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Propositions 

1. Mechanistic models of intervention are too rigid and too specialized to address 
messy real-world problems, and reductionism is too small and too thin to under­
stand intentional, sense-making human beings (this thesis). 

2. Intervention is an interaction or a negotiation process where intervening agencies, 
intervened parties and other actors bring in different (rather than a different level 
of) expertise and analytical capacity to facilitate mutual learning, joint action, 
negotiation, accommodation, consensus building and so forth (this thesis). 

3. Human ideas, experiences, and intentions are not objective things like molecules 
and atoms, and results of any attempt to change human behaviour through instru­
mental reasoning or technical intervention would be of a temporary nature (this 
thesis). 

4. Unless all elements of the knowledge system are appropriately calibrated with, 
innovation cannot realise its full potential (this thesis). 

5. People are not inanimate objects like planets and stars with no will or energy of 
their own (Uphoff 1992). 

6. Problem situations can be made visible to people through language, sense-making 
and other mental exercises as people are sense makers, knowledgeable and capable 
(this thesis). 

7. Mismatch among various components of the knowledge system is likely to make a 
development effort slip comfortably back to TOT (this thesis). 

8. What to take as a goal? To fly to touch the Moon with your hand (Nepal's Great 
Poet, Laxmi Prasad Devkota). 

9. Agriculture produces vital products for mankind but paradoxically this does not 
result in a corresponding strong economic position for farmers (Veerman 1994). 

10. What to do with wealth- hand's dirt, a bag of gold; living on happily with wild 
vegetables is better (Great Poet, Laxmi Prasad Devkota). 

11. The Earth has enough to sustain everyone's need. But not enough to satisfy 
everyone's greed (Mahatma Gandhi). 

12. Work is thy worship, reward is not thy concern (Bhagwat Geeta). 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Nowhere are new directions in the agricultural development process more urgently 
required than in Nepal. The Green Revolution has passed over the country almost 
unnoticed. The bulk of farmers are under severe pressure to produce more from a 
degraded resource base without relevant technologies. Overuse and misuse of an already 
shrinking agricultural resource base has become reality. As a result, agriculture, the 
livelihood of about 90 percent of Nepal's population, has become seriously threatened. 
Although a considerable part of the cause lies with Nepal's difficult terrain, the lack of 
transport and development infrastructures, and the diversity and extremes prevailing in the 
country, part of the problem has stemmed from our understanding and activities as agents 
of development. This research seeks to address the problems and issues with respect to the 
latter. 

1.1 Research context: nature of problem 

Of the many development problems faced by the Himalayan kingdom of Nepal, feeding a 
growing population is the most critical. The available statistics suggest, that despite 
organized efforts to improve agricultural productivity, the growth in food production in 
the country in the last one and a half decades has not kept pace with population growth 
(nearly 2.1 percent or increasing by more than 350,000 people every year). It is also 
evident that the "Green Revolution" type of technologies have not taken hold (Sacay 
1987, Balogun et. al. 1988, Smye 1991, Sill and Kirkby 1991, Mahat 1991). Although 
some intensification of agriculture has taken place, there is evidence that yields have 
actually declined over the last 20 years as poorer land has been brought into cultivation 
(Thapa and Koirala 1992, NPC 1992). Whatever be the reasons, agriculture, the 
livelihood of about 90 percent of Nepal's population, has become seriously threatened - as 
suggested by the Theory of Himalayan Environmental Degradation1, or other rival 
theories and explanations (for example see Ives and Messerli 1989). 

In the Nepal Agricultural Sector Strategy Study, the Asian Development Bank noted that, 
in 1966, yields of cereal crops- especially of rice- in Nepal were among the highest in 
South Asia, whereas by the 1980s they had dropped to be among the lowest. This study 
characterized Nepal's agricultural sector as follows (ADB 1982): 

• a high-man-land ratio 
• great disparity in land ownership 
• high, debilitating rentals 
• large numbers of poorly fed livestock of low productivity and high level of 

disease 
• declining forage base 
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• inadequate knowledge of modern production technology 
• ineffective extension services 
• lack of timely availability of external inputs 
• scarcity of institutional credit and other support services for tenants and small 

farmers 
• deteriorating environment 
• declining soil fertility and reduced yield 
• reduced availability of the full range of forest products. 

* 

Indeed, as appeared at the top of the above list, Nepal's population density in relation to 
cultivated land (7562 persons per square kilometre) is one of the highest in the world 
(Farrington and Mathema 1991). It is not only the population density, but also livestock 
per human inhabitant (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987) and per unit of land area (Joshi 1992) 
are among the highest in the developing world. Several studies conducted in Nepal have 
reported that livestock population pressure is considerable. This has resulted in 
overgrazing and a heavy pressure on the ecology of the country leading to an ecological 
and environmental imbalance due to an excessive drain on natural resources (Joshi 1992, 
Rajbhandary and Shah 1981). Therefore, according to Blaikie and Brookfield (1987), 
Nepal, with an immensely varied environment, including the world's highest mountains, a 
strip of the Gangetic plain, and the high-altitude desert of the trans-Himalaya, is a classic 
area for the study of land degradation. 

The problem of Nepal's agriculture is that of declining agricultural productivity and 
increasing pressure on land, water and forests. This is further exacerbated by an increas­
ing human and livestock population. Nepal's agricultural problems and crises are 
complex. This requires better understanding of the present status of its agricultural 
systems in its three major agroecological regions (the mountain, the hill, and the Terai 
regions) and their interconnections and interdependencies. 

Of the three regions, the hill and mountain regions have a clear degradation of the 
ecological integrity of the system, which Jodha (1989) characterized as a fragile, 
marginal, diverse niche (Vaidya and Gibbon 1994). De Boer (1989: 139) stated: 

"The role that increased human and livestock exploitation plays in downstream 
sedimentation problems is disputed. While on-site soil erosion certainly increases as 
forest cover is lost and forested land is converted to cropland or common grazing 
land, there is much less evidence that serious downstream problems are caused by 
discharges from upstream, overexploited watersheds. Nevertheless, whether carried 
downstream or deposited in the same watershed, soil erosion on hilly land poses 
serious threats to future land productivity and stability." 

It has now become apparent that traditional agricultural systems are no longer sustainable, 
with both human and livestock population densities exerting a pressure upon the land that 
is insupportable. Despite the overload, Nepal is still a net importer of livestock products. 
This suggests that the individual productivity per livestock unit in Nepal is very low. 
Farmers' efforts to increase agricultural production to meet their requirements for basic 
survival, have exacerbated an already critical situation. This is leading to further 
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intensification of the downward spiral of decline in soil fertility and environmental 
degradation, as more marginal areas are brought into cultivation, and forests are 
overexploited to support livestock and humans alike (Abington 1992: 5). In many areas in 
the hills, the balance between forest and arable land has now been irrevocably disturbed 
(Seddon 1990). 

Although the nature and form of agricultural problems in the Terai are different from 
those in the hills and mountain regions, they are no less severe. The 1991 national census 
reported that the population in the Terai is increasing at a rate of 4.2 percent per annum, 
contrasting with that of 1.6 percent in the hills, and a national average of 2.1 percent 
(Abington and Clinch 1992). Such a rapid increase in population density in the Terai, due 
to combined natural growth and immigration, has considerably increased population 
pressure on the existing land and forest resources. Not only have surpluses of food grains 
rapidly declined, but also the reduction of forests has been dramatic. The Terai forests 
have been heavily depleted during recent decades as farmers have moved from the hills to 
the plains (and also north from neighbouring India) and cleared the forests for cultivation 
(Gilmour and Fisher 1991). This followed the eradication of malaria in the 1950s, making 
permanent habitation possible. In addition to this, the 1970s' active government 
resettlement programs encouraged the expansion of the agricultural base in the Terai. This 
prompted the United Nations mission on needs assessment for population activities to 
report in 1979 that all exploitable forests would be depleted there by 1990 if unplanned 
migration from the hills to the Terai and the present rate of deforestation continue 
(Seddon 1990). Not only were there problems with expansion of the agricultural base and 
deforestation in the Terai, but also, according to Sharma and Anderson (1984), increased 
silting and floods have begun to erode a sustained production base there. 

Not surprisingly, nearly ten years ago some foreign professionals had logically suggested 
introducing major changes in the agricultural sector to increase production, and to ensure 
that the surpluses generated would be productively reinvested within the country. They 
warned that otherwise economic and political collapse would be experienced within a 
decade or so (Blaikie, Cameron and Seddon 1982). 

The problem of agriculture in Nepal is thus not only complex, but also greatly concerns 
the maintenance of an effective balance between development and the environment 
through a balanced and complementary utilization of existing natural resources. Given this 
situation of rapid environmental degradation and consequently declining production levels, 
the unsustainability of the mountain environment and the development of sustainable 
agricultural systems are priority issues. 

The government of Nepal has realized this, and the authors of the Eighth Five Year 
Development Plan state (NPC 1992: 119-20): 

"The biggest challenge today is to achieve stability and sustainability in agricultural 
and forestry development by fostering mutual complementarities among agriculture, 
forestry and natural resources. Sustainability in agricultural development cannot be 
achieved unless a close coordination is maintained among agro-ecological condi­
tions, farming systems and forestry-resource utilization. Hence, the task of advanc-
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ing these three aspects as complementary and supplementary elements poses a 
significant challenge in the formulation of the agriculture sector plan". 

Even more significant than the Eighth Plan in terms of ensuring a focus on sustainability 
is the new Constitution of Nepal written following the restoration of democracy. The 
1990 Constitution recognizes the need for preservation of the environment and a wiser use 
of natural resources. Sub-article 4 of Article 26 (Chapter A) states that the Kingdom of 
Nepal will give priority to raising public awareness on environmental issues, to mitigating 
the adverse effects development works have upon the environment, and to the conserva­
tion of rare fauna and flora (HMG 1991). 

1.2 Intervention: focus of the research 

The rapid deterioration in the ecological balance of the hill and Terai regions, and the 
urgency of action needed to reverse this trend are, indeed, recognized by the authorities 
in Nepal. The community forestry program is just one example. The program was 
initiated in 1976 following realization of the need to address the deteriorating condition of 
the country's forests. As discussed earlier the sustainability of hill farming systems is 
contingent upon the management, protection and utilization of forests. Estimates show 
that from 3.5 to 6 ha of forest land are required to support each hectare of crop land 
(Denholm 1991). Likewise, the government's policy and commitment to the sustainable 
use of natural resources were accepted and included in His Majesty the King's address to 
the 33rd Session of the National Panchayat (dissolved following the initiation of 
multiparty democracy in 1990) (Jha 1992): 

".. .Activities such as deforestation for the sake of cultivation have given rise to the 
problems relating to low fertility, soil conservation, environment and energy. We 
have now no other choice than to confront these problems... With a view to improv­
ing forest conservation to resolve the ecological problems as well as soil erosion, 
my government has decided to impose restrictions on the export of timber and 
firewood...". 

Despite increased public sector (which includes governmental and non-governmental 
agencies) and private initiatives to reverse natural resource degradation, available 
evidence suggests that the situation has worsened. Agricultural development efforts in the 
past proved inadequate to tackle many of the problems and issues. In 1988, the workshop 
on "Agricultural Development Experiences in Nepal", organized by the International 
Centre for Integrated Mountain Development in collaboration with the government of 
Nepal, concluded (ICIMOD 1989): 

" Even after seven major development plans, the country's most serious problem is 
that of a virtually stagnant agricultural sector in face of a rapidly growing popula­
tion and a deteriorating physical environment. The basic question now and then 
remains the same, that is how can a hill farm with a family of six persons owning 
less than 0.5 ha achieve a decent standard of living with such a meagre resource." 


