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Introduction

Nepal is a landlocked mountainous country located at the foothills of the Himalayas. In the past few
hundred years, it has experienced a tortuous process of feudal dynasty, family dictatorship, semi-
colonization, armed revolution, and finally towards a federal republic, shaping a complex history of
socio-political and economic transformation. In this process, especially after the country opened to the
outside world in the 1950s, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) played a crucial role in shaping

the country’s development trajectory, especially in the era of globalization.

This paper will discuss the historical evolution of NGOs in Nepal, their positive and negative
impact on the country’s development, and analyse how they use Community-based Conservation
model to achieve eco-tourism and sustainable development in protected area. As one of the least
developed countries in the world with a per capita GDP of only US$1,000, Nepal provides us with a
unique case to see what role NGOs are playing or will play in the development process of a country

that requires continuous external assistance.
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Historical Evolution of NGOs in Nepal

The NGOs in Nepal have a relatively short history, landscape in Nepal began to evolve in the late
1950s and early 1960s, coinciding with the end of the autocratic Rana regime and the onset of
development aid flows. With the inception of a planned economy and support from international
agencies, NGOs started playing a more visible role in various sectors like health, education, and
community development. However, due to the strict control of social activities by the Panchayat
regime at that time, the development of NGOs in Nepal was very slow. The number of NGOs
increased from 10 in 1960 to only 37 in 1987 (ADB 2005).

After the establishment of parliamentary democracy in 1990, the Nepalese government made a

fundamental change in its management of NGOs, which was to allow foreign capital to enter directly



without the need to go through government fund. With the accelerated pace of globalization,
international NGOs poured in in large numbers, and local NGOs in Nepal also sprung up. Backed by
global funding and ideas, these organizations have begun to play an important role in Nepali civil

society, often filling the vacuum left by and under-resourced government.
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Current situation of NGOs in Nepal

In the era of globalisation, NGOs in Nepal have proliferated. The Social Welfare Council (SWC)
reported that from 1977 to 2014, Nepal registered 39,759 NGOs. A significant portion of these NGOs
primarily focused on community and rural development, with youth service coming next. In the same
timeframe, 189 international NGOs (INGOs) from 26 distinct nations made their work in Nepal. The
US topped the list in terms of registrations, with UK and Germany following suit (Karkee & Comfort
2016).

Today, there are more than 50,000 NGOs registered in Nepal, ranging from small grassroots
organisations to large international entities, working across various sectors, including health,
education, livelihoods, environment, and disaster management, making the country known as the
homeland of NGOs (Adhikari, Upadhaya, Wijethilake & Adhikari 2023). They have more than 400,000

active members and affecting more than 20% of the country's budget funds (Pyakurel 2019).
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Positive impacts on Development

1. Poverty alleviation: NGOs in Nepal have played a vital role in poverty alleviation through various
income-generating activities, financial support plans, microfinance programs, and skills development
initiatives (Acharya 2003). These efforts have helped marginalized communities improve their

livelihoods.

2. Education and healthcare: NGOs have made significant contributions to improving access to
education and healthcare in remote and underserved areas of Nepal. They have built schools, clinics
and provided basic services to communities, most notably the long-term community support activities
in Khumbu Region through the Himalayan Trust established by Edmund Hillary, the first ascent of Mt.
Everest (Kazi 2003).

3. Women’s empowerment: Many NGOs in Nepal work to empower women through vocational
training, leadership development and advocacy activities to helps improve gender equality and

women’s participation in decision-making processes (Atteraya, Gnawali & Palley 2016).

4. Disaster response and preparedness: NGOs played a vital role in relief and preparedness efforts in
Nepal. Their expertise and rapid mobilization were demonstrated during the 2015 earthquake, when
they provided immediate relief and long-term recovery support, including cultural heritage

reconstruction (Suji, Limbu, Rawal & Baniya 2020) and community recovery.

5. Political supervision: NGOs are instruments of human empowerment. They are promoters of the
development and democratization of a vibrant democratic civil society, sought to establish
independent power centres to curb the abuse of central and local power. They play an important role

in empowering humans and act as political watchdogs to some extent (Bhandari 2014).

6. Natural environment management: Nepal is in the foothills of the Himalayas and has huge altitude
range and species diversity. Currently, Nepal has established 12 national parks and 6 nature reserves
to maintain its unique ecological environment, and most of them are managed by NGOs (Stevens
2013).
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Negative Impacts on Development

1. Operational opacity: Providing funds to Nepal through NGOs has always been the main method of
international aid. However, the operational transparency problem is always difficult to improve (Tanaka

2011), which may cause the funds to be used elsewhere, or even involve illegal and criminal activities.

2. Interference in internal affairs: Nepal has a dangerous geographical location, located in the buffer
zone between China and India. Some NGOs may use economic assistance to put their own interests
above the country’s sovereignty to achieve their geopolitical goals. The most recent example is the
US$500 million aid plan of the Millennium Challenge Corporation of US (Shrestha 2023), which once

caused a strong response in Nepal.

3. Lack of Coordination: The proliferation of NGOs has sometimes led to issues of duplication,
competition, and a lack of coordination among organizations working in similar sector (Dhakal 2007).

This may lead to waste of resources and unnecessary management costs.



4. Cultural Insensitivity: Nepal is a multi-ethnic and multi-faith country, and the NGOs may
inadvertently overlook or ignore local customs, traditions and cultural sensitivities, leading to friction

with communities (Hunaiti 2023).

5. Dependency: Nepal is a resource-poor country that requires long-term blood transfusions. Long-
term reliance on NGOs for development assistance may hinder the self-reliance and sustainability of

beneficiary communities and have a negative impact on the future of the country.
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Case study: Community-based Conservation, Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP)

by National Trust for Nature Conservation (NTNC)

1. Background of NTNC

Nepal is one of the most ecologically complex countries in the world. Due to extreme changes in
altitude and climate, the flora and fauna show a wide diversity. However, early conservation efforts
were mainly strictly managed by the military, which resulted in serious impacts on community life.
Because once the boundaries of protected areas are delineated, residents are deprived of their
traditional rights to use the natural resources in national parks and protected areas and have to leave
their traditional residences. Their community culture and traditional customs will be destroyed, and

they will eventually go to the government's fierce conflicts with community residents.

These contradictions mean that there is a need for an independent third-party professional

organization that can not only protect the rights and interests of residents but also make protection



measures effective. Against these unique backgrounds, the Nepali government established the
National Trust for Nature Conservation (NTNC) in 1982, an autonomous NGO that works on behalf of

the government in the field of nature conservation.
2. Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP)

The ACAP project was launched in 1986. It is the first and largest protected area in Nepal and the
largest project of NTNC. The ACAP area is a classic example of ecological diversity. In an area of
7,629 square kilometres, its altitude spans from 800 meters to 8,000 meters. It is home to more than
100,000 residents, as well as 1,226 plant species, 105 mammal species, and 518 bird species.
species, 40 species of reptiles (Prajapati, Huettmann, Ghale, & Regmi 2020), and 23 species of

amphibians.

These unique features make the region the most popular travel destination in Nepal, and tourism has
become a pillar industry of the local economy. But at the same time, the soaring number of tourists
has also put huge pressure on the already strained local forests and water resources, and the
disposal of tons of waste generated by the hotel industry every year has also become a significant

problem.
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3. Community-based Conservation model

In order to solve these multi-faceted problems, NTNC pioneered a community-based conservation
model (Baral & Stern 2011). Here's how ACAP has been achieving sustainable tourism through these

approaches:

3.1 Local Participation and Decision-Making:

3.1.1 Community Committees: ACAP formed local conservation committees in villages across the
Annapurna region. These committees have significant decision-making powers, and their input is

paramount in any project or initiative implemented in the area.

3.1.2 Participation in Revenue Collection: Local communities participate in collecting the Annapurna
Conservation Area Permit (ACAP) fees from trekkers. A significant portion of this revenue is plowed

back into the region for various conservation and development projects (Ghimire & Upreti 2011).

3.2 Local Capacity Building and Employment:

3.2.1 Training Programs: ACAP initiated various training programs, from guiding to lodge
management to handicraft production. By equipping locals with the necessary skills, ACAP ensured

that they directly benefited from the tourism industry.

3.2.2 Promotion of Local Guides: Instead of relying on guides from outside, ACAP promoted the use
of local guides who were familiar with the region's culture and ecology (Baral & Stern 2010). This not

only ensured employment for locals but also enriched the experience for trekkers.

3.3 Promotion of Local Products and Culture:

ACAP encouraged lodges and restaurants to use local produce, which not only reduced transportation
costs and related emissions but also provided a market for local farmers. To give tourists an authentic
experience, ACAP promoted cultural programs where local communities showcased their traditions,

dances, and music.

3.4 Infrastructure Development with Local Involvement:

ACAP worked on developing trekking trails, bridges, and rest stops. The manpower for these projects
was sourced from local communities, ensuring direct economic benefits (Schuett, Dahal & Nepal
2016). The infrastructure was built keeping in mind local architectural styles and using local materials,

ensuring it blended in with the environment and culture.

3.5 Education and Awareness:




ACAP set up programs in schools to educate the younger generation about the importance of
conservation. And information centres and signages were established to educate tourists about the

region's biodiversity, and culture, and how they can minimize their impact (Magditsch & Moore 2011).
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4. Evaluation

The success of ACAP's community-based conservation model lies in the empowerment of the local
communities. By making them active participants and beneficiaries, ACAP ensured that conservation
and sustainable tourism weren't just externally imposed ideas but were integrated into the
community's daily life (Sanjay 1997). The results of this successful collaboration between NGOs, local
communities, and the central government have not only improved the environmental degradation in
the area (Nyaupane & Thapa 2006) but also directly benefited residents from tourism. The Annapurna
region still remains a top travel destination in the world but has shifted to a more sustainable

approach.
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Conclusion

Nepal is an underdeveloped country with scarce resources and a large population. It has long-term
and continuous need for external assistance. Its special geopolitical background makes its domestic
political situation often unstable, and the government often finds it difficult to achieve anything in terms
of national economy and people’s livelihood. Therefore, the existence of NGOs effectively fills these
gaps. Despite some negative aspects, NGOs have made substantial positive impacts on poverty
alleviation, education, healthcare, women’s empowerment, environmental management and disaster

response.

As Nepal continues to navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by globalization, NGOs
remain essential partners in advancing development goals, promoting social justice, and building
resilient communities. Their role in shaping the country’s future will continue to evolve, influenced by
changing global dynamics and local needs. Researchers and policymakers should monitor and
assess the contributions and challenges of NGOs to ensure their continued effectiveness in Nepal's

development journey.
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