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 SHIVA PURI 
KATHMANDU, JULY 16 

Talks between the government and 
victims of  predatory lending have 
moved in a positive direction, although 
the two sides failed to reach a formal 
agreement on Thursday.

A meeting was held at Singha 
Durbar between a five-member  
government team led by Pushkar 
Sapkota, secretary at the Office of  the 
Prime Minister and Council of  
Ministers, and representatives of  the 
Farmers and Labourers’ Movement 
Against Usury, a network represent-
ing loan-sharking victims. 

The formal negotiations followed  
an understanding reached earlier 
between Home Minister Sudan 
Gurung and the victims after several 
rounds of  discussions.

As per the understanding, the  
government will classify usury as  
a serious economic crime and estab-
lish a dedicated legal framework to 
tackle predatory lending. 

It has also agreed to declare  
usury an institutionalised form of  
economic exploitation, invalidate 
fraudulent debt documents, and draft 
a special law within three months.

“The first day of  talks has ended  
on a positive note,” said Nirg Navin,  
a member of  the victims’ negotiating 
team. He said both sides will resume 
negotiations at 9 am on Friday. 

The talks are expected to formalise 
Thursday’s understanding in a writ-
ten agreement.

A group of  victims on June 25 com-

menced its march from Janakpur to 
Kathmandu to pressure the govern-
ment for justice. 

Gurung on Tuesday visited Nijgadh 
in Bara for talks after the march 
reached the town. 

Once usury is declared a serious 
economic crime, the government  
will begin invalidating all fraudulent 
financial documents associated  
with such practices, including forged 
promissory notes, fraudulent mort-
gage deeds, coerced cheques, and land 
transfers carried out under duress.

To provide a legal basis for these 
measures, the government will intro-
duce a special law to combat usury.

The proposed law, to be drafted 
within three months, will define usu-
rious transactions, establish criteria 
for identifying victims, provide com-
pensation mechanisms, facilitate the 
return of  land and property seized 
through usurious practices, expand 
access to institutional credit, and reg-
ulate private moneylending.

The understanding also outlines a 
comprehensive list of  acts to be 
defined as usury-related crimes. 

>> Continued on page 3

Government, victims 
of predatory lending 
close to agreement
Minister agrees to declare usury serious economic crime, 
cancel fraudulent loan papers and set up special tribunal.

Talks today aim to  
convert Thursday’s 
understanding into  
a binding agreement.

 Yagya Banjade
Kathmandu, July 16

The government has fallen far short 
of  its development spending target, 
underscoring a persistent problem 
that has slowed infrastructure expan-
sion and weakened the impact of  pub-
lic investment.

Despite repeated commitments to 
improve budget execution, successive 
governments have struggled for years to 
convert allocated funds into completed 
projects. Low capital spending in Nepal 
has often been blamed on delays in pro-
ject preparation, procurement hurdles, 
weak implementation capacity and fre-

quent political disruptions.
The problem has continued despite 

changes in government and repeated 
calls for reforms in public spending 
systems. Economists say poor capital 
expenditure not only slows infrastruc-
ture development but also limits eco-
nomic growth by reducing demand for 
construction, materials and related 
industries.

The government spent less than 
half  of  the capital budget allocated for 
the current fiscal year, with develop-
ment expenditure reaching only 46.79 
percent of  the annual target a day 
before the fiscal year ended.

For the fiscal year 2025-26, the gov-

ernment had allocated Rs407.89 billion 
for capital expenditure. By July 15, 
only Rs190 billion had been spent, 
according to government data.

The government failed to spend even 
half  of  the capital budget allocated for 
the current fiscal year, recording the 
country’s weakest development spend-
ing performance in six years.

This is the lowest capital expendi-
ture rate since the fiscal year 2019-20, 
when the government spent only 46 
percent of  its annual capital budget. 
That year, Rs408 billion had been allo-
cated for capital expenditure, but only 
Rs189 billion was spent.

>> Continued on page 3

 JYOTEE KATUWAL in Surkhet 
& TUFAN NEUPANE in Kathmandu
JULY 16

When the Surkhet District 
Government Attorney’s Office filed  
a case on March 28 against four  
juveniles on charges of  the gang-rape 
and murder of  16-year-old Inisha BK, 
the evidence considered definite  
in a case of  this nature had not yet 
been produced.

Samples collected from Inisha’s 
body and clothing, a condom recov-
ered from the crime scene, and sam-
ples collected from the bodies and 
clothing of  the four juveniles had been 
sent to the Nepal Police Central 
Forensic Science Laboratory in 
Kathmandu for examination. The 
41-page charge sheet produced at the 
District Court listed 163 pieces of  evi-
dence. The laboratory’s final DNA and 
serology reports arrived nearly two 
months later, on June 2.

The reports, obtained by Kantipur, 
show that only the main accused, 
identified by police as “Birendranagar 
Pa,” had physical sexual contact  
with Inisha. They show no such  
connection with the three other juve-
niles, identified by police as 
“Birendranagar Pha,” “Birendranagar 
Dha,” and “Birendranagar Na”, to 
protect their identities. Samples col-
lected from their bodies and clothing 
did not match the samples collected 
from Inisha’s body and clothing.

However, all four juveniles, who 
were arrested on March 7 and 8,  
are still in custody. On March 31, the 
Surkhet District Court ordered that 
they be held at the Juvenile Correction 
Home in Nepalgunj pending trial. 

Uttam Acharya, lawyer for the three 
juveniles, claimed that the forensic 
reports confirm all three are innocent.

>> Continued on page 2

Nepal’s development spending short 
of even half the annual allocation 

Forensic findings 
weaken basis for 
gang-rape charges 
in Inisha BK case Capital expenditure reaches only 46.79 percent of the budget’s provision, with officials  

citing political instability, March elections and supply disruptions for project delays.
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Post Photo: Hemanta Shrestha
The government has decided to restore personal secretaries for lawmakers after repeated complaints that the 
lack of professional administrative support was hampering their legislative duties. This photo, taken in May, 
shows lawmakers protesting prime minister’s absence from Parliament during policy discussions.

 SEEMA TAMANG
KATHMANDU, JULY 16

India’s decision to allow four Chinese-
linked companies to participate in 
bidding for strategic electricity trans-
mission projects has prompted fresh 
calls in Nepal for diplomatic efforts to 
remove long-standing barriers affect-
ing hydropower projects with Chinese 
involvement and expand cross-border 
electricity trade.

In June, the Department of  
Expenditure under the federal 
Ministry of  Finance in India granted 
a two-year exemption to four compa-
nies with Chinese ownership or busi-
ness links, allowing them to compete 
for government contracts related to 
critical electricity transmission infra-
structure. The companies are TBEA 
Energy India, Nanjing Electric India, 
New Northeast Electric India and 
Taikai Electric (India).

Although these companies manu-
facture equipment in India, they had 
been affected by restrictions intro-
duced in 2020 after New Delhi tight-
ened procurement rules following 
deteriorating ties with Beijing. The 
measures effectively barred bidders 
from countries sharing a land border 
with India from participating in many 
government procurement processes 
without prior approval.

TBEA Energy India is a wholly 
owned subsidiary of  China’s TBEA 
Group, while Nanjing Electric India is 
fully owned by Chinese electrical 
equipment manufacturer Nanjing 
Electric. New Northeast Electric India 
has technology transfer partnerships 

with Chinese power companies, and 
Taikai Electric (India) is linked to the 
China-based Taikai Group.

India has, however, stressed that the 
exemption applies only to these four 
companies for a limited period and 
should not be treated as a precedent 
for other firms.

The decision comes as India and 
China gradually rebuild diplomatic 
and economic engagement after years 
of  strained relations. Nepali energy 
sector stakeholders believe the devel-
opment provides Kathmandu with an 
opportunity to seek the removal of  
restrictions that continue to affect 
Nepal’s hydropower industry despite 
improving regional ties.

Nepal requires project-specific 
approval from India before electricity 
generated by individual hydropower 
schemes can be exported to the Indian 
market. Developers also depend on a 
no-objection certificate issued through 
the Indian Embassy in Kathmandu to 
import explosives essential for tunnel-
ling and other civil works in hydro-
power construction.

According to power developers, 
India has been reluctant to approve 
power exports from projects involving 
Chinese investors, Chinese contrac-
tors or, in some cases, even Chinese 
equipment. The same concerns have 
also affected the renewal of  permits 
for importing explosives.

Industry representatives say India 
has become increasingly restrictive 
over the past year. They claim that 
Indian authorities now require devel-
opers to submit documentation prov-
ing the import of  electro-mechanical 

and hydro-mechanical equipment 
before renewing no-objection certifi-
cates for explosives. Some developers 
say authorities have gone further by 
asking for evidence that equipment 
imports have already been completed 
before extending the permits.

Developers argue that these  
conditions are impractical because 
heavy electrical equipment is  
generally imported only after major 
civil construction has progressed  
substantially.

One hydropower promoter said the 
shortage of  explosives in India has 
also contributed to the delays. “Some 
production facilities in India have 
been facing problems. Nepal’s own 
production is also limited. Demand is 
increasing, but neither domestic pro-
duction nor imports are sufficient,” 
the developer said.

The promoter added that some pro-
jects involving Chinese contractors 
have begun importing explosives 
directly from China because obtaining 
Indian approval has become increas-
ingly difficult.

Mohan Dangi, president of  the 
Independent Power Producers’ 
Association Nepal (IPPAN), said 
delays in renewing no-objection certif-
icates have repeatedly disrupted con-

struction schedules.
“Explosives are needed for tunnel 

excavation and several other con-
struction activities. If  their supply is 
delayed, the entire work schedule is 
pushed back. Civil construction can 
come to a halt, affecting overall pro-
ject progress,” said Dangi.

“Civil works begin long before elec-
trical equipment is imported. 
Equipment usually arrives one and a 
half  to two years later, so making 
equipment imports a precondition to 

renewing permits is unreasonable. We 
have been lobbying, but the govern-
ment also needs to take up the issue 
diplomatically,” said Dangi.

The issue extends beyond construc-
tion materials. India has also declined 
to approve electricity imports from 
several Nepali hydropower projects 
because of  Chinese involvement, even 
when Chinese firms won contracts 
through international competitive 
bidding rather than direct govern-
ment agreements.

One frequently cited example is the 
456-megawatt Upper Tamakoshi 
Hydropower Project. Although Indian 
companies supplied hydro-mechani-
cal, electro-mechanical and transmis-
sion line components, the civil con-
struction contract was awarded to a 

Chinese company. Nepal has repeated-
ly requested India to approve electric-
ity exports from the project during 
meetings of  the Nepal-India Joint 
Working Group on Power Sector 
Cooperation, but approval has yet to 
be granted.

Under India’s designated authority 
guidelines, projects involving invest-
ment from countries sharing a land 
border with India, but lacking bilater-
al power sector cooperation agree-
ments with New Delhi, face restric-
tions on cross-border electricity trade.

In practice, however, Nepali devel-
opers argue that India has applied the 
policy more broadly by withholding 
approval even for projects where the 
Chinese role is limited to construction 
contracts or equipment supply rather 
than equity investment.

Dangi said India’s latest decision to 
permit Chinese-linked companies to 
compete for public contracts weakens 
the justification for maintaining  
similar restrictions on Nepal’s  
hydropower sector. 

“Investment is one issue, but com-
panies that have qualified through 
international competitive bidding 
should not be blocked simply because 
they are Chinese,” he said.

Former government secretary 
Anup Upadhyay also believes the poli-
cy shift provides Kathmandu with a 
strong diplomatic opening.

“This is the right time. The con-
cerns that originally prompted these 
restrictions are gradually easing, so 
Nepal should actively ask why similar 
obstacles still remain for us,” said 
Upadhyay.

“Our challenge is finding markets 
for our electricity. Even if  Nepal pro-
duces 27,000 or 28,000 megawatts in the 
future, that volume is insignificant 
within India’s vast electricity system. 
We need to engage India at the highest 
political level and create space for 
greater electricity trade,” he said.

Upadhyay said the issue should be 
raised consistently during meetings 
between prime ministers, ministers 
and senior bureaucrats, adding that 
any procedural complications  
could be addressed through high-level 
dialogue.

Relations between India and China 
deteriorated sharply after deadly 
clashes between troops in the Galwan 
Valley in eastern Ladakh in 2020. New 
Delhi subsequently imposed stricter 
scrutiny on Chinese investments, 
banned dozens of  Chinese mobile 
applications, including TikTok, and 
tightened procurement rules affecting 
Chinese companies.

Over the past year, however,  
diplomatic contacts and high-level 
exchanges between India and China 
have increased. Bilateral trade has 
also remained robust, despite political 
tensions.

Against this backdrop, Nepali ener-
gy experts argue that India’s latest 
decision signals a gradual shift in 
policy and provides Kathmandu with 
an opportunity to seek a more predict-
able framework for hydropower coop-
eration. Nepal has expanded electrici-
ty exports to India in recent years and 
has identified cross-border power 
trade as a major pillar of  its economic 
strategy.

India’s shift on China policy raises hopes for Nepal’s hydropower trade
Last month, New Delhi granted a two-year exemption to four companies with Chinese links, allowing them to bid for critical electricity transmission projects. 

Nepali power developers say India has been reluctant to 
approve power exports from Nepali projects involving 
Chinese investors, contractors or even equipment.

>> Continued from page 1
“The forensic report clearly establishes who was 
involved in the incident, how they were involved 
and to what extent. It proves that only one per-
son was involved, while the other three were 
not,” he said.

The charge sheet states that all four juveniles 
raped Inisha inside Janajagaran Community 
Forest in Surkhet on the morning of  March 7 
before killing her. At the time the charges were 
filed, the case against three of  the four juveniles 
was based on circumstantial evidence. The new 
findings from the DNA and serology tests, which 
do not indicate the involvement of  three of  the 
four juveniles prosecuted for the rape and mur-
der of  Inisha, have raised questions over the 
prosecution itself.

On the morning of  March 7, Inisha went to the 
community forest in ward 5 of  Birendranagar 
Municipality, Surkhet, with “Birendranagar 
Pa,” who is said to have been her boyfriend. She 
did not return alive.

The post-mortem report states that she died of  
excessive bleeding caused by a deep injury to the 
internal part of  her genital tract. “Such an inju-
ry is consistent with forcible sexual intercourse,” 
the report said.

Police immediately arrested “Birendranagar 
Pa” from the crime scene. The following day, they 
also arrested his three friends, “Birendranagar 
Pha,” “Birendranagar Dha,” and “Birendranagar 
Na.” Except for “Birendranagar Pha,” all of  
them were grade 11 students at Usha Bal Batika 
School and were in the same class as Inisha.

All four accused, between 16 and 17 years old, 
have been charged in the District Court with 
gang-rape and murder, with prosecutors seeking 
life imprisonment. Under Nepal’s juvenile jus-
tice law, offenders aged between 16 and 18 are 
liable to a maximum of  two-thirds of  the sen-
tence prescribed for adults if  convicted. They, 
therefore, face a maximum sentence of  16 years 
and eight months. 

During police interrogation, the prime 
accused, identified as “Birendranagar Pa”, said 
that he called his friends for help after the girl 
lost consciousness due to excessive bleeding dur-
ing sexual intercourse. He told investigators that 
he alone was responsible and did not implicate 
the other three juveniles.

The statements given separately by the three 
other juveniles were also consistent with 
Birendranagar Pa’s account.

The Nepal Police’s Central Investigation 
Bureau (CIB), after analysing CCTV footage col-
lected from various locations in Surkhet and call 
detail records between those allegedly involved, 
concluded that the three juveniles had not 
arrived at or near the scene until long after 
Inisha had already lost consciousness.

After all four were charged in the Surkhet 
District Court with gang rape and murder, 
District Judge Deepak Dhakal, during the pre-
liminary hearing on March 30, ordered that they 
be sent to a juvenile correction home until the 
case reaches its final verdict. On May 7, a divi-
sion bench of  judges Hari Prasad Joshi and 
Khem Raj Bhatta from Surkhet High Court 
upheld the order.

The three juveniles have since petitioned the 
Supreme Court, seeking to be released from cus-
tody and allowed to attend court on scheduled 
hearing dates while the trial proceeds. The peti-
tion was scheduled for hearing before Justices 
Binod Sharma and Shanti Singh Thapa on June 
30, but the bench did not hear the case. The next 
hearing has been scheduled for August 4.

Police had recommended charging 
“Birendranagar Pa” with rape and murder, 
while recommending charges against the other 
three youths only for having reached the scene 
but failing to take any action to save Inisha. 
However, the Office of  the Government Attorney 
sought prosecution of  all four on charges of  
gang-rape and murder. The forensic reports that 
have now become available are consistent with 
the police’s initial recommendation and with the 
statements that the prime accused, 
“Birendranagar Pa”, had been giving since the 
outset. They do not support the  
government attorney’s claim that Inisha was 
gang-raped.

The Central Forensic Science Laboratory pre-
pared the DNA profiling report on May 5, 2026 
and the serology report on June 2, 2026, based on 
samples registered on March 13, 2026. By the 
time the latter report was issued, the four juve-
niles had already spent nearly three months in 

detention. Even before the forensic reports were 
available, charges had been filed against them, 
the District Court had ordered their remand into 
judicial custody, and the High Court had upheld 
the District Court’s order.

The laboratory has already returned to the 
District Police Office in Surkhet the samples 
collected from the crime scene, the victim and 
the accused, along with the corresponding  
forensic reports.

The two reports were prepared after detailed 
examination of  more than 40 pieces of  evidence. 
These included vaginal swabs and clothing  
collected during Inisha’s post-mortem  
examination, the condom recovered from the 
crime scene, penile swabs, underwear and cloth-
ing belonging to all four juveniles, as well as 
their blood samples.

The DNA report establishes that the prime 
accused, identified as “Birendranagar Pa”, had 
sexual contact with Inisha. Because Inisha was a 
minor, such sexual intercourse constitutes rape 
under the law.

According to the DNA analysis, Inisha’s DNA 
profile was detected on “Pa’s” pubic hair, shirt 
and white vest. The report also confirmed that 
the male DNA found on both the inner and outer 
surfaces of  the condom recovered from the crime 
scene, as well as the male DNA found beneath 
Inisha’s fingernails, belonged to “Pa”. 
Furthermore, samples collected from “Pa”’s 
body and clothing matched samples collected 
from Inisha’s body and clothing. The report 
therefore concluded that “Pa”’s involvement 
“cannot be excluded.”

According to the serology report, human 
blood was detected on “Pa”’s penile swab, shirt, 
white vest, underwear and pubic hair. The DNA 
report confirmed that the blood found on his 
pubic hair, shirt and vest belonged to Inisha. The 
post-mortem report prepared by Bheri Hospital 
in Nepalgunj had also concluded that Inisha died 
from excessive bleeding caused by a deep inter-
nal injury to her vagina.

The laboratory also prepared complete DNA 
profiles of  the other three defendants, identified 
as “Birendranagar Dha”, “Birendranagar Na” 
and “Birendranagar Pha”. None of  their DNA 
profiles matched any of  the samples collected 
from Inisha’s body, the crime scene or the con-
dom. The report states that the male DNA found 
on the condom and under Inisha’s fingernails 
belonged solely to “Pa” and was completely dif-
ferent from the DNA profiles of  the other three 
juveniles.

Likewise, unlike “Pa”, no traces of  blood were 
found on the penile swabs or underwear of  the 
three co-accused juveniles.

“We have maintained from the very beginning 
that these three boys are innocent,” the father of  
one of  the accused, told the Post. “The forensic 
reports have now confirmed that.”

However, the findings of  these reports do not, 
by themselves, amount to the court’s final ver-
dict. They also leave several important legal 
questions unanswered. For instance, the reports 

cannot determine whether the sexual inter-
course was consensual, as “Pa” claims, or was 
forced. Likewise, the absence of  a person’s DNA 
does not conclusively prove that they played no 
role in the incident. 

The DNA report itself  notes this limitation, 
stating: “This result is limited to the samples 
examined.” The serology report also states that 
the laboratory lacked the facilities to conduct 
more detailed tests for vaginal secretions.

The forensic reports are primarily relevant to 
the rape allegation. They neither prove nor  
disprove the prosecution’s allegation that all 
four defendants jointly planned both rape and 
murder.

Instead, the new reports raise further ques-
tions about the Office of  the Government 
Attorney’s decision to prosecute all four juve-
niles for rape and murder, despite the police rec-
ommendation that only “Pa” be charged with 
both offences and that the remaining three be 
prosecuted only for reaching the scene but  
failing to intervene to save Inisha.

At the time, then District Government 
Attorney Karna Bahadur Mahat defended the 
decision, describing the police report as  
“incomplete.”

“The injuries described in the medical report 
are so severe that it is difficult to believe that 
only one person could have been responsible,” he 
had told the Post. “If  the police believe these 
three were involved in the murder, how can they 
be separated from the rape? Conversely, if  they 
were not involved in sexual assault, on what 
basis can those who allegedly arrived later be 
charged with murder?”

Current District Government Attorney Tulasa 
Bhandari said the prosecution should be viewed 
in the context that the forensic reports had not 
yet been received when the charges were filed.

Asked about the new reports, which do not 
indicate any forensic link implicating the other 
three accused, she said, “That is now for the 
District Court to decide. We cannot comment at 
this stage.”

She added that, because the matter is sub 
judice, she could not discuss it further.

“Charges are not amended simply because a 
forensic report is received. I don’t know what my 
predecessor did or why,” she said.

Sudhir Raj Shahi, the then Surkhet police 
chief, had earlier told the Post that the police role 
was limited to investigating the case and that the 
authority to frame charges rested with the gov-
ernment attorney. Asked about the new forensic 
findings, the current Surkhet police chief, 
Thakur Prasad Pokharel, declined to comment.

“I will not comment on a matter that is already 
before the court,” he said.

So far, only the accused, their witnesses and 
those who gave statements to the police claiming 
to have seen or heard about the incident have 
testified before the court. Inisha’s mother and 
other prosecution witnesses have yet to record 
their testimonies. Only after the witness exami-
nation process is completed will the case proceed 
to a full trial.

Inisha’s mother, Tila BK, complained that nei-
ther she nor the other prosecution witnesses had 
yet been called to testify.

“I’ve heard that only a few people who were at 
the scene have been called to give statements,” 
she said. 

“They called me once, but I haven’t been con-
tacted again.”

On one side is a family that lost its minor 
daughter and continues to wait for justice. On 
the other are the families of  the three juveniles, 
who insist they have been falsely accused and 
are also waiting for justice.

The father of  one of  the accused juveniles, 
said: “It feels as though they have already been 
punished despite doing nothing wrong. The boys 
are under tremendous psychological stress.”

As the legal process continues to move slowly, 
the wait for justice has become increasingly 
painful for both families.

Tila BK says she does not understand the legal 
complexities surrounding the case. Instead, she 
fears that procedural delays may ultimately 
deny her justice. She saw her daughter’s blood-
soaked body at the crime scene, yet no authority 
has officially informed her of  the contents of  the 
forensic reports.

“I’ve only heard rumours that the reports have 
arrived,” she said. “We lost our daughter, and we 
still haven’t received justice. It feels as though 
everyone has deceived us.”

DNA report contradicts gang-rape case against four juveniles

 JAYA SINGH MAHARA
KATHMANDU, JULY 16

The federal government has decided to 
restore personal secretaries for members of  
the federal parliament, a move that has reig-
nited debates over fiscal responsibility and 
nepotism in public administration.

Under the decision, members of  both the 
House of  Representatives and the National 
Assembly will once again be allowed to 
appoint a personal secretary with a salary 
equivalent to a gazetted third class officer of  
Nepal government.

The Minister for Law, Justice, and 
Parliamentary Affairs, Sobita Gautam, con-
firmed that the Cabinet meeting on Tuesday 
approved the proposal to amend Schedule 2 
of  the Act Relating to Remuneration and 
Facilities of  Office Bearers and Members of  
the Federal Parliament, 2016. The amend-
ment restores the secretarial staff  structure 
to its previous format, which also includes 
under-secretary-level aides for the Deputy 
Speaker of  the House and the Vice-
Chairperson of  the National Assembly.

According to Gautam, the decision was 
prompted by repeated complaints from law-
makers that the lack of  professional admin-
istrative support was hampering their legis-
lative duties.

“Lawmakers repeatedly complained that 
without personal secretaries, they faced 
severe difficulties in conducting legislative 
research, drafting bills, and managing polit-
ical portfolios,” said Gautam. “We must give 
lawmakers the support they need to do their 
jobs effectively.”

The government led by Sushila Karki, 
which was formed in the wake of  the Gen Z 
movement, scrapped the personal secretary 
provision in October, 2025. That austerity 
measure had drawn swift condemnation 
from then Speaker Devraj Ghimire and 
National Assembly Chairman Narayan 
Prasad Dahal, who argued it undermined 
parliamentary independence.

While the restoration is welcomed by law-
makers, critics say the provision has a histo-
ry of  abuse. Following the 2022 general 
elections, it was revealed that at least 48 MPs 
had appointed immediate family members—
including spouses, siblings, and cousins—to 
these taxpayer-funded positions. 
Historically, the salaries were deposited 
directly into the MPs’ bank accounts, lead-
ing to ‘ghost appointments’ where relatives 
never actually worked while lawmakers 
pocketed the salaries.

To prevent this unethical practice, the 
Parliament Secretariat later mandated that 
all salaries must be deposited directly into 
the personal secretaries’ individual bank 
accounts rather than the lawmakers’ per-
sonal holdings. Ekaram Giri, spokesperson 
for the Federal Parliament Secretariat, said 
that while they have not yet received the 
official Cabinet directive, the demand for 
aides is legitimate, provided they meet basic 
standards.

“It is the right of  the members to appoint 
their secretarial staff,” said Giri. “However, 
if  they appoint individuals who meet the 
educational and professional requirements 
prescribed by the Public Service Commission 
for a section officer, the secretariat will have 
little reason to object. The Office of  the 
Auditor General has repeatedly questioned 
the lack of  defined academic qualifications 
for these posts in its annual reports. We are 
waiting for the official gazette notification 
to decide our next steps.”

Former general secretary of  the 
Parliament Secretariat Manohar Bhattarai 
echoed the need for stringent reform, sug-
gesting an independent hiring mechanism 
to prevent nepotism.

“While lawmakers absolutely require 
assistants to conduct research, analyse poli-
cy, and participate meaningfully in parlia-
mentary debates, the rampant abuse of  this 
provision in the past has created deep public 
cynicism,” said Bhattarai. “To prevent nep-
otism, we should explore a system where 
aides are recruited and deputed through an 
independent body, similar to regular civil 
servants. This would preserve the utility of  
the provision while eliminating personal 
patronage.”

Minister Gautam, however, strongly 
urged political parties and individual feder-
al MPs to exercise strict self-regulation. “A 
personal secretary is central to a lawmak-
er’s political secretariat, handling crucial 
coordination and administration work,” she 
said. “While abuses occurred in the past, we 
now have a younger generation of  MPs who 
understand the value of  professional compe-
tence. Political parties must also keep a 
close watch on who their MPs appoint,” said 
Gautam. “My party, the Rastriya Swatantra 
Party, will actively monitor this. We expect 
MPs to hire highly qualified individuals.”

As the government prepares to formalise 
this controversial decision, both the public 
and seasoned anti-corruption watchdogs in 
Kathmandu remain deeply sceptical about 
its systemic integrity.

Government restores 
MPs’ personal secretaries

Decision revives concerns over nepotism, 
political patronage and misuse of public funds.

post illustration
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Post Photo
Home Minister Sudan Gurung met usury victims at Nijgadh, Bara on Tuesday.

 Bimal Khatiwada
Kathmandu, July 16

With revenue collection falling short 
of  expectations in recent years, the 
government has turned to long-pend-
ing tax disputes as a potential source 
of  additional income, offering taxpay-
ers a limited-time settlement facility 
to clear outstanding dues.

Finance Minister Swarnim Wagle  
is relying heavily on the recovery of  
tax arrears to meet the revenue target 
set for the next fiscal year. He has 
directed the revenue administration 
to focus on collecting more than Rs100 
billion from disputed and unpaid 
taxes as the government aims to raise 
Rs1.4 trillion in revenue.

The move comes as the government 
has set an ambitious 20 percent  
revenue growth target for the new  
fiscal year. Officials say the new 
arrangement could encourage taxpay-
ers who have avoided payments due to 
years of  litigation, accumulated pen-
alties and additional charges to settle 
their liabilities.

Under the scheme introduced 
through the Finance Bill, 2026, taxpay-
ers with pending cases can withdraw 
their disputes by paying the assessed 
tax amount along with an additional 
one percent. In return, the govern-
ment will waive fees, additional charg-
es, penalties, interest and late pay-
ment charges.

Including the revenue share to be 
distributed to provincial and local 
governments, the federal government 
will need to collect more than Rs1.5 
trillion in total revenue. After the dis-
tribution, the federal government is 
expected to retain Rs1.405 trillion.

“The target is to collect at least 
Rs100 billion from tax arrears,” a sen-
ior official at the Ministry of  Finance 
said. “The possibility of  achieving 
this appears realistic.”

Section 46 of  the Finance Bill allows 
taxpayers with cases pending before 
the Inland Revenue Department for 
administrative review or before judi-
cial bodies to withdraw their cases 
and pay the assessed value-added tax, 
income tax and excise duty, along with 
an additional one percent amount, by 
mid-January 2027. Once the payment 
is made within the deadline, taxpayers 
will receive waivers on applicable 
fees, additional charges, penalties, 
interest and late payment charges.

For the new fiscal year, the govern-

ment has set a revenue collection tar-
get of  Rs1.405 trillion. Officials at the 
Ministry of  Finance said recovery of  
outstanding taxes is a major part of  
its strategy to achieve the target.

Uttar Kumar Khatri, chief  of  the 
Revenue Management Division at the 
Ministry of  Finance, said the facility 
was introduced to help taxpayers  
who have accumulated dues for vari-
ous reasons.

“This facility does not reduce the 
original tax liability. Taxpayers must 
pay the assessed tax amount,” he said. 
“However, they have been allowed to 
settle by paying an additional one per-
cent on the initially assessed tax 
amount, while additional charges, 
penalties and other liabilities have 
been waived.”

Khatri said the scheme was  
also designed to bring businesses 
operating informally into the formal 
economy.

“We have introduced this scheme 
for long-pending tax dues, unsettled 
audit issues and cases that have 
remained in litigation for years, allow-
ing taxpayers to pay the assessed tax 
amount along with an additional one 
percent,” he said. “Similar schemes 
were introduced in the past, but the 
current arrangement offers greater 
benefits than previous ones.”

According to the Finance Bill, tax-
payers involved in cases where the 

Inland Revenue Department or tax 
offices have received permission to 
appeal at the Supreme Court or seek  
a review, or where applications for 
such appeals or reviews are pending, 
can request withdrawal of  cases by 
depositing the disputed tax amount 
and an additional one percent by 
mid-January 2027.

The department said 1,311 cases 
related to outstanding tax dues are 
currently pending.

From the previous fiscal year, 1,381 
cases were carried forward into the 
current fiscal year. Another 396 cases 
were added during the year, taking the 
total number of  pending cases to 1,777. 
Of  these, 466 cases were settled  
during the current fiscal year, leaving 
1,311 unresolved, according to the 
department.

The outstanding amount linked to 
these unresolved cases stands at 
around Rs172.33 billion, including 
fees, additional charges, penalties, 
interest and late payment charges. 
However, tax officials said the entire 
amount is unlikely to be recovered 
because taxpayers settling under the 
scheme will only have to pay the origi-
nal tax amount plus one percent.

In the fiscal year 2023-24, there were 
1,742 cases carried forward from the 
previous year. During fiscal year 2024-
25, another 741 cases were registered. 
Of  those, 1,102 applications were set-

tled during the year, according to the 
department.

The Finance Bill also includes pro-
visions for cases where taxpayers 
have not received permission to 
appeal to the Supreme Court or seek a 
review, but where tax reassessment 
has not yet been completed by the  
concerned office. In such cases, tax-
payers can apply for a settlement by 
depositing the disputed tax amount 
and an additional one percent by 
mid-January 2027. The government 
will waive related fees, additional 
charges, penalties, interest and late 
payment charges.

However, the exemption provision 
will not apply to businesses involved 
in providing telecommunications ser-
vices, according to the bill.

Officials at the department said 
some taxpayers have already started 
approaching tax offices to take advan-
tage of  the facility.

Keshav Raghuvanshi, information 
officer at the department, said taxpay-
ers have begun visiting the depart-
ment to withdraw cases by paying the 
one percent additional charge.

“Taxpayers have started coming to 
the department to withdraw their 
cases after paying the one percent 
amount,” he said. “The number is 
increasing.”

Araniko Rajbhandari, chairman of  
the Tax and Revenue Committee of  
the Federation of  Nepalese Chambers 
of  Commerce and Industry, said the 
government’s decision to include pro-
visions for recovering old tax arrears 
in the economic ordinance would ben-
efit businesses.

“Some businesses have been unable 
to pay taxes, income tax and excise 
duty on time due to various reasons,” 
he said. “In other cases, when the gov-
ernment conducts unilateral tax 
assessments and slaps fines when tax-
payers disagree, the total outstanding 
amount swells significantly. The gov-
ernment’s decision would benefit 
business owners who were holding 
back because they couldn’t afford the 
heavy fines.”

Rajbhandari said the decision 
would provide relief  to the private 
sector. He also welcomed the govern-
ment’s plan to introduce legislation 
related to credit recovery, which has 
long been demanded by businesses.

“It will benefit businesses of  all 
sizes, from small enterprises to large 
companies,” he said.

>> Continued from page 1

Since then, capital spending has 
remained above that level, reaching 57 
percent in one fiscal year and between 
60 and 65 percent in each of  the subse-
quent four years.

Government officials attributed 
this year’s weak performance to the 
Gen Z protests of  September last year, 
the March 5 federal parliamentary 
elections earlier this year, the subse-
quent formation of  a new govern-
ment, and disruptions to the supply of  
construction materials caused by the 
conflict in West Asia.

Nepal has long struggled to utilise 
its capital budget effectively, but this 
year marks one of  its poorest perfor-
mances, with development spending 
falling below 50 percent of  the original 
allocation.

Economists say the change in gov-
ernments following the Gen Z move-
ment failed to translate into better 
fiscal management.

The protests, which demanded good 
governance, action against corruption 
and improvements in public service 
delivery, led to the fall of  the Nepali 
Congress-CPN-UML coalition and the 
appointment of  a new government. 
However, fiscal indicators show little 
improvement since then.

Economist Dilli Raj Khanal said the 
current government, which came as 
an outcome of  the Gen Z movement, 
had failed to prioritise development 
works, resulting in another year of  
poor capital spending.

“The government came to power on 
the promise of  good governance, but it 
has neglected governance in develop-
ment spending,” Khanal said. “There 
is a high risk that the same pattern of  
poor capital expenditure will continue 
next year because the budget itself  
has not been designed in a way that 
addresses financial misgovernance 
and ensures its effective implementa-
tion.”

He said the budget should be  
formulated only after ensuring that 
projects are ready for implementation, 
but argued that the new fiscal budget 
also fails to ensure that.

Nepal’s poor record on capital 
spending is not new. Over the past 
three decades, governments have 
spent only around 60 percent of  the 
capital budget on average each year. 
Experts say addressing the problem 
requires structural reforms, including 
changes to procurement rules and pro-
ject implementation procedures.

“We blame everything from earth-
quakes to Covid-19 and now the Gen Z 
protests for poor capital spending 
while ignoring our own institutional 
weaknesses,” a Finance Ministry offi-
cial said. “These are excuses to avoid 

acknowledging the real problem. 
Broad structural reforms are essential 
if  Nepal wants to improve capital 
expenditure.”

Amrit Lamsal, spokesperson for the 
Ministry of  Finance, acknowledged 
that spending only 46.79 percent of  the 
original capital budget was low.

“Based on the figures up to July 15, 
capital expenditure stands at around 
47 percent of  the annual target,” 
Lamsal said. “The final figures may 
increase slightly after incorporating 
July 16 data.”

He said the Gen Z protests had dis-
rupted regular government opera-
tions after several public offices were 
damaged, while the March 5 election 
diverted the attention of  civil servants 
and contractors. At the same time, the 
conflict in West Asia disrupted sup-
plies of  construction materials and 
pushed up prices, slowing implemen-
tation of  infrastructure projects.

According to Lamsal, shortages of  
materials such as bitumen and rising 
construction costs also contributed to 
the poor spending performance.

“The Ministry of  Finance delegated 
budget reallocation authority to line 
ministries and repeatedly urged them 
to accelerate spending while facilitat-
ing implementation,” he said. “Despite 
these efforts, capital expenditure did 
not increase as expected.”

He said the government had laid the 
groundwork for stronger capital 
spending and expressed confidence 
that implementation would improve 
from the beginning of  the new  
fiscal year.

Meanwhile, the government collect-
ed Rs1.225 trillion in revenue in the 
fiscal year 2025-26. This represents a 
seven percent increase from the previ-
ous fiscal year’s collection but only 
82.76 percent of  the annual target.

Last year, the government achieved 
80.35 percent of  its revenue target. For 
the current fiscal year, it had set a 
revenue target of  Rs1.48 trillion.

Lamsal said revenue collection had 
reached around 84 percent of  the 
annual target.

“The target for the current fiscal 
year was Rs1.48 trillion,” he said. “By 
Wednesday, revenue collection had 
reached around Rs1.25 trillion. We had 
hoped to reach at least Rs1.3 trillion, 
but that now seems unlikely.”

Although revenue grew seven per-
cent year on year, Lamsal said strong-
er capital spending would have gener-
ated higher tax collection.

“Had capital expenditure increased, 
revenue collection would also have 
been higher,” he said. “Weak develop-
ment spending has directly affected 
revenue mobilisation.”

Despite missing the revenue target, 

he said the government’s fiscal posi-
tion remained manageable.

Recurrent expenditure reached 
Rs1.045 trillion during the fiscal year, 
equivalent to 88.51 percent of  the 
annual target and higher than the 
spending during the same period  
last year.

Officials said recurrent expenditure 
increased partly because the govern-
ment financed election-related activi-
ties from recurrent expenditure and 
other budget headings.

The government also spent Rs347.33 
billion on debt servicing and invest-
ment in public enterprises under the 
financial management heading, equiv-
alent to 92.56 percent of  the annual 
allocation. In the previous fiscal year, 
spending under the same heading 
stood at Rs320 billion, or 87.14 percent 
of  the target.

Foreign grants received during the 
fiscal year amounted to Rs31.25 bil-
lion, representing 58.5 percent of  the 
annual target. In the fiscal year 2024-
25, Nepal received Rs23.20 billion in 
foreign grants, or 44.34 percent of  the 
target.

By Thursday, the government’s fis-
cal deficit had reached around 
Rs358.61 billion. Total revenue stood at 
Rs1.264 trillion while total expendi-
ture reached Rs1.583 trillion.

In the previous fiscal year, the  
fiscal deficit stood at around Rs347.75 
billion.

The government had initially 
announced a budget of  Rs1.964 trillion 
for the current fiscal year but reduced 
it to Rs1.688 trillion through the mid-
term review after failing to mobilise 
sufficient resources and carry out 
spending.

Interim government’s finance min-
ister Rameshore Khanal cut the 
budget by Rs275.78 billion during the 
mid-term review after it became clear 
that both revenue collection and 
expenditures would fall short of  
expectations.

The original budget of  Rs1.964 tril-
lion had been presented by Bishnu 
Prasad Paudel while serving as 
finance minister in the KP Sharma 
Oli-led government.

According to the mid-term budget 
review report for the fiscal 2025-26, 
recurrent expenditure was revised 
down from Rs1.181 trillion to Rs1.126 
trillion.

Capital expenditure was reduced 
from the original allocation of  
Rs407.89 billion to Rs243.30 billion. 
Even that revised target was not 
achieved.

Likewise, the allocation for finan-
cial management was cut from 
Rs375.24 billion to Rs319.04 billion 
through the mid-term review.

Capital expenditure hits six-year low with 
less than half of budget allocation spent

Government targets tax arrears to boost revenue
The Balendra Shah-led administration aims to recover more than Rs100 billion in long-pending taxes to help  
meet its Rs1.405 trillion revenue target for the next fiscal year through a tax settlement scheme.

Post file Photo
For the new fiscal year, the government has set a revenue collection target of Rs1.405 trillion.
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These include preparing debt docu-
ments for loans that never existed, 
inflating loan amounts, capitalising 
interest into the principal to create 
new debt documents, charging interest 
above the legal limit, using threats or 
violence to recover debt, illegally seiz-
ing a borrower’s movable or immova-
ble property, forcing borrowers to issue 
blank or inflated cheques, compelling 
them to sign unnecessary documents, 
and authenticating financial docu-
ments without evidence of  banking 
transactions. The understanding also 
paves the way for establishing a special 
tribunal to hear usury-related cases. 
The proposed mechanism would be 
empowered to conduct forensic exami-
nations of  disputed documents, scruti-
nise bank statements and the sources 
of  assets, initiate money laundering 
investigations into suspicious proper-
ty, and provide legal mechanisms to 
review cases that have already been 
decided by courts or remain sub judice.

The move signals the government’s 
intention to treat usury as a criminal 
offence rather than an ordinary civil 
debt dispute, according to victims.

The understanding also provides for 
a special task force to draft the pro-
posed legislation and prepare an imple-
mentation roadmap within seven days 
of  the formal agreement. The task 
force will include officials from the 
ministries of  Home, Finance, Law, and 
Land Management, the Office of  the 
Attorney General, Nepal Police, and 
representatives of  the movement. 
While in Nijgadh, Gurung met farm-
ers, labourers and other victims who 
described how exorbitant interest 
rates, fraudulent debt documents and 
the threat of  losing their homes and 
land had pushed them into severe hard-
ship. The minister remained in Nijgadh 

and nearby Simara for three days.
Without elaborate security arrange-

ments or official ceremony, Gurung 
joined the victims in the meeting hall 
of  the Nijgadh Chamber of  Commerce 
and Industry, sitting among them as 
they recounted their experiences. He 
listened to each victim’s account of  
exploitation by moneylenders and the 
legal obstacles they had encountered, 
often sitting on the floor while taking 
notes in his diary. Throughout the dis-
cussions, he asked detailed questions 
about how moneylenders inflated debts 
using forged documents, what support 
victims had received from local author-
ities, and where existing laws had 
failed. He repeatedly urged them not to 
judge his government by the actions of  
previous administrations and sought 
to reassure them by saying, “I am with 
you. I stand by you.” Representatives 
of  the victims presented the home 
minister with a six-point demand. 
From the negotiation venue, Gurung 
called the prime minister and the 
chief  secretary to brief  them on the 
issues raised. He asked the victims to 
form a negotiation team and accompa-
ny him to Kathmandu for talks with 
the government. During negotiations 
that continued late into the night over 
two consecutive days, representatives 
of  the victims reiterated their 
long-standing demands: the cancella-
tion of  fraudulent debt documents, 
the strongest possible legal action 
against predatory moneylenders, the 
return of  land and property seized by 
lenders, and the withdrawal of  false 
criminal cases filed against victims. 
On Thursday afternoon, Gurung reaf-
firmed that the government was fully 
committed to addressing the victims’ 
demands and invited their representa-
tives to Kathmandu to finalise the 
agreement with the government.

Government pledges  
sweeping anti-usury reforms
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Our View

As the monsoon peaks, a fatal and entirely preventable tragedy is 
unfolding across Bangladesh. Between January and June this year, 
527 children drowned across the country, according to a report in 
this daily. With August usually seeing a peak in such incidents, 
thousands of  rural families live in anxiety. Yet, at the time when 
these families need state support the most, a highly effective gov-
ernment initiative has been shuttered by bureaucratic inertia.

In 45 upazilas of  16 districts, 8,000 community childcare centres 
and 1,600 Swim-Safe facilities provided a secure environment for 
hundreds of  thousands of  children. However, the facilities have 
remained closed since December because the initial phase of  the 
Integrated Community-Based Centre for Child Care (ICBC) Project 
ended and a new Tk 838-crore Development Project Proposal (DPP) 
sits in the bureaucratic pipeline awaiting approval. It is uncon-
scionable that a life-saving initiative is being allowed to lapse due 
to red tape.

Analysis shows that the vast majority of  child drownings occur 
within a few metres of  the home between 9:00 am and 1:00 pm—
when rural mothers are occupied with household or agricultural 
work. ICBC centres covered this exact window and, tellingly, not a 
single drowning death was recorded among those enrolled in the 
programme. By allowing these centres to close, authorities have left 
children fatally exposed and placed an unbearable burden on par-
ents. Furthermore, this closure has also abruptly stripped hun-
dreds of  local caregivers of  their sole source of  income.

While it is encouraging that the Ministry of  Women and 
Children Affairs (MoWCA) has proposed a mass expansion of  the 
project, the timing signals poor planning. Even if  the Planning 
Commission approves the proposal immediately, officials admit 
that procurement and NGO recruitment will take another five to 
six months. The entirety of  the current monsoon season will likely 
pass without these critical safety nets in place. This gap highlights 
a fundamental flaw in how we address child drowning. Drowning 
prevention cannot be treated as a temporary, time-bound develop-
ment project. It is a permanent, year-round public health threat.

As experts suggest, we must no longer rely solely on time-bound 
development projects to tackle the crisis. Childcare and drowning 
prevention should be recognised as essential public services, sup-
ported through the government’s regular revenue budget, while 
development funding should be used to expand infrastructure and 
drive innovation. In the immediate term, the MoWCA must find an 
emergency mechanism to reinstate caregivers and reopen existing 
centres without waiting for a half-year procurement cycle.

—The Daily Star (Bangladesh)/ANN

Their view

Guilty by default
Nepali citizens possess no legal space to challenge 

the fines or charges imposed by security forces.
While the immediate catalyst for the tragic death of  Ganesh 
Nepali, a 25-year-old ride-hailing driver who set himself  on fire in 
Kathmandu, was Rs1,000 fine, the underlying cause was a system-
ic lack of  legal recourse. His self-immolation was a final, desper-
ate protest against a Kafkaesque legal environment where the 
word of  a police officer is absolute, and the right to appeal is 
non-existent.

The current landscape of  law enforcement in Nepal is increas-
ingly defined by the arbitrary use of  ‘indecent behaviour’ charg-
es. As documented in a recent investigative report, the police have 
transformed this specific provision of  the 2017 National Penal 
Code into a tool for the summary detention of  anyone who dares 
to question authority. In a single year, 95 percent of  those charged 
with ‘indecent behaviour’ were convicted. This staggering statis-
tic indicates a judicial system that largely serves to rubber-stamp 
police actions.

The case of  Majid Ansari, a Gen Z activist and law student, 
further illustrates this erosion of  due process. Detained after a 
visit to displaced squatters, Ansari was held for days without a 
warrant. Despite his injuries, he was pressured to sign documents 
in a vacuum of  legal clarity. This practice of  ‘arrest first, justify 
later’ is facilitated by the routine misuse of  ‘emergency arrest 
warrants’, which are deployed in every single case of  ‘indecent 
behaviour’ regardless of  whether a genuine emergency exists.

This systemic rot is sustained by a glaring legislative void. As 
lawmaker Sulav Kharel observed during a recent Law, Justice and 
Human Rights Committee meeting, Nepali citizens currently pos-
sess no dedicated legal space to challenge the fines or charges 
imposed by security forces. Whether it is a municipal police officer 
levying a fine for parking or a traffic personnel issuing a ticket, the 
decision remains beyond the reach of  independent review. When 
there is no mechanism for an independent hearing, the law ceases 
to be a shield for the citizen and becomes a weapon for the state.

The consequences of  this lack of  appeal are often more punitive 
than the law itself. In many instances, individuals accused of  
‘indecent behaviour’ spend more time in pre-trial detention than 
the maximum sentence eventually handed down by the courts. 
For the poor and those without legal representation—who com-
prise 94 percent of  these defendants—the system offers no exit. 
The court’s tendency to interpret simple explanations as confes-
sions further accelerates this descent into unfair justice.

The self-immolation of  Ganesh Nepali was, as MP Kharel 
argued, partly a result of  this claustrophobic legal reality. When 
the state provides no avenue for a citizen to say, “This is unfair,” 
it produces a state of  learned helplessness where the only remain-
ing response is self-destruction. The discrepancy in fines between 
different agencies—where municipal police charge double what 
traffic police do for the same offence—only adds to the sense of  a 
capricious and predatory administration.

Restoring faith in the rule of  law requires structural reform. 
First, the establishment of  independent traffic and administra-
tive courts is an urgent necessity. There must be a neutral venue 
where a citizen can contest a fine or a charge without fear of  
immediate detention. Second, the National Penal Code must be 
amended to strictly redefine ‘indecent behaviour’ and limit the 
maximum period of  detention to prevent its use as a tool for arbi-
trary punishment.

Furthermore, the recommendations of  the criminal justice 
reform task force, which have languished for two years, must be 
implemented immediately. This includes reducing the investiga-
tion period and ensuring that no judgment is delivered without 
the presence of  legal counsel. The state must move away from a 
culture where police officers act simultaneously as complainants, 
investigators and witnesses.

True justice for the countless individuals caught in this cycle of  
arbitrary punishment will only be achieved when the law allows 
for dissent. A system that cannot be challenged is not a system of  
justice, but one of  mere control. The government must act to cre-
ate a space where the citizen’s voice carries as much weight as the 
officer’s badge.

Don‘t let them drown
Prevention must be essential public service  

supported by the government’s regular revenue.

Opinion

Every few years, Nepal rediscovers its 
neighbourhood. A new government 
promises a reset with India, a fresh 
understanding with China and a devel-
opment-driven foreign policy. Yet, the 
debate always ends where it began. 
Nepal’s greatest foreign policy problem 
is not Delhi or Beijing. It is the weak-
ness of  the Nepali state. The real divide 
is no longer between India and China 
but between ambition and implementa-
tion. 

Rabi Lamichhane’s op-ed, published 
as the chairman of  the Rastriya 
Swatantra Party visited New Delhi to 
meet Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
identified several real problems. He 
wrote about the gap between Nepal’s 
potential and its performance, the need 
to move beyond grievance politics and 
the untapped promise of  hydropower. 
On each of  these points, he is broadly 
correct.

But none of  this is new. Since 1990, 
every major government has framed its 
neighborhood policy around develop-
ment cooperation. Madhav Kumar 
Nepal spoke of  balanced engagement; 
Baburam Bhattarai emphasised infra-
structure; KP Sharma Oli mixed con-
nectivity with confrontation; and 
Nepali Congress governments pursued 
the same agenda. The vocabulary rotat-
ed, not the implementation. 

The past month illustrated this pat-
tern. Within nine days, Foreign 
Minister Shishir Khanal visited New 
Delhi and Beijing. In Delhi, he assured 
India that the new government carried 
‘no old baggage’ and gave bilateral ties 
the highest priority. In Beijing, he reaf-
firmed the One-China policy, pledged 
that Nepali soil would not be used 
against Chinese interests and proposed 
new trans-Himalayan connectivity. 
While both visits produced warm dec-
larations, neither produced a single 
new agreement.

This is not an exception. Nepal prom-
ises the Raxaul-Kathmandu railway to 
India and a trans-Himalayan railway to 
China. The 2017 Belt and Road frame-
work remains largely on paper. The 
Pancheswor Project has awaited imple-
mentation since 1996. The problem is 
not which neighbour Nepal chooses. It 
is that Nepal struggles to deliver either.

The border episode revealed the 
same weakness. In his first address to 
Parliament, Prime Minister Balendra 
Shah said Nepal had also encroached 
on Indian territory and proposed a 
third-party involvement in resolving 

the dispute. Within days, Nepal’s posi-
tion shifted from internationalisation 
to clarification and back to bilateral-
ism. A state that cannot speak with one 
voice cannot negotiate from a position 
of  strength. 

And the ‘no old baggage’ formula 
deserves examination, not applause. A 
country does not carry the baggage of  
its parties. It carries the weight of  its 
treaties, its disputes and its diplomatic 
record. The 1950 Treaty is not the Rana 
regime’s treaty. Kalapani and Lipulekh 
are not any party’s baggage. The 
Eminent Persons Group report, unim-
plemented since 2018, belongs to Nepal 
as a state. The baggage Khanal dis-
claimed in Delhi included baggage his 
own prime minister had produced days 
earlier. Governments do not only inher-
it history. They produce it. 

These recurring failures point to a 
deeper structural problem: Foreign pol-
icy is ultimately implemented not by 
speeches, but by institutions.

Political theorist Benjamin Barber 
argued that modern states are pulled 
apart by domestic fragmentation and 
pushed together by global economic 
integration. Nepal lives in that tension. 
The Gen Z protest that reshaped the 
country’s politics demanded accounta-
bility from a state perceived as cap-
tured, while remittances, payment sys-
tems, power grids and connectivity 
corridors pull the country into deeper 
integration with both neighbours. A 
state that struggles to govern effective-
ly at home will also struggle to negoti-
ate and deliver abroad. External ambi-
tion depends on domestic capability.

Integration is no longer a question 
but a fact. Cross-border power trade 
has become structural, with Nepali 

electricity flowing into the Indian grid 
and onward to Bangladesh. The linkage 
of  India’s UPI with Nepal’s payments 
system is more than a banking arrange-
ment, marking a shared economic 
space where payments, tourism and 
remittances move through common 
platforms. The old debate was depend-
ence versus sovereignty. The real ques-
tion is whether Nepal can convert inte-
gration into leverage. 

Nepal’s neighbours have changed 
faster than Nepal has. India is now a 
major economic and digital power, cen-
tral to global supply chains. China 
courts Nepal through the Belt and 
Road, a family of  global initiatives and 
party-to-party channels, while remind-
ing Kathmandu that ‘distant relatives 
matter less than close neighbours’. 
Nepal is negotiating today with two 
states that treat connectivity, security 
and digital integration as strategic pri-
orities. Pretending otherwise only 
weakens Nepal’s hand with both.

Yet, responsibility does not lie with 
Nepal alone. As Kautilya observed, last-
ing influence rests more on mutual bene-
fit than coercion, and that principle 
applies to larger powers as much as to 
smaller ones. A neighbour constantly 
reminded of  its smallness rarely 
becomes a more reliable partner. 
Strategic competition between India and 
China has increased Nepal’s relevance, 
but geography rewards only those states 
capable of  using it. Otherwise, location 
becomes a source of  pressure rather 
than a source of  leverage. 

India has known Nepal’s hydropower 
since the 1950s, and China has discussed 
Himalayan connectivity for decades. 
What has held Nepal back was never 
only Indian indifference or Chinese hes-

itation. It was the absence of  regulatory 
certainty, administrative competence 
and political continuity needed to turn 
opportunity into power. Winning an 
election and governing are different 
things. Electoral mandates remove 
excuses, but they do not create capabili-
ty. Nepal’s recent history is a procession 
of  governments that entered office with 
political capital and left without 
strengthening the institutions that 
translate ambition into achievement.

BP Koirala understood this long 
before ‘state capability’ became the lan-
guage of  modern political science. 
Remembered as a democrat, he was 
equally a strategist. During the 1954 
Koshi negotiations, he opposed not 
Indian investment but Nepal’s inability 
to negotiate from a position of  internal 
coherence. The negotiation was revised 
12 years later, but the political cost fell 
on Nepal. His lesson remains relevant 
today: Sovereignty is measured not by 
rhetoric but by capability. A weak state 
can speak the language of  independence 
while remaining dependent in practice. 
A capable state can negotiate confident-
ly with powers far larger than itself. 

That is why Nepal’s neighbourhood 
debate keeps missing the point. The 
decisive question is no longer whether 
Nepal leans towards Delhi or Beijing, 
nationalism or pragmatism, old parties 
or new. It is whether the Nepali state 
can negotiate, implement, regulate and 
sustain what it signs. Nepal has never 
lacked opportunities. What it has 
lacked, too often, is the institutional 
capability to turn these opportunities 
into national power. 

Jha is affiliated with the Nepali 
Congress.

Consider a simple question: If  someone 
asked whether the insects, birds or 
wildflowers in a given Nepali forest are 
more or fewer than they were 10 years 
ago, could anyone answer honestly? 
For a handful of  famous species, per-
haps. For almost everything else, no. 
We have no baseline to compare 
against. This may sound like a narrow 
scientific complaint, but it sits at the 
centre of  how the country handles 
nature, and it explains why so many of  
our green promises never quite mean 
anything.

We are not short of  ambition. Nepal 
has signed the global agreement to 
reverse biodiversity loss by 2030. We 
reaffirm our promise to protect 30 per-
cent of  our land. Officials fly to climate 
summits and return with speeches. 
What we are short of  is the patient 
measurement that would tell us wheth-
er any of  it is working. 

Much of  what guides environmental 
policy today comes from scenarios—
the models that sketch out what our 
forests, farms and rivers might look 
like decades from now. And there is an 
uncomfortable truth buried in how 
these models are built. The choices 
made at the very start, about which 
drivers to include and which to leave 
out, decide what the final picture is 
allowed to show. Feed a model climate 
data, but ignore who owns the land, and 
you get one future. Add the farmer, the 
money sent home from the Gulf, the 
road being cut into a hillside, and you 
get another. These starting assump-
tions are rarely written down. A few 
experts settle them, and once the report 
is printed, nobody can go back and ask 
what was left out.

This happens in Nepal without any-
one naming it. A donor arrives with a 
model designed for another country, a 
consultant fills in the blanks, and a 
glossy report appears full of  confident 
graphs about our forests in 2050. 
Almost nobody asks the one question 
that matters: What got excluded? 
Community forestry shows the trap. It 
is one of  Nepal’s genuine successes, 

with more than 20,000 user groups 
managing roughly a third of  the coun-
try’s forests, and the returning tree 
cover is visible from any hillside. But 
bringing back trees is not the same as 
bringing back nature. Many groups 
have little money, weak biodiversity 
planning and forest plans that go unre-
newed for years. We measured the easy 
thing, tree cover and let ourselves 
believe the whole ecosystem had recov-
ered with it. The insects, the soil life, 
the small creatures that actually run a 
forest, went uncounted. So we do not 
know.

The science on planetary limits car-
ries a warning we feel sharply in the 
hills. A boundary can be safe for the 
planet and still be unjust for the people 
living inside it. When a global frame-
work decides the Himalaya should 
store more carbon, it sounds reasona-
ble in a conference hall in Europe. On 
the ground, it can mean a Gurung or 
Magar household moved off  the slope 
where their grandparents farmed. 
Nobody explains to them that their 
hillside has become something called a 
carbon project, and there is no reason 
they would understand it. The health 
of  the land cannot be separated from 
fairness to the people on it. 

The same weakness runs all the way 
to the very top of  the global economy. A 

recent look at the biggest corporations 
on earth, the ones behind palm oil, 
cocoa, fertiliser and mining, asked a 
plain question of  their biodiversity 
pledges: Are they specific enough for 
anyone to check? Only about one in 
eight was. The rest named no baseline, 
no deadline and no measurable target. 
They were the corporate version of  we 
will try our best, committing to noth-
ing and impossible to prove wrong. If  
the most powerful companies in the 
world can hide behind vague promises, 
it is worth asking how much of  our 
own official language does the same.

The habit is certainly familiar at 
home. A vague promise is safe, while a 
specific one can be checked, and if  it 
can be checked, it can fail. So the cau-
tious move—whether in a boardroom in 
London or a ministry in Kathmandu—
is to say something warm and unmeas-
urable. We declare rivers clean without 
ever recording how dirty they were. We 
ban a pesticide and never test the soil 
again to see if  the ban did anything. 
Years after DDT was outlawed here, its 
traces were still turning up in soil near 
Rupandehi and Biratnagar because 
nobody had kept looking.

Honest measurement also needs con-
tinuity, the same people returning to 
the same places year after year and 
keeping the records safe. Nepal is poor 

at protecting that continuity. Research 
institutions are opened and closed with 
the political weather, and each closure 
erases the very records a baseline is 
built from. You cannot track how a for-
est changes over a decade through an 
institution that does not survive a sin-
gle change of  minister.

The deeper issue is what the country 
chooses to fund. Far too much of  our 
research money, from the state and 
from donors alike, goes into projects 
whose main output is a report and a 
closing-day workshop with tea and cer-
tificates. We have become skilled at 
producing paperwork about doing sci-
ence and much weaker at paying for the 
science itself, the soil tests, the species 
inventories, the long monitoring that 
cannot be finished inside one fiscal 
year. That work is slow and unglamor-
ous, so it loses every time to a project 
that promises a tidy file by the dead-
line.

Fixing this does not require grand 
gestures. Our universities and acade-
mies should give grants for genuine 
technical research, not only for report 
writing, and the process should reach 
people where they are. Too often, apply-
ing still means being close to 
Kathmandu, where the offices and the 
paperwork sit. Hence, a young research-
er in Dhangadi starts at a disadvantage 
that has nothing to do with the quality 
of  their idea. The money is real, but it 
circles the same city. It should also 
come from our own budget, not only 
when an agency abroad decides the 
topic is in fashion, because a country 
that lets outsiders pay for its science 
lets them choose what it studies.

For its size, Nepal already produces a 
surprising amount of  published 
research on Himalayan biodiversity. 
The talent is here. What is missing is 
the patience and the willingness to pay 
for the slow, honest work that turns a 
slogan into a fact. Before chasing the 
next headline target, we could fund the 
basic inventory first, require every 
pledge to state its baseline and deadline 
in plain language and insist that every 
model show what it chose to ignore. 
The forests will still be there next sea-
son. The only question worth asking is 
whether anyone will be counting them.

Pokharel holds a doctorate in natural 
sciences and works on insect ecology and 
science education in Nepal.

Whither domestic ability?

Green promises, empty measures
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Nepal produces surprising research on Himalayan biodiversity given its size. The talent exists,  
but patience and willingness to fund slow, honest work are lacking. 

A state that struggles to govern effectively at home will also struggle to negotiate and deliver abroad. 
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Delhi urges halt to Indian 
seamen on Hormuz ships
NEW DELHI: India urged local shipown-
ers and firms that recruit sailors not 
to deploy seafarers on vessels transit-
ing the Strait of  Hormuz, as fighting 
between the United States and Iran 
intensifies. The United States has this 
week been striking Iran, drawing 
retaliatory Iranian attacks on US 
interest in the Gulf  as they battle 
over the strategic Hormuz shipping 
route. India is one of  the largest con-
tributors of  sailors to merchant ship-
ping worldwide, with more than 
320,000 active seafarers in 2025, 
according to its shipping ministry. 
India’s Directorate General of  
Maritime Administration (DGMA) 
appealed in a statement on 
Wednesday that there should be “no 
deployment of  Indian seafarers on 
vessels undertaking voyages involv-
ing passage through the Strait of  
Hormuz until further orders”. “The 
DGMA continues to closely monitor 
the evolving security situation and 
remains committed to safeguarding 
the safety, security and welfare of  
Indian seafarers,” it said. (AFP)

UK nationalises 
struggling British Steel
LONDON: The British government said 
on Thursday it had taken British 
Steel into full public ownership to 
“protect the future of  steel produc-
tion in the UK”, after taking control 
from Chinese firm Jingye. The coun-
try’s last factory that can make steel 
from scratch faced imminent closure 
last year after Jingye said the plant 
in Scunthorpe, northern England was 
no longer financially viable. The 
announcement prompted the govern-
ment to step in and take control of  
the company last April. In May this 
year, it said it would introduce legis-
lation to nationalise it. “Today’s deci-
sion secures the future of  steelmak-
ing in the UK, protects skilled jobs 
and safeguards a vital national capa-
bility,” Prime Minister Keir Starmer 
said in a statement after the legisla-
tion became law Wednesday. London 
had seen the possible closure of  the 
Scunthorpe site, bought by Jingye in 
2020, as a threat to Britain’s long-term 
economic security, given the decline 
of  the country’s once-robust steel 
industry. Business Minister Peter 
Kyle said British Steel had become 
“vulnerable” against a background  
of  uncertainty around critical  
supplies. (AFP)

UK economy rebounds as 
nation awaits new PM
LONDON: Britain’s economy rebound-
ed slightly in May with growth of  0.1 
percent thanks to expansion in the 
services sector, official data showed 
Thursday as Britain awaits a new 
prime minister. Gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) had contracted by 0.1 per-
cent in April as the US-Iran war 
pushed up inflation after oil prices 
soared. “The growth in May was 
because of  a rise of  0.3-percent [out-
put] in services,” the Office for 
National Statistics said in a state-
ment. The data comes as Andy 
Burnham prepares to take over as 
prime minister on Monday. Keir 
Starmer resigned as PM and Labour 
party leader last month, bowing to 
months of  internal pressure to step 
down after a series of  scandals, mis-
steps over the economy and policy 
U-turns. The latest data “is not a bad 
welcome gift for incoming PM Andy 
Burnham”, noted Paul Dales, chief  
UK economist at Capital Economics 
research group. He added that even if  
output proves to be flat in June, the 
economy would have expanded  
by 0.4 percent overall in the  
second quarter. (AFP)

 ANIL GIRI & SANGAM PRASAIN
KATHMANDU, JULY 16

Nepal and India have agreed to resume 
talks on additional bilateral air entry 
routes, reviving negotiations after 
nearly a decade on a long-pending 
issue crucial to the operation of  
Nepal’s two new international air-
ports in Pokhara and Bhairahawa.

The additional air entry routes  
have long been a key demand of   
Nepal, as around 90 percent of  inter-
national flights currently enter the 
country through a single, congested 
entry point over Simara.

India has been reluctant to grant 
direct, low-altitude entry points 
through Nepal’s western and eastern 
corridors, citing security concerns 
related to sensitive military installa-
tions, including the Gorakhpur  
air base, as well as air traffic manage-
ment complexities.

Senior officials from the two  
countries are expected to meet in 
August to discuss and negotiate addi-
tional cross-border air entry routes. 
The date and venue of  the meeting 
have yet to be finalised.

The issue was discussed during  
a meeting between Foreign Minister 
Shisir Khanal and Munu Mahawar, 
additional secretary at India’s 
Ministry of  External Affairs, in 
Kathmandu on Thursday.

Mahawar is in Nepal to attend  
the 13th Nepal-India Joint Steering 
Committee meeting at the energy sec-
retary level that concluded in Pokhara 
on Wednesday.

During the meeting, Khanal urged 
India to convene the long-delayed  
technical committee meeting tasked 
with discussing Nepal’s request for 
additional air routes.

“Mahawar assured us that the  
meeting would take place next month,” 
two sources familiar with the matter 
told the Post. “The technical-level 
mechanism will examine the bottle-
necks in Nepal’s request for additional 
air entry routes.”

Another Tourism Ministry official 
said Nepal had recently proposed con-
vening the meeting.

“Now that India has agreed, the 
agenda for the meeting will be final-
ised,” the official said.

Nepal has been pressing India for 

additional air entry routes since 2009, 
after deciding to build international 
airports in Pokhara and Bhairahawa.

The issue received political  
backing during Indian Prime  
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to 
Nepal in August 2014. 

A joint communiqué issued after 
the visit stated that cross-border 
direct routes would facilitate flights  
to the regional airports in Pokhara 
and Bhairahawa, reduce travel time 
and costs, and improve air connectivi-
ty between the two countries.

The two prime ministers subse-
quently directed their respective 
authorities to resolve the issue  
within six months.

Following that directive, Nepal and 
India agreed in 2016 to make the L626 
(Kathmandu-Mahendranagar) route 
two-way. Later that year, India agreed 
in principle to provide additional 
cross-border entry points for interna-
tional airlines.

Nepal proposed three new entry 
points through Janakpur, Bhairahawa 
and Nepalgunj. 

India, however, said it needed inter-

nal consultations before making a 
final decision. 

New Delhi had long expressed res-
ervations about entry points through 
Bhairahawa and Nepalgunj because 
of  the strategic Gorakhpur air base, 
where fighter jet exercises are regu-
larly conducted. In February 2017, the 
two countries agreed to form a joint 
technical team to examine the feasibil-
ity of  opening the three routes.

Until April 2018, India had remained 
positive about opening western entry 
routes after a technical team was 
formed to address safety concerns. 

Officials say India’s position later 
hardened.

Nepal-India relations deteriorated 
after Kathmandu withdrew from a 
joint military exercise of  the Bay of  
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation 
(BIMSTEC) countries in Pune in 
September 2018 after initially agree-
ing to participate.

India expressed dissatisfaction over 
Nepal’s withdrawal, particularly with-
in its defence establishment.

The same year, Nepal participated 

in the second Nepal-China joint  
military exercise, Sagarmatha 
Friendship-2, in China’s Sichuan 
province, further complicating bilat-
eral defence sensitivities.

After that, discussions on the  
safety assessment of  the proposed air 
routes stalled.

Nepal has consistently argued  
that expanding cross-border air routes  
is essential because almost all inbound 
international traffic depends on the 
Simara entry point.

In contrast, aircraft departing 
Nepal have access to seven  
exit points—Bhairahawa and 
Mahendranagar in the west, and 
Simara, Biratnagar, Tumlingtar, 
Mechi and Janakpur in the east.

Two additional entry points over 
Mechi and Tumlingtar (NONIM), used 
by aircraft arriving from Bhutan and 
Lhasa respectively, exist but handle 
only limited traffic.

As a result, Simara remains  
heavily congested.

The lack of  western entry routes 
has also undermined the commercial 
viability of  the Gautam Buddha 
International Airport in Bhairahawa 
and Pokhara International Airport, 
projects on which Nepal has spent 
more than Rs60 billion.

Gautam Buddha International 
Airport was upgraded as Nepal’s sec-
ond international airport on May 16, 
2022, while Pokhara International 
Airport was inaugurated on January 
1, 2023. Neither airport currently has 
scheduled international passenger 
services, handling only occasional 
charter flights. Air entry routes are 
considered critical for both airports.

A Bhairahawa-bound aircraft 
approaching from the west, for  
example, cannot enter directly  
over Bhairahawa, Nepalgunj or 
Mahendranagar. Instead, it must 
make a roughly 300-kilometre detour 
to enter Nepal through Simara in the 
east before flying back west.

Experts say the longer route 
increases fuel consumption and  
operating costs, making flights more 
expensive.

Tourism Ministry documents show 
that international flights to Pokhara 
from the west must fly an additional 
185 kilometres if  new cross-border air 
routes are not opened.

Officials at Nepal’s civil aviation 
authority said India had agreed in 
principle in 2016 to allow the three 
proposed routes, but the decision was 
never implemented.

“Meetings were held in 2019 and 
again in 2023, but they produced no 
outcome,” an official said.

Meanwhile, Thursday’s meeting 
also reviewed broader Nepal-India 
cooperation.

According to Nepal’s Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, both sides discussed 
holding further meetings to strength-
en close and enduring bilateral ties in 
areas of  mutual interest.

Khanal and Mahawar also wel-
comed the outcome of  the recently 
concluded Joint Steering Committee 
meeting in Pokhara.

The two countries agreed to 
increase electricity trade through the 
400 kV Dhalkebar-Muzaffarpur and 
the planned Dhalkebar-Sitamarhi 
cross-border transmission lines.

Following a review of  the existing 
1,000 MW import-export capacity 
through the Dhalkebar-Muzaffarpur 
line and a study conducted by the 
Joint Technical Team, both sides 
agreed to raise the combined transfer 
capacity to 1,400 MW for imports and 
1,650 MW for exports through the two 
transmission corridors.

Mahawar also expressed satisfac-
tion over the progress of  Indian-
backed hydropower projects, includ-
ing the Lower Arun project.

India’s Satluj Jal Vidyut Nigam 
(SJVN) is developing the 900 MW 
Arun-3 Hydropower Project and has 
also secured licences for the 679  
MW Lower Arun and 490 MW Arun-4 
projects.

Arun-4 will be developed as a joint 
venture between the Nepal Electricity 
Authority and SJVN, with the Indian 
company holding the majority stake.

India’s NHPC Limited is also set to 
develop the 750 MW West Seti and 450 
MW Seti River-6 projects. NHPC and 
Vidyut Utpadan Company Limited 
have already signed a memorandum 
of  understanding to jointly develop 
the 480 MW Phukot Karnali 
Hydropower Project.

Despite repeated efforts from the 
Indian side, however, Nepal’s prime 
minister’s long-awaited official visit 
to India has yet to materialise.

Nepal and India to resume talks on air entry  
routes after decade-long lull

Officials will discuss additional cross-border air entry points critical for the viability of Pokhara and Bhairahawa international airports.

 REUTERS
BEIJING, July 16 

Jack Chen has never defaulted on  
a loan since he began borrowing to 
cover expenses during his internship 
days, but his credit report now carries 
a red flag because of  his swelling  
debt burden, and new loan applica-
tions are being rejected.

That leaves the 27-year-old telecoms 
maintenance worker from Jiangsu 
province facing a default of  around 
140,000 yuan ($20,685)—equivalent to 
about a year’s wages—across credit 
cards, online borrowing and a car 
loan, after his employer cut pay and 
scrapped a fuel allowance this year. 
Despite paring spending to only food, 
rent and gas, “the debt just kept roll-
ing over and getting bigger,” he said.

Chen’s story is becoming increas-
ingly common in China amid both a 
bleak labour market and a protracted 
property slump. Consumer loan 
defaults have soared to record highs, 
and analysts expect the situation to 
worsen as lower-income Chinese in 
particular sink deeper into debt.

It comes with Beijing actively 
encouraging consumers to borrow 
and spend as part of  a years-long 
effort to pivot the stuttering, two-
speed economic recovery towards 
domestic demand. The economy grew 
at the slowest pace in over three years 
in the second quarter, official data 
showed on Wednesday, as a moribund 
consumer undermined robust manu-
facturing and exports.

The People’s Bank of  China has 
repeatedly urged commercial banks to 
step up lending, but the banks have 
balked, instead tightening lending 
standards to protect themselves from 
additional bad debt. Short-term house-
hold loans contracted 7 percent year-on-
year last month, data showed on 
Wednesday, in the latest evidence of  an 
anaemic market. The PBOC and the 
National Financial Regulatory 
Administration did not immediately 
reply to Reuters requests for comments.

The conundrum is that, for the most 

part, only those with bad credit are 
looking to borrow. “More creditwor-
thy customers are reducing credit 
card usage,” said Nicholas Zhu, a 
banking analyst at Moody’s. 

“Less creditworthy consumers 
remain active borrowers, leading to 
higher asset risks for lenders.” 

The total stock of  households’ 
non-performing loans (NPLs) swelled 
by more than a fifth last year to an 
unprecedented 2.22 trillion yuan 
($324.50 billion), according to Gavekal 
Dragonomics. The total, which 
equates to roughly 1.6 percent of  GDP, 
means as many as one in ten Chinese 
adults fell behind on debt payments in 
2025, the researcher said.

The surge in bad debt is mainly the 
result of  last year’s relaxed credit issu-
ance to meet government consumption 
targets, said bankers with knowledge 
of  the matter. A loan officer at a mid-
sized Chinese lender said its consumer 
loan risk model was revised this year 
to give increased weight to salary 
income when reviewing applications, 
following high default rates on loans 
that assessed borrowers based more on 
ownership of  property and fixed assets. 

Banks are also managing rising 
defaults by avoiding immediate 
non-performing classifications, instead 
offering borrowers restructuring, pay-
ment extensions or time to sell proper-
ty, sources said.

“We communicate with customers 
first. If  they can’t repay the principal, 
we ask if  they can pay interest, or 
even partial interest. If  so, the loan 
won’t be classified as non-perform-
ing,” said an employee of  a joint-stock 
bank.  “Currently, the situation with 
overdue retail loans is very serious.”

All the banking sector sources 
declined to be named as they were not 
authorised to speak to the media. 
Analysts say lenders with large con-
centrations of  unsecured consumer 
loans are particularly vulnerable as 
defaults rise. China’s five major state-
owned banks all reported rising per-
sonal loan NPL ratios last year, with 
Bank of  Communications recording 
the steepest increase among them—up 
0.5 percentage point to 1.58 percent.

China Merchants Bank, widely 
regarded as the nation’s leading retail 
lender, reported a personal loan NPL 
ratio of  1.14 percent in the first quar-
ter of  this year, up 0.13 percentage 
point year-on-year. Its credit card 
delinquency ratio reached 1.90 percent 
in the first quarter, an increase of  0.15 
percentage point. 

China’s record consumer 
defaults undermine Beijing’s 
push to boost spending

post file photo
The Bhairahawa International Airport has a 15,169 square-metre terminal building with a 
capacity to serve nearly a million passengers a year. 

Consumer loan defaults 
have soared to record 
highs. Analysts expect 
the situation to worsen.
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CAPRICORN (December 22-January 19) 

Blessings and signs from beyond are abundant 
today, dear Capricorn; you only need to look for 
them. Ramp up your spiritual practices to fully 
harness these vibes and direct them toward 
goals your heart is invested in.

AQUARIUS (January 20-February 18) 

Relationship disconnects dissolve, dearest 
Aquarius, bringing you and loved ones closer 
than ever. Leave the past where it belongs and 
allow yourself  to feel fully in love with your 
sweetheart.

PISCES (February 19-March 20) 

Bring a romantic element to your wellness 
goals, dearest Pisces. You will feel lighter and 
more energised with each positive decision you 
make, and your love life will improve as a result. 

Astrology.com

ARIES (March 21-April 19) 

Start the day off  right by taking good care of  
yourself, dearest Ram. If  you catch yourself  
making simple mistakes or glossing over, pull 
back to replenish your energy levels. 

TAURUS (April 20-May 20) 

Anticipating and catering to the needs of  loved 
ones provides an unlikely sense of  fulfillment, 
and the people you care for will appreciate such 
thoughtfulness. 

GEMINI (May 21-June 21)

Minor details have a big impact on your interior 
design scheme, dearest Gemini. Be mindful of  
the role your home plays in your wellness goals 
by stocking your fridge with healthy foods and 
beverages. 

CANCER (June 22-July 22) 

You’ll feel flirty and in the mood for love, sweet 
crab. Pay close attention to what the object of  
your affection says, especially while discussing 
their hopes, desires, or meaningful topics. 

LEO (July 23-August 22) 

Produce superior work, and money will follow, 
fiery lion. The universe also grants permission 
to invest in tools or experiences that can help 
you feel good or improve within your field. 

VIRGO (August 23-September 22) 

Project love and grace into the world, and your 
aura will emit radiance, dear Virgo. Notice how 
people mirror your mood, and do what you can 
to infuse peace into chaotic environments.

LIBRA (September 23-October 22) 

Immerse yourself  in a world of  softness and 
beauty, sweet Libra. Put your work on display 
and your desires on the table to facilitate mean-
ingful growth. 

SCORPIO (October 23-November 21) 

You’ll have a way with people today, dear 
Scorpio. Use these vibes to your advantage by 
circulating in environments where you might 
have the chance to rub elbows with influential 
peers. 

SAGITTARIUS (November 22-December 21) 

A direct yet welcoming demeanor can help you 
go far, sweet archer. Any companions or employ-
ees who can’t meet your expectations probably 
won’t be around for much longer. 

 AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE
LONDON, July 16

A British minister Thursday called for 
FIFA to investigate after Argentina’s 
players held up a banner reading “Las 
Malvinas son Argentinas” (The 
Falklands are Argentine) after their 2-1 
victory over England.

Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s 
Downing Street office backed the calls by 
Business Minister Peter Kyle following 
the World Cup semi-final match. Kyle 
called the flag waving an “egregious 
violation” of  FIFA rules which ban polit-
ical symbols on the field of  play.

“The World Cup might not be ours, but 
the Falkland Islands definitely are,” a 
Downing Street spokesperson said. 
Argentina invaded the British Overseas 
Territory in the South Atlantic in 1982.

But Britain regained the archipelago 
in a brief  war after then prime minister 
Margaret Thatcher dispatched a naval 
taskforce.

Kyle urged football’s global governing 
body FIFA to “thoroughly” investigate 
the banner incident after Wednesday’s 
match in Atlanta.

“Politics needs to be separate from 
football. In fact, the World Cup has one 
of  its central tenets that politics is sepa-

rate from football,” he told BBC televi-
sion. “That is now a matter for FIFA ... 
We expect FIFA to undertake an investi-
gation into this,” he added.

FIFA has not yet commented on the 
incident.

Britain occupied the Falklands in the 
19th century, but Argentina claims the 
islands are part of  its territory.

Argentina’s vice president, Victoria 
Villarruel, upped the tensions ahead of  
Wednesday’s kick-off  by calling the 
English “usurping pirates”.

The 1982 conflict ended with the 
deaths of  649 Argentines and 255 Britons. 
Following their World Cup semi-final 
victory, Argentina’s foreign minister 
said Buenos Aires had filed a formal 
protest over a British warship near the 
Falkland Islands.

Foreign Minister Pablo Quirno posted 
on X to express “the strongest rejection” 
of  the United Kingdom’s HMS Medway’s 
“unconsulted and illegal” passage 
through Argentine territorial waters, 
alleging a lack of  proper notification.

Quirno said the Medway, which is 
based in the Falkland Islands, was 
accused of  violating bilateral agree-
ments in a July 13-dated diplomatic note 
of  protest submitted to the UK embassy 
in Buenos Aires.

 NICCOLÒ LUPONE/AP
MILAN, JULY 16

The Italian sculptor who designed the 
FIFA World Cup trophy wanted to cap-
ture three sporting emotions in a sin-
gle spiralling form: the athlete’s strug-
gle, the fan’s jubilation and the 
moment of  victory.

On Sunday, either Spain or 
Argentina will lift the trophy after the 
2026 World Cup final. Here’s what to 
know about the most coveted prize in 
football.

 
The World Cup trophy 
was designed in Milan
Silvio Gazzaniga designed the trophy 
in his studio in Milan’s Brera neigh-
bourhood after FIFA issued an open 
competition for a new design when 
Brazil took permanent possession of  
the original trophy by winning its 
third World Cup in 1970.

The design, now familiar to genera-
tions of  World Cup fans, features two 
figures swirling up toward an orb rep-
resenting the Earth.

“When he started to design the cup, 
he was sketching a huge number of  
drawings and finally started to devel-
op the idea to have the world and this 
symbol that it is like a two DNA spi-
rals, that are moving up,” said Giorgio 
Gazzaniga, the designer’s son who was 
a teenager at the time.

The elder Gazzaniga, a sculptor and 
trophy designer who died in 2016, 
worked for G.D.E. Bertoni Srl and cre-
ated some of  the most prestigious tro-
phies in the world, including the 
UEFA Cup and European Super-Cup.

 
The previous trophy was 
stolen and never recovered
The first World Cup Trophy, introduced 
for the inaugural tournament in in 
1930, depicted the Greek goddess Nike, 
and was known as the Jules Rimet 

Trophy for the tournament’s founder. 
FIFA commissioned a replacement 
after Brazil earned permanent posses-
sion of  the original after becoming the 
first nation to win three World Cups.

The Jules Rimet Trophy was stolen 
twice—first in 1966 while on public 
display in England, before being 
recovered by a dog named Pickles 
beneath a hedge in south London, 
according to FIFA. It was stolen again 
from the Brazilian Football 
Confederation headquarters in 1983 
after Brazil had taken permanent pos-
session. It has never been recovered 
and is widely believed to have been 
melted down.

 
Gazzaniga’s design depicts 
the struggle for victory
More than 50 proposals were submit-
ted but only Gazzaniga presented a 
full model—which permitted the jury 
to appreciate both the form and the 

story it conveyed, his son said.
“There is the world, which stands 

above all else, there is the athlete’s 
exertion, there is the athlete’s move-
ment within the metal, and the ath-
lete’s body is rough, rugged, for it has 
suffered, had to fight, and struggled 
for victory,’’ the younger Gazzaniga 
said. “That victory is expressed 
through arms that resemble the wings 
of  Victory, capturing not only the ath-
lete’s triumph but also the jubilation 
of  the fan.”

Gazzaniga’s family has preserved 
his office at a new location on the out-
skirts of  Milan, including drawings, 
the original prototype submitted to 
FIFA and a wax cast.

 
World Cup winners don’t get 
to keep the original trophy
The official World Cup trophy hoisted 
by the winning captain at the end of  
the final is 36 centimetres (14 inches) 
tall cast in 18-carat gold, sitting on a 
base featuring two rings of  green mal-
achite, symbolising the playing fields.

After the tournament, the original 
trophy goes back to FIFA, which keeps 
it at its Swiss headquarters between 
World Cups. The winning team brings 
home a gold-plated replica.

FIFA no longer lets three-time win-
ners keep the original.

This is the 14th World Cup to use 
Gazzaniga’s design, and FIFA has 
decided to keep the trophy in use at 
least through the 2038 tournament, 
according to Gazzaniga’s website.

The younger Gazzaniga still vividly 
remembers watching the 1974 World 
Cup final at home with his family as 
West Germany faced the Netherlands. 
It was the first time his father’s trophy 
was presented at the World Cup.

“The real explosion of  joy came 
when the German team raised the cup 
in Munich and the whole stadium 
erupted,” he said. “That was the 
moment an object became an icon.”

UK minister urges FIFA to investigate 
Argentina over World Cup Falklands banner

AFP/RSS
Argentina’s defender Nicolas Otamendi (left) and midfielder Giovani Lo Celso show a banner that reads in Spanish, “The Malvinas (Falkland 
Islands) belong to Argentina,” after winning the 2026 World Cup football tournament semi-final match against England at the Atlanta Stadium 
in Georgia on July 15 local time.

How an Italian sculptor created the 
World Cup trophy that became an icon

PHOTOS: AP/RSS
Giorgio Gazzaniga, son of the late sculptor Silvio Gazzaniga, inserts the original plaster World 
Cup trophy sculpture into a wooden case at a warehouse in Pioltello, Italy, on July 11.

The original plaster World Cup trophy sculpture is displayed into a wooden case in a 
warehouse in Pioltello, Italy.



C M Y K

07 | FRIDAY, JULY 17, 2026

Culture & Lifestyle

Interview

Aaditya Subedi on leaving  
Harvard to build an AI lab

The 19-year-old talks about technology and the unconventional choices that have shaped his journey.

A

aditya Subedi is a co-founder 
and the current COO of  
Architect Labs, an AI lab 
focused on computing systems.

His company recently 
secured $24 million in seed funding from a 
group of  venture capital firms led by 
Kindred Ventures. 

The Post’s Rivash Rijal spoke to 19-year-
old Subedi about Architect Labs, his jour-
ney dropping out of  college and his 
thoughts on the Nepali diaspora.

How would you describe what Architect 
Labs does to a person who is not familiar 
with AI speak? 

We are an AI lab, and we build AI systems. 
The AI system we built can design chips. 
Chips are fundamental to every technology. 
These chips, or microprocessors, are the 
reason we have mobile phones, cars,  
and, for that matter, any digital device 
around us. 

The requirement for chips is rapidly 
changing. Chip design requires significant 
resources. It takes hundreds of  millions in 
investment, hundreds of  specialised people 
working on it, and almost three years. 

We are trying to build an AI system that 
can meaningfully accelerate the design of  
these chips. We want to make it accessible 
to a lot more companies. 

What we do is not just about automation. 
There are many things you can do with 
these systems. Say you want to verify that 
the chip works before you send it out. You 
can use AI systems to simulate those 
things. 

Tell me about your personal life and how 
you ended up here.

I was born and raised in Kathmandu, 
Nepal. My family home is in Morang. I 

studied at Aksharaa School up to grade 10. 
Then I did my IBDP at Ullens. I went to 
Harvard to study computer science and 
maths as an undergraduate. I finished my 
first year and dropped out in the middle of  
my second year to start this company. 

Outside of  school, I played tennis my 
whole childhood. I played at the national 
level for Nepal. 

I had also done a startup in Nepal before 
coming to the US. 

What was it like dropping out of college to 
start a business?

It was scary to a certain extent, especially 
when you are coming on a foreign visa. 

And it’s also scary given that I was one of  
a handful of  very lucky international stu-
dents studying at Harvard. I had a full 
scholarship. When I was leaving school, I 
was giving up almost $400,000 in scholar-
ships. 

But I felt that dropping out and  
pursuing this would be the best use of  my 
time. We read about the Industrial 
Revolution in the 1800s. There is a similar 
revolution happening with AI today. I don’t 
think people who aren’t tuned into the  
technology sector realise how fast the 
world is changing and how different it will 
look in five years. I wanted to be at the fore-
front of  AI and not just on the sidelines 
watching things happen.

You mentioned earlier that AI is the  
next industrial revolution. I think non-tech 
people get scared or annoyed when they 
hear that, like something is being forced 
on them. 

First, I think AI is an advantage, particular-
ly for young people. Usually, without rapid 
change, it is experienced people who have 
the upper hand, but young people today are 
AI-native, and that is something that can be 
leveraged. 

The second is that I would tell people that 
AI is an opportunity to build. No matter 
what sector you are in, be it medicine or 
journalism, anyone who puts their mind to 
it will find that it is a time when what they 
produce can define how entire industries 
will be shaped. 

Finally, I think people who understand 
AI’s capabilities and limits are less para-
noid than those who watch from afar and 
through the lens of  the news. I would be 
lying if  I said I don’t think a lot of  people 
are going to lose their jobs and that the way 
work is done will change, but it is some-
thing in our hands.

Is there a message for the readers?

I would just like to say that I am a regular 
kid from Kathmandu. I know many people 
in Nepal who are more talented and hard-
working than I am. You can aspire towards 
your goals and make them happen, regard-
less of  the past. 

Like I was saying earlier, I think our dias-
pora sometimes tends to think they are 
from a small country and they are in a 
place with little privilege. If  you do have 
that mindset, even that is not a good reason 
not to do what you want to do, because if  
these things are true, you have nothing to 
lose. Everyone should take big swings and 
try to build something meaningful to them. 

‘Young people today 
are AI-native, and that 
is something that can 
be leveraged.’ 
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Where history meets  
contemporary art

‘Mythical Real’ brings together 17 artists whose works examine  
the enduring connections between humanity and nature.

In a euphoric return to the dancefloor, Madonna reflects on lost communities  
and the mistakes she is finally ready to forgive.

 JONY NEPAL
KATHMANDU

M

usic Art Gallery pre-
sents ‘Mythical 
Real: A Visual 
Journey into Shared 
C o n s c i o u s n e s s ’ 

from July 17 to August 17, bringing 
together the works of  seventeen 
artists working across painting, 
sculpture, and mixed media.

The exhibit explores the  
enduring relationship between 
humans and nature in Nepal’s 
mythology, ritual, and belief, treat-
ing hybrid and mythical figures as 
living expressions of  shared con-
sciousness. 

Featured artists include Anil 

Shahi, Balkrishna Banmala, 
Chandra Shyam Dangol, Jasmin 
Rajbhandari, Kapil Mani Dixit, 
Karma Tashi Gurung, Krishna 
Gopal Shrestha, Laxman Bhujel, 
Mukesh Shrestha, Muna Bhadel, 
Pradhumna Shrestha, Rajan Pant, 
Roshan Bhandari, Sahil Bhopal, 
Sundar Lama, Thinle Dolma, and 
Bajracharya.

Each of  the participating artists 
believes that human beings exist 
within a larger continuum in 
which memory, animals, land-
scapes, rituals, and culture remain 
profoundly interconnected.

“These projects were initiated to 
understand the nature of  Nepali 
modern art through its own socio-
cultural foundations,” says curator 

Saroj Bajracharya. “Rather than 
viewing modernity as detached 
from history, they propose that con-
temporary artistic consciousness 
remains deeply intertwined with 
inherited rituals, myths, philoso-
phies, and collective memory.”

Therefore, ‘Mythical Real’ 
becomes a thoughtful meditation 
on the dialogue between myth and 
reality, past and present, humani-
ty and nature, the visible and the 
invisible.

Mythical Real: A Visual Journey 
into Shared Consciousness 
When:  July 17 to August 17
Where: Music Art Gallery, Lalitpur
Time: 10:00 am to 8:00 pm
Entry: Free
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 ‘Confessions II’ reveals a more 
vulnerable Madonna

 RACHEL SYKES

M

adonna’s much-an-
t i c i p a t e d 
Confessions II has 
just broken official 
chart records, mak-

ing her the first American woman 
to earn number-one albums across 
five decades. It’s her tenth num-
ber-one record.

A kind of  sequel to 2005’s 
Confessions on a Dancefloor, it 
marks a euphoric return to form, 
released seven years after her last 
album, Madame X (2019), and two 
decades since the first Confessions 
earned her good reviews.

What’s surprising critics and 
fans is not just the quality of  the 
music, which sees Madonna and 
Confessions producer Stuart Price 
lovingly reference Chicago and 
Detroit house music, but the vul-
nerability of  her lyrics.

Often characterised by defiance, 
the singer has always had 
moments of  intimacy in her songs, 
yet she’s never fully engaged in 
the confessional mode that bolster 
contemporary superstars like 
Taylor Swift. Confessions II might 
therefore be a spiritual sequel to 
Confessions on a Dancefloor, but 
the new album is both sonically 
different from the 1970s aesthetic 
of  its precursor—and much more 
radically, movingly, confessional.

Confessional pop music
Confession has been one of  pop 
music’s top currencies since the 
mid-20th century. Coinciding with 
the emergence of  a confessional 
mode in poetry, in the 1960s and 
1970s singer-songwriters like 
James Taylor, Bob Dylan and Joni 
Mitchell gained widespread popu-
larity for records which were con-
sidered “radically introspective”. 
Like the confessional poets, these 
records often “confessed” to inti-
mate failures and experiences of  
shame, including details of  men-
tal health crises, affairs and the 
end of  relationships.

Today, pop music is overwhelm-
ingly assumed to represent the art-
ist’s life. From the lyrical disclo-
sures of  Lily Allen’s West End Girl 
(2025) to the confession booth seg-
ment of  Rosalia’s Lux tour, many 
singers trade in the drama of  con-
fession. Sometimes they reference 
its religious, legal or psychoanalyt-
ic role as an act of  truth-telling and 
repentance, but more regularly they 
draw on its secular meaning of  
revealing secrets and airing person-
al grievances.

In today’s media landscape, 
where personal branding often 
relies on a star’s ability to commu-
nicate openness and relatability, 
confessional address offers sing-
ers what musicologist Allan 

Moore calls “first-person authen-
ticity”, implying an almost unme-
diated communication between 
the artist and their audience.

This is what Taylor Swift does so 
successfully in both her lyrics and 
the “easter eggs” placed throughout 
her music, building a complex his-
tory of  her work and private life 
that’s most legible to devoted fans.

Madonna’s synthetic intimacies
The ultimate postmodern popstar, 
there is possibly no one less relat-
able than Madonna.

Since 1982, the singer has expe-
rienced almost peerless fame, 
marked by fearless reinvention 
and never-ending controversy. 
This is the woman who Michael 
Jackson once described as a 
“nasty witch”, who called David 

Letterman a “sick fuck” while 
smoking a cigar on live TV. She’s 
also the woman who pioneered 
celebrity HIV/Aids activism, 
funding medical treatment for 
friends and including a Facts 
About Aids insert in her Like a 
Prayer album in 1989.

One of  the ways Madonna used 
her fearlessness, and which she 
returns to in Confessions II, is in 
her defence of  dance music as 
community and refuge.

The first half  of  the new album 
frames dancing as a space for inti-
macy through anonymity rather 
than confession. The opening song, 
I Feel So Free, introduces the singer 
hiding “in the shadows”, creating 
“a new persona” on the dancefloor.

Both this and the invocation of  
freedom in the song’s title recall 
earlier work like Into the Groove 
(1985), where a 26-year-old 
Madonna joyfully proclaimed: 
“Only when I’m dancing can I feel 
this free / At night I lock the door 
where no one else can see.”

The album moves between the 
public and the private, the commu-
nal and the individual, deepening 
the experience through musical 
nods to Madonna’s vast catalogue. 

The drums on Bring Your Love 
remind us of  Vogue (1990), and ele-
ments of  Danceteria recall Music 
(2000). These references make the 
songs feel intimate even where 
their lyrics are broad, mining the 
rich history Madonna has with her 
fans and drawing on shared feel-
ings of  freedom, joy, and escape to 
be found on the dancefloor.

Madonna’s confessional turn
Reviewers have been quick to note 
that the last half  of  Confessions II 
is where the songs are most con-
fessional. While some have specu-
lated that Read My Lips is about 
Madonna’s divorce from Guy 
Ritchie, the singer has confirmed 
that Fragile was written about her 
brother, Christopher, and The Test 
reflects on her relationship with 
her daughter Lola.

A common trope of  confession-
al poetry is the use of  proper 
nouns to attach the singer’s emo-
tions to real people. In Bizarre, a 
reference to the Shelby Cobra, a 
car Madonna bought for Sean 
Penn on their wedding day, seems 
to confirm the song is about him.

While such details might be fun 
for internet detectives, the more 

radical use of  naming 
comes in earlier songs 

like Danceteria, 
which memorialises a 

space and community that no 
longer exists. Named after the 

New York club where 
Madonna first performed in 
1982, the song’s generalised 
chorus—“Everybody get up 

and dance”—is countered by verses 
that are lengthy lists of  real attend-
ees, many of  whom—Martin 
Burgoyne, Haoui Montaug, Keith 
Haring—died of  complications 
from Aids.

This feels like a kind of  intima-
cy only made possible by 
Madonna’s life in the past decade. 
Co-producing her own (currently 
stalled) film biopic, and experienc-
ing several bereavements and ill 
health, the new album feels both 
newly creative and intensely 
reflective. It is more revealing of  
Madonna than anything else in 
her career.

In confessional terms, it also 
does something frighteningly rare 
in pop by admitting to fallibility. 
On the first Confessions album, 
singles like Sorry repeat the title 
in seven different languages but 
it’s never clear who’s being asked 
to repent. On Confessions II, in 
The Test, Madonna admits to her 
daughter Lola: “I didn’t think of  
how it could disturb / Or how it 
hurt / I wish I knew, the pain I 
caused…”

The mistakes here are Madonna’s 
and she’s finally ready to forgive.

— The Conversation
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