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Geo-Economic Aspects Cf Population
Problem In Nepal

*S. H Shrestha

Introduction

Human resources are highly dynamic and play no less significant
role on accclerating the wheel of economic progress and prospe-
rity; for human bzings are the only active agents for mobilising
passive resources. Human resources, which, thus, prove to bc major
determinants of economic growth are related to two vital aspccts-—-size
of population and skill of pzople. That the latter aspect is of supreme
significance requires no elaboration; while the first aspect of population
refers to its positive change and exerts tremendous influence on the tempo
of economic growth and development. That is to say, massive size of
population which is the outcome of its rapid growth is at once a strong
stimulant as well as an impediment to rapid economic progress.! On one
hand, 1t promotes in several ways quick economic development, and on
the other, it acts as a scrious drag on economic progress. 1t is because
man comes to this world not only with a mouth to consume but also
with a pair of hanis to produce. Oa the basis of this classical view-
point, a growing population generates a large labour force needed for
expioiting resources and acts at the same time as an extensive potential
market for various domestic products, In fact, population growth is not
only a blessing, but also a curse for a vast majority of world’s coun-
tries, That the growth of population is advantageous may be true for
some under-populated countries like Australia, Argentina, Brazil, Canada ete.
It can be so neither tothose countries, with moderate size of population
nor to those with already a hupe stock of population.

* 5. 1. Shrestha is Professor (H. M. G.) of Geography in Tribhuvan University,
Kirtipur Campus.

1. Dwett, Singh and Verma, Indian Economics, iNew Delhi: 8, Chand &
Co. (Pvt.) Ltd, 1972), p. 123,
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Naiare of Population Problem in Nepal

In the context of Nepal, population problem i3 conceived to be
one of serious problems hindering rapid economic growth of the country,
Multifarious as the problem is in nature, it has been acting as a slow
Poison to the socio econemic life of ihe country. Among the diverse
faccts of population problem in Nepal, the most critical one is the
rapidi ty of population growth.

Table 1

Growth of Population in Nepal
Year Growih rate Paopulaiion Density Km?
1911 56,384,749 38802
1920 0.1 *- 55,773,788 38.36
1930 0.1%~ 55,32,574 31.19z2
1941 1.2“'-'[— 62,483,649 43.242
1952/54 1.4+ 84, 73,478 58.31°
1961 16+ 94,12.996 64,74
1971 2.16 4 1.15,55 983 79.4%
1976{stim~- 2,18+ 1,28,57,243 88.43
B Sated) L - - . .

Source: HMG/NPC Fitth Five Year Plan {(Kathmuandu, 1973), p. 34,
* Source: HMG of Nepal, Central Bureau of Statistics, The Anaiysis of the
Population Statistics of Nepel, (Nepal: HMG of Nepal, 1977) p. 24,

Table | reveals at once all about the growth of papulation in Nepal
during d.flerent periods, It ought te be conceived therefrom that during
the period of 60 years {i911-71}, the total population of the country
kas jumped up by 105% approximately, Coming to the yeur 1976,
thz towal panulation of Nepal has again been cstimated to be 12.85
millions and the annus! growth rate too is taken to bs 2.18% Stili
more shocking point is the latest estimation of growth rate at 2.5%
wiich impies an anawal addition of  3,21,000 people approximately. 3
Tais oabviously retlects  that population growth has faicly outstripped
foodgrain production of the country: for the annual growth rate
of loadgrain profustion du-ing the last  decude from 1967 to 1977
s estimated to bz 1.7 which is muczh lower than the rate of popula-

2. Depsity per sq. K. is catimated on the basis of total population and
total arca.
3o Goskhapaira, 33 June, 1978,



) The Himalavan Review

tion roovih daring the sane parisd 5 I this situation would perpetuate,
the b:lince betwesn oopulation and Frod suoply i apl to he seriousiy
perturbed In addition to this, the coffect of the present GNP oof  the
country which so lowly roagzs from 4% 1o 3% oer annum during  the
present five year plan poricd may be bal'y nulbifi-b by this alurming
rate of population growth © As such, thy niesent rate of  poepulation
prowtl fur such a smadl doveloping couatry ke Nepa  ougat to he

comprehcused as a cracial problem,

The population problem of Nepul i3, as it were, not so scrious
az that in azigadouring eountries like  Tadia, Chinn, Bansladesh  ete.
Nazveetheless, on the basis of dismn! exprriences gathered therefrom, it
has become highly imperative for Nepal to wdopt suitable stips towards
sound selution of this nuafional problem. In ocCier words, it has become
higatime for the country to observe the antigie saviag-Preveotion is
better than cure, and 1t is easier to cure a diszuss on its fivst onset

ihan when 1t has grown chroaie.”

Rupid growth of population in Nepal can originally bz atfribu-
{ed to the orrhodox nraciices prevalent in those davs of carly marriage
and polygamy, Liven though these practices have now gradually been
dying cut and are not, fherefvre, so forceful as in the past, the rate
of popnlistion growth 13 stili on the increase The reasen for this contra-
dictory situation lies basicelly in the fuct that death rate during recent
years has been ou the wane as a result of  increasivz medical {acili-
ties and growing health care in the country The birth rate, on  the
other hand, hus not vzt recorded any aporecinhie decline i spite of
(am iy phinning measures 5o vehemently fntrod:ccd  in the conntsy  af
present. Instend, the problem has further been accontuated by the prow-
th  of nataratised citizens specially in the torai districts of the conntry,
Ga the whote, the appalling growth  of population in Nepal during
recent dedades s explicitly  accountable for the cmnulalive cliccts of
aaricd phenomena.

Cre of the vital aspects of population grow'h in Nepal i3 its
onid variation, popalation growth on the bosis of broad tonearaphic

4, thul, 6 July, 1974,
3. IIMGN, NPC, Vilth Five Year Plam, p. 58,
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features 15 the highest 1o the tarai region, moderate 1n the hilly
region and the lowest m the mouvataia region. B has been pointed out
that population in the eastern tarai scclor alone has increased by 4597
during the Jast decade. 8 Such a remarkable rise in taral  population
cannot be atinbuted altogether to the nataral growth in the population
of the region. [t is  mainly duc to the migration  of the people
from hilly areas to the tarai bele. {f is also guite lkely that there
Iras been somz inflow of peopic from India, 7

Besides (his regional aspect ol popualation growth, conspicuos
changs has basa recorded even in the ponulation  of various urban
centres of  Nepal. The pe centage of wrban  populatien of the coun-
try as a whole is computed to have gone up from 3.37% in 1961 to
4w in 19718 The growth of population in some of the leading urban
cenires of Nepal! is as shown in the table prasented below |

Tuble 2

Growth of population in certain urban centres, 1981-71

Urban centres 1941 1971 Growth PG,
Pokhara 5,413 20,611 15,198 280,76
Janakpue 8,928 §4,294 5,356 €0.10
Rajbiraj 5232 7,832 2,60y 4960
Nepalganj 13,817 23,323 7,708 48.71
Dharan 13,993 20,503 6,505 41.47
Tansen 5,136 6,434 1,29% 25.27
Kathmandu 121,019 150 408 29,28% 2420

Source: Fifth Five Year Plan, p. 39,

6, HMGN, Dept. of information, Mechi to Mahakali part I, (Kath-
mandu: 1IMG 1974), pp. 23-24,

7.8. P. Sarestha, An  Introduction to Nepalese Economy, {Kathmandu:
V., Y. Shrestha, 1962}, p. 2L

8. Filth Plan, Op. cit , pp. 28-39,
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An insight into the table presented above depicts explicitly the variation
inthe total increase of population in various urban centres during the
psriod 196{-71, Tn view ofthe recent expansion of urban fields as well
as of the elupse of seven years’ period (1971-783, their population at present
must haye gone up furthermore. This growth of urban population may
undoubtedly be more due to the migration of rural people rather than
mzrely due to natural growth. In other words,  populaiion  growth
1 most urban areas has taken placs  partiy at the expense of rural
population and partly by jts natural growlh. Tt should aiso be noted that
among the towns fisted in the table, Pokhara has evidently the most surpris
ing growth by 2802 during 1961-71. As such, unless certain suitable steps
are timely taken up, the tendency on the part of rural people to move out
towards urban areas is likely to be further avgmented; and conseguently,
population congzstion therein is apt to grow still more serious. Ultimately,
rural arcas, unless supplemented by natural growth at the present rate,
may be doomed o serious depoplation,

Rapid growth of population, though advantageous in somc ways,
s virtually detrimental to accelerated prowth ol Nepalese economy. The
main evils it has posed so far to the country arc as outlined below:

(1) [t has pushed the market rate and reduced thereby the real income
of the people even if their cash income has risen up. As such, people

with fixed money incomes have been placed at greater dilficulties

(2) It basinduced local people to encroach forest areus. The iatest report
i this connection is that an arca of 35,000 hectors of forest land has

been deforested in tarai and 1aner tarai parts.?

(3) Tt has genscated unemploymsnt among educaied people, specially in

urban areas like Kathmandu valley,

(4} Several densely peopled  areas have now beacome the arcas of food
shoriage,

[T

9. Gorklapatra, June 2Ist {973,
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(5) 1t has caused serious traffic and parking problem in city nreas and has
necessitated widening of roads and  bridges.

(6 It has neccssitated the espansion of social services like h=alth,
education, communication, electricity, drinking water etc. Thus, it
has compeiled the government to incur added expeaditure and bear
higher respansibilities,

(7) It has brought about undesirable changes in the existing land use
pattern im various parts of the country,

All these problems aroused by the rapid growth of population in
Nepal have seriously affected the process of economic development of
the countrv as a whole.

Another problem cropping out fiom the rapid growth ol population
in  Nepal is the extreme inequality in the regional distribution of
prpulation. In reality, the regional distribution of population 15, so to
say, never bauanc:d in any country of the worid. In  Nepal, even this
uneven distribution of population can be admitted as a problem; because
certain areas have now become so crowded and congested that it has
given rise to conplex problems Certain arsas, on the other hand, are
so sparsely szttled that they suffer from acute shortage of labour force
needed for mobilising local resoarces. This is how changes in geographic
distribution of population create varied problems.

So far as the regional distribution of population in Nepal is concer-
ned, 57% of the tota! =opulation is confined to hills and mountains,
389 in taraiand 3% in Kathmandu valley, [t should also be mnoted that
there are in all 28780 villages in Nepal and 96 /. of the total population
is conficed to tham.'® As regards population density in various regions,
-1t is as indicated under the table given below:

10 . H. Shrestha, { Economic Geography of Nepal,, Kathmandu: Educationa)
Enterprise, (PVT) ltd., 1976}, p. 159,

3
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Table No. 3
Regional Density of Population, 1971
( Density per sp. Km. !

Various Eastern Central Western  Far Western Regivnal?
Regions Sector Sector  Sector Sector Average
Tarai 197.33 18962 149,59 55.99 148,13
Hills 101.57  133.6} 03.41 57.83 Q6.65
Mountains 30.47 61.03 34.40 20,68 37,89
Sectorul Average 169.79  128.09 94.13 44,83

National averace: 79.48
Source:- Fifth Five Year Plan, pp- 37-38.

From the analytical study of the above table, it is quite apparent
that the poulation density on the basis  of topographic features is the
highest in the tarai region and from there it diminishes in geieral lowards
the Flimalayan region. The ouly exception to this general teadency is the
Far Westera Hilly Reaion where the density is rather higher  than
that in the corresponding larai region.

If population is corelated to cultivated land which is the prime source
of livelihood for the overwheiming mujority of people in Nepal, the general
tread of popalation density s altogether reversed. Though density in
hills and mouatains in reiation to their arca is lower than thatin the tarai
region, the population density per sq, km. of cultivated area in the former
1 evidently higher by inorc than Uiree times than that in the latter. In this
cann:ction, the fabe given bzlow may nelp raalise the real situstion
of the problem:

Table No. 4
Papulation Density in Cultivated Land, 1971

Himalayan Region 1174 per sg. K,
Hilly Region a2 ,, ,, |,
Tarai Region 336, .

Source: Nepal: Fifth plao in Brief, NPC., 1975, p. 37,

1. Caloulated personally on the basis of regional and scctoral
pepulation.
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In an agricultural country like Nepal, population density must be
graspad at lcast in terms of agricultural opportunities available in varied
geographic ani development regions of the country. Since density  in
cultivated laad in hills is remairkably higher thun that in the tarai regioen,
about 16 hilly districts are reported to have been suffering  from tie
problem of food shortage. As a result of this presarious circumstance
10 hills, local people are greutly inspired to migrate towards tarai areas
where the patential mzans of livelihood are relatively far greater.

The third vital aspect of Nepal’s population problem is the internal
migration of pcople from hills to tarai and from rural areas to urban
eenires. Such migration in the past was limited to east- west hilly areas;
for most of the tarai and inner tarai below 1200 metres being
covered with dense forest were highly malarial.  After malaria  was
cradicated for the first time in the Chitwan valley by 1956, movement
of hilly people towards tarai districts took place persistently in an
increasing number,'2 This seems to have been motivated partly by economic
difficultics in  hilly arcas and partlv by malaria eradication in the
areas noted previously. Tt has been reported that the hilly uareas in the
Kosi sector alone huad a total decrease of 76,000 people due to migration
during 1966-€49. 1% The main problem it created is their haphazard settle-
ment in the tarai rcgion which in turn led to scrious depletion of forest
resources thereof. The masnitude of migration secms, however, to
have varied much from region to  region depending on varied
phenomena.  Among the obvious evidences of population migration,
mention may be made of depopulated llimalavan  valleys  with
several deserted houses, ruined market centres, terraced  slopes ete, 14
Besides, there is also temporary migraticn frem hills to tarai parts of
different development regrons. It is allezed that 30% people from Jumla
and 25% people from Dailekh move out southward on scasonal basis 1o
12, ¥, B. 5. Kansakar “History of population Migration in Nepal”
The Himalayan Review, Vol VI, (1873-74,) pp. 65-67.

13. F. &, Okada, Preliminary Report on Regional Development Areas
In Nepual, (Kathmandu: NPC/HMGN, 1970,) p. 20.

14. T. Hagen, Nepal: Th: Kingdem in the Himalayas, (New Delhi: Prentice
Half of [ndia, Pyt Ltd 1961), ¢ 63,
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search of jobs. 5 Likewise, under the impulse of modern amenities,
ceaseless migration of rural inhabitants to urban areas has still becn taking
place. In the main, Kathmandu valley being the hub of administration,
education, health, commerce and culture, there has been persistent
migration from surrounding hilly areas to the valley botiom. On the
other hand, migration from this vailev had become so widespread in the
past that all the Newars living now outside the Kathimandu Valley are
from the very Kathmandu Valley.

Population migration of this type is not a umique feature of Nepal
alone. Such phenomena are said to have occured in several countries of
the world, Economic history stated that cven in the U.S. A., internal
migration termed as Westward Movement had tuken place during the
18th and 19th centuries, '8 But it was the movement from densely
peopled areas in the east to sparsely peopled areas in the west. Whereas
m the case of Nepal, migration has taken place from sparsely populated
areas in the north to densely populated areas in the south, This then
clearly reveals that internal migration in Nepal has further aggravated
the present problem of uneven distribution of population in the country,

The last aspect of population problem in Nepal is that emerging
from the age structure of population. Here, the proportion of children
under 14 years is very high, while that of old people above 60 years is
very low, In this connexion, the estimated age structure of population
in Nepal is as shown below:

Table No. 3
Age structure of Population, 1971

Age groups 1971
Persons Below 14 years 40.94
Persons from 15 to 59 years 33.7%
Persons Above 60 years 5.4%

Source: Fifth Five Year plan, p. 36.

In developed countries of the west, the proportion ol children is
much lower than that of adults and seniles; while in Nepal itis just the

5. Okada, Op. cit, p. 79.
16. S. H. Shrestha, Economic Development of U. K. and U. S, A., (Kuthmandu:
Nepal Book Sellers, 1961, pp. 7-8.
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reverse. It ought to be admitted that high proportion of children is the
clear indicator of high birth rate: while the low proportion of seniles
is that of low longevity of life, Even though adults constitute a Dbig
bulk of population in Nepal. it is relatively lower than that in deve-
loped countries. It connotes also high death rate of children in the
country, If high death rate in the country demands added medical
facilities, high birth rate on the other hand needs rigorous growth
control. 7 At the same time, high proportion of children denotes not
only high birth rate, but also low proportion of economically active
man power so indispensable for accelerated growth of Nepalese econo-
my. It is obviously because children under 14 years prove to be more
as consumers rather than producers. Thus, the peculiarity noted in the
age structure of population in Nepal ought to be considered as a
national problem in disguise.

Some Suggestions

(1)1t is, perhaps, needless to mention that the sharpest weapon for
retarding the rate of population growth in Nepal is to launch the
so-called family planning measures as effectively and rigorously as
possible. Besides extending its publicity and propanganda, strepuous
steps ought to be adopted for populurising family planning devices
among larger masses of adult women. A recent report on this as-
peet is such that so far just a negligible 3% of adult women have
responded to family planning practices. I* 1n view of this situation,
people must be encouraged to render late marriage, generally after
25 years of ase. And along this, legal restriction should, en one
side, be imposed on family size, and legal recognition may, on the
other side, be conferred on abortion.

(2} Foreigners stould not be allowed to stay longer ip Nepal so that
they may not have the opportunity to claim naturalised citizenship
of the country. Along with this, the maximum period they can
stay here must be well defined. Eventually, the liberal attitude on
the part of Nepal government towards immigration should also be
geared accordingly. In addition to this, citizenship certificates ought

17. Mechi to Mahakali (Part 1}, op. cit,, p. 24
1%. Gorkhapatra, 30th lune, 1978,
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to be issused oaly after strict scrutiny and under authentic evidences.

(3) Inter-regional migration from densely populated areas to sparsely
populated areas may be encouraged through suitable devices. Onthe
other hand, migration in its reverse direction should be discouraged
in order to curb recent tendencies towards extreme concentration of
pepulation in certain limited areas only, As such, even thz recent
rehabilitution programmes must be implemenied more rationally and
reasonubly in pursuit of thiz objective,

(4) Intensive devclopment projects have to be exezuted in various hilly
areas so that th: attituds on ths part of local inhabitants to mi-
grate to tarai and urban areas muy bz mitigated, At the same{ime,

this may also help reduce disparity in the regzional developmeznt of
Nepal.

{5) The pace of economic development has also to be expedited by
mobilising the varied natural resources existing in diverse sectors of
Nepal, if by doing so, speedy devclopment is made of mational
economy, the living standard of the people could be uphfted appre-
ciably. Since economic standard of the people and pepulation gro-
wth in the country are intimately corelated in reverse direction,
the rapidity of population growth would, T think, come down auto-
matically to a substantial degrec.

Conclusion

That the changes in size and geozrashic distribution of population
in Nepal are raising scrious problems have now bscome quite evident.
To the geographers as w:ull as economists concerned with balanced eco-
nomic development, it appears that population and resources must b
considered simuitaneously. A sound economic goal wou'd be a populu-
tion balanced at a level which could be adequately supported on the
basis of resources available locally. Since the attainment ol a satislac
tory balance between the two hasnow become a new challenge to the
best talents of the country at present, population problem in Nepal
must be viewed in terms of totalchange and broader perspective. More-
over, as population problem in Nepal has been posed by several phe-
nomena, it has, for best results, to be attacked from all fronts. It is

precisely against this background that the present population policy of
HMG/Nepal should be formulated.!”

19. HMGN, NPC, Fifth Plan in Brief, (Kathmandu: HMG, 1975), p. 38,
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