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  INTRODUCTION 

The Himalayan nation of Nepal has endured internal conflicts through much of the 

last two centuries but has exhibited resilience in the face of outright colonialism. However, 

contemporary Nepal has been beset by internal strife, sparking considerable research from 

social scientists. The overt causes of the conflict were ideological – between a centralized 

monarchic system and a socialist egalitarian ideology.  The intellectual influence on this 

movement has come from the writings of Mao and the rebels have called themselves 

’Maoists.’  The Maoists differentiate themselves from classical communists since the 

strength of the proletariat in the former comes from peasantry rather than an urban working-

class.  

There are clearly some key grassroots factors that the Maoists have been able to tap 

leading to the spread of this movement among certain segments of the masses. It is 
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particularly surprising that the Nepali Maoist movement gained traction at this point in time, 

when most other communist states, including China and Vietnam, are tacitly moving 

towards a capitalist economic model, while retaining centralized political control. This leads 

us to wonder why a radical communist armed movement spread in Nepal in the post-Cold 

War era, when, in fact, underlying socio-economic inequality has been present through 

much of the country’s history (Murshed and Gates 2005). 

The armed conflict was initiated from the socially and economically deprived 

western hills of the country, and thus it has commonly been presented as a problem with 

political and socio-economic roots. Endemic and persistent poverty, inequitable distribution 

of wealth and lopsided regional policies, social injustice or political disparity, as well as 

chronic failure of governance at the center are perceived as the most visible and significant 

precursors of the armed rebellion in Nepal.  

However, political analysts generally limit their argument within these proximate 

issues and tend to ignore other causal linkages. Even where resource linkages are made, the 

material is presented in ethnographic terms and with many competing variables (Upreti 

2004). Acceptance of political and socio-economic factors alone as ultimate causes of 

deprivation and conflict generally fails to provide the state with the tools needed to defuse 

such conflicts.  When a state acts on the premise that proximate variables are the real causes 

behind the conflict,   providing  physical infrastructure (classical interpretation of 

'development') becomes the dominant strategy to without having a clear understanding 

whether the lack of 'development' is the primary cause  of persistent poverty ( and hence 

rebellion), or if there are  underlying environmental issues governing both persistent 

poverty and rebellion which  are often not elevated to the realm of 'high politics'?  

Contemporary scholars in conflict resolution warn that policymakers and social 

analysts who ignore environmental problems risk missing a factor that powerfully 
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contributes to violence. Ecologists and some scholars in security studies have argued that 

environmental degradation is the ultimate cause of civil strife in many parts of the world 

(Homer-Dixon 1999).  Ehrlich et al  (2000) describe the pre-existing social, political, or 

cultural cleavages, regime types, and economic circumstances as 'intervening variables' of 

the conflict, but  analysts often interpret them as the conflict's immediate causes. Political 

commentators on the Maoist insurgency, both from Nepal and abroad, have focused only on 

these intervening variables. The political and legal, social and ethnic, economic and 

regional and international political factors have been identified as the most significant 

aspects of insurgency (PHPCR 2001).    

Exclusion from larger social, economic and political institutions may be a necessary 

cause of a conflict, but in the context of Nepal, such analyses often fail to appreciate the 

complex inter-linkage between environmental degradation, prosperity, and poverty in the 

hills. Homer-Dixon (1991, 1999) has hypothesized that especially in the context of 

resource-dependent developing countries environmental scarcity may increase economic 

deprivation which may lead to civil strife.  The history of deprivation conflicts around the 

world indicates that rebellions are likely to occur in remote and marginalized regions, which 

are often plagued by erosion, resource degradation and depletion and hence increasing 

scarcity of renewable resources. With numerous examples of conflicts in many parts of the 

world, Myers noted that a decline in the environmental underpinnings of agriculture was a 

major or strong contributing factor of violence (Myers 1993). In fact, agricultural 

degradation is linked to the decade-long violence in Punjab, one of the most prosperous 

states of India.  Shiva (1992) traces roots of the Punjab tragedy-- commonly presented as an 

outcome of ethnic  conflict between two religious communities-- to the high political and 

ecological demands of the Green Revolution in India, which left the prosperous state with 

over-extraction of natural resources, diseased soils, pest-infested crops, waterlogged deserts 
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and disillusioned farming community that went violently against the centralizing state. 

There is also ample evidence to suggest that the conflict itself has led to immense 

environmental damage and conservation concerns creating a negative feedback loop 

(Murphy et al. 2005). 

In this research we explore the causes accelerating the degradation of the 

environment that threatens the livelihoods of millions of poor people in the hills of Nepal. 

We speculate that such environmental degradation coupled with demographic changes 

widened socio-economic disparities especially in the form of access to sufficient food and 

land among peoples in the Mid- and Far-western development regions of Nepal and could 

possibly have led to the initiation Maoists insurgency in these regions. What is most ironic 

about the potential linkage between the rebellion and resource depletion is that Mao’s own 

philosophy was very deliberately anti-nature as exemplified by the seminal work of Shapiro 

(2001).  A common response by states plagued by conflicts all over the world is to mount 

anti-insurgency campaigns, which, may provide a degree of immediate relief to those states 

from ongoing armed conflicts.  But the mechanism that creates the phenomenon of red 

rebellion will continue to exist unless the root cause of the conflict is identified and 

adequately addressed.  

 

BACKGROUND  

Geography of Nepal 

Located strategically between China in the North and India in the East, West, and 

South, the small landlocked country of Nepal has a great variety of topography ranging 

from high mountains in the north to a narrow strip of a flat land in the south. Due to vast 

topographical variation, Nepal has extremely diverse biogeographic belts of subtropical, 

temperate, subartic, and even desert-steppe environments in its cross-section (Bishop, 
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1990).  Nepal is divided into three ecological sub-regions: Mountains in the north, Hills in 

the middle parts, and Tarai in the south (Figure 1).  Fragile highlands and mountains occupy 

two third of the country. More than 25 million people live under such harsh environmental 

and climatic conditions.  

 

 MAP 1 AROUND HERE 

                                 

 A Brief Political History 

Nepal made little progress in dismantling the feudal structure of society, bringing 

development to the needy people of remote areas, and finding political reconciliation in the 

country.  During both Panchayat and post-Panchayat era development projects were 

selected depending on the possibility of getting external aid “without regard to their overall 

integration, socio-economic justification, or long-range sustainability” (Karan and Ishii 

1996). Such an ill planned arrangement of development created disparities among the 

regions. The development gap between the mountains and the Tarai regions, the eastern and 

western regions, and the urban and rural populations of the country widened. Forty percent 

of the population was below the poverty line in 1975-76 and the proportion increased to 

43% in 1984-85 (Bhole 1999). Economic reforms and liberalization were conducted as per 

the donors’ wishes, which yet again proved to be damaging (Pandey 2000).  

Prosperity remained as elusive as ever. According to the World Bank (1999), almost 

50% of the Nepali population survived below US$1 a day. The GDP growth rate in 2001 

was below 1%. The share of manufacturing in the total economy is less than 10 percent of 

the GDP. The country still remains dependent largely on subsistence agriculture. Economic 

inequality among various social groups in Nepal became wider and deeper. Leftist scholars 

in Nepal argue that the richest 10 percent of the population has control over 50% of the 
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national income. To cope with abject poverty nearly one-third of the total labor force, 

especially from high mountains and hills, is forced to emigrate to India and other countries 

for low-paying jobs (Koirala 2002). However, with the advancement of Maoists rebellion, 

mass emigration became more widespread.    

 

The Maoist Insurgency 

An ostensible alternative to the predicament arose on 12 February 1996, when the 

Communist Party of Nepal - Maoist (CPN-M) launched its ‘People’s War’ in the Mid-

western hills to eliminate ‘feudalism and bureaucratic capitalism’ from Nepal- a country 

which the Maoists think is still under ‘a semi-feudal and semi-colonial dispensation and 

thus has a revolutionary objective situation’  (The Independent 1995).  Initially, the 

insurgents chose the Mid-western hills of Rukum, Rolpa, Salyan, Jajarkot and environs to 

begin their war because of several factors.  Firstly, the insurgent group in their previous 

incarnation had a firm base in the mid western hills.  Secondly, the armed insurgency 

erupted from a remote location, far from the capital where the Maoists could recruit by 

tapping into the discontent among ethnic populations with historic grievances against the 

state (The Independent 1995). According to Acharya (2003) even prior to the insurgency 

there was no more than a nominal presence of the state in that region.  The resulting power 

vacuum   is seen by many as the main reason for the start of the violent struggle started 

from here.  Armed assaults on police stations in rural districts, confiscation of land and 

other property  of ‘oppressive’ landlords, and punishment of local ‘tyrants’ were the initial 

strategies that made the insurgents popular among the poor masses.  

Armed struggle by leftist parties is not a new phenomenon in Nepal. Inspired by the 

1967 peasant uprising at neighboring Naxalbari of West Bengal, India (popularly known as 

the ‘Naxalite’ movement), many young communists in the eastern Jhapa District of Nepal 
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initiated a movement for 'class elimination of bourgeois'. Land reform was the central issue 

fueling that violence. Although the armed rebellion was quickly suppressed, the communist 

movement survived and grew in strength inside Nepal.  The slogans of a utopian and 

egalitarian society remain highly appealing to the extremely poor masses of the country, 

especially in remote areas. However, poverty and disenfranchisement are penultimate 

causes and we argue that ever-increasing environmental degradation may be the ultimate 

cause of the creation of the so-called 'revolutionary objective situation' in Far- and Mid-

western regions for Maoists insurgents to grow and multiply.  Between 1996 and 2006 the 

insurgency grew rapidly into a nationwide phenomenon.  But this paper focuses mainly on 

the region from where the Maoist insurgency was initiated and radiated outward.  

 

ENVIRONMENTAL DIMENSION OF POVERTY IN NEPAL 

Fragile Mountain Environment 

Although the degree of reliance on environment for survival varies from place to 

place, there is no ecosystem which is ‘free of pervasive human influence’ (Vitousek 1997). 

Human dependence on the environment is clearly most pronounced in the hills of Nepal. 

Being a land-locked country severely constrained by rugged terrain and limited resources, 

and with two-thirds of its area covered by geologically young mountains, the lives of many 

Nepali people living in remote and hilly areas totally hinge on natural resources that the 

surrounding ecosystem offers.  

Since a majority of the Nepali population is rural and subsistence farming is the 

major occupation, they are forced to constantly modify their surrounding environment in 

order to survive. However, mountains and hills are more sensitive to human induced 

changes because they are more fragile and marginal (Ksperson et al. 1995). Furthermore, 

the impact of such changes in the mountains tends to increase with increasing altitude.   
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The   environmental carrying capacity of mountain regions is extremely low and, 

therefore, with repeated, high-intensity use of limited resources the chances of irreversible 

damage to the environment remain high (Sharma 2002). The proximate causes for the 

depletion of fragile mountain habitats in Nepal could be over-extraction of mountain 

resources, over-cropping and overgrazing, disappearing traditional techniques of agriculture 

and dwindling comparative advantages (Ksperson et al. 1995). As a consequence, 

deforestation and soil degradation, erosion, flooding, landslides are becoming frequent, 

while necessary crop yields are declining.  

Ever increasing demand for food for a growing population exerts tremendous 

pressure on available land. Little agriculture is possible in the high mountains, while the 

middle mountains, making up more than 60% of Nepal’s total land area, offer only 35% of 

cultivated land. At the same time possibilities of farming in Nepal are limited by natural 

factors such as inadequate precipitation, low temperature, the mountains terrain, and thin 

and infertile soils (Karan and Ishii 1996). Scarcity of irrigation water and poor soil quality 

limit the prospect of cropping intensification in many parts of the country (Thapa and 

Poudel 2000).  More than 20% of the country’s total area is believed to be already under 

cultivation and it is estimated that approximately 33% of land area could be potentially 

cultivated if irrigation and soil fertility management facilities were provided (Karan and 

Ishii, 1996).  However, provision of irrigation in many parts of the country is economically 

not viable and available irrigation facilities are elementary. Hence, agriculture in Nepal 

remains heavily dependent on the highly unreliable Indian Monsoons. Since most 

agriculturally suitable lands have already been brought under cultivation, encroachment into 

forest lands remains the only available option for agricultural expansion (Bajracharya 

1983). 
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Deforestation 

The livelihood of rural poor depends heavily on forest, making forests in Nepal 

among the most heavily exploited natural resources. Population growth, growing livestock, 

the state policies and related factors can be considered as major causes of forest 

degradation. Historically forest management was not a priority of the state since population 

was small and forest resources were abundant. In the hills the conversion of forests into 

farmlands was encouraged and remaining forests were managed by the local populations 

through various indigenous arrangements (ICIMOD 1999). Although available literature 

does not provide exact figures of forest resources and the rate of their disappearance in 

Nepali hills, deforestation in Nepal is generally regarded as quite alarming. The 'State of the 

Environment 2001' report published by UNEP (2001) indicates that within 15 to 16 years 

since 1978 the country lost 24 percent of forest coverage. Respective figures for Mid- and 

Far-western regions are higher at 28 and 31 per cent, while they witnessed a manifold 

increase in shrub areas (Table 1). Only 38 per cent of forests in the Mid-western region are 

physically reachable by local people. 

 

TABLE 1 AROUND HERE 

 

It is important to note that since the eighties, community forestry has increased 

considerably in Nepal as well and some of the forests have made a comeback, though 

overall deforestation rates remain a cause for concern. Rural populations depend on forests 

for fuel-wood and fodder supply, and during the time of severe food deficit forest provides 

coping means to earn money or barter food. In 1998, approximately 80% of energy demand 

of the country was fulfilled by fuel-wood. People are heavily dependent on fuel-wood in the 

hills.  Per capita fuel wood consumption in the hills was estimated to be 640 kg/person/year, 
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much higher than that in the Tarai at 479 (UNEP 2001). Similarly, between 1985 and 1998, 

the overall population of livestock in the country increased by 20%. Grazing areas, 

however, remained unchanged in the same period putting more pressure on available 

forests.  In the hills and mountains, from 1984 to 1996, the population of cattle, buffaloes, 

and goats increased by 5.8, 8.3, and 9.4%, respectively, while that of sheep declined by 

2.5% (Tulachan 1999). It is estimated that forest feed used by livestock in hills and 

mountains are 42 and 33% respectively while that in Tarai is 25% (UNEP 2001).   

Due to these reasons, the pressure on forests in all parts of Nepal increased sharply 

over the years. In 1999 only about 29% of the total area of Nepal was believed to be under 

forest coverage (ADB 2004). The forest area declined considerably since 1966, while at the 

same time the area of shrubs or degraded forests increased remarkably.  The annual 

deforestation is estimated to be 2.3 per cent in the hills, and 1.3 per cent in the Tarai. The 

higher rate of deforestation in the hills could be due to greater dependency on fodder supply 

and fuel wood (UNEP 2001).   

 Nevertheless, a remarkable paradigm shift in policy from 'state-controlled' to 

'community managed' forests especially in the hills promises to halt further deterioration of 

forest resources. Community managed forestry program in Nepal aggressively implemented 

in the last two decades is widely accepted as successful. The number of so-called forest 

users’ group (FUG) has steadily increased over the years. By 2002 the total number of 

FUGs in Nepal was well over 11,000 covering the forest area of 860,000 hectares and 

affecting almost 28% of total number of households in the country (CFD 2002). Community 

forestry programs now cover a considerable area of the middle hills and it has been 

expanded into the Tarai plains as well (Harini 2007).  Significant reforestation has taken 

place in the country and re-greening of hills in recent years is evident, thanks mainly to this 

program. However, in spite of concerted support from a number of international donors, 
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only 14% of the total forest area could be handed over to the communities. Studies also 

indicate that FUGs are generally controlled by local village elites (ICIMOD 1999). 

Moreover, the concept of community forestry in Nepal is primarily based on equal and not 

equitable sharing of forest resources, which casts doubts on the sustainability and real 

benefits of community forestry program to the most disadvantaged members of 

communities.  

 

 Soil Degradation 

Apart from heavy monsoons, man-made factors such as expansion of agriculture in 

environmentally sensitive steep slopes and deforested areas, overstocking, overgrazing, etc. 

are proximate causes of soil degradation in geologically young hills of Nepal. 

Environmentally sensitive and marginalized steep slopes and former forest areas are 

obvious targets of agricultural expansion for resource-starved communities.  However 

farming such steep and fragmented terrain, unsuited for agriculture, yields very little yet 

drastically intensifies soil erosion. Different studies have documented extremely high soil 

erosion rates of poorly managed slopping terraces and degraded rangelands in the hills.  

Poor farmers, who cultivate mostly on steeper slopes, are the obvious victims 

Already in 1960s Bishop (1990) had observed widespread erosion from fields craved 

from hillsides that had an angle of slope of more than 40° at elevations as high as 3,700 

meters in Karnali. Erosion of soil from poorly managed slopping terraces was reported to be 

20 to 100 tons per hectare a year. A study conducted in 1985 suggested that soil erosion 

rates in over grazed hills below 1,000 m were more than 200 tons/ha/year, which means a 

huge amount of organic matters, minerals, and nutrient loss and thus a big loss of potential 

grain production. Five tons per hectare of soil loss is equivalent to 75 kg/ha of organic 

matter and 3.8 kg/ha of nitrogen UNEP (2001). It is estimated that from entire Karnali River 
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catchment basin, 1.7 mm of topsoil is removed annually. Back in 1960s, Bishop (1990) had 

found that farm soil in Karnali had decreasing pH value and thus increasing need of lime 

application. 

 

Demographic Changes and Shrinking per capita Cultivated Land  

The 2001 census shows that the population of Nepal has crossed the 23 million mark 

with a doubling time of just 29 years (CBS 2002). Being a country with limited resources, 

Nepal certainly does not have the means to cope with such a large increase in population.  

Although Tarai bear the major burden of country’s population growth, the 

demographic changes in mountains and hills are equally significant. In almost half a century 

since 1952/54, the hill and mountains witnessed a 100 percent increase in population 

(Koirala 2002). The population distributions in mountains, hills and Tarai are 7.3, 44.3, and 

48.4%, respectively (CBS 2002).  

Although demographic situation in Mid-western and Far-western hills and 

mountains is not alarming (total 12.9%), rugged mountains and harsh climate limit the area 

suitable for cultivation in those regions. Yet the regions are heavily dependent on 

agriculture. In the three western most regions, farm population constitutes some 95% of the 

total population (CBS 1994). Hence, it is necessary to view population density in relation to 

arable land. The area of arable land in Nepal increased from 2,287,500 hectares in 1981/82 

to 2,323,400 hectares in 1991/92. During the same period the population increased from 15 

million to 18.5 million and the average land holding size declined from 1.13 ha to 0.96 ha 

(CBS 1994). Farm sizes are much smaller in the western part of the country. In districts like 

Achham in the Far-western hill, the average land holding size is incredibly small at just 0.28 

ha. An agricultural holding is equivalent to a farm household and the average farm 
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household in rural Nepal as per the 2001 census is 5.7 persons, whereas in Far- and Mid-

western region the sizes are 6.19 and 6.22, respectively (CBS 2002).   

The arable land area in the mountain increased from 115,700 ha in 1981 to 162,300 

in 1991, while during the same period it increased from 856,500 to 871,300 ha in the hills 

(CBS 1994). The per capita agricultural land declined from 0.16 ha in 1980 to 0.13 ha in 

1999 (MOPE 2001). Bishop’s research in Karnali zone (comprising of Humla, Jumla, 

Mugu, Dolpa and Kalikot districts in Mid-western Development Region) showed that due to 

very high population growth the per capita, khet (irrigated land on which paddy can be 

grown) holding was only 0.1 ha/person in 1968 (Bishop 1990). It is not unreasonable to 

assume that the per person khet holding was considerably less in the 1990s. 

Agricultural density of population is a better indicator of pressure on land in 

different parts of Nepal (Figure 14.2). Assuming that most agriculturally suitable lands have 

already been brought under cultivation, the increase in population to 23 million in 2001 

must have increased the agricultural density to the threshold level in almost all parts of the 

country. If we exclude the central hill districts, where the Kathmandu Valley is located, then 

the highest densities are found in Far and Mid-western hills and mountains. In 1991 the 

average density of population in one square km of arable land was 879, and by 2001 it had 

increased to 1,066. There were 1,102 and 1,235 persons per square kilometer of arable land 

in 1991 in the Mid and Far-western mountain regions respectively.  By 2001 it had 

increased to 1,353 and 1,438, respectively. Similarly, in Mid- and Far-western hills regions 

the densities increased from 1,072 and 1,411 to 1,292 and 1,695, respectively. The densities 

in districts like Accham, Bajhanng, Dailekh, Kalikot, Rukum, Mugu, Rolpa, and Jajarkot - 

vary from 1,100 to almost 2,300 persons per square kilometer of cultivable land. 

Incidentally all these districts are located in Mid- and Far-western hills and mountains and 

most affected by the insurgency. Furthermore, the density reaches extremely high levels in 
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irrigated land. According to Bishop (1990) the average population density per square km of 

khet was 9,000 in Karnali zone in late sixties.  

Land ownership is another important issue in Nepal. Available statistics indicate that 

more than 40% of households are effectively landless or have landholdings of less than 0.5 

ha (NDI 2002). In Far-western mountains and hills the percentages of marginal households 

(those with less than 0.5 ha of land) are 57 and 61%, respectively, while in Mid-western 

mountains and hills the respective figures are 55 and 48%.  In Accham, Bajhanng, Dailekh, 

Kalikot, Rukum, Mugu, Rolpa, and Jajarkot- the districts regarded as severely affected by 

the insurgency- the percentage varies from 48% to 85% (NDI 2002).  

 

  CONSEQUENCES OF ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION FOR MOUNTAIN 

POPULATION 

Increasing population and gradual loss of renewable resources has a significant 

negative impact on mountain people. It exerts high pressure on stagnant or declining 

production systems, which in turn changes resource use pattern with adverse effects on the 

environment leading to the vicious cycle of ‘environmental degradation and over-

extraction.’ In the hills of Nepal agriculture is constantly being extended to steeper and 

more fragile slopes and to farther and marginal lands previously kept under forests or 

pasture. Food production, however, is declining.  

Although agriculture sector in Nepal has been a priority sector of development since 

the initiation of planned development in the mid-1950s, land productivity remains stagnant 

indicating land degradation and excessive use of natural resources (Bhole 1999). The 

possibilities for agricultural expansion are limited by factors mentioned above, and 

available technology is primitive.  Consequently, food production in the hills and mountains 

of Nepal has remained at subsistence level.  Expansion of agricultural to marginal lands did 
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manage to increase the total production of major crops, but crop yields have either declined 

or remained stagnant over the years. In the early 1960s, the per hectare yields of Nepal's 

major crops such as paddy and wheat were significantly higher as compared to those of other 

South Asian countries, but after the 1980s the situation was the reverse (Chapagain 2002). 

Some reports indicate that both yields and production of millet and maize grown largely in 

the hills also declined. Rice and wheat yields are slowly increasing but they are mostly 

grown in Tarai region. The stagnant maize production is of concern for hills.  

Various studies have documented that crop productivity has declined due to land 

degradation. During the last 20 years, Nepal has gone from a net exporter of food to a net 

importer (Cameron 1995). Available statistics on food and agriculture show that after 

1989/1990 there has been a food deficiency in most years (CBS 2001). Out of 75 districts of 

Nepal, 55 districts representing all geological regions of Nepal had negative food balance in 

1995 (Koirala 2002) .  

In the mountains and hills the deficit is particularly severe. Out of 16 mountain 

districts, 13 districts had negative food balance in 1985, which encompassed all 16 districts 

by 1995 (Koirala 2002). Due to endemic food deficit, most of Karnali zone and the hilly 

parts of adjacent Mahakali zone suffer from regular famine like situation during the winter 

(Kantipur Daily 2002). As compared to previous years, the crop production in Bajura 

district is said to have declined by 60% in 2002 (The Kathmandu Post 2003). The situation 

in other districts most affected by the rebellion is also not different. In aforementioned  

districts - Accham, Bajhanng, Dailekh, Kalikot, Rukum, Mugu, Rolpa, and Jajarkot- the per 

capita food production in terms of caloric values (adjusted for adult equivalence) were 

1197, 1060, 1556, 1270, 2966, 1773, 1845, and 2189 kilocalories/capita/day, respectively 

which  were among  lowest in the  country (ICIMOD 1997). The recommended adult 

caloric requirement for the hills and the mountains is 2,340 kilocalories in Nepal (UNDP 
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1998). These values clearly indicate that excluding Rukum all other districts cannot produce 

minimum required food for survival. People in Far- and Mid-western hills and mountains 

are forced to spend the major part of their income on food.  According to Bishop (1990):  

Prior to the population explosion of 74,000 in 1920 to 132,000 in 1950 in Karnali 

zone, people used to have three meals (0.568 L each) of milled grain per day, which 

gradually decreased to two and some communities were forced to have only one 

daily meal during the period of pre-harvest even in the late 1960s. The entire zone 

produced only two-third of grain required for human consumption and the calorific 

requirement of an adult male was barely met. 

 

 In 1992, more than 30% of high mountain population was undersupplied, while in 

the hills and Tarai, the figures were 47 and 23%, respectively (Bhole 1999). A study 

conducted in 1996 found that over 63% of households in mountains and 55% in hills 

reported their food consumption to be less than adequate (UNDP 1998).  Due to severe food 

deprivation, malnutrition is prevalent among the children of low-income groups in the 

mountains and hills of Nepal. Five out of six children suffer from stunting in mountains. 

However, in addition to ecological degradation, the insurgency itself played a detrimental 

role in declining land productivity as physically active population gradually migrated from 

the region to escape the terror from both the Maoist and government forces.   

For people in mountains, livestock is second only to land resource for it provides a 

source of income, fertilizer, assistance in agriculture and transportation in some places, as 

well as means of coping in time of food deficit. That is why the livestock population 

increased in the hills and mountains of Nepal (ABPSD various years). However, according 

to Tulachan (1990) such increase mostly benefited the comparatively well-to-do livestock 

owners with access to modern technology. Both men and animals have to compete for the 
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same limited space available in the mountains. Poor livestock management means 

overstocking and overgrazing that again put more pressure on forests and grazing fields.  

Depleting forest has a serious impact on women as they are forced to spend more 

time in collecting firewood and fodder, which means less time available for agriculture and 

other income generating jobs. In many other parts of Nepal, since firewood is no more 

available, poor people are forced to burn animal dung that in turn adversely affects their 

fertilizer needs. It has a huge negative impact on food production (Myers 1993).     

As a consequence of soil erosion, subsistence farmers are regularly forced to 

abandon their farm terraces in many parts of hills. Forest depletion and soil degradation 

have intensified natural calamities such as flooding and landslides throughout the hills of 

Nepal (Ksperson et al. 1995; Khanal 2002). As compared to other hilly countries in the 

region, economic and human losses due to natural disaster are much higher in Nepal. Since 

1990 to 1998, deaths due to natural calamities were 60 persons per ten million population in 

India. In Pakistan, China, Bhutan, and Myanmar the figures were 70, 30, 20, and 20, 

respectively, while in Nepal it was 350 (Khanal 2002).  

Due to extremely concentrated rainfall (up to 93% of annual rainfall occurs during 

June to September), devastating floods occur in the central Himalaya of Nepal during the 

monsoon months of June through September (Khanal 2002). Destruction of footbridges that 

often provide the only link between remote mountain villages; demolition of irrigation 

diversions and damage to floodplain agricultural land by erosion and sedimentation are 

some forms of damages caused by floods. On the other hand the Mid- and Far-western 

regions of Nepal regularly suffer from drought and famine-like situation.  It further reduces 

productive land and put s pressure on local population.  Compounded by all these factors, 

poverty in Nepal is endemic, and quiet widely and evenly spread out among the varied 

regions.  
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SITUATION OF POVERTY ACROSS GEOGRAPHICAL REGIONS OF NEPAL  

Much has been written on the situation of poverty in Nepal. The Human 

Development Report 2001 (UNDP 2001) recognized Nepal as a country with ‘low human 

development.’ Life expectancy at birth in 2000 was only 59.5 years and almost 51% of 

adult population was illiterate. Furthermore, 47% of children under age five are 

underweight and almost 23% of them may not survive beyond the age of forty. Both infant 

and maternal mortality rates in Nepal are very high. In summary, Nepali people “…. 

continue to suffer from low life expectancy, low literacy and living conditions that deny 

them dignity. In short, Nepal’s levels of human development remain among the lowest in 

the world” (UNDP 2001).  Poverty level is higher in mountain districts (56%) followed by 

Tarai (42%) and hills (41%) (Koirala 2002).  The picture becomes gloomier in remote hilly 

areas of Mid-western and Far-western Development Regions. A study conducted using a 

composite index of 39 indicators covering Poverty and Deprivation; Socio-economic, 

Infrastructure and Institutional Development; Women’s Empowerment; and Natural 

Resources Endowment and Management, etc. in all 75 districts showed that 17 of the 25 

least developed districts fall in the Far and Mid Western regions. The hills and mountains of 

Far- and Mid-western development regions have one of the lowest HDI in the country 

(0.201-0.274); much lower GDP than the national average, very high infant mortality rates 

due to malnutrition and life expectancy ranges between 42 to 46 years. These two regions 

have the lowest per cent of cultivated area (3-15%) but the possibility of its expansion is 

very low because of rugged terrain (as indicated by the percentage of areas with slopes 

more than 30o and slopping terrace areas).   Far from the centers of power, these regions 

remain neglected with a very low human development, deep gender disparity, high illiteracy 

and low life expectancy and investment.  These factors inhibit their participation in 
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economic, social, cultural, and political life of the nation (UNDP 2001). Table 2 depicts a 

range of environmental and social indicators across all ecological development regions of 

Nepal.   

 

TABLE 2 AROUND HERE 

  

Social aspect of poverty among various groups of people is a complex phenomenon 

and significant factor of stagnation in Nepal. Caste and ethnicity are two such strong 

factors.  Dalit are generally the poorest and most vulnerable group of society and in most 

parts of Nepal they do not have access to the most basic livelihood resources. The 

population of Dalit below poverty line is more than 65%. According to Bishop (1990), in 

Karnali zone in 1969-70 the upper two castes (Bahun and Chhetri) controlled over 87% of 

irrigated khet. Similarly, among indigenous people, the proportion below poverty line varies 

from 45 to 71 (Gurung 2002).  Dalit and indigenous people are often small land holders who 

gradually transform into landless workers relying on wage employment. This tendency adds 

to the number of the rural poor. The incidence of poverty among Dalit and indigenous 

nationalities and their limited access to coping means could possibly make them more 

vulnerable to the rhetoric of Maoist rebels.   

  

ENVIRONMENT, MARGINALITY AND MAOIST RECRUITMENT 

Our analysis is also validated by a case-based approach to studying the rise of the 

Maoists in various parts of Nepal and the selective success which they had in recruiting 

particular ethnic groups and social strata of society. The maoist movement received support 

of the rural under classes.  In rural Nepal access to resources such as land are the main basis 

for class formation and identity.  And since environmental factors play a large role in the 
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availability of natural resources like agricultural land and forests, class formation in the hills 

and mountains are directly affected by the degradation of the environment and agricultural 

resources.  The ability of the Maoists to mobilize along class lines, therefore, cannot be 

separated from the environmental and demographic factors that played a role in generating 

poverty and marginalization in the hills and mountains of Nepal. 

As discussed above due to environmental degradation in the hills and mountains, 

sources of drinking water, fodder, fuel wood and other coping means provided by forests 

have become increasingly scarce and thus significantly increased the domestic workload of 

women making their lives harsh and less dignified. That might be the reason why the 

Maoists were successful in recruiting young women, who chose to join their cause that 

promised an equal and dignified life, in the hills and mountainous areas. Further 

ethnographic research may be needed to verify this causal linkage. The Maoists were also 

successful in recruiting the Dalit who farm the most marginal lands, and have to depend 

artisanal occupations to make a living.  Their food security is tied to the overall agricultural 

productivity of the available land because they depend on richer households to meet their 

annual grain shortfall. With a steady declines or stagnation in productivity over time, the 

Dalit households in Nepal became the most negatively affected by environmental 

degradation, and hence became fertile recruiting terrain for Maoists. 

Conversely, Maoists did not achieve the same success in recruiting supporters and 

soldiers across the various ecological belts of Nepal.  For example, the Maoists had a hard 

time recruiting in the high mountain regions of Nepal since low population density, access 

to non-agricultural source of incomes and livelihood (trade, tourism, migration, etc) 

combined to make their cause unattractive. The high mountain regions have been settled by 

tribes with Tibetan ancestry who, over the centuries, have relied heavily on cross border 
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trade, and herding to make a livelihood.  Recently, tourism has also added to the economics 

of the high Himalayas. 

The Maoists were only slightly more successful in recruiting fighters and supporters 

from among the Madhesi in the Tarai. This may be explained by the fact that Madhesi 

households were not faced with the same kinds of ecological pressures as mid-hill 

households. It is important to note that where the Maoists did make inroads in the Madhesh, 

it was among communities that were marginal within the local political-economy, Tarai 

Dalit, and other lower castes. The presence of Maoists among comparatively prosperous 

Madeshi Mithila Brahmin communities and other upper castes is not visible. In the Tarai, 

the Maoists made the most headway among the Tharu of western Nepal, and among 

marginal hill migrants settled across the Tarai districts – these were again those groups who 

were most affected by environmental degradation given their subsistence livelihoods. 

Within the hill region the participation of the indigenous nationalities was high 

precisely because population growth and dwindling local resources had put tremendous 

pressure on the limited local natural resources.  In summary, the degree of success the 

Maoist had in recruitment can easily be correlated with the degree of marginality and 

ecological pressure in the three major ecological belts of Nepal  

 

CONCLUSION  

While environmental factors might not be perceived as a direct cause for the Maoist 

insurgency in Nepal, there are some empirical indications to suggest that the environmental 

degradation of the fragile hills and mountains could be a latent but significant contributor to 

the Maoist rebellion in Nepal.  Ecological degradation widened resource scarcity, especially 

in the form of people’s access to sufficient fertile lands in the Mid- and Far-western regions. 

Such gradual loss of livelihood made people vulnerable to the ideas and rhetoric of the 
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Maoists, who offered a violent revolutionary alternative. When the resource is limited and 

widespread deprivation is prevalent, other socio-economic variables -- such as land tenure 

issues, resource capture by local privileged few, gender, caste and ethnic tensions – are 

accentuated.  

Policy interventions, therefore, should be directed towards rectifying the ultimate 

factor. Poverty in the hills of Nepal, as it appears, cannot be alleviated without addressing 

its ecological roots. In addition to communities’ efforts at reforestation and innovation, 

forest resource management, the state needs to take immediate steps to identify and correct 

the causes of deforestation and soil degradation in the hills so as to restore agricultural 

productivity and create food security for mountain communities. Large-scale infrastructure 

development, as many researchers argue, does little help to mountain people because it is 

time-consuming, economically expensive and environmentally hazardous. Application of 

indigenous knowledge and appropriate techniques of natural resource management with due 

attention to mountain ecosystems would be instrumental in alleviating such stresses.  

 The limited success of community forestry in Nepal in recent times provides a 

valuable lesson as well; that, communities are indeed capable of managing their own 

resources. As Das Gupta (1997) puts it:  “The local commons can in principle be managed 

efficiently by the users themselves: there is no obvious need for some agency external to the 

community of users (e.g. the State) to assume a regulatory role, nor is there an obvious need 

for privatizing the assets.”  However, the state certainly has a role of an impartial arbiter and 

that it should “help develop rural infrastructure and markets … so as to ease a community’s 

reliance on the commons.”  The current ethnic and regional aspiration of federalism and the 

right to self-determination in Nepal can directly be linked to communities’ desire to have a 

control over local commons like water resources, forests and shrubs, grazing fields, and so 

on.  Policy-makers in the Constituent Assembly will be well served by considering 
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empowerment of local communities and environmental criteria in their long-term planning 

for sustainable cooperation between all sectors of Nepali society. 

 At the same time, we must recognize that the evidence presented thus far needs 

further analysis amidst multiple causalities. While poverty has often been considered the 

ultimate cause for environmental degradation in much of the development discourse, our 

research suggests that the relationship between poverty, environmental degradation and 

conflict may be more dialectical. Environmental degradation due to errant regulatory 

systems, short-term planning criteria and similar factors, allowed for poverty to be 

exacerbated, which in turn led to an acceleration of the insurgency. If policy reformers had 

considered ways of curbing the extent of deterioration of the ecosystem-- which was 

sustaining livelihoods, albeit at a sub-prime level-- some of the extreme level of inequality 

that was created by this degradation could have been averted. That in turn could have 

averted the vulnerability of local people to the extremist ideology of the Maoists as well. 

This is not to say that social dissent might not have still occurred but that perhaps the 

dissent could have followed a more conciliatory and less violent path.  

 Finding environmental causality, however, is more complicated in a country like 

Nepal, where data-intensive micro level studies are rare and hard to conduct. Nevertheless, 

the argument which we present and the literature available on ‘environmental degradation-

violence’ discourse allow for such a causal trajectory to be considered and developed 

further with greater ethnographic and historical research.   
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Table 1 Change in forest and shrub cover by development region (in thousand hectares) 

1978/79 1994 Change (%) 
Development regions 

Forest Shrub Forest Shrub Forest Shrub 

Far- western  989.5 60.4 687.4 263.9 -31 +337 

Mid-western  1,649.7 77.3 1,192.4 442.0 -28 +472 

Western  924.0 137.3 734.3 256.9 -21 +87 

Central  1,104.9 222.8 918.6 233.8 -17 +5 

Eastern  948.7 192.1 736.1 362.6 -22 +89 

Total  5616.8 689.9 4268.8 1559.2 -24 +126 

Source: UNEP, 2001 
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Figure 1 Development regions and districts of Nepal  (not to scale)
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Figure 2 Distribution of population density on cultivated land in ecological regions of Nepal 
(Central Hill region is excluded, CBS 2002) 
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Table 2 Environmental and social indicators of development regions of Nepal  

Ecological regions 

Slopping 

terrace area 

(%) 

Area with 

slopes 

>30
o
 (%) 

Cultivated 

area (%) 

 

Marginal farm 

household 

(%) 

1992 

Food/cap 

(caloric 

values)
*
 

1994 

IMR 

1996 

HDI  

1998 

a b C D e f g h 

Eastern Mountain 20 79 6 33 2264 90 0.361 

Eastern Hill 36 45 24 28 2675 71 0.358 

Eastern Tarai 1 11 61 25 2791 74 0.390 

Eastern Dev. Region 19 45 30 29 2577 78 0.370 

Central Mountain 16 72 9 46 1882 89 0.288 

Central Hill 31 45 27 37 2465 75 0.376 

Central Tarai 2 16 48 34 3077 72 0.331 

Central Dev. Region 16 44 28 39 2475 79 0.332 

Western Mountain 24 88 1 36 4102 78 0.311 

Western Hill 32 63 18 41 2564 83 0.354 

Western Tarai 5 21 46 27 2620 90 0.316 

Western Dev. Region 20 57 22 34 3095 84 0.327 

Mid-western Mountain 54 83 3 55 1472 140 0.201 

Mid-western Hill 48 65 15 48 2339 127 0.274 

Mid-western Tarai 6 39 23 23 3125 98 0.304 

Mid-western Dev. Region 36 62 14 42 2312 122 0.260 

Far-western Mountain 39 81 6 57 1417 145 0.220 

Far-western Hill 35 63 15 61 1639 126 0.251 

Far-western Tarai 2 23 23 25 4200 112 0.316 

Far-western Dev. Region 25 56 15 48 2418 128 0.262 

Nepal (total/avg.) 27 51 24 39 2508 94 0.321 

* includes paddy, maize, wheat, millet, barley, and potato. 

Source: b-e, g – NDI (2002); f- ICIMOD (1997); h- UNDP (1998) 


