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Froma centralized state, Nepal adopted federalism in 2015 and local level electionswere held in 2017, after twenty

years since the last local election. In this light, this study aims to explore how alternative theories and models of

rural community development could operate in the new system. An extensive review of literature on this ield

was done to understand the focal concepts and their relationships. It was followed by document analysis to con-

textualize these concepts by understanding local governments' local systems and settings in Nepal. This research

suggests that heterogeneity in Nepalese communities has had its effects on social capital accumulation and effec-

tive participation. It also found that the lack of meaningful interaction between marginalized rural communities

and public institutions has limited their economic opportunities and development capacity. However, with institu-

tional arrangements of inclusive representation, afirmative action, and other policy measures adopted in the new

system of governance as guaranteed by the new constitution's provisions, foundations have been laid to increase

the stock of bridging social capital and promote community action. Furthermore, with the emergence of new lead-

ers elected in the local level election of 2017 and other informal community leaderships, a 'mediating agency' is

identiied to link communities and public institutions and mobilize local assets to create economic opportunities

through their linking ties.

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by TAF Publishing

INTRODUCTION

Nepal is listed in the group of least developed countries

(United Nations, 2018). Despite having abundant natural

resources, young workforce and big tourism potential, be-

ing considered among the poorest countries in the world is

an irony. Economic growth has not been at a satisfactory

rate and the country was characterized by political transi-

tion and instability in recent decades. Nepal went through

a decade of internal conlict, which ended in 2006. The con-

lict took the lives of seventeen thousand people and made

huge damage to public properties and infrastructures.

The development process took a halt and youth started lee-

ing the country to become immigrant workers abroad in

search of jobs. Nepal’s two giant neighbors, India and China

are growing exponentially, and Nepal has failed to match

them or take big advantage from them. According to the

economic survey conducted by Ministry of Finance (2019),

the average annual economic growth rate of Nepal in the

last decade has only been 4.6 percent. The same survey

also found that preceding decade was even worse with only

2.2 percent average growth rate, due to the internal con-

lict. The internal conlict and sluggish growth is largely at-

tributed to the economic and socio-cultural inequality fu-

eled by heavily centralized government system that was in-

effective to practice good governance and provide service

delivery (Lawoti & Pahari, 2009).

Nepal is a country demographically heterogeneous and ge-

ographically diverse. It is a multi- ethnic, multi-lingual and

multi-religious country. Themajority of thepopulation lives

in rural areas, and about 70 percent are dependent on agri-

culture. Despite that, the contribution of agriculture sector

to the national GDP of Nepal is only 27 percent and the aver-
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age annual growth rate of agriculture sector has only been

3.1 percent over the last decade (Ministry of Finance, 2019).

This suggests that a lot needs to be done to either improve

the productivity of this sector or create employment and vi-

able livelihood opportunities in secondary or tertiary sec-

tors of the economy.

However, the traditional practice of a heavily centralized

governance formulating top-down development policies,

couldn’t generate active participation and develop own-

ership from marginalized groups and rural communities.

There is an urgent need to break free from the shackles

of failure of government programs in yielding desired out-

comes and prevent valuable resources being used unpro-

ductively. It is in this light that the development discourse

of Nepal has been shifting from traditional to more recent

alternative theories and models of development.

With the transformation of Nepal into a federal democratic

republic from a centralized state through promulgation of a

new constitution in 2015, it has embarked on a new path of

governance, development and progress. Local bodies have

new leaders elected from the local level election of 2017

that took place after twenty years since the last local elec-

tion. Hence, themajor attention has now shifted from polit-

ical activism tomore towards socio-economic development.

Long awaitedpolitical stability canbe seen and therefore in-

creasing emphasis is on adoption of newermodels of devel-

opment for faster growth and development. This has coin-

cided with a general trend in the development fraternity of

shifting focus from traditional and conventional approaches

to studying development, to viewing it from alternative per-

spectives. Social capital and assets based community devel-

opment approach are alternative theories and approaches

that are prominent in this regard.

This research thus seeks to identify the focal concepts of

these alternative perspectives and understand their rela-

tionships, through review of existing literature. It then aims

to contextualize these concepts in the local systems and set-

tings of Nepal and explore how such theories and models

could operate in the new system of local governance to de-

velop rural communities inNepal. Considering that the new

system of local governance is only in practice since 2017

and the newly formed local governments are at their learn-

ing stages, this research aims to provide novel contribution

by identifying the foundations laid by the new constitution

of Nepal and systems in place for such alternative ideas to

operate. This study therefore is signiicant and especially

timely to provide an added perspective to the local gover-

nance knowledge and practice in Nepal.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Shift Towards Alternative Development Theories and

Approaches

The traditional top-down models of development relied

heavily on central governments and aid agencies to play

major role in formulating development programs and poli-

cies and implementing it to meet the needs or solve prob-

lems being faced by the rural communities. Such centrally

planned top-down heavy initiatives required less involve-

ment or participation from the people and therefore they

were regarded as passive recipients or ‘clients’ and not a

role fulilling ‘citizen’ (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). Exter-

nal actors such as aid agencies and I/NGOs came to com-

munities and surveyed about the deiciencies there, identi-

ied the perceived needs of the communities and prescribed

the solutions they could offer to solve the problems existing

there.

Escobar (1995) critiqued the top-down model as disem-

powering to the local people and pointed that these were a

failure due to local people not taking ownership, but rather

making them always look towards outsiders for help. He

said that the consequences of a top-down heavy develop-

ment approach without effective local participation would

be counterproductive. There is a fear that such an approach

promotes dependency on outsiders and community mem-

bers become passive in their own development efforts. In-

creased dependency on outsiders leads toweakening social

ties among members of the community due to less inter-

action and that will have damaging effects on the neighbor

relationship, as “the glue that binds communities together

is weakened” (Kretzman & McKnight, 1993; Punluekdej &

Srisorn, 2017). Haines (2014) further states that the needs

based top-down projects mainly looked for existing prob-

lems. However, if they focused on problems, causes were

often overlooked and if they looked to address the causes,

they were too ‘overwhelming’. For example, providing so-

lutions to root causes such as poverty or unemployment is

too big a task for a single community. Therefore, aiming to

provide solutions to such issues may lead to the creation

of ‘unreasonable expectations’ and failure to achieve that

leading to ‘disappointments’ (Haines, 2014). Furthermore,

such projects also attracted criticisms for being hugely de-

pendent on external actors who work for various organiza-

tions such as national and international non-governmental,

nonproit organizations and multilateral aid agencies. Out

of the valuable resources meant for providing services to

people, a considerable portion of it went to administrative

andoverhead costs i.e. paying the staffs andmaintaining the

cost of operation which have also raised questions on efi-
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ciency and effectiveness of such organizations (Cuyugan et

al., 2017; Burkart, Wakolbinger, & Toyasaki, 2018; Haines,

2014).

Assets Based Community Development

Kretzman andMcKnight (1993) challenged the idea that lo-

cal communities were incapable of addressing their prob-

lems. Hence, they developed a bottom-up alternative,

Assets Based Community Development (ABCD) approach.

This approach diverted the attention of people towards a

more empowering idea where people could identify and

mobilize their existing assets available within local commu-

nities to solve collective problems of the community. Such

bottom-up approach combined with external assistance ac-

cording to indings of Nikkhah and Redzuan (2009), fos-

ter participation and empower the community, which ulti-

mately leads to sustainable development outcomes. On the

contrary, they found that top-down approaches limited par-

ticipation and therefore not signiicantly empower the com-

munity to lead to sustainable development.

In order to identify existing assets in the community, mem-

bers can develop an Assets Map, which enlists assets

present in the community in the form of physical resources,

talents or skills of individuals, their associations with one

another and the formal institutional arrangements in the

community (Green, 2014). ABCD thus is very useful to lo-

cate untapped and unidentiied local assets, mobilize and

connect these assets to solve community problems or work

for collective advancement of the community. ABCD recog-

nizes that assets are multifunctional and therefore, choices

need to bemade on how it should be used. They can be used

in consumption, but at the same time be used in production

to create value added outputs (Green & Haines, 2015). By

concentrating on assets present in the community, (Haines,

2014) argues it creates a positive snowball effect that will

create an inluence in other areas of the community, includ-

ing addressing its problems and needs.

ABCD approach, “particularly draws attention to social as-

sets: the particular talents of individuals, as well as the so-

cial capital inherent in the relationships that fuel local as-

sociations and informal networks” (Mathie & Cunningham,

2003). This is in line with the belief of Kretzman and McK-

night (1993) that, local people’s capacities and their associ-

ations form the basis of a strong and powerful community.

Therefore, not only does it consider the natural resources or

the physical and inancial capital present in the community

as valuable but the formal and informal network of social

ties are considered to be valuable too. These ties among

individuals, associations and organizations present in the

community known as social capital, foster avenues for part-

nership and community mobilization.

Social Capital

Theories on social capital have taken prominence in vari-

ous disciplines ranging across economics, sociology and in

recent times to disaster research and community develop-

ment. Coleman (1988) identiied social capital as a paral-

lel with other identiied capitals such as inancial, physi-

cal and human capital. He stated that relationships within

the family and outside of it in the community had con-

siderable value. Adding to this research, Gittell and Vi-

dal (1998) introduced the bonding and bridging social cap-

ital concepts in community organizing. Distinction was

made on the nature of relationships between individuals

and associations in the community. Bonding social capital

is the nature of connectionwithinmembers of similar social

groups and communities who are characterized by demo-

graphic similarity. Examples include relationships within

families, kinships, neighbors, people from same race, eth-

nicity, etc. On the other hand, bridging social capital is a

connection between members belonging to different race,

ethnicity, socioeconomic status, etc. (Putnam, 2000; Wool-

cock & Narayan, 2000). Fukuyama (2002) further states

that bridging social capital increases the ‘radius of trust’

from just family or kinship to wider society through inter-

action.

Following the aforementioned two distinctions, scholars

have added another distinction of social capital as linking

social capital. The concept of linking social capital is about

the relationship between individuals, organizations and in-

stitutions lying in a different hierarchy of power. Recent

studies about linking social capital can be seen centered

around the network of relationship between people, com-

munity and formal institutions or in other terms between

citizen and those in power (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015; Mi-

namoto, 2010; Woolcock, 2001). The key distinction be-

tween bridging social capital and linking social capital is

the nature of connection among networks. Claridge (2018)

states that bridging social capital is a horizontal relation-

ship with different social groups, whereas linking social

capital is a vertical relationship with institutions and those

in different status of power.

In his research on the role of social capital in disaster re-

covery Daniel Aldrich found that social capital played a vital

role in the building of resilient communities and “overcom-

ing of barriers to collective action” (Aldrich &Meyer, 2015).

He found that areas characterized with higher social capi-

tal couldmobilize their residents to participate and recover
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quickly. Alesina and La Ferrara (2000) also argue that so-

cial ties fromboth formal and informal networks in the com-

munity are vital to build their capacities and inluence pol-

icymakers to gain access to economic resources. Such in-

vestments made by use of bridging and linking social capi-

tal present in local social networks according to Aldrich and

Meyer (2015), are cheaper yet more eficient, effective and

have better sustainable impacts than compared to interven-

tions only focused on physical infrastructures.

Hence, scholars in the ields of both social capital and

assets-based approach to community development empha-

size the importance of local social networks and use of it to

maximize socio-economic gains for individuals, communi-

ties and nation as a whole. By identifying local assets and

using the networks in the community to connect and mo-

bilize, communities can build their capacities and improve

their livelihood through the creation of better economic op-

portunities.

Mathie and Cunningham (2003) argued that through mobi-

lization of bonding social capital and enhancement of bridg-

ing social capital, local economic opportunities could be de-

veloped. They state, “ABCD is a practical application of the

concept of social capital” (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003).

Woolcock and Narayan (2000) too point out that increasing

the stock of bridging social capital of the poor is important

to build their capacity. Linking the poor andmarginalized to

institutions and power is of an utmost signiicance for them

to be able to utilize their local assets and turn them into pro-

ductive economic outcomes.

Participation, Heterogeneity and Social Capital

Chambers (1983) advocated participatory development as

a key to development of poor communities. He argued

that participation is key for inclusion of poor into decision-

making. Mansuri and Rao (2004) believe this enables in-

corporation of local ideas into development projects, bet-

ter design and effective monitoring of development activi-

ties. To encourage participation in development activities

and to build community capacity, interventions for devel-

opment of human resources, leadership, organizations and

existing social networks must be done (Chaskin, Brown,

Venkatesh, & Vidal, 2001). More recent advocates of en-

gaging people into development practice, voice for adop-

tion of more empowering and more meaningful participa-

tion strategies. Traditional participation strategies limiting

to informing and consulting, in their view, do not empower

people as desired (Nikkhah & Redzuan, 2009; Ross, Bald-

win, & Carter, 2016). Strategies such as co-production, are

believed to empower people and give them central position

in development planning and practice. The degree to which

power is diffused to people and their levels of participation

in designing, implementing and evaluating programs con-

siderably vary as compared to traditional strategies of par-

ticipation. Krishna (2002) proposes an eficient way to cre-

ate and build social capital in a relatively less period of time.

That is through an engagement of state in “co-producing

services alongside community groups, made more effec-

tive by public investments in social capital” (Krishna, 2002).

Michael B. Marks, links co-production to social capital and

asset-based approach to further illustrate the signiicance

of co-production in community activities. He states:

“Coproduction is an asset-based approach that rewards

contributions and alters the notion of work within human

service programs and in communities. Its core principle of

reciprocity aims to expand the beneits of co-production ac-

tivities from individuals, to organizations, to groupsof orga-

nizations and to neighborhoods and communities” (Marks,

2008).

The co-production framework enables people to participate

in service delivery and not just remain as passive benei-

ciaries of services. People are seen as important resources,

contributors and agents for change to build local communi-

ties (Mansuri & Rao, 2012).

However, strategies such as co-production and assets based

approach to build and utilize the social capital have chal-

lenges in heterogeneous communities. Various researches

on heterogeneity have concluded that it has its effect on so-

cial capital formation and ultimately on the level of partici-

pation. Alesina and La Ferrara (2000) argue that social cap-

ital formation is weak in economically unequal, racially and

ethnically heterogeneous societies because people have

more trust and are more comfortable among people be-

longing to the similar economic group, race or ethnicity.

Thus, people are more connected among people of their

own caste or kinship. This claim is also supported by Lin

(2000), who found evidences from research that showed

varying amounts of social capital or access to resources

across gender, race and ethnicity based on the structural

position they occupy and what their associated networks

were in the society. It was found that social networks of

women and minorities were “deicient in resources or in

social capital” (Lin, 2000). A disadvantaged group would

mostly have networkswithmembers belonging to the same

group and hence their network would be deicient in social

capital as compared to other privileged groups. Coffé and

Geys (2006) carried out a study at local government level

and found that ethnic heterogeneity had signiicant nega-

tive effects on social capital formation.
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Woolcock (2001) further found out that in heterogenous

communities, having few predominant caste and ethnici-

ties over numerous minority groups is problematic, if the

public institutions are weak. However, he also states that

diversity could be an asset if certain preconditions are ful-

illed. Strong institutional arrangements to address the in-

clusion of diverse ethnic minorities and measures to pro-

mote bridging activities between heterogeneous communi-

ties could lead to effective community participation and ul-

timately development of their capacities. Alesina and Fer-

rara (2005) also suggest that diversity could lead to more

productive outcomes if different skills of heterogeneous

groups are complementary to each other. This will con-

tribute to avoid conlicts and disagreements. Hence mea-

sures to bridging social network and cooperation among

heterogeneous groups are vital to achieving active partic-

ipation through strong institutional arrangements with in-

clusive representation.

For economic growth and development of communities,

(Woolcock & Narayan, 2000) state that “the nature and ex-

tent of the interactions between communities and institu-

tions hold the key to understanding the prospects for de-

velopment”. Hence communities without meaningful inter-

action with state institutions lack behind and fail to easily

access state services. To tackle this crisis in relation, local

leadership plays an important role as a mediating agency

between communities and state and also transforms the

static social capital present within the communities into an

active social capital (Krishna, 2002). The active social net-

work can then identify local assets and mobilize it for com-

munity development by creating local economic opportuni-

ties.

METHODS

In order to achieve the objectives of this research, exten-

sive review of existing literature was done on assets based

approaches to community development and social capital.

Data and information were gathered through secondary

sources such as books, academic journals, and other schol-

arly literature from prominent scholars and practitioners

in these ields. They were reviewed to identify and build

a deeper understanding of the focal concepts and their re-

lationships.

Document analysis followed the literature review stage to

gain an insight into the ground reality of Nepal’s local gover-

nance systems and rural communities. Bowen et al. (2009)

states that document analysis is helpful in contextualizing

research in one’s ield, as documents provide relevant data

and background information on the subject. He further

claims that when the main evidence in an enquiry is consti-

tuted within documents, this method is suitable. The Con-

stitution of Nepal 2015, was the most important document

in order to understand the local systems, contexts and insti-

tutional arrangements. This was because the constitutional

provisions form the basis for local governance in Nepal and

hence this document was a comprehensive tool for sec-

ondary information. Socio-economic and demographic in-

formation on Nepal was gathered through statistical data

from published oficial documents from various sources of

government of Nepal, reports from national and interna-

tional agencies and organizationsworking in the ield of de-

velopment in Nepal. The experience of author himself hav-

ing grownupobserving and studying the rural communities

of Nepal was an important asset for analysis too.

Thus, understanding developed on focal concepts of as-

sets based community development and social capital the-

ory and their relationships from review of existing litera-

ture, are contextualized in the local settings and systems

of Nepal through document analysis. Furthermore, mea-

sures through which these concepts could operate in the

local contexts for development of rural communities is ex-

plored.

RESULTS

Understanding the Local Context

The geographic as well as the demographic composition of

Nepal is diverse and heterogeneous. The country can be

topographically divided into high mountains in the North,

hills in the centre and plain lands of Terai in the South. The

altitude ranges from the lowest point of 70 meters above

sea level to the summit of Mount Everest at 8848 meters,

the highest point on earth. Therefore, the climate in Nepal

ranges from tropical one in the south to Alpine regions

on the Himalayas in the north. Depending upon the zone

and altitude, there are contrasting differences on the plant

and animal bio-diversity and lifestyle of people living there.

Such diversity in a small country like Nepal with an average

north-south distance of only 200 Kilometers is unique.

People living in each of these regions are fromdiverse caste,

ethnicities and socio-economic backgrounds. According to

the last national census carried out by the Central Bureau

of Statistics (CBS) of Nepal, the total population of Nepal

is 26.5 million. There are 125 ethnic and caste groups,

123 languages spoken as mother tongue and up to 10 iden-

tiied religious afiliations. Hindu is the major religion

practiced by 81.34 percent of the population. Other ma-

jor religions that are followed are, 9.04-percent Buddhism,

4.39-percent Islam, 3.05-percent Kirat and 1.42-percent
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Christianity. Nepali is the most spoken language with 44.6

percent of the population speaking it as a mother tongue.

Other major languages spoken are Maithali (11.7%), Bho-

jpuri (6%), Tharu (5.8%), Tamang (5.1%), Newar (3.2%)

etc (Central Bureau of Statiscs, 2019).

Many indigenous ethnic groups such asMadhesi and Tharu,

caste groups such as Dalits and minorities such as Chepang

and Raute have beenmarginalized and have in recent times

startedactivism for their inclusion in state institutions. Peo-

ple from remote rural areas and villages too have voiced

their concern for lack of access to government services. In

this context, addressing diverse aspirations from hetero-

geneous groups for their socio-economic development and

achieving inclusive development through coordinated part-

nerships and active participation is a dificult challenge.

Caste, Ethnicity and Inclusion

Nepalese communities have some predominant caste and

ethnic groups exercising more power and access to re-

sources over fragmented and marginalized minorities. The

high caste Brahmin-Hill and Chhetree are considered as

ruling groups who constitute about 31 percent of the to-

tal population (Central Bureau of Statiscs, 2014). Eastern

Mountain andhill areas have Limbu andRai as predominant

groups. Terai also has some predominant castes and eth-

nicities. Brahmin-Hill, Yadav and Tharu castes are predom-

inant in Eastern, Central andWestern Terai respectively. Ta-

ble 1, below, shows the predominant caste groups present

in different regions of Nepal.

TABLE 1. Predominant caste groups in different regions of Nepal

(Source: Central Bureau of Statiscs (2014)

Area of Nepal Predominant Caste

Eastern Mountain Limbu

Eastern Hill Rai

Eastern Terai Brahmin-Hill

Central Mountain Tamang

Central Hill Tamang

Central Terai Yadav

Western Mountain Gurung, Chhetree

Western Hill Brahmin-Hill, Chhetree

Western Terai Tharu, Brahmin-Hill

Various social problems have unfortunately deep rooted

into the society due to such social divisions. The practice

of the Caste System, where people belonging to a so-called

low caste called as Dalit are considered untouchables, and

various discrimination based on color, gender etc. are few

to name. The Constitution of Nepal 2015 therefore, on the

legal front, regards any discrimination in the name of caste

and ethnicity as a punishable crime. It has also guaranteed

other provisions to address the aforementioned problems

by formulating various commissions representing the op-

pressed, marginalized and minority groups with mandates

to work for their empowerment. Some examples include

National Dalit Commission, National Inclusion Commission

and National Women Commission among others who have

started work for the beneit of low caste groups, marginal-

ized communities and women respectively.

The constitution also directs the Election Commission to

hold election under a mixed electoral system. 60% mem-

bers of the 275-member parliament are elected under irst

past the post system or directly by the people. Remaining

40% are chosen through proportional representation sys-

tem by political parties based on the votes each party get

(Government of Nepal, 2015). Political parties then choose

their representatives proportionately from different gen-

der, religion, caste and ethnicity andminority communities.

The constitution also guarantees the provision of at least

one-third women representation from each political party

in the parliament. Hence, Effective implementation of these

institutional arrangements is aimed to promote acceptance

of heterogeneity and celebration of diversity. However, ef-

fective implementation to bring into the mainstream these

marginalized and oppressed groups, and make linkage to

state institutions for good governance remains a challenge

as these groups have not had their appropriate representa-

tion or experience of being in the mainstream, historically.

Local Governance and Representation

Rural communities in Nepal were deprived of fruitful inter-

actionswith state institutions. Governancewas heavily cen-

tralized and hence people in remote parts of the countries

were deprived of basic services such as access to quality ed-

ucation and healthcare among others. A decade of Maoist

insurgency from 1996 to 2006 further crippled the gover-

nance and local bodies remainedwithout elected leaders for
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two decades. Since the local level election of 1997, it took

20 years to hold the next election of local bodies. The last

local level election in Nepal was held in 2017, after promul-

gation of the new constitution in 2015 that had guaranteed

the provision of restructuring the country into new admin-

istrative divisions under federal structure.

Previously, at the local level, Nepal was divided into 75

districts, 3157 villages, and 217 municipalities. However,

governance remained very centralized and devolution of

power to local bodies wasn’t adequate as major decision-

making authority weren’t in the hands of the local bodies.

After much deliberation and debate between political par-

ties, various committees formed for state restructuring and

other stakeholders, it was inally agreed to divide Nepal

into 7 federal provinces, 77 districts and 753 local bodies.

The local bodies comprise of 6 metropolitan cities, 11 sub-

metropolitan cities, 276 municipalities and 460 rural mu-

nicipalities (Ministry of Finance 2019, 13). The new admin-

istrative divisions are formed in consideration of the pop-

ulation distribution, geography, language, culture, available

natural resources, and community structure among other

factors (Government of Nepal, 2015).

Before the local election of 2017, the local levels were with-

out elected representatives for nearly 2 decades. Civil ser-

vantswere chosen as executive oficers and given the power

and authority to run the local level. The legislative func-

tion of local levels was non-existent and executive orders

were made by the central government. However, with the

promulgation of a new constitution and the successful com-

pletion of the local level election, local bodies now have

their elected representatives. Article 57 of the Constitu-

tion of Nepal 2015 states that the local government will

assume both legislative and executive function. The exec-

utive body shall exercise the power of implementing local

governance while the assembly exercises legislative power

(Government of Nepal, 2015).

The representation system in local governments is mixed,

meaning people directly elect some leaderswhile assembly-

men elect the others with a ‘quota’ arrangement for some

members to be elected fromDalit or minority communities.

Figure 1 below, shows the composition ofMunicipal Assem-

bly (Municipality) and Village Assembly (Rural Municipal-

ity).

FIGURE 1. The composition of village assembly and municipal assembly at local level Source: (Nepal Law Commission, 2019)

The municipal assembly comprises of a Mayor, Deputy

Mayor, Ward chairpersons and 4 members from each ward

who are directly elected by the people through one person

one vote, irst past the post electoral system. The remaining

members are 5 women members elected by the assembly

amongst themselves and 3 members belonging to Dalit or

minority community (Nepal Law Commission, 2019). The

village assembly consists of Chairperson, Vice-chairperson,

Ward chairpersons, 4members fromeachwardwith at least

2 women who are directly elected. The remaining 2 mem-

bers are from Dalit or minority communities elected by the

assembly.

The Village Executive and Municipal Executive exercise the

local executive power. A Municipal Executive consists of

Mayor, Deputy-Mayor, Ward Chairpersons and 8 members

within which 5 are women elected from Municipal Assem-
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bly and 3 are from Dalit and minority communities. A Vil-

lage Executive consists of Chairperson, Vice-chairperson,

Ward chairpersons and 6 members who include at least 4

women from the village assembly and 2 from Dalit or mi-

nority communities. Figure 2 below, shows composition of

the Municipal and Village Executives.

FIGURE 2. The composition of village executive and municipal executive at local level (Source: (Nepal Law Commission, 2019)

The constitutional provision requires each political party to

nominate at least 1-woman candidate for either chairper-

son or deputy chairperson for the election of local bodies

(Government of Nepal, 2015). Thismeans if a political party

has amancandidate for amayorof themunicipality, the can-

didate for deputy mayor has to be a woman and vice-versa.

This provision hasmaximized the chances of women repre-

sentation in at least 1 of the top leadership positions at local

levels.

Such steps of afirmative action have resulted to record

numbers of women representatives being elected. Espe-

cially, signiicant representation was achieved fromwomen

coming from marginalized communities (The Asia Founda-

tion, 2019; Election Commission, 2019). 14,352 women

representatives were elected out of the total of 35,041,

elected representatives on the local election of 2017. The

share of elected women representatives therefore reaching

40.96 percent (Election Commission, 2019). This certainly

bodes well as a foundation to work on for women empow-

erment, gender equality and social inclusion.

Emergence of aforementioned formal leaders and grow-

ing number of community-based organizations has created

foundations for combined efforts of local communities and

governments to ight poverty and inequality. Government

of Nepal has identiied cooperatives sector as one of three

pillars of Nepalese economy alongside the public and pri-

vate sectors. They are in operation under Cooperatives Act

2017 enacted under clause 1 of Article 296 of the Constitu-

tion of Nepal (Nepal Law Commission, 2018). Strengths of

cooperatives lies in being community-based organizations

having huge reach among grassroots of Nepalese communi-

ties. The 15th periodic plan of the National Planning Com-

mission (NPC) from 2019/20 to 2023/24 puts high priority

on development of this sector for creating sustainable com-

munity development through promotion of entrepreneur-

ship, creation of income generating activities and activities

for social transformation. Out of huge reach of 6.3 mil-

lionmembers in various types of cooperatives across Nepal,

52% are women and 40% are in the steering committees

(National Planning Commission, 2019). In order to achieve

the targets of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) too,

CBOs such as cooperatives have been identiied to play a vi-

tal role alongside efforts of local and central governments.

Hence, Local endogenous efforts going in line with national

agendas make it more effective in ight against eradicating

poverty and achieving the SDGs.

DISCUSSION

From the review of literature and document analysis,

two main characteristics of Nepalese communities have

been identiied. First, Nepalese communities are socio-

economically and culturally heterogeneous in nature and

that heterogeneity has its effects on social capital formation

and growth. Heterogeneity limiting social capital formula-

tion and growth also has its consequences in effective par-

ticipation. Second, lack of meaningful interaction between

the marginalized groups in rural communities and the pub-

lic institutions have limited their access to services and po-

tential for growth and development. However, the election

of local bodies in 2017 and emergence of local leaders has

provided a newplatform for interactionwhich could lead to

utilization of networks and local assets for community de-

velopment.

Regarding heterogeneity and its effects on social capital, it

was found that Nepalese communities are characterized by

the presence of few predominant castes and ethnicities ex-
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ercising more power over fragmented minorities. Repre-

sentation of Dalits and other marginalized groups in public

institution has been minimal until recently. The dominant

groupswant to tighten their grips on state services and con-

tinue their exercise of power by establishing strong bonds

with members from similar groups. Whereas, marginal-

ized and minorities develop bonding to protect themselves

from domination and voice their discontent. Hence, it can

be said that there are rich ties of bonding social capital but

lack in bridging social capital. However, for growth and de-

velopment through mobilization of communities, bridging

social capital needs to be developed (Gittell & Vidal, 1998;

Mathie & Cunningham, 2003; Woolcock & Narayan, 2000).

Therefore, strategies to building social ties beyond one’s

own group or communitymust be implemented. Some such

measures to overcome the barriers for building stocks of so-

cial capital are institutionally arranged in the constitution,

while others need future intervention from policymakers.

The Constitution of Nepal 2015 has guaranteed provisions

of one-third women representation in parliament. Women

also have got a meaningful share of representation in local

levels. Hence, foundations have been laid towards address-

ing the issue of gender equity. The election system being

mixed and 40%of the parliamentarians being elected based

onproportional representation has assured that evenmem-

bers frommarginalized groups, different castes and ethnic-

ities fromdiverse communities have their representation in

policy-making bodies. New federal structure and local gov-

ernance systemhas provided ground for them tomake their

voices heard and initiate changes for social inclusion and

justice.

Besides institutional arrangements of afirmative action, ex-

isting CBOs such as cooperatives, youth and women groups

etc. can be an effective tool for mobilizing the communi-

ties. Furthermore, women’s cooperatives, saving and credit

cooperatives etc have large resources and network from

members of different social groups. These CBOs provide

an effective avenue for community members to engage in

community activities. Rather than creating new organiza-

tions, building on these existing organizations is cheaper

and effective as they already have trust and legitimiza-

tion from local people (Chaskin et al., 2001; Green, 2014).

Co-production strategies can also foster more cooperation

among communities andpublic institutions. Such strategies

canbeused for buildingpublic spaces that foster interaction

such as public parks, common places ofworships etc. which

can also contribute in connecting the various social groups

(Krishna, 2002).

The second characteristic of marginalization of rural areas

and minority groups from state services and public institu-

tions has adversely affected the development of communi-

ties in terms of economic outcome and livelihood opportu-

nities. It has also deprived them from access to basic ser-

vices. However, with new local governance system in place

with elected representatives at local levels, these groups can

be brought into the mainstream. Local leadership can play

the role of a ‘mediating agency’ between communities and

state institutions and organize them for community change.

In this way, from ‘objects’ of change people could become

‘agents’ of change (Green & Haines, 2015; Mathie & Cun-

ningham, 2003). Capacity development of formal leaders

and leadership development of local leaders is important

for transformative change (Chaskin et al., 2001).

The 2017 election of local levels has created a large num-

ber of new formal leaders. Especially, among women and

those coming from Dalit and minority communities as a re-

sult of afirmative action. Besides these leaders, informal lo-

cal community leaders or youth leaders can be accessed to

generate inluence over the communities. However, caution

must be taken to ensure that these leaders do not indulge in

corruption or develop ‘clientelism’ i.e. in order to continue

their exercise of power and inluence, they provide bene-

its to people in their network and make them dependent

on them (Mansuri & Rao, 2012). Their inluence however,

cannot be ignored. Hence, making wise use of local leaders

is an important strategy to build bridging and linking social

capital in communities.

Social ties and networks are especially important in com-

munities that are lacking in other forms of assets such as

physical assets and inancial capitals. Social capital makes

those assets and capital accessible through community ac-

tion (Green & Haines, 2015). Hence through linking so-

cial capital, assets based endogenous development initia-

tives can create viable livelihood and economic opportuni-

ties. Assets based community development approach em-

phasizes common interests that promote mutual coopera-

tion and therefore forms a basis for community mobiliza-

tion. It can be used as a tool for an application of social cap-

ital tomobilize community and create productive outcomes

(Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). Such endogenous process

promoted with facilitating role from external agencies and

actors lead to more sustainable outcome. Communities can

identify local assets in the form of goods or services such as

agriculture products, herbs and siteswith tourismpotential

etc. where value addition is possible to generate income.

By enhancing the bridging and linking social capital, pro-

cessing and marketing techniques can be learnt and prod-

ucts and services can yield value added income. Suchmicro
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level initiatives should not be overlooked as small changes

multiply and have transformational value to have impact on

macro level.

CONCLUSION

This research described the local governance systems and

socio-economic realities of communities in Nepal through

the perspectives of social capital and assets based com-

munity development approaches. By contextualizing these

alternative development perspectives with the local sys-

tems and settings in Nepal, it identiied 2 distinct charac-

teristics 1) Nepalese communities are socio-economically

heterogeneous and that affects social capital accumulation

and generating effective participation and 2) Marginalized

groups and rural communities need effective interaction

with mainstream public institutions for balanced growth

and development with the help of local leadership.

In order to address the problem of heterogeneity limiting

participation and resulting to a lack of accumulation of so-

cial capital, institutional measures such as afirmative ac-

tion and inclusive representation guaranteed by the Consti-

tution of Nepal 2015were identiied. Thesemeasures serve

as platforms for building bridging social capital and creat-

ing inclusive and strong public institutions. There are such

positive changes in institutional arrangements. However, to

promote meaningful participation in its true sense, barri-

ers such as practice of untouchability through caste system

and other ill social practices must be eliminated through ef-

fective implementation of these measures by public institu-

tions.

On the other hand, to generate economic impacts for pros-

perity and growth of rural and marginalized communities,

available local assets andnetworks couldbeactivatedby the

local leadership by playing the role of a mediating agency

between state institutions and the communities. Further-

more, the local governments by working closely with the

CBOs working in the grassroot communities could organize

andmobilize thepeople for economic aswell as social trans-

formation by working towards eradication of poverty and

achievement of SDGs.

The new system of local governance has only been in prac-

tice in Nepal since 2017. It is on its learning stages and time

is required for swift transition, for it to work eficiently by

exercising the powers and duties provided to it by the con-

stitution.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The indings of this research are based upon literature sur-

vey and analysis of documents. Hence, its scope is limited to

draw general conclusions on the application of alternative

development theories in local governance systems of Nepal.

It has identiied the foundations laid by the new constitu-

tion and systems in place inwhich they could operate. How-

ever, to generate further conclusive evidences and practi-

cal implications of this research, further research such as

case study research on local governance of some local gov-

ernments could build up on the indings of this research by

gathering more empirical evidence. Additionally, some of

the criticisms the social capital and assets based community

development approaches have faced regarding their limita-

tions of addressing clientelism and corruption among lead-

ers need more clariication through further research.
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