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Executive Summary 
Nepal has made considerable progress in policy, legislation and programming to support the rights 
and development of women, especially since the 2006 peace accord. It is now one of only 29 
countries that have reached or exceeded 30% representation of women in parliament. The 2007 
Interim Constitution guaranteed women’s rights. These high level initiatives now need to be translated 
to real change on the ground, despite limited resources and persisting cultural and social barriers. 

Empowerment by which women take control of and expand their strategic choices in life requires 
mutually supporting links at personal, household, community and societal levels. Marginalized women 
may not have the capacity or confidence to overcome barriers or, in some cases, even to recognize 
the injustice of their situation. Hence, social mobilization and group support are essential to the 
creation of an enabling environment, particularly in Nepal where there is still a long way to go for 
women’s empowerment to move from policy to reality. 

In addition to patriarchal structures, the position of women and girls in Nepal is closely related to the 
prevailing beliefs and practices of the religion, caste and community to which they belong, creating 
‘multiple gender norms’. Low gender-related development status correlates with income poverty and 
numerous indicators of multidimensional poverty and disadvantage. Within all caste or ethnic groups, 
women and girls are the most marginalized, and the most excluded groups have higher gender 
disparity. It has been argued that Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) approaches 
fragmented the women’s movement into many factions based on caste or ethnic identity. 

VSO Nepal’s volunteers have directly supported the development of women and girls, either through 
women’s organizations or gender work in education, health or livelihoods. VSO Nepal’s Country 
Strategic Planning (CSP) process during 2010-2011 again identified ‘Gender – Women & Girls’ as a 
cross-cutting theme, in parallel with ‘Inclusive Engagement & Community Cohesion’. The CSP frames 
VSO Nepal’s Gender aspiration as: “Confident women and girls valued and empowered by their 
families, communities and the nation”, a priority to be explicitly addressed in and across core program 
areas. This Gender Backgrounder supports and strengthens the Gender recommendations of the 
CSP and forms a basis for discussion and further program development and planning. 

Economy of Gender - In Nepali society, women’s roles are narrowly defined as childbearing 
and domestic chores, with limited input into decisions about household affairs or finances. Women’s 
contributions are devalued by labour force surveys that regard ‘own-account’ household and voluntary 
community services as ‘non-productive’, and classify women engaged in these as ‘inactive’. 

Women’s access to land depends on their relationship to a male landowner, limiting women’s 
independent access to utilities, conventional institutional credit, business and agricultural support, and 
recognition as autonomous farmers. Despite legislative reforms, this situation is slow to change. 
Women’s workloads and restricted mobility also preclude participation in new initiatives even when 
these are nominally pro-women. 

Agriculture in Nepal is a feminized sector reflecting traditional divisions of labour. While women are 
the main farmers, they have little say in what to grow, and the use of land, livestock and crops. Labour 
migration by men has increased women’s workload as well as their decision-making power and 
responsibilities. While remittance income can empower women, on average less than 20% returns to 
the household, often brought back personally by the migrant worker. 

Poor rural households without land are especially reliant on forest products. Good access to forest 
areas reduces women’s workload while increasing livelihood security. But women’s membership in 
user groups does not necessarily mean that they are able to participate or express their views. 

Women in non-agricultural wage employment mostly work informally in low paying jobs in 
manufacturing and recycling, sales and service sectors at daily wages lower than those of men. 
Professional women face disrespect from male colleagues, and more than half report sexual 
harassment. At home they may be expected do women’s usual household chores. 

Economic empowerment contributes to women’s independence and security, creating space in 
which women can confront conventional norms and subservient roles. Patriarchal constraints are 
being challenged by wealthy and educated Nepali women, while traditional attitudes tend to persist in 
disadvantaged households. For poor and uneducated women, livelihood initiatives need to be 
accompanied by long term commitment to social mobilization and capacity building. 

Nepal leads South Asian nations in gender-responsive budgeting, including through the Ministry 
of Women, Children and Social Welfare and National Women’s Commission. Budget allocation for 
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women’s development can be strengthened by capacity building and gender sensitization at central, 
district and community levels, and by shifting the focus from inputs to results. 

Gender, Health and Wellbeing - Women’s health and wellbeing, awareness and 
agency, depend on their empowerment. Social and cultural norms that devalue women instill self-
effacing behaviour and compliance with harmful traditional practices. Most of Nepal’s population has 
inadequate access to health care. But for women and girls, discrimination within their own families 
and heavy workload further compromise their health. 

Nepal has made impressive progress in maternal health. Overall national mortality has been 
reduced to an estimated 229 deaths per 100,000 live births, but with considerable disparities between 
districts and socioethnic groups.  

A lifecycle perspective of health clarifies interdependencies between women’s health and that of 
their children, families and communities. A woman’s body accumulates the affects of her reproductive 
history, and health benefits and deficits have impacts on succeeding generations. In Nepal, most 
women are married before they reach 20 years and more than half will have given birth, putting both 
themselves and their babies at risk. Babies born to teenage mothers typically have low birth weight 
and fail to thrive as children and adolescents. Girls with this history tend to become mothers at an 
early age, perpetuating the intergenerational cycle of failure to thrive. Frequent closely spaced 
pregnancies, childbirth and breast feeding have a cumulative debilitating effect especially for 
malnourished women engaged in hard physical agricultural and domestic labour.  

Gender bias affects the care that is given to infants and children. Boys are breast fed longer and 
given better supplementary feeding. The patterns of change in male/female ratios in cohorts of 
increasing age suggest that girls have been disproportionately represented in childhood deaths. 

Mismanaged labour and delivery can leave women who are giving birth with painful and disabling 
injuries, such as uterine prolapse and obstetric fistula. Misunderstood and untreated, these injuries 
reinforce prevailing notions of women’s bodies as impure and polluted. 

Nepal is one of the world’s most malnourished countries. Nearly half of children under five show 
signs of chronic malnutrition. Traditional practices relating to food allocation make women vulnerable 
to poor nutrition and chronic food insecurity. The special dietary needs of pregnant and lactating 
women are often not understood. Nearly 25% of mothers have low body mass index, and about 34% 
of babies have low birth-weight due to the poor nutritional status of their mothers. Increased decision-
making power for women has been shown to correlate with improved indicators of child nutrition. 

Women take the main responsibility for household cleanliness and water supply. Their labour 
compensates for the lack of clean water and sanitation facilities, which impacts severely on women 
during birthing, and influences child care and menstrual hygiene. Women, girls and young children 
are prone to respiratory and eye problems caused by indoor air pollution from open fires or stoves.  

Traditional prejudices rooted in religious interpretations consider women ‘impure’ during 
menstruation or during and after childbirth. The worst forms of chhaupadi are harmful to the 
health and wellbeing of women and infants. Chhaupadi is decreasing, but elimination in isolated 
communities requires commitment to culturally sensitive awareness-raising and social mobilization. 

Among women of reproductive age suicide has emerged as the leading cause of mortality 
accounting for 16% of deaths, yet most cases are not reported. Key factors are relationships, 
marriage and family issues, and mental illness related to pregnancy and motherhood. Suicide 
attempts are three times more common among women than men, but men are three times more likely 
to die, implying a very high suicide rate among men. 

Traditional patriarchal views see the reproductive cycle as the fate of women, encouraging 
acceptance of ill health and a fatalistic passive approach to health care. Women mainly visit health 
posts to seek cures rather than preventive health care. Women and their families tend to prefer home 
birth, for reasons of convenience, comfort, feelings of safety, and affordability. There is increased 
willingness to take women in labour to a health facility, often in a belated response to complications. 

Wealth quintile is a better predictor of disparity in health care utilization than socioethnic group. 
Indicators of economic and multidimensional poverty are essential to identifying the disadvantaged. 

The Female Community Health Volunteers (FCHV) program enabled Nepal to reduce maternal 
and infant mortality, including during the decade of insurgency. In a low resource setting with limited 
government capacity, FCHVs are the frontline workers of basic health care. The program can be 
expanded, and improved by increasing the numbers of FCHVs from traditionally excluded groups. 
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Gender and Education - Education is fundamental to personal and societal development. 
Despite progress, girls and women in Nepal remain disadvantaged in access to formal and informal 
education. Yet the benefits of educating girls and women are well documented, evident in the welfare 
of families and children, and societal transformations in health, and economic and social functioning. 

A lifecycle perspective of the education of girls and women recognizes that low education status 
of mothers correlates with indicators of deprivation for infants and children (e.g. nutrition, mortality, 
poor health and hygiene). Educated women tend to marry later, are less burdened by son preference, 
and have fewer children that they are better able to care for.  

The combined efforts of Government and NGOs have increased girls’ access to primary education. 
But for boys and girls alike, retention, grade repetition, and quality of education remain concerns. 
Family poverty impacts girls more than boys. Daughters are a ‘poor investment’ since they leave 
home at marriage and dowry expenses need to be prioritized over education expenses. With 
increased income, families send sons to private school, keeping daughters in public school. 

Discrimination by their own families is an obstacle for girls who attend school. Girls are socialized into 
household service from an early age, and more likely to be economically active than boys. However, 
child labour disparity between urban and rural children is greater than between girls and boys. 

Adolescent girls are at greatest risk for critical events that could have irreversible negative impacts on 
their lives, for example puberty, early marriage, pregnancy, and school departure. Where chhaupadi is 
strictly practiced, girls may not be allowed to go to school during menstruation, and their subordination 
and humiliation is reinforced. The onset of menstruation has been linked to high dropout rates, so that 
near equity in primary school enrollment gives way to increasing gender disparity at higher levels.  

Physical, physiological and emotional aspects of sexuality are not discussed in Nepal, and many 
girls and boys go through puberty without understanding of their bodies and feelings. Curriculum that 
integrates biomedical knowledge with human relationships, sexual rights and diversity is an important 
vehicle for promoting the rights of women and girls, as well as those of sexual minorities. This is also 
an obvious area of intersection among education, health, youth and gender. 

Gender relations improve with education, including non-formal education. Educated women can 
move beyond the domestic sphere to engage in agricultural initiatives, business, decent employment 
and the economic life and social wellbeing of their communities. They are better able to care for 
themselves, their children and families, and advocate for rights and justice. 

When women from all sociocultural groups are heard and respected at all levels of the public 
education system, the school curriculum and environment will be able to move toward meeting girls’ 
specific needs. The whole girl child should be the central priority, including emotional, physical and 
psychological development, in an enabling family, community and societal environment.    

Gender-based Vulnerability – Violence against women is rooted in patriarchal norms 
that devalue women, supported by patterns that underlie social exclusion in general. UNICEF puts 
violence against women and girls in six areas: 1) sexual abuse, 2) incest and rape, 3) recruitment by 
family members into prostitution, 4) neglect by family members, 5) selective abortion and infanticide, 
6) dowry demands and spousal abuse. 

In Nepal 2010 was the Year against Gender-based Violence Against Women. Domestic violence is 
prevalent, correlating with low education status of victims and perpetrators, linked to alcohol abuse, 
dowry disputes, son preference, and polygamy. Domestic violence is least likely in egalitarian 
relationships. Husbands are the main perpetrators, but mothers-in-law are commonly implicated. 
Reducing gender-based violence has been most successful when both partners are involved in 
gender sensitization programs. In contrast, it has increased when only women were targeted. 

Marriage and child-bearing are the expectation. Arranged marriage is the norm and has evolved to 
encompass a spectrum of practices including matchmaking to help consenting adults find their life 
partner. A substantial proportion of young people, especially educated urban youth, are making their 
own decisions on when and whom to marry. The minimum legal age for marriage without parental 
consent is 20 years, and 18 years with consent. Age at first marriage has increased for both women 
(19 years) and men (22 years), resulting in improved family wellbeing, fewer children and more 
informed reproductive behaviour, but with significant urban-rural disparity. 

In traditional arranged marriage, relationships between families over-ride individual preference, often 
with dowry expectations that perpetuate the treatment of females as commodities and preference for 
sons who bring dowry wealth into the family. The current law that prohibits dowry is not enforced.  

Nepali women commonly move to their husband’s community and into the home of their in-laws to live 
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as an extended or joint family. While this can mean extended family support and a social safety net 
for aging parents, it can make the newly married young wife vulnerable when disagreements arise.  

Traditionally sons are essential and infertility a curse. Son preference is a major obstacle to 
reducing fertility. While sex selective abortion is illegal, female foeticide is on the increase. 

Single women are stigmatized and harassed. Single parents are burdened with supporting their 
family in a discriminatory society, while the childless are viewed with suspicion as misfits. Widows are 
typically blamed for the death of their spouse and ostracized. Single, elderly, widowed, impoverished 
and Dalit women are most vulnerable to accusations of witchcraft. Single Women’s Support Groups in 
many communities address common needs including income generation. 

Women activists and human rights defenders can become targets of reprisals by orthodox 
conservatives, political splinter groups and others who feel threatened by women’s rights. Activists 
can face resistance from their spouse or family, and are vulnerable to domestic violence.  

Nepal is a source country for human trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation and forced 
labour. The ‘entertainment’ industry thrives on trafficking girls and women within Nepal, and is a 
recruitment and transit point for trafficking to other countries. 

Women are increasingly at risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections including HIV & 
AIDS, particularly in rural areas where awareness is low but seasonal labour migration of men is high. 

Gender equity is an essential and necessary component of social justice and cannot be the 
preserve of privileged classes or elite women. Gender status in Nepal shows extreme disparities 
between rural and urban settings, geographic regions, sociocultural groups, and economic classes as 
do other indicators of multidimensional poverty and marginalization. 

Societal gender-based expectations are narrow and confining for men and women alike, and 
male-female roles are mutually reinforcing aspects of the same overall system of gender relations. 
Research into societal constructs of masculinity in Nepal could shed light on the persistence of elites, 
power imbalances, social exclusion, and gender-based discrimination, as well as creative ways of 
engaging men in gender justice. Strategies for the transformation of gender relations need to 
incorporate the perspectives of both men and women, and engage ‘the whole system’. 

Nepal leads the South Asian region in rights and recognition for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex (LGBTI) sexual minorities and is far ahead of many developed countries. 
The 2011 National Census for the first time included questions about third gender orientation. 
Nevertheless, it still remains to translate high level successes into meaningful change in communities 
where LGBTI persons are vulnerable to stigma, discrimination and gender-based violence.  

Speaking Up & Acting Out - Women’s participation in national and local government 
bodies remains low three years after Parliament declared at least 33% women’s representation. Other 
gender initiatives tend to be donor- driven and not sustained or institutionalized beyond the program 
cycle. Sociocultural norms continue to be barriers to women’s meaningful input into decision-making. 

Women’s groups build awareness, confidence and capacity for individual and collective action, 
yet assessments of their impact are variable. Despite peripheral benefits, women-only Community 
Forest User Groups (CFUGs) isolated women putting them in competition with men. The creation of 
women-only CFUGs ignored divisions among women, allowing elite capture just as in mixed groups. 

Women-only groups are effective at early stages of personal and community development, especially 
where traditional conventions of appropriate behaviour and status restrict gender relations. Women 
need to become comfortable with leaving their domestic isolation and interacting, realizing that they 
can address common interests through collective decisions and actions. But transformation of gender 
relations and negotiation of shared interests requires cooperation among men and women.  

Skilled facilitators who understand the local situation, participatory methods, adult learning and the 
organic processes of social mobilization can act as catalysts and educators. Strengths-based 
approaches enable women to realize their own collective strengths and assets. Proactive inclusion 
strategies are required to reach impoverished women and those from traditionally excluded groups. 
When community concerns are identified by women, given sufficient time and commitment, women 
are ready and willing to act as change agents.  

The legacy of the Maoist insurgency on women and girls, their families and communities is 
diverse, complex and still unfolding. Nearly 90% of those killed were men; fathers, husbands, 
brothers and sons. Ironically, the social disruption and its impacts on gender roles meant both 
hardship and opportunities for women and girls, who represented about 30% of armed fighters and 
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were prominent among mobilizers. In Maoist terms, the women’s movement shifted from urban middle 
class women to rural Janajati and lower caste women. The Maoist development agenda reached rural 
communities in an unprecedented way that has, arguably, not been replicated since. The inspiring 
promises of social justice and emancipation raised expectations that have not been delivered. Women 
and traditionally excluded groups continued to be excluded from the peace negotiations, which were 
dominated by elite men. Yet involving women in peace processes is essential for good decisions, 
effective implementation, and addressing the root causes of conflict. 

Lessons and Recommendations for VSO Nepal - Women in Nepal have come 
a long way, and have a long way to go, to achieve some level of gender equity. Women’s 
marginalization and poverty is multidimensional, and interacts with social exclusion based on caste 
and ethnicity, with faith-based belief systems, power structures and hierarchies. Causes and 
symptoms are mutually reinforcing and play out through individual lifecycles and between 
generations.  

Women are not a uniform and homogeneous category. Pro-poor mainstreaming of gender requires 
attention to all the aspects of disadvantage, Gender, Social Exclusion and Multidimensional Poverty. 
Effective interventions should be holistic and inclusive, aiming at the underlying causes of 
disadvantage while also providing immediate relief for the worst symptoms. 

One of the successful approaches for social inclusion is targeting the excluded for skills training in 
technical and other fields in demand by community members, including traditional elites. VSO has 
experience of this kind in Ghana establishing a system of female community agricultural extension 
volunteers, and in Guyana enabling youth to lead community-based farmer-to-farmer sharing. 

The ‘whole system’ needs to be engaged to change power dynamics without creating hostility 
between ‘beneficiaries’ and ‘non-beneficiaries’. Strategies for gender equity and improved relations 
need to incorporate the perspectives of both men and women. Devising appropriate strategies at 
community level requires understanding local diversity. Women and girls live in families and 
communities, and it is that context that gives meaning to empowerment and sustainability. 

• Gender-specific programming, projects and partnerships would allow VSO Nepal the flexibility to 
respond to identified community needs, pilot innovative initiatives, and undertake action research that 
would contribute to understanding gender issues, including societal constructs of masculinity. 
Previous constraints can be overcome by creating a full-time staff position to manage Gender and 
Inclusion themes. VSO can recruit both male and female gender specialist volunteers to facilitate 
inclusive approaches to gender issues. 

• Further work remains for VSO Nepal to develop a feasible and realistic program involving a wide 
section of stakeholders and potential partners, and using participatory approaches to frame specific 
objectives and devise strategies for implementation, monitoring and assessment. 

• VSO Nepal’s current and proposed program areas; Education, Health and Livelihoods, should 
proactively mainstream gender interventions within and across programs to ensure that 
disadvantaged women and girls are prioritized, as already recommended by VSO Nepal’s CSP. 
Strategies should explore intersections among core program areas with Gender and Youth: e.g. 
hygiene, nutrition, sexuality education, functional literacy and numeracy, child clubs, vocational 
training and mentoring, pro-women intermediate technologies, and women’s enterprise development. 

• Networking and strategic partnerships with women’s NGOs and INGO and GON women’s initiatives 
would inform VSO Nepal strategies, bring more continuity to situational assessment, and enhance 
VSO’s credibility and impact in gender in Nepal. VSO’s Gender Working Group has shown itself to be 
powerful asset, including in regional and district connectivity. Networking could be strengthened by a 
more systematic approach and staff specialized in gender issues and programming. 

• VSO Nepal should work with community-based partners in strengths-based participatory 
approaches that encourage women and women’s groups to identify, articulate and act on their own 
priorities.  

• Further exploration of how best to involve VSO international volunteers in mainstreaming gender 
across programs and placements could harness their passion and energy into appropriate and 
effective gender interventions. 

VSO Nepal is well placed to address the marginalization of women and girls in a holistic and inclusive 
way through current and proposed programs in Education, Health and Livelihoods. VSO’s 
international volunteers, male and female, could be used to great advantage in challenging limiting 
notions about gender potential and gender relations, and to support partner organizations.
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1 Introduction 

5f]/f eP ;+;f/ pHofnf] . 5f]/L eP efG;f pHofnf]5f]/f eP ;+;f/ pHofnf] . 5f]/L eP efG;f pHofnf]5f]/f eP ;+;f/ pHofnf] . 5f]/L eP efG;f pHofnf]5f]/f eP ;+;f/ pHofnf] . 5f]/L eP efG;f pHofnf]    
Chhora bhae sansaar ujyalo. Chhori bhae bhaansaa ujyalo. 

(Son brightens the world, daughter brightens the kitchen) 

Gender issues in Nepal have evolved in the South Asian regional context in which patriarchal 
traditions and gender discrimination have severely disadvantaged and devalued women and girls. 
Almost half of adult women are illiterate, more than in any other region worldwide. South Asia 
accounts for most of the world’s mortality related to pregnancy and childbirth. While agricultural work 
accounts for 65% of women’s work, only 7% of farms are controlled by women, reinforcing the view 
women as chattels not farmers. Women who are vocal and visible, for example through involvement 
in politics, find themselves vulnerable to gender-based violence1. Others are deterred by this 
possibility. In many indicators of gender equality, the South Asian region generally ranks poorly, 
second only to sub-Saharan Africa2. 

South Asian Gender Gap Ranking out of 134 Countries Surveyed3 

 
Overall 
Rank 

Economic 
Empowerment 

Education Health 
Political 

Empowerment 

Bangladesh 93 121 105 127 17 

India 114 127 121 134 24 

Nepal 110 116 125 123 35 

Pakistan 132 132 128 128 55 

Sri Lanka 16 99 68 1 6 

While Nepal is part of the South Asian region, it also has unique aspects. Nepal is a transition zone 
where more than 100 different ethnocultural groups of South Asian and Tibeto-Burman origin cohabit 
and interact, with no single group forming a majority of the population. The position and status of 
women and girls are complex, varying in different structural divisions of Nepali society, in different 
communities, and across geographic areas. For example, women among the Rai, Bote, Chepang, 
Gurung, Thakali, Limbu and Tharu communities are relatively empowered

4
, but supporting factors 

differ, possibly including remnants of matrilineal structures or traditional involvement in trade and 
business. Other communities and Terai areas in particular share many cultural and religious values 
with northern India, including concepts that present considerable barriers to women’s empowerment 
and independence. Women and girls are encumbered by, and harmed by, traditional attitudes that 
perpetuate long-standing social practices such as early or child marriage, dowry expectations that 
encourage families to think of daughters as a liability, and stigma directed at childless, unmarried or 
widowed women. The long porous border with India facilitates other abuses like human trafficking, 
including of young girls and women for coerced sex work. 

Despite the slow progress on gender equity, the South Asian region has produced many powerful 
women, as shown by relatively high political empowerment rankings. Nepal is now one of only 29 
countries that have reached or exceeded 30% representation of women in parliament

5
, and the 

changed political environment and extensive policy dialogue between government, civil society 
organizations and development partners are creating a favorable atmosphere for women. Provisions 
in the 2007 Interim Constitution greatly improved women’s rights and entitlements. It remains to be 
seen, however, how these provisions will be implemented to make effective change on the ground. 

Empowerment has been described as the means by which women take control of and expand their 
strategic choices in life. Essential elements include self-esteem and self-confidence, agency (or the 
ability to decide and act on personal goals), and awareness of power structures

6
 and it requires 

                                                
1
 In Nepal, a Hotline assistance support network to counter violence against women during and prior to the 2008 Constituent 

Assembly elections documented 32 cases of abuse. What Happens When Women Take Actions. WOREC, 2010 
http://www.worecnepal.org/publication/what-happens-when-women-take-actions 
2
 Everyday Equality – Be the Change, prepared by Naina Kapur, supported by UN Development Fund for Women, UN Women 

http://www.unwomensouthasia.org/publications/Beijing/Everyday%20Equality.pdf 
3
 The Global Gender Gap Report, 2009, World Economic Forum https://members.weforum.org/pdf/gendergap/report2009.pdf 

4
 Democracy, Gender Equality and Women’s Literacy: Experience from Nepal, by Dr. Sushan Acharya, UNESCO, 2004, Annex 

2 http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001386/138638e.pdf 
5
 Gender Justice: Key to Achieving the Millennium Development Goals, UNIFEM, 2010 

http://www.unifem.org/progress/pdfs/MDGBrief-English.pdf 
6
 Based on Resources, agency, achievements: reflections on the measurement of women’s empowerment, by N. Kabeer, in 

Discussing Women’s Empowerment – Theory and Practice, SIDA Studies No. 3 2001, cited by 
http://www.unescap.org/drpad/publication/bulletin%202002/ch6.pdf 
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mutually supporting links at personal, household, community and societal levels. Marginalized women 
may not have the capacity or confidence to overcome barriers or, in some cases, even to recognize 
the injustice of their situation. Hence, social mobilization and group support are essential to the 
creation of an enabling environment, particularly in Nepal where there is still a long way to go for 
women’s empowerment to move from policy to reality. 

1.1 Overview of Gender, Culture and Religion in Nepal 
As part of the process of the unification and creation of Nepal, Hindu caste hierarchies became a 
means of exerting political and economic control, with real or pretended ancestral ties to Indian elites 
legitimizing the authority of rulers. The caste system was formalized through the 1854 Muluki Ain (the 
national code) which defined a rigid social stratification based on birth, ethnocultural origin, and 
occupation, the latter also defined as immutable and hereditary. Status became intertwined with caste 
hierarchy to the extent that Janajati groups also bettered their position by negotiating improved caste 
status, implicitly accepting a social system that was at odds with their more egalitarian outlook7. 
However, even some Janajati groups with relatively egalitarian gender relations (at least at household 
level) already had origin myths and mythic genealogy that established caste-like social hierarchies8.   

Slavery was officially abolished in 1924, caste-based discrimination in 1963 and various forms of 
bonded labour in 2000-2002. Nepal ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1991. But the social structures of feudalism, debt 
bondage, social hierarchy, patriarchy, patronage and oligarchy persisted, even if translated into the 
forms of political parties and representative government. The struggles for social justice, inclusion and 
identity-based political recognition (including the Maoist insurgency from 1996-2006) have been 
largely shaped and framed by this history. Caste-based hierarchies, traditional social norms and 
discriminatory practices of dominant caste groups, religious differences favouring Hinduism, and 
gender relations rooted in patriarchal structures, are prominent among the sources of inequality and 
exclusion highlighted by the 2009 Nepal Human Development Report

9
. In the context of Nepal’s 

complex and fluid ethnic, cultural and religious diversity, it is instructive to consider three broad 
overlapping frameworks for classifying Nepal’s socioethnic groups in a way that illustrates how these 
depend on competing perspectives and interests (see figure below)

10
. Gender could in fact be viewed 

as a fourth framework, in many ways just as simplistic and intractable as the socioethnic frameworks.  

                                                                                                                                                  
Also see Empowerment of women throughout the life cycle as a transformative strategy for poverty eradication, United Nations, 
2001 (EGM/POV/2001/REPORT) cited by http://www.unescap.org/drpad/publication/bulletin%202002/ch6.pdf 
7
 Fatalism and Development – Nepal’s Struggle for Modernization, Dor Bahadur Bista, Orient Longman Ltd., India, 1991 

8
 For example the Gurung caste system is a barrier for intermarriage. For a recent detailed study of Gurung communities in 

Lamjung see Women’s Agency in Relation to Population and Environment in Rural Nepal, by Narayani Tiwari, PhD Thesis, 
Wageningen University, 2007 http://edepot.wur.nl/24396 
9
 Nepal Human Development Report 2009, , State Transformation and Human Development, p 18 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/nationalreports/asiathepacific/nepal/name,19112,en.html 
10

 Negotiating Multiculturalism in Nepal: Law, Hegemony, Contestation and Paradox, by Rajendra Pradhan, Social Science 
Baha, Conference on Constitutionalism and Diversity, Kathmandu August-22-24, 2007. & references therein 
http://www.uni-bielefeld.de/midea/pdf/Rajendra.pdf 

Three Frameworks for Classifying Socioethnic Groups in Nepal 

 Based on Rajendra Pradhan, Negotiating Multiculturalism in Nepal:  
Law, Hegemony, Contestation and Paradox, 2007 

1. Hierarchical caste structured groups (jaats) [Hindus] and predominantly clan or lineage based, ‘egalitarian’ 
indigenous nationalities (Adivasi / Janajatis) [non-Hindus], excepting Newars, who are hierarchically 
structured. This is the main division according to the discourse of Janajatis who constitute 36.4% of the 
population. 

2. Pahadis, i.e. people of hill origin, and Madhesis, i.e. people of the plains (Terai); both categories include 
castes as well as indigenous nationalities. This is the main division especially according to the discourse of 
Madhesis who are 28.4% of the population. Pahadis constitute 66.2% of the population, and others 5.4%.  

Like the Pahadis, the Madhesi are linguistically, ethnically and religiously heterogeneous. The caste groups (9 
in the hills and 43 in the Terai) comprise 58.6% of the population, the ethnic groups (25 in the hills and 19 in 
the Terai) 36.4% and ‘others’ (including religious groups such as Muslims and Sikhs) 6.2%. 

3. Pure castes and impure and untouchable castes (Dalits), among both Pahadis and Madhesis. This is the 
main division according to the discourse of the Dalits. The exact number of the Dalit population is contested 
but one estimate is that they constitute 12.8% of the population, of which 55% are Pahadis. 
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Processes of cultural interaction and assimilation continue to the present day. For example, Terai 
Tharu women have traditionally been empowered and independent, supporting speculation that Tharu 
culture retains the vestiges of a matriarchal past. Tharu origin myths explain the status of Tharu 
women by invoking the escape of Rajput queens with their retainers, who they eventually married11. 
The eradication of malaria in the 1950s brought an influx of Pahadi hill people into Terai areas. Under 
the social pressure of disapproval from high caste immigrants, the Tharu are increasingly adopting 
more patriarchal and restrictive attitudes toward women’s roles and activities12. 

All of the world’s great religions retain elements of patriarchal beliefs and patterns, intertwined with the 
historical and cultural influences of their time and place of origin. The major eastern religions, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, developed in the spiritually fertile Himalayas and Indo-Gangetic 
plains, influenced by older shamanist and animist traditions. The position and status of women in 
Nepal are closely related to the prevailing beliefs and practices of the religion, caste and community 
to which they belong, creating a diversity that can be thought of as ‘multiple gender norms’13, one 
example being that of the Tharu already referred to. Concepts of purity that depend on female virginity 
and fidelity are among the factors behind early marriage and the restricted independence of girls and 
women. Among orthodox high caste Hindu Brahmin and Chhetri groups, the emphasis on patriline 
and ritual purity has particularly disadvantaged women14. Women’s traditional roles in many Hindu 
observances directly or indirectly reinforce the superiority of husbands

15
 and patrilineal relations, and 

beliefs about ritual impurity extend to women who are menstruating, pregnant and after childbirth. 
Among traditional Hindu beliefs, only sons or elder grandsons can perform funeral rites or shraddha 
that give respect to the dead and promote the salvation of ancestors

16
. In Terai-Madhesi communities 

in particular, daily life is governed by particularly restrictive patriarchal and stratified caste, ethnic and 
gender relations

17
. Many religious beliefs have become the grounds for cultural practices that devalue 

women and girls, or blend into superstitions that make them vulnerable. 

Hindu and Buddhist religious sites and customs in Nepal have evolved ecumenical or even symbiotic 
relations, especially in the Kathmandu Valley. For example, the Kumari incarnations of a Hindu 
goddess are chosen from among prepubescent girls of the Newari Buddhist Shakya community. The 
Newari community also practices a form of symbolic first marriage in which young girls are 
ceremonially wedded to the fruit of the bel tree, protecting them from child marriage and the stigma of 
becoming widows even on the death of a human husband18. 

Several studies observe that Tibeto-Burman communities have generally afforded women greater 
freedom, status and mobility19. For example among the Gurung, both sons and daughters play 
important roles in the funeral observances for the death of parents20. Many Janajati communities 
either observe or are influenced by Buddhist views of marriage as a secular concern, allowing more 
liberal attitudes toward women’s agency in marriage, separation and remarriage, including by 
widows21. 

                                                
11

 This is disputed by more plebian scientific evidence that links them with Mongoloid Tibeto-Burman peoples. The Tharus and 
their blood group, by D.N. Majumadar, Journal of Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, vol 8, no 1, 1941 
12

 Park, Hill Migration and Changes in Household Livelihood Systems of Rana Tharus in Far-Western Nepal, by Lai Ming Lam, 
Thesis, University of Adelaide, 2009, Chapter 8 especially p 211-213 
http://digital.library.adelaide.edu.au/dspace/handle/2440/58136 
13

 Nepal: a gender view of the armed conflict and the peace process, by María Villellas Ariño, Peacebuilding Papers (Quaderns 
de Construcció de Pau), School for a Culture of Peace (Escola de Cultura de Pau), 2008, p 6 
http://escolapau.uab.cat/img/qcp/nepal_conflict_peace.pdf 
14

 For detailed description and analysis see Dangerous Wives and Sacred Sisters – Social and Symbolic Roles of High-Caste 
Women in Nepal, by Lynn Bennett, Columbia University Press 1983, republished by Mandala Publications, Nepal, 2005 
15

 One example is ‘teej’, a day of fasting by a wife for her husband’s wellbeing and longevity which has no reciprocal 
counterpart. Shadow Report on the 4th & 5th Periodic Report by The Government of Nepal on CEDAW, 2011, coordinated by 
Forum for Woman, Law and Development (FWLD), CEDAW Sub-Committee 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/docs/ngos/FWLD_NepalCEDAW49.pdf 
See also Gender Research Report from Parsa District. VSO Nepal Working Paper, by Samali Nandala, June 2011 
16

 Interview with Uma Bhandari (Ruwon Nepal) cited in Women In Nepal Face Discrimination From the Womb, by Isha 
Mehmood, Posted July 10th, 2009 http://advocacynet.org/wordpress-mu/imehmood/blog/2009/07/10/women-in-nepal-face-
discrimination-from-the-womb/ 
17

 Nepal Human Development Report 2009, Op. Cit., p 21  
18

 Harmful Traditional Practices in Three Countries of South Asia: culture, human rights and violence against women, Economic 
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Gender and Development Discussion Paper Series No. 21, 2006 
http://www.unescap.org/sdd/publications/gender/SDD_pub_2530.pdf 
19

 Nepalese Women, by Indra Majupuria, Bangkok:Tecpress Books Co. Ltd. new edition, 1996 
Also ADB. Country Briefing Paper. Women of Nepal, 1999 www.adb.org/Documents/Books/ Country Briefing 
Papers/Women_in_Nepal/women_nepal.pdf 
20

 The Value of Sons and Daughters among the Gurungs in Nepal, by Narayani Tiwari, Contributions to Nepalese Studies, Vol 
33, No l, 2006 http://himalaya.socanth.cam.ac.uk/collections/journals/contributions/pdf/CNAS_33_01_01.pdf 
21

 For example see Amazing Tharu Women: Empowered and in Control, by  Subhash Chandra Verma, Intersections: Gender 
and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, Issue 22, 2009 http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue22/verma.htm#n5 
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1.2 Gender Geography and Multidimensional Poverty 
Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the world, and women and girls bear a disproportionate 
burden of poverty. In the context of extensive and deep multidimensional poverty, low gender-related 
development status22 is linked to income poverty, Human Development status, poor health, food 
insecurity, numerous other indicators relating to disadvantage (e.g. literacy, water, sanitation). In 
particular, Far and Mid Western mountain and hill regions consistently show strong geographic 
correlations between low gender development and numerous indicators of multidimensional poverty. 

1.3 Gender and Social Exclusion 
Women and girls are the poorest and most marginalized members of all caste or ethnic groups, 
although this can play out in different ways. Census data from 2001 shows high male to female ratios 
in all Terai groups (including high and middle castes, Muslims, Dalits and Janajatis) outside of normal 
ranges of variability. While the reasons behind the unusual sex ratios are unknown, imbalances are 
generally regarded as an indicator of gender-based discrimination. Interestingly, the highest ratio 
(>110 male/female) was among high caste Terai Brahmin and Chhetri23, supporting anecdotal 
evidence of the poor treatment of high caste women within families and communities24. This extends 
to hill and mountain districts of the Far and Mid-Western regions, where women are severely 
marginalized by all caste groups including Brahmin and Chhetri. It remains to be seen whether results 
of the 2011 Census will show changes in sex ratio imbalance beyond the effects of out-migration by 
men.  

Comparisons based on the National Planning Commission’s Social Exclusion Index show that the 
most excluded caste and ethnic groups have higher gender differentials. The highest gender 
differentials are found among Dalits, followed by Muslims and Terai Janajatis

25
. Dr. Chandra Bhadra 

(Gender Studies, Padma Kanya Multiple Campus) contends that the Gender Equality and Social 
Inclusion (GESI) approach has diluted the women’s movement in that the focus on social inclusion 
has in fact meant the social inclusion of men from marginalized groups

26
. Women, who previously 

worked together, became fragmented into many different identity-based organizations (e.g. Feminist 
Dalit Organization, Janajati Women’s Organization). Dr. Bhadra proposes that women need to think in 
terms of ‘intersectionality’. 

                                                
22

 The Gender-related Development Index shows inequalities between men and women based on disparities in: life 
expectancy, literacy and education, and earned income. http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_20072008_EN_Indicator_tables.pdf 
23

 See Figure 10 in Unequal Citizens, Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, DFID/World Bank, 2006 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEV/Resources/3177394-1168615404141/3328201-1172597654983/Nepal.pdf 
24

 See also Fatalism and Development – Nepal’s Struggle for Modernization, Op. Cit. 
25

 Cited by Overview of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in Nepal, ADB Publication, 2010 
http://www.adb.org/Documents/Reports/Country-Gender-Assessments/cga-nep-2010.pdf 
26

 Interview with Dr. Chandra Bhadra, Professor, Gender Studies, Padmakanya Multiple Campus, March 29, 2011 
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1.4 Overview of Progress and Current Initiatives 
Nepal has made considerable progress in areas of policy, legislation and programming initiatives to 
support the rights and development of women and children. (See Appendix 3 for a listing of relevant 
international instruments, and regional and national initiatives.) The 2007 Interim Constitution 
guaranteed women’s rights and, as of 2010, 62 discriminatory provisions against women were still 
being revised to comply with the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and other international commitments27. But given that much of this 
progress was initiated in the short time since the 2007 Interim Constitution, a vast amount of work still 
needs to be done to translate high level initiatives to real change on the ground, especially in the 
context of limited resources and persisting cultural and social barriers. 

1.5 VSO Nepal’s Gender Work 
Over the past 15 years, of the nearly 500 volunteers that VSO placed in Nepal, about 60% have been 
women. About 10% (nearly 50 volunteers) directly supported the development of women and girls, 
either through working with women’s organizations or through gender work in education, health or 
livelihoods. From 1985-1990, six volunteers worked in the districts of Dhanusa, Dailekh, Jumla and 
Accham with Production Credit for Rural Women, one of the earliest credit and savings programs 
contributing to the empowerment of community women (see Section 2.5 Economic Empowerment). In 
1987, six volunteers were placed with Education for Girls and Women in Surkhet, Baitadi, Ilam, Dang 
and Doti. From 1987-2001, fifteen volunteers supported maternal and reproductive health in Banke, 
Chitwan, Doti, Kavrepalanchok, Morang, Parsa, Dhanusa and Kathmandu. This history illustrates that 
VSO volunteers worked in remote districts, including districts in which women’s advancement is 
limited by entrenched social and cultural attitudes. More recently, volunteers were primarily involved in 
developing organizational and managerial capacity in women’s organizations, including in the Ministry 
of Women, Children & Social Welfare, as well as in organizations representing sexual minorities. 
While gender has been considered to be a cross-cutting theme, in practice it has been challenging to 
mainstream and create cross-cutting gender linkages while prioritizing core program areas. 

VSO Nepal’s Country Strategic Planning (CSP) process during 2010-2011 again identified ‘Gender – 
Women & Girls’ as a cross-cutting theme, in parallel with ‘Inclusive Engagement & Community 
Cohesion’28. However the CSP regards benefiting women and girls as a priority, explicitly addressed 
in and across core program areas. Its recommendations aim to overcome previous constraints by 
creating a full-time staff position to manage Gender and Inclusion themes, with the potential to 
develop partnerships, placements, theme-specific projects, and manage volunteers working across 
core program areas. The CSP frames the Gender aspiration as:  

“Confident women and girls valued and empowered by their families, communities and the nation.”  

This present Gender Backgrounder evolved during the CSP process through the collective efforts of 
VSO Nepal’s Gender Working Group (GWG) and other interested volunteers and staff. The GWG 
efforts expanded until there was a felt need to consolidate and compile these into a single Gender 
Backgrounder, with additional web-based research. The Gender Backgrounder is intended to 
strengthen the Gender recommendations of the CSP, and to form the basis of further Gender 
program development and planning. 

2 Economy of Gender 
In general in Nepali society, a woman’s proper place is regarded as the home where her main duties 
are childrearing and household chores, including fetching water and collecting firewood. The 2008 
Nepal Labour Force Survey (NLFS) indicates that about 70% of wood and water are fetched by 
women, and 84% of milling is done by women29. Men on the other hand are more likely to carry 
products to distant markets for selling30. But while taking primary responsibility for household tasks, 
women play a small role in household decision-making. With limited or restricted access to resources, 
they cannot take independent decision about finances, family affairs or household labour31.  

                                                
27

 The Report of the NHRI of Nepal on the UPR Processes, July 2010, Submitted to Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, Geneva http://www.nwc.gov.np/uploads/supp_docs/8/UPR%20report%202010%20Finals.pdf 
28

 VSO Nepal  –  Country Strategic Plan, August 2011 
29

 This is based on the time that men and women put into these activities. Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, 
Central Bureau of Statistics http://www.cbs.gov.np/Surveys/NLFS-2008%20Report.pdf 
30

 Nepalese Women, by Indra Majupuria, 1996, Op. Cit., p 355. 
31

 Nepal Dilemmas of Development and Change in Far-Western Hills, by B.C. Upreti, New Delhi: Indus Publishing Company, 
2006 
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2.1 Women’s Work is Not Productive 
As in all Labour Force Surveys that follow ILO standards based on the United Nations 1993 System of 
National Accounts, women’s contribution in domestic areas is not accounted in Nepal’s GDP. The 
current standards consider production of goods for own use as ‘work’ (e.g. sewing or making mats for 
the household, collecting water or firewood)32. However, ‘own-account’ household services (e.g. 
cooking, serving food, cleaning, minor repairs, shopping; care giving to children, the sick or elderly; 
voluntary community service) are not included in the concept of ‘work’. This means that much of 
women’s household activities, in as much as they are the main providers of household services, are 
devalued as ‘non-work’ or ‘non-economic’. Hence, the Labour Force Survey, classifies women 
engaged exclusively in household services (39.7%) as voluntarily ‘inactive’, giving the impression that 
women of child-bearing age in particular choose to be idle and not engaged in productive work.  

Women are more involved than men in all categories of ‘own-account’ household services except for 
shopping and volunteer work, indicating the degree to which women’s activities are limited to 
domestic areas. In the age range of 20 to 44 years, 92-96% of women and 76-83% of men engaged 
in some form of ‘non-economic’ activity over the course of a week33. Of those who were active, 
women spent an average of 27.5 to 34 hours/week on these activities, primarily on cooking, cleaning 
and child minding, and men spent 6-9 hours/week, primarily on shopping and child minding. There is 
considerable anecdotal evidence that indicates that men are more occupied with social activities, 
including playing games, gambling and drinking with friends, and that at home they expect to be 
served34. In the younger age range of 10-19 years, 61-85% of females were active for 11-18 
hours/week and 43-64% of males for 4-5 hours/week. The gender imbalance in level of household 
activity at a young age links to the common observation that girl children have less time to devote to 
their schooling than boy children. It also indicates the degree to which girl children are socialized into 
domestic roles, leaving them with few options as they mature. 

Community volunteering is defined as unproductive non-work activity
35

. In the case of women, this 
includes more than 50000 Female Community Health Volunteers (FCHV) who deliver government 
health programs in all 75 districts of Nepal. The ADB in 2009 recommended that Female Community 
Health Volunteers should be officially recognized and given funds that would allow poor women to 
become involved in implementation

36
. (It also points out that drawing men into a similar program could 

make them into effective change agents.) 

2.2 Access to Resources, Property and Land Rights 
The status attached to land ownership in Nepal goes beyond economic value, carrying social and 
political prestige as an indicator of power and wealth37. In all the ethnocultural communities in Nepal, 
land is inherited from father to son(s), hence women’s access to land has generally been dependent 
on their relationship (daughter, wife or mother) to a male landowner38. In 2001, women accounted for 
less than 10% of land ownership registration39. A 2002 amendment (commonly referred to as the 
Women’s Bill) of the Civil Code repealed several discriminatory provisions such as those that 
prevented women from having full access to property. In 2006, the Interim Constitution of Nepal 
provided for equal inheritance rights to sons and daughters with respect to ancestral property40; 
however, this applies only while daughters remain unmarried41. The Gender Equality Act (2007) 
advanced women’s property rights further, entitling women to use their property freely without the 
consent of male family members (as was previously required), and it included daughters within the 
definition of family under the Land Act.  

                                                
32

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit.  In fact as the report points out, in the Nepal context, since most 
rural households collect their own firewood or carry water, inclusion of these as productive work resulted in unemployment rates 
in rural areas falling to almost zero. 
33

 The reference week of the Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit., Tables 14-1 and 14.2 
34

 For example, Gender Research Report from Parsa District. VSO Nepal Working Paper, by Samali Nandala, June 2011 
35

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit. 
36

 Through the Female Community Health Volunteer Program. See Overview of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in Nepal, 
2010, Op. Cit., p 15-16 
37

 No Justice, No Peace: Socio-economic Rights in Nepal’s New Constitution, by Elisabeth Weckeri, in Land First, Journal of 
Land and Agrarian Reforms, eds. Sharma et al., Kathmandu: Community Self Reliance Center, Vol. 10, August 2010 
38

 Unequal Citizens, Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, DFID/World Bank, 2006, Op. Cit. 
39

 Land Reform in Nepal, by Keshab Badal, in Land First, Journal of Land and Agrarian Reforms, eds. Sharma et al., 
Kathmandu: Community Self Reliance Center, Vol. 10, August 2010 
40

 Gender Issues in Agriculture and Land, by Maina Dhital, in Land First, Journal of Land and Agrarian Reforms, eds. Sharma 
et al., Kathmandu: Community Self Reliance Center, Vol. 10, August 2010 
41

 Overview of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in Nepal. ABD, 2010, Op. Cit. 
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These reforms did improve the situation of women. According to data from 50 land registration offices 
across Nepal, by February 2009, 35% of land transactions were registered in the names of women

42
. 

However, the ongoing challenges to gender mainstreaming are illustrated by the situation of female 
Kamaiyas (mainly Tharu bonded labourers in Far Western Terai areas) who were not considered for 
land titles issued under the Government’s Kamaiya rehabilitation initiatives

43
. 

A land certificate demonstrates ownership of land or registered tenancy, and is required to set up 
services such as water and electricity. Households without land certificates would find it difficult to get 
access to services, a situation that affects many women-headed households. Similarly, women are 
generally not considered owners of homes. The family house is passed on from father to son so that, 
as of 2006, only 6% of women in Nepal were home-owners

44
, although the 2008 NLFS showed 22% 

of households headed by women
45

.    

Both formal and informal credit institutions cater to property owners who can provide tangible 
collateral for loans. Women are effectively excluded from conventional institutional credit by their 
limited access to inherited property. An increasing number of credit institutions and microfinance 
programs have been remedying this situation by targeting women

46
. While the Ministry of Agriculture 

and Cooperatives (MOAC) highlighted some 14-30 ‘best women entrepreneurs’ in different districts, 
for the large majority of women, business options are limited by lack of financing, market knowledge 
and skills, family support and policies

47
. 

2.3 Women in Agriculture 
Agriculture in Nepal, as in many other developing countries, can be considered a feminized sector

48
. 

Women form 60% of the total workforce in agriculture and forestry49. Of the 80.1% of women who are 
economically active at least part time (compared to 87.5% of men), 89% are engaged in agriculture 
and forestry (compared to 70% of men)50. Almost all employment (99.7%) in this sector is informal. 

The dominance of women in agriculture partly reflects traditional divisions of labour, but labour 
availability in rural areas in particular has been impacted by the migration of men. While seasonal 
migration has been a livelihood strategy for decades, migration has increased considerably in recent 
years. The 2008 NLFS found that in rural areas 24.4% of households had at least one male member 
absent, compared to 6.6% of households in which a female member was absent. The effect of 
increased male absence is variable and can include increased work load for remaining family 
members, downsizing of cropped land and livestock due to the labour shortage, and increased 
independent decision-making power for women, as well as increased responsibility as the household 
head

51
. In western hill areas, a modification of illegal Haliya labour is reportedly practiced under which 

women work for landlords and moneylenders while their husbands migrate for seasonal work
52

. 
Remittance income coming back to the household can also play a role in empowering the female 
household head. However, on average less than 20% of remittance income (or NR7800) returns to 
the household, often brought back personally by the migrant worker

53
. 

In the 1990s it was estimated that women were involved in about 66% of planting tasks including 
sowing seeds, 75% of weeding, watering plants, and the whole task of cleaning and storing the 
harvest

54
. More recent time use studies of apple and vegetable seed production in Jumla showed 

                                                
42

 Compiled by Community Self Reliance Centre (CSRC) as reported in Gender Issues in Agriculture and Land, 2010, Op. Cit. 
43

 Poverty, Discrimination and Slavery: The reality of bonded labour in India, Nepal and Pakistan, Anti-Slavery International, 
2008 
http://idsn.org/fileadmin/user_folder/pdf/New_files/Key_Issues/Bonded_Labour/povertydiscrimination_slavery_ASI.pdf 
44

 Unequal Citizens, Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, DFID/World Bank, 2006, Op. Cit.  
45

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit. 
46

 Unequal Citizens, Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, DFID/World Bank, 2006, Op. Cit. 
47

 Scoping Study on Women’s Leadership in the Agriculture Sector in Nepal, by Yamuna Ghale for Women Organizing for 
Change in Agriculture and NRM (WOCAN), 2008 http://www.wocan.org/files/all/nepal_scoping_study.pdf 
48

 Ibid.  
49

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit., Table 7.6 
50

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit.   
51

 For example, see Karnali report by Tom Wolstenholme and Willeke van Rijn, 2011. Also Feminisation of Agriculture in Nepal, 
by Yamuna Ghale, 2008, Nepalnews.com 
52

 Poverty, Discrimination and Slavery: The reality of bonded labour in India, Nepal and Pakistan, Anti-Slavery International, 
2008 http://idsn.org/fileadmin/user_folder/pdf/New_files/Key_Issues/Bonded_Labour/povertydiscrimination_slavery_ASI.pdf 
This report also comments on the ‘feminization of bonded labour’ in this context. 
53

 I.e. after loans, travel and living expenses are paid off. Labour migration for development in the western Hindu Kush-
Himalayas, Kathmandu, ICIMOD 2010 
54

 Nepalese Women, by Indra Majupuria, 1996, Op. Cit., p 296 
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women doing 74% and 70% of the total work, respectively
55

. Men have traditionally been more 
involved in preparing land by ploughing or digging, and in threshing and marketing

56
. However, in the 

Jumla example, women do 80-100% of the transporting and selling, perhaps because, in the absence 
of transportation by motorized vehicle or draught animal, traditionally it is women who carry doko 
loads of goods. While women are the main farmers in terms of growing and harvesting for both 
subsistence and market agriculture, their participation in decision making is limited, including about 
what to grow, use of land and what share of foods to allocate for family consumption

57
. Women are 

generally not recognised as autonomous farmers, an attitude reinforced by lack of legal entitlement to 
the means of production, that is, to land, livestock and other assets

58
. This also limits women’s access 

to services such as credit, information about improved farming practices or diversification, and 
marketing support, even while market-oriented agriculture is promoted. Conventional approaches to 
agricultural extension, innovation and marketing typically fail to consider the variety of women’s 
domestic and agricultural activities in a holistic way. At the same time, women’s existing workloads 
can also preclude their participation in new developments or opportunities even in the case of 
initiatives that are nominally pro-women. 

Interestingly, in some rural areas, changes in the dominant production from cereals to vegetables are 
reported to be instrumental in changing social perceptions and behaviours relating to both caste and 
gender

59
. For example as regards the division of labour, both men and women are involved in the 

diverse tasks from land preparation to harvesting, as well as in marketing and purchasing. Marketing 
activities can be empowering in that they are opportunities for gathering market-related and other 
information, and expanding social exposure and interaction

60
. 

Animal husbandry plays an important role in rural Nepal which, with the degradation of farmland, also 
has the potential to increase in importance. Draft animals provide power for many farming tasks, 
livestock manure provides fertilizer, and animal products have been considered as the “largest on-
farm source of household income in most of the country”.  Animal husbandry is dominated by women, 
and most of women’s microcredit funds go toward livestock

61
. Women are responsible for 70% of 

livestock-related tasks
62

, for example the processing of milk to make milk products and butter. As with 
other assets, ownership is generally passed on from father to sons so that women’s access is indirect 
and dependent on relationships to male family members. Prior to 2006, women’s ownership of 
livestock stood at 7%, despite their major role in animal husbandry

63
. The 2007 interim constitution 

included provisions for equal ownership of livestock by sons and daughters, but the impact of this has 
yet to be determined. 

Rural households are very reliant on forest areas and forest products, especially poor households 
without land or limited access to land. Women are the main collectors of forest products including 
firewood, fodder, and grass for bedding and other uses. Good access to forest areas can reduce 
women’s workload while increasing livelihood security. A survey in Dhading district showed that in 
96.9% of households collecting grass was done only by women, in 82% of households fodder was 
collected only by women and in 69% of households all fuel wood was collected by women

 64
. 
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Also 4S Apple Base Study Report, Jumla, ABS 2010, cited by Karnali report by Tom Wolstenholme and Willeke van Rijn, 2011 
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 Feminisation of Agriculture in Nepal, by Yamuna Ghale, 2008, Op. Cit.  
59
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in Mid-Hills of Nepal, 2010, Op. Cit. 
60

 Agricultural Intensification: Linking with Livelihood Improvement and Environmental Degradation in Mid-Hills of Nepal, 2010, 
Op. Cit. 
61
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of the Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Women and Children (OSRT), National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), 2010 
http://www.nhrcnepal.org///publication/doc/reports/Trafficking-NationalReport%202008-09.pdf 
62

 Asian Development Bank,  Loan 1461-NEP: Third Livestock Development Project – 1996 
63

 Unequal Citizens, Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, DFID/World Bank, 2006, Op. Cit. 
64
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Nepal, by Kalpana Ghimire-Bastakoti & Rishi Ram Bastakoti, Nepal Australia Community Resource Management and 
Livelihoods Project (NACRMLP) http://wgc.womensglobalconnection.org/conf06proceedings/Ghimire-Bastakoti,%20K.--
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However, limited mobility and their household workload were limitations on women’s broader 
participation in CFUG, in addition to traditional views of women’s roles. In only 17.2% households 
were women involved in CFUG planning and policy, and women from only 13.8% households 
participated in meetings. The few women who were active had been trained and supported by NGOs. 

The Gender Equity and Environment Division in Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives (MOAC) 
reported 38-40% participation and representation by women in the agriculture development process 
as a result of gender mainstreaming initiatives (MOAC, 2062). However, it is also clear that women’s 
membership, even on executive committees, does not necessarily mean that they are able to 
participate or express their views. In some cases, pressures to show pro-women results have 
degenerated into collecting women’s names as nominal members. Observations in Dhading illustrate 
the general situation that as long as domestic tasks are not shared by men, women cannot manage 
the time for meetings or trainings. In contrast men, through their broader social interactions, are 
confident and take satisfaction in speaking publicly

65
. 

2.4 Women in the Workforce 
In the non-agricultural sector, the employment of 83.8% of men and 91.8% of women is regarded as 
informal66. The most important subsectors of work for women are in manufacturing and recycling, 
wholesale and retail trade, and hotel and restaurant service67. In general, women in non-agricultural 
wage employment are mostly in low paying and less productive jobs “of low capital intensity”. For 
example, in construction of infrastructure, women may be mainly involved in breaking rocks to 
produce aggregate and in carrying doko loads, while men stay on site68. Average daily wages for 
women, especially for unskilled labour, are lower than for men69, in some cases about half of men’s 
wages70. While women’s employment in the informal sector is often exploitive and marginal in 
generating income, this is also the general case for informal sector employment for men, women and 
children. 

Numerous young rural women and children were attracted to urban areas since the 1980’s by the 
growth in the production of garments, carpets and pashmina shawls, industries that required manual 
dexterity and a pliant workforce

71
. In some enterprises, up to 80% worked informally at home for long 

hours finishing garments on a piece-work basis
72

. The carpet industry became a focal point for 
trafficking girls and boys to India

73
, and the decline of manufacturing may have forced other workers 

to resort to prostitution. Rural women also migrate to urban centres for work in domestic, hotel or food 
services. Their work conditions and treatment depend on the practices and good will of their 
employer. Typical conditions for a live-in worker would consist of a small room with food provided, 8-
12 hours of work 7 days/week without paid holidays, and pay of NR4000/month

74
.  

Women who manage to qualify as professionals continue to encounter barriers in the workplace and 
at home. They may be expected to do the usual household chores at the end of the work day. 
Employed urban women on average spend 23 hours on non-economic activities, only 3 hours less 
than unemployed urban women. Employed and unemployed urban men spend about 5 hours and 6 
hours on non-economic activities, respectively

75
. Housework and childcare are among the reasons for 

the absenteeism of female teachers. Women generally face difficult workplace situations. For 
example, professional women complain of not being taken seriously and the disrespect of male 
colleagues

76
, and 54% of women report facing sexual harassment in the workplace

77
. 

                                                
65

 Ibid. 
66
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67

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit. 
68
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69
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Overview of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in Nepal. ABD, 2010, Op. Cit., p 12. 
70

 Gender Issues in Agriculture and Land, 2010, Op. Cit. According to data from the Community Self Reliance Centre. 
71

 Final Report - Nepal: Country Gender Profile, 2007, Op. Cit.  
72

 Mapping & Organizing of Home Based Workers in Nepal. Homenet/UNIFEM, 2004, cited by Final Report - Nepal: Country 
Gender Profile, 2007, Op. Cit. 
73

 Trafficking in Persons (Especially on Women and Children) in Nepal, National Report, 2008-2009, Op. Cit. 
74

 Based on anecdotal evidence, but note that the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op Cit. indicates similar figures. 
75

 Report on the Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, Op. Cit. 
76
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77
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By 2007 women represented 12.7% of public employees (mainly non-gazetted) and, in the same 
year, the Civil Service Act was amended to allocate 33% of vacant posts for women78. However, even 
in 2011 most Women Development Officers in district offices of the MWCSW are men. 

2.5 Economic Empowerment 

Economic empowerment contributes to women’s independence and security, creating space in which 
women can assert themselves to challenge conventional norms and subservient roles

79
. For example, 

entrepreneurial skills training and access to microcredit as part of services to counter gender-based 
violence have proven to be a means of giving women the option to leave abusive domestic 
situations

80
. The numbers of divorce cases reportedly increased after the enactment of a law entitling 

women to half of their husband’s property
81

. Recent research also suggests that women’s ownership 
of a house or land reduces their vulnerability to domestic violence

82
. However, economic 

empowerment of itself is insufficient to bring about the profound societal transformation needed for 
gender empowerment. 

In the Newari community of the Kathmandu Valley, married women own and control wedding gifts 
which many invest on their own behalf, including in income-generating ventures. However, they may 
not be involved in decisions regarding broader family wealth and other matters, and their limited 
mobility and independence outside the household constrains their entrepreneurial options. In fact, this 
system of separate property is arguably an integral component of the isolation of women’s spheres of 
influence in the context of patriarchal attitudes

83
. The most obvious challenges to persisting 

patriarchal constraints are arising among wealthy and educated young women, exposed to a variety 
of external influences, who are in position to choose career and lifestyle options. The danger in this 
scenario is that gender empowerment becomes another symptom of multidimensional disparity with 
traditional attitudes that devalue women persisting in poor and disadvantaged households. 

The 2004 Rural Community Infrastructure Works program
84

 applied the concept of gender equality 
and raised women’s self-esteem and confidence through equal pay for equal work. A critical element 
of this intervention was an accompanying long term commitment to social mobilization. Eventually, the 
women involved in self-help groups were able to identify and take collective action on other social 
issues. For example, they erected comfortable accommodation that they could use when excluded 
from their homes as required by chhaupadi practice.  

The Production Credit for Rural Women Savings and Microcredit program had limited success in 
establishing sustainable income generation. But even with limited increase in economic 
independence, the participants felt that they gained status and respect from their spouses, families 
and communities. The greater impact of the program was the formation of women’s groups as a 
means of initiating collective social empowerment

 85
. According to the women involved, it moved them 

out of household isolation, and allowed them to organize themselves to participate and meet with 
other women

86
.  

Microcredit may be a starting point for some economically disadvantaged areas or households that 
have not yet been through this phase

87
. However, experience shows that for very poor and 

uneducated women, microcredit needs to be accompanied by training in literacy and numeracy skills, 
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 Ibid. 
79
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80
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81
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Anita Kelles-Viitanen and Ava Shrestha, GESI Consultants, 2011 
http://www.un.org.np/sites/default/files/report/gender_equality_and_social_inclusion_-_evaluation_report.pdf 
83

 Governing development: neoliberalism, microcredit, and rational economic woman, by Katharine N. Rankin, Economy and 
Society Volume 30 Number 1 February 2001: 18–37 
http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/APCITY/UNPAN011685.pdf 
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 Women and Food Security: Reflections and Experiences from the Gender Activities of the Rural Community Infrastructure 
Works Programme (RCIW), 2004 http://www.cconepal.org.np/uploads/publications/files/RCIW%20Women%20Report.pdf 
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as well as in financial and legal literacy, and awareness of rights and gender issues
88

. Microcredit 
groups that take collective responsibility for collateral and repayment may also be predisposed to 
exclude the very poor as credit risks. It needs to be considered that loans (or in-kind donations of 
livestock) will generally be put toward meeting immediate needs in indebted poor households or in 
those suffering food shortages

89
. 

Supply-based livelihoods programs for women have been criticized for their lack of market analysis 
and their tendency to be satisfied with marginal earnings, especially in comparison to more capital-
intensive ‘gender-neutral’ projects90. Additionally, trainings that reinforce narrow views of women’s 
roles and capacities (e.g. sewing) have doubtful success in economic empowerment. According to Dr. 
Chandra Bhadra (Gender Studies, Padma Kanya Multiple Campus) women should be encouraged to 
be more ambitious and move into establishing ‘women’s industries’, particularly women that have 
already been exposed to initial development interventions91. This concept would seem to have more 
in common with more comprehensive approaches to enterprise (including micro-enterprise) 
development that include extensive business, vocational and entrepreneurial training with a view to 
stimulating the local economy92. Microcredit in general (not just for women) is most successful in 
areas which already have an existing cash-based market economy, sufficient population density, and 
trade with external markets93. 

2.6 Gender Budgets 
The budget is the primary means through which government policies can be realized on the ground. 
Nepal is among the leading South Asian nations in gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) and auditing 
systems. In addition, funding for the Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare (MWCSW) and 
the National Women’s Commission (NWC) has seen recent substantial increases94. The gender 
sensitivity of budgets of government ministries and departments is monitored by a committee under 
the Ministry of Finance (MOF) and National Planning Commission (NPC). However, analysis shows 
that the allocation of budgets for women’s development has to be accompanied by capacity building 
and gender sensitization at central, district and community levels95. 

The current system of GRB rectifies criticisms directed at the previous method of budget allotment for 
pro-women and social inclusion initiatives. Evaluation of the ‘women’s budget’ showed that in reality 
women’s programming represented only 3-5% of the ‘social inclusion’ budget. The allotted funds were 
largely simply diverted to pay for items that should have been covered elsewhere through normal 
budgeting processes, for example infrastructure such as maternity rooms, and salaries of female 
school teachers

96
. GRB appears to be considerably more effective in allocation, but it has not been in 

effect long enough for assessment of outcomes and impacts. 

The GRB methodology prescribes three categories for budget allocations
97

. 
1. Directly responsive programs ( more than 50% is for the direct benefit of women) 
2. Indirectly responsive programs (20-50% directly benefiting women) 
3. Neutral programs (less than 20% directly benefiting women) 

Five indicators are used to apply a gender analysis to budget allocations. 
1. Women's capacity development 
2. Women's participation in program formulation and implementation 
3. Benefit incidence of public expenditures on women 
4. Support to women's employment and income generation 
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5. Positive impact on women's time use and care work. 

The percentage of the total budget going to category one programs changed from 11.3% in 2007/08 
to 17.9% in 2010/11. Percentages for category two programs increased from 33.2% to 36.3% from 
2007/08 to 2010/11, and decreased for gender neutral programs from 55.5% to 45.7% over the same 
interval

98
. 

The GRB system represents an impressive advance for Nepal. It can now be improved to address 
observed conceptual, practical and capacity problems, as pointed out by Dr. Acharya

99
. The GBR 

exercise is focused on inputs not results, and the five indicators are not equally appropriate for all 
sectors. The GRB of itself does not alter underlying power imbalances and structural causes of 
women’s subordination, or barriers to accessing programs and services. Dr. Acharya recommends six 
steps at different stages of the budget cycle.  

(a) analysis of the situation of women, men, girls and boys, including those from historically 
and economically excluded groups  
(b) examination of the gender responsiveness of policies and programs/projects 
(c) assessment of budget allocations 
(d) identification of gaps, estimates of expenditure to bridge gaps and budget reallocation  
(e) tracking of actual spending and how decisions are made 
(e) assessment of gender disaggregated outcomes and impacts. 

3 Gender, Health and Wellbeing100 
 “Personal health is not a priority for Nepali women.” 101 

Women’s health and wellbeing, their awareness and agency relating to health depend on their 
empowerment. For example, women in the South Asian region have higher rates of malnutrition than 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, despite better overall availability of food, a situation attributed to the lower 
social status of South Asian women

102
. The social and cultural norms that devalue and control women 

play out in the health sector, including by instilling self-effacing behaviour and compliance with 
harmful traditional practices, and through limited awareness of and access to health care.   

Neglect of women’s health and wellbeing occurs in a context in which most of Nepal’s population has 
inadequate access to health care. The number of doctors on a per capita basis is among the lowest in 
the world, and there is a severe shortage of midwives

103
. On top of this, medical facilities and health 

professionals are heavily concentrated in urban or more accessible areas; for example in Lalitpur 
there is a nurse for every 700 persons, while in Syangja district there is one nurse for 180,000 
persons

104
. But for women and girls, discrimination in nurturing and nutrition within their own families, 

poor hygiene and sanitation, and heavy workload further compromise their health
105

. 

3.1 Lifecycle Concept of Health 
Maternal mortality is considered to be one of the clearest indicators of disparity between developed 
and developing countries, and of disparity within countries. Nepal has made impressive progress in 
prioritizing maternal health and reducing overall national mortality from 539 maternal deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1996 to 281 in 2006. The current estimate is 229 deaths per 100,000 live births 
based on a study in 8 districts in 2009106. However, disparities between districts and socioethnic 
groups is considerable, ranging from 153 deaths per 100,000 live births in Okhaldhunga, to 301 in 
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Rasuwa and 275 in Jumla, and 318 deaths per 100,000 live births among Muslim women, 307 among 
Terai Madhesi and other caste women, 273 among Dalit, and 105 among Newari women.  

A lifecycle perspective of health helps to clarify the interdependencies between women’s health and 
that of their children, families and communities. Health is cumulative, both in the sense that a 
woman’s body accumulates the affects of her reproductive health history107, and that health benefits 
and deficits have impacts on succeeding generations108. The survival and health of an unborn child is 
dependent on the condition and situation of the pregnant mother109 and, in Nepal, major determinants 
of this are the mother’s age, health and living situation. The median age for women at first marriage is 
17 years, with early marriage most common in Terai districts and rural areas (see below Gender-
based Vulnerability). Most women (78%) are married before they reach 20 years and more than half 
will have given birth, putting both themselves and their babies at risk110. Babies born to teenage 
mothers typically have low birth weight and other health problems, part of the intergenerational cycle 
of poverty and disadvantage seen in numerous developing countries111. Low birth weight infants fail to 
thrive as children and adolescents, their cognitive learning may be compromised, and they may be 
less resistant to disease. Girls with this history tend to become mothers at an early age, who then give 
birth to low birth weight infants. 

Frequent closely spaced pregnancies further erode health and increase the likelihood of low birth-
weight babies

112
. Pregnancy, childbirth and breast feeding have a cumulative debilitating effect 

especially for malnourished women engaged in hard physical agricultural and domestic labour
113

. 
About 21% of Nepali mothers have given birth at intervals of less than 24 months. Women over 35 
years of age who become pregnant are also at risk, with a very high maternal mortality ratio (MMR) of 
962 per 100,000 live births

114
. Early marriage and the preference for sons put pressure on women to 

bear children early and frequently (see below, Gender-based Vulnerability), perpetuating the 
intergenerational cycle of failure to thrive. 

Gender bias can affect the care that is given to infants and children. The 2006 NHDS found little 
difference in mortality rates between male and female children from neonatal (within 24 hrs of birth) to 
the under-five age range115. However, disparities in several other areas indicate that boy children are 
better cared for. Boys are breast fed longer, up to 36 months or longer compared to 30 months for 
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girls, and given better supplementary feeding116. Boys are more likely to be fully immunized (87.5% for 
boys compared to 85.7% for girls in 2011)117. They may be more likely to be taken to health care 
facilities or a health care provider when sick, and more likely to be treated with antibiotics or other 
therapies118. The patterns of change in male/female ratios in cohorts of increasing age (0-4, 5-9 and 
10-14 years) also suggest that girls have been disproportionately represented in childhood deaths119. 

Women who are giving birth, especially in remote areas, are at risk of complications and mismanaged 
labour and delivery that can leave them disabled with painful and debilitating injuries. Among these, 
uterine prolapse has received the most attention to date, and awareness of obstetric fistula is 
increasing120. The tragedy is that women are isolated, shamed and even more stigmatized through 
these conditions, which are preventable and treatable with good obstetric care121. Misunderstood, 
these injuries reinforce prevailing notions of women’s bodies as impure and polluted. 

According to UNFPA (2005), 600,000 women in Nepal, including young women, suffer from uterine 
prolapse and 200,000 need immediate surgery for second and third degree cases

122
. Uterine prolapse 

is closely tied to poor health, frequent pregnancies, mismanaged labour and delivery, and other poor 
health practices including resuming heavy physical work too soon after child birth. Prevalence ranges 
across geographical regions due to gender discrimination and lack of proper care during and after 
childbirth. Women’s health problems, as well as normal bodily functions like menstruation and 
childbirth, typically do not get a sympathetic hearing even from family members. Hence, women tend 
to hide problems until their pain is intolerable. As with all women’s health issues, the occurrence and 
neglect of uterine prolapse is strongly correlated with illiteracy and lack of awareness

123
. 

3.2 Food Security and Nutrition 
Nepal is one of the world’s most malnourished countries, with nearly half of children under five 

showing early signs of chronic malnutrition. Malnutrition is most commonly the result of inadequate 
food intake (low quantity, poor quality and diversity of foods), disease and/or parasitic infections124.  

Traditional practices relating to food allocation and eating contribute to making women vulnerable to 
poor nutrition and chronic food insecurity

125
. Women typically eat last, after male household members 

have finished. During food shortages, the most common coping strategy is to reduce intake, and 
women will be the first to limit their diet, followed by girl children and then men. The special dietary 
needs of pregnant and lactating women are often not understood or acknowledged, or may follow 
some other logic. For example, pregnant women may intentionally limit their own food intake in order 
to have a smaller baby and an easier birthing process, an attitude that likely reflects collective past 
experience

126
. Overall nearly 25% of mothers have a low body mass index, and about 34% of babies 

have low birth-weight due to the poor nutritional status of their mothers
127

. 
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While women have the main responsibility for child care, cooking, and many aspects of food 
production, their input into household decisions about food allocation can be quite limited. Yet women 
try to make decisions in the best interests of their children, and increased decision-making power for 
women has been shown to correlate with improved indicators of child nutrition128. In a pragmatic 
approach that recognizes of the low status of women, the MOHP plans to target husbands and 
extended family, as well as mothers, in its community-based nutrition messages129. 

3.3 Environmental Health and Hygiene 
Nepal has the poorest drinking water and sanitation facilities in South Asia, and anthropogenic 
pollution of its relatively plentiful water resources is severe130. As women take the main responsibility 
for keeping the household clean and provided with water131, their labour compensates for the lack of 
water and sanitation infrastructure. More than half of households do not have any form of toilet, 
including nearly 60% of rural households132. At the same time, inadequate hygiene impacts most 
severely on women during birth and delivery133, as well as influencing child care and menstrual 
hygiene. Only about 26% of mothers dispose of the stools of children under five in a safe hygienic 
manner, and only about 21% of mothers in rural areas134. On average women wash their hands with 
soap twice a day. The 2006 NHDS did not ask men about their hand washing practices, an interesting 
unintended illustration of the importance of women’s roles in family health and hygiene.   

Women, girls and young children particularly are exposed to indoor air pollution as their domestic 
roles require them to spend more time inside, and more time cooking135. About 92% of rural 
households and 39% of urban households use solid fuel as their primary cooking fuel, and of these 
about 96% and 93%, respectively, use an open fire or stove without any hood or chimney136. Smoke 
exposure during a day’s cooking is considered equivalent to smoking two packets of cigarettes and 
contributes to chronic respiratory problems and acute respiratory infections (ARI), as well as eye 
problems137. By 2009 an estimated 300,000 Improved Cook Stoves (ICS) had been installed in Nepal 
through numerous programs and agencies138. While these have substantially improved indoor air 
quality, questions have been raised about their impact on the demand for firewood, efficiency as a 
winter heat source, and their utility for other common uses such as drying food139.  

3.4 Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Social Practices 
A gender perspective of health has to consider social status and practices, and their impacts on 
health and wellbeing. In many areas, traditional prejudices rooted in religious interpretations consider 
women ‘impure’ during menstruation or during and after childbirth, and put restrictions on their 
movements and activities. Chhaupadi, the isolation of women at these times, is one example. Public 
interest litigation claiming that chhaupadi is inhumane, degrading and discriminatory resulted in a 
Supreme Court ruling in 2005 directing the GON to ban the practice and implement policies for its 
elimination140. The court additionally directed that the Ministry of Health and Population study the 
impact of chhaupadi on the health of women and children, and that the Ministry of Women, Children 
and Social Welfare develop guidelines to end chhaupadi141. In follow-up the Council of Ministers 
declared chhaupadi among the worst form of social practices. 
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The most severe forms of chhaupadi, which risk the health and wellbeing of women and infants, are 
practiced particularly in Far and Mid Western Hill regions by all castes and ethnic groups. In addition 
to isolation, these include a prohibition against touching public water, and dietary restrictions which 
can compromise the nutrition of women and their infants. According to a recent GESI report, 
chhaupadi is decreasing

142
, and certainly many educated urban women practice a modified form 

which might simply release them from some domestic chores or restrict their puja observances. 
However, given the intertwining of chhaupadi with religious beliefs and traditions, its elimination in 
isolated rural communities requires long term commitment to culturally sensitive processes of 
awareness raising and social mobilization. For example, Women Empowerment Action Forum 
(WEAF) counts it a success that in western parts of Dailekh, the amount of time in chhaupadi 
seclusion has now been reduced from a week or more to 6-7 days. After 3 years of a chhaupadi 
elimination program in 19 VDCs of Achham, mid-term review

143
 cites that 3 wards in a single VDC are 

declared ‘chhaupadi-free wards’ and elsewhere 24-58% of women and adolescent girls live in their 
homes during menstruation. In all cases, women who have given birth now remain in their own 
homes. The movement against chhaupadi triggered a multiplier effect, suggesting that local 
resistance to chhaupadi has been brewing and building, supported by engaging men, religious and 
political leaders, and mothers-in-law, and using media to raise awareness. However, despite the 
successes, it seems that the program failed to reach Dalit women in the same community. 

3.5 Mental Health & Suicide 
Among women of reproductive age (15 to 49 years) suicide is now recognized as the leading cause of 
mortality accounting for 16% of deaths. While it might be hoped that this is simply a consequence of 
the success in reducing maternal mortality, this is not entirely clear. What is accepted is that recorded 
cases represent a fraction of a much greater number. Dr. Nirakar Man Shrestha, psychiatrist and 
former Health Secretary of MOHP, suggests that due to social stigma and complicated formalities, 
only about 10% of suicides among both sexes are reported. Reported cases indicate highest risk in 
the age range from 13 to 30 years144.  

Mental illness is regarded as an unrecognized and possibly long-term consequence of pregnancy and 
motherhood in developing countries

145
. In general, depression can be expected to afflict about 10% of 

pregnant women. Verbal autopsy data in Nepal indicate that mental health problems, relationships, 
marriage and family issues are key factors in women’s suicides, and unwanted pregnancies increase 
women’s risks of dying by suicide or homicide

146
. Other factors in suicide cited by focus group 

discussions include domestic violence and ongoing ill-treatment by husband and his family, out-of 
wedlock pregnancy, pressures relating to inability to conceive or bear a son, poverty and inability to 
provide for children

147
. Children have also reportedly committed suicide after forced marriage

148
. 

Gender disaggregrated information about suicide rates is lacking or contradictory149. According to Dr. 
Shrestra, the prevalence of attempted suicide is three times higher among women than men, but men 
are three times more likely to die. If this is so, it implies a very high suicide rate among men. While 
there have been initial efforts to examine rates and causes for female suicide, male suicide seems to 
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attract less attention. However, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder are reported to be high 
among men, women and children who were displaced or affected by the insurgency150.  

3.6 Right to Health, Health Care Access & Utilization  
In addition to contending with patriarchal attitudes that deny women autonomous decision-making 
powers and neglect their health, traditional views see the reproductive cycle as the fate of women151. 
This encourages acceptance of ill health and a fatalistic passive approach to health care. When 
women do visit health posts, it is mainly to seek cures rather than for preventive or proactive health 
care152. Traditional hierarchy places responsibility for women’s health on men, especially on 
husbands, or on senior women, especially mothers-in-law. Particularly in poor remote areas and 
traditional communities, men may have little understanding or empathy for women’s health concerns, 
especially relating to reproductive health; yet according to UNICEF findings, about half of women 
reported that husbands alone make decisions about their health care153. Husbands are generally 
neither knowledgeable nor comfortable in this area and may remain uninvolved, or refer concerns to 
their mothers154. Hence as in many other areas, the mother-in-law is a relatively powerful figure and 
the most powerful female in the household. In the current situation, women often don’t utilize the 
services that they need, even when services are available155. A very important advocacy objective 
among women in Nepal is to promote awareness of their right to health care, overcoming ignorance 
and fatalism in favour of knowledge and proactive health-seeking behaviour. 

In addition to lack of empowerment, other barriers to accessing health services include the 
responsiveness and quality of care given, lack of female doctors, distances to facilities and the cost 
involved. Terai Muslim women with major debilitating health problems reported they would “rather die” 
than seek help from a male doctor156, but many other women hold similar views157. Most women are 
not proactively accessing antenatal, neonatal, postnatal or safe abortion services158. There is, 
however, increased willingness to take women in labour to a health facility, although often in a belated 
response to complications159 so that more than 40% of maternal deaths occur in a health facility and 
14% in transit160. 

In general, women and their families prefer home birth, for reasons of convenience, comfort, feelings 
of safety, and affordability161. Only 28% of babies are delivered at a health facility162. Because of the 
preference for home birth, the presence of a Skilled Birth Attendant (SBA) has been strongly 
promoted by MOHP. But as yet, only 36% of births are attended by an SBA, a long way from the 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 5 target of 60%. Despite the persisting barriers to health care 
utilization, promotion and incentives have created demand for facility births and SBAs for home births 
that the GON could be hard pressed to meet163. In order to meet its MDG 5 target, Nepal would need 
to double the number of SBAs164.  

There are considerable disparities in the access to and utilization of health care among women and, 
in the case of utilization of antenatal care (ANC) and SBAs at delivery, the disparities have increased 
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(see Table below for SBA utilization trends). Considered in terms of wealth quintiles, among the 
poorest 2.6% of deliveries were attended by an SBA in 1996, increasing to 4.8% in 2006; among the 
wealthiest, the change was from 35.0% in 1996 to 57.8% in 2006. The difference between the poorest 
and wealthiest quintiles increased from 32% in 1996 to 53% in 2006. Similarly in terms of socioethnic 
groups, the difference between Dalits and Brahmin/Chhetris increased from 5.7% in 1996 to 15.1% in 
2006, and between Janajatis and Newars from 25.6% in 1996 to 35.4% in 2006.  
 

Trends in Utilization of Skilled Birth Attendants (SBAs) at Deliveries (%)165 

Wealth quintile 1996 2006  Caste/ethnic group 1996 2006 

First (poorest) 2.6 4.8 Brahmins/Chhetris 12.3 25.6 

Second 4.9 10.1 Dalits 6.6 10.5 

Third 6.1 12.4 Janajatis 5.4 14.3 

Fourth 7.0 22.9 
Other Terai 
Groups/Madhesis 

8.3 15.8 

Fifth (wealthiest) 35.0 57.8 Newars 31.0 49.7 

Total 9.0 18.7 Total 9.0 18.7 

 
It is interesting to note also that wealth quintile is a better predictor of disparity in health care 
utilization than socioethnic group. This applies to contraceptive use, ANC, and SBA attendance during 
delivery (see Table below for 2006). Across all the socioethnic groups (excepting Muslims), 
contraceptive use varied from 26-40% in the poorest quintile, and from 44-68% in the wealthiest 
quintile. Similarly, the percentage of mothers making 4 or more ANC visits varied from 9-12% among 
the poorest and 37-72% among the wealthiest, and 3-8% of the poorest mothers were attended by an 
SBA, compared to 27-74% of the wealthiest. The situation of Muslim women seems more closely tied 
to faith and culture, although the large disparity between poor and rich in contraceptive use suggests 
the influence of wealth. However, at least in ANC visits, Muslims have the lowest within-group wealth-
based disparity. Newars have the greatest within-group disparity across all the indicators. We can 
speculate that this is due to flawed reasoning among development workers that tends to ignore the 
Newari caste hierarchy to regard them as a homogeneous group (in contrast to the emphasis on 
Hindu hierarchies). But we should also consider that indicators of economic and multidimensional 
poverty are essential components in identifying the disadvantaged, and that caste or ethnicity is either 
too simplistic or too complex, depending on the perspective.  
 

Trends in 2006 in Contraceptive Use, Antenatal Care (ANC) Visits, and 
Utilization of Skilled Birth Attendants (SBAs) at Deliveries (%)166 

 Contraceptive Use 
 Four or more ANC 

Visits 
 Utilization of 

SBAs at Deliveries 

Caste/ethnic group Poorest Richest Poorest Richest Poorest Richest 

Brahmins/Chhetris 28.6 54.0 10.4 69.8 5.3 66.3 

Dalits 29.9 44.6 9.6 49.0 8.0 27.3 

Janajatis 32.6 51.4 11.4 53.3 2.7 53.7 

Other Terai 
Groups/Madhesis 

40.4 52.7 NA 37.3 6.0 41.9 

Newars 26.3 66.7 10.5 71.4 3.6 73.7 

Muslims 3.8 41.7 26.7 38.5 NA 50.0 

Total 30.2 53.9 10.5 60.0 4.8 57.8 

 
No overview of access to health care in Nepal can omit to mention the most brilliantly successful 
program for bringing health care to community level where it is most needed, the Female Community 
Health Volunteer (FCHV) program. Active since 1988 under the MOHP (supported by USAID/Nepal, 
UNFPA and UNICEF, among others) FCHVs can be largely credited with enabling the advances 
Nepal has made in reducing maternal and infant mortality, including during the decade of insurgency. 
In a low resource setting with limited government capacity, FCHVs are community women who have 
been nominated by the community mothers’ group to be the frontline workers of basic health care. 

                                                
165

 Based on Tables 3.8 and 3.9 in Equity Analysis of Health Care Utilization and Outcomes - Trend analysis of inequality by 
wealth quintile and caste/ethnic group from 1996 to 2006, Ministry of Health and Population, GON, 2008 
http://www.hsrsp.org/pdf/Equity_Analysis_of_Health_Care_Utilization_and_Outcomes.pdf 
166

 Based on Tables 3.3, 3.7 and 3.11 in Equity Analysis of Health Care Utilization and Outcomes - Trend analysis of inequality 
by wealth quintile and caste/ethnic group from 1996 to 2006, Op. Cit. 



 19

While 42% have not attended school167, their FCHV role provides additional motivation for acquiring 
some level of functional literacy and numeracy, as well as increasing their knowledge of health care. 
Apart from the basic training that FCHVs receive, a national Radio Health Program includes a 
distance education component to update their technical knowledge on maternal and child health, and 
family planning. However, the program can still be improved by affirmative action to increase the 
participation of traditionally excluded groups. For example, nationally 48% of FCHVs are Brahmin and 
Chhetri women (while they are 32% of the population), and it has been suggested that this might 
reduce the program’s effectiveness in reaching Dalit and Muslim women168. Terai districts, where 
there are more Dalit FCHVs, have been more successful in reaching Dalit and other women. It still 
seems that traditional concepts of childbirth as ‘polluting’ and Dalits as a ‘polluted’ group may be 
playing out in access to health care during labour and delivery169. 

4 Gender and Education 
“It has been gradually realized that not only were girls benefiting less than boys from the 
expansion of educational opportunities, but also that the education of girls and women is one of 
the essential strategies for making progress on poverty reduction.”

170
 

Education entails the transfer of knowledge and the capacity to analyse, reason and make informed 
choices. It is fundamental to personal and societal development including the creation of and access 
to economic opportunities. Education is equally about what happens in the home, in communities, and 
in schools, and about the future possibilities that these learning environments can open.  

Nepal’s formal public education system started its development relatively recently in tandem with the 
first moves toward democratization. As is the case to greater or lesser extent worldwide, opportunities 
for education and self-fulfillment are unequally available across gender, caste and ethnic groups, 
economic class, and geographic location. Gender inclusion was first considered in Nepal’s Fifth Five-
year Plan (1975–80). Despite the 30-35 years of progress, girls and women in general remain 
disadvantaged in their access to formal education and informal learning in comparison to boys and 
men.  

Yet the benefits of educating girls and women are well documented, evident in the welfare of families 
and children, as well as in societal transformation in areas such as health, and economic and social 
functioning. For example, studies of the economic consequences of gender-based exclusion suggest 
that a national level increase in the schooling of girls by one year could increase GDP per capita by 
about $700171. VSO International estimates that every year a girl attends school represents an 
increase of 20% to her family’s income172. The social benefits of educating girls have been seen in 
long term impacts such as reduced infant mortality, fertility rates, and malnutrition, and improved 
agricultural productivity173. 

4.1 Lifecycle Concept of Education  
A lifecycle perspective of the education of girls and women rightly starts in the womb, analogous to 
the lifecycle view of health. Nationally about half of Nepali women of child-bearing age (15-49 years) 
are illiterate, and low education status of mothers correlates with numerous indicators of deprivation 
for both male and female infants and children (e.g. nutrition, mortality, poor health and hygiene)174.  
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Within this general situation, girl infants are additionally burdened by boy preference, which can have 
both physical and psychological consequences. Sons bring prestige and honour to the family, carry 
on the family name, and care for their elderly parents, whereas daughters are considered a liability.  

Women with more education tend to marry later, have fewer children that they are better able to care 
for, and more of whom are girls

175
. In recognition of the links between mothers’ education and the 

wellbeing of their children, the GON is introducing Early Childhood Education and Development 
(ECED) services that include functional literacy on parenting skills for mothers

176
. 

There have been significant changes in Nepal in the past decades in regards to girls’ access to 
primary education. In 1990, there were only 56 girls for every 100 boys enrolled in school, and by 
2004, this had increased to 84 girls for every 100 boys

177
. The improvement can be attributed to the 

Government, NGOs and INGOs, international commitments including the MDGs and Education for All, 
which through their combined efforts have increased the willingness and capacity to educate girls178. 
However for both boys and girls, retention, grade repetition, and quality of education are major areas 
of concern

179
. The survival rate to last grade of primary school remained around 60% from 1999 to 

2007. 

If a family is experiencing economic hardship, this is more likely to affect a girl’s access to education 
and health services than a boy’s, as illustrated by the participation rates for girls and boys by wealth 
quintile (see Table below). In many families, the education of daughters is viewed as a ‘poor 
investment’ since they leave the natal home at marriage, and dowry expenses need to be prioritized 
over education expenses. This means that girls are also more vulnerable to being married off at a 
young age. In some Terai districts, the practice of kamalari (or kamlari), poor families selling their very 
young daughters to wealthy families as bonded domestic servants, persists180. Boy children are at risk 
of recruitment into armed gangs181. 

With an increase in income, families tend to send their son to a private school, widely viewed as 
offering better quality education, while keeping their daughters in public schools

182
. The experience of 

VSO volunteers shows that the students in many public schools are primarily girls, or from 
impoverished and excluded groups. 
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Primary School Participation (6–10 years) by Wealth Quintile 183 

Quintiles 1996 2001 2006 

 Girls Boys 
Gender 
Ratio 

Girls Boys 
Gender 
Ratio 

Girls Boys 
Gender 
Ratio 

Poorest 37.3 61.0 0.61 53.4 74.6 0.71 80.8 87.1 0.93 
Second 48.5 70.9 0.68 57.3 75.2 0.76 85.0 88.6 0.96 
Third 51.9 73.3 0.71 61.1 76.2 0.80 85.5 95.4 0.90 

Fourth 67.0 80.5 0.83 74.0 82.5 0.90 89.9 93.6 0.96 

Richest 91.7 94.6 0.97 92.4 94.9 0.97 97.2 98.3 0.99 

Total 57.3 74.9 0.76 66.1 80.0 0.83 86.8 92.3 0.94 
 
Even when girls attend school, discrimination by their own families is still an obstacle to education. 
Girl children are socialized into household service from an early age. In the 5-9 year old cohort over a 
one week interval, about 20% of girls (8% of boys) on average spend 8.5 hours (7.3 hours for boys) 
on domestic activities, mainly child minding, cleaning and cooking184. Among 10-14 year olds, about 
61% of girls (26% of boys) on average spend about 11 hours/week (7 hours for boys) on household 
services. One of the benefits of expanding ECED centres is in fact that it allows girls to attend school 
rather than caring for their younger siblings. The importance of working with families is illustrated in 
Rupendehi district where parental attitudes toward girls’ education improved following a parent 
education campaign185. 

Girl children are also more likely to be economically active than boy children. This is most apparent in 
the 10-14 year old cohort in rural areas; 63.4% of girls and 51.0% of boys are economically (currently) 
active, mainly in agriculture

186
. Yet, despite the magnitude of the gender disparity, the more severe 

disparity is between urban and rural children. For example in urban areas, 24.6% of 10-14 year old 
girl children and 21.2% of boy children are economically active. 

An adolescent girl ise in an ‘in-between’ place: transitioning from being unmarried and belonging to 
her father and natal family, and married, the property of her husband and his family. During 
adolescence in particular girls are at greatest risk for critical events that could have irreversible 
negative impacts on their lives and those of their children, for example the onset of puberty, early 
marriage, early pregnancy, and school departure. As a girl starts to approach marrying age (generally 
anywhere from 8 years of age to 25 depending on the geographic, economic, cultural and family 
factors), the focus changes from formal schooling to preparing for marriage, working in the home, and 
bearing and raising children. Adolescent girls and young women may also have an increased 
workload at home. In the age group from 15 to 29 years, of those who are not economically active, 
85.3% of males and 43.9% females were attending school, and 3.4% of males and 41.6% of females 
were occupied with household duties187. 

In Far and Mid Western districts and other areas where chhaupadi is strictly practiced, girls are often 
not allowed to go to school during menstruation, although the prohibition often seems to relate to 
peripheral issues such as crossing or passing religious sites, and the adequacy of personal hygiene 
and school toilet facilities

188
. Regardless, attitudes and practices about menstruation reinforce the 

subordination and humiliation of girls and women. In general, menstrual awareness and hygiene are 
particular concerns for young women in many isolated areas. The national dropout rate of 20.6% for 
girls in Grade 8 as compared to 6.5% for boys has been attributed to onset of menstruation

189
. In 

addition to inadequacy of toilets, parents may be reluctant to allow daughters to continue their 
schooling, especially in the absence of female teachers. 

In the public schools across Nepal in 2006, at primary level on average 30.6% of teachers were 
female, at lower secondary level 14%, and at secondary level 7.4% were female (DOE, Flash Report 
I, 2006). Girls who attend government schools in urban or more populated areas will likely have 
several female teachers at their school. Schools in remote areas are likely to have few or no female 
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teachers
190

. If a girl is disabled, Dalit or Muslim, there are increased chances that she will likely not 
have access to any school at all – public or private.     

The near equity in primary school enrollment gives way to increasing gender disparity in secondary 
schools, Plus 2, and colleges. For instance in 2005, for every 100 boys, only 43 girls enrolled for 
secondary education

191
. And the performance of adolescent girls is poorer. While 67.9% of boys 

passed the SLC (School Leaving Certificate) examination, only 58.8% of girls passed
192

. Nepal is 
unlikely to achieve Education for All Goal 5 relating to gender parity and equality in education. While 
literacy rates of young women have improved dramatically, projection to 2015 suggests that among 
illiterate youth, 60% will be female, an improvement from 63% (2005–2008) and 67% (1985–1994). 

 
Youth Literary Rates in Nepal (15 to 24 years)

 193 

 Female Male Total 

1985–1994 33% 68% 50% 

2005–2008 75% 86% 81% 

Projected 2015 86% 91% 88% 

 
Between 2001 and 2006 the percentage of women without any education was 50%, and of men 
18%194. The continuing illiteracy of adult women is a major factor in Nepal’s anticipated failure to meet 
Education for All Goal 4 for improved adult literacy. 

 
Adult Literary Rates in Nepal (15 years and over)

 195 

 Female Male Total 

1985–1994 17% 49% 33% 

2005–2008 45% 71% 58% 

Projected 2015 56% 77% 66% 

 
As with all indicators of multidimensional poverty, there are notable geographic disparities, as well as 
across ethnic and caste groups. Hill and mountain women are nearly twice as likely to be literate as 
Terai Madhesi women (63% compared with 36%). levels. In the 2006 NDHS sample, not even one 
Terai Dalit woman, and less than 1% of Hill Dalit women, had gone beyond SLC196. In the Muslim 
community, men are nearly four times as likely to be literate as women (97% compared with 27%)197. 
The percentage of women who cannot read at all is highest in the Central Terai (65.3%), Far Western 
hills (65%), and Western mountains (64.9%). The urban–rural divide also has an impact at all levels of 
education, with a gender gap of 23% for rural areas and 19% for urban areas.  Only 51 women per 
100 men in the rural areas had a school leaving certificate, compared to 70 women per 100 men in 
urban areas198. 

4.2 Sexuality Education 
Physical, physiological and emotional aspects of sexuality are largely not discussed in Nepal, with the 
consequence that many girls and boys go through puberty with little understanding of the functioning 
of their bodies and feelings. Ignorance about many aspects of sexuality can continue into their adult 
lives or, alternatively, gaps in knowledge are compensated by misinformation and misconceptions. 
Family Planning Association of Nepal (FPAN) has been working toward incorporating Comprehensive 
Sexuality Education (CSE) into national primary and secondary school curricula. Reviews of sexuality 
education curriculum and teaching have found that teachers were not specifically trained or assigned 
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for the subject and did not feel well prepared to teach effectively199. In many cases, lack of school and 
community support was an additional hindrance. The inadequacy of instruction was echoed by 
students who also criticized the poor quality of teaching resources, the information covered and the 
scheduling, for example pointing out that topics relating to puberty should be taught before the onset 
of puberty. 

Although much work remains in long term advocacy and the process of bringing CSE into national 
school curriculum across Nepal, a start has been made200. Life Skills Education incorporating HIV 
awareness is being implemented in more than 20 districts, but expansion is slow201 and it is unclear 
how this relates to CSE or whether it constitutes a parallel program. Consultative approaches to 
designing and delivering CSE have generated support and enthusiasm among stakeholders, including 
young people and educators. Comprehensive curriculum that integrates biomedical knowledge with 
human relationships, sexual rights and diversity, prevention of STIs, and gender-based violence 
would be an important vehicle for addressing gender issues in general and promoting the rights of 
women and girls, as well as those of sexual minorities. This is also an obvious area of intersection 
among education, health, youth and gender. 

4.3 Education for Empowerment 
Gender relations improve with education, including non-formal education, and income level202. 
Educated women are able to expand their opportunities beyond the domestic sphere to engage in 
agricultural improvements, business, services, decent employment, and the economic life and social 
wellbeing of their communities and beyond. They are in a better position to take care of their own 
health and that of their children and families, and to claim and advocate for rights and justice. 

Effective equitable development requires sustained commitment to inclusive education. Girls and 
women need equal access to educational opportunities, budgets need to be gender responsive, 
female and male teachers need to have the same training and pay, and curriculum and school 
management committees and leadership structures need to include women and their perspectives. 
Within the structures of the government public education system, women representing the full range 
of sociocultural groups need to be mainstreamed into meaningful decision-making roles at all levels – 
from parent input, school management committees, and as teachers (not just in ECED), head 
teachers and in management positions. Given the very low educational attainment thus far of women 
and men from many excluded groups, achieving this entails long term proactive effort. But it is only 
when women are equally heard and respected in decision-making and teaching that the school 
curriculum and environment will meet girls’ specific needs. 

A 2007 study pointed out that gender stereotypes persist in education curricula and teaching 
materials at all levels, and that gender-related issues need to be better taught

203
. This also requires 

that teachers themselves are better trained in inclusive approaches, and gender sensitization of 
education professionals and stakeholders.  

On an advocacy level, we can support communities in lobbying and implementation of schools as 
‘zones of peace’ – places where girls (and every child) can learn in an environment without political 
interference or threat of harm (such as beatings from teachers, overuse of banda, or violence related 
to political tensions and conflict).  

In addition to working strategically to support positive change within the existing government school 
systems, we would be wise to be working strategically with NGOs and other stakeholders who focus 
on community and non-formal education. Non-formal education schemes are especially effective 
when led and managed by the populations they serve

204
. Non-formal education schemes can (1) be 

flexible by meeting girls and women where they are at both physically as well as symbolically, (2) be 
localized to community needs, schedules, and language and (3) can be more expansive in what they 
cover so that health and governance topics, for instance, can accompany a more traditional 
government curriculum.    
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The whole girl child should be the central priority, including her emotional, physical and psychological 
development, in an enabling family, community and societal environment. If we are creative, we can 
recognize the reality of her situation (i.e. teaching sciences with agricultural applications if she will be 
doing farm work as an adult) while, at the same time, encouraging girls and women to push beyond 
limiting expectations from others (for instance challenging the belief that higher education is 
accessible only by certain castes and men).   

In all cases, we should be involving girls and women in the process of determining their educational 
opportunities. VSO could play a significant role in the community by linking the fragmented initiatives 
of NGOs, INGOs and government schools, and being responsive and creative in bringing together 
people in educating the whole girl.  

5 Gender-based Vulnerability 
“There is vast difference between a man and a woman. Women can never be safe.”205

 

5.1 Gender-based and Domestic Violence  
Addressing violence against women and girls is a critical gap among the MDGs206, and perhaps an 
example of the challenges in overcoming the entrenched blindness and biases relating to gender. 
Violence against women is attributed to patriarchal cultural, social and religious norms that devalue 
women, but it is also supported by attitudes and patterns that underlie disparity and social exclusion in 
general. In the South Asian region, UNICEF207 categorizes violence against women and girls into six 
areas: 1) sexual abuse, 2) incest and rape, 3) recruitment by family members into prostitution, 4) 
neglect by family members, 5) selective abortion and infanticide, 6) dowry demands and spousal 
abuse. 

The GON declared 2010 as the Year against Gender-based Violence Against Women. But domestic 
violence in Nepal is still mainly considered to be a private concern and discussion about contributing 
societal factors is relatively new, as is the idea of seeking assistance outside the home208. Preliminary 
studies suggest that domestic violence, including marital rape and sexual violence within the home, is 
prevalent209. For example, in Dang 32 of 35 women in a focus group reported experiencing domestic 
violence210. Preliminary findings of the 2011 NHDS indicate that 34% of women aged 15-49 years 
experienced physical violence at some time since age 15, and 9% within the past 12 months211. 
Domestic violence correlates with low education status of victims (51% for women with no education 
and 15% for those with SLC and above) and perpetrators. A 14-month survey of women attending 
FPAN clinics in 5 districts identified 16% as survivors of gender-based violence, including physical 
violence, verbal abuse, restricted mobility, isolation, and food deprivation212. Domestic violence is 
commonly linked to alcohol abuse, dowry disputes, preference for sons, and polygamous 
relationships. Often there are elements of power imbalance and it has been observed that domestic 
violence is least likely in egalitarian relationships213. 

Sexual violence is a risk for women and girls regardless of their background. But women and girls 
from poor excluded marginalized groups are more at risk of rape, usually perpetrated by a distant 
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relative or acquaintance, whereas those from well-off Brahmin, Chhetri and Newari backgrounds are 
more vulnerable to incest, defined as rape by a close relative214. 

Anecdotal evidence indicates that while husbands are the main perpetrators of domestic violence, 
mothers-in-law are also commonly implicated. For example, in 4 of 21 case studies recorded in the 
FPAN survey, mothers-in-law are identified as abusers, usually in collusion with their married son. 
Another interesting little explored area relevant to tensions between mothers-in-law and daughters-in- 
law is that of menopause215. Menopause can be a very difficult time in the life of an aging woman and 
yet, given the general ignorance about reproductive health and the priority given to maternal health, it 
is likely that many or most women who are undergoing menopause have no idea of what to expect or 
why.  

Health care workers are usually the first point of contact for women in need of assistance and hence 
they are the frontline for identification and intervention in domestic violence

216
. Needs assessment in 

2007 recommended training health professionals on standard rape protocols, recognizing and 
addressing signs of gender-based violence, and other specialized procedures

217
. Since that time, 

gender-based violence has been prioritized by Women Development Offices (MWCSW) in many 
districts. Given the limited provision for follow up and continuing support to victims of violence, 
interventions need to avoid increasing a victim’s risk by aggravating conflict

218
. As with other forms of 

social exclusion, sustainable change requires a profound transformation that engages the ‘whole 
system’ including perpetrators. The UN’s most recent GESI report lends support to inclusive 
approaches by observing that reducing gender-based violence has been most successful when both 
partners were involved in gender sensitization programs

219
. In contrast, it tended to increase when 

only women were targeted. 

5.2 The Hazards of Marriage 
Marriage and child-bearing are the expectation in Nepal. Arranged marriage is the usual practice, 
including among the educated and wealthy. From a western perspective, arranged marriage is 
generally condemned and becomes a focal point for culture clash, synonymous with dowries and 
abused unwilling child brides. While this abuse certainly does occur especially among impoverished 
and excluded groups, in reality arranged marriage has evolved to encompass a spectrum of practices. 
At the other end of the spectrum, it refers to the involvement of families in matchmaking to help 
consenting adults find their life partner220. The family takes into account the characters and 
compatibility of potential partners and, once the prospective bride and groom agree to marry, they can 
count on the full support of their families and communities to help make their marriage a success. In 
other cases, a young man and woman may develop a relationship and subsequently ask their parents 
to ‘arrange’ their marriage. A marriage that is not arranged implies elopement in which the bride and 
groom run off together and, in fact, elopement is sometimes encouraged by parents wanting to avoid 
the cost of a wedding ceremony. From a Nepali perspective, a ‘love’ marriage can imply an 
adolescent infatuation, acted on impulsively and unlikely to lead to a long term stable relationship221. 
The western model of ‘love’ marriage is viewed as lacking commitment, bereft of spiritual values, and 
leading to divorce as often as not.  

Practices relating to spouse selection have been evolving over the past decades. In the Chitwan 
Valley Family Study the percentage of respondents who participated in choosing their spouse 
changed from none for those married between 1936-1945 to more than 50% for those married 
between 1986-1995

222
. Increased participation in spouse selection also correlates with increased age 

at time of marriage and birth of first child. A substantial proportion of young people are making their 
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own decisions on when and whom to marry
223

. Educated urban youth in particular tend to aspire to 
‘love’ marriage and adopt westernized views of arranged marriage.  

In Nepal the minimum legal age for both bride and groom to marry without parental consent is 20 
years, and 18 years with parental consent224. Nevertheless within South Asia, Nepal has the highest 
percentage of girls (40%) who marry before the age of 14225, although this is also changing. Sampling 
of different ethnic groups found that age at first marriage has increased for both women (average age 
19 years) and men (average age 22 years) even in communities (e.g. Maithili) in which women 
traditionally have married early226. This has been accompanied by improvements in family wellbeing, 
fewer children and more informed reproductive behaviour, but with significant urban-rural disparity. 

In traditional practices of arranged marriage, relationships between families over-ride individual 
preference, often with dowry figuring prominently in negotiations. The expectation that a dowry should 
be paid to the groom’s family contributes to several social ills, including the treatment of females as 
commodities, and preference for sons as they bring dowry wealth into the family227. Parents tend to 
view their daughters as not worth educating or investing in as they will leave the family home on 
marriage and, in addition, they are a liability in terms of dowry expenses. In general, younger girls are 
more desirable in part because they are more likely to be virgins. The older the bride, the more dowry 
she is expected to bring, hence supporting the practice of child marriage and early marriage 
agreements, in some cases before birth. In contrast, an educated qualified groom of higher social 
status can require payment of a higher dowry, an obvious further incentive to educate sons228. 
Marriages in which dowry expectations and economic transactions are a priority are particularly prone 
to be unhappy and, in the worst cases, spousal violence is perpetrated by a dissatisfied husband and 
his natal family. There are many stories of poor families going into debt due to dowry pressures, and 
many stories of abuse and even death of brides who did not meet the dowry expectations of their 
husband or in-laws, particularly in Terai Madhesi communities229. The current law that prohibits dowry 
and other exchanges of property for marriage is not enforced230.  But in Taplejung, women themselves 
have reportedly declared Dokhu to be a dowry-prohibited VDC as part of a campaign against the 
system. 

On marriage, Nepali women commonly move to their husband’s community and, in many cases, they 
move into the home of their in-laws to live as an extended or joint family

231
. This tradition can have 

positive and negative outcomes. In the best situations, mothers have the support of their mothers-in-
law and extended family in caring for and raising children and, for some, this arrangement facilitates 
their studies or employment outside the home. It also represents an important social safety net for 
aging parents. However, the newly married young wife who leaves her own family and community to 
join that of her husband can also find herself vulnerable, dependent and without support when 
tensions or disagreements arise.  

One of the numerous intersections between gender and caste is that of intercaste marriage. 
Intercaste marriages (including coerced marriages) were common among Maoist insurgents and are 
now one of the barriers preventing both male and female former combatants from returning to their 
families and communities232. Both partners in an intercaste marriage can be at risk of reprisals in the 
form of beatings, abduction of the woman by her family, disappearance, rejection and worse233. 
Despite the monetary incentive offered by the GON for intercaste marriages, the extreme pressures 
on couples in the majority of cases results in their separation.  
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Polygamy was made illegal in Nepal in 2011, updating earlier ambiguous legislation that allowed for 
multiple wives in some circumstances. Regardless, polygamy is practiced in some communities and 
rarely contested. The 2006 NHD survey estimated that 4.4% of women in Nepal were living in 
polygamous marriages234, and interestingly the rate is highest (6%) among Newars, and higher in hill 
and mountain sociocultural groups (4-6%) than in Terai groups (2-5%)235. Anecdotal evidence 
indicates that polygamy is often associated with rejection of a first wife (especially if she has no 
children or only daughters) and downgrading of her status to that of a coerced or abused servant236. 
Polygamy also seems to be associated with practices of buying and selling wives237. 

Buddhism differs from other dominant religions in Nepal in that marriage is a secular concern. Nyinba 
people of Tibetan origin practice fraternal polyandry

238
. In this system, on marriage all of the 

husband’s brothers can have spousal claims on his wife. Unlike in polygamy, women are not in a 
position to choose whether to have additional spouses, nor who. 

5.3 Engendering Babies 
Traditionally Nepali women do not have control over their own fertility and infertility is viewed as a 
curse239. Moreover sons are considered essential and a wife “is held responsible for her inability to 
give birth to a male child and has to bear the consequences”240. The marital family (mother- and 
father-in-law, husband) are particularly invested in the birth of a son, as this represents the continuity 
of the family name (see figure below). Although having a daughter in the family is generally 
welcomed, it is often not celebrated or even announced publicly241. In contrast the birth of a son is 
‘dubai hathmaa laddu’ (sweets in both hands)242, a joyful occasion to be shared with family and 
friends. Women who give birth to two or more daughters consecutively are at increased risk of threats 
from spouses and mothers-in-law, and pressured into multiple closely spaced pregnancies until the 
birth of a son. Son preference is a major obstacle to regulating and reducing fertility. Women who 
have delivered a daughter are also more likely to be required to return to their regular workload soon 
after delivery, hence increasing their risk for uterine prolapse.  
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The 2001 census recorded male/female ratios of more than 106/100 for infants less than one year of 
age in 8 districts, including 7 Terai districts in which strong son preference is the cultural norm243. 
These high ratios suggest practices of sex selective abortion or infanticide of female babies, but boys 
are also more likely to be registered at birth then girls244. Sex selective abortion is illegal, despite 
which, recent estimates suggest that of some 70000 pregnancies terminated annually in Nepal more 
than 20% are selective female foeticide245. 

5.4 The Hazards of Being Single 
With the emphasis on marriage and having children in Nepali society, and ambiguity around women’s 
independent identity, single women are stigmatized and harassed. Those with children have the 
burden of supporting their family in a discriminatory society. Those who are single and childless are 
viewed with suspicion and regarded as misfits. In some cases, community women who have 
undertaken to advocate on women’s concerns have had to give up any hope of marriage and having 
their own families. The prevalence of stigma and marginalization is shown by the Single Women’s 
Support Groups active in many communities and districts to address common needs including income 
generation. 

Widows are regarded as a curse and typically blamed for the death of their spouse. Regardless of a 
widow’s age, remarrying is generally not socially acceptable and they are ostracized246. (Exceptions to 
this occur in Janajati communities, for example Gurung women who are widowed or separated can 
choose to remarry or not247.) At the same time, the number of widows in Nepal has increased, in part 
as a consequence of deaths of their husbands during the insurgency, and in part due to improved 
health outcomes for women that have increased their average lifespan. 

Accusations of witchcraft, rooted in superstition and ignorance, are often triggered by a death or 
illness of people or livestock, or other misfortunes such miscarriages of animals or women, snake 
bites, or cows and buffaloes that stop producing milk. Witchcraft accusations appear to be most 
common in Terai areas and may lead to collective violence and humiliation that targets the vulnerable 
and those who might seem unusual or strange in some way. Those most likely to be accused and 
attacked are without power or influence, alone or isolated, including the elderly, single, widowed, and 
impoverished women

248
. Dalit women are particularly vulnerable. However, men, married women, and 

others have also been attacked. Women's Rehabilitation Centre (WOREC) documented 84 cases 
from 2007-2009 but, as with domestic violence, most cases are likely not reported

249
. 

5.5 The Hazards of Being Visible 
Women activists in Nepal challenge patriarchal attitudes and traditional social structures simply by 
being women willing to speak out and assume leadership roles. Especially in outlying areas, the 
personal cost and risk can be great as they may be ostracized by their community, or become the 
targets of reprisals by orthodox conservatives and others who feel threatened by change250. Dalit 
women activists are particularly at risk of reprisals.  

Women human rights defenders have been targeted by political splinter groups and armed gangs that 
emerged since the end of active conflict particularly in Terai areas. In some cases, their gender 
advocacy is viewed as a challenge to ethnic solidarity and narrowly defined political aspirations, as for 
example in the Madhesi movement. Active women are targeted by both state and non-state actors. 
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WOREC reported 42 cases in 15 districts over an 8 month period in 2008, including instances of 
harassment and threats by politically affiliated perpetrators and by influential people able to interfere 
with legal and judicial processes251. 

Many activists face resistance from their spouse or family, often passive resistance that simply 
discourages travel and absences from the home, but they are also vulnerable to domestic violence252. 
In fact some activists are themselves survivors of domestic violence, motivated by the help they 
received that enabled them to leave a violent household. Activists can also be victimized by police as 
in Sunsari district in 2009, when an intervention on behalf of an intercaste couple by one woman 
human rights defender escalated until 14 women activists were injured during a police attack253.  

5.6 Human Trafficking 
Nepal is a source country for human trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation and forced labour, 
including for foreign destinations, especially to India, as well as within Nepal254. While men, women 
and children are all trafficked, women and girls are primarily trafficked for sexual exploitation. Within 
Nepal, cabin restaurants, dance bars and massage parlours are the main businesses offering sexual 
services, mainly located in the Kathmandu Valley and other urban centres. Recent estimates of the 
numbers of ‘entertainment workers’ vary widely, ranging from about 14500 to 40000 women and 
girls255, about one third being under 18 years or children. Nearly half were initiated into sex work as 
children and, hence, are formally regarded as victims of trafficking and sexual exploitation256. The 
‘entertainment’ industry thrives on trafficking girls and women within Nepal, as well as being a 
recruiting ground and transit point for trafficking to other countries. 

The long porous border with India lends itself to both trafficking and informal labour migration, and 
trafficking blends into child labour, and into consensual formal and informal migration in which 
exploitive conditions of labour emerge only after departure from Nepal. Victims are typically coerced 
into commercial sex work, forced marriage or domestic service, as well as work in circuses, factories, 
construction, mining, or agriculture

257
, with the different forms of exploitation targeting different 

vulnerable groups. A baseline survey in 2007 identified the districts of Sindhupalchok, Sarlahi, 
Makwanpur, Kanchanpur, Rupandehi, Dang, Banke, Sankhuwasabha, Nuwakot and Kavre as among 
those highly affected by trafficking, either as sources or transit routes

258
. It also points out that family 

members at home may be deluded that their trafficked children or daughters are safely employed. 
State officials, politicians, business people, and police are accused of complicity in trafficking

259
. 

The intersections between legitimate labour migration and trafficking in persons make it difficult to 
estimate the magnitude of abuses and to address the issue, especially as voluntary migration is 
frequently used as a cover260. According to the 2008-09 National Report on Trafficking in Persons, 
2.5-3.0 million Nepalis, of which some 9-10% are female, are employed in foreign countries other than 
India261. Labour migration through personal arrangements (individual basis) leaves workers vulnerable 
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to exploitation and, in 2008-09, 64% of women compared with 19% of men made personal 
arrangements262. However, few of the women had an understanding of the necessary documents (e.g. 
passport, visas, medical fitness certificate, contracts and permits). Many were not paid as agreed, had 
to work excessive hours, or were subject to abuse, including sexual abuse263. Numerous INGOs and 
NGOs cooperate with GON initiatives on safe migration programs and to counter trafficking. 

Figures for the numbers of trafficking victims are speculative. In 2008-09 an estimated 5-6000 women 
and girls were either rescued or intercepted at border crossings through the efforts of various 
INGOs/NGOs, suggesting the likelihood that many others were trafficked without detection. Estimates 
of the numbers of women and girls trafficked annually to India for commercial sex work range from 
5000 to 22600. Being young, poorly educated and female are all risk factors. Of nearly 350 survivors 
registered with Directorate of WCSC over a 2-year period, 36% were 16 years old and younger, 48% 
were 17-25 years old, 87% were female, and 88% were either illiterate or with only primary school 
education264. Interestingly, of those accused of trafficking over the same 2-year interval, about 30% 
were female, and 80-90% without secondary school education265. Members of the victim’s family or 
community commonly profit by making the connection to the pimp or broker, and promises of 
marriage or work, faked marriage and abduction are used as enticement266.  

5.7 STI and HIV & AIDS 
Women in Nepal are increasingly at risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections (STI) including 
HIV & AIDS, particularly in rural areas where awareness is low but seasonal labour migration of men 
is high. In total an estimated 60000 Nepalis 15 years of age and older are infected with HIV, an adult 
prevalence rate of 0.39%267. More than half of the HIV infections are thought to be in ‘low risk groups’, 
26.2% low risk males and 28.0% low risk females, with the remaining infections concentrated among 
the most-at-risk population (MARP). About 80% of HIV-positive persons are unaware of their 
status

268
. 

Nearly 50% of total HIV infections have been recorded along highway districts across Nepal, and it 
has been estimated that 41% of HIV-AIDS cases are among migrant men269. A surveillance study of 
migrant men from Far and Mid Western districts confirmed their risky sexual behaviour patterns270, 
and companion studies show HIV prevalence rates of 0.8 - 3.3% among wives of migrants271. A 
further 21.5% of wives surveyed reported having at least one symptom of an STI over the past year.  

Among the estimated 30000 female sex workers (FSW) in Nepal, HIV prevalence is relatively low (for 
a MARP group); 2.3% in Terai Highway Districts (2009), 2.2% in Kathmandu and 3% in Pokhara 
(2008) 272. Among male sex workers, HIV prevalence was 5.2% (2009)273. However, among women 
and girls trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation, rates of HIV infection are much higher, 38% in 
a study of repatriated victims of trafficking274. The linkage between exposure to STIs and 
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empowerment is further illustrated by the experience of sex workers among the Badi community, a 
Dalit caste of traditional entertainers. During two decades of HIV & AIDS programs Badi peer 
educators have assumed strong advocacy and leadership roles275. Badi FSW are considerably less 
vulnerable to abuse as they set their own standards for sex work (e.g. condom use), and can call on 
their community and senior sex workers for support when needed276.  

The 2010 UNGASS report regards GON’s national program as effectively targeting MARPs, needs 
based and well designed to reach specific groups, with primary prevention a high priority. However, 
about one third of FSW are regarded as ‘hidden’ in remote areas and isolated from support and 
information networks. Similarly, studies of migrants and spouses in Far and Mid Western districts 
recommend that interventions be designed for illiterate adults in isolated areas277.   

5.8 Status and Empowerment 
Women in Nepal have a long way to go to achieve some level of gender equity. And gender status 
within Nepal shows the same kind of extreme disparities between rural and urban settings, 
geographic regions, sociocultural groups, and economic classes as do other indicators of 
multidimensional poverty and marginalization. In order to achieve social justice, this means that ‘elite’ 
women have to identify with their marginalized sisters and accept that the gender equity confined to 
privileged groups or classes, or the educated, is not enough. In addition, in the context of widespread 
and profound poverty and disadvantage that affects men and women, we need to ask, equality of 
what, to what end? We cannot be satisfied with achieving gender equity in poverty, illiteracy, poor 
health or any of the numerous other indicators of social exclusion and injustice. Gender equity is an 
essential and necessary component of a broader vision of social justice. 

The numerous vulnerabilities that women and girls confront daily in their communities generally have 
a common theme in low status and disempowerment based on gender. But women’s empowerment at 
household level also shows disparities. For example, the 2006 Nepal Demographic and Health 
Survey (NDHS) used four indicators to gauge the level of women’s involvement in decisions about 
their own health, visits to family, and household purchases

278
. In Hill districts, Chhetri women were 

most disempowered with 38% participating in all four areas, and 30% in none. Nationally Terai women 
were most disempowered overall (31% / 38%) and, in the Terai, Muslim women worst off (31% / 
48%). Shtrii Shakti’s 2007-2008 survey disaggregated by ethnocultural origin suggests that most 
women in general do initiate or participate in joint decisions about household expenditures. However, 
for Chhetri women in Jumla, and Brahmin and Chhetri women in Kavrepalchowk, it seems that about 
25-30% regard their husband and not themselves as the decision-maker about conceiving children

279
. 

Although most women made their own health care decisions during their last pregnancy and delivery, 
about 40% overall left this to their husband and/or mother-in-law

280
. 

While educated elite women are certainly overall the most empowered in Nepal, there is considerable 
anecdotal evidence to suggest that within families across ethnocultural groups and socioeconomic 
levels, mothers-in-law tend to have considerable respect and power in households. After all, in the 
Nepali tradition of joint or extended family living arrangements, the mother-in-law is the senior woman, 
effectively the matriarch, who has borne and raised sons. Apart from the status attached to sons, 
there are also the natural ties of affection and loyalty that sons feel toward their mothers. Mothers-in-
law also have considerable life experience and are perhaps likelier to be respected and heard by 
male family members and in the community than daughters or daughters-in-law. While mothers-in-law 
could therefore conceivably use their influence for positive change, why is it that they seem more 
often to be part of the problem, perpetrating dowry disputes and domestic violence? Inclusive 
approaches to gender empowerment at household and community level should certainly explore the 
potential for engaging mothers-in-law. 
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5.9 Masculinity & The Hazards of Being Male 
Just like femininity, masculinity is defined within a sociocultural context which implies or requires 
certain roles and behaviours. Societal gender-based expectations and hierarchies are narrow and 
confining for men and women alike. Perhaps the most graphic illustration of this is the fact that 90% of 
those killed during 10 years of insurgency were men (see below, Gender Perspectives on Jana 
Andolan & Peace Processes), one of the hazards of being male (along with suicide as previously 
discussed). Similarly, males, especially youths, are at greater risk of being involved in violence, and 
greater risk of being victims of violence281. In many ways, gender identities and male-female roles are 
mutually reinforcing aspects of the same overall system of gender relations. Designing strategies to 
move toward gender equity requires understanding and sensitivity of the perspectives of both men 
and women. Research and analysis on the specific societal constructs of masculinity in Nepal seems 
to be lacking in the web-accessible literature. Yet this kind of analysis could shed light on the 
persistence of elites, power imbalances, social exclusion, and gender-based discrimination, as well as 

creative ways of engaging men in gender justice. 

Seven key concepts about masculinity and its relevance to gender-based violence were framed after 
a South Asian conference organized in Nepal by UNICEF and UNIFEM. This analysis sought to 
extend the principles underlying the White Ribbon Campaign, an international alliance of men working 
to end violence against women,

 
to the Asian region

282
. 

1) Patriarchal power – based on hierarchy, domination and subordination, including of men over 
women and elite men over other men 
2) Privilege – and sense of entitlement  
3) Permission – societal and community acceptance or tacit permission of behaviours, customs, 
legal codes, or religious beliefs 
4) Paradox – contradictory and compensatory fears, isolation and internalized images of masculine 
ideals, fear of appearing weak or of failing 
5) Psychic – dysfunctional relationships, absence of healthy male role models, emotional distance 
that rejects caregiving and nurturing roles 
6) Pressure – including the pressures of supporting and heading the family, repression of feelings of 
fear and pain, with anger as the only valid masculine emotion and aggression as an appropriate 
response 
7) Past experiences – violence against women as the societal norm viewed and internalized by 
children within their own families, and violent behaviour outside the home, including against other 
men and boys, is a survival skill. 

Thus far, very few organizations in Nepal, including within the GON, seem to have proactively 
engaged men and boys in gender-justice initiatives, although this is clearly necessary for sustainable 
change283. In fact GESI review of the Female Community Health Volunteer program points out that 
drawing men into a similar program could make them into effective change agents284. According to a 
2010 mapping exercise, ‘men do not hear from other men about women's rights’, and possible 
abusers are not exposed to tools for anger management or understanding their role in the cycle of 
violence285. Review of experience globally points out that the paucity of references to men in policy 
documents, for example on gender-based violence, places all the responsibility for transforming 
societal gender power structures onto women: “Violence against women is seen as a women’s 
issue”286. This is in fact a reactive approach that primarily focuses on addressing the symptoms rather 
than underlying structural and attitudinal causes. While symptomatic relief addresses immediate 
needs, working toward a more profound transformation of gender relations also requires holistic 
approaches that engage ‘the whole system’. The review recommends that community initiatives start 
with a participatory baseline study of local concepts of masculinity and femininity, in part designed to 
develop men’s ownership and, hence, the sustainability of any intervention. As with women, 
facilitating men-only local discussion groups can be a means to initiate dialogue. 

                                                
281

 For example, 2010 survey of violence in the Terai found that the majority of victims were male, more than half in the age 
range of 21–40 years. Armed Violence in the Terai, 2011, Op. Cit. p 23 
282

 The Seven P’s of Men’s Violence, by Michael Kaufman http://www.michaelkaufman.com/wp-
content/uploads/2009/01/kaufman-7-ps-of-mens-violence.pdf  
283

 It is possible that this has been done, but not reported on, or not in web-accessible English language documents. 
284

 Overview of Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in Nepal. ABD, 2010, Op. Cit. 
285

 Nepal - Preliminary Mapping of Gender Based Violence, 2010, The Asia Foundation 
http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/GBVMappingNepal.pdf 
286

 Referred to in Involving men in the fight against violence against women - Insights in what is being done, what works, and 
why, 2010, prepared by Joni van de Sand, commissioned by ICCO/KiA 



 33

Didi Bahini and Lutheran World Federation (LWF) are among the few organizations in Nepal that have 
started preliminary efforts in engaging with men

287
. Their experience illustrates the stepwise process 

that is needed at community level. Initial interventions with women-only groups empower and 
capacitate women, followed by mixed groups that seek to decrease conflict between men and women 
and encourage men to support women. Men also may initially prefer to discuss matters in men-only 
groups in a space in which they feel comfortable. In international experience, exploring and validating 
men’s positive roles in their families and communities, as fathers, husbands, sons and leaders have 
encouraged male engagement. Men’s supportive roles and practices are important to men, and 
“enable us to hear an aspect of men’s lives … that has not so far been addressed”

288
 . 

5.10 Sexual Minorities 
Nepal leads the South Asian region in rights and recognition for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and intersex (LGBTI) sexual minorities and is far ahead of many developed countries. The Blue 
Diamond Society (BDS) was founded in 2001 by Sunil Pant in response to the victimization of sexual 
minorities, to advocate for rights and to involve sexual minorities in the response to HIV & AIDS. In 
2007 BDS was instrumental in the Supreme Court decisions which declared LGBT persons to be 
‘natural persons’ entitled to civil rights and protection, required the repeal of discriminatory legislation, 
and ordered that a commission be established to study same-sex marriage289. In 2008, Sunil Pant 
was elected to the Constituent Assembly, the first openly gay parliamentarian in Nepal and South 
Asia. Nevertheless, it still remains to translate policy and successes at high level into meaningful 
change on the ground where LGBTI persons are vulnerable to stigma, discrimination and gender-
based violence, including that perpetrated by police. 

In general populations, some 2-4% of people can be expected to LGBT290. On this basis, Nepal could 
have about one million LGBT persons, presumably distributed across all socioethnic groups and all 
districts. Terminology in Nepal recognizes a variety of orientations among gay men291. The term ‘third 
gender’ is widely used and seems to refer particularly to transgender males who present as female. 
The prominence of third gender orientation may be partly due to traditions of transvestite 
performances at ceremonial occasions, for example to bless births and weddings292. In general 
however gay men come under family and community pressure to hide their orientation, marry and 
have children, and those who resist commonly migrate to urban areas293. Information about lesbians 
seems to be less accessible, excepting media stories about persecution. Despite government 
ambivalence toward the LGBTI community, the Nepal Tourism Board is giving tacit approval to the 
promotion of Nepal as a gay-friendly destination, including for same-sex weddings294. It remains to be 
seen what kind of information will be elicited by the 2011 National Census, which includes questions 
about third gender orientation but seemingly excludes much of the LGBTI community. 

6 Speaking Up & Acting Out 
“You do not have to be a woman to represent women.”295 
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6.1 Representation, Voice and Visibility from Nation to 
Community 

In a landmark achievement in Nepal, national elections in 2008 gave women 32% representation in 
the Constituent Assembly. However, women’s participation in state executive, legislature and 
judiciary, and in political parties, remains low three years after Parliament’s approval of a minimum 
33% women’s participation in national and local government bodies296. In fact marginalization by their 
own parties is an obstacle for the political advancement of women, and few women have had the 
opportunity to develop leadership skills and experience297. As of May 2011, the Communist Party of 
Nepal – Unified Marxist-Leninist (CPN-UML) government, 5 of the 43 ministers were women. In the 
central committee, 18 of the 115 members were women and, in the politburo, 4 of 39 members. In the 
Nepali Congress Party – Central Working Committee (NC-CWC), 14 of 65 members were women. 
The central committee of the United Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) had 12 women among its 148 
members and 2 women in the 45-member politburo. The low levels of women’s participation as 
general members and in senior positions will make it challenging to maintain meaningful 33% 
representation in future elections. Some activists contend that women MPs are mainly wives, sisters 
or relatives of male political leaders and do not represent grassroots women298. As was expressed 
with respect to the peace process, “Nepalese elite women are too much divided (politically, socially 
and psychologically). Most of them are heavily guided by the parties’ political agenda at the cost of 
common interests.”299. At community level, patriarchal control, illiteracy and ignorance likely influence 
women’s votes and political ideology300. 

Women’s involvement in political organizations in Nepal started in the late 1940s with demands for 
the right to vote301. Women’s organizations became involved in political parties and lobbying for 
property rights, education, and greater political voice. But women’s inclusion in development 
continues to “fall into very specific gendered roles that often reinforce unequal access to resources 
and institutions”. Women’s representation in local government and community groups makes a 
difference on issues that are important to women

302
. Under the Ministry of Local Development, the 

Social Development Unit of each DDC should have a gender equality and social inclusion desk with 
representation from women and excluded groups. Ward- and village-level integrated planning 
committees are to have 33% representation of women

303
. 

Gender Units within Government Ministries still need to build their capacity for meaningful gender 
mainstreaming and monitoring304. While gender focal persons have been appointed in all Ministries 
and Departments, they generally have insufficient seniority and influence to advance gender equity. 
Most gender initiatives have been driven by donors and, hence, are not sustained or institutionalized 
beyond the program or project cycle. The MOAC had better success in its gender division established 
under a committed woman, and it now aims to set up farmers’ consultative committees and village 
agriculture committees with proportionate representation of women and other marginalized groups305. 
However, as of 2008 in agricultural sectors of government women were only 5.8% of total staff, with 
no women among the District Agriculture Development Officers (DADO)306. As of 2011 there was only 
one woman District Forestry Officer (DFO)307. 

At community level, Nepal’s Community Forestry Programme has been recognized internationally for 
its success in decentralizing and improving forest management and sustainable use by giving local 
people responsibility and authority over community forests. There are nearly 14500 Community Forest 
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User Groups (CFUG) reportedly benefiting nearly 1.66 million households across Nepal
308

. CFUGs 
have been used to pilot various approaches to gender and social inclusion from which many valuable 
lessons can be distilled and applied to other pro-poor and pro-women community level initiatives. 
There are challenges in integrating social objectives with technical objectives for the protection and 
regeneration of forest. Forestry policy requires that 33% of the Executive Committee be women, but 
this is rarely achieved. Nationally about 25% of committee members are women

309
. Similarly, in 15 

districts covered by the Livelihoods & Forestry Programme (LFP), committee members were 26.4% 
women, 51.5% upper caste, and 9.8% Dalit, although the general membership of the CFUGs was 
51% women, 33% upper caste, 35% disadvantaged Janajati, and 14% Dalit

310
. 

 As in other quota systems, even when marginalized groups are represented, it has proven difficult to 
move to meaningful participation in decision-making311. Sociocultural norms (as well as the domestic 
workload of women and their lack of mobility) make it difficult for women to attend public meetings and 
express their interests or opinions in the presence of men, who are also not likely to listen or 
appreciate input from women. Typically women will sit separately behind men, feeling uncomfortable 
and unwelcome. In addition, household-based membership in CFUGs in practice means that men 
attend meetings and women continue to be excluded312. If the societal barriers and power imbalances 
that underlie exclusion are not addressed, placing women or Dalits on committees becomes an 
exercise in superficial tokenism to comply with policy or donor targets. It has also been pointed out 
that, 'gender balance of community rights cannot be sustained without gender balance [of rights] 
within families' 313.  

6.2 Women’s Groups 
Women’s groups have been instrumental in building awareness, confidence, and capacity for 
individual and collective action. Yet women-only groups have had very different experiences and 
elicited very different assessments of their effectiveness. 

Women-only CFUGs, of which nearly 800 are now active in 66 districts
314

, were promoted in an effort 
to overcome the problems of participation in mixed groups

315
. The assumption was that women-only 

groups would give women a voice and address women’s specific needs
316

. Despite successes in 
peripheral areas

317
, this approach encountered numerous problems. In effect it established a parallel 

system to that of men’s or mixed CFUGs, and so further isolated women. The forest areas assigned 
to women-only CFUGs tended to be small, or mainly degraded or newly planted forest, or poor quality 
land, for example with high risk of landslides. Women’s CFUGs have access to about half the area 
per household compared to CFUGs in general

318
. (But it is also an interesting question how 

households can be defined in the context of parallel gender-based systems.) Perhaps a better 
approach would have been ‘working within the system’ through women’s committees tasked with 
identifying and advocating for women in mixed CFUGs, and supporting women members on the 
executive committee. This would have avoided placing women in direct competition with men for 
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limited forest allotments, as well as the potential pitfalls in defining what constitutes a household in 
parallel systems of women-only and mixed CFUGs. 

A second assumption was that women can be treated as a homogeneous group
319

, or that 
advantaged women will automatically self-identify with their disadvantaged sisters. The creation of 
women-only CFUGs tried to ignore the existing divisions among women that perpetuate 
socioeconomic and gender discrimination. In fact, elite capture of benefits was just as common in 
women-only CFUGs as in mixed groups. High caste women and those who were already relatively 
wealthier benefited more than those who were vulnerable and excluded.  

In contrast to the experience of CFUGs, women’s groups have led to effective collective action when 
focusing on the health of women, children and families, or other community concerns identified by 
women. Given sufficient time and commitment, Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) initiatives that 
brought women together for facilitated discussions have proven to be a powerful means for women to 
overcome isolation and build confidence and capacity. In Far and Mid Western regions, women 
moved from talk to action, for example to end chhaupadi practice or to cooperate in making a 
comfortable house in which to stay during their periods320. In Makwanpur, using the similar Community 
Action Cycle (CAC), women involved in health groups disseminated their learning in the community 
and built broader community capacity to improve maternal and neonatal health outcomes321. 
Examples of their very practical actions include stretcher schemes to transport women in labour, 
savings funds for emergency cases, and making and distributing clean home delivery kits.  

What determines the relative success of women’s groups? In part, it seems that women-only groups 
may be effective at early stages of personal and community development, especially where gender 
relations are restrictive, bound up in traditional or hierarchical conventions of appropriate behaviour 
and status. Women may initially simply need to become comfortable with leaving their domestic 
isolation and interacting, realizing that they have common interests that they can address through 
collective decisions and actions. When sensitive gender-specific concerns are raised, both women 
and men may prefer to explore these in same-sex groups, at least initially. But at some point, if the 
objectives entail transformation of gender relations, then men and women need to work together. 
Perhaps this is the case when the objectives entail equitable access to resources and shared 
technical interests (as in forestry). 

Well trained skilled facilitators who understand the local situation and culture have acted as catalysts 
and educators, while respecting that raising awareness, confidence and arriving at consensus is a 
dynamic and organic process that needs to evolve in its own way. Facilitators are typically community 
members who have been trained and continuously supported in participatory methods and adult 
learning. They also need to represent or be able to reach those who have been traditionally excluded. 
In effect facilitators take a strengths-based approach that enables women to realize their own 
collective strengths and assets, and their ability to make decisions and act. In Makwanpur, for 
example, women’s health groups, in addition to starting a revolving fund for emergencies, mobilized 
community resources through the support of a local medicine shop owner.  

Communication and the information conveyed should be acceptable, accessible and appropriate 
including for the illiterate or semi-literate. The Makwanpur groups showed their creativity in the use of 
picture card games and photoelicitation as participatory and learning tools322, and in recording their 
own films323. Information also needs to be tailored to specific groups, and targeted for influential 
‘stakeholders’, for example in the case of women’s health, this could include mothers-in-law, and 
traditional birth attendants and healers324. Radio, including in local language, has also been used to 
good effect and is the most popular media among women325. 
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It seems that proactive measures and planning for inclusion are required in order to reach 
impoverished women and those from traditionally excluded groups. Otherwise women’s groups, while 
advancing gender empowerment, might be neglecting or exacerbating other forms of exclusion. When 
disadvantaged women are given the opportunity to be involved in concerns they see as relevant, they 
can be tremendously motivated. For example, in the Health Education and Adult Literacy (HEAL) 
program in which two thirds of participants were women from excluded castes, the evaluation team 
reported that they were “impressed with the value women must place in the HEAL program to spend 
two hours a day, six days a week for nine months to acquire the literacy and health information”

 326
. 

This level of commitment is also reported by WEAF in their work with women’s groups in Dailekh 
district. In many cases, it seems that women are craving, ready and willing for change, as in the 
experience of the Chhaupadi Elimination Project in Achham

327
. At the same time, initiatives that aim to 

benefit community women must be sensitive to their domestic and agricultural workload, and the 
usual challenges to their mobility. 

6.3 Gender Perspectives on the Jana Andolan & Peace Processes 
The consequences and legacy of the Maoist jana andolan or ‘people’s movement’ on women and 
girls, their families and their communities are diverse, complex and still unfolding. The insurgency is 
said to have resulted in more acute poverty (although national indicators of multidimensional poverty 
continued to show improvement throughout its duration), displacement, and increases in trafficking, 
sexual and domestic violence, as well as increased child marriage by families trying to protect their 
daughters from abduction, rape and recruitment. From 1996-2006, of the nearly 13500 people 
estimated to have been killed during the insurgency, 63% were killed by state forces328. Among those 
killed, more than 1000 were women (81% killed by state forces), and nearly 450 were children (55% 
killed by state forces). Distressing as these numbers are, it has to be remembered that on a gender 
disaggregated basis more than 12000 or nearly 90% of deaths were men; fathers, husbands, brothers 
and sons.  

Ironically, the social disruption of armed conflict and its impacts on gender roles and relations can 
represent both hardship and opportunities for women and girls. As GON facilities became non-
functional, including health facilities, it was Female Community Health Volunteers (FCHV) who 
continued to provide critical services for women and children329. Women and girls reportedly 
represented about 30% of armed fighters and were prominent among Maoist mobilizers, cadres and 
district secretaries330. Most Maoist combatants, regardless of gender, claim that they were attracted by 
the Maoist ideology and joined the insurgency to resist and change the prevailing system of 
socioeconomic exclusion331. Female combatants felt themselves empowered by their political and 
physical training, and their experience of relative equality with male counterparts. Maoist policy 
required two females in each unit of 9 to 11 members. Most of the female recruits were illiterate rural 
girls between 14 and 18 years of age and, hence, by international standards, considered to be 
coerced children whether or not they joined willingly. About one third of the 3000 former child soldiers 
discharged from the PLA in February 2010 were female.  

Different sources put different interpretations on the active involvement of women and girls in the 
insurgency. Undoubtedly, this is partly due to different experiences over the duration of the 
insurgency and in different communities and districts, as well as different political perspectives332. 
Armed insurgency was initiated in mainly rural Janajati districts (Rolpa, Rukum, Jajarkot) where a 
strong base of support continued during expansion to other areas. Prominent Maoist women 
described this as shifting the women’s movement from the urban middle class to rural Janajati and 
lower caste women333. It has been claimed that the Maoists attracted mainly Janajati women and girls, 
and those from excluded castes, who may already have been more egalitarian and progressive in 
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their gender attitudes than the Maoist leadership (mainly men of high caste origin)334. Maoist writings 
describe the social reforms encouraged by people’s committees and in ‘women-exploitation-less’ 
villages335. Examples include prohibiting caste-based discrimination, alcoholism and domestic abuse; 
promoting simple affordable marriages and ceremonies; cessation of chhaupadi, child marriage, and 
other harmful practices; and equal sharing of parental property. Even if the reality fell short, the Maoist 
development agenda mobilized and reached rural communities in an unprecedented way that has, 
arguably, not been replicated since. However, after joining the Maoists, women and girls were also 
under pressure to marry and, once pregnant, they ended up marginalized in stereotypical domestic 
roles, “many bright aspiring communist women…lost in oblivion”336. Despite their role in the 
movement, women were under-represented at higher levels in the party337. At community level, apart 
from ideology, women’s active support of the Maoists was also driven by police and army tactics of 
abusing women and girls (including sexual abuse) to extract information about absent men folk338. At 
the same time, community women had to comply with the demands of Maoist rebels for food and 
shelter and, in some cases, were coerced into direct participation in the conflict339.  

Female combatants now find themselves isolated and unable to return to their communities due to the 
severe stigma attached to their rebellion against traditional gender roles and patriarchal family and 
community structures340. Many are unwilling to relinquish their ideals and return to the constraints of 
traditional lifestyles. Others are single mothers without the time or resources to take advantage of 
training offered by ‘rehabilitation packages’. Integration into existing national security forces is also a 
difficult option given the history of sexual abuse and ongoing gender-based discrimination341. In the 
words of Maoist Hisila Yami; “Sons will be welcomed back with open arms, but for daughters there 
can be no return. When they become guerrillas, the women set themselves free from patriarchal 
bonds. How can they go back?”342. 

The Maoists’ inspiring promises of social justice and emancipation raised expectations that have thus 
far not been delivered343. Despite the direct and indirect involvement of women in the armed conflict, 
women (and traditionally excluded groups like Dalits) were notably excluded from the peace 
negotiations on all sides. Perhaps it should be questioned whether the images of armed young 
women fighters are an appropriate symbol of women’s liberation, or simply another form of 
manipulation. Despite the rhetoric and heroic images, the negotiations were dominated by men from 
elite groups, and “competition, non-collaboration, revelry [sic] or party political affiliation among the 
elite women” meant missed opportunities to incorporate inclusive gender perspectives344. Men failed 
women, but also women failed women. This kind of failure is common to many post-conflict zones in 
what has been called “pushback to the status quo”345. Yet experience in conflict-affected countries 
also shows that involving women in peace processes is essential for good decisions, effective 
implementation and monitoring, and addressing the root causes of conflict. 
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7 Lessons and Recommendations for VSO Nepal 
Women in Nepal have come a long way, and have a long way to go, to achieve some level of gender 
equity. Their marginalization and poverty is multidimensional, an intrinsic part of the deep and 
extensive multidimensional poverty in Nepal, showing the same kind of extreme disparities between 
rural and urban settings, geographic regions, sociocultural groups and economic classes. It is rooted 
in a historical, social, cultural and economic context without which it cannot be understood, and 
interacts with social exclusion based on caste and ethnicity, with faith-based belief systems, power 
structures and hierarchies. Causes and symptoms are mutually reinforcing in a vicious self-
perpetuating cycle that continues to play out through individual lifecycles and across generations.  

In the GESI approach, gender perspectives were subsumed in the emphasis on Dalit, Janajati, 
Madhesi and other identities defined by caste, ethnicity, language and other characteristics. However, 
when gender has been the sole criterion and focus, women from traditionally excluded communities 
have remained excluded or have not benefited to same degree as elite women. Women are not a 
uniform and homogeneous group. It requires proactive and sensitive strategies to enable advantaged 
women to see themselves as part of a bigger community of women that includes their disadvantaged 
sisters. Gender equity within privileged groups or classes, or among the educated, is not enough. 
Gender equity is an essential and necessary component of social justice. 

Just as national or district averaged indicators conceal disparity and, in many cases, increasing 
disparity, so too data averaged by socioethnic group conceal within-group disparities, including 
disparities based on gender and wealth. One of the few studies that disaggregates socioethnic groups 
into wealth quintiles shows that poverty can be the more reliable predictor of disadvantage in other 
areas (e.g. health). In other words, wealth may be a better proxy for multidimensional poverty than 
caste or ethnic affiliation. Economic poverty however, whether measured by income, assets or living 
conditions, is exceedingly difficult to disaggregate by gender at household level in any meaningful 
way. Gender disaggregated measures of health and education status are more reflective of gender 
disadvantage given that these are attributes of an individual person, man, woman, boy or girl, rather 
than a household.  

The lesson for VSO is that pro-
poor mainstreaming of gender, 
especially in Nepal, requires 
attention to all the aspects of 
disadvantage, Gender, Social 
Exclusion and Multidimensional 
Poverty (see figure346). Given the 
multidimensional character of 
women’s marginalization and its 
deep roots, effective interventions 
should be holistic and inclusive, 
aiming at the underlying causes of 
disadvantage. Symptomatic relief 
is important, a recognition that 
meeting basic needs is a first step 
in empowerment. 

There are community level 
indicators of on-the-ground readiness and willingness for change. The multiplier effect triggered by 
the Chhaupadi Elimination Program in Achham, against dowries in Taplejung, against Kamlari child 
labour practices in Tharu communities suggest readiness for change, helped by the right catalyst and 
effective support. The attraction that the jana andolan had in rural communities, especially among 
youth, is another indicator, although undoubtedly other push-pull factors played a role in recruitment. 
It is tragic now to feel that the energy for transformative change is being dissipated through political 
positioning and a return to traditional hierarchies. 

Among the most strikingly successful GON and donor initiatives is the Female Community Health 
Volunteer program. VSO Nepal could be involved in initiatives to build the capacity of FCHV, and in 
extending and strengthening the program. But can this program (or aspects of it) also be a model for 
initiatives in other sectors and, if so, what could be the role of VSO Nepal? This requires careful 
reflection on appropriate community volunteerism that is not exploitive, doesn’t interfere with 
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legitimate decent work agendas, and complements government responsibilities in basic public 
services. 

One of the successful approaches for social inclusion is to target the excluded for skills training and 
capacity building in technical and other fields in demand by community members, including by 
traditional elites. This works on several levels. It raises the confidence and status of the excluded by 
giving them expertise and the potential to earn income. It challenges elites to think about the excluded 
as valuable professionals or skilled technicians. It can take the focus away from hierarchical 
relationships to accomplishing the task at hand. VSO has gender experience of this kind in Ghana 
working with government to establish a system of trained female community volunteers who provide 
agricultural extension services to poor women farmers347. A variation on this is being implemented in 
indigenous communities by VSO Guyana, involving both female and male community youth in all 
aspects of high-value crop production and marketing348. In effect, the program enables youth to take a 
lead in community-based farmer-to-farmer sharing. 

In defining beneficiary groups or trying to isolate issues in a context of the profound and extensive 
multidimensional poverty of Least Developed Countries like Nepal, there is also the danger of 
distortions introduced by donor or other priorities. Interventions that are exclusively focused on 
disability, HIV & AIDS, or even severely malnourished children can put impoverished people into a 
tragic and paradoxical position of wishing some ‘calamity’ on themselves or their children to give the 
extra ‘edge’ to bring them into the ‘target beneficiary’ category. This is in fact the experience of some 
development partners, for example the case of the poor single mother devastated when she tested 
negative for HIV. Similarly, conflict-sensitive rehabilitation and reconciliation projects for former 
combatants need to involve and ensure benefits to the wider community349. A related danger is of 
focusing too narrowly on a single issue that may not be a priority at community level, or only one of 
several interlinked priorities that cannot be sensibly separated.  

The 2011 UN GESI Evaluation Report for Nepal pointed out the need to engage the ‘whole system’ in 
order to change power dynamics and avoid creating hostility between ‘beneficiaries’ and ‘non-
beneficiaries’

 350
. While this caution referred to caste-based targeting and elite capture, it is relevant to 

gender interventions. Strategies for gender equity and improved gender relations need to incorporate 
the perspectives of both men and women. In general, women and girls live in families and 
communities, and it is that context that gives meaning to empowerment and sustainability. Effective 
on-the-ground strategies need to be inclusive and sensitive, as well as holistic and comprehensive. 

7.1 Mainstreaming Gender – Recommendations to Explore 
Devising appropriate strategies at community level requires understanding the diversity of 
communities and districts. This gender paper was intended as a backgrounder and situational 
analysis based on web-accessible secondary sources (apart from the excellent input provided by VSO 
Nepal’s staff and volunteers especially the Gender Working Group). Hence, it lacks the primary, most 
up-to-date information necessary to thoroughly review current responses and gaps in response, and it 
doesn’t assess the diverse situations, needs and opportunities at community level. These are critical 
areas for VSO Nepal to explore further in designing specific objectives and plans for gender 
programming and partnership development. With this proviso, this backgrounder gives guidance on 
recommended strategies for further exploration. 

• VSO Nepal’s Gender Aspiration: Confident women and girls valued and empowered by their 
families, communities and the nation, encapsulates the overall vision and the need for prioritized 
gender programming. Further work remains to develop a feasible and realistic program involving a 
wider section of stakeholders and using participatory approaches to frame specific objectives, and 
devise strategies for implementation, monitoring and assessment. Participatory root cause analysis 
would be one way of seeking to focus programming effectively, but with communities and target 
groups, strengths-based appreciative inquiry should be emphasized. 
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• VSO Nepal’s current and proposed program areas; Education, Health and Livelihoods, 
should proactively mainstream gender interventions within and across programs to ensure that 
disadvantaged women and girls are prioritized, as already recommended by VSO Nepal’s Country 
Strategic Plan (CSP). Strategies should be holistic and comprehensive as practicable in order to 
address underlying causes that perpetuate gender discrimination, social exclusion and 
multidimensional poverty. Examples of initiatives could include the following areas: 
o Intersections among Education, Health and Livelihoods, and Gender and Youth: e.g. hygiene, 
nutrition, sexuality education. 
o Women’s subcommittees to advocate for the special interests and rights of women and girls, e.g. 
subcommittees acting within School Management Committees, Community Forest User Groups, 
Community Agricultural Committees, among others. 
o The role of Child Clubs in building girls’ capacity and confidence, and supporting their education. 
o Functional Literacy and Numeracy for women relevant to their situation and needs. 
o Technical, vocational and entrepreneurial skills training and mentoring, e.g. Community Female 
Agricultural / Livestock / Forestry Extension Workers to share skills with women and men. 
o Supporting and extending the Female Community Health Volunteer program in remote areas. 
o Appropriate intermediate technologies that relieve women’s workload. 
o Women’s enterprise development. 

• Gender-specific programming, projects and partnerships (independent of Education, Health or 
Livelihoods programs) would allow VSO Nepal the flexibility to respond to identified community needs, 
pilot innovative initiatives, and undertake action research that would contribute to understanding 
gender issues and inform VSO and partners. Previous constraints can be overcome by creating a full-
time staff position to manage Gender and Inclusion themes, with the potential to develop gender 
programming and manage VSO volunteers working across core program areas. Current and potential 
partner organizations (e.g. LWF, WEAF, Women’s Studies Program at Padma Kanya Multiple 
Campus) have community-based gender experience that VSO Nepal can learn from. 
o Action research and analysis into societal constructs of masculinity in Nepal, and its relevance to 
power imbalances, social exclusion, and gender-based discrimination, as well as creative ways of 
engaging men in gender justice at community level. 
o Inclusive approaches to gender empowerment at household and community level exploring 
engaging mothers-in-law and senior women for positive change. 
o Valuing women and women’s work. 
o Valuing men’s supportive roles as fathers, brothers, husbands, sons. 
o VSO can recruit both male and female gender specialist volunteers to facilitate inclusive 
approaches to gender issues. 

• Networking and strategic partnerships with the many women’s NGOs, INGO women’s programs, 
and GON women’s initiatives would inform VSO Nepal strategies, bring more continuity to situational 
assessment, and enhance VSO’s credibility and impact in gender in Nepal. VSO’s in-house Gender 
Working Group has shown itself to be powerful asset in this area, including in regional and district 
connectivity. But networking could still be strengthened through a more systematic approach by staff 
dedicated to gender issues and programming. 
o VSO Nepal should introduce a staff position dedicated to gender issues, networking, 
programming and partnership development. (Also recommended in VSO Nepal’s CSP.) 
o National and local gender resource advisors to embed in-country knowledge and independent 
expertise into VSO’s gender scans and programming. 
o VSO could play a significant role in the community by linking the fragmented initiatives of NGOs, 
INGOs and Government, for example in education bringing together people to address the needs of 
‘the whole girl’. 

• VSO Nepal should work with community-based partners and facilitators in adopting 
strengths-based participatory approaches that encourage women and women’s groups to identify, 
articulate and act on their own priorities and cultivate their assets. It may take further exploration and 
recruitment of volunteer specialists in community mobilization, to develop and refine the role of VSO 
and VSO volunteers given the cultural and language challenges.  
o VSO Nepal can build on pilot placements, including currently serving volunteers in Far and Mid 
Western districts, to improve its understanding of grassroots communities and gender relations, and 
how best to work in culturally appropriate, sensitive and effective ways. 
o VSO can work with activists to support and extend self-sustaining movements. 
o Involvement of Diaspora and National volunteers or interns could help bridge barriers. 
o Appropriate culturally sensitive inclusive interventions that involve the whole system: 
communities, families, men, supporting local partners who know the community and context. 
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• VSO Nepal should explore the best ways of involving VSO international volunteers in 
mainstreaming gender across programs and placements. Some well intentioned volunteers are 
simply appalled by the extremes of gender discrimination and social exclusion, but can VSO harness 
that passion and energy into appropriate and effective gender interventions? 
o Gender orientation for incoming volunteers can be improved by presenting the current situations 
in an honest, factual and non-sensational way to elicit empathetic pragmatic understanding rather 
than righteous indignation. Ongoing training and support and gender reporting should be 
incorporated into Program Area Reviews and other meetings.  
o Support volunteers in placement and community living through a visiting volunteer, local and/or 
staff gender expert. 

VSO Nepal is well placed to address the marginalization of women and girls in a holistic and inclusive 
way through current and proposed programs in Education, Health and Livelihoods. VSO can also use 
its international volunteers, male and female, to great advantage to challenge limiting notions about 
gender-based potential and gender relations. 
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Appendix 1 Gender Working Group & Other VSO Nepal 
Working Documents  
• Gender and Education: Overview.   Tiffany Purn.   September 2011 
• Gender Literature Review for CSP.   Compiled by Tiffany Purn.   Authors:  Arlene Mahinay, Wanet 
Lacsamana, Constance Akumu, Tiffany Purn.   January 2011.  
• Gender Research Report from Parsa District.   Samali Nandala.   June 2011.  
• Gender Responses from VSO office.  Compilation of responses to questions about gender in Nepal.   
Eva Zaleski.   April 2011.  
• Gender Responses from VSO volunteers.  Compilation of responses to questions about gender in 
Nepal.   Tiffany Purn.  April 2011.  
• Women Empowerment Mechanism for 4s.  Report from Jumla.   Willeke van Rijn and Thomas 
Wolstenholme.   July 2011.   
• Women organizations – categories.  Arlene Mahinay.  March 2011 
• Maternal Reproductive Health and Safe Motherhood.  Emilie Schmeidler. 2011 
• Contributions to CSP & Livelihoods Thinking from Birgunj & Terai Perspectives – one volunteer’s 
view.   George King. 2011 
• VSO Nepal  –  Country Strategic Plan.   August 2011 

Appendix 2 Women-Only and Pro-Women Programmes351 
Education 
Women-only programmes: 

• Fellowship for Exploited, Dalit and Children of Martyrs including Fund for Girls’ Education (District Level, 
Secondary Education) 
• Women’s Development Programme (MWCSW, Central Level) + (MWCSW, District Level) 
• Women’s Skills Development Programme (MWCSW, Central Level) 
• Jagriti - Women's Income-Generation Programme (MWCSW, Central Level) 
• Joint Programme Against Girl Trafficking (MWCSW, Central Level) 

Pro-women programmes: 

• Education for All - Primary Education (Central Level) 
• Education for All - Child Development Programme 
• Education for All Programme (Central Level) + (District Level, Primary Education) 
• Non-formal Education & National Literacy Campaign 
• Food for Education Programme - Primary School Nutritious Food 
• Population Education 
• District Education Offices 

Health 
Women-only programmes: 

• Family Planning, MCH and Female Health Volunteer Programme 
• Population Education and Reproductive Health Programme (MLD, District Level) 
• Women Self-Reliance and SNIP Programme (MWCSW, Central Level) 
• Maternity Hospital, Thapathali 

Pro-women programmes: 

• Primary Health Service (DHO, PHC, HP and SHP) 
• Integrated Management of Childhood Illness Programme (Formerly Diarrhoeal, 
• Respiratory & Nutrition Programme) 
• Rural Health Development Project - Ramechhap & Dolakha 
• Senior Citizen, Disabled, Endangered Ethnicity and Single Woman Security 
• Scheme (MLD, Central Level) 
• Decentralized Action Plan for Children and Women (MLD, District Level) 
• Food Nutrition and Technology Programme (MAC, Central Level) 
• National Population Programme 

Drinking Water and Sanitation 
Women-only programmes: None 

Pro-women programmes: 

• Rural Drinking Water and Sanitation Fund 
• Small Town Drinking Water and Sanitation Project 
• Community Drinking Water and Sanitation Project 
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• Rural Drinking Water Project (Western Region) 
• Water Supply Projects 
• Rural Drinking Water & Sanitation Programme (MLD, District Level) 
• Drinking Water Augmentation Programme (MOF, Public Enterprises) 

Appendix 3 International & National Instruments, Policies, 
Laws and Initiatives 
International Level Initiatives 

• Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others, 
1949 
• Nepal participated in the First World Congress Against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (Draft 
Declaration) held in Stockholm, Sweden in 1996 
• Nepal participated in the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995 
• In 1990, Nepal ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Child (CRC), 1989 
• In 1991, Nepal ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), 1979 
• In 1963, Nepal ratified the supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, Slave Trade and Institutions 
and Practices Similar to Slavery, 1956 
• In 1997, Nepal ratified the ILO Minimum Age Convention (No. 138), 1973 
• In 2001, Nepal ratified the ILO Convention (No. 182) on the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the 
Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1999 
• In 2001, Nepal ratified the ILO Forced Labour Convention (No. 29) on Forced or Compulsory Labour, 1930 
• Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and 
Child Pornography, 2000 
• The 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) with the goal of addressing 
women’s reproductive health and rights issues as well as other health services. 
• The 2000 MDGs which sets out targets for poverty reduction, universal primary education, gender equality and 
women’s empowerment and maternal health.  
• The United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 establishes legal standards to ensure the 
meaningful participation of women in the peace process. 

Regional Level Initiatives  

• In 1996, the Third South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Ministerial meeting on Children 
held in Rawalpindi expressed commitment to combat inter and intra-country trafficking in children and assist 
victims of this violence. 
• In 1997, the Ninth SAARC Summit of Heads of State or Government held in Male reiterated their commitment 
to combat trafficking.  
• In 1998, the Tenth SAARC Summit of the Heads of State or Government held in Colombo adopted a draft 
Convention for Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children.  
• The 11th SAARC Summit held in Kathmandu on January 2002 passed the SAARC Regional Convention on 
Preventing and Combating Trafficking of Women and Children for Prostitution. 

National level initiatives to promote gender equality 
At the national level the government incorporated gender concerns in all its periodic national plans since 1956 to 
date. The Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare (MWCSW) established after the Beijing conference in 
1995 is the key ministry charged with policy formulation, planning, and programming of overall development and 
coordination of all activities related to women. Its Department of Women Development is tasked with overseeing 
women and children’s programs implemented through Women Development Offices at district level.  

National policies/action plans 

• Education for All (EFA) program (2004–2009), which is supported by the School Sector Reform Plan (2009–
2015), intended to enhance accessibility, equity, quality and increasing coverage. 
• National Policy and Plan of Action to Combat Trafficking in Women and Children – 1999 
• National Plan of Action on CEDAW 
• National Plan of Action for Gender Equality and Women Empowerment 1997 
• Ten-Year National Plan of Action for Children (2004/05–2014/15) and National Master Plan on Child Labour 
(2004–2014), both of which include measures to protect children against abuse, exploitation, and violence. 
• The government’s second Long-Term Health Plan (1997–2017) that aims to provide equitable access to 
quality services in urban and rural areas.  
• Agriculture (2004), irrigation (2003) and forestry (2000) policies and the Three-Year Interim Plan (2008–2010) 
are the main documents that guide agricultural development and natural resource management. The agricultural 
policy targets the poor, women, and disadvantaged groups and establishes gender focal points in government 
bodies. The irrigation policy mandates 33% participation of women and disadvantaged social groups in Water 
Users Associations, and ensures financial concession and technical support to them for irrigation facilities. 
Forestry policy is more gender sensitive providing for proportional representation on the executive committee and 
affirmative action for women (1/3 of the executive committee). 
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• The Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Policy and Strategy (2004) has provisions for 33% representation of 
women on the user committees. 
• The Tenth National Development Plan 2059-2064/(2002-2007) underlines the role of women in increasing 
alternative energy production and the three year interim plan focuses on increasing investment for women and 
other disadvantaged groups in that regard. 

Laws 

• Interim constitution of 2007  
• Human Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act 2064/2007 to protect and rehabilitate victims. 
• Domestic Violence (Crime and Punishment) Act 2066/ 2009, which now recognizes domestic violence as a 
crime punishable by law. 
• The Civil Service Act which was amended in 2007 reserves 45% of vacant posts for excluded groups with 
women taking 33% of that allocation. 
• Citizenship Act (2006), allows children to claim citizenship in their mother’s name. 
• Amendment of the civil code (women’s bill 2002) to provide equal inheritance rights to unmarried daughters 
and sons, allow women full access to property even upon divorce and widows granted full rights to their property. 
• The Gender Equality Act (2006) which entitles women to use property freely without the consent of male family 
members and raising the age of consent for marriage to both women and men to 20 years without parental 
consent and 18 years with parental consent.  
• Amendments to Police Regulation and Armed Police Regulation (2007) reserve 20% of jobs for women. 
• Drafting of sexual harassment bill by the MWCSW was approved by cabinet in October 2009 pending 
endorsement by Parliament. 
• Local Self-Governance Act reserves 20% of seats for women in the ward-level committees to increase their 
representation in local government institutions. 

Guidelines/strategies/systems  

• Gender strategies focus on removing obstacles and creating new opportunities for women in the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Cooperatives, the Ministry of General Administration, and the Ministry of Education and Sports. 
• Publication of guidelines to mainstream gender concerns in water and energy sector by the Water and Energy 
Commission Secretariat in 1995. 
• Gender and Social Inclusion Strategy (2008) by the Alternative Energy Promotion Centre/Energy Sector 
Assistance Programme highlights the need to prioritise women in energy service delivery. 
• The Alternative Energy Promotion Centre (AEPC) strategy and action plan on gender and social inclusion. 
AEPC develops and promotes renewable and alternative energy technologies. 
• Formulation of a gender management system and classification system of programs and projects by a gender 
code in 2005-2006 by the National Planning Commission  
• Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Strategy is in the offing in the Ministry of Health and Population. 

Institutions  

• Establishment of Gender Focal Points in all ministries and departments to oversee gender mainstreaming into 
sectoral program design and strategies. 
• Formation of Gender and Social Inclusion Units in the Ministries of Health and Population, Agriculture and 
Cooperatives, Education, and Local Development.  
• Establishment of Inter-ministerial Gender-Responsive Budget Committee to design a monitoring methodology 
for sectoral gender budget allocations, public expenditures and policy impact assessment on men and women. 
• Development of a Gender-Responsive Budget Committee and Gender Budget Audit Guideline (2008) for 
gender mainstreaming in planning and programming. 
• Gender Equity and Development Section in the Ministry of Education. 
• National Women’s Commission, 2007 to promote and protect women’s rights and a National Human Rights 
Commission. 
• Formation of local peace committees under the Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction as a mechanism for 
mainstreaming female ex-combatants in peace building and governance in accordance with the United Nations 
Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325. 
• Establishment of female paralegal committees in 23 districts to handle a broad range of issues including 
domestic violence, trafficking, early marriage, and property disputes. The same committees are used by the Local 
Governance and Community Development Programme (LGCDP) under the Ministry of Local Development to 
mobilise communities for planning. 
• A national coordination committee and district task forces have been established in 26 districts were trafficking 
is prevalent to combat the trafficking of women and girls.  
• Establishment of separate women’s cells at national police headquarters as well as district police offices. 
• Establishment of a Women and Children Service Centre (WCSC) at the central police headquarters and at 
district level to investigate sexual offences, human trafficking, child marriage, polygamy, and domestic violence. 
By 2007, 25 districts WCSC run by mostly women had been established. 
• Establishment of the Office of the National Rapporteur on Trafficking in Women and Children in 2002 as part 
of the National Human Rights Commission, to monitor the incidence of trafficking; coordinate national, regional, 
and international efforts to combat trafficking; and generate high-level commitment to improving the human rights 
situation of women. 

• District women development offices which implement outreach activities. 


