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Indigenous peoples are an integral part of Nepal and their contributions to the economic 
infrastructure in labor and capital of the country is greater than any other social sector. 
They provide physical labor and various forms of tax to the government. They are 
sources of cultural tourism in the country. Indigenous peoples who serve in the Brigade 
of Gurkhas and elsewhere abroad are the major sources of foreign exchange. The country 
receives billions of rupees a year in the form of remittance mainly from indigenous 
communities. The average amount of remittance per receipient household is Rs. 34,698. 
But the irony is that indigenous peoples are the most marginalized and disadvantaged 
peoples in the country. The composite index of human development particularly low 
income and assets levels and educational attainment, shows that indigenous peoples along 
with dalits, Madheshis and other minorities are among various cultural groups who fall 
far below the national average. According to Nepal Human right Development report of 
2003, life expectancy among indigenous peoples is 53 and adult literacy rate is 35.2, 
Nepal. The per capita income of indigenous peoples is NRS. 6,609. This figures suggest 
that indigenous peoples are in a crisis of development.   
 
The main reason of the crisis is the historical exclusion of indigenous peoples from the 
state mechanism. The exclusion of indigenous peoples begins right after the military 
conquest of the Gorkha kingdom by the King Prithivi Narayan Shah, the ancestor of the 
present ruling Shah dynasty in A. D. 1769.  In the name of national unification, the King 
Prithivi Narayan Shah destroyed the local system of political autonomy, domestic 
economy, ethnic identity along with different forms of cultures, languages and religious 
beliefs systems of indigenous peoples. P. N. Shah and his successors including the Rana 
rulers established a feudal economic system that was exploitative and oppressive. The 
abolition of kipat and other forms of communal lands and introduction of various forms 
of corvee labor system made indigenous peoples of Nepal poor in increasing rate. 
Economic exploitation, political oppression and social injustice became the national 
character of Nepali society. During the panchayat regime, indigenous peoples were not 
supposed to talk about ethnicity as it was considered to be communal and thereby 
unconstitutional. Indigenous peoples could not represent in the national politics in their 
ethnic names. They could not demand for linguistic freedom nor could they talk about 
secularism. The state policy throughout the panchayat rule was monolithic. The agenda of 
national integration was pushed through the process of homogenization and assimilation 
of cultural diversity. Since common culture was thought essential for nation-building, 
monolithic policies for one nation, one language, one religion and one culture was 
officially promoted giving special privilege to Khasa Nepali language and Parbatiya 
Hindu culture as national. During the panchayat regime, debates and efforts pertaining to 
ethnicity and cultures other than "national" culture was discouraged as communal and 
anti-national and therefore met with strong official oppositions.  
 
This situation remained same even after the establishment of multi-party democratic 
system in 1990. The multi-party parliamentary democracy did not meet the expectations 
and aspirations of Nepali peoples. Although the new constitution of 1991, admitted Nepal 
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as multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-lingual country, the fundamental tenets of the 
Hindu religion and culture have remained the same. This prohibits indigenous peoples 
from religious, linguistic and political rights and thereby excludes indigenous peoples 
from mainstream development programs. The1999 parliamentary record, for example, 
shows that indigenous peoples who constitute 37.2 percent of the total population 
(23million) of the country represent only 15 percent in the legislature whereas the high 
caste Hindus (Bahun, Chhetris and Thankuris) who constitute only 28.5 percent of the 
total population have 60 percent representation in the legislature. Similarly, indigenous 
peoples have less elected chairs and vice chair in Local bodies (19% in DDC and 39% in 
VDC) whereas Bahun and Chhetris have 59% in DDC and 54.42% in VDC. On the top of 
that the elected members from indigenous people do not represent the interests of their 
own communities as they are elected from the political partiers of their alignment.  In the 
Executive Bodies and Bureaucracy from 1990 to 2004, indigenous peoples have lower 
representation (only 13%). They also did not hold key position in bureaucracy and  they 
do not occupy important Ministries. In civil services Gazetted civil service posts seems 
virtually the fiefdom of Bahun, chhetri and Thakuris. Janajti excluding Newars occupies 
only 0.9% of the total positions in the civil services. In judiciary indigenous peoples have 
only 2 judges.  
 
The exclusion of indigenous peoples from the state mechanisms and decision-making 
bodies has resulted in the further marginalization and extreme poverty of indigenous 
peoples. If we look at the population census of 2001, indigenous peoples, dalits, and other 
minority groups constitute more than 72 percent of the total population. This suggests 
Bahun, Chhetris and Thakuris are in minority. But these minority groups are holding the 
major political power and control state's economic resources. There are huge resources 
(both political and economic) and opportunities, but indigenous peoples have no share in 
the resources not do they have access to opportunities. Their share in the state resources 
and access to socio-economic opportunities have been constrained by political legal and 
institutional barriers.  
 
 
 



Conference on Religious and Social Fragmentation and Economic Development in South Asia, A D White 
House, Cornell University, 15-16 October, 2005. 
Session : Nepal-I, 15 October, 2-3.30 pm  

 
In the history of the planned development efforts of Nepal, the Government of Nepal 
included, for the first time, policies and programs related to the development of 
indigenous peoples in the Ninth Five-Year Plan. In this plan, the government has 
admitted its weaknesses to accommodate indigenous peoples in the mainstream 
development program of the country. In the plan the government has considered 
indigenous peoples as development partners. But indigenous peoples did not participate 
in the development planning and programming of the Tenth Five-Year plan (2004-2005), 
as the government never consulted indigenous peoples. The Tenth Five-Year Plan is the 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper for Nepal that identifies human development and 
social inclusion as one of the four main pillars of the poverty reduction policy. It is 
however important for two major things; (1) it aims to improve access to and quality in 
primary education and (2) it aims to provides primary education in mother languages of 
the communities. But the government does not look honest and serious to implement the 
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development programs for indigenous peoples. In stead, the government development 
programs displace indigenous peoples from their lands and territories. The land reform 
program, for example, converted the Tharu from land owing communities to kamaiyas 
(land tillers) to virtually landless peoples in the west Tarai. The establishment of National 
Parks in Nepal has displaced indigenous Chepangs, Bote, Majhi, Darai and Raji 
communities from their land and territories. The community forestry program, a model of 
the most successful community-based development program in Nepal, has deprived many 
indigenous peoples off their customary use rights of forest resources. This has not only 
affected the economic life of the indigenous peoples, it has also affected their traditional 
knowledge, skill, technology, beliefs and practices which in turn has affected their ethnic 
identity. In recent years, the Maoist insurgency has affected indigenous peoples. The 
atrocities, such as abduction, extra-judiciary killings, physical tortures and sexual 
harassment by both the Maoist groups and the government security forces have crossed 
the limits and indigenous peoples are victims of such unconstitutional activities.  
 
Indigenous peoples have multiple issues of development. They have issues of land, 
languages, citizenship certificates, health, education, employment etc. Up to 95 percent of 
the highly marginalized indigenous peoples like Chepang, Santhal, Kisan, Jhagad, 
Munda, are landless peoples. They erect small huts either along the roadsides or at 
marginal public lands. Without lands, they cannot have their citizenship certificates and 
without citizenship certificates, indigenous peoples cannot have access even to the basic 
social facilities of health and education. The national census report shows that 0.74 
million or 18% of the total school going age children are out of school and the majority 
of them come from indigenous communities. The failure and school drop out rates are 
also highest among indigenous peoples. This is attributed to the poverty of the parents 
and language in the schools. So indigenous peoples are also demanding special programs 
to eradicate poverty. They demand multicultural educational environment focusing 
particularly education in mother languages. But the government's sectoral approach to 
development does not address these multiple issues of indigenous peoples. As per the 
Millennium Development Goals, the government of Nepal focuses on poverty alleviation  
programs and their concept of poverty is limited to economic terms. But indigenous 
peoples have a broad concept of poverty. Their concept of poverty includes land, 
language, religion, history, cultural identity, and traditional rights. The state has 
confiscated these rights from indigenous peoples. So in order to address the issue of 
poverty, all these issues should be addressed. The mere economic program cannot solve 
these problems. This demands a holistic approach of development. This needs full and 
effective participation of indigenous peoples in the development planning, programming, 
implementing and benefit sharing.   
 
In order to have their full and effective participation in the decision making processes 
indigenous peoples in Nepal have been demanding national autonomy or jatiya 
swosashan with the rights to self-determinism. We argue that the national autonomy 
should be established on the basis of ethnicity, language and territories. This demands the 
restructuring of the state that is defective and discriminatory. The present constitution is 
also communal and discriminatory. It discriminates indigenous peoples on the grounds of 
ethnicity, sex, religion and language. So indigenous peoples are demanding for new 
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constitution through the election of constitution assembly. But these things are not 
possible in a despotic regime that has been re-established by the royal take over of 
February 1, 2005. It needs a democratic system. With their distinct identity and 
independent demands, indigenous peoples have actively participated in the democratic 
movement launched by the political parties. Although the political situation is very 
critical, but it is also an opportunity for indigenous peoples to make their voice strong 
enough for their demands. Now the iron is heated, and we take this opportunity to heat it.   


