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Foreword

When Professor Keshav Bhattarai asked me to write a foreword to the book
Contemporary Environmental Analysis of Nepal co-authored by him and Professor
Dennis Conway, I was thrilled at the opportunity. Going through their insightful
book brought back memories of my own work in Nepal during 1975–2000, when I
was heavily engaged in subjects related to the environment, ecology, planning, and
economic development of the country. During that period, for a total of 12 years, I
had worked in education, urban planning, environmental management, and devel-
opment arenas as the Country Representative in Nepal for IUCN (International
Union for Conservation of Natural Resources), Associate Professor at the Institute
of Engineering, Tribhuvan University, and as a consultant to international firms and
institutions.

I have been fortunate to know Professor Bhattarai for more than a decade. We
have many common interests including urban planning, geography, economic
development, and many other Nepali issues. We also share a somewhat similar
background and career trajectory as both of us came from isolated villages in Nepal
and now work in the vastly urbanized areas of the USA. Professor Bhattarai is a keen
student of urban and regional development, environmental issues, and climate
change–related challenges that Nepal faces, and he uses his vast international
experience to regularly write and speak on Nepali problems. Born in the remote
district of Arghakhanchi and having completed his higher education in India, the UK
and USA, he has experienced the dramatic differences in educational opportunities
that exist between the remote villages of Nepal and major universities of the Western
world. Bhattarai has first-hand experience of working in Nepal, and as a student, he
has personally witnessed Nepal’s sometimes dire socio-economic and environmental
conditions. He also maintains emotional and personal connections to many places
and people in Nepal. These factors impart to Professor Bhattarai unparalleled
insights into the situation in Nepal, enabling him to think of programs that are likely
to succeed there.

The book’s co-author Professor Dennis Conway is an eminent scholar of devel-
opmental geography and tourism. He is an expert on the Caribbean and also has
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firsthand experience of environmental as well as tourism- and development-related
issues of Nepal. His research interests include sustainable development, alternative
tourism, migration, and urbanization and development. He brings a comparative
perspective and insight in dissecting Nepal’s environmental and developmental
problems and opportunities and uses the analysis to recommend useful approaches
to help Nepal create environment- and development-friendly policies.

With their vast combined experience, enviable accomplishments, and impeccable
qualifications in the field, Bhattarai and Conway are highly qualified to write on
Nepal’s environmental and developmental challenges. In this book, they have
produced a decidedly readable and explanatory treatise on Nepal, which provides
valuable analyses, insights, and recommendations for students and policy makers on
how to design strategies that balance economic development and environmental
conservation.

The first thing I noticed about the book was its data-rich content. Bhattarai and
Conway provide amazing statistics related to the environment and development in
Nepal. Some dramatic examples are on the visualization of the population size of
Nepal compared to China and India, its only two adjoining neighbors. For example,
the authors show that Nepal’s population is only 2.2% of that of India and 2.1% of
that of China, and geographically India is 46 times bigger and China 49 times larger
than Nepal. Similarly, although Nepal emits only 0.027% of global greenhouse
gases, it faces a disproportionate brunt of the adverse impacts of climate change.

The book reveals several interesting facts about the environment and develop-
ment landscape in Nepal. For example, Nepal is the fourth most vulnerable country
to the impacts of climate change based on Maplecroft’s ranking (2011). Similarly,
33% of the Nepali population is landless. And, despite a relatively high population
density of 200 persons/square kilometer, in spite of the fact that some 40% of the
country is covered by forests or lies in very high altitudes and is mostly
uninhabitable, Nepal has designated more than 18% of its land as protected areas.
The authors also provide important data on Nepal’s water resources, stating that, for
example, “over 210 billion cubic meters (bm3) of surface waters flow annually
within Nepal, which amounts to 118,200 m3km�2, four times the world average.”

Overall, the book contains encyclopedic body of data and information related to
Nepal’s environment, ecology, geography, geopolitical status, and political evolu-
tion. It is a gold mine of comparative data on water resources, population, level of
infrastructure, physiography, and the environment in the South Asian region.

The book deals with important subjects at the intersection of key current issues
Nepal faces: challenges related to the environment, climate change, geo-politics, and
economic development. The authors examine the peculiar geo-political situation of
Nepal, a country straddled between the largest and second largest countries by
population, and the largest and third largest economies in 2018 as measured in
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP). The authors provide a comprehensive assessment of
Nepal’s physiographic, environmental, climatic, and political landscape and offer an
interesting discourse for Nepal’s development and environmental management
process in this dramatic geographic context.
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The authors provide valuable insight into Nepali culture, which has been shaped
by history, isolation, self-reliance, and the existence of close-knit communities. That
culture shapes the worldview and aspirations of the Nepali people, who seem happy
with minimal amount of success and are prone to lead a contented and peaceful
lifestyle.

Reading this book, I was reminded of an incident I encountered in the late 1980s
while a graduate student in Cambridge, Massachusetts. A fellow American student
remarked that Nepali students there appeared relaxed and easy going, often indulg-
ing in parties, while students from Nepal’s next-door neighbors China and India,
along with the American students, were in the top three groups dominating science
and technology education at the local elite universities. In some ways, this observa-
tion indicates that many Nepalis are more relaxed compared to the Chinese and
Indians. The other side of this characteristic is that Nepali culture may also exhibit
resiliency, community orientation, and building of a high social capital. Although
this culture may sometimes thwart the ambitions of rapid development, it also makes
Nepal and the Nepali society an attractive destination for visits and investments by
foreigners and creates a more tolerant and peaceful society.

Since 1956, Nepal has adopted 5-year plans to spur development programs. The
periodic plans have continued to evolve for more than six decades during Nepal’s
experiment with different political systems: authoritarian, the Panchayat, and two
democratic periods. However, the results have not met the plan goals and people’s
expectations.

During the Panchayat era (1960–1990), centralized politics and lack of real
engagement of the people made rhetoric planning easy but its implementation
difficult. Moreover, planning was often more theoretical, elitist, and based on the
fully state-controlled paradigm of the then Soviet Union. The plans were perhaps not
suitable for Nepal as it had part-authoritarian but semi-democratic system with
mixed economy and later democratic regimes with market economy. The 5-year
plans did not motivate the private sector and ordinary people to pursue market
demand. Further, the infrastructure and industrial base in the country was severely
inadequate to bring about transformative changes in the economy and to stimulate a
high rate of economic growth. People were not seriously engaged or motivated to
support the state-sponsored programs. The limited number of elites who supported
the system did not have strong grassroot-level support to mobilize the people, and
the nascent private sector was unable to help deliver on the plan.

After the advent of the second democratic era in Nepal in 1990, development in
economic and other sectors has been more pronounced. However, the economy still
lacks a high and sustained growth rate to lift the country to the level of a mid-income
society. Based on World Bank data, in 2017, Nepal’s per-capita income of US$835
in current dollars was only about 43% of India’s and about 9% of China’s in the
same year. World Bank data shows that in the 45 years until 2014, Nepal’s average
annual economic growth rate has only been around 4%. This average trend has
continued even between 2014 and 2018. Although Nepal has shown excellent
improvement in key socio-economic indicators, for the country to graduate from
the status of least developed country, Nepal’s policy makers have felt that the pace of
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economic growth rate must be sustained at a significantly higher level. To reach a per
capita income level of US$2,000 (same as that of India in 2017 and without adjusting
for inflation) by 2027, Nepal needs a sustained annual economic growth rate of 7%.

For sustainability and for improving quality of life, the economic growth scenario
described above must be achieved while protecting the environment and preserving
natural resources. In this book, Bhattarai and Conway make astute analysis of the
status of the environment and ecology in the country. They show how important it is
to manage its deteriorating environment, especially in the urban areas and tackle the
adverse impacts of climate change.

The book provides a clever analysis related to the nexus between economic
development, ecology, climate change, natural environment, and political landscape.
It deals with geographic setting, environmental sustainability, urbanization, smart
cities, integration of technologies, agriculture, energy, infrastructure, and economic
growth. Comprehensive data and analysis based on firsthand empirical observations
provide the reader authentic data and easy-to-understand synthesis. The analysis,
data, and suggestions in the book provide important inputs for development planners
aiming to improve Nepal’s socio-economic development and environmental state of
affairs.

Bhattarai and Conway provide several important conclusions in the book, which
include that any geographical analysis and developmental study needs location-
specific assessment and observation. Because of the drastic changes in ecology at
different altitudes, the geographic diversity within Nepal can defy generalization or
easy categorization. Specific analysis of smaller areas is thus important in Nepal. For
this reason, the authors suggest that to create the most effective strategies for socio-
economic development for Nepal, geo-spatial analysis needs to be made on a more
granular level than is generally done now. Technologies such as GIS, remote
sensing, and computer modelling can simplify the analysis and reviews needed for
development planning.

This book will help Nepali policy makers to create and design workable policies
and programs which emanate from the knowledge of Nepal’s history and which
balance the environment and economic growth. This book will be a valuable
reference for students, researchers, scholars, and policy makers interested in the
topics of environment and development in Nepal.

Gilbert, Arizona, USA

Principal Planner (Long Range)
Tempe, AZ, USA

Sr. Sustainability Scientist, Arizona
State University, Tempe, AZ, USA

Former Country Representative, IUCN
Nepal, Kathmandu, Nepal
January 2019

Ambika P. Adhikari
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