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Pinki Sris Rana in Tanahu

As Nepal embarks on plans to build 
more large reservoirs on its Himalayan 
rivers, it faces the tough task of 

balancing the country’s growing energy needs 
with environmental and social impacts.

Nepal’s immense hydroelectricity 
potential is often referred to as ‘white oil’, 
and politicians have dreamed for decades 
of making the country prosperous by selling 
electricity. But actually it is all about water 
— storing the monsoon excess for year-
round use for irrigation, power generation, 
industries and household use.

However, only a fraction of Nepal’s 
hydropower potential has been harnessed, 
and nearly all electricity is from run-of-river 
projects which generate full power during the 
monsoon, but struggle during dry periods due 
to low river levels. Reservoir dams, which 
store water, could mitigate this seasonal 
imbalance and also regulate rivers for dry 
season irrigation.

The Kulekhani reservoir, built in 1982, 
remains Nepal’s only significant storage 
project. A second reservoir in Tanahu is 
expected to be completed by 2026. Other 
proposed large-scale projects, such as Budi 
Gandaki and West Seti face delays, and the 
massive Karnali and Saptakosi dams will 
need decades to plan and build.

While storage dams could stabilise power 
generation and boost the economy, they are 
costly due to construction expenses, land 
acquisition, and submergence of fertile farms 
reducing food production. Multipurpose 
projects that offer benefits beyond electricity, 
like irrigation and tourism, could defray some 
of the cost.

Dams like Tanahu and Budi Gandaki will 
submerge settlements. In a village above a 
tributary of the Seti River, 43-year-old Yam 
Kumari Thapa, points to her rice and maize 

fields that will soon be submerged. 
Til Bahadur Thapa tends to terrace fields 

that his ancestors have farmed for generations 
but will also be inundated by the rising water 
of the Tanahu reservoir. He tells us: “We are 
not asking for land in the city, just a nearby 
farm where we can grow food. A country 
cannot develop by driving people like us off 
the land.”

The reservoirs will also impact on the 
riverine ecosystem and biodiversity. The 
lifespans of high dams will be reduced by 
sedimentation, and there is increased risk of 
glacial lake outbursts like the one in Sikkim 
last year. 

But perhaps the most knotty problem 
will be geopolitics. Nepal’s main rivers all 

start on the Tibetan Plateau in China and 
flow through Nepal and become tributaries 
of the Ganga. As a lower riparian, India is 
increasingly assertive about what planners in 
Kathmandu want to do with Nepal’s rivers — 
especially storage projects.

Shared river systems necessitate 
cooperation, yet past and current projects 
have seen friction and restrictions, especially 
regarding electricity exports to India and 
water management.

Nepal’s approach to expanding its 
hydropower infrastructure in the coming 
decades will test its ability to manage 
the interplay of economic growth, energy 
demands, environmental preservation, and 
regional diplomacy.  

 

Nepal struggles to balance energy 
and water needs with dams that 
damage livelihoods and ecosystems.
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PINKI SRIS RANANEXUS: Construction site of the 140m high concrete dam on the Seti River that will impound a reservoir 18km long in Tanahu when complete in 2026.
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DAMNED IF WE DO, DAMNED IF WE DON'T

ANALOGUE PHOTOGRAPHY

Nearly all of Nepal’s electricity is generated from run-of-river 
schemes. Dams to store water in large reservoirs would balance 
year-roundbpowerband water supply, but Nepal's only existing reservoir 
project is Kulekhani. Plans for otherbbigger dams are stalled. Read the 
story on Page1, 10-11, and watch the video on Nepali Times’ You Tube 
channel.

Before photos went digital, there were film reels, darkrooms and 
prints,btechnology that had not changed since photography was 
first invented 150 years ago. But analogue photography is staging a 
comeback worldwide, and there are aficionados in Nepal also trying 
to keep the technique alive. Watchbvideo on our YouTube channel and 
subscribe for more multimedia content.
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Future-proofing Nepal’s 
population strategy
bybNepali Times
UNFPA Country Representative Won Young Hong speaksbto 
Nepali Times about Nepal's population dynamics, breaking down 
major demographic trends for the country in the next 30 years. 
Visitbnepalitimes.combfor the interview.

Ladakh’s Nepal links
bybDirgha Raj Upadhyay
Nepali metalsmiths were brought to Ladakh 400 years ago 
tobmakebgildedbcopper statues. The craft has since been passed 
down over generations to the descendants of Nepali craftsmen 
who live and work there. Nepalis have also died fighting in this 
region strategic to India. Full story on our website.

What’s cooking besides politics?
bybSonia Awale
Nearly 95% of Nepalis now have electricity, andbit will beb100% 
this year, all of itbfrom hydropower,bandbmostly used for 
lighting.bOnly 0.5% of the power is used by households for 
cooking. Over-reliance on hydroelectricity at the cost of solar 
power isbalsobhigh-risk and high-cost. Join the discussion online.

Most visited online page
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More things change, 
more they remain the same
Editorial
K P Oli was sworn in as Nepal’sbprimebminister for the fourth 
time this week after a new UML-Nepali Congress alliance ousted 
Pushpa Kamal Dahal and his Maoist Centre-led coalition.bNepal’s 
politics has been dominated by the whims of the same three 
ageing politicians and their parties since 2006. FollowbNepali 
Times onlinebfor latest developments.

  

Nepali Times @NepaliTimes
Nepal’s politics has been dominated by the whims 
of the same three ageing politicians and their parties 
since 2006. While they have been engaged in political 
theatre and trading barbs, 80 people have died in 
Nepal in floods and landslides this monsoon.
b
A R T @AmulyaSir
no hope... in fact more dread they’ll screw up worse 
with even less effective opposition and restraint as 
they have done in the past
b
Nepali Times @NepaliTimes
“Bhutan’s government cultivates an enlightened 
international image by propounding the theory of 
gross national happiness, but the blatantly abusive 
treatment of these prisoners tells a different story.”
b
piegreen1 @pigreen1
This is true. The regime also discriminates against its 
Nepali speaking citizens

GOPEN RAI

The new NC-UML government that was 
sworn in this week is a rare instance 
where Nepal’s two largest parties that 

have taken turns overthrowing each other 
for four decades, are finally in government 
together.

Ever since the restoration of democracy in 
1990, the NC and UML were bitter rivals and 
demonstrated their one-upmanship while in 
the opposition by punishing the Nepali people 
with national shutdowns at the slightest 
pretext.

Called ‘hartal’ or ‘banda’, these were 
acts of enforced compliance that banned 
street movement, closed schools, and all 
economic activity. A few vehicles that defied 
the shutdown would be torched early in the 
morning at busy intersections for maximum 
publicity to terrorise the public. The tactic 
worked brilliantly. 

After the end of the conflict in 2006 the 
Maoists also weaponised the  banda, and 
tried to improve on it with multiple-day 
hartal. That did not go down too well because 
desperate people spontaneously spilled out 
into the streets on urgent 
errands after the first day. 

In that sense, this 
NC-UML coalition can be 
called historic. Or it could 
be history repeating itself 
as Oli and Deuba, out of 
sheer habit, start stabbing 
each other in the back.

Back in the day, banda were central to 
the Nepali identity, it even became a tourist 
attraction since trekking expeditions began 
from Kathmandu airport itself. But can anyone 
remember the last successful hartal? It sort of 
went out of fashion, and we miss those good 
old days.

Let’s see if the jilted Comrade Lotus 
Flower does not get nostalgic and start calling 
for national shutdowns against Deuba and Oli 
for pulling the rug from under him. 

We must admit that banda organisers 
in the past had class, pizzazz, style and 
gumption. Civil servants, students, workers 
all rejoiced when a shutdown was announced 
because it meant an unscheduled holiday. For 
some reason, street vigilantes banned four-
wheelers, but pedal rickshaws were allowed. 
(Four legs bad, three legs good.)

This was in the prehistoric era before 
PUBG, TikTok, and Youtube, so youngsters 
could take full advantage of the empty streets 
to play football, cricket and water polo, in one 
curious case involving a healthy-sized pothole 
in Pulchok. 

Taxis were toasted, tyre pyres burned in 
the streets and the city was overcome with the 

A semi-serious 
flashback to Nepal’s 
fatalistic culture of 

national shutdowns.

smell of burning rubber. We tracked down 
a party faithful who used to be a banda 
enforcer, now older and wiser, who misses 
the fun and excitement.

“I was in charge of sourcing tyres,” 
he recalled. “Truck tyres were the best, 
but sometimes we had to do with skinny 
motorcycle ones. But for a real long-lasting 
bonfire, tractor tyres were much sought 
after. Sometimes we burnt tyres still 
attached to cars.”

This comrade got so hooked to tyres that 
he gave up his Unified Marxist-Leninist 
ideals and transferred his skills to selling 
tyres in Melbourne, pursuing his lifelong 
passion for rubber and tread.

One reason banda were so successful 
was that with all the holidays for festivals 
and new years, that another day or two off 
did not feel at all strange. Somewhere deep 
in our dharmic souls, fatalistic Nepalis even 
believed that we deserved shutdowns. 

Today the only banda we have are state-
sponsored ones during the state visit of a 
Qatari Prince, or another stopover by Prime 

Minister Modi or President 
Xi, when the streets are 
all cleared and everyone 
can enjoy a well-deserved 
break away from work.

Records show that 
the last banda was called 
by the Biplav faction of 
breakaway Maoists some 

years ago, and enforced by the strategic 
placement of a couple of ominous looking 
pressure cookers on traffic junctions. But 
people had stopped paying heed, and it was 
a big flop.

Even though the relaxation of an 
unexpected day off is hard to pass up today, 
21st century Nepalis know that each day 
wasted is another day’s delay in getting a 
visa to leave the country.

There may be a rationale for reviving 
the banda culture: to reduce Nepal’s carbon 
footprint and allow the country to meet 
its SDG target by 2030. The country’s 
petroleum import bill would come down, 
narrowing our trade deficit. There would 
be enormous health benefits from better air 
quality, so we can all breathe again. A banda 
would therefore be better than subsidising 
EVs. For a re-run of the banda lifestyle, we 
will have to wait and see if this NC-UML 
coalition implodes, or if impatient Maoist 
comrades take to streets again to call for one 
of their one-week shutdowns. And if there is 
a re-emergence, we are sure Nepalis will go 
along saying “s] ug]{” or “o:t} xf]”.
Vishad Raj Onta

KANAK MANI DIXIT

SIMALTAL TRAGEDY
As we grapple with the weight of thebterrible lossbof life in the 
two buses swept away by landslide, it is a stark reminder of 
the inadequaciesbofbour road infrastructurebthat contribute 
to such devastating tragedies. Lives are forever changed due 
to circumstances that could have been prevented with better 
planning and safety measures. Our thoughts are with the 
victims and their families during this unimaginable time. Let 
us honour their memories by advocating for safer roads and 
infrastructure to prevent future tragedies.

Sunil Sakya
b

  Even as Nepal receives billionsbinbforeign aid year after year, 
there are losses from floods, landslides, road accidents, and 
plane crashes. It is an unfortunate and bitter truth that Nepal is 
corrupt to the bone.

Margret Aerts
b
DEMOGRAPHIC WINDOW
Good elaboration and practical advicebin your interview with 
Young Hongb(‘Future-proofing Nepal’s population strategy’, 
#1220). Another alarming future concern is the anomaly in 
male-female ratio, particularly in MadhesbProvince. I do hope 
authorities take note and make serious efforts to reverse this.

Bishow Parajuli
b

  Meanwhile,bdespite the youth bulgeboverseas jobs help 
household incomes and arguably help keep the lid on 
unemployment and its typical consequences (‘Nepal’s 
demographic window is closing’, Sonia Awale, #1220).

Tony Jones

We stand for 
inclusiveness.

ALL THE PRESIDENT’S MEN: K P Oli, 72, was sworn in as Nepal’s Prime Minister for the fourth time 
on Monday at the President’s offi  ce in Shital Niwas. Bishnu Paudel of UML is the Finance Minister while 
Ramesh Lekhak of Nepali Congress got the Home Ministry. Arzu Rana Deuba is the Foreign Minister. 

CORRECTIONS
Inbthebpage 5 story last week titled ‘Nepal’s demographic window is 
closing’, Nepal’s fertility rate was incorrectly stated due to an editing 
error.bIt should be ‘2.1, near the replacement level’.
b

  Inbthebpage 6-7 story titled ‘Ladakh’s Nepal links’, a typographical 
error putban incorrectbdistance between Mustang and Ladakh. It 
should be 1,500km.

के गनर् े, यस् तै हो

Heritage champion, exponent of women’s 
empowerment, philanthropist and founder of 

Dwarika’s Hotel, Ambica Shrestha, passed away in 
hospital on Thursday after a brief illness. She was 92.b

Of her many accomplishments, the Dwarika’s 
Hotel which was named after her late husband Dwarika 
Das Shrestha stood as a monument to cultural and 
architectural preservation.b

The unique multiple award-winning hotel in 
Kathmandu used carved wooden windows, columns, 
eaves and other priceless objects rescued from ancient 
buildings that were being torn down over the past 
decades to make way for modern structures. Many of 
the carved wooden architectural elements in Dwarika’s 
Hotel are therefore museum pieces. The hotel served 
as a living memorial to Kathmandu Valley civilisation, 
and underlined the importance of heritage conservation 
among Nepalis. The construction of the hotel also revived 
Nepal’s ancient wood carving and construction techniques 
in building and maintaining the property.

Besides the hotel, Ambica Shrestha was the founder 
of Nepal Heritage Society, a strong proponent of gender 
empowerment andbwomen in business, and led the 
Federation of Business and Professional Women of Nepal 
(BPWN).

She was the Honorary Consul General of Spain in 
Nepal, and was conferred thebThe Order of Isabella
medal by the Spanish government in February this year. 
She also served as Chair since its inception in 1998 of 
Himalmedia, the company that publishes Nepali Times.

She and her husband founded Kathmandu Travels 
and Tours, and entered the tourism business in the 
1970s during the coronation of King Birendra, and built 
Dwarika’s Hotel, expanding it in installments over the 
years. Today, the company also runs a resort in Dhulikhel.

Ambica Shrestha’s family was from Sikkim and she 
moved to Kathmandu after getting married to Dwarika Das 
Shrestha in 1955, and had three children. She is survived 
by two daughters, grand- and great-grandchildren.

Ambica Shrestha used to say: “There is no shortcut 
to success, it is a long struggle to preserve our past for the 
future. And it helps if you ensure that no one in society is 
left behind.” 

Ambica Shrestha, 92

STOP PRESS
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RESERVOIR OF ENERGY

Nearly all of Nepal's electricity is generated from 
run-of-river schemes. Dams to store water in large 
reservoirs would balance year-round power and water 
supply, but Nepal's only existing reservoir project is 
Kulekhani. Plans for other bigger dams are stalled. 
Watch the video on Nepali Times’ YouTube channel.

before a project is started is fear-
mongering.”

Near Damauli, halfway between 
Kathmandu and Pokhara, the 
designers of the Tanahu dam say 
they have taken into account the 
Seti River’s origins in the glaciers 
of the Annapurna and its frequent 

Nepal’s rivers are older than 
the Himalaya, and many of them 
start in China, cutting mighty 
gorges through the mountains, 
and flow down to join the Ganga 
in India before emptying into the 
delta in Bangladesh.

Rivers do not respect country 
boundaries, but hydropower 
projects are built within national 
jurisdictions. Nepal has had to 
navigate intricate geopolitics 
with its lower riparian neighbour 
India, and it has not always gone 
smoothly.

Past projects like the Kosi 
and Gandaki that India built on 
the border 50 years ago are seen 
by many experts as being unfair 
to Nepal. More recently, New 
Delhi has refused to buy surplus 
electricity from hydropower 
projects in Nepal in which the 
Chinese are involved.

Reservoirs in the Himalaya 
are going to be even more 
geopolitically sensitive because 
the climate crisis will make 
water a strategic commodity for 
India’s densely populated and 
increasingly prosperous Ganga 
plains.

“Rivers are continuous with 
upstream-downstream linkages. 
Anything done on rivers in 
Nepal will have an impact 
downstream, which is why rivers 
should be studied in totality, and 
infrastructure designed keeping 
that in mind,” says water expert 
and author Ajaya Dixit. 

Storage dams in Nepal will 
regulate water on rivers flowing 
downstream, and if Nepal builds 
them with international loans 
India will benefit for free, while 
Nepal’s fertile and populated 
valleys are submerged. But for 
strategic reasons, India may want 
to have a say in Nepal’s plans to 
dam its rivers.

An estimated 70% of dry 
season flow and 40% of annual 
discharge on the Ganga comes 

PHOTOS: PINKI SRIS RANA
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DAMNED IF WE DO,
DAMNED IF WE DON'T

Storage dams on Nepal’s rivers, 
exisiting and planned

The 3D rendition of Tanahu project dam to be completed in 2026. TANAHU HYDROPOWER LIMITED

floods. 
“We factor in the worst-case 

scenario and measure the probable 
maximum flood that could happen 
and tailor the structure to withstand 
the probable flood,” says acting 
project head Shyamji Bhandari at 
the project site near Damauli.

Tanahu’s design includes 
flushing gates to minimise monsoon 
sedimentation to ensure longevity 
of the dam. Bhandari adds, “And if 
these measures aren’t enough and a 
calamity does strike, we also have 
an emergency siren system to warn 
downstream areas.”

down from its tributaries in Nepal. 
It therefore makes sense for India 
and Nepal to plan for the future by 
regulating flow.

The other consideration is 
ecological. Dams are even more 
disruptive on riverine ecosystems 
than run-of-river schemes, and 
destroy the habitat of Himalayan 
rivers which are havens for 
biodiversity. Some endangered fish, 
amphibian and bird species are 
found nowhere else on the planet. 

A 2018 Asian Development 
Bank report, Impact of Dams on 
Fish and Rivers in Nepal, found that 
hydropower projects did not use any 
tool to measure the possible impact 
on aquatic biodiversity.  

‘Dams act as barriers for 
migratory movement of fish, in many 
cases, threatening species’ survival,’ 
the report stated.

In northeastern Nepal, a local 
community in Lumba Sumba 
is lobbying internationally to 
crowdfund a campaign against a 
hydropower project on ancestral land 
in the Chhujung River valley that 
they say will also disturb the habitat 
of endangered snow leopards.

How well Nepal’s planners can 
balance geopolitics, rising energy 
demand and economic growth with 
ecosystem protection and respect for 
human rights will be tested in the 
coming years, as the country embarks 
on a dam-building spree.   
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