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Resource curse

On 15 May, two glacial lakes 
burst in Tharka in Humla and 
the debris flow washed away 
homes and bridges. 

 Last week, a slurry surge on the 
Kali Gandaki in Upper Mustang 
caused at least Rs15 million in 
damage, and was traced to a 
melting glacier.

 Dozens are feared dead after an 
expanding glacial lake in Tibet 
overflowed last week, sweeping 
into Nepal and damaging four 
hydropower plants generating 
230MW, nearly 8% of the 
country’s total grid supply.  

Here comes the sun

And those are just in the past 
month. Climate scientists 
say Himalayan glacial 

lake outbursts are becoming more 
frequent and destructive, and are a 
warning for Nepal not to put all its 
eggs in the hydropower basket. 

Record precipitation last 
September unleashed floods that 
killed 200 people, and temporarily 
slashed Nepal’s total generation 
capacity of 3,000MW by nearly 
half. The Melamchi flood of 2021 
caused by permafrost melting on a 
glacier upstream nearly destroyed a 
$800 million water supply scheme, 
Nepal’s largest infrastructure 
project which four years later still 
has not resumed full operation.

The glacial lake overflow in 
Sikkim caused by record rainfall 
in September 2023 destroyed the 
$1.2 billion Chungthung Dam and 
caused catastrophic damage to 
infrastructure on the Teesta River. 

This was a warning to the cascade 
of hydropower plants on the Arun 
and Marsyangdi river basins. 

Nepal has set a target of 
generating an additional 28,500MW 
by 2035 -- out of the feasible 
48,000MW -- but how viable is 
an energy strategy that is exposed 
to heightened risk due to climate 
breakdown?  

“As extreme weather events 
increase, we must design and build 
infrastructures respecting river 
flow and topography,” points out  
former Energy Secretary Dwarika 
Nath Dhungel. “We must make the 
best use of our water resources, 
but not by letting excavators loose 
everywhere, mining riverbeds and 
building haphazardly where we 
shouldn’t be building.” 

Although no project can be 
completely disaster-proof, climate 
smart design can minimise damage 
from flash floods and landslides. 

Energy diversification to other 
renewables such as solar, wind or 
biogas would lessen dependence 
on high-risk, high-investment 
hydropower projects. 

Nepal gets annual sunlight 
of 300 days with 6-7 hours on 
average to total 50,000 terawatt-
hours (TWh) per year. Solar energy 
stations are cheaper and quicker 
to build, and would be an ideal 
alternative to over-reliance on 
hydropower (page 5). The Solar and 
Wind Energy Resource Assessment 
last year calculated that Nepal 
could source 3,000MW from wind 
energy alone, considering 10% of 
the area with more than 300W/m2 

wind power density, mainly in the 
trans-Himalaya. 

“There has been some 
investment in solar power, 
especially from the state sector,” 
says water expert Madhukar 
Upadhyay. “But there is an issue 
of land acquisition since the 
arrays need a lot of space. It is 
comparatively easier to get a permit 
to put up a hydropower plant on a 
river.”

But the best solution for Nepal 
could be a hybrid scheme that uses 
solar energy to pump water up to a 
reservoir in the day time and drain 
it during the evening peak demand 
to generate electricity. Such pump 
storage hydro could be cheaper and 
quicker to build. 

Nepal’s public sphere is 
buzzing with excitement over the 
discovery of potentially 430 billion 
m3 of methane gas beneath Dailekh 
district that, if properly harnessed, 
would meet the country’s energy 
demand for the next 50 years. A 
feasibility study is awaited, but 
politicians from the prime minister 
down already see this as a petro 
bonanza that will make Nepal rich.

Drilling, storage and 
distribution of CNG in the country’s 
current kleptocratic state make that 
unlikely. If Nepal was to get rich 
solely on its hydro-energy potential, 
for example, it would have done so 
in the past 50 years.

Says Dhungel: “This is not 
exactly a new discovery, but it is 
premature to celebrate until its 
extraction is proven to be cost 
effective. And let us hope it does 
not get tangled in geopolitics, 
since China is involved in the 
prospecting and drilling, which 
could make India uneasy.”  

Nepal suffers from the Dutch 
Disease curse even before its 
resource is fully exploited. And 
the current cronyism, corruption 
and rent-seeking structures cannot 
deliver the riches we expect from 
Dailekh’s methane discovery.

With hydropower now in 
jeopardy, Nepal’s planners will 
have to evolve a new strategy for 
energy security into the future. 
But first, governance needs to 
be cleaned up with long-term  
planning that takes climate risk into 
account. For example, do we need 
to mine fossil gas when there are 
abundant renewable options? Will 
Dailekh take Nepal away from its 
climate commitments?

Says Madhukar Upadhyay: 
“Nepal has always been resource 
rich and management poor. And 
the larger the resource, the bigger 
our management incapacity. It is a 
societal malaise.”  
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Recent hydro 
calamities 

Trishuli substation damaged 
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Lift restrictions on Upper Mustang

Local residents of Mustang, including 
a sitting MP and several politicians, 
submitted a petition to Prime Minister 

K P Oli in Kathmandu this week urging the 
government to lift the region’s ‘restricted’ 
status.

This is not the first time such a demand 
has been raised, and as the region’s 
accessibility has improved over the years, 
calls to remove the long-standing restriction 
have grown louder. 

Upper Mustang is no longer weeks away 
from Kathmandu. Nearly 85% of the road 
from Beni to Kagbeni has been blacktopped, 
and one can drive from Kathmandu to Lo 
Manthang with an overnight stop in Pokhara.

Between April 2024 and April 
2025, Lower Mustang received 144,745 
international tourists, a near 50% increase 
from the previous year. Most of these were 
Indian pilgrims travelling to Muktinath.

Mustang is also 
gaining popularity among 
Nepali tourists, with 
700,000 visiting the region 
in 2024. A hotel operator 
in Kagbeni says about 
20% of Nepali visitors 
to Muktinath also travel 
to Korala, the trade and 
transit checkpoint on the China border. That 
would mean that nearly 100,000 domestic 
tourists visit Upper Mustang annually.

In stark contrast, international tourist 
numbers to Upper Mustang (north of Kagbeni) 
have remained stagnant, hovering around 
4,000 per year, the primary reason being its 
restricted status. Foreign visitors must pay a 
steep permit fee of $500 for 10 days, with an 
additional $50 per day thereafter.

Tourism entrepreneurs, politicians, and 
residents want these fees to be abolished so 
Upper Mustang can attract a broader range of 
international travellers. The success of Lower 
Mustang, where relaxed restrictions have led 
to a tourism boom, is often cited as proof of 
what lifting restrictions could achieve.

Several northern areas prefixed with 
‘Upper’ (Upper Manaslu, Upper Dolpo, 
Upper Kanchenjunga, and Upper Arun) also 
need similar permits and fees. Although no 
clear official explanation exists, these areas 
were primarily restricted due to historical 
inaccessibility, ecological and cultural 
fragility, and security concerns.

In the 1960s and 1970s, these remote 
regions served as shelters for Khampa 
guerrilla fighters who launched ambushes on 

The hefty permit 
and fees for foreign 

tourists visiting Upper 
Mustang are obsolete 

and outdated

the Chinese military across the border. 
The Khampa have long gone but security 

concerns rooted in that era seem to persist. 
The government in Kathmandu is seemingly 
unaware of the changed political and security 
landscape. If concerns do remain, they are not 
made public.

One of the main reasons for maintaining 
the restricted designation is to limit visitor 
numbers. But with improved road access and 
services, as Upper Mustang has seen, this 
justification no longer holds. 

When Upper Mustang first opened to 
international tourists in 1992, it had no 
formal lodges or hotels, and it took four to 
five days of trekking from Jomsom to Lo 
Manthang. Today, there are more than 80 
lodges and hotels above Kagbeni, spread 
across nearly every village. Several upmarket 
hotels now struggle to stay afloat during the 
off-season, relying on low-spending domestic 
visitors to survive.

There has been no serious review of 
the permit structure to align with current 
realities, nor any response to local aspirations 
to attract more international tourists and 
harness tourism for economic development.

Concerns about over-tourism are valid. 
There is a risk that increasing visitor 

numbers could erode 
Upper Mustang’s cultural 
heritage, social fabric, and 
fragile natural environment, 
precisely the features that 
make it special. However, 
the region’s 33 years of 
tourism experience have 
been largely positive.

Tourism has contributed significantly to 
the restoration and preservation of religious 
and historical sites like the Thubchen 
and Jampa monasteries in Lo Manthang, 
the ongoing conversion of the old palace 
in Ghami into a premium hotel, and the 
rehabilitation of many monasteries and 
chortens. 

The most pressing need now is for all 
levels of government—federal, provincial, 
and local—to invest in managing tourist 
flows and maintaining tourist sites. These 
efforts are essential not only to enhance 
visitor experience but also to build long-
term resilience and sustainability for the 
destination.

Visitor numbers are central to any tourism 
development strategy that aims to balance 
economic, social, and environmental goals. 
Clinging to obsolete policies and concerns 
to justify Upper Mustang’s restricted 
status is not only unfair, it also suggests an 
undemocratic and discriminatory attitude 
toward a remote district. 

Shailendra Thakali, PhD, is from Jomsom and is a freelance 
consultant on protected areas, tourism, conservation, and 
sustainable livelihoods.
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MANSPLAINING: 
Kathmandu Mayor 
Balen Shah and 
Deputy Mayor Sunita 
Dangol of the UML 
met after months of 
strained relations 
to fi nalise the city’s 
budget this week. 

20 YEARS  AGO THIS WEEK

Malnutrition
Twenty years ago this week, we 
reported about how malnutrition 
was indirectly responsible for 70% 
of all child mortality in Nepal, and 
how inadequate food increased 
susceptibility to diarrhoea, measles 
and acute respiratory infection.

In 2025, malnutrition is still one 
of the biggest causes of child mortality, 
except now it is not simply a lack of 
food but also too much junk food in the 
diet. Purchasing power has increased, 
but we are eating more of what we 
should not be eating.

Excerpt of a report published in issue #256 15 – 21 July 2005:

Despite recent offi  cial statements about rising average living 
standards, grinding poverty and the confl ict, the eff ects 
of junk food in cities have made undernourishment and 
malnutrition a serious national epidemic.

Protein-energy malnutrition aff ects 63 percent of 
Nepali children which means they don't get enough food 

to ensure normal physical and mental 
development. More than half of Nepali 
children are therefore physically stunted, 
and although this is reversible if the child 
starts eating enough after age two, they 
may suff er learning disabilities as well if 
undernourishment persists .

Hunger increases their susceptibility to 
diarrhoea, measles and acute respiratory 
infection. Diarrhoeal dehydration alone 
causes an estimated 30,000 child deaths 
every year as undernourished children 
are weaker and more likely to be brought 
down by the vicious spiral of disease and 

malnutrition. Combined with worms, undernourishment is 
seen by many as Nepal's primary health concern for children.

Malnutrition hits many Nepali children even before they 
are born because their mothers don't have adequate food 
while pregnant. Between 30-50 percent of Nepali children 
are born underweight, below 2.5 kg.

For archived material of Nepali Times of the past 
20 years, site search: nepalitimes.com

WHO BUILDS KATHMANDU

The foundation of Kathmandu sits atop the blood, sweat and tears of 
construction workers in the informal economy. Kathmandu’s buildings 
may have been designed by famous architects, but it is built by day 
labourers. Watch on the Nepali Times YouTube.

WEAVING NEW LIFE

Pabi Sara and Chandra Bahadur’s New Sangharsha Dhaka Udhyog is 
one of 32 small-scale dhaka businesses in Palpa, and their success has 
come after much hardship. Watch our video of this Nepali couple’s 
life-long struggle to run their hand-woven dhaka shop. Subscribe for 
multimedia content.
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Most commented

On life lessons
by Pratibha Tuladhar
Anbika Giri’s five-part young adult fiction series introduces topics 
like child marriage, menstruation, bullying, to children, while 
portraying female characters that are resolute, self-aware, astute, 
and feisty. Review online.

Nepalis are having fewer babies. 
Why?
by Sudiksha Tuladhar
The total fertility rate in Nepal has plummeted to replacement 
level in 30 years. For most urban young, having a child is now a 
fraught decision shaped by income, individual autonomy, and 
family pressure. Story on page 10-11.

Two to Tango
by Shristi Karki
Nepal’s political scene is in flux with internal rifts, leadership 
crises, and shifting alliances within the major parties. Amid 
growing strife, Nepal’s major parties are already manoeuvring for 
the 2027 elections. Read the report on our website.

Most visited online page

QUOTES      

Meltpools in the Himalaya
by Alton C Byers
While visiting Lhonak, research scientist Alton Byers spotted ten 
newly formed meltwater ponds on the Kangchenjunga Glacier, 
reminiscent of Imja Glacier which turned into a vast glacial lake. As 
pro-glacial lakes expand, experts urge early warning systems and 
zoning reforms. Details at nepalitimes.com 

  

Nepali Times @NepaliTimes
Businesses work hand-in-glove with politicians to 
protect mutual interests in Nepal. This entrenched 
system normalises conflict of interest in contracts, 
cartels, and insider deals. Read more:

Roshan Sedhai @sedhairoshan
If you defined anocracy, gerontocracy and kakistocracy, 
you might as well be describing Nepal. Yet we still call 
it a democracy. Wonder why?

Nepali Times @NepaliTimes
To combat antimicrobial resistance (AMR) in Nepal, 
there is need for evidence generation, vaccine 
development, regulatory support, global collaboration, 
and public awareness to ensure equitable access and 
effective prevention.

Sameer Mani (A) Dixit, PhD @smadixit
Vaccines can help mitigate AMR!

FALLING FERTILITY
It’s absurd to expect three babies by 30 in a country that is run 
by morally corrupt politicians, lacks infrastructure, has limited 
economic prospects, is heavily polluted, has institutions that are 
decades behind technology, and lacks social welfare (‘Nepalis 
are having fewer babies. Why?’, Sudiksha Tuladhar, page 
10-11).

Bibhuti Willems 

  There are many issues that need exploring in relation to the 
underlying causes of decreasing fertility. It is a very sensitive 
topic, and it is heart-wrenching when someone like the Prime 
Minister resorts to teashop gossip instead of taking meaningful 
action.

Bidesh K Paudel 

  Finally, an acknowledgement that husbands have to be more 
involved in childcare. Right now, most do the bare minimum to 
contribute to raising a child.

Pema Chhodon

   This is an easy way for Mr Oli to secure national income, as 
all the kids will have to work abroad.

Tom van Groeningen

  It is ridiculous for governments to tell women to have more 
babies -- you guys are not the ones carrying the baby in your 
body and trying to feed and care for it amid a fraying family and 
social structure and skyrocketing costs. I am talking about the 
US, of course.

Ellen Coon 

NEPALI POLITICS
This is funny and sad (‘Nepal Communist Party (Groucho-
Lennonist’, Kunda Dixit's Newsletter, nepalitimes.substack.com). 
The political leadership’s musical chairs— with its internal 
conflicts compounded by the publicly open display of an 
inability and/or disinterest in nurturing their emerging cadre to 
pursue ethical politics and governance—guarantees instability. 
Each change in government results in constant changes in 
staffing, policies, processes and intended progress.

Iván G. Somlai

  Perhaps there is another way of looking at it: Ms Bhandari’s 
comeback will put corruption and syndicate politics to rest and 
contribute to a flourishing democracy, which is under huge 
threat at the moment (’Two to Tango’, Shristi Karki, #1269).

Bishow Parajuli

GOPAL DAHAL / RSS 

Can’t wait 
for the next 

elections

GUEST EDITORIAL
 Shailendra Thakali

NEPALI TIMES ARCHIVE







Energy







g]kfn ;/sf/
lj1fkg af]8{

OUR PICK

KATHMANDU










	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	page 9
	page 10
	page 11
	page 12

