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Abstract
The earthquakes of 2015 in Nepal killed 8,790 people, injured 22,300 people, and destroyed over half million homes
pushing millions of already poor people further into destitution. The majority of the victims were Tamangs, an
indigenous people of the Himalayas, and almost all of the devastated areas were their ancestral land-- Tamsaling.
Over two years have passed since the earthquake; but the Nepal government has not built homes for the 95% the
earthquake victims. The government has instead obstructed rebuilding efforts and stolen the funds the international
communities had donated for the victims. This paper examines why the government of Nepal steals from its own
people and is apathetic to the suffering of the poor.
Method: Ethnographic data was collected from field visits to the Tamang villages in the Himalayas. Observational
data and interviews were used to document the lived experiences of the victims of the earthquake. Additionally,
quantitative data were collected from government agencies, nonprofit organizations, and social media.
Multivariate regressions and Geographic Information System (GIS) were used to analyze the quantitative data.
Findings: The primary reason for the Nepal government’s apathy regarding the victims of the earthquake was a
racial mismatch: the earthquake victims were largely the indigenous Himalayan people (Tamang) while a minority
migrant group organized in a caste system, the Indo-Dravidian Khas people, whom the indigenous peoples
consider colonists, controlled the Nepal government. The Khas regime views the native Himalayan people’s
development as a threat to its own survival and against its self-interest. Stealing from the poor was an effective way
of socially controlling the indigenous Himalayan peoples. The findings have implications for indigenous peoples
throughout the world.
Key Words: stealing, indigenous, poverty, Himalayas, Nepal, earthquake

Introduction
The earthquakes of 2015 in Nepal killed 8,790 people, injured 22,300 people, and destroyed 498,852
homes (Nepal Reconstruction Authority, n.d.) pushing millions of already poor further into destitution.
Approximately 2.8 million people have been displaced from their homes (USAID, 2015; iMDC, n.d.)
and are currently living in makeshift tents, which are dangerous to live in. Of all the deaths, over 33%
were Tamangs, one of the largest native people of the Himalayas. Almost all of the devastated areas were
the ancestral land of the Tamang people-- the Tamsaling. The disproportionately high amount of deaths
and destruction among the Tamangs present an existential threat to its survival as a unique indigenous
people and culture of the Himalayas.
Over two years have passed since the earthquakes, not even 5% of the destroyed homes have been built
for the victims by the Nepal government (Alzazeera, 2017; The Telegraph, 2016). Over 800,000 families
still do not have their houses rebuilt. In June 2015, two months after the earthquake, the donor countries
(the U.S, China, India, the World Bank, UK, Japan, the Asian Development Bank and others) had pledged
$4.4 billion in funding to help the victims of the earthquake (Kathmandu Post, 2015). However, the Nepal
government has not spent a single dollar in rebuilding of the destroyed homes (Huffington Post, 2015;
CBCNews, 2016). Newspaper reports show that the Nepal government has stolen relief fund and
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materials meant for the victims. Furthermore, the government has obstructed rebuilding efforts of local
and international charity organizations (CBCNews, 2016; see Figure 1).
This paper explores why the government of Nepal steals from its own people and is apathetic to the
sufferings of the poor. The paper presents preliminary findings from the ongoing study of the postearthquake disaster in Nepal, particularly the lived experiences of the native Himalayan people’s struggle
to survive as victims, preserve the native Himalayan cultures, and rebuild their homeland—the
Tamsaling.
Figure 1. Newspaper Report Shows the Member of Parliaments Caught Red-handed While Stealing the Relief
Materials Meant for the Poor Earthquake Victims. The caption in Nepali language reads “One Nation, Two
realities”.

A Brief Literature Review on Poverty in Nepal
There is very little research on poverty in Nepal, and much less on poverty among the indigenous peoples
of the Himalayas. The review of the literature shows that there is no government standard, measures and
data on poverty in Nepal. The only available sources of poverty data were a few international
organizations such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, the United Nations, and other nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). These organizations invariably count Nepal among the poorest
countries in Asia and the world (see World Bank, 2017). The Asian Development bank, for example, uses
$1.90 (PPP) a day as a national poverty line for Nepal and estimates 25.2% of the population to be poor
in 2017 (Asian Development Bank, 2017).
As with data, there are no data supported explanations to poverty in Nepal. A typical explanation, often
given by the government-approved international organizations, is that Nepal is a landlocked country and
its rugged geography is the main culprit presenting a natural barrier to development of the country (World
Bank, 2017). Another explanation, which appears to be simply an extension of the first one, is that Nepal
is an agrarian society with very little physical and human capital for industrial development (World Bank,
2017).
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Until the 1990s, these two explanations were widely believed to be the primary causes of poverty in
Nepal. In recent years, political instability and frequent changes in the government have been added as
additional explanatory variables (e.g. World Bank, 2017).
While geographic and political factors may play a role, these explanations exclusively based on external
observations seem overly simplistic and demonstrate a lack of understanding of the fundamental nature
of poverty in Nepal. First, the geographic barrier as a cause of poverty has little validity, and has been
proven defunct elsewhere. For example, Switzerland, which has identical geographical characteristics as
Nepal, is one of the richest and most advanced countries in the world. More specifically, it is the
geography of Nepal that has, in fact, helped substantial proportion of the population, such as Sherpas, get
out of poverty through tourism.
Second, political instability and changes in government are a phenomenon of recent years, particularly
after the 1990s. For the previous 220 years since the 1770s when Nepal was established as a nation state,
its political system and government had been among the most stable in the world. However, this stability
was not matched with any economic growth or social development of the country. In fact, the 220 years
of Khas dictatorship is thought to be the primary cause of Nepal’s poverty. The historical evidence shows
that Nepal was among the world’s most civilized and economically advanced societies long before the
Khas-colonization of the Himalayan nations in the 1770s (Wright, 1877; Giuseppe, 1799).
More troubling than the failure of the above hypotheses to provide convincing evidence or adequate
explanations for poverty in Nepal is the fact that they conveniently ignore the most important aspect of
poverty— the poor people. These explanations categorically exclude the indigenous, racial and linguistic
identities of the poor. Since the majority of the population of Nepal are indigenous Himalayan people
with over 60 different linguistic groups, the studies that fail to acknowledge the characteristics of the poor
are not only inherently flawed, but more importantly, they are misleading. After all, Nepal is poor because
its people are poor, the majority of whom are the indigenous peoples.
To date, the only study that looked at poverty among the indigenous peoples in Nepal using a nationally
representative sample, and identifying the racial and linguistic characteristics, is a doctoral dissertation
by this author (Lama, 2012). In his study, Lama (2012) found that the Tamang indigenous group was
among the poorest of the poor, and that the Tamang women were over 300% more likely to be poor than
Brahmin women even after controlling for demographic, human capital and geographic variables. The
study found that the root causes of poverty among the indigenous peoples were extrinsic institutions—
the externally imposed caste-system laws and policies, which the Khas colonizers had designed for
subjugating the local indigenous peoples (Lama, 2012). These institutions had systematically
impoverished the indigenous peoples and were used as a means of social control.

A Brief Introduction to the Tamang people
The Tamang people were the first inhabitants and the original people of the Himalayas. They are the
largest group among the native peoples of the Himalayas of Nepal. In the 1950s, the proportion of
Tamang people were estimated to comprise approximately 30% of Nepal’s total population (National
Population Census, 1952 - 1954)3 and nearly 100% the of population in the Tamsaling region. Today, the
3
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government-manufactured data show that the Tamang people represent around 7% of the total population
and about 20% to 70% in the districts of Tamsaling (Nepal Census, 2010). We know little about the sharp
drop in Tamang population in the last five decades. Our own estimate shows that Tamangs represent over
35% of all the native Himalayan people (Lama, 2017). To put this in perspective, the population size of
Tamang areas are four times larger than that of Bhutan, and the size of their ancestral land, Tamsaling, is
about the same as Bhutan (Lama, 2017).
Tamangs are known for preserving the only surviving Himalayan Bonpo culture and the Tamang
language, which predate Buddhism and Hinduism in the Himalayas. Tamang people are perhaps the only,
or one of a few surviving groups that can claim to be the authentic native Himalayan people and culture
(Lama, 2017). In recent years, Tamangs have become the primary target of proselytization by Christians
(e.g. Fricke, 2008), Hindus, Maoists and various other ideological groups. As a result, their language and
culture are now on the verge of extinction.

Method
We collected ethnographic data from field visits to the Tamang villages in the Himalayas. We visited
several Tamang villages in Sindhupalchok, Dolakha, Nuwakot, Dhading, Dolakha and Rassuwa districts
in the summer of 2015 and the fall of 2016. We consulted and interviewed the victims of the earthquake
both face-to-face and online on Facebook; we also reviewed Youtube videos posted by the victims of the
earthquake. Many of the earthquake victims we recruited serve as key informants and they continue to
provide data for this ongoing study. The Himalayan Community Development Society Nepal, a local
Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) based in the Tamsaling region of the Himalayas, acted as a
cultural-broker and was instrumental in reaching out to the indigenous victims in the hinterlands of the
Himalayas that are difficult reach. Furthermore, we also collected observational data during the field
visits and documented the lived experiences of the victims of the earthquake.
Additionally, we collected quantitative data from government agencies, nonprofit organizations, and
social media; and reviewed government social policies and actions in response to the earthquake. We
used multivariate regressions and Geographic Information System (GIS) to analyze the quantitative data.
We used SAS version 9.2 for regression analyses and ArcView 10 spatial analyses.

RESULTS
From our field visits to the earthquake disaster areas interview with the victims; study of the government
developmental policies, characteristics and response to the disaster and other documents, we made the
following observations:
The Earthquake Victims: The Tamangs
We observed that the largest proportion of the earthquake victims were Tamang, and almost all of the
devastated areas were the ancestral land of the Tamang people-- the Tamsaling (Figure 2). In all of the 14
districts that were hardest hit by the earthquake, the majority of the inhabitants were indigenous peoples.
The 14 districts included Sindhupalchok, Gorkha, Rasuwa, Dhading, Nuwakot, Dolakha,
Kavrepalanchowk, Sindhuli, Okhaldhunga Lalitpur, Kathmandu, Bhaktapur, Makwanpur, Ramechap
and Okhaldhunga, where population of Tamang range from 20% to 75%. In total, over 700 villages were
estimated to be affected; some were completely destroyed. Tamsaling represents over 90% of all the
destroyed villages.
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Figure 2. The Earthquake destroyed region of the Himalayas.

Map created in ArcGIS 10.3.1 by Gyanesh Lama, California State University Fresno.

The government-controlled media reported that just about 33% of the victims were Tamang people4.
However, our observational data from the field visits show that this figure is underestimated. Though the
exact figure is difficult to obtain due to the government cover-up of the indigenous identity of the victims,
given that the majority of the population living in the earthquake-hit area were indigenous peoples, it is
reasonable to assume that over 90% of the victims might have been the indigenous Himalayan peoples.
The remaining 10% or fewer are non-indigenous groups of Indo-Dravidian origin, known as Khas,
Ksatria-Newar or Madhesis.
In the field, we saw that a large amount of relief materials such as food, blankets and tents donated by
the international organizations were captured by the government officials and were stored in district
headquarters. A large amount of relief materials that the international communities donated were not
distributed to the earthquake victims. We saw huge amounts of rice and other foods rotting in the
government storehouses in Kathmandu and Sindhupalchowk, while the victims of the earthquake were
starving. The little that were distributed was carried out through politicians who gave the donated relief
materials largely to their own political party members.
The extent of political corruption we observed is disturbing and difficult to explain Here’s an example of
an incidence the volunteers of the Himalayan Community Development Society recounted to us::
“In 2015 a few days after the earthquake, we went to Hrisyango village
in Sindhupalchok district to distribute the relief materials to the poor
victims [Sindhupalchok district was the most devastated area by the
Estimated based on various Media Reports. The Nepal government does not reveal the
indigenous/racial/ethnic identity of the earthquake victims. In the past, Nepal government banned
collection of racial and ethnic data in the national census.
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earthquake, with largest number of deaths and destructions of homes].
Roads were blocked by landslides, and rivers were swollen due to
torrential rain. No one dared to go to remote villages like this one to
distribute relief materials. The NGOs were too scared to go to remote
Tamang villages. The did not know the way [trail], there was no paved
road, and they did not speak the local Tamang indigenous language.
The aftershocks of the earthquake were still continuing. But we wanted
to take the relief materials sent to us from America to the villagers. So,
risking our own lives, we took a truck load of relief materials (rice, lentil,
cooking oil, blanket and tents) to Hrisyango village. It took us eight hours
by driving on the muddy dirt road to reach the village. On the way we
had to get off the truck many times as its wheels got stuck on the mud,
and push it to get out. When we finally reached the village and began
to distribute the materials to the poor victims, the village chief and the
vigilante policemen became very angry at us and tried to stop us. They
tried to take away the relief materials from us and threatened us of dire
consequences if we distributed the relief materials directly to the poor.
They demanded that we give the relief materials to them; they said they
will be the in-charge of distributing the materials to the victims. We
fought back and went ahead to distribute the materials. The villagers
were very happy to receive food, blanket and tents. But we became the
target of the village chief and the policemen. They keep giving us all sorts
of trouble. That’s what we got for saving people’s lives and doing good
works”.
When we visited the village, the villagers confirmed the incident, which corroborated the story of the
volunteers. We learned that the politicians were concerned about losing their control over the poor if the
poor had direct access to help from other people. Only the NGOs directly tied to political parties and
politicians were allowed to go to the poor victims, and they had to ensure that the credit went to the
politicians and political parties. In the village, we saw thirteen policemen. They were idling around; some
were holding long sticks on their hand; some were sleeping. The villagers appeared scared of them. On
the other hand, we saw that the poor villagers, including children and elderly, were working in the farm
down-to-dusk, tilling the field, looking after cattle and planting rice, to make ends meet. The disparity
between the two was unmistakably clear. The policemen were not local indigenous people; they were
Indo-Dravidian, outsiders from far away cities; none of them spoke the native language. When we asked
around, we found out that the policemen were paid on average Rs.13,000 ($130) to Rs.20,000 ($200)
salary a month. From our calculation, it costs the central government around Rs.2,580,000 ($25,280) a
year to keep these policemen in the village. This amount is larger than the budget of the entire village,
and could feed the entire villagers for the whole year. Almost all of the villagers were subsistece farmers,
had no cash income, and made less than one dollar a day. Nepal is not a welfare state. There are no public
benefits, such as health insurance, food stamps, housing assistance, unemployment benefits etc. Each
person is on his own. Being poor takes a harsh toll on life. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the type and the level
of suffering that we observed among the indigenous victims.
Figure 3. The Indigenous Victims of the Earthquake and a Typical Makeshift Tent
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Photo: Courtesy of Amy Johnson.

Furthermore, we also observed incidences of fake victims claiming benefits form the earthquake. Since
almost all members of the government-appointed victim identification and enumeration team were the
Indo-Dravidian Khas people (e.g. Brahmin and Chetries) and since there was no independent verification
process, the inclusion of unaffected areas and non-victims in the government report could not be ruled
out. Statistically, this could significantly change the proportion of victims who are not of indigenous
origin.
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Figure 4. A Typical Home of the Tamang People Destroyed by the Earthquake.

Photo: Courtesy of the volunteers of the Himalayan Community Development Society, Nepal

The Poorest of the Poor: The Tamangs
The analyses of data from Nepal Demographic and Health Survey (2006) show that Tamangs are the
poorest among the poor in Nepal. Table 1 presents the results of multivariate logistic regression, which
show that Tamang women were almost four times more likely to be poor than Brahmin women,
controlling for all other variables in the model. The findings show that the observed wealth disparity
between Indo-Dravidian group (Brahmin) and the indigenous Himalayan peoples (e.g. Tamang) was not
solely due to the differences in demographic characteristics, individual level productivity characteristics
or geography (Please see Lama (2012) for description of data and sample).
The follow-up analyses of the more recent data show that poverty status and risk factors for the
indigenous Himalayan people remain unchanged. Further analyses of data using Geographic Information
System (GIS) show that the poverty map overlaps with the territory of the indigenous peoples (see Figure
5). The findings indicate that indigenous territories may have been systematically deprived from
development and modernization.
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Table 1. Results of Logistic Regressions Predicting Poverty (women sample, N = 9711).

Parameters
Indigenous Himalayan Groups
Tamang
Rai-Limbu

Model 1

Model 2

4.03 ****
3.6 ****

2.812 ****
3.614 ****

Magar
3.07 ****
Tharu
2.73 ****
Newar
1.12
Gurung
1.07
Other Ethnic Groups
1.88 ****
Indo-Dravidian Settler Groups (Khas)
Dalit (Low-caste)
4.53 ****
Chetri
2.96 ****
Brahmin ®
1
Demographics
Married
1.24 ****
Female household head
1.26 ****
Large household size
0.99 ****
Education
No education
Primary education
Secondary education
Post-secondary education
®
Health
Underweight
(BMI=<18.5)
Anemic
Child births
Child deaths
Occupation
Farmer
Laborer
Not-working
Professionals®
Geographic Isolation
Isolated

1.931 ****
1.5 ****
1.117
0.985
1.416 ***
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Model 3
3.912 ****
3.599 ****
****
2.854
2.52 ****
1.537 **
1.06
3.812 ****

2.894 ****
2.136 ****
1

4.077 ****
1.647 ****

0.946
1.286 ****
0.865 **

0.926
1.287 ***
0.871 *

8.482 ****
5.174 ****
2.506 ****

6.564 ****
4.301 ****
2.245 ***

1

1.264 ****
0.962
0.632 ****
1.176 **

1.367 ****
1.122 *
0.743 **
1.104

6.502 ****
1.811 **
1.132
1

4.204 ****
2.066 ***
1.337

24.822 ****
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Less developed
Moderately developed
Developed ®
Eastern-Mountain
Central –Mountain
Western-Mountain
Eastern-Hill
Central-Hill
Western-Hill
Mid Western-Hill
Far Western-Hill
Eastern-Terai
Central-Terai
Mid Western-Terai
Far Western-Terai
Western-Terai®

10.092 ****
5.753 **
8.901 ****
4.567 ****
13.819 ****
8.436 ****
4.103 ****
4.047 ****
17.812 ****
19.088 ****
1.25
2.164 ****
3.624 ****
5.485 ****

Multivariate regression table adopted from Lama, G. (2012).
Figure 5. Poverty Map Overlaps with the Territories of the Indigenous Peoples (sample data).

Map adopted from Lama, G. (2012).
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Racial Mismatch: Government vs Victims
While the majority of the victims were the indigenous peoples, those in charge of distributing funds to
the victims and rebuilding their homes were non-indigenous (Nepal Reconstruction Authority, 2017:
http://nra.gov.np/).
About a year after the earthquake, the government of Nepal set up an agency, called the National
Reconstruction Authority. This agency was charged with dictating the rules and conditions under which
the earthquake-fund would be distributed and the reconstruction of homes would be allowed. This agency
delegated the authority to four different ministries: Urban Development Ministry, Federal Women and
Development Ministry, Education Ministry, and Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Aviation. These
ministries ware heavily bureaucratic, and they do not appear to have any expertise in responding to the
disaster or rebuilding efforts, nor do they seem relevant. For example, while 79% (11) of the 14 districts
that were hardest hit by the earthquake were rural, the rebuilding authority was given to the Ministry of
Urban Development. Even in the three urban districts of Kathmandu valley, most villages were rural.
The relevance of other ministries-- Federal Women and Development Ministry, Education Ministry, and
Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Aviation— to the victims is questionable.
These ministries were over-staffed with Indo-Dravidian Khas bureaucrats, who seem to have neither
expertise nor genuine interest in helping the victims of the earthquake. The entire scheme appears to be
a sham project designed to divert the earthquake fund to the non-victims. It seems obvious that much of
the earthquake funds will be spent on the Indo-Dravidian Khas group under the pretext of salaries or
other expenses. In all the 14 districts, the government had appointed Indo-Dravidian Khas people as the
chief district officers (CDO). The position of a CDO is similar to that of a governor of a U.S. state, except
that these CDOs are appointed, and not elected. The CDOs hold absolute power over allocation of the
district budgets, including the earthquake fund. They use police and army at their pleasure to enforce
their will, and to regulate and control the plight of the poor.
It seems clear that the earthquake disaster was taken as a lottery win, a free money to the Indo-Dravidian
group, which they could use to further subjugate the already vulnerable indigenous victims.

Stealing From the Poor
Stealing from the poor had been used as a means of social control of the indigenous peoples for some
time. The analyses of the Nepal government’s development policy reveal that stealing from the poor was
not new. The origin of foreign aid to Nepal dates back to the 1950s. When Nepal was opened to the
outside world in the 1950s, the Indo-Dravidian Khas colonial government saw foreign aid as free money
that they could use to rule over the poor without having to rely on internal revenue. Because foreign aid
and loans were given by external agents, and not extracted internally through taxation from the residents,
the government was free from obligations to respond to the people’s needs. With the financial aid and
loan from the foreign governments and agencies, the politicians could survive without the taxes from the
people. The only thing the Nepal government needed to worry about was how to please the donors and
creditors. The government would make the donors happy by following their orders, for example, by
accepting high interest rates on foreign loans; by allowing the privatization of public properties, goods
and services; by giving license to the foreign NGOs to operate in the country; and by signing international
treaties which favor the donor countries, while working against Nepal’s national interests. The debt
burden then would be distributed to the poor. Since the 1960s, Nepal has received billions of dollars in
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foreign donations, grants, and loans, mostly from the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, European
Union, USAID, Japan, India, China and many other countries. All of the moneys have been spent on
salaries of the government employees, almost all of whom are Indo-Dravidian Khas people.
To make this process sustainable,-- that is to make the foreign money coming--; two conditions were
necessary: (1). Nepal needed to remain poor; and (2). Nepal needed to remain under-developed. If these
two conditions did not exist, there would be no justification for the government to continue begging for
foreign aid and donations. However, these conditions were easy to maintain. All the government needed
to do was to keep the indigenous people in poverty and their villages under-developed. These processes
had been under operation since the invasion of the native Himalayan nations by the Indo-Dravidian Khas
group in the 1770s.
First, keeping the indigenous peoples in poverty served an important political goal of the Khas regime.
It guaranteed the Khas regime’s dominance and control over the indigenous peoples. This had been the
political goal of the Khas regime right from the beginning when it colonized the indigenous Himalayan
nations.
Second, keeping the indigenous villages under-developed served an important economic goal of the Khas
regime. It could use the under-developed indigenous villages as a bait to attract foreign tourists. The
under-developed indigenous villages could be showcased as an example of medieval living in modern
time, which would fascinate the modern tourists. This strategy was, in part, a product of the ill-advice of
the early anthropologists who wanted to see the indigenous peoples as the lived in medieval conditions
so they could conduct their “social experiments”. By restricting the native Himalayan peoples’ livelihood
and preventing them from developing, the Khas regime had earned money from the tourists. More
importantly, it had eliminated any political threats that could potentially challenge its survival.
Helping the indigenous peoples out of poverty and modernizing the indigenous villages would defeat the
political goals of the Khas regime. Any efforts to help the indigenous peoples build their capacity, and
potentially to self-govern, would be against the interest of the Khas regime. If the $4.4 billion that the
international communities offered to help the victims of the earthquake were given to the victims directly,
it would do exactly that. It would have transformed the lives of the indigenous peoples, particularly the
Tamang people and their villages, from abject poverty and primitive medieval living condition to
economically well-off post-modern era existence. Such transformation in the lives of the Tamang
indigenous people could not be imagined, tolerated and allowed by the Indo-Dravidian Khas regime. It
is for this reason, the Khas regime would simply steal the money meant for the victims and obstruct any
efforts that could bring about transformation in the indigenous villages.

Earthquake Victims: Not a Government Priority
Nepal government spent more money on two elections since the earthquake than on the earthquake
victims. Nepal government hesitated to spend the $4.1 billion dollars given to it by the international
communities in the name of the victims of earthquake. It did not spend a single dollar of its own on the
earthquake victims. However, it spent almost $1 billion on elections since the earthquake (Nepal Election
Commission data)5. Perhaps more cruel than ignoring the plight of the victims of the earthquake was that
5

Estimate from the data from Nepal Election Commission.
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the Nepal government imposed a new anti-indigenous constitution when the indigenous peoples were
most vulnerable due to the earthquake and were unable to form a force to oppose it. In September 2015,
only five months after the devastating earthquakes of April and May 2015, when the indigenous peoples
were still mourning the deaths of their family members, the loss and destruction of their homes and
villages, the new national constitution was forced on people. The new constitution, written by the IndoDravidian Khas politicians and lawyers, was designed to subjugate the indigenous peoples and prevent
them from ever self-governing their own homeland.
About 20 months later in May 2017, another local election was held to provide legitimacy to the new
constitution, which to all intent and purpose was simply a new manifesto of the Indo-Dravidian Khas
colonists. The timing of the local election was politically strategic. The local election was held during the
month of Baisakh (May-June), which is considered sacred for the native Buddhists. During this month,
the indigenous peoples are supposed observe their Buddhist precepts such as refraining from telling lies,
stealing and killing. The election forced the local politicians, both indigenous and non-indigenous alike,
to do exactly the opposite. Media reports show that during the election time many people were killed,
buying votes and bribery were rampant, and lying to the voters was a political culture. This effectively
prevented the indigenous peoples from observing their Buddhist tradition.
In total, the Khas regime spent almost $1 billion on the two elections (Nepal Election Commission Data),
far greater than the amount spent on the victims of the earthquake. During the entire constituent election
process, the Indo-Dravidian colonists and its political parties killed over 15,000 people mostly indigenous
peoples and spent over $1.17 billion (My Republica, 2015).
Conducting elections was given higher priority than helping the victims of the earthquake and rebuilding
their homes. It seems clear that the Indo-Dravidian Khas regime has no intention in helping the
indigenous victims and re-building their homes.

Discussion and Conclusion
The findings from this study show that the primary reason for Nepal government’s apathy to the victims
of the earthquake was a racial mismatch: the earthquake victims were largely the native Himalayan
people (Tamang) while the Nepal government was controlled by the Indo-Dravidian Khas people, a caste
migrant group from the low-land who practice caste system. It appears that the Khas regime views the
native Himalayan people’s development as a threat to its own survival, and that helping them would be
against its own self-interest. Stealing from the poor was an effective way of socially controlling the
indigenous Himalayan peoples.
To make sense of these findings, a brief historical background on the relationship between the native
Himalayan people and the Indo-Dravidian Khas people is warranted.
To begin with, the historical relationship between the native Himalayan peoples and the Indo-Dravidian
Khas regime has always been one of distrust and contention. This is rooted in the origin of Nepal as a
nation state— the decimation and depopulation of the native Himalayan people, destruction of native
Himalayan Buddhist nations, and desecration of their ancestral land and cultural heritages by the IndoDravidian Khas group, which, by use of brute force, had colonized the native Himalayan Buddhist
nations in the 1770s. By the 1960s, about 200 years later, the Indo-Dravidian group had succeeded in
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converting the native Himalayan Buddhist nations into a Hindu country and reducing the indigenous
peoples to second-class citizens.
A Brief History of Nepal: An Account of the Indigenous Himalayan Peoples
Although the Nepal’s history textbooks say that Nepal is the only country that was never colonized by
the outside forces, in contrary, Nepal is actually among the only few countries that is still under the
colonial rule. For the last 250 years since the 1770s, Nepal has been under the rule of foreigners—the
Rajputs or Khas refugees from the lowland (what is now India-Bangladesh-Pakistan-Afghanistan). The
history of Nepal has so far been the history of these colonial forces. The history books, written by and
about the Khas colonists, categorically exclude the history of Khas invasion of the native Himalayan
nations, decimation and destruction of their people and cultures.
The native version of the history provides a different picture of Nepal. According to the native stories,
around mid 1500 AD, the Hindu Rajputs of India came towards the hills of the Himalayas seeking refuge
and protection of the Himalayan Bonpo and Buddhist kingdoms. One batch of Rajput refugees came to
Nepal (Kathmandu Valley) and another batch came to Lama-Hjang (mispronounced as Lamjung) region
of the Himalayas. They came disguised as Hindu priests “Fakirs”, beggars “Jogi”, astrologers “Jaisi”,
cobblers “Sarki”, tailors and entertainers “Damai”, blacksmiths “Kami” and so on. Some of them were
fleeing persecution in the lowland by the Mogul (Muslim) crusaders, and others came looking for
opportunities for better lives. Yet others came to worship the indigenous peoples because they were well
known for their supernatural power as Bonpos (Shamans), whom the Hindus believed as their gods who
live on the mountain.
Over time, they brought horde of their relatives and laborers including the Brahmins, Chetri/Ksatri,
Baisya and Sudra. As their population grew, they began to conspire against the native kings.
The Rajputs that came to Nepal (Kathmandu valley) took over the local Newars and Tamang kings. After
this, they gave themselves a title of “Malla”— the martial clan. As the family feud ensued, the
descendants of this group divided Nepal (Kathmandu valley) into three kingdoms—Kantipur, Lalitpur
and Bhaktapur.
The Rajputs that came to Lama-Jhang also took over the Lama kingdom (Tamang/Gurung). After this,
they gave themselves the title of “Sha”—the chieftain. The descendants of this group further spread and
took over many other indigenous nations. Chief among them were Ling-Ling (the hill kingdom of
Tamang Ghale, presently known as of Gorkha), Palpa (the kingdom of the Magars), Nuwa Kot (the nine
kingdoms of the Tamang people).
Finally by the 1770s, this group captured the three kingdoms of Nepal (Kathmandu valley) – Kantipur,
Lalitpur, and Bhaktapur. This event is considered the beginning of the systemic colonization of the
indigenous Himalayan nations. At the time, there were over four dozens Himalayan kingdoms, some of
which could not be colonized and remained sovereign until recently—e.g. Tibet, Bhotang, Sikkim,
Mustang. By the 1820s, most of the native Himalayan kingdoms of north, east, west and south of
Kathmandu valley had been colonized. The Khas colonization campaign continued until it was halted by
the war with Tibet in the 1790s and with the British East-India company in 1814. This in effect set the
new era for what people know today as Nepal and determined its current boundary.
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Contrary to what the Khas history book says about their glorious victory over the native Himalayan
peoples (“Purkhale Arjeko Rajya”), none of the Himalayan kingdoms were won by fighting a war. The
lowland Indo-Dravidian Khas refugees were no match against the robust hill natives. However, all of the
native nations fell to the Khas colonization through deceit and trickery, especially by inciting conflicts
within families and between clans. Once the natives were duped into trickery, the real cruelty against
them began. A well-documented history of Kirtipur, for example, shows that the Khas colonizers chopped
noses, ears, tongues, eyes of everyone including women and children of the town after they had agreed
to truce and surrendered their weapons (Giuseppe, 1799 ). The Khas colonizers then began trampling
over the native cultural monuments, looted their property, confiscated their lands, raped their women and
enslaved the men.
The riches of the Khas colonists today come from the lootings of the assets and wealth of the native
Himalayan peoples, particularly the Buddhist monasteries and palaces where the natives stored their
treasures, and robbing the native people of their land, resources and labors. Stealing from the natives had
been the modus operandi of the Khas colonists since the beginning of Nepali state.
It is only in this historical context that the findings of this study seem to make some sense and should be
interpreted.
Today, the Khas colonists are collectively known as “Jyarti” in the native Tamang language, and “Khas”,
“Parbatiya” or “people of the caste system” or Jaati in Nepali. They are the people of Indo-Dravidian
origin. Elsewhere, they are known as Tamil, Ariyan, Rajput, Bharatia, Hindustani, Brahmin,
Chetri/Ksatri, Baisyam Sudra, Dalit etc.
Just as what is known as India today, in terms of its political boundary, may be credited to the British
East-India Company, what is known as Nepal today is credited to this Indo-Dravidian Khas group.
However, unlike the British, the Indo-Dravidian people still remain in the Himalayan nations. Until
recently, Nepal meant only the Kathmandu valley, and still today the older generation refer to Kathmandu
as Nepal.
Today, the Khas colonists are the rulers of Nepal. They control Nepal’s government and all its branches
– the executive, judiciary and legislative bodies. They have absolute control over the military, police and
other state apparatus. They hold onto these as their only means to stay in Nepal. They are the only wealthy
group in Nepal.

Implication for Policy: Ending Corruption
Given that discrimination against the indigenous peoples and corruption are systemic, institutionalized
and entrenched in Nepal’s political history, any policy proposal to counter them must also be equally
systemic and institutionalized. A strong rule of law is a necessary condition. However, it is hard to
imagine that such laws will emerge internally from the corrupt lawmakers who benefit from the lack of
rule of law. The laws in Nepal are designed and created by the politicians for their own best interests. As
mentioned earlier, Nepal’s current constitution, the mother of all laws, was designed by the IndoDravidians to subjugate the indigenous Himalayan peoples. The existing laws do not protect the human
rights and property rights of the indigenous Himalayan peoples. Instead, they make the indigenous
Himalayan peoples vulnerable to exploitation. To create a strong rule of law, the Indo-Dravidian
lawmakers will need to be replaced with the indigenous lawmakers, or those who have genuine interest
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in the cause of the indigenous people. Under the current political structure, this outcome is very unlikely.
The Indo-Dravidian group controls all of the political parties, media, army, police, educational institution
and bureaucratic machines.
Next option is the court. The judiciary system is supposed to be the balancing force against the corrupt
legislative and executive branches. However, when the court itself is corrupt and the laws of the land are
unjust, the courts become an instrument of injustice-- they enforce unjust laws. There is little hope that
such courts can offer justice to the indigenous peoples. Nepal’s court was not designed to provide justice
to the indigenous Himalaya peoples. Even in cases when the courts offer some justice, there is no lawenforcement mechanism in place. Police are just as corrupt as the politicians and the judges. The IndoDravidian group controls judiciary, executive and the legislative branches of the government.
This leaves the indigenous Himalayan peoples with few choices. Some indigenous groups have tempted
to choose revolutionary means. But such violent approaches are too costly. History shows that the human
cost of political revolutions outweighs the social benefits of such revolutions. There is no guarantee that
such methods will work. Such approaches may not also be consistent with the values of the indigenous
Himalayan peoples, who are largely Buddhist and Bon practitioners. The indigenous Himalayan peoples
are of peaceful culture and nature. They practice the principal of co-existence-- kindness, peace, dignity,
generosity, openness, inclusiveness and equanimity. These qualities make the indigenous peoples
vulnerable to exploitation by outsiders because the outsiders (Indo-Dravidians) have different values and
are more violent; they perceive the aforementioned qualities of the indigenous people as weaknesses.
One peaceful approach is to provide external protection to the vulnerable indigenous Himalayan peoples.
International human rights organizations can play an important role to this end. Many new nations have
been built through human rights-based external pressure. However, because these organizations do not a
have public mandate, the corrupt governments can refuse to ratify any legally binding international laws.
For the international laws to be effective there must also be people who can exercise the law. The
indigenous Himalayan peoples do not have the capacity to take advantage of the international human
rights laws because they are largely illiterate and poor.
Furthermore, Nepal’s corrupt politicians already planted their cronies at international human rights
organizations and in diplomatic corpse, including at the United Nations. Disguised as human rights
activists, these political representatives serve the interest of the corrupt government by creating a smoke
screen, which paints a false image of the corrupt government as one that is democratic and peaceful. The
international communities rarely know the facts on the ground. Some international human rights
organizations have also become a weapon of the rich, which they use to punish other governments that
they do not like. To avoid such outcomes, corrupt politicians, particularly those with no self-worth and
dignity, tend to please all the international communities by surrendering themselves to the will of the
foreign powers. This is the case with Nepal.
To overcome these complex problems, all people who genuinely seek the social wellbeing of all human
beings should form a global support-network. The issues of the indigenous peoples is the issue of social
justice. The indigenous leaders throughout the world should lead this effort. They should establish a
separate, independent and powerful Indigenous Human Rights Council at the highest level, at the U.N.
or at other world bodies. The council should serve as the global platform from which the indigenous
peoples can launch strong legal actions against the governments, groups and individuals that commit
crimes against the indigenous peoples. They should create specific resolutions at the Security Council of
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the United Nations. They should formulate specific and targeted policies to protect the indigenous
peoples’ human and property rights. Their core function should be to bring the corrupt governments,
groups and individuals to the International Criminal Court (ICC) to be tried for crimes against humanity.
The world’s apex body should force the Nepal government to give indigenous Himalayan peoples the
first right to their homeland and its resources.
The ultimate goal of any indigenous policy should be to empower the indigenous peoples to self-govern
their own homeland. When they self-govern their own land and people, they will be free from
exploitation and discrimination. The indigenous Himalayan peoples need financial, educational, legal,
technical and other material supports to realize this goal. Any international human rights policy for the
indigenous peoples must guarantee these needs. A strong and legally binding resolution at the United
Nations’ Security Council to support the self-governance of the indigenous Himalayan peoples may
provide a needed start to reduce the government corruption, and may protect and empower the indigenous
Himalayan peoples.
As long as the indigenous Himalayan peoples feel that they are being treated unfairly, discriminated
against, displaced and excluded in their own homeland, there will always be risks of social conflicts.

Conclusion
The findings suggest that stealing from the poor is a major threat to the indigenous peoples’ social and
economic advancement. If such practices of the perpetrators (government, NGOs, other agents) are not
checked properly, and if the vulnerable victims are not protected, there is little hope that the indigenous
peoples and their communities will ever be economically developed and advanced. The findings have
important implications for social development policies, such as asset building (Sherraden, 1992), because
poor people can build assets only if what they saved and built are protected from being stolen.
Any efforts to help rebuild the indigenous Tamang villages, therefore, must be directed to the native
Tamang people if any positive outcome is to be expected. The Tamang people appear to have no
representation and confidence in the Khas regime. Transfer of funds through the Khas regime is likely to
lead to corruption and further victimization of the already vulnerable native Himalayan people.
The findings indicate that natural disasters can potentially provide an important opportunity for a poor
country like Nepal and its indigenous peoples to transform their communities from poverty to prosperity.
However, if the government is corrupt, not representative of the indigenous peoples and steals from the
victims, natural disasters can push the victims further into destitute. A strong and legally binding
resolution at the United Nations’ Security Council to support the self-governance of the indigenous
Himalayan peoples may reduce the government corruption, protect and empower the indigenous
Himalayan peoples.
Limitation
This is an ongoing study and the findings presented here are preliminary findings. The findings are largely
based on observation and interview data. A nationally representative survey of the victims of the
earthquake would further enlighten our understanding of the causes and consequences of the disaster on
poor people, particularly the indigenous peoples. Despite these limitations, this study provided some
insights on why indigenous peoples, such as Tamang people of Nepal, continue to be poor.
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