, in theory, also be partly explained by the government’s 
encouragement of women’s participation in the NRA’s (2016) recovery framework document. However, we saw 
no evidence that this paper commitment had been operationalised in practice. 
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Another positive change concerns landless people and those without land certificates (see 

Schilderman & Lyons, 2011), largely due to land rights forums’ activism. Landlessness has emerged 

as a key factor for community mobilisation, with evidence of increased solidarity with landless and 

land-poor people. This demonstrates recognition of collective action, often across caste divisions, 

which was acknowledged as limited before the earthquake. While examples of community solidarity 

post-disaster are not uncommon (see Solnit 2010), the focus here on unity with the poorest and 

most disadvantaged in the community is significant. 

However, such positive changes were less apparent for other marginalised groups. Increased 

participation of Adivasis, Dalits and elderly people was less evident, despite NGO attempts to form 

associations. Levels of participation are hindered by, inter alia, low education, geographical 

remoteness, social isolation and weak representation. There is some confirmation here of previous 

studies that highly socially vulnerable groups often continue to experience exclusion in disaster 

reconstruction (Barenstein, 2006; Schilderman & Lyons, 2011).  

Sometimes, existing social hierarchies and inequalities are replicated within community structures. 

This was evident from male domination of CRC leadership positions, and from the accusations of 

bias and nepotism and a failure to prioritise the most vulnerable. Yet the articulation of such 

critiques themselves indicates an awareness of local elite capture. In contrast to the limitations 

highlighted by Cooke and Kothari (2001), Davidson et al. (2007) and Özerdem and Jacoby (2006), we 

find evidence that participatory approaches can facilitate greater inclusion of previously excluded 

groups. This supports the findings of Robinson and Berkes (2011), albeit not at the level of 

transformative change discussed by Hickey and Mohan (2004). 

Second, post-earthquake participation and inclusion is linked to levels of organisation and 

mobilisation in both pre-existing and newly established groups. Our findings here were mixed. The 

strengthening of community-based organisations is fundamental to the CLRP, and the initial focus on 

CRC creation at village level was important. The inclusion of traditionally excluded voices was 

encouraged by the principle of minimum 40% female membership, and representation from other 

marginalised groups, such as Dalits and Adivasis. The concurrent strengthening of pre-existing 

organisations, such as land rights forums, women’s forums and youth alliance groups, allows 

marginalised groups to express their concerns and needs and develop their advocacy skills. The 

degree of self-organisation at community level was impressive, and it was evident that NGOs such as 

AAN and CSRC had contributed to this. 

More negatively, several CRCs have ceased to operate as intended. Some were no longer 

functioning, and the new Ward Committees had little or no contact with them. Elsewhere, we found 
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either a lack of consensus on the role of CRCs or grievances about their decision-making and 

membership. The initial focus on CRC formation in every settlement has not been sustained and 

many have lapsed into inactivity, indicating the fragility of newly created organisational structures at 

local level.11 Fortunately, other local organisations that existed pre-earthquake (often part of 

national-level movements), such as forums for women’s rights, land rights and Dalits, have remained 

relatively active and visible in the reconstruction phase.  

The evidence above suggests that working with established local groups is more effective and 

sustainable than establishing new organisations post-disaster, a finding with international relevance. 

A related conclusion is that mobilisation within identity groups may be more viable than trying to 

form committees across social divisions, suggesting support for related research regarding self-

mobilisation of low-status groups (see Aldrich, 2011; Mukherji, 2014; Chandrasekhar, Zhang, & Xiao, 

2014).  

Third, any CLR must work with government. Inclusion in reconstruction depends on local 

organisations’ engagement with government, especially at local level. The radical restructuring of 

local government that occurred during the study period, including the first local government 

elections for twenty years, complicates findings here. Nonetheless, experiences of the previous VDC 

system were almost entirely negative, with complaints about the lack of transparency in information 

provision, including budgets, supposedly ring-fenced for marginalised groups but expended on other 

matters. The May 2017 elections and the new local government system of rural municipalities offers 

significant potential for more accountable and responsive governance, although initial indications 

remained mixed. Positively, citizens’ access to elected members has improved, especially at Ward 

level. Some prioritisation of vulnerable people and marginalised groups is evident, notably single 

women, landless and Dalits. Negatively, however, formal mechanisms for democratic participation 

are not yet visible, and interaction by local government with local organisations remains limited. 

Additionally, some disparaging attitudes towards local social movements, particularly the LRF and 

WRF, were expressed by some officials. 

Women’s representation may be guaranteed by the Constitution, yet male dominance continues. 

Political party control results in female representatives being selected by male-dominated party 

structures. All conclusions here are provisional, however, given the newness of the devolved 

government system and staff adjusting to their roles and responsibilities. Radical decentralisation 

holds great potential, but local capacity is fundamental to its effective implementation, and both 

 
11 The main constraints facing successful CLR are not financial. Barenstein (2006, 2008) finds no relation 
between the cost of reconstruction and community satisfaction levels. 
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human and financial capacity were relatively lacking at the time of research, with full devolution of 

powers and budgets not yet undertaken by central government. A longer timeframe is required to 

assess progress in citizen-government engagement, but at present there is little evidence to 

contradict Saunders’ (2004) argument that public participation is undervalued by local government 

in disaster contexts. 

Therefore, citizen-government engagement, vital to successful CLR, appears less successful than 

other elements of the CLRP. On the government side, a lack of political will, weak planning and a 

personnel shortage were determining factors, intensified by the newness of recent reforms. In this 

sense, CLR is constrained when government responsiveness is so limited. Such challenges re-

emphasise the significance of the ‘demand side’ of strong grassroots organisations that effectively 

advocate their members’ interests to government. Here AAN’s CLRP also showed some 

shortcomings; efforts to strengthen the advocacy abilities of local organisations and movements 

were limited. Training programmes and capacity building on advocacy were not evident, and one 

outcome is that local government has been able to remain largely unaccountable to local citizens. 

The failure of an NGO-inspired CLR programme to enhance local organisations’ ability to engage with 

government is a key lesson to be learnt. 

Finally, AAN’s CLRP is a very ambitious programme that aims to leverage social change from the 

earthquake, not simply to re-build what has been destroyed or even to ‘build back better’, but to 

challenge the social inequalities and unequal power relations that exacerbate disaster 

vulnerabilities. Achieving this could never be short-term or straightforward. Its bottom-up 

reconstruction strategy, its emphasis on the leadership of women and other marginalised groups, 

and its wider approach to reconstruction as an opportunity for progressive social development, all 

aim to narrow the gap between theory and practice that has hampered CLR for many years. Here, 

we highlight some achievements in terms of greater participation and social inclusion, with 

indications of gradual erosion of entrenched inequalities and increased community awareness of the 

potential for reconstruction to address pre-existing social, cultural and economic inequalities as well 

as local democratic deficits. Shortcomings and limitations have also been noted, including the 

difficulties in sustaining challenges to deep-seated inequalities (see Macours, 2011; Kennedy et al., 

2008; Schilderman & Lyons, 2011; Bilau, Witt, & Lill, 2015), and insufficient attention to government 

engagement. It is evident that structural barriers to equitable reconstruction remain severe and 

embedded in Nepali socio-political systems. Evidence here suggests that pre-existing local 

organisations, especially those mobilised around land rights and women’s rights with connections to 

national movements, are best placed to challenge such structures. Conversely, project-related CRCs 

were prone to collapse without sustained support, indicating the limitations of NGO interventions 
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and the importance of local rights-promoting organisations. Effective advocacy work and collective 

action is required to pressure government and secure the rights of poor and marginalised people. 

NGOs and other development agencies can have an important role in strengthening these local 

organisations, but ultimately successful CLR is contingent upon the activities of local social 

movements themselves. 

First submitted January 2019 

Final draft accepted May 2020 
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Annex 1: Focus Group Discussions, May/October 2017 and May 2016 

1) Chetri village, Dhungana Besi. CRC. 18 May 2017 

2) Panchakanya, Women’s Rights Forum. 19 May 2017 

3) Chitre Gaun. Dalit village. 22 May 2017 

4) Kiul Bagar, Youth Alliance. 22 May 2017 

5) Ichok village, Older People’s Association. 23 May 2017 

6) Ichok village, Land Rights Forum. 23 May 2017 

7) Thimbu village, Women’s Rights Forum (Dalits and Janjatis). 24 May 2017 

8) Yolmo village (Yolmo Janjatis). 24 May 2017 

9) Chirikakla village, displaced Magar people. 25 May 2017 

10) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 2, Chitre Tol, Land Rights Forum and Dalits Association, 27 

October 2017 

11) Ichok, Women’s Rights Forum and Older People’s Association, 28 October 2017 

12) Barsang community, Ward no.4 Kiul VDC, 26 May 2016 

13) Kiul Bagar, Helambu Youth Alliance Club, 25 May 2016 

  

Annex 2: Interviews with newly elected officials October 2017. 

1) Melamchi ward 6 Chairperson and Elected Ward member, Talamarang, 25 October 2017 

2) Melamchi ward 6 Secretary, Talamarang, 25 October 2017 

3) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 4 Chairperson, 25 October 2017 

4) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 4 Secretary, 25 October 2017 

5) Melamchi Municipality, Deputy Mayor [female], 25 October 2017 

6) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 5, Secretary, 26 October 2017 

7) Helambu Rural Municipality ward no 5, Chairperson, 26 October 2017 

8) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 6, Chairperson, Mane Tol, 26 October 2017 

9) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 2, Ward Chairperson and Ward Member, 27 October 2017 

10) Helambu Rural Municipality, Chairperson, 27 October 2017 

11) Helambu Rural Municipality ward 1 Secretary, Thimbu, 28 October 2017 

12)  Helambu Rural Municipality ward 1 elected members including Dalit representative, 

Thimbu, 28 October 2017 
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