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The study contributes to disaster studies particularly the importance of social sciences perspective
to understand the dynamic changes of state-civil society relationships in the post-disaster time.
It helps improve better understanding the challenges of key recovery paradigms at the ground level.

This project investigates the dynamic changes of state-civil society
relationship in the post-Nepal Earthquake 2015 and the effectiveness of reconstruction aid delivery.
The entire Nepal reconstruction process was characterized as one of low level community
participation and vulnerable groups were excluded; this undermined the hope for building a resilient

society. Nepal experience suggests that if humanitarian professions seriously think about assisting
a resource-poor country like Nepal to recover from the disaster and move on to a more resilient
future, it is important to change the unequal organization and implementation of power in
humanitarian and development policies and procedures.

The study was conducted between 2016 to 2020. A mixed methodology was employed, including a policy

analysis of key disaster recovery documents and extensive field study in two heavily earthquake-hit
districts, Nuwakot and Dhading.
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(Research Background)

(1) State-Civil Society Relationship in Post-Disaster Context

State, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and citizens have played crucia rolein disaster
relief management which is widely recognized in literature. For example, effective
coordination between state and civil society helps overcome the relief and recovery challenges
in particular to resources-poor countries (e.g. Turkey 1999.8.17 earthquake); civil society’s
involvement strengthens the community resilience to future disasters (e.g. Sichuan 2008. 5.12
and 2013. 4.20 earthquakes); disasters can also transform the society in multiple levels (e.g.
Kobe 1995 earthquake). While these empirical cases clearly show that the involvement of civil
society in post-disaster management is positive; however civic cooperation does not appear in
a vacuum, it relies on the state policy (Jalai, 2002) and loca community (Daly and Feener,
2016). In other words, the interactions between state, NGOs and citizens in post-disaster time
are dynamic in regard to different social contexts. To further contribute to the intellectua
discussion, this project aims to investigate the changes of state-civil society relationship in
post-disaster time with specific attention to social and historical contexts through the case of
Nepal earthquake 2015.

(2) What’s Wrong with Rebuilding Nepal?

On 25 April 2015, Nepal was struck by a devastating earthquake with a magnitude of 7.8,
culminating in massive losses of life and property. Approximately 8790 people died and 22,300
more were injured. It was aso estimated that at least 98,852 private houses and 2656
government buildings were completely destroyed, while another 256,697 private houses and
3622 government buildings were damaged'. Despite the fact that the Nepal ese state has received
over US$ 4 billion international aids for rebuilding the country and the concepts such as equity,
local participation, owner-driven approach and partnership with NGOs are often highlighted in
the reconstruction policy, the reconstruction progress is sow. Until the end of October 2016,
only 8,856 out of 28,064 damaged classrooms are in process to rebuild and majority of
earthquake-affected families remain living in unsafe temporary shelters (National
Recongtruction Authority, 2016). Why the reconstruction progress (particularly the housing
sector) is so slow? What is the relationship between the state, NGOs and citizens after the
earthquake? Does the reconstruction policy reshape the state power and civic engagement in the
long term?

(ODbjectives of Research Project)

(1) The power of state: To examine the decision-making process of reconstruction policy: who
are the major actors to influence the reconstruction policy? How does the policy redistribute
the power?

(2) Civic participation and local leadership: To investigate how local government officials,
NGOs and loca community react to the reconstruction policy and how does the policy affect
their decision.

(3) Recongtruction aid delivery and effectiveness: To evaluate the impact of state-civil society
relationship on the overall reconstruction outcomes.

(Research Methods)

(1) History: A study of previous state-civil society relationship in Nepal provided insights on
understanding the dynamic interactions between them in the post-earthquake time.

(2) Ethnographic fieldwork: By living with the community, | could understand more how
earthquake-affected communities think of the reconstruction policy and NGOs’ projects and
how these influence their daily life in post-earthquake time. A mixed methodology was
employed, including a policy analysis of key disaster recovery documents and extensive field
study (indepth interview, household survey and participant observation) in two heavily
earthquake-hit districts, Nuwakot and Dhading. The intensive fieldwork lasted from September
to December 2017 and January to March 2019. Nuwakot and Dhading share similar
geographic, demographic and economic characteristics. The dominant house design is a



two-storey stone house with mud mortar and the own-driven housing reconstruction approach
was adopted as the magjor housing strategy in both districts. The mgjor difference between
Nuwakot and Dhading is that NGO/ INGOs were directly involved in housing reconstruction
programs in some villages in Nuwakot. They provided housing grants to eligible households
but this did not occur in Dhading. A questionnaire was devel oped and translated into the Nepdli
language to enhance clarity and understandability of the study. A total of 69 questions were
divided into 5 groups. household characteristics, economic well-being and food security; civic
participation and community; decision-making on rebuilding houses: and emotional being. The
interviewees were informed about the purpose of the study and they gave their consent. A total
of 390 households made up the sample on the basis of random sampling from the selected
villages according to ethnic composition, economic well-being of the household, name was
recorded on the eligible beneficiary list, single and/or family women households. Apart from
this, the household survey sample was developed in such a way to avoid households that had
close-knit relationship networks and bloodlines of the same families. In order to understand the
progress made in the house rebuilding, a second round of household surveys was aso
conducted in 2019 with 200 Dhading households who participated in the first round survey.
The study focused on five aspects 1) update rebuilt house progress; 2) self-empowerment; 3)
community recovery and socia capital; 4) Safety concern on rebuilt houses and 5) future
vision. Apart from the household survey, following the earthquake, | first visited Nepal in
August 2015. Since then | have revisited Nepal on a regular basis to conduct fieldwork
(December 2015; March and September 2016; April and December 2017; March and
December 2018; April and August 2019). During the past three and half years, my research
team conducted focus group discussions, in-depth interviews and key informant interviews
with over 100 stakeholders including government officers, community leaders, teachers,
engineers and NGO personnel. As the founder of a grass-roots organization, | am also deeply
involved in humanitarian relief work and community-based housing reconstruction programs.
My involvement in recovery projects alows me to act as both participant and observer. |
discussed with villagers the recovery plan at local meetings. | observed how villagers formed
the reconstruction committee to coordinate al house rebuilding matters. All these activities
made it possible for me to observe closely how the earthquake affected villagers, and the ways
in which they responded to the catastrophe.

(Research Results)

(1) The entire Nepal reconstruction process was characterized as one of low level community
participation and vulnerable groups were excluded; this undermined the hope for building a
resilient society. In the Nepal case, being resilient remains alargely conceptual and descriptive
goal, and that the key components for good disaster governance are missing. | argue that
resilience practice must focus on the empowering process. Intervention and particularly the
decentralizing governance structure and flexible, inclusive and adaptive reconstruction policies
will enhance loca participation and collaboration which are the keys to building resilience.
Without a local empowerment process, resilience will simply serve as a ‘buzz word’ or slogan,
and its effectiveness is doomed to failure (Lam and Kuipers, 2018; Lam, Khanna and Kuipers,
2017)

(2) My study finds that the implementation of neoliberal doctrines of governance has
reinforced the existing asymmetrical relationships between the Nepali State, international
agencies and citizens. Particularly, three issues, namely the risk of disempowering local
communities’ capacity, lack of commitment to long-term recovery, and commodification of the
recovery process, have ensured that the recovery policy basically favors the interests of
international donors and NGOs, not those of local realities. Consequently, many vulnerable
groups are left behind and lose access to basic human needs, specifically safe shelters as shown
in Nepal’s case (Lam, 2020a).

(3) My study shows that the outcomes of owner-driven reconstruction (ODR) housing program
in Nepal is mixed and ineffective. Although the quantity of house rebuilds has proved to be
impressive, more and more families have chosen to rebuild themselves a one-room or
one-storey earthquake-safe house, yet such houses are often too small to fulfil family needs
(HRRP, 2018; Limbu, Rawal, Suji, Subedi & Baniya, 2019). This practice is a contradiction of
the ODR primary principle: people rebuild their houses on the basis of their needs. My study
finds that 5 key factors including reconstruction institution structure, technical support,
public-private partnership, policy communication and support for vulnerable groups which can



better ensure in the high quality ODR reconstruction outcomes are al missing in the Nepal
housing reconstruction program. Nepal experience suggests that the success of ODR is highly
reliant on an enabling environment — especially the decentralizing governance approach that
can successfully mobilize al civil society organizations, the private sector, as well as the local
communities. It is essentia that they work well together to make reconstruction successful.
Without these serious considerations being implemented, ODR would simply be at best
another donor-preferred housing strategy, and it will not benefit these disaster-affected
communities (Lam, 2020b).

(4) My study also documents that 2015 earthquake has brought significant social changes in
Nepali society. In the national level, it led to the new constitution and local government
election in 2017. In the local level, the housing reconstruction program has further led to the
commodification of socia relationships and the breakdown of informal safety net. Economic
power has become the mgjor currency of any recovery effort. The vulnerable groups especialy
women, disable and old people, who could not participate the labor exchange or hire the labors,
were |eft behind in the recovery process.
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